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For all the dogs who never made it back


Author’s Note

Every family, it seems, has that single pet—the one that’s different from all the others—the one that somehow becomes enshrined in family lore. It is the most destructive, or the sweetest, or does the single most dramatic thing. Kitchen cabinets are rummaged through, garages are ransacked, duvets are gnawed and shredded. Or great odds are somehow defeated. A car fender does not kill, an illness is overcome, an unusual skill is mastered. There is a profound uniqueness to these animals. They are not human, but that’s part of why they are incredible. From within their animal selves, they summon something that confirms their individuality, their vivacity and vigor, their hold on a deep and enduring presence in our hearts and minds. For my extended family—the Marshalls of McLean, Virginia—Gonker was that pet.

Gonker was a golden retriever who—above all things—loved wearing sweater vests. In any room, Gonker refused to sprawl on the floor like a dog, choosing instead to sit in chairs—to perch on benches and bedsides, his paws crossed, his chin lifted. He was regal. But he had his weaknesses, too. An open trash can was a temptation. An unguarded stick of butter? Irresistible. He would, somewhat mysteriously, chase anyone in a white coat. When my mother- and father-in-law, Virginia and John Marshall, first told me the story of how Gonker had changed their lives—and the life of their son, Fielding—I was astonished. The story was something I’d heard before, but something unlike anything I’d ever heard. It was simultaneously unusual and familiar. And so I knew—if they’d let me—I needed to tell it again.
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Prologue

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 10, 1998

A beautiful day on the Eastern Seaboard. Close to sixty-five degrees and sunny—with the scent of autumn in the air and the deciduous trees firing the Appalachians into a blaze of yellow, red, and orange.

William Jefferson Clinton was deep into his tenure as the forty-second president of the United States of America. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Great War of Africa—a war that would eventually claim the lives of nearly 5.4 million people—had just begun. In the West Caribbean Sea, atmospheric pressure plummeted, as a mesoscale convective complex—Hurricane Mitch, the second-deadliest Atlantic hurricane of all time—brewed off the coast of Jamaica. The first truly international Windows-based computer virus, the Chernobyl Virus, was crashing hard drives, intercontinentally. France had just beaten Brazil 3–0 in the World Cup Final.

In Kosovo, the U.S. envoy Richard Holbrooke held talks with Slobodan Milošević to resolve the humanitarian crisis, easing tensions between ethnic Albanians and Kosovar Serbs. In Wyoming, four people were charged in the abduction and beating of Matthew Shepard—who lay unconscious in a Laramie hospital, where he would die two days later. In the North Hills neighborhood of Los Angeles, local leaders gathered to dedicate Penny Lane—a county-sponsored apartment complex meant to give housing, education, and counseling to young people with emotional problems. And—on the Appalachian Trail, somewhere on the Blue Ridge Parkway—a golden retriever named Gonker disappeared. He bolted into the trees. He didn’t return.

—

Fielding Corbett Marshall, Gonker’s owner—and my brother-in-law—was twenty-eight years old. Fielding and Gonker were, despite their slight biological divergence, best friends. And they were doing a classic American thing—taking a road trip. They’d headed from D.C., where they lived, down to Charlottesville, where Fielding had gone to college. They were revisiting their favorite spots, their old haunts, the houses where Gonker had been a puppy—the couches and kitchens and porches where he’d shed so much of his hair, so many of his fleas, and nearly all of his dignity.

Fielding picked up his human friend Noel, and the three of them drove a couple hours south, to the Jefferson National Forest, so they could enter the Appalachian Trail there and do some hiking. On the trail, Gonker bounded eagerly along, happy to be running in the wilderness. To be loose. To be uncollared. To be doggish. To be free.

The forestland in this part of the country is relatively young. It was logged in the 1880s—as the railroads rushed out across America and consumed nearly all of its old-growth forest. Before the railroads, the trees in Appalachia were easily some of the largest in the world. Groves of red spruce, white oak, hemlock, and poplar dotted the hillsides. Individual trees were often one hundred feet tall. Traveling the nearby Kanawha River in 1770, George Washington wrote in his journal: “Just as we came to the hills, we met with a Sycamore of a most extraordinary size, measuring, three feet from the ground, forty-five feet round, lacking two inches; and not fifty yards from it was another, thirty-one feet round.”

By the time the Appalachian forests were protected, though, their ecosystem had been transformed. So, unlike the old-growth forests of the Pacific Northwest, which can be so dense in places, the forests where Fielding and Noel and Gonker went for a hike are open. They invite exploration. Especially if you’re a dog.

