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      This wasn’t supposed to be a book. It started as a journal. Just me, writing through the grief. A place to carry the guilt.

      You died, Sydney. And I didn’t know where to put that. You were my dog, yes, but you were also the one who saw everything. The witness. The constant. The quiet heartbeat in the background of my life. You were there when I was still figuring out who I was. Through breakups, bad decisions, the noise of my twenties and the search for something solid in my thirties. Through hangovers and one-night stands, lazy Sundays, and nights when I didn't have it in me to do anything except sit quietly beside you. You were there for all of it. I can still feel the exact weight of your head in my lap. The way you'd sigh and press into me like you'd decided, once again, that wherever I was sitting was exactly where you needed to be. Always watching. And, most definitely, judging.

      At first, I wrote to get through the days. Then I realized I wasn’t just writing about your death, I was writing about us. Our life. Everything you carried for me without ever understanding. About what grief looks like when the loss feels too big for what the world thinks it was. This book isn’t some polished, heartwarming, rainbow-bridge kind of story. It’s more raw and honest than that. It’s about life with a dog who became everything, and the grief that swallowed me when she was gone.

      You'll see me at 26, fresh into adulthood, pretending I knew what I was doing. You'll see yourself — the tiny puppy who bulldozed her way into becoming the centre of my life. The bond that was built until it became unbreakable. Until it had to break.

      This isn't just a book about losing you. It's about what you gave me. The patience, the forgiveness, and the way you loved without condition or explanation. It's not always easy. But maybe that's the whole point — that fourteen years of loving something this completely deserves more than a polished ending. It deserves the whole story. So here it is.
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      Four weeks, one day. That's how long it's been since you died.

      I'm sitting at a café across the street from the condo where you took your last breath, writing this because I don't know what else to do with the grief — it’s too big to hold. So this is what this is: a journal, a memoir, a confession. For you, Sydney. My sweet girl. My soul dog. The one who saw fourteen years of my life unfold — the messy, chaotic, sometimes embarrassing, and always honest years where I figured out who I was, with you watching the whole time.

      This book is about the heartache, the heartbreak and the final cost of loving something that deeply. But it's also about what it meant to find you in the first place.

      I was twenty-six when I brought you home in January 2012. Mid-twenties chaos — old enough to know better, young enough not to care. Melissa and I had met years earlier, slinging steaks at The Keg in Toronto. Two small-town kids figuring out rent and adulthood one double shift at a time. Somewhere between closing sections and after-hours vodkas, we became inseparable. Not that kind of inseparable — I'm gay, she's not, and we both had terrible taste in men.

      When the opportunity to work at Walt Disney World came, we didn't hesitate. We packed my Honda with everything we owned, fueled up on Red Bull and gas-station snacks, and drove two and a half days straight to Florida. At EPCOT, we became "cast members" in the Canadian Pavilion — a polished way of saying we played lumberjacks in plaid and khakis, smiling for photos and selling maple syrup and Labatt Blue. We lived at The Commons with cast members from all over the world. There's a rumour, maybe true, maybe not, that Playboy once ranked it the best place in the world to get laid. Honestly? It tracks. By day, we made "magical memories." By night, it was country-hopping house parties and accents layered over cheap beer. We clocked out of one performance and into another.

      When Florida ended, neither of us was ready to go home. So we didn't. We moved to Australia on working holiday visas instead, rented a beat-up camper van and made our way up the coast, picking up odd jobs, drinking cheap wine, living in the sun like consequences were optional. By the time we finally landed back in Toronto, we had no real plan. Just stories, a decent tan, and the quiet understanding that whatever came next probably wouldn't look conventional.

      That was the version of me who brought you home.

      We got a place in the gay village — eighteenth floor of an old condo building with popcorn ceilings, mismatched furniture, and a balcony view of the CN Tower. It was perfect in that mid-twenties way where nothing matches, but everything works. I'd just started bartending at a fancy little bar on King West. I was good at it. Good at moving through a room, reading people, and making them feel seen. I was still broke, still figuring my shit out, still filling every hour with noise so I didn't have to sit with the quiet. Weekends were clubs, hangovers, and brunch. Nights out until 4 a.m., days spent recovering. Repeat.

      I was looking for something, I think. Something that didn't require me to perform. Something that just saw me.

      I didn't know it yet, but I was looking for you.
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      It was 4 a.m. when I saw the ad.

