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INTRODUCTION [image: ]

In the fall of 2012, I said goodbye to my thirteen-year-old cat, Snowflake. The grief was breathtaking, in a literal sense: it took the wind out of me. I had tried to brace myself, but I’ve since learned that it’s impossible to prepare. In the days and weeks that followed, I couldn’t focus and barely ate. I missed her reassuring presence beside me when I fell asleep at night and dreaded waking up to the awful reality that she was no longer here. Snowflake’s absence had created, in Steinbeck’s words, a “jagged hole” in my life.

Disoriented and overwhelmed, I did what I often do in crisis: I searched for a book that could guide me through that painful time. I knew what I wanted to read: memories, advice, and encouragement from others who had been down the same path—small portions of literary nourishment that would provide solace and perspective without requiring sustained concentration. I wanted to hear the voices of familiar cultural figures who understood the experience and felt compelled to write or talk about it. I hoped their words might serve as trail markers for me.

I couldn’t find this book—in or out of print. I did find a few quotations that were gems, which I saved to reread. Those lines helped carry me through that difficult year—and confirmed what I had sensed early on: that a volume of quotations on pet loss should be out in the world. And so I got to work building the book I wanted to read. I started researching firsthand accounts of pet loss published over the last two centuries. I read journals and biographies, letter collections and memoirs, essays and articles. I listened to oral histories, interviews, and podcasts. I looked out for stories unfolding on social media.

I soon learned that the intensity of my grief for Snowflake was personal and specific, but not unique. Mourners documented their heartache over the loss of their cats, dogs, rabbits, birds, horses, mice, frogs, and other animals—even, in the case of Pablo Neruda, a mongoose. Nobel Prize–winning author V. S. Naipaul described the experience as “calamitous,” and writer May Sarton called it a “volcanic eruption of woe.” Poet Emily Dickinson was so bereft she asked for help: “Carlo died,” she announced in a letter to her friend Thomas Wentworth Higginson in January 1866. “Will you instruct me now?”

Again and again, I came across examples of mourners blindsided and leveled by the loss of a faithful friend. “Blemie’s death was a blow,” confessed the playwright Eugene O’Neill to a friend. “I knew I would miss him badly when he went, but I had no idea how badly.” Crime novelist Raymond Chandler and his wife were wrecked: “We were a bit broken up over the death of our black Persian cat. When I say a bit broken up I am being conventional. For us it was tragedy.” Cat behaviorist Jackson Galaxy offers this visual: “The immediacy of the loss blows through you as if you were an abandoned farmhouse.”

How do we make sense of the desolation that sets in so quickly? The bond is unlike any other relationship in our lives. When we’re kids, sometimes our dearest friend and closest ally is the family pet. “I can still see my first dog in all the moods and situations that memory has filed him away in…” recalled E. B. White. “For six years he met me at the same place after school and convoyed me home—a service he thought up himself.” An animal’s love is deep, uncomplicated, unconditional, and forgiving, blessedly unburdened by the complexities of human dynamics. “Affection without ambivalence” is how Sigmund Freud described the connection. “No matter how awful the day, or how awful I am behaving at any given moment, George doesn’t care,” writes the journalist John Dickerson. “He finds me smoldering in my chair and dashes to my lap. Every dog is a rescue dog.”

Meanwhile, our daily routines are intricately intertwined. Together, over time, we establish rituals that are as steady as a metronome. And then, at the end, we are often in the position of deciding when to let them go—and if given the privilege, accompanying them in their final moments. It’s no wonder that we’re devastated when they depart; to be honest, it’s a small miracle that we find a way to continue on.

The Book of Pet Love & Loss is a guide of sorts. Divided into chapters, the collection walks us down five distinct trails: the celebration of the bond; the realization that the end is near; the adjustment to life without one’s shadow; the persistence of mourning; and the final gift of the friendship. Interspersed throughout are photographs of a selection of the cultural figures quoted in the book—with their pets—along with stories of those relationships: Julia Child and her tricolored cat Minette; Billie Holiday and her boxer Mister; Marc Maron and his ginger cat Monkey; Fred Rogers and his childhood dog Mitzi; Beatrix Potter and her mouse Xarifa; Fiona Apple and her pit bull Janet; and many more. It is the first time these individuals and their respective animals have all been brought together in one place, connected through this shared experience. In that sense, this compendium can be considered its own fellowship of pet love and loss, one that spans both geography and time. You will run into familiar voices throughout, but my hope is that this collection will introduce you to a few new ones as well. A complete list of original sources at the back of the book is provided as a map for further exploration.



The spring after Snowflake died, I adopted a one-year-old cat who had been living on the streets of Brooklyn. A rescue organization had found her and named her Pearl. In the early days, I tried out different names on her, including Frances and Marble, but she would only respond to Pearl, an early sign of her clarity and confidence. “Pearl Bader” sounds like the name of a stage actor from the 1930s, which suits her well. She has a flair for drama and a sense of humor. Her larger-than-life personality is, in nearly every way, the opposite of Snowflake’s understated disposition. She chews on paperwork, only destroying important documents that are difficult to replace—leases, contracts, that sort of thing. I am convinced she has a genuine appreciation for the absurdity of life.

Pearl turned ten this winter. She has moved into her elder years, which is hard for me to believe but is now confirmed yearly when the vet gives her a senior checkup. She has grown up alongside the research and writing of this manuscript, and it is not lost on me that our time together is finite.

This is the book I once looked for and couldn’t find, and it is the book I will turn to again and again. I hope this collection also provides solace for you.





CHAPTER 1 [image: ] A Circle Around Us Both





In a letter in 1863, Emily Dickinson described her Newfoundland, Carlo, as her “shaggy ally,” a perfect description that sounds like it could have been written today. Our bond with an animal is often a private affair, but thankfully Dickinson and other brilliant minds were compelled to write about those friendships. Affection and respect shine through. Like a proud parent, Charles Schulz remembered how his childhood dog, Spike, was a language wizard and understood at least fifty words, including “potato,” which he would retrieve on command from the basement. P. G. Wodehouse explained how his tenderhearted Pekingese Squeaky intuitively deferred to her elderly sibling, Wonder.

Not all animals are angels, though, and we also hear about maddening habits and domineering personalities. In correspondence with friends, Raymond Chandler documented the antics of his imperious cat, Taki; and John Steinbeck lamented how his setter Toby “made confetti” out of almost half of the original Of Mice and Men manuscript, destroying two months of writing. One can’t help but wonder about the shredded draft of that now famous novel.

Animals can introduce chaos into our lives, but they are also uniquely capable of calming us down. Billy Collins and William Styron paid homage to the meditative ritual of the “head clearing” daily dog walk, and Doris Lessing described the sacred moment when she set aside “fret” and “urgency” to simply sit and be with her cat, El Magnifico. Perhaps poet Mary Oliver summed it up best: “I think they are companions in a way that people aren’t. They’ll lie next to you when you’re sad. And they remind us that we’re animals, too.”



I just got a dog and I think I’m falling in love with him.

[image: ]

ANDY WARHOL





He & I are inseparable companions, and I have vowed him my perpetual society in exchange for his devotion.
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ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

The best kind of background noise is a sleeping dog. I think I write better when my dog’s asleep next to me. I’m in love with my dog. His name is Walter and he’s one year old. When I’m not with him, I need to talk about him constantly.
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OTTESSA MOSHFEGH

I could not believe how much happier I was now that I had Merle in my life. Merely by agreeing to feed her and dispose of her waste, I had opened a portal to a pure, white-light joy that cut through all miseries, personal and structural.
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SARAH MILLER

My dog has a number of acquaintances of his own species—as do I—but it is abundantly clear to both of us that there is little company in all the world which we enjoy so much as each other’s.
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DONNA TARTT





As character he not only had all the traits I chiefly care for in humanity but had them more abundantly than most humans.
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ETHEL SMYTH
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Young Fred Rogers and Mitzi, Latrobe, PA, early 1940s






FRED ROGERS [image: ]

From 1968 to 2001, Fred Rogers hosted Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, a pioneering children’s show that aired on public television. Singing and speaking directly with his audience, Rogers helped raise a nation of young minds through messages of compassion, courage, sharing, and self-love. He believed that children could easily spot inauthenticity, and that “one of the greatest gifts you can give anybody is the gift of your honest self.” He also had faith in his viewers: he trusted they could manage complex feelings, and he hoped that what he was offering through words and music could help them process those emotions.

On March 23, 1970, he pulled off something profound on television: he introduced his young audience to the concepts of death and grief. The episode starts off routinely enough. Mister Rogers enters the set singing the theme music and acts out the signature opening scene: he removes his blazer, hangs it in the closet, swaps it for his cardigan, and replaces his dress shoes with more comfortable sneakers. Soon he is standing in front of his aquarium and notices that one of his fish is lying motionless at the bottom of the tank.

Rogers gently removes the goldfish and, after acknowledging that it can’t be saved, carefully buries it in the backyard. The experience reminds him of his childhood pet, Mitzi. “I had a dog that I loved very much…” he tells his viewers. “And when she died, I cried, and my grandmother heard me crying, I remember, and she came and she just put her arm around me because she knew I was sad. She knew how much I loved that dog.” Back inside, he remembers Mitzi’s prickly fur and curly tail. “Would you like to see a picture of her? I think I have one in the drawer here.” He dusts off the photo and turns it to the camera.

It was radical to speak so plainly to children about death in televised programming. But Rogers was attuned to his audience and understood what they were ready to hear. In a few minutes of airtime, he explained that death is natural and that sadness is part of the human experience, much like happiness. He showed children how to acknowledge and share their sorrow, a lesson they could carry through life.







When I was little and didn’t have a sister yet, my best friend was a brown, wire-haired mongrel named Mitzi. We shared joyous times, exciting times, and sad times. We got scared together when there was thunder and lightning, and together we crawled under the bed until they went away. When I wasn’t scared of them any more, Mitzi still was, so I comforted her and felt all the braver.
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FRED ROGERS







I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, and cats and books were my best friends when I was growing up. I loved to sit on the veranda with a cat, sunning myself.
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HARUKI MURAKAMI





I can still see my first dog in all the moods and situations that memory has filed him away in…. For six years he met me at the same place after school and convoyed me home—a service he thought up himself. A boy doesn’t forget that sort of association.
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E. B. WHITE

For companionship I kept pets. I had a cat and a mouse. It’s hard to believe that’s what I had—it may explain a little of what I am. A little white mouse, Gladys. I would bring her to school and have a chat in the French lesson when it got boring…. Gladys was true and trusted.
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KEITH RICHARDS





The walk is the basic unit of the human-and-dog commerce of unconditional love. We take care of George and George takes care of us. No matter how awful the day, or how awful I am behaving at any given moment, George doesn’t care. He finds me smoldering in my chair and dashes to my lap. Every dog is a rescue dog.

[image: ]

JOHN DICKERSON





I walk every morning for a couple of miles with the dog. That’s as much for me as it is for her; it’s head clearing.
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BILLY COLLINS

For the last four or five years, whenever I am home—which has been most of the time—I have been accustomed to taking long daily walks with my dog, Aquinnah. Our walks are for business and pleasure, and also for survival—interlocking motives that have somehow acquired nearly equal importance in my mind.
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WILLIAM STYRON
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Julia Child and alert Minette in their Paris apartment, ca. 1953






JULIA CHILD[image: ]

Long before we knew her as the legendary chef and television personality Julia Child, she was Julia Carolyn McWilliams, a girl growing up in Pasadena, California, alongside her siblings and family dog, an energetic Airedale named Eric the Red. She didn’t become a “cat person” until her mid-thirties, when she and her husband, Paul Child, moved to Paris in 1948. While Paul worked in the US Foreign Service, Julia enrolled in the prestigious Cordon Bleu, where she trained in the art of French cooking. It was in Paris that she started testing recipes, collaborating on a cookbook, and, with her coauthors, teaching informal cooking classes out of her kitchen.