Gonker was running loops on the trail, crashing through the undergrowth with clumsy ardor, chasing squirrels both real and imagined. Fielding kept an eye on him but also paid attention to the sunlight overhead. It was bright and pleasantly cool. The scent of pine hung in the air. Just after noon, the three companions stopped for lunch in a grove of evergreens right off the main path. Fielding was eating raw carrots and bottled water; Noel had a lukewarm cheese-smothered meatball sandwich.

One minute, Gonker was there, standing next to them, sniffing the air, lobbying intently for part of Noel’s lunch. And then—he was gone. He darted after something, a swift glimpse of yellow—and then, nothing. Just silence.

Accidents are quick. Bewilderingly quick. It’s what survivors of serious car wrecks invariably say: I was amazed by how fast it happened. This is part of why having toddlers—or boisterous, excitable pets—can be so stressful. Disasters lurk there, just off-camera, waiting for the briefest moment to assert themselves.

After fifteen minutes, Fielding began to worry. After an hour, he was seriously concerned. “Gonker!” he started to shout, pacing the same quarter-mile section of trail. “Gonker!” After ninety minutes, Fielding began to panic. Here was the totality of the Appalachian wilderness, confronting him with its vast size. Whereas, before, it had felt manageable, it now felt outsized and daunting. The landscape grew in its immensity.

Fielding and Noel searched and searched. They walked up and down the trail; Fielding yelled until his throat burned. The sun slipped away over the westernmost mountains, twilight rising up around him like the panels of a vise.

“He’ll turn up, man,” Noel said. “He’ll be back, momentarily.”

Fielding didn’t answer.

“I mean, take your shirt off or something,” Noel suggested. “Just toss it down here and he’ll smell it and he’ll—like—find you. He’ll smell you.”

Five years out of school, and Noel, who wasn’t the most scholarly, was delivering pizza part-time, still living in the same decrepit house he’d lived in during college. But his idea wasn’t terrible, all things considered. Fielding pulled his T-shirt off and unceremoniously dropped it on the dirt floor of the forest. He looked at it. The cotton form seemed deflated and empty. He shook his head.

“Haven’t we been here before?” he asked. “In this part of the woods?”

“I don’t know, man. All the woods are just trees, right?”

But Fielding was peering into the distance. Something had caught his attention. There, nearby, a twilit white shape, just off the trail. He squinted. Was it moving?

“Gonker?” he called. And again: “Gonker?”

He took three steps into the undergrowth and then—suddenly—there was only air underneath his boot; he plunged headfirst into a ravine. As he rolled and rolled, everything was a charcoal-colored blur. He came to a stop in a swampy streambed, on his hands and knees, submerged up past his wrists in the viscous black mud.

“Help?” he said quietly, knowing no one else could hear him.

—

Gonker’s story—lost in the wilderness, lost and then sought, sought relentlessly and seemingly beyond the point of hope—is familiar. It’s familiar because it’s really a story about duty and death, about the way our past shapes our present, and the way we fill our necessary roles most vividly in a crisis. It’s a story about responsibility, and illness, and abuse, and generations within a family. It has a megaphone, a map, a mental hospital, a yogi, the governor of Virginia, and—of course—a rare genetic disorder that is both fast-acting and fatal.

And it starts—as you might, or might not, imagine—in a five-star hotel, on the banks of the Ooka River, in downtown Yokohama, Japan.



PART 1

The Crucible
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Love me, love my dog.

—AESCHYLUS (525–456 B.C.)

[image: ][image: ]




1

Here is Virginia Newman Corbett. She will go on to be Fielding Marshall’s mother, and Gonker Marshall’s grandmother, but right now she is seven years old, a little girl in a bright-red polka-dot dress and bright-red patent-leather shoes. It is 1949. She is in Japan with her parents, and living like a storybook princess.

Here is Lieutenant Colonel William Henry Corbett—Virginia’s father, my wife’s grandfather—an officer in the United States Army’s Special Services Unit, based in Yokohama. Colonel Corbett’s job is to approve recreational activities for the soldiers of the American occupation. And so he has to visit—with his family—the hotels and restaurants vying for the business of American GIs. Based on these visits, he recommends certain establishments, and removes others from the lists for officer leave.

Here’s how a typical evening went: The car—a limousine—pulled up, bearing Virginia and her parents. The driver opened the door, and the Corbetts stepped out of the vehicle, often onto a red strip of carpet. The staff of the hotel had already assembled in a receiving line; they wore their finest ceremonial dress. The Corbett family then proceeded down that line like royalty—greeting each member of the staff, receiving formal bow after formal bow. Then they went to the central dining room, where they had a many-course meal. There was often a geisha standing near the table who had the sole responsibility of keeping little Virginia happy. Bright silk kimonos, amaranth lipstick, white facial powder, obsidian hair. An intricacy of manners and service.

