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This book is a work of
fiction.

The names, characters, places, and
incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been
used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or
organizations is entirely coincidental.

 


The author does not have any control
over and does not assume any responsibility for third-party
websites or their content.

 



Dedication

To those who have experienced the joy and
unconditional love of an animal companion, survived the heartache
of saying goodbye, and continue to rejoice in the cherished
memories.

 



A Special Thank You

Were it not for Peggy Beach—my dearest friend and an
amazing editor—issuing me a “gnarly challenge” to write a memoir
shortly after saying goodbye to Annie, I would have never attempted
such a heart-wrenching feat.

 


And a gnarly challenge it surely turned
out to be, for I never cried so hard, for so long, for so many
days, as I had writing, rewriting, and tweaking this
memoir.

 


Having said that, I am grateful for
Peggy’s gnarly challenge
not only as an exercise to hone my writing skills
and delve into unchartered territory for me as an author, but for
the therapy and closure it brought me.

 



Shirley’s Note

What you are about to read is exceedingly personal.
Something I’ve written for me but desire to share with you. I hope
you accept it in the loving spirit in which it’s offered.

 



Death leaves a heartache no one
can heal.

Love leaves a memory no one can
steal.

—From a tombstone in
Ireland

 



One Last Kiss

The weight of the long-handled pointed shovel
is heavier than I ever remember. As are my feet. The agony of each
step as I trudge toward the designated
site is almost more than I can bear.
Without control I quiver inside and out. Sorrow is eating me alive.
The facade of bravery I so desperately want—need—to portray is rapidly
crumbling. I’m losing control. I can only hope the darkly tinted
lenses of my sparkling Relic sunglasses help maintain my phony
appearance of collectedness ... especially when my eyes finally
meet his. I have
to be strong. Digging the grave for a loved one is not for the
faint of heart. Or weak of spirit.

 


Over and over I silently remind myself, “You’re
twenty times stronger than you think you are,” reciting one of my
favorite motivational sayings often quoted by U.S. Navy SEAL
trainers to wannabes. Just as quickly I admit I am lying to
myself.

 


A twinge of anger and frustration
surges through my entire being. I feel like a victim. Cruelly raped
of joy. I want to blame
someone. God comes to mind. I am tempted to play
out a dramatic scene from an old black and white movie, collapse to
my knees, shake white-knuckled fists above my head, and scream at
the top of my lungs into the heavens, “Why Annie? Why now?” But I
don’t. Instead numbly march on.

 


It’s a beautiful June morning.
About 7:15. The warm rays of sunlight lightly caress my face that’s
already red, blotchy, and hot. I wish the songs of wild birds
melodiously gracing the air would overpower the hammering heartbeat
in my ears. A light breeze, inching toward chilly, grazes my skin.
Yet, I sweat. Not from heat, but dread. My swollen eyes feel
sandblasted. I’m within a few yards of the
designated site. The blackness of grief
gnarling my gut creeps up my throat. Expands to choking
proportions.

 


Digging her grave is going to be the second hardest
thing I’ve ever done. Last night, gazing into her big brown eyes as
she lay cradled in my arms before I nod the go-ahead to administer
the lethal injection, was the first. Not even watching brain cancer
claim my mother hurts more than losing Annie.

 


Curtis, my sweet husband, my rock, my everything, is
waiting for my arrival. Post hole digger stabbed into the ground,
he balances his forearms on the top of the handles. His broad
shoulders are slumped. Head hanging.

 


The sight eviscerates me. I trudge
closer. Tell myself I must
be strong ... for both of us. I force a thin
smile.

 


Within arm’s length of my husband,
I study him. His blue eyes are inflamed. He, too, is broken hearted
beyond words. Our lips quiver. The need I read in his eyes, I feel
inside me as well. Without saying a word, simultaneously we simply
allow the excavating tools to drop from our hands. Land wherever
they may. Clumsily crash into each other’s arms. Embrace mightily.
My head is planted on his thick chest. I hold onto my giant teddy
bear for dear life.