The Childs rented a drafty apartment on rue de l’Université that came with a lovely view—and mice. To keep the rodents at bay, their housekeeper brought over a cat. Minette was a tricolored wonder: “This pussy of ours is just a darling,” Julia wrote. “I have never seen a cat I liked so much; she gallops all over the house, lies in wait for us, sits in her own chair in the dining room, just loves to be right with us all the time.” When Minette started eating a handpicked bouquet of mimosa flowers, her name was lengthened to Minette Mimosa McWilliams Child.

Paul’s career uprooted the couple frequently: after France, they moved to Germany, then Norway before settling in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Wherever they lived, neighborhood felines tended to find their way to Julia’s kitchens. “A cat—any cat—is necessary to Julia’s inner satisfaction,” Paul wrote to his brother.

Before Julia established herself as an international culinary sensation—before the publication of the two-volume bible Mastering the Art of French Cooking, and before millions would watch her television show, falling in love with her enthusiasm, humor, and unpretentious approach to gourmet cooking—Minette, perched on a shelf above the stove, occupied the front-row seat in one of history’s finest test kitchens.







“Mini” soon became an important part of our lives…. She spent a great deal of time playing with a Brussels sprout tied to a string, or peering under our radiators with her tail switching. Once in a while, she’d proudly present us with a mouse. She was my first cat ever, and I thought she was marvelous.
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JULIA CHILD







This you’ll call sentimental—perhaps—but then a dog somehow represents—no I can’t think of the word—the private side of life—the play side.
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VIRGINIA WOOLF





My rabbit is a big part of my life, and I like to include her at all my get-togethers…. In fact, my apartment is completely designed around my rabbit. I have chosen paint colors based on their names alone: straw, dandelion green, carrot orange, leaf grass, marsh brown. My couch is covered with a cloverleaf print. My liquor cabinet was built to resemble a small tree so that my apartment has a woodsy feel to it.
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AMY SEDARIS





At home where we live in Corona is so lively. We have two dogs. They are Schnauzers, Male + Female…. The Male Dog who is the older one, his name is “Trumpet.” The Female, the baby, her name is “Trinket.” I gave Trumpet to Lucille and Mr. Joe Glaser gave us Trinket. And when the two of them start barking together—Oh Boy what a Duet.
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LOUIS ARMSTRONG





I don’t sing to Tamas, but I do sometimes dance, which terrifies him—he runs from place to place as though for shelter and barks his dismay. I must seem to him like some terrifying goddess on a rampage.
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MAY SARTON

I love to house my little people happily—my dogs and my birds and my fish. Wee Toi, my little Chinese dog, has a little house all his own, an old Chinese lacquer box with a canopy top and little gold bells…. Wee Toi is very happy in it, and you can see that it was meant for him in the beginning.
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ELSIE DE WOLFE
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Liberace surrounded by his dogs on his patio, Palm Springs, CA, 1980






LIBERACE[image: ]

“I didn’t come here to go unnoticed,” Liberace told the London Evening News when he arrived at the Palladium in a white mink coat in 1972. Władziu Valentino Liberace (“Lee” to his friends; “Walter” or “Wally” to his family) was born on May 16, 1919, in West Allis, Wisconsin. He began learning piano when he was four years old, and by the time he was a teenager, he was playing professionally. Over his long career, the mononymous performing artist and highest-paid entertainer of the 1960s perfected his over-the-top showmanship.

Liberace subscribed to Mae West’s maxim “Too much of a good thing can be wonderful.” He applied that philosophy to his stage act, opulent homes, wardrobe, jewelry, and animals. “I have a lot of dogs,” he admitted. “The number changes all the time. So if I ever happen to mention a dog’s name and it is not the same name I mentioned the last time I mentioned a dog’s name, it’s not a mistake. It’s another dog.” He chose playful names with as much flair as his act, including Wrinkles and Prunella for his shar-peis; Lady and the Tramp for his Yorkshire terriers; Jacques, Michi, and Bonaparte for his three poodles; Lady Di for his West Highland terrier; and Liza for the Welsh corgi who was a direct descendant of one of Queen Elizabeth’s dogs.

Many were rescues, given to him by someone who could no longer care for the animal. They had full run of his lavish homes: “They are allowed anywhere,” he explained, “and they respect my rugs and furniture better than some people I’ve entertained.”

By 1976, he counted fourteen canines in his care; ten years later, that number had multiplied: “If somebody were to ask me why a single man needs so many homes, I could reply it’s because I have so many children. Twenty-one, to be exact…” he wrote in his memoir. “I’d better explain that my ‘children’ are my dogs. And I couldn’t love them more if I’d sired the whole litter.” On tour, he missed his animals tremendously. “When I travel, I carry framed pictures of them to place around the hotel suites…. I call home long distance just to speak to them. When they hear the sound of my voice on the phone, they literally go ‘crazy.’ ”

When Liberace died at sixty-seven, he left $50,000 in his will for the care of his beloved dogs.







I have one dog, Lady Di, who will try to “sing” whenever I play the piano. The real singer in the family is Julio, a canary who sings up a storm every time I put on one of Julio Iglesias’s records.
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LIBERACE







The dachshunds have been running through all the rooms, being affectionate, barking at the servants. They were fed and then they began to feel utterly at home. At night they dug the earth and newly-sown seed from the window boxes and distributed the galoshes from the lobby round all the rooms…. But both have kind, grateful eyes.
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ANTON CHEKHOV





Our cat is growing positively tyrannical. If she finds herself alone anywhere she emits blood-curdling yells until somebody comes running. She sleeps on a table in the service porch and now demands to be lifted up and down from it. She gets warm milk about eight o’clock at night and starts yelling for it about 7:30. When she gets it she drinks a little, goes off and sits under a chair, then comes and yells all over again for someone to stand beside her while she has another go at the milk.
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RAYMOND CHANDLER





It is amusing to see the kitty act like a dog…. Yesterday, the cat, seeing that I compliment Spot for bringing me the paper, went across the street and got a small piece of paper and brought it to me, too. I praised her and petted her, and she was as proud as punch.
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ZORA NEALE HURSTON





I don’t know whether I told you. My setter pup, left alone one night, made confetti of about half of my manuscript. Two months work to do over again. It sets me back. There was no other draft. I was pretty mad but the poor little fellow may have been acting critically.
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JOHN STEINBECK






CHARLES SCHULZ[image: ]

The illustrator behind the heartfelt comic strip Peanuts created what has been described as “arguably the longest story ever told by one human being.” In nearly eighteen thousand strips published for almost fifty years in seventy-five countries and twenty-one languages, Charles Schulz convinced a universe of readers to care about Charlie Brown, Linus, Lucy, Peppermint Patty, Snoopy, Woodstock, and their crew of friends. These “little people,” as Schulz called them, were not cartoon outlines; he conjured complex characters with their own worries, insecurities, and preferences. (Snoopy hung a Vincent van Gogh painting in his doghouse, which he later swapped for a work by Andrew Wyeth.)

Schulz loved dogs throughout his life, but one in particular inspired the character of Snoopy. When Schulz was thirteen years old, his family brought home a black-and-white mutt they named Spike. Exceptionally bright, Spike taught himself to ring the back doorbell when he wanted to come inside. Amused by the inquisitive personality of the floppy-eared dog, Schulz submitted a one-panel cartoon of Spike to Ripley’s Believe It or Not. It was published on February 22, 1937, along with the caption: “A hunting dog that eats pins, tacks, and razor blades is owned by C. F. Schulz, St. Paul, Minn.” This was an early image of what would become Snoopy, the beagle who shared Spike’s markings. (Schulz saved the name “Spike” for Snoopy’s mustached brother, who lives on his own in the California desert.)

Schulz’s childhood dog made a lasting impression on the cartoonist, but he shared the deepest bond with another dog later in his life. In 1988, Schulz and his wife adopted a scruffy eight-year-old fox terrier with the name “Andy” scratched on the inside of his leather collar. Giving Andy a comfortable life was Schulz’s priority. “Well, I am going home now,” he would announce to his colleagues as he left the studio in the late afternoon. “I’m going to devote the rest of the day to making my dog happy.”

When Andy’s vision and hearing began to deteriorate, the couple nailed a sign to a tree in the driveway of their Santa Rosa, California, house: “Please drive slowly. Small dog does not see or hear well.” And when Andy died, the cartoonist shared his heartache with his readers: “He had been an unbelievable joy to me, and as I write this I am deeply sorrowful…. Andy brought some new truths into my life. He taught me the wonderful love that a person can have for a dog.”

His love for Andy also made its way into a Peanuts strip. Charlie Brown and Linus gaze at a night sky full of stars as Linus contemplates the mysteries of the universe and the hundred billion galaxies out there, each containing a hundred billion stars. “Sort of puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?” Linus asks.

“I miss my dog,” replies Charlie Brown.






[image: Image]
Young Charles Schulz feeding Spike, St. Paul, MN, ca. 1940






Snoopy’s not a real dog, of course—he’s an image of what people would like a dog to be. But he has his origins in Spike, my dog that I had when I was a kid. White with black spots. He was the wildest and smartest dog I’ve ever encountered. Smart? Why, he had a vocabulary of at least fifty words. I mean it. I’d tell him to go down to the basement and bring up a potato and he’d do it.
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CHARLES SCHULZ







My dog and my mongoose were my sole companions. Fresh from the jungle, the latter grew up at my side, slept in my bed, and ate at my table. No one can imagine the affectionate nature of a mongoose. My little pet was familiar with every minute of my day-to-day life, she tramped all over my papers, and raced after me all day long. She curled up between my shoulder and my head at siesta time and slept there the fitful, electric sleep of wild animals.
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PABLO NERUDA





I used to carry the green parrot around on my shoulder. I carried him all over the Sahara. They’re very good to travel with. They’re happy, they’re not miserable traveling. You try to travel with a cat, and it’s miserable. Parrots don’t mind moving. They really attach themselves to a person, and the place they’re in be damned.
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PAUL BOWLES

    There was one pigeon, a beautiful bird, pure white with light gray tips on its wings; that one was different. It was a female. I would know that pigeon anywhere. No matter where I was, that pigeon would find me; when I wanted her I had only to wish and call her and she would come flying to me. She understood me and I understood her.
I loved that pigeon.
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NIKOLA TESLA





I tell my dog my troubles. I tell my dog what I’m not supposed to be saying to my children, to my wife. Unfortunately, it’s not very helpful to her because she has to hear it, but at least the world doesn’t hear my inner thoughts.
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MANDY PATINKIN

I’ve got two cats, Spikey and Silver, and they’re my personality chopped in half. One of them is really outgoing, loves me and loves visitors, and the other goes, “Oh my God, not another person, please!” That’s totally me in the cats.
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JEANETTE WINTERSON





[image: Image]
Robert Frost and Gillie, Ripton, VT






ROBERT FROST[image: ]

Robert Frost is an American icon, the recipient of four Pulitzers, and the first poet to read at a presidential inauguration—John F. Kennedy’s in 1961. With plain-spoken words, he hoped to create a lasting body of work and “to lodge a few poems where they will be hard to get rid of,” goals he far surpassed. “The Road Not Taken” is perhaps the most widely recognized poem of the twentieth century. He was also an esteemed educator and credits that role for teaching him how to write clearly: “I had to make things understood, and that put me in the class of poets that wanted to be understood.”

New England was Frost’s home and the subject of much of his poetry. For most of his career, he split his time between college towns and farms in New Hampshire, then Vermont—ideal settings for a dog. In 1940, Frost opened his heart to a border collie named Gillie, an extraordinary gift, it turned out, for both of them. “His virtues are all gentle,” Frost described in a letter to his son-in-law.