At the end of these meals, a finger bowl would be put in front of Virginia, a little silver container with warm fragrant water in it—and a white chrysanthemum floating on its surface. She’d dip her fingertips into the bowl, and her geisha would suddenly be there, holding a finely embroidered cloth for her to dry her hands. Virginia thought it was all quite normal and wonderful.

“Eloise at the Plaza,” she said, “had nothing on us.”

The reality of the economic climate, of course, was this: During the war, Allied forces had firebombed the nation’s main industrial centers to rubble. For example, on May 29, 1945, 454 Boeing Superfortress B-29s had hit Yokohama Prefecture, destroying 42 percent of it in just over an hour, killing more than seven thousand people. General Curtis LeMay’s 468th Bomb Group had used AN-M76 incendiary bombs filled with PT-1 (Pyrogel) to blanket the city with fire. Napalm—blooming in the air and boiling human flesh, nine hundred to a thousand degrees Celsius at the point of ignition.

After LeMay’s campaign—and the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—Japan’s economic infrastructure had to be completely rebuilt. “A better world,” General Douglas MacArthur had said during the formal surrender ceremony on board the USS Missouri, “shall emerge out of the blood and carnage of the past.”

But here is Virginia’s mother. Her drinking begins each morning, immediately after breakfast. Or—with increasing frequency—instead of breakfast. The butler makes her a Beefeater gin-and-tonic, the tonic poured over square ice cubes and mixed with a wedge of lime, generously cut, with a bit of sour juice and some pungent, viridescent pulp. Or a Manhattan—Cascade Tennessee whiskey, a dash of Peychaud’s bitters, and sweet vermouth in a wide-mouthed glass, a cherry sunk at the bottom like the murky eye of some sightless god. Or a 1929 Château Latour Grand Vin in a bell-shaped glass—a Bordeaux with sweet notes of dark fruit, with a front palette of tobacco, cedar, and plum. Or unfiltered, crystalline vodka—served over crushed ice—if she just needed to do the trick.

—

Virginia’s mother drank all day—slowly, steadily, unceasingly. Whole bottles of sake would disappear, one after another after another. She had no responsibilities in the household; her staff included three full-time live-in maids, a butler, a cook, and a governess. 

Adult children of alcoholics will attest to the unmanageability of their parents’ behavior, how it is unpredictable and prone to vast swings of temperament. For Virginia, punishment for even the smallest things—leaving an unfolded napkin on the dinner table following a meal, frowning when asked to perform a chore, yawning inappropriately during conversation—was severe.

“Pick a switch,” Virginia’s mother would say, holding a number of branches out toward her daughter—giving her a choice.

Don’t pick the small one, Ginny quickly learned. The small one hurts the most. Its tip was voracious; it flayed the skin more easily; it stung and cut like a hungry razor.

A family is fragile. It is destroyed by this kind of violence. The things a child needs—really needs—must be actively, attentively sought. Listening. Patience. Deep time. None of those can be provided by someone who’s lost in an alcoholic haze. And so, as she grew—as her needs began to evolve and become more complicated—fissures began to appear in Virginia’s porcelain fairy-tale life.


2

By June 1951, the Korean War was in progress, and the U.S. military turned its attention westward from Japan. Personnel on the Japanese archipelago dwindled. And so the army transferred the Corbetts from the splendor of their overseas appointment.

Standing on the dock in Yokohama—saying goodbye to a procession of Japanese officials—the Corbetts received flowers, and cards, and various souvenirs of their time in Japan. The mayor of the city was there, and beside him, on the ground, was a little wicker basket. Virginia kept glancing at it; she swore it moved every time she glanced elsewhere.

The officials presented her mother with a silver bracelet, and a fine silk kimono. They gave her father a box of personalized stationery. And then—the moment that defied all possibility, all expectation—the mayor smiled, bent down to the basket, pulled aside a silk blanket, and took out a small creature, a brown-and-white four-pawed animal that fit in the palm of his hand: an Akita puppy.

He bowed deeply. And then he handed it to Virginia.

“His name is Oji,” the mayor said, smiling. “It means ‘prince’ in Japanese. We hope it will be a reminder of the happy time you spent with us in Japan.”

Though Virginia didn’t know it at the time, he was a kind of miracle, that inquisitive puppy, the one that put his nose down now and licked persistently at her wrist. In late 1944, the Hirohito government, beset by famine, had ordered all of the nation’s nonmilitary dogs euthanized. Dog owners, mad with grief, had turned their beloved pets loose into the wilderness of northern Japan in order to save them. Only eighteen Akitas made it through the war alive. They were survivors, dogs that stood as a symbol of rehabilitation and resilience.