      We'd just gotten home from Comfort Zone, one of those all-night clubs that opens at midnight and doesn't close until sunrise — sticky floors, ten-dollar water bottles, and dark corners you don't explore unless you're looking for trouble. We'd been there since 1 a.m., dancing and drinking and losing track of time the way you do when you're twenty-six and the weekend feels infinite. By the time we stumbled back to the apartment, the sun was starting to threaten the horizon.

      Melissa and I collapsed on the couch with a couple of friends who'd come back with us — that post-club wind-down where everyone's too wired to sleep but too exhausted to do anything useful. Someone turned on the music. Someone else raided the fridge. I grabbed my phone.

      I opened Kijiji, Canada’s online marketplace, and started scrolling. I don't even know what I was looking for — maybe nothing, maybe just somewhere to put my eyes while my brain tried to settle. But I found it anyway. Puppies for sale. Shepherd mix. No photos. No details. Just an address in the east end and a phone number.

      Something about it stopped me. Maybe it was the hour, maybe it was the drinks, or maybe it was the low-grade loneliness I'd been carrying for months without naming it. I had friends. I had Melissa. I had a full life. But there was this emptiness underneath it all, this sense that I was filling my days with noise because I didn't know how else to feel less alone. I wanted something unconditional. Something that didn't need me to be funny or charming or put-together. Something that would just be there.

      I clicked the ad. And before I could talk myself out of it, I was texting Melissa.

      Do you want to go look at puppies?

      She looked up from her phone, mascara smudged, still half-drunk. "Right now?"

      "Yeah. Right now."

      She blinked at me for a second. Then shrugged. "Fuck it. Let's go."
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      The sun was fully up by the time we pulled up to the address. One of Melissa's friends drove us. I sat in the back seat, nerves building in my chest — not sure if I was serious about actually getting a dog or if this were just another impulsive 6 a.m. decision I'd laugh about later.

      The apartment was in the basement of a rundown house. Cracked concrete steps leading down and peeling paint on the door. The place had a look about it that made you slow down before knocking.

      I knocked anyway.

      A guy answered. Maybe twenty-five. Greasy hair, a cigarette hanging from his lip, and his hoodie pulled low. He greeted me with a fist bump like we were old friends, even though we'd never met.

      "Come in, man. They're in here."

      The smell hit me first. Stale beer. Damp carpet. Something sour underneath. The apartment was small and dark — one main room with a kitchenette in the corner. In the middle of the floor, six moving boxes had been arranged into a makeshift pen on a patch of linoleum. Inside were seven shepherd puppies, all bouncing and yipping and tumbling over each other in a chaotic, furry pile.

      And then, in the corner, I saw you.

      You were curled up by yourself, completely apart from the chaos. While your siblings launched themselves off each other and yelped for attention, you sat still and watched me with those eyes — those eyebrows already doing the thing they'd do for the next fourteen years. Measuring. Deciding. You weren't anxious, and you weren't timid. You were assessing. There was a patience in you even then, a self-possession that made you look less like a puppy and more like someone who'd already decided most things weren't worth getting worked up about — and was still deciding whether I fell into that category.

      I didn't move toward you. I just stood there in that dark, sour-smelling apartment and looked at you. And you looked back.

      "I want that one," I said. "The quiet one in the corner."

      The guy shrugged, picked you up like you were a bag of chips, and held you out toward me. You didn't squirm. You just settled into my hands, looked up at me with those eyebrows raised, and waited to see what I'd do next.

      "She's seventy-five dollars," he said.

      I didn't have seventy-five dollars. I had an overdrafted account and the remains of last night's cash somewhere in my back pocket. I handed you back, told him I'd be two minutes, and sprinted across the street to a corner-store ATM.

      Now, I want to be clear about something: I knew my account was empty. I knew I was about to ask a machine for money I did not have. But I stood in front of that ATM with a sense of focus usually reserved for life-or-death situations. It spat out the money. Of course it did. ATMs don't care about your life choices. They charge you five dollars for the privilege of making them.

      The adrenaline was setting in now, and I ran back and handed the money over. The guy nodded like this was normal. Like people handed over their rent money for dogs at 6 a.m. every day.

      I took you back into my arms. You were warm and impossibly small, fitting against my chest in a way that felt accidental and permanent at the same time. You looked up at me again with those eyebrows — already skeptical, already judging — but willing, it seemed, to give me a shot.