Frost’s wife, Elinor, had died two years earlier, and Gillie helped fill the void. Together they explored the woods surrounding his cabin in Vermont and walked the streets near his home in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Frost often wrote late into the night—he did his best work between midnight and 4 a.m.—and he and Gillie could be seen taking predawn strolls through the neighborhood.

Gillie was intelligent and eager to please—a “one-man dog,” recalled a neighbor who lived a few doors down from the poet in Cambridge: “Sometimes Mr. Frost, while in the midst of a conversation with someone, would say without raising his voice, ‘Gillie, shut the door, will you?’ and Gillie would get up, go to the door, push it shut and then stand, watching his master’s face and waiting for further orders.”

The poet David McCord, who visited the Frost home often—the two writers would talk for hours in the library—also observed the understanding that Frost and his border collie shared: “When at last we went out for a walk—a ritual on the poet’s part and always best under stars, Gillie was there, not a yard behind his master’s leg,” McCord recalled. He would let Gillie explore the darkness off leash, while gently keeping him safe and near. “Frost would say quietly—no whistle or calling—‘You better come back, Gillie,’ or something like that; and out of the dark as out of the mystery of life itself, a shadow would slip to heel.”







I have a black dog with white nose tip, white tail tip, white shirt and white stockings…. He’s very intelligent and watches everything I do in hope that it will mean food or play or a walk for him. He’s no fighter though. He’s a pacifist.

[image: ]

ROBERT FROST







Whenever it is possible, my dog accompanies me on a walk or ride or sail. I have had many dog friends—huge mastiffs, soft-eyed spaniels, wood-wise setters and honest, homely bull terriers. At present the lord of my affections is one of these bull terriers…. My dog friends seem to understand my limitations, and always keep close beside me when I am alone. I love their affectionate ways and the eloquent wag of their tails.
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HELEN KELLER





I talk of all these things with Carlo, and his eyes grow meaning, and his shaggy feet keep a slower pace.
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EMILY DICKINSON

When I sit down to be with him, it means slowing myself down, getting rid of the fret and the urgency. When I do this—and he must be in the right mood too, not in pain or restless—then he subtly lets me know he understands I am trying to reach him, reach cat, essence of cat, finding the best of him. Human and cat, we try to transcend what separates us.
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DORIS LESSING





Pekes. How understanding they are. When Squeaky is on my lap and sees that Wonder wants to get on, she instantly jumps off, as she knows that W. is the senior dog and nearly fifteen and must be put first. But then Squeaky is an angel from heaven.
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P. G. WODEHOUSE





He was as solid a trail horse as I’ve ever ridden, never flinching in big wind, or while crossing water, or when mule deer twins who’d been stashed by their mother in some willows leaped to their feet right in front of him…. I counted on Roany to keep the whole barnyard calm, not just Deseo and the mini donkeys, but also the ewes and lambs, the recalcitrant rams, the aging chickens, and me.
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PAM HOUSTON






BILLIE HOLIDAY[image: ]

In June 1946, Billie Holiday sang at Club Downbeat on 52nd Street in New York City. Music journalist and photographer William Gottlieb captured Holiday backstage in the dressing room with her dog Mister. The dignified, gentle boxer sits on a chair next to the singer, looking at the camera. Holiday is wearing her signature gardenias in her hair; her right hand rests on the dog’s chest. Objects reflected in the dressing room’s mirror reveal her rituals: face powder, pineapple to soothe her throat, bottle of crème de menthe. It is an intimate and serene portrait of the jazz legend, whose life was cut short by addiction.

When Gottlieb snapped this photograph, Holiday was already one of the most celebrated jazz vocalists of all time. She started singing in Harlem nightclubs in the early 1930s, when she was a teenager, and collaborating with musicians—Benny Goodman, Count Basie, Artie Shaw, Lester Young—as the Harlem Renaissance was transitioning to the swing era. She first performed her rendition of the protest song “Strange Fruit” at the Café Society club in 1939, engraving the devastating lyrics into our collective memory.

Lady Day, the name Young coined for her, died when she was just forty-four. In portraits of the legend in casual settings, one of her beloved dogs is often in the frame—especially Mister in the 1940s and Chiquita or Pepe, two Chihuahuas, in the 1950s. Mister, in particular, holds a special place in music history. He and Holiday were inseparable. He patiently waited backstage or sometimes in the bar while she sang. “As long as he heard her voice, he’s happy,” recalled the vaudevillian comedian Harold Cromer, who often performed in the same venues.

In 1949, when the photographer Herman Leonard visited Holiday’s Harlem apartment for an Ebony magazine photo shoot, she opened the door wearing an apron over her dress. “Excuse me,” she told him, “but I’ve got to feed the dog.” A photograph from the day fills in details: the jazz singer at the stove frying a steak in a cast-iron skillet for Mister, who sits beside her. Mister’s steady disposition must have grounded Holiday. “The thing I remember talking to her about most were her dogs,” Lena Horne recalled. “Her animals were really her only trusted friends.”






[image: Image]
Billie Holiday and Mister in her dressing room at Club Downbeat, New York City, ca. 1946






I knew Mister wouldn’t recognize me…. I had gained so much weight and I just plain didn’t look like the girl who had left town ten months before…. Man, how cheap I played that dog! He not only recognized me, but in a flash he leaped at me, kicked my hat off, and knocked me flat on my can in the middle of that little station. Then he began lapping me and loving me like crazy.
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BILLIE HOLIDAY







Tulip never let me down. She is nothing if not consistent. She knows where to draw the line, and it is always in the same place, a circle around us both.

[image: ]

J. R. ACKERLEY





The dog and I have a walk almost every early morning and again at sunset—He just now banged on the door to tell me he was ready to come in and go to bed.

[image: ]

GEORGIA O’KEEFFE

When it is bedtime I pick her up, cuddle her, whisper what a sweet creature she is, how beautiful and wonderful, how lucky I am to have her in my life, and that I will love her always. I take her to her room, with its cat door for her après-midnight exitings, and gently place her on her bed. In the morning when I wake up she is already outside, quietly sitting on the railing, eyes closed, meditating.
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ALICE WALKER





Purring in his sleep, Fletch stretches out his little black paws to touch my hands, the claws withdrawn, just a gentle touch to assure him that I am there beside him as he sleeps.
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WILLIAM S. BURROUGHS





I really like it when he sleeps at the top of my head on the pillow like a sort of fur nightcap.
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URSULA K. LE GUIN





My relationship with my two old cats Monkey and LaFonda is the longest I’ve ever had. We all understand each other and show up for each other in the ways we can and it’s good.
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MARC MARON

I can’t imagine my life without my cat. It’s as though it doesn’t make sense. If someone asked me to truly describe myself in an abstract frame, next to me there would be a small mark, like a smudge, and that small mark would be my cat.
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TRACEY EMIN






EDWARD GOREY[image: ]

“What or who is the greatest love of your life?” Vanity Fair asked the legendary author and artist Edward Gorey in 1997.

“Cats,” he replied.

For almost fifty years, felines kept Gorey company while he wrote and illustrated more than one hundred books. Gorey’s delicate pen-and-ink drawings, precise hand-lettered text, and dark plots continue to enchant readers of all ages. Although his Victorian and Edwardian characters often endure grim fates, his deadpan humor brilliantly offsets the gloom and doom.

Gorey, who died in 2000, was often described as reclusive, although his physical presence—six feet two, long beard—was hard to miss: “I’m not someone easily unnoticed,” he told an interviewer in 1973. “I’ve always tended to run around in tennis shoes, fur coats, lots of jewelry. I just can’t go out of the house with naked fingers.”

When he was seven years old he got his first cat, and aside from his years in the army and as an undergraduate at Harvard, he lived with a revolving cast of felines. He couldn’t imagine a life without them. He moved to New York City in 1953 to work as a cover designer at Anchor Books, and shared his rent-controlled apartment with as many as a half dozen cats. He noticed a tipping point once the number hit six: “Between four and five didn’t seem much difference…. But somehow six cats seem a lot more, disproportionately more, than five.”

Eventually he left his staff job to work as a freelancer and continued to conjure his magical, melancholy worlds in print. He also designed the costumes and sets for a 1977 Broadway production of Dracula, a huge hit. For decades he split his time between New York City and Cape Cod. (Each year, Gorey attended nearly every New York City Ballet performance and decamped for the ocean once the season ended.)

In 1986 he left Manhattan for good and settled in a sea captain’s home in Yarmouth Port, Massachusetts. He lived in that book-filled two-hundred-year-old house with his feline family. They lounged on him and his drawing board while he worked, and if one of his cats accidentally knocked over a bottle of india ink, spilling black liquid over a drawing he had been tirelessly crosshatching, Gorey accepted the chaos with calm resignation. “Most people who have cats would not put up with what I put up with from my cats,” he admitted. “But I feel it’s their house as much as mine…. It’s very interesting sharing a house with a group of people who obviously see things, hear things, think about things in a vastly different way.”

His house—their house—is now a museum. He left his estate to a charitable trust that helps protect cats as well as dogs, whales, elephants, birds, bats, insects, and invertebrates.






[image: Image]
Edward Gorey and his cats in his New York City apartment, 1978. The cat on the drafting table lounges perilously close to the bottle of India ink.






In looking for something or other I came across the fact that one of my cats is about to be nine years old, and that another of them will shortly thereafter be eight; I have been laboring under the delusion they were about five or six.
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EDWARD GOREY







My little old dog: A heart-beat At my feet.
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EDITH WHARTON





Dogs have such short life spans, it’s like a concentrated version of a human life. When they get older they become much more like our mothers. They wait for us, watch out for us, are completely fascinated by everything we do. So, with [Lucille], she’s the kid I never got to be and the mother I never quite had. It’s really quite remarkable how much they can provide without any prompting. It’s just built into the species.
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CAROLINE KNAPP

My beloved Chihuahua Pepsi is never far from me, night or day: she is now over ten years old and spends 90% of her time sleeping—but is always ready to pick a fight with Minnie, our Yorkshire terrier. After a succession of sadly missed shepherds and ridgebacks, I never imagined I would lose my heart to so tiny a canine person.
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ARTHUR C. CLARKE





It is nearly dark outside and the roof is cold. My cat will be making her way along the sycamore limb and I must be there waiting to lift her to my shoulder. Today I found fresh swordfish in the market, and she has never tasted swordfish. Maybe she’ll be tempted.
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IRVING TOWNSEND






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Their Time Must Come





The first signs that they are slowing down are often so subtle, we barely notice. They nap more. They hesitate before stairs. They walk gingerly over rough gravel roads and are less inclined to take off in a joyful sprint. Their muzzle starts to show a bit of white frost. And yet it also seems to happen overnight: suddenly we realize our companion is getting on in years.

Animals teach us how to live, but they also teach us how to age—how to hold on to optimism and humor, in spite of growing limitations. In a tender tribute to her horse Roany, writer Pam Houston remembers how even when his condition worsened, he still blew bubbles in his water bucket to amuse her.

If we’re fortunate enough to accompany an animal through the journey of aging, we’re also granted the enormous responsibility of deciding when it’s time to say goodbye. It’s understandable that we might become overwhelmed by anticipatory grief and focused on how our world will soon change, but the musician Fiona Apple encourages us to try to be present for this final chapter, to “appreciate the time that lies right beside the end of time.”