 


Unable to feign toughness any
longer, I weep unabashedly. Tears flow freely, streaming down my
cheeks and dripping onto my tank top. I wheeze deep breaths as we
cling to one another seeking some level of comfort. Perhaps even
courage. I don’t know how long I have spent in the solitude of his
loving arms, but I know it is time to proceed. Time to dig the hole
in which our sweet Annie’s body will be laid to rest, as they say.

 


Rest? I take a bit of offense at
the laid to rest notion often proclaimed of the
dead. Though some may use the phrase to find comfort, or perpetrate
denial, it’s an outright lie. As callous as this may be, a more
accurate saying would be laid to
decay. Rot. Become a feast for
corpse-eating insects and bacteria.

 


Yeah, yeah, I know the body will
return to the dust from which it came, or so it was preached into my head as a
kid. But must we sugarcoat the decomposition process by calling it
“rest?”

 


I shovel off the foot deep layer of white beach sand
in the decorative area next to our garden before hitting rock-hard
clay. Now I must position my foot on the rolled lip of the shovel
and jump on it, harnessing my entire body weight to scarcely
penetrate the concrete-like dirt a mere half-inch.

 


Curt and I take turns hollowing out the earth.
Meanwhile, my mind wanders to other death-related “traditions” that
irk me. Like flowers. Seriously? What’s the point? It’s not like
whomever’s in the ground will smell their sweet fragrance. Glean
pleasure at the sight of their vibrant colors. Or experience the
blossoming of a genuine smile in appreciation of their natural
beauty.

 


The veterinary clinic actually hand-delivered an
elegant yellow-orange rose surrounded by lovely ferns and baby’s
breath, all spectacularly arranged in a faux-crystal vase.
Thoughtful. Touching. A total waste. I hope that’s the only flower
Annie will receive.

 


Besides, what would a ninety-two pound pit bull
labrador mix, even while alive, want with flowers? Suddenly my eyes
crease. I feel a faint smile tug the corners of my lips. Like
Annie, I have little use for delicate bouquets in celebration of
any occasion. Shoes or chocolate are more my style. Ice cream, any
flavor, was hers.

 


Ice cream. Annie. Memories
scramble my brain. That tear-spawning noose tightens. Swells my
throat. I can’t swallow. “Come on, Shirl. Breathe. Get a grip,” I
mutter under my breath, lips barely moving. Yet, no matter what
I say, inside I
feel hollow. Shriveled. Like a dried up corn husk. Annie was more
than a companion pet. She was the child Curt and I never
had.

 


Like a scratched CD my mind skips. Wonder what day
it is. Saturday? Sunday? Did I shower last night? What am I going
to do with all of Annie’s bedding? Her toys? And how am I ever
going to open a can of tuna again without expecting to hear her
ear-piercing bark as she charges into the kitchen, anxiously
waiting to lap up the drained water and lick out the can?

 


Tin cans. Every time I open a can
of soup, refried beans, chili, or anything canned, I will be
anticipating Annie to gently accept the empty container from my
hand, then proceed to destroy it with her powerful jaws until it
looks like it’s been blasted with a shotgun.

 


Life has forever changed.

 


My eyes blur with tears. Again. A fat one burns a
path down my face. With the back of my dirt-splattered hand I
swiftly wipe it away. Granules of sand transfer onto my cheeks.
Feels like an emery board abraded my cheekbone. I divert my
attention from the rectangular hole Curt and I continue laboring to
deepen.

 


In the shade of the arbor brimming with fragrant
honeysuckle Maddie, my submissive German shepherd mix, sits. One
ear up. One ear down. Watching. The nearly third of an acre of
level green lawn surrounding her seems extra large today.
Exceedingly empty. Stagnant. My forty-five pound dog appears so
diminutive. Her molasses eyes have a distant look about them. I
wonder if she feels as lost and heartbroken as I.

 


My mind skips to another track
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