      The car ride home was quiet. Melissa sat in the passenger seat, scrolling through her phone. I sat in the back with you curled in my lap, wrapped in a blanket someone had grabbed from the trunk. No leash. No food. No plan. Just a tiny living thing who smelled like sawdust and milk, and the slow realization settling through the last of the alcohol in my system that I had just changed my entire life in a basement at 6 a.m. on a Sunday.

      I didn't know it then, but this was the beginning of a story that would stretch across cities, across years, across versions of myself I hadn't even met yet. But in that moment, I was mostly just hoping you wouldn't pee on my jeans.

      We stopped at a 24-hour everything store on the way home — not a pet store exactly, more like the place that exists specifically for people who need things at 6 a.m. and can't explain why. The kind of establishment that stocks motor oil, birthday cards, and dog food in the same aisle. PetSmart is not open at this hour. PetSmart does not support the Comfort Zone crowd, and frankly, that's their loss.

      I was moving through the aisles in a daze, grabbing what I could afford on my credit card. A leash. A small bag of food. A metal bowl that clanged too loudly in the cart. Melissa walked beside me, arms crossed, smirking.

      "You know you have no idea what you're doing, right?"

      "I know."

      "You can barely take care of yourself."

      "I know."

      "And you just spent money you don't have."

      "I know,” I said, slightly annoyed.

      She sighed. Then she grabbed a bag of treats off the shelf and tossed them into the cart.

      "You're going to need these."
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      Back at the apartment, I set you down on the floor and looked around. Six hours ago, I'd been at Comfort Zone. And now I had a dog.

      Melissa disappeared into her room to crash. The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the sound of your tiny paws tapping across the hardwood as you investigated every corner with your nose to the ground, thorough and unhurried, as if conducting an official inspection.

      I didn't have a crate. Didn't have a bed for you. I made a little area in the living room out of couch cushions and laundry baskets turned on their sides. You sniffed around it for a minute, then settled in. I stretched out on the couch, arm hanging over the side so my hand rested close to you.

      You cried a little. Soft, small sounds — the kind that come from a dog who has just realized she's alone in the world for the first time. I reached down and touched your head.

      "It's okay. You're okay."

      You were quiet for a moment. And then you shifted, turned your nose toward my hand, and rested your chin in my palm.

      That was it. That was the whole thing. Eight weeks old, fresh out of a basement in the east end, and this small warm creature had just placed her chin in my hand and decided I was worth trusting. I stayed there in the grey Sunday morning light and felt something I hadn't felt in longer than I could name — not chosen by a person, not validated by a room, just seen, completely and without condition, by a dog who had no reason to trust me yet and did anyway.

      I barely slept. Not because of you — you were oddly peaceful down there, breathing in that slow, total way puppies do when they've decided the world is safe. It was the weight of it that kept me awake. The what-have-I-done feeling that kept cycling through my chest. I'd never kept a plant alive longer than a month. I had an overdrafted bank account, a hangover, and a bartending schedule. And somehow, against all available evidence that I was prepared for this, I had brought home something that needed me.

      I listened to you breathe and felt something shift. Not the panic — that was still there, cycling through my chest. But underneath it was something that felt like wanting. I wanted to be the person who could do this. I wanted to figure it out. I wanted to change my life around this small, warm, completely unaware creature.

      Maybe that was you, already. Already making me want to be better.
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      I called my parents that morning. I don't remember exactly what I said. Still, I remember what I didn't say — that I'd found you on Kijiji at 4 a.m. after a night out, that I'd sprinted to an ATM in a state of questionable sobriety, that the whole thing had taken approximately forty-five minutes from impulse to ownership. Instead, I told them someone in the elevator was giving away puppies. That it had just sort of happened. Like fate.

      My mom was quiet for a second. I could hear her deciding whether to push it.

      "We're coming up," she said finally.

      "You don't have to —"

      "We're coming."

      That's my mom. The glue. The one who holds everything together, whether you ask her to or not. A bit stern when she needs to be, emotional in ways she tries to hide, but someone who shows up before you even know you need her. They packed up their car in Guelph and drove straight to Toronto: an hour north with no hesitation.

      My mom and dad live for their kids. All three of us. My two brothers and I. And when one of us needs something, they’re already on their way.