He has filled the corners of the room and the minutes and me so sweetly these last years.
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ALICE B. TOKLAS





A dog lives only ten or fifteen years, but think how much he crowds into that space, how much energy and vitality he lives up.
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JOHN BURROUGHS





Oh dear, how old she is, and how touching in her old age, carefully choosing the smoothest bits of road to cross by because gravel and roughness hurt her old paws and make her stumble as she totters along.
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J. R. ACKERLEY

She’s eleven. That’s a far cry from eight for a dog, really, and there are mornings these days when she wants to sleep in, and afternoons when she wants to sleep in, and she has started eyeing stairs with reluctance. On occasion, she’s creaky and slow to unhinge her hips when she gets up.
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SUSAN ORLEAN





The greatest problem with Irish Wolfhounds… is that they don’t live very long; their great hearts give out. A good deal of this is genetic, of course, but I think it is in part that they worry so for us, care so much.
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EDWARD ALBEE




[image: Image]
Mary Oliver and Percy at home, Provincetown, MA, 2005






MARY OLIVER[image: ]

The beloved Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Mary Oliver fixed her attention on the natural world. Her life-affirming poetry is dedicated to the art of observation. She encouraged her readers to remain curious about the wonders around them, a sacred duty she carried out daily. Her poems are meditations, often first scribbled down as notes while walking in the woods or along shorelines with her dogs. “I was a bride,” she wrote in one poem, “married to amazement.” For over fifty years, she translated that amazement into language and imagery that resonates with a wide readership. On the literary landscape, this makes her a rare breed: a bestselling author of poetry.

Along with her partner, photographer Molly Malone Cook, with whom she lived for decades in Provincetown, Massachusetts, Oliver spent much of her time in the company of dogs. She forged meaningful relationships with animals early in her life. Tippy—a dog with a tail tipped in white—was the first: “She was a puppy who showed up at my great-aunt’s door, and she made a gift of her to me.” In 2013, Oliver published Dog Songs, a collection of poems about some of the dogs she had loved through the years—Bear, Luke, Ben, Sammy, Bazougey, Percy, Ricky. Each poem reads like a prayer. She revered her dogs and paid close attention to their habits and movements: Bear’s joy as he gallops through fresh snow; Luke’s resilience, a dreamer born in a junkyard; Sammy’s irrepressible spirit and urge to jump fences—not to make trouble but to say hello to the neighbors.

Oliver also understood that dogs do not belong to us—they belong to the natural world. “They are a kind of poetry themselves when they are devoted not only to us but to the wet night, to the moon and the rabbit-smell in the grass and their own bodies leaping forward.” They grace us with their presence while they are here, and losing them is, in her words, the “deepest sting.”

Nature and dogs gave her life shape and meaning. “What would the world be like without music or rivers or the green and tender grass?” she asked. “What would this world be like without dogs?” Unfathomable. For Oliver, a dog running free remained one of the most magnificent sights in the world.







It is exceedingly short, his galloping life. Dogs die so soon. I have my stories of that grief, no doubt many of you do also. It is almost a failure of will, a failure of love, to let them grow old—or so it feels. We would do anything to keep them with us, and to keep them young. The one gift we cannot give.
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MARY OLIVER







Charley is well but he is getting old. The hip he had broken as a pup gives him considerable trouble now, particularly when the weather changes. But in the morning he still thinks of himself as Youth.
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JOHN STEINBECK

Having an old dog and watching her have the grace to just slow down and spend more time in the sun, it was an experience I would never have wanted to miss. It was, in many ways, a way that we learned about death and how to get old, and how to do it, and how to be there and not just pretend it wasn’t happening.
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LAURIE ANDERSON

Tavi, my cocker spaniel, lies at the foot of the bed. He is fourteen years old, the equivalent of eighty years in a man. He is deaf. He does not see very well. He sleeps most of the day. I once thought we would grow old together.

[image: ]

ANAÏS NIN

He is not doing badly, this old cat, with his three legs, and people coming into the room stop and exclaim, What a magnificent cat!—but when he gets up and hobbles away they are silent, particularly if they have seen him as a young cat step proudly out of a room.
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DORIS LESSING





Last week, watching Darcy out in the sun, it felt as though I was trying to decide just when most of the life—the good life, that is—inside her has been used up. Is it conscionable to wait until it’s plainly gone? Or is it better to err on the side of saying goodbye while she’s still discernibly Darcy, while she seems, as she nearly always does, to be without pain?
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VERLYN KLINKENBORG





When you have dogs, you witness their uncomplaining acceptance of suffering, their bright desire to make the most of life in spite of the limitations of age and disease, their calm awareness of the approaching end when their final hours come. They accept death with a grace that I hope I will one day be brave enough to muster.
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DEAN KOONTZ
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Tracey Emin and Docket at home, London, 2017






TRACEY EMIN[image: ]

Contemporary British artist Tracey Emin set the media world ablaze in 1999 when her controversial installation My Bed was shortlisted for the Turner Prize and shown at the Tate Gallery. The story goes like this: After a breakup in 1998, Emin spent several days in bed in a haze of depression. When she emerged, she looked at the rumpled, dirty sheets and messy stash of empty vodka bottles, cigarette packages and butts, and other detritus and decided not to sanitize the scene. Instead she saw an artwork before her: “I just saw it in a white space, I saw it out of that environment and, subconsciously, I saw myself out of that environment, and I saw a way for my future that wasn’t a failure, that wasn’t desperate.” In 2000 Charles Saatchi bought the piece for £150,000 and in 2014 it sold for £2.5 million.

Emin explores themes of love, loss, vulnerability, desire, and grief in confessional installations like My Bed but also in drawings, paintings, photography, sculpture, film, neon, embroidery, and ceramics. Given the intimacy of her subject matter, it makes sense that she also explored her bond with Docket, her cat, in her artwork. “Docket is not just a pet to me,” she wrote. “Without sounding too corny, he is really like my baby. I constantly say this. I love him more than anything else in the world.”

In 2002, Docket disappeared, and Emin blanketed her East London neighborhood with lost-cat flyers. Passersby assumed they were original works of art and unhelpfully removed the posters. “It’s simply a notice of her missing cat to alert neighbors,” a spokesperson at her gallery clarified. “It’s not a conceptual piece of work and it has nothing to do with her art.” Docket had wandered into an abandoned house and was soon found. By then, news of the ordeal had traveled in the press and established Docket as one of Britain’s most celebrated cats.

Emin and Docket were a unit, their routines intertwined. “My house is five floors; the kitchen is in the basement, and my bedroom is at the top, so I always make a flask of green tea to take to bed with me,” she explained in 2013. “On the nights I stay in, I shower, make my tea, and have a cup of Horlicks (warm malted milk) with my cat.” Docket died in 2020, at the dignified age of nineteen and a half.







If I’m honest, I realize that I plan a lot of my life around my cat. And by this, I don’t mean small things, I mean where I live, who I live with and my future plans. Should I move to the country? Should I live by the sea? Every large-scale decision that I make involves Docket. The idea that he is seriously ill is making me feel confused and afraid.
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TRACEY EMIN







Roany was stoicism defined. As his condition worsened, he learned to pivot on his good front leg—and would, for an apple or a carrot or to sneak into the barn to get at the winter’s stash of alfalfa. He blew bubbles in his water bucket because it made me laugh, and he would sometimes even give himself a birdbath by splashing his still mighty head. I also knew that just because he could handle the discomfort didn’t mean he should.
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PAM HOUSTON





What is so touching about a sick animal is the patience and lack of self-pity, and of course the total dependence on human care.
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MAY SARTON






FIONA APPLE[image: ]

In the spring of 2020, the musician Fiona Apple released her fifth studio album, Fetch the Bolt Cutters, which she recorded in her home in Venice, California, with a small band of trusted musicians. The music is visceral. There is chanting and banging on makeshift percussive surfaces, and in one song Apple taps on the urn that holds the ashes of her departed pit bull, Janet. On the titular track, you can hear the sound of dogs barking in the background.

Apple emerged on the music scene in the 1990s. When the producer Andrew Slater first met her, she was a teenager who had been writing songs since she was eight but had never recorded with other musicians. She released her wildly successful debut album, Tidal, in 1996, and in less than two years’ time, Apple shot from anonymity to the cover of Rolling Stone.

It was not a forgiving journey. Critics ridiculed her radical honesty and resistance to the music industry’s script for her. She found herself misunderstood, and setting the record straight became an exhausting exercise. She retreated but continued to create music on her own terms and timeline.

When Apple was twenty-one and navigating those early turbulent years in Los Angeles, she found a four-month-old puppy abandoned in a park with a rope tied around her neck and bite marks on her face and ears. The gentle pit bull had been used and then abandoned by dogfighters. Apple named the puppy Janet and the two became family. “She is my best friend, and my mother and my daughter, my benefactor,” wrote Apple, “and she’s the one who taught me what love is.”

In 2012, Apple released her fourth album, The Idler Wheel…. By then, Janet was elderly and unable to travel. When Apple returned from her US tour, Janet’s health had deteriorated, and the musician canceled her South American shows to care for her. In a four-page letter to her fans, handwritten and posted on Facebook, she explained her decision: “These are the choices we make, which define us,” she wrote in a stunning articulation of love and devotion. “I will not be the woman who puts her career above love and friendship. I am the woman who stays home, baking Tilapia for my dearest, oldest friend. And helps her be comfortable + comforted + safe + important.” She asked her fans for their understanding and blessing. “I’ll be seeing you,” she signed off. “Love, Fiona.”






[image: Image]
Fiona Apple and Janet, Los Angeles, CA, 2007




    

Many of us these days, we dread the death of a loved one. It is the ugly truth of Life that keeps us terrified + alone. I wish we could appreciate the time that lies right beside the end of time. I know that I will feel the most overwhelming knowledge of her, and of her life and of my love for her, in the last moments. I need to do my damnedest, to be there for that.
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FIONA APPLE



    



I have always loved dogs. The saddest thing about it is that they don’t live as long as people do. They come into your life, you love them, and then they have to go.
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DOLLY PARTON

He is enjoying his old age—unconscious of any of its disadvantages and as you know a gentle companion. It is an idle hope that we will jog on together—the catastrophic proof of the futility of such dreams has been offered and gradually accepted.
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ALICE B. TOKLAS





Anyone who has ever been in a similar position to mine, and who has seen his or her animal carry on a difficult fight, can only love and respect that animal more, particularly when you realize that it takes a very special kind of courage. It takes a courage which is very different from human courage but is, if anything, more worthy of admiration, because human courage comes at least armed with some knowledge, whereas animal courage often comes with no knowledge at all—not even, in the case of disease, knowledge of what it is they fight.
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CLEVELAND AMORY





Do they know, as we do, that their time must come? Yes, they know, at rare moments. No other way can I interpret those pauses of his latter life, when, propped on his forefeet, he would sit for long minutes quite motionless—his head drooped, utterly withdrawn; then turn those eyes of his and look at me. That look said more plainly than all words could: “Yes, I know that I must go!”
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JOHN GALSWORTHY

Once again a member of my family whose first days I remember well is living out her last beside me.
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IRVING TOWNSEND





Do you know that I believe that the first to come and greet me when I go to heaven will be this dear, faithful old friend Carlo?
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EMILY DICKINSON





Staunch & faithful little lovers that they are, they give back a hundred fold every sign of love one ever gives them—& it mitigates the pang of losing them to know how very happy a little affection has made them.
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EDITH WHARTON
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Studio portrait of Ethel Smyth and Marco, ca. 1891–94






ETHEL SMYTH[image: ]

On March 11, 1903, the Metropolitan Opera in New York City presented the work of a female composer for the first time. That night Der Wald (The Forest) by British composer Ethel Smyth was performed on a double bill with Verdi’s Il Trovatore. (It would take until 2016—one hundred thirteen more years—for the Met to present the work of another female composer.) Although Smyth’s opera was a box office success, reviewers were ruthless. The New York Times called it a “disappointing novelty” with music that “falls into an inextricable slough of dreariness,” and a critic for the New York World described Der Wald as “utterly unfeminine,” lacking in “sweetness and grace of phrase.”

