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INTRODUCTION

One evening over dinner, we were talking with our friend Jim about our idea for a book about childhood love objects. Jim is a smart and supportive father of two incredible kids, a kind and gentle husband married to his college sweetheart, and one of our more macho pals. He has an image to uphold—one that a worn-out, sweet-faced childhood love object does not necessarily support. As it turns out, Jim is not as macho as he seems.

Revealing that he thought he might still have the object of his boyhood affection “… upstairs somewhere. I think my mother sent it to me a few years ago …” Jim left the table—and returned in about fifteen seconds with said dog. Our initial suspicion—that Jim was attempting to disengage himself from his “doggy” by assuring us that he hadn’t deliberately kept it with him all these years—was confirmed. Jim lives in a fairly large house, and if he hadn’t known exactly where that cute little guy was hiding, it would have taken him a lot longer to find it. When Jim returned to the table, we oohed and ahhed over how adorable it was, and then asked the obvious: What’s its name? We were floored when Jim told us he didn’t remember, but he promised to ask his mom.

For most of us, naming our favorite childhood object was critical because it gave the thing humanity. A name allowed a plush and inanimate object to become part of the family. A name allowed us to ask our parents to kiss so-and-so good night just after they’d kissed us. For many of us, the name of our beloved toy is all that remains—the love object itself lost or abandoned long ago.

We both had cherished stuffed animals who are now just fond memories. Cheryl had Farfel, a terrier named after a character in a commercial for Nestlé QUIK, and Jeffrey had Toppy, a pink plaid elephant sporting a beret who was named for the 1950s-era Top Value stamp program, through which Toppy was procured.

Even though he’s no longer with us, Farfel played an important role in the bedtime rituals of our children, Fanny and Oliver. If Jeffrey put the kids to sleep, he read them books; when Cheryl put the kids to sleep, she told them Farfel stories. At first, the stories were true, but once Cheryl ran out of true Farfel stories, she had to make them up. Fanny and Oliver called them “mouth stories” because they didn’t come from a book. The kids teased Cheryl mercilessly because sometimes her Farfel tall tales turned into Farfel gibberish as she tried unsuccessfully to fight off sleep.

Fanny and Oliver both had beloved objects that got tucked into bed with them every night. Fanny had Ollie, and Oliver had Doggie (Ollie, Oliver—we know, it’s complicated, but more on that later). We have fond memories of waiting for Oliver to fall asleep so we could sneak Doggie out of his bed and perform some emergency surgery before they went off to summer camp. On the verge of spending seven weeks in a tent in Vermont, Doggie needed to be restuffed and stitched up. As Doggie became a preteen, repair work became more challenging. Like the face of an aging movie star, Doggie’s skin became alarmingly taut over the years. He got skinnier and skinnier with each repair. When the rips and tears got really big, we grafted rags over the holes, stitching around the edges and causing unsightly splotches. Fortunately, Oliver never minded much. Kids don’t seem to notice the slow disintegration of their constant companion.

Oliver’s grandmother, whom some might describe as being obsessed with cleanliness, once tried to replace this scraggly, smelly, gray-that-used-to-be-white dog with a fluffy fresh new one straight from FAO Schwarz. In her mind there was no contest—Doggie would be forgotten in no time at all. Acquisitive creature that Oliver is, he loved this new dog too, and immediately added it to his menagerie of overpriced stuffed animals (most of them bribes) crowded on a shelf in his bedroom. And much to his grandmother’s chagrin, it sits there to this day, a dozen years later, unnamed, rarely touched, and clean as the day she bought it. Doggie, on the other hand, is also still with us, skinnier, dirtier, as loved as ever, and possessing that unique smell that inhabits the tip of his tail. The tail that, when Oliver gently tucks it under his nose, instantaneously transports him back to the overstuffed chair in the living room where he sat as a toddler and considered the events of the day.

This book is the result of our search for the beautiful, soulful, well-worn, and beloved objects that eased us through childhood—our ballast against the uncertainties of youth, and our best friends for life. At first we collected objects that we knew firsthand. As word about the book spread, we started hearing stories about lovies from all over. Our only criteria for inclusion was that each be as photogenic and unique as we imagine Farfel and Toppy would be, had they survived.

Oh, and Jim’s mom finally called back. His little dog did indeed have a name, and it’s a curious one at that. His name is Dirty Wow Wow, but nobody can remember why.
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Doggie

DOGGIE

When Doggie was nine years old, he went to Paris with Oliver. He mostly stayed in Oliver’s backpack, but at just the right moments he was hauled out and made to pose in a coy manner, like a highly paid French fashion model. He was photographed all over Paris: Doggie atop the Eiffel Tower, Doggie under the Arc de Triomphe, Doggie in front of the pyramid at the Louvre. Exhausted but culturally enriched, Doggie returned home.

Although it was Doggie’s European adventure that originally inspired this book, alas, it was his last. Aside from a couple of weekends in New York and summer camp in Vermont, Doggie now lives a simple life in Boston.
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Gonks

GONKS

It’s clear that Gonks has a big heart and that he’s the kind of guy who stands out in a crowd. When he enters a room, his orange hair, goofy grin, and lanky, flowery limbs make it hard not to notice him. But this wasn’t always so. Back in the days of disco, Gonks resided in Julie’s bedroom, which, de rigeur in those days, was done up in hot pink and lime-green flowered wallpaper. In such psychedelic surroundings, Gonks was nothing more than a wallflower.

Disco decorating safely in the past, Gonks has now returned to his rightful place in the limelight.
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Wala

WALA

For a ten-year-old, Wala has had a tumultuous life. At one year old, he spent an entire night alone in the park. During a blackout, he was accidentally burned with a candle by Jake’s older brother, Ben. Wala has had about twenty surgeries to repair various tears to his skin. His nose has been broken and his glass eyes scratched more than once. After a particularly energetic game of toss between Jake and Ben, Wala had to have pellet replacement surgery, so now he’s filled with mung beans. On the love front, he is currently involved in an intense romance with Sally McBear. Even though Sally is rumored to be imaginary, it doesn’t stop Wala from breaking up with her on a regular basis.
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Porky

PORKY

When Michael brought the woman he intended to marry home to meet his parents for the first time, Porky got trotted out to greet her within minutes of their arrival. Michael remembers the incident as beyond embarrassing. Though he might have been embarrassed that Porky existed at all, it’s also possible that Michael was humiliated by Porky’s new blue “paws.” Presumably an upgrade from the old tan ones, Porky’s new paws were added after Michael left for college, an improvement that he still finds unsettling.

Undeterred, Wilma married Michael anyway.
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