      I should mention something about my parents and dogs: they are not casual about it. Dogs are not accessories in our family. They are members of it. Growing up, there was always a dog in the house — always someone at your feet during dinner, always a reason to come home. My parents don't just tolerate dogs. They love them the way some people love their kids. So when they walked through that door and saw you — this tiny, soft, slightly suspicious shepherd puppy taking stock of the apartment from the middle of the floor — it wasn't a matter of warming up to you. It was immediate. My mom dropped to her knees and held out her hand. You walked over, sniffed it carefully, and then let her scratch your ears like you were doing her a favour.

      My dad took one look at me — unshowered, exhausted, still wearing last night's clothes — and didn't say a word. He's the soft one. Gentle. A man who feels everything deeply but expresses it through presence rather than words. So he just started unpacking. Crate, toys, food, cleaning supplies, puppy pads, treats. At one point, he sat down cross-legged on the floor to assemble the crate, and you immediately abandoned your inspection of the apartment to investigate him instead — sniffing his shoes, his hands, the back of his neck when he leaned forward. He let you do all of it without moving, smiling down at the instructions like an eight-week-old dog wasn’t thoroughly auditing him.

      My mom went straight to the fridge, stocking it with chicken and vegetables as if I were suddenly going to start cooking real meals. She moved through the apartment with purpose — organizing, tidying, fixing things I didn't even know were broken.

      "You can't just bring a dog home with nothing," she said, not looking at me. Matter-of-fact, certain in the way she always is when she's cleaning up after one of my decisions.

      "I know."

      "And you can't lie to us about where you got her."

      I didn't say anything. She stopped, turned, and looked at me. Really looked. The worry and the love and the frustration all folded together in her face the way they always are when she's dealing with me. She wasn't mad that I'd gotten a dog. She was scared that I didn't know what I was doing.

      "We'll help you," she said. "But you actually have to take care of her."

      "I will."

      At some point, Melissa emerged from her room. She'd slept for maybe three hours, mascara still faintly present, hair pulled back, wearing the look of someone who had made peace with the morning. She came out, saw my parents, and immediately became the version of herself she always was around them — warm, funny, completely at ease. My mom loved Melissa. My dad loved Melissa. Everyone loved Melissa. Her parents loved me. Her oma, to this day, is still holding out hope. The two families had essentially decided we were meant to be together, which would have been a lovely story if not for one small logistical issue: we both like men. A detail that has done nothing to dampen anyone's enthusiasm for the pairing, apparently.

      You moved between all of us, nose working, tail going, conducting your assessments one person at a time. You were not a puppy who threw herself at people. Even then, at eight weeks old, you had standards. But by the time my parents had been there an hour, you had settled yourself at my dad's feet as you'd always planned to end up there.

      "She's a good one," he said, not looking up.

      That was all he needed to say.

      They stayed for hours — setting things up, walking me through a feeding schedule I'd probably forget by tomorrow. And when they finally left, my mom hugged me at the door.

      "Call if you need anything. I mean it. Anything."

      I nodded. She pulled back, looked at me one more time, then left.

      I stood there watching their car disappear and understood something I've always known but don't say enough: no matter how many impulsive, underfunded, sleep-deprived decisions I make, they show up.

      They always have.
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      I named you Sydney. Easy choice after the year I'd spent in Australia — though not before some suggestions like Dolce, Mercedes, or Benz. I still don't know why. Melissa's mom lobbied for Uluru for a while — after the giant red rock in the middle of Australia, ancient, solid, and impossible to ignore. Honestly, not a bad nickname. But Sydney stuck. Thank god. The last thing I needed was people at the dog park thinking I'd named you after a luxury car or a geological formation.

      I'd been told you were a shepherd-collie mix. But over time, I became convinced you were shepherd-Bernese with a little Rottweiler thrown in for good measure. That judgment? That stubbornness? That refusal to be impressed by anyone without a thorough vetting process? That was Rottie. Absolutely.

      Here's what I didn't know when I picked you up: you were the quiet one — the runt. The one sitting alone in the corner while your siblings dismantled the apartment. I thought I was getting a calm dog, an easy dog, a dog who would sleep in the sun and follow me around without too much drama.

      You fooled me completely.

      Within weeks, I understood that I hadn't adopted a quiet little puppy. I'd adopted a CEO. One with strong opinions about the schedule, the visitors, and the correct placement of her food bowl.

      You taught me patience.

      You taught me forgiveness.

      You taught me what loyalty looks like when it has no conditions attached, and what love looks like when it doesn’t need words, approval, or performance.