Smyth was undeterred. She had already faced years of sexism, starting with her father, who opposed her decision to pursue music composition. She was close with Emmeline Pankhurst, the leader of the British suffrage movement, and Smyth wrote the movement’s anthem, “The March of the Women.” “I want women to turn their minds to big and difficult jobs, not just to go on hugging the shore,” she explained in one of her many memoirs. Outspoken and confident, she was open about her romantic interest in both men and women, including, later in life, her love for Virginia Woolf, twenty-four years her junior.

Smyth preferred to wear tailored tweed suits. She also favored large dogs. Marco was the first, “a huge sprawling yellow-and-white puppy of the long-haired kind.” Regarding his breed, the details are hazy: “Half St. Bernard, and the rest what you please.” He was succeeded by an Old English sheepdog, whom she named Pan. Over time, there would be Pan the Second, the Third, and the Fourth. The last was her favorite.

Pan the Fourth was eccentric, with a perplexing fondness for white bread. He understood English—not only commands but also sentences, so much so that toward the end of his life, when he was sick, Smyth avoided discussing details of his illness in front of him. His extreme beauty captivated her: “The rich color, quantity, and fabric of his coat, the nobility of his head, and above all the big melting brown eyes that were in a certain light of an almost unearthly quality—so deep, so calm, so steady, so loving were they.”

Encouraged by Tchaikovsky when she studied in Germany early on, Smyth would go on to write six operas as well as orchestral works, a ballet, a mass, and more. In 1922, she was appointed a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire, the first female composer to hold that title. Her large dogs, who sit next to her or lean on her lap in elegant portraits, supported her throughout: “While I have been writing Marco lies slumbering peacefully at my feet, little knowing what a definite part he has played in my career.”







He was sixteen years old, a great age for a big dog, when I felt that the hour for parting had struck at last.
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ETHEL SMYTH







Gizmo was a somber cat. He parked himself on my wife’s chest Friday night and she spoke to him and scritched him for a long time. He stood, swaying slightly. I was smart enough to say nothing. But my wife had been talking more and more about not wanting him to suffer. During the last fluid infusion, the vet said something very helpful to us: “You might want to say goodbye to him on a good day.”
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NEIL STEINBERG





My favorite monk at the ashram where I lived in India taught me that dogs have such a short lifespan because it’s part of their loving service to us. They are here, among other reasons, to teach us how to die—because they are so good at it, and we are so bad at it…. Wanting to help, they volunteer to die early, as a way of saying: “Look! It’s not hard! Let me show you how! All you have to do is let go.”
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ELIZABETH GILBERT






CHAPTER 3 [image: ] It’s Tough to Lose Your Shadow





Even when we try to prepare for the loss, the depth of grief can be overwhelming. For nineteenth-century naturalist John Burroughs, the death of his dog Nip stunned him: “It was one of the worst shocks I ever had,” he recorded in his journal. “For a moment the whole universe seemed bereft, and my whole outlook upon life changed.”

In their absence, our days are reshaped overnight, our shared rituals become irrelevant. Journalist Natalie Angier describes it as “a sorrow of details, of minor rhythms and assumptions that I hadn’t really been aware of until, suddenly, they were disrupted or unmet.” Ernest Hemingway’s dog was no longer lying by his side as he typed his manuscripts, or chasing lizards by the pool, or resting his chin on the writer’s foot when he read at night. “I miss Black Dog as much as I miss any friend I ever lost,” he confessed. That the world keeps spinning in spite of this tremendous loss feels disorienting, even absurd.



For seven and a half years we walked down the calendar together, step by step.
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ETHEL SMYTH

As anyone knows who has lost an animal companion, the immediacy of the loss blows through you as if you were an abandoned farmhouse.
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JACKSON GALAXY





I sat in the first floor room in which I work, watching my neighbors go about their lives, amazed and furious that they were behaving as if it was a normal day. Stop all the clocks. Buster was dead.
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ROY HATTERSLEY

I once heard a woman who’d lost her dog say that she felt as though a color were suddenly missing from her world: the dog had introduced to her field of vision some previously unavailable hue, and without the dog, that color was gone. That seemed to capture the experience of loving a dog with eminent simplicity.
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CAROLINE KNAPP
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Marc Maron and Monkey at home, Los Angeles, CA, 2020






MARC MARON[image: ]

The stand-up comic Marc Maron credits feral cats for helping him find his voice on air—first as a radio host and then as a legendary podcaster. In August of 2004, Maron discovered a litter of kittens in Astoria, Queens. He didn’t know much about cats, but he figured out how to trap them in a shoebox and ferried them up to his apartment. Total chaos ensued. “They were just wild animals,” he described years later. “I would go to sleep and I would hear them out there and I didn’t know what they were doing, and I would wake up and my entire apartment was destroyed.”

Maron was hosting a political radio show on Air America at the time, and told his listeners about the kitten crisis at home. They responded with advice and helpful cat tips, forecasting the loyal fellowship of his much broader audience today. In 2009, after the radio show was cancelled, he launched the early episodes of his podcast, WTF, then moved to Los Angeles with two of those feral cats, Monkey and LaFonda. Recovering from the end of his marriage and feeling hopeless, he poured his energy into WTF, which he recorded from his garage as a Hail Mary during a dark time.

The show changed the landscape of podcasting. Maron masterfully interviews celebrated personalities—comics, actors, musicians, writers, and other cultural icons, notably President Obama, who took a motorcade to Maron’s garage while still in office—and lets the conversations wander to unexpected places. The show opens with a monologue—he riffs about his personal life, the state of the world, and the health and antics of his cats.

LaFonda died in 2019, Monkey in 2020. Figuring out how to care for them had connected him to his listeners, and at the end of their lives, Maron shared his heartbreak with the same audience that those kittens had helped him build. “He knew I was sad,” he said of his cat Monkey, “and I told him, I said, ‘Look, I’m going to be okay.’ ”







I was the crying man leaving the vet’s office with an empty carrier.
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MARC MARON







Winkie is dead. I can hardly bear to write about it, but I had to let you know.
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P. G. WODEHOUSE

It was calamitous for me. I feel a deep, deep grief…. I think of Augustus. He was the sum of my experiences. He had taken on my outlook, my way of living.
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V. S. NAIPAUL





Blemie’s death was a blow. I knew I would miss him badly when he went, but I had no idea how badly.

[image: ]

EUGENE O’NEILL

I was not at all prepared for the volcanic eruption of woe when I left the vet’s. I was crying so much I forgot to pay the bill and had to go back, and all the way home I could hardly see to drive. I felt cracked in two.
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MAY SARTON
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Alison Bechdel and Julia on their porch, Duxbury, VT, 1993






ALISON BECHDEL[image: ]

Cartoonist Alison Bechdel started drawing as a kid and never stopped. “I spent the better part of my childhood holed up in makeshift offices that I would construct around the house, drawing under a high-intensity lamp.” After college, she began to draw comics for WomaNews, a feminist monthly newspaper in New York City. For a young lesbian who didn’t see herself represented in our culture, comics were a way to draw herself into the frame. Her strip, which she called Dykes to Watch Out For, ran for twenty-five years in over fifty alternative newspapers. By the time she was thirty, Bechdel had quit her day job to work as a full-time cartoonist.

The strip paved the way for Bechdel’s pioneering graphic memoirs. In 2006 she published her first, Fun Home, a portrait of her childhood growing up in a small town in Pennsylvania; her relationship with her gay, closeted father; and her own coming out in college. The book, which pushes the boundaries of the graphic novel and memoir, received critical acclaim and put her on the literary map (and was later adapted into a Tony Award–winning Broadway musical).

Bechdel’s tortoiseshell cat, Julia, was the ballast through it all: “She was just always there as I plodded away,” she recalled. “On my lap, weighing down my arm as I was trying to type. Insinuating herself right onto my drawing board and threatening to smudge the fresh ink with her tail. Pulling up the masking tape that sticks my paper to the board with her teeth and trying to eat it. Demanding that I stop already and go out for a walk with her.”

They were huddled together as she mapped out ideas for her next book project, her second graphic memoir, Are You My Mother? But Julia died just before the proposal was completed. In her absence, Bechdel wondered if her creativity might falter. “Or worse, what if I can’t do it at all?” she worried. “I know, I know. I’ll be okay. But I always felt like Julia was my muse—not in the sense that she inspired my work, but in the way that she literally oversaw it.”







My beloved cat Julia, my constant companion, the small sun I’ve been orbiting for the past eighteen years, died on January 3rd.
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ALISON BECHDEL







I have not been writing to you lately because Basket died and we… just cried and cried and cried. We are a little better now but it is still pretty bad, and now we do not know quite what to do.
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GERTRUDE STEIN





Never in my career had I suffered writer’s block until we lost Trixie. I sat at the keyboard day after day, in the middle of The Darkest Evening of the Year, a story full of golden retrievers, and could not advance the manuscript by a single word.
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DEAN KOONTZ





I placed an ad in the papers: “Lost: mongoose, answers to the name of Kiria.” There was no reply. None of the neighbors had seen her…. She had disappeared forever…. I was grief-stricken for a long time.
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PABLO NERUDA





It seems as if I could almost give my right hand to have thee back. A vital part of me is gone, something that knitted me to the fields and woods, and that made life more sweet.
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JOHN BURROUGHS

I couldn’t believe that she was gone, even though she’d been sick for so long. I could feel that something huge, a tide, had washed in, and then washed out.
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ANNE LAMOTT






BARACK OBAMA[image: ]

On the unseasonably warm evening of November 4, 2008, a crowd of tens of thousands gathered in Grant Park in Chicago to watch the presidential election returns on giant screens. At 10 p.m. central time, CNN declared Obama the projected winner—the country’s first African American president—a historic moment shared by the jubilant crowd that had by then grown to nearly a quarter million. “If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible,” he told the sea of ecstatic supporters stretched out before him, “who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time, who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.”

Before continuing with his victory speech, Obama thanked those who helped bring him to this moment, especially the love of his life—the future First Lady—and then he spoke to his daughters: “Sasha and Malia, I love you both more than you can imagine, and you have earned the new puppy that’s coming with us to the White House!” Win or lose the election, the Obamas had promised their daughters a dog.

In the spring of 2009, the family introduced their new puppy to the world, a six-month-old Portuguese water dog, a gift from the late Senator Edward Kennedy. “Of all the pleasures that first year in the White House would deliver,” Obama wrote, “none quite compared to the mid-April arrival of Bo, a huggable, four-legged black bundle of fur, with a snowy-white chest and front paws.”

In the summer of 2013, another puppy joined the family. “Early in Barack’s second term, we’d added a new puppy to the household—Sunny—a free-spirited rambler,” wrote Michelle Obama in her memoir. “The dogs added a lightness to everything. They were living, loafing proof that the White House was a home.” This sense of normalcy was important to the Obamas as they raised their two young daughters at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and worked hard to balance parenthood with the pressures of political responsibilities.

Twelve years after they introduced Bo to the world, the Obamas celebrated his life and mourned his absence. “Bo was supposed to be a companion for the girls. We had no idea how much he would mean to all of us,” shared the First Lady in a tribute. “This past year, with everyone back home during the pandemic, no one was happier than Bo. All his people were under one roof again—just like the day we got him.”






[image: Image]
Barack Obama and Bo playing on the White House lawn, Washington, DC, 2009






For more than a decade, Bo was a constant, gentle presence in our lives—happy to see us on our good days, our bad days, and every day in between. He tolerated all the fuss that came with being in the White House, had a big bark but no bite, loved to jump in the pool in the summer, was unflappable with children, lived for scraps around the dinner table, and had great hair. He was exactly what we needed and more than we ever expected. We will miss him dearly.
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BARACK OBAMA







A dear dog he was.
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ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

Saturday was a sad day for all of us and I know that all of Fala’s friends will also be sad to know that he slept [sic] away, and the little dog’s story has come to an end.
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ELEANOR ROOSEVELT





You don’t realize how much a dog’s presence defines the contours of your home until, in its absence, the walls seem to relocate themselves. You don’t realize how many of your unconscious gestures—a glance into a certain backyard corner, a moment of extra care on the stair landing—are calibrated to your dog’s internal GPS.
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MEGHAN DAUM

Fletch died today. The emptiness he leaves—the places where he used to be.
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WILLIAM S. BURROUGHS





To miss someone is to also miss what is supposed to be the same when you wake up. I’ve lost two dogs to old age and one to illness, and each death left me with such grief I lay mute in bed for days, because I could not bear missing the humor of their habits: their running up and down the stairs barking at ghosts, or lying in a small circle of sun on the porch, or standing still in the garden wearing a pleased look as a breeze pushed the hair from their faces.
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AMY TAN
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Beatrix Potter and Xarifa, 1885






BEATRIX POTTER[image: ]

Beatrix Potter didn’t have an easy time finding a publisher for The Tale of Peter Rabbit. Undeterred, she financed the printing of 250 copies of a private edition. The books went quickly and within a couple months, she reprinted 200 more. When she showed a copy of this black-and-white version to Frederick Warne & Co., one of the companies that had rejected the original manuscript, the publisher asked her to redraw the illustrations in color and then released the first commercial edition in 1902. It was an instant bestseller.

The characters that inhabit one of the most beloved children’s books of all time were drawn from Potter’s early memories. Her family spent several months each year in the countryside, first in Scotland and later in the north of England, and it was in these landscapes that she studied and sketched the natural world. She didn’t have to roam far for inspiration. She and her younger brother, Bertram, cared for a variety of pets—rabbits, dogs, mice, lizards, frogs, bats, and more. The power of her storytelling was rooted in her own childlike imagination, which she nurtured throughout her life: “I have just made stories to please myself,” she admitted, “because I never grew up!”

When she was a teenager, Potter started keeping a diary in code and continued for more than fifteen years. The entries, written in tiny scribbles, remained indecipherable until 1958, when a Potter collector broke the cipher shorthand, swinging open the doors to the writer’s inner world. In those private pages, she recorded which day she “played much with Peter Rabbit,” as well as her worries about the health of her other bunny. On October 2, 1892: “Much concerned with the toothache and swollen face of Benjamin Bouncer, whose mouth is so small I cannot see in, but as far as I can feel there is no breakage.” She noted the death of Judy, her lizard, on April 20, 1885: “I have had a great deal of pleasure from that little Creature.” The following year, she mourned the death of her mouse Xarifa, who four decades later would show up as a character in her book The Fairy Caravan.

Potter inscribed a copy of that private edition of the now classic story with an homage to the animal who inspired it all: “In affectionate remembrance of poor old Peter Rabbit, who died on the 26th of January 1901 at the end of his 9th year… whatever the limitations of his intellect or outward shortcomings of his fur, and his ears and toes, his disposition was uniformly amiable and his temper unfailingly sweet. An affectionate companion and a quiet friend.”







On Oct. 18th. [1886] occurred the death of Poor Miss Mouse, otherwise Xarifa. I was very much distressed, because she had been so sensible about taking medicine that I thought she would get through…. Poor little thing, I thought at one time she would last as long as myself. I believe she was a great age. Her nose and eyebrows were white, and towards the end of her life she was quite blind…. I think she was in many respects the sweetest little animal I ever knew.
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BEATRIX POTTER







Naps won’t be the same.
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RICKY GERVAIS

He was my closest confidant. Rufus heard everything.
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WINSTON CHURCHILL





Our sweet little Moppet died yesterday, so all we tried to do was of no avail. Now she is buried in a beautiful spot near our back door, to become part of the Maine she loved.
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RACHEL CARSON

Today really is hard for me. My special friend… I got at seventeen (two weeks before I won my very first Grand Slam) left me today. She was sixteen years young and up until a few days ago was still sprinting…. With my dad by my side we were able to say a loving goodbye. She was with me from 1999 until today and I miss her so much.
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SERENA WILLIAMS
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Studio portrait of Edith Wharton with Mimi and Miza, Newport, RI, ca. 1890s






EDITH WHARTON[image: ]

When Edith Newbold Jones was three years old, she was given a puppy, a formative experience for the future novelist and short story writer. The moment she met that small white dog, “a new life began for me,” she recalled years later. Foxy, as she named him, became a primary emotional relationship for young Edith. “How I cherished and yearned over and understood him! And how quickly he relegated all dolls and other inanimate toys to the region of my everlasting indifference!”

Edith was a lonely, sensitive child, and it was her love of Foxy—and of reading and writing—that saved her. By eleven, she had attempted to write her first novel. By sixteen, she had self-published her first volume of poetry. Her mother didn’t approve of her writing endeavors, and was focused on finding her daughter a socially acceptable husband and respectable marriage. Edith did eventually get married, to a man twelve years her senior named Edward “Teddy” Wharton.

In 1902 the couple moved to a sprawling property they named The Mount, in the Berkshire Mountains of western Massachusetts. It was a dog’s and writer’s paradise: Jules, Toto, Mimi, Mitou, and Miza, among other canines in the Wharton home, roamed the land and lounged on pillows placed under the dining room table. Edith spent her mornings in bed writing longhand, a pot of ink within reach, a small dog or two tucked by her side. In her bedroom on the third floor, she wrote The House of Mirth and Ethan Frome.

The couple sold the property in 1911, eventually divorcing, and Edith moved to France, where she fell in love with five Pekingese over the next two decades: Tootie, Choumai, Petite Tootie, Coonie, and Linky, the last of her beloved dogs. “We really communicated with each other—& no one had such wise things to say as Linky,” she wrote. Linky provided the same reassurance and emotional connection that Foxy had offered Edith as a child. “I wish she could have outlasted me,” she admitted, heartbroken, in a letter in April 1937. Four months later, Edith died, the close of an astounding literary career: she published over forty books in forty years and was the first woman to win a Pulitzer Prize—in 1921, for her novel The Age of Innocence.

If you walk the grounds of The Mount, you’ll find a small pet cemetery set on a hill marked with miniature gravestones, where four of the Whartons’ dogs rest. From the window of her bedroom, where she crafted classics of twentieth-century literature, Edith could look down on the small graveyard below.







Thank you so much for your kind & sympathetic letter about Toots. I really think that everyone who knew her grieves for her as if she were a real little person—& indeed was she not, & of the rarest kind?
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EDITH WHARTON







It’s tough to lose your shadow. Mine weighed sixty pounds, with a rounded nose and pointed ears that look like they had been inherited from Rin-Tin-Tin rather than Lassie. Though the patrician name of a purebred collie was scratched on a piece of paper somewhere, he responded simply to Fred. He was the dog I always wanted, and he was my friend.
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THOMAS M. BOYD





There’s a parrot-size hole in my life.
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IRENE PEPPERBERG





The oldest, our queen, saw her seventeenth birthday but suffered a terminal affliction that defied devotion. The gravitational pull of her imminent departure cast a spell on the household…. My daughter attended every atmospheric shift, the daily reality of her stoic deterioration. We awoke through the night to do her bidding. When she passed quietly in my daughter’s lap we mourned deeply, as fully as for any human being.
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PATTI SMITH





Ordinarily the death of a cat means little to most men, a lot to fewer men, but to me, and that cat, it was exactly and no lie and sincerely like the death of my little brother—I loved Tyke with all my heart, he was my baby who as a kitten just slept in the palm of my hand with his little head hanging down, or just purring, for hours, just as long as I held him that way.
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JACK KEROUAC
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Studio portrait of Jane Goodall and Rusty, Bournemouth, UK, 1954






JANE GOODALL[image: ]

When the British primatologist Jane Goodall turned one year old in 1935, her father bought her a stuffed chimpanzee called “Jubilee”—a toy that commemorated the first chimpanzee born at the London Zoo and King George V’s silver jubilee, or quarter century on the throne. “People said it would give me nightmares, but he became my favorite toy,” she recalled. “I took him everywhere. I still have him now, though he’s in his eighties, and rather delicate, so he doesn’t travel.”

Goodall and her younger sister, Judith, spent much of their childhood exploring the beaches and cliffs of Bournemouth on the southern coast of England, and looking after all sorts of animals: cats and dogs, horses, turtles, guinea pigs, legless lizards, a hamster, a canary, and snails (which they identified by hand-painting their shells with numbers). But it was a hound named Rusty who would become her most influential mentor: “My memories of childhood are almost inseparable from memories of Rusty,” she explained, “an endearing black mongrel dog with a white patch on his chest. He was my constant companion, and he taught me so much about the true nature of animals.”

Rusty belonged to the owners of the San Remo Hotel, located next door to the Goodall home. He visited Goodall daily and she treated him as her own. “Woken up by the barking of my black angel,” she recorded in her diary on June 24, 1951, “and I went down to let him in. As he was so nice & early morningy, I took him for a little walk—after dressing of course. Then—oh, we went on the cliff and round about—and then he went home for his breakfast. I went home for mine.”

Rusty was easygoing and up for anything, as long as it didn’t compromise his dignity. “I would put him into pajamas, put a bandage round his head, and put him in bed,” Goodall remembered. “He went all floppy…. There was just one thing: of course, he looked really funny, but if you laughed at him he hated it. He would immediately walk away, trailing garments, so we had to hide our laughter.”

He was a bright student: he learned to play dead and hide-and-seek, and he jumped through hoops, climbed ladders, and mastered obstacle courses. While she was teaching him tricks, he was preparing Goodall for her future work in Tanzania. Rusty was the first to show her that animals have distinct personalities, minds, and emotions. “This gave me great strength in my convictions and work with chimpanzees,” she recalled. “Rusty died before I went to Africa. I could not have gone had he been alive.”







It wasn’t reading books or working with chimps that convinced me animals could think and feel. It was my dog, Rusty. We spent every waking hour together. I can still remember clearly the day he died. I was about twenty. I was in London out to dinner with my boyfriend and I got the call. I tried to carry on normally but I burst out crying. I was utterly devastated. The deaths of some of the chimps I’ve worked with were very upsetting but it wasn’t the same as Rusty. The chimps were their own selves, they were quite separate—Rusty was part of me.
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JANE GOODALL







Daddy was my Tibet, my Himalaya, my Gouda, my Buddha, my source of calmness.
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CESAR MILLAN

That cat was my longest and most successful relationship. Sixteen years. It’s not all about humans.
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JEANETTE WINTERSON





I was just under fifty when this animal came into my hands, and the fifteen years she lived with me were the happiest of my life.
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J. R. ACKERLEY

Forgive the silence; but the trip to Munich—as you know—was an ordeal, and to top it all my bulldog, my much beloved Bunky, died while we were there. I’d had him eight years, and loved [him] more than anything in the world. It was like losing one’s child, and I wept till I could weep no more.
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TRUMAN CAPOTE





[image: Image]
Raymond Chandler and imperious Taki, La Jolla, CA, ca. 1948






RAYMOND CHANDLER[image: ]

Raymond Chandler was a late bloomer. He started publishing mystery stories when he was forty-five, a year after getting fired from his job at an oil company. His first piece, “Blackmailers Don’t Shoot,” appeared in the December 1933 issue of the pulp magazine Black Mask. In The Big Sleep, the first of his seven novels—released in 1939—he introduced the now legendary private detective character Philip Marlowe.

The same year that Chandler lost his job at the oil company, he and his wife, Cissy, introduced a Persian kitten to their home. Chandler described her as “all fur with four legs peeping out from under it.” They called her “Take”—Japanese for bamboo and pronounced in two syllables—but the name was easy to mispronounce, and they changed the spelling to “Taki.” For nearly two decades, Taki occupied a prominent place in their lives, accompanying the couple as they restlessly moved from rental to rental in Los Angeles—the city he brought to life in his fiction—and then finally to their last residence, a home they purchased in La Jolla, California, in 1946.