      This isn't just about your death, Sydney. It's about the life we built together.
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      It took less than a week to realize I hadn't adopted a puppy. I'd hired a demanding and decisive small-business owner who had already decided she was the CEO of this household, and I was middle management at best.

      Sydney was bossy from the jump — sharp, tactical, and operating at all times with a level of strategic intention that I found both impressive and exhausting. She didn't bark much, but when she did, it meant something. A warning when someone got too close to her food. A correction when I'd walked past without acknowledging her. A reminder, delivered with perfect timing, that I had forgotten to fill her water bowl and the situation was unacceptable. She had standards, and she was not afraid to enforce them.

      The eyebrows were the first clue. Those perfectly arched, perpetually unimpressed brows that made her look like someone who’d seen too much and trusted too few. She wasn’t a golden retriever throwing herself at every stranger who crossed the threshold. She was selective. Calculating. She sized people up the second they walked through the door — clocked their energy, their intentions, whether they were worth her time — and delivered her verdict within about thirty seconds. If they passed, she’d give them two minutes. A few tail wags. Maybe a sniff. After that, it was entirely up to them. Most people didn't make it past round one.

      To be fair, she lived through a lot of foot traffic. Friends crashing on the couch after nights out. Dates that went well. Dates that went badly. More than a few one-night stands who clearly hadn't been briefed on the interview process. I can still see her standing in the doorway of my bedroom in the early morning light, eyes fixed on whoever was tiptoeing to the bathroom at 6 a.m. She never growled or barked. Just stared like she was collecting evidence for a trial I didn't know I was facing. As soon as they were out the door, she’d reappear as though nothing had happened — shift over, unbothered, and loyal.

      The judgment was consistent, and I want to be clear: it was deserved. She had watched me swipe right on people who weren't going to stick around. She had sat on that couch while I made decisions that she, a dog, could apparently see through immediately. Every time I did something questionable, she’d look at me with those eyebrows raised approximately one centimetre — not angry, just that steady, patient expression that said I see you, and I'm choosing to stay anyway, but I want you to know that I see you. It was the most effective form of accountability I've ever experienced. Therapy is fine, but nothing recalibrates your choices like a dog who makes you feel genuinely judged.

      She was needy in the strangest way — not chaotic about it, just deeply, quietly present. She always had to be close, always had to have line of sight. If I sat on the couch, she’d sprawl on the floor at exactly the right angle to keep me in view. Not pressed against me, just near. Watching and waiting like she was on duty and couldn't clock out until she’d confirmed I was okay. She loved having her ears tickled and her belly rubbed, but full-blown cuddling was a boundary violation unless I'd done something to earn it — like cry, seem sad, or open a bag of food. Then she’d slide closer, slow and careful, like she didn't want to make it weird.
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      Back then, I was broke. Chronically, creatively, and impressively broke. Counting change for the subway, praying at card terminals, eating cereal for dinner and calling it a choice. But she always came first. Her food, vet appointments, and her toys. I'd skip meals without thinking twice, and it never felt like a sacrifice. It just felt like what you did when you loved something.

      She was barely three months old when I stopped using the crate — not out of laziness, but because she gave me absolutely no reason to keep it. No chewed shoes or dismantled furniture. No 3 a.m. accidents. Just quiet nights and sunlit mornings, like she’d always known what was expected of her and had simply been waiting for someone to notice.

      I trusted her.

      Big mistake.

      Melissa had gone all the way to the Greyhound station to buy me a bus ticket to visit my parents in Guelph. This was 2012, before you could

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Soul Dog Dedication
      


      		
        1. Chosen
      


      		
        2. The CEO
      


      		
        3. The Witness
      


      		
        4. Home
      


      		
        5. Stillness
      


      		
        6. Fault Lines
      


      		
        7. The Drift
      


      		
        8. West
      


      		
        9. Return
      


      		
        10. Nine Months
      


      		
        11. Decline
      


      		
        12. 4:30
      


      		
        13. The Goodbye
      


      		
        14. The After
      


      		
        Sydney Through the Years
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/im-sorry-and-thank-you-2-2.jpg
For every soul dog who made someone braver,
softer, and less alone.
You were never just a dog.

And we were never the same without you.






OEBPS/images/im-sorry-and-thank-you-4.jpg
For Sydney. My sweet girl.
November 14, 2011 - June 10, 2025