Chandler was a gifted and prolific letter writer, and we learn from his correspondence that the fluffy black kitten grew into an opinionated diva. Regal and judgmental, she would sit just out of reach of guests and celebrate their departure by tearing through the house. For several hours each day, Chandler forced himself to sit at his desk, regardless of whether he felt like writing. Taki would rest on the pages he planned to revise, “sometimes leaning up against the typewriter and sometimes just quietly gazing out of the window from a corner of the desk, as much as to say, ‘The stuff you’re doing’s a waste of my time, bud.’ ”

The Chandlers’ strong-willed cat made sure she was the couple’s only feline: “We have never been able to have another, because Taki wouldn’t let us. We picked up a stray kitten in the desert once and tried to bring it into the house, but she got so mad she vomited.”

In photographs of Chandler from the ’30s and ’40s, Taki is a steady presence: lounging on his desk, draped around his shoulder, cradled in his arms. He shared the news of her death in his letters: “Thanks for the letter and Christmas card,” he wrote to the mystery-story critic James Sandoe. “I didn’t send any this year. We were a bit broken up over the death of our black Persian cat. When I say a bit broken up I am being conventional. For us it was tragedy.”







Our Christmas was not a particularly happy one, since we lost our black Persian cat that had been with us for almost twenty years, and was so much a part of our lives that even now we dread to come into the silent empty house after being out at night.
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RAYMOND CHANDLER







My friends wrote as many elegies for him in different languages as ever were poured forth by Oxford or Cambridge on the death of a crowned head.

[image: ]

SIR WALTER SCOTT





I remember perhaps best a card from my friend Ingrid Newkirk. “Damn them for dying so young,” she wrote, in her inimitable inverse-perverse way. After reading that I laughed—the first real laugh I had had since Polar Bear died.
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CLEVELAND AMORY






CHAPTER 4 [image: ] The Persistence of Mourning





The sorrow can linger. We have lost not only a loved one and true ally but also a connection to older versions of ourselves. Pets accompany us through emotional milestones—the stresses of moves and breakups, the joys of marriages and births. Some take on the role of protectors, keeping a close eye on us as well as their younger human or animal siblings, even helping us to raise them. They may have also walked by our side through the death of loved ones, which helps explain why mourning a pet might remind us of past losses, compound grief that can persist for some time.

British composer and suffragette Ethel Smyth confessed that remembering her sheepdog in the pages of her memoir helped remove “a few sharp thorns” from her heart, “a merciful service the pen sometimes performs for a writer.” Sharing her memories with her readers allowed for something else, too: “I want to join hands with those who are traveling the same road, and make them feel that they are not alone in their sorrow.”



Not the least hard thing to bear when they go from us, these quiet friends, is that they carry away with them so many years of our own lives.
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JOHN GALSWORTHY

One reason for the persistence of mourning is the pet’s ability to serve as a bridge to other people, a bridge that is ultimately severed at the death of the pet. Veterinarians have described the phenomenon of double death.
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ALAN BECK & AARON KATCHER





In every loss are all past losses. I weep for Cinnamon, my cat, and the deaths that have gone before.
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JEAN BURDEN

When you lose a dog, you not only lose the animal that has been your friend, you also lose a connection to the person you have been.
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JENNIFER FINNEY BOYLAN
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Ann Patchett and Rose, Nashville, TN, 2005





    
ANN PATCHETT[image: ]

Reading Ann Patchett’s works of fiction and nonfiction feels like reading the words of a close friend, if that friend is a supremely gifted storyteller. The title of her sixth novel, State of Wonder, is an apt description of what it feels like to be in the company of her writing: long after reading the last sentence, you’re left wondering what will become of the characters she has brought to life.

Patchett learned early on that words can change the way you think: after she read E. B. White’s Charlotte’s Web as a child, her stepfather gave her a pet pig and she stopped eating meat. As the co-owner of the Nashville independent bookstore Parnassus since 2011, she has been passing on the transformative power of reading to others. If you walk into Parnassus, her dog Sparky might greet you at the door.

But before Sparky, there was Rose. Patchett didn’t set out to adopt a dog on the day she met a small white puppy near a local park, but that auspicious moment turned into a sixteen-year love affair. Patchett published her first appreciation of Rose in 1997, in their early, blissful days: “We’ve had Rose a year now, and there has never been a cold and rainy night when I’ve resented having to take her outside. I have never wished I didn’t have a dog, while she sniffed at each individual blade of grass, even as my hands were freezing up around the leash.” Rose accompanied her to dinner parties and on errands and vacations. Friends wondered whether this attachment might be a sublimated desire for children. Not at all, Patchett clarified; Rose simply fulfilled her long-standing desire for a dog, and they both lucked out.

As Rose aged, she lost her hearing and mobility. After she died in 2012, Patchett wrote a remembrance, the bookend to that first essay from Rose’s puppyhood: “She was loyal and brave and as smart as a treeful of owls. By explaining her talents and legions of virtues, though, I would not be making my point, which is that the death of my dog hit me harder than the deaths of many people I have known, and this can’t be explained away by saying how good she was. She was. But what I was feeling was something else entirely.” To help ease her sorrow, Patchett’s friend encouraged her to assemble a photo album of Rose’s life. She would feel worse at first but then she would feel better, her friend promised. “I arranged the story of her life. What I hadn’t imagined was that it was the story of my life as well.”







When I was in the ditch, my friend Susan told me to find old pictures of Rose, pictures of when she was healthy and young…. If you flip through the pages you see us age together, always the two of us, Rose in my lap, Rose at my side, other people moving in and out of the frame over time while my hand forever rests on Rose.
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ANN PATCHETT







The cat’s death struck me as the end of an era…. The end of my safe college life, the last of my thirty-inch waist, my faltering relationship with my first real boyfriend. I cried for it all and spent the next several months wondering why so few songs were written about cats.
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DAVID SEDARIS

An epoch in our lives was finished when Cleo (short for Cleopatra) died. Our relationship to the world was perceptibly altered. Nothing else can give us her exultant response to the common affairs of the day. Nothing can quite replace the happy good nature that was always greeting us when we came home or that was mischievously waking us up in the morning, hurrying us out of doors after breakfast, or innocently urging us to go to the country where we all wanted to be.
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BROOKS ATKINSON





I’m just eager to be around people so I don’t miss my dog.
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FIONA APPLE





Grief depletes the body. Be sure you stay hydrated and eat well. Try to sleep and get some exercise daily. Good, reliable friends are critical. Tell them you need them.
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KALEEL SAKAKEENY





It is very unreal, and one wonders when one will get used to it…. But, of course, one can not easily get over seven years of intimacy.
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SIGMUND FREUD

Weeks have passed. And the pain has not subsided. Every time I think about it, my heart starts racing and I feel like I just got stabbed in the chest. It’s a jolt, still. Gracie’s death.
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OPRAH WINFREY
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Amy Tan at home with Bubba, New York City, 2005






AMY TAN[image: ]

Amy Tan launched her literary career in 1989 with the publication of her debut novel, The Joy Luck Club. It was a meteoric success—critically acclaimed and an instant bestseller that cleared the way for other Asian American voices. In 1993, the story’s screen adaptation was the first major Hollywood film with an all Asian American cast. Tan has gone on to write other bestselling novels, works of nonfiction, and children’s books.

If you follow Tan’s dispatches on social media, then you’ve probably heard about the antics of her small dogs, and if you’ve attended her readings, you may have spotted them. She and her husband, Lou DeMattei, are enchanted by Yorkshire terriers and have adopted a series of Yorkies over the years: Bubba, Lilli, Bombo, and Bobo, as well as Tux, a six-pound Maltese and poodle mix rescued at the age of five and a half.

Light and portable, the dogs accompany Tan everywhere, including on book tours. At the end of long days of travel, book signings, press interviews, and not enough sleep, her dogs provide comfort and calm: “Once you are in your hotel room, a room that is unfamiliar each night, you are alone with all the particles of the day swirling in your head—alone, unless you have a dog! A dog is happy to listen to you and disperse the particles with his wagging tail.”

Bubba was an easy traveler: “He’s a ‘whatever’ kind of guy. He’ll go along with anything and jump into any bag and go anywhere—to India, to the manicurist, to a boring conference, even a conference for manicurists in India.”

Tan planted a crab apple tree in her garden to honor her canine and feline family members. “At the base of the trunk are smooth stones carved with their names,” she explains. “I included a stone for my cat Sagwa as well, even though she died long before we had a garden. The tree looks like a small weeping willow and by early winter, the leaves will have fallen off. In the spring, when the leaves return, always all at once, I imagine the dogs running in the garden again. The cat watches. The return of those leaves is both sad and a comfort.”







Grief is remembering how you once filled his bowl and seeing the perpetually empty one.
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AMY TAN







We collect absences. They become a sad place, a room in our heart, that we can visit when we can handle it. This absence is very present now. I’m living in it. I’m sad.
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MARC MARON

All my life I have been surrounded by animals (my killer Chihuahua, Pepsi, is sleeping at my feet at the moment) and my garden contains the graves of a Rhodesian ridgeback, four beloved German shepherds, and two little monkeys—all badly missed.
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ARTHUR C. CLARKE





They say if you’re lucky you’ll get one really great dog in your life. Other dogs may do their jobs in their own unique and perfectly wonderful ways, but there will always be that dog that no dog will replace, the dog that will make you cry even when it’s been gone for more years than it could ever have lived.
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MEGHAN DAUM





Shall we ever laugh again? If I could only see a dog that I knew in the old times! and could put my arms around his neck and tell him all, everything, and ease my heart.
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MARK TWAIN





Life gets to be a series of dogs, I thought, and I ticked off those I could remember. Ghosts in the house suddenly. Old dogs. When I slept and woke again, it was cold half-light and I was almost sure I heard the dog’s toenails against the hall floor and his single, discreet bark to go outside. I won’t live with a lot more dogs, and I won’t live with another dog like him.
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LOUDON WAINWRIGHT
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John Steinbeck and Charley, Sag Harbor, NY, 1961






JOHN STEINBECK[image: ]

On a bright September morning in 1960, the novelist John Steinbeck said goodbye to his wife, Elaine, and set off from his home in Sag Harbor, New York, on an epic road trip that he later documented in his bestselling book Travels with Charley. Fifty-eight years old and feeling disconnected from his country, Steinbeck was compelled to drive the open road, over ten thousand miles of it, in search of America. By then Steinbeck was a towering literary figure, having already published Of Mice and Men (1937), The Grapes of Wrath (1939), Cannery Row (1945), and East of Eden (1952), among other celebrated works of fiction and nonfiction.

To prepare for his trip, he had ordered a custom pickup truck with a camper top, a temporary home on wheels outfitted with the amenities he would need for his three-month excursion—double bed, stove, heater, toilet, refrigerator. Steinbeck didn’t set off alone; he invited his elderly poodle, Charley, to join him.

Charley (formally known as “Charles le Chien”) was a good-natured traveling companion. Born on the outskirts of Paris, he responded “quickly only to commands in French” and was a “born diplomat.” On the trip, he served as their ambassador, putting strangers at ease and making it possible for Steinbeck to start conversations with just about anyone. Charley also provided security: although he was gentle, his bark kept them safe at night. Mornings with the poodle, though, weren’t easy. “Over the years he has developed a number of innocent-appearing ways to get me up,” Steinbeck explained. “He can shake himself and his collar loud enough to wake the dead. If that doesn’t work he gets a sneezing fit…. He liked traveling so much he wanted to get started early, and early for Charley is the first tempering of darkness with the dawn.”

It’s easy to picture the two of them barreling down the roads of America together: “Charley is a tall dog,” wrote Steinbeck. “As he sat in the seat beside me, his head was almost as tall as mine.” They drove through thirty-four states, on highways and backcountry roads, to rediscover this “monster land.” Travels with Charley was released in the summer of 1962, the year Steinbeck won the Nobel Prize in Literature.

His road trip with Charley remains an iconic travelogue, although researchers have since discovered that Steinbeck fictionalized certain details and conversations. Still, Travels with Charley is an extraordinary record of friendship. Two and a half years after they set off on their cross-country adventure and nine months after the book’s release, Steinbeck was missing his copilot: “Charley dog died full of years but leaving a jagged hole nevertheless.”







Charley is dead and only recently I don’t hear him in the night.
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JOHN STEINBECK







I once had a dog named Beau. He used to sleep in a corner of the bedroom. Some nights, though, he would sneak onto the bed and lie right in between Gloria and me…. He was up there because he wanted me to pat his head, so that’s what I would do. Somehow, my touching his hair made him happier, and just the feeling of him laying against me helped me sleep better. After he died there were a lot of nights when I was certain that I could feel him get into bed beside me and I would reach out and pat his head.
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JIMMY STEWART





I see him all the time.
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TRACEY EMIN





The terrible part of it is that people suggest to me that I get a new cat, that I invite this new cat into the home I shared with Augustus. As if this one should just be replaced so soon. It shows a lack of understanding.
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V. S. NAIPAUL

Another cat? Perhaps. For love there is also a season; its seeds must be resown.
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IRVING TOWNSEND





I may live to be an old man, but I shall not live long enough to forget Reb.
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JOHN BURROUGHS

I was sitting reading one afternoon by my pool, and Harry was nearby—say, five feet away—and I happened to look over at him; he was staring off into some middle distance, prone, front paws crossed, and he just… sighed. This sigh was not a reply; it was Harry sighing to himself over something.

I miss him a great deal.
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EDWARD ALBEE






CHAPTER 5 [image: ] The Final Gift





“There is nothing crueler than the fact that human and animal lifespans are so out of synch,” writes journalist and author Susan Orlean. That we typically live much longer than the pets we love is deeply unjust, but nineteenth-century Scottish novelist and poet Sir Walter Scott asked us to think about it this way: “If we suffer so much in losing a dog after an acquaintance of ten or twelve years, what would it be if they were to live double that time?”

It can feel like an act of betrayal to seek out another animal companion too soon, but there is no set timeline to heal or right way to honor the friendship. If we’re lucky, we will love a procession of animals over our lifetime, which, of course, means accepting the painful reality that we will inevitably have to say goodbye to them as well. “Grief is the obverse of happiness,” the legendary record producer Irving Townsend reminds us. “They are two sides of a single coin, and only the vulnerable know either.”



Remember, that this will pass, and with time, you will form a new routine and new chapters of your lives will open.
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CESAR MILLAN

I love Ira with my whole heart, but I miss George every single day. Ira isn’t a replacement. He is a new beginning. A new love. He doesn’t make the hole that George left go away. But he does make it smaller. And knowing that George would have, without a doubt, loved him, makes me so happy. And very sad. So I guess the best “advice” I can give to those who have lost their furry/feathered/fluffy/scaly friends… don’t try to forget them. Remember them always and love like they knew you could.
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LINDSAY ROBERTS





Near this Spot

are deposited the Remains of one

who possessed Beauty without Vanity,

Strength without Insolence,

Courage without Ferocity,

and all the virtues of Man without his Vices.

This Praise, which would be unmeaning Flattery

if inscribed over human Ashes,

is but a just tribute to the Memory of

BOATSWAIN, a DOG,

who was born in Newfoundland May 1803

and died at Newstead Nov. 18th, 1808.
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LORD BYRON
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Helen Keller and Phiz, Boston, 1902






HELEN KELLER[image: ]

The presence of animals fortified Helen Keller’s world from an early age. In 1882, when she was nineteen months old, she lost her sight and hearing after an unexplained illness. By eight, she was already feeling protected by the family dog: “Jumbo is very strong and faithful,” she observed in a letter to a relative. “He will not let anything harm us at night.” Much credit has been given to her dedicated teacher, Anne Sullivan Macy, a graduate of the Perkins School for the Blind, but Keller’s canine friends also played powerful roles in her life. “The charming relations I have had with a long succession of dogs results from their happy spontaneity,” she recalled years later. “Usually they are quick to discover that I cannot see or hear. Considerately they rise as I come near, so that I may not stumble.”

By the time she was a student at Radcliffe College in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Keller’s triumphs were widely recognized. She published her bestselling memoir The Story of My Life while still an undergraduate, and she was on her way to becoming a world-famous activist, educator, and social reformer. On campus, her devoted Boston bull terrier named Sir Thomas, nicknamed “Phiz,” could be seen walking with her to class and lying quietly by her feet. This was before animals were formally trained as guides for the blind. Phiz wasn’t always docile, though. Keller lovingly described him as “so affectionate that sometimes when he runs to meet us and jumps on me, he almost throws me down.” She graduated cum laude in 1904, the first blind and deaf student to earn a college degree in the United States.

Keller could not see or hear animals, but she followed their movements and sensed their delights: “I have just touched my dog. He was rolling on the grass, with pleasure in every muscle and limb. I wanted to catch a picture of him in my fingers, and I touched him as lightly as I would cobwebs.” When she was in her fifties, she published an essay describing what she would wish to see most if she regained her sight for just three days. Her list was long and detailed—objects in her home, colors of nature, the bustle and arts of New York City—but her teacher and friends, including her canine companions, were at the top: “I should like to look into the loyal, trusting eyes of my dogs,” she wrote, “the grave, canny little Scottie, Darkie, and the stalwart, understanding Great Dane, Helga, whose warm, tender, and playful friendships are so comforting to me.”







I grieved for him a long time, and resolved never to have another dog. But everybody knows how, in the course of time, the proverbial other dog arrives.
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HELEN KELLER







After a suitable period of mourning, I went to Lux’s grave and asked her permission to get another dog. She said I could.
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MAGGI HAMBLING

There will come a time when your sadness and anger have gone away…. After a while, you may even feel that you want to have another pet. You and the people you love can talk about those feelings. You’ll all know when you’re ready.
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FRED ROGERS





The new dog will not be a replacement. Buster was irreplaceable. His successor will be a dog in his own right. But he will be a reassertion of all that Buster stood for: the incalculable blessing of possessing a dog.
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ROY HATTERSLEY
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Georgia O’Keeffe with one of her chow chows, Abiquiú, NM, 1962






GEORGIA O’KEEFFE[image: ]

American painter Georgia O’Keeffe emerged on the art scene in 1916, when photographer and gallery owner Alfred Stieglitz first exhibited her charcoal drawings at his Manhattan gallery, 291. She would go on to become the first female artist to be given a retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. In 2014, when her painting Jimson Weed/White Flower No. 1 sold at auction for $44.4 million, it was the highest price paid for an artwork made by a woman to date.

O’Keeffe and Stieglitz fell in love and became a legendary couple in the art world. They moved in together in New York City and married in 1924. But if Manhattan was Stieglitz’s center of gravity, it was the Southwest that pulled at O’Keeffe. In 1929 she spent the summer in New Mexico, and in the years that followed she continued to break away from their crowded city life to spend months of quiet introspection in the high desert. In 1949, several years after Stieglitz died, O’Keeffe moved there permanently. She spent winter and spring in her 7,000-square-foot adobe house and studio in Abiquiú, and summer and fall in her second home surrounded by a 21,000-acre property known as Ghost Ranch.

O’Keeffe was devoted to enormous fluffy dogs—her “little people,” as she called them—who kept her company as she lived and painted in this stark landscape. In 1952, a friend gifted her two chow chow puppies, Bo (or “Bobo”) and Chia, the start of her lifelong affection for chows, known for their thick coat, independent spirit, and fierce devotion. She brought several more into her life over the decades, including Chia II, Bo II, Inca, and Jingo, among others.

Unfriendly to visitors but adoring of O’Keeffe, her dogs were protective of the artist. They slept in her room, accompanied her on long walks, and joined her on painting excursions. “When I go out to work as I do this time of year,” she wrote to a friend in 1955, “Bo goes along and sleeps in the shade of the car after looking about to see if there are any rabbits, antelope—or anything alive of interest.” Years later, in the evenings, Inca and Jingo curled up near her while she listened to Beethoven’s piano sonatas in her studio.

Bo held a special place in O’Keeffe’s mind and memory. She was still thinking about him near the end of her life, in her nineties. In a letter of gratitude to a friend, the photographer Todd Webb, she recalled the day Bo died. “We drove out into the White Hills, dug a hole under a small-sized cedar bush and put my beautiful dog into it and covered him with earth and many rocks,” she wrote. “I like to think that probably he goes running and leaping through the White Hills alone in the night.”







Bo, I must write you this morning as I cannot speak to you. When I look out on the yellow cliffs and the red hills, I often wonder if you are running and climbing about out there and will you come to me in a few moments full of this fine air.
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GEORGIA O’KEEFFE







No stone stands over where he lies. It is on our hearts that his life is engraved.
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JOHN GALSWORTHY

We all say to one another, “It never gets easier.” Well, of course not; I would hope not, anyway. If it did, it would mean that it wasn’t the companion that died, but something inside us along the way.
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JACKSON GALAXY





All dogs go to heaven, I was told in the days after George’s death. It seems more like they are emissaries from there. That means George’s memory is his final gift. It orients me back to the question we faced before our best morning outings: What will we do with the rest of our walk before we must finally walk home?
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JOHN DICKERSON





[image: Image]
Eugene O’Neill and Blemie, ca. 1930s






EUGENE O’NEILL[image: ]

Eugene Gladstone O’Neill, the first (and so far only) American playwright to win a Nobel Prize in Literature, is well known for writing some of the finest plays of the twentieth century. He also wrote one of the most heartfelt tributes to pet love and loss ever published.

O’Neill and his third wife, the actress Carlotta Monterey, were living in France when they welcomed a Dalmatian named Silverdine Emblem O’Neill into their lives—“Blemie” for short. They relocated to the United States in the early 1930s, and eventually settled on a 158-acre secluded hillside ranch in Northern California they called the Tao House. There O’Neill created some of his most celebrated works, including The Iceman Cometh and his most autobiographical play, A Long Day’s Journey into Night, for which he won his fourth Pulitzer Prize several years after his death. Their marriage was turbulent, and Blemie must have brought a sense of equilibrium to their home. Carlotta remembered that when the three would relax by the fire, “Blemie would sit first by me and then by Gene, not to hurt anybody’s feelings.”

The couple considered Blemie their surrogate child and spared no expense to make him content and comfortable: he slept in a four-poster bed and bathed in his own bathtub, which required a separate septic tank. After Blemie died on December 17, 1940, they were inconsolable.

To comfort himself and his wife, the playwright drafted “The Last Will and Testament of an Extremely Distinguished Dog.” The text, written in Blemie’s voice, encouraged the couple to bring another dog (preferably a Dalmatian) into their lives, to whom Blemie generously bequethed his “collar and leash and my overcoat and raincoat, made to order in 1929 at Hermès in Paris.” He didn’t want his guardians to dwell on his absence. He wanted them to move on: “I ask my Master and Mistress to remember me always, but not to grieve for me too long.”







One last word of farewell, dear Master and Mistress. Whenever you visit my grave, say to yourselves with regret but also with happiness in your hearts at the remembrance of my long happy life with you: “Here lies one who loved us and whom we loved.” No matter how deep my sleep I shall hear you, and not all the power of death can keep my spirit from wagging a grateful tail.
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EUGENE O’NEILL







We who choose to surround ourselves with lives even more temporary than our own, live within a fragile circle, easily and often breached. Unable to accept its awful gaps, we still would live no other way.
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IRVING TOWNSEND
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