“Virginia—” her mother began, scowling. They couldn’t make Virginia return the puppy, could they? And so the little girl didn’t give her mother a chance to say anything more. She turned and ran up the gangway. And she hid herself—and Oji—deep within the decks of the ship. No one found her, and she didn’t come out until hours after the journey was under way.

—

The Corbetts returned to the routine of stateside military life, a life that transpired on a series of military bases: El Paso, Texas; Fort Sill, Oklahoma; Colorado Springs, Colorado. The army had located these bases in dusty, rural areas; there were certainly no geishas, no finger bowls, no luxurious ceremonies, no bottomless bottles of fine sake.

Virginia’s mother took her disappointment out on her daughter. “You were so insignificant, Virginia,” she’d often say, when even the smallest thing the girl had done displeased her, “that I once left you behind in a crib. Certainly—certainly—you’ll never amount to anything, my dear.”

It was true, Virginia’s mother had indeed once left her behind in a crib. It happened during a PCA move—a Permanent Change of Assignment—from one military base to another. Virginia was still a baby. Her mother was drinking heavily that day, and she lost track of her daughter. Left her behind. Left the infant in the crib and drove a load of boxes from one house to the next. Once there, she began to unpack, popped open a beer, and put on a 78. She especially loved the Glenn Miller Orchestra’s “Chattanooga Choo Choo,” and so she listened to this, and had a few more drinks. She danced her way through the new house, flipping the record again and again, listening to that song, as well as the other side, “I Know Why (And So Do You).” She unpacked a few things, but mostly she didn’t. Mostly she just drank. Eventually, she passed out.

When Virginia’s mother regained consciousness, it was almost 5:00 p.m.—and quiet. Only then did she realize, I’ve left the baby. I’ve left the baby and I have to retrieve her. She tried to go on her own, but she couldn’t find the car keys. There was no telephone. So she went next door. Here she found another military wife—and explained the situation, as best she could, laughing as she did it. She did manage to remember her old address, however, which was lucky. The neighbor rushed off and found Virginia, safe in her crib but dehydrated and weeping, screaming as loud as she could, her lips chapped, her little face red and blotchy.

This story is bad enough on its own. But to imagine that Virginia’s mother liked to tell it, for some cruel reason, at cocktail parties with other military couples, while Virginia was in the house, listening to it—this is the truly mysterious thing. The sound of her mother’s voice, a syrupy North Carolina drawl, still echoes in Virginia’s mind to this day—along with the looping roll of her drunken laughter.

How could she make herself a home in that environment? Endangered, ridiculed, and—above all else—a little girl. In this kind of place, who could be a child’s hero? Who would rescue her, and stand by her, in the midst of this vast wilderness of anger and addiction?

The answer, of course, would be Oji. The prince. 


3

Oji had grown into a beautiful dog. Stout-backed, brown and white—with big paws and a tail that curled like a question mark.

The Akita is the national dog of Japan—an ancient breed, one that predates the nation’s written history. The Akita is famous for its loyalty and bravery. Its renowned fierceness arises, in part, from the fact that it was—for many centuries—bred for dogfights. It was groomed for its size and power. In the mid-nineteenth century, Nakano, an Akita from the foothills of Mount Moriyoshi, in Akita Prefecture, was widely reported as being 35.4 inches tall at the shoulders. His owners would put two children on his back and walk them around the village.

Oji was an Akita Matagi, or Matagi Inu, a bear-hunting dog. Beginning in the Tokugawa era, Japanese hunters would use Akita Matagi to track large game—bears especially, or white-muzzled boars—and trap them in place, until the hunters could arrive to shoot them. Young Virginia sometimes imagined her mother as a bear, and Oji as her tracker. “Mother—cornered in the woods, snarling and snapping, pawing at the dirt with rage. But then Oji, barking and howling, spit flying from his jaws, furious whenever she tried to move.” It was her adolescent fantasy.

The most famous Akita, unquestionably, was one named Hachiko. Chuken Hachiko—Faithful Dog Hachiko—belonged to Dr. Hidesaburo Ueno, a professor of agricultural engineering at the University of Tokyo. Starting when he was a puppy in 1924, the Akita would walk with Dr. Ueno to Shibuya Station each morning. Then, each night, he would meet his owner at that same platform. This continued for over a year. Nearly four hundred happy reunions—the dog equally joyous, every time.

But then, on May 21, 1925—a tragedy. Dr. Ueno died, in his office at the university, of a cerebral hemorrhage. That night, Hachiko waited for the train’s return; when his owner didn’t show, the dog simply went home, to the family residence. And so it would be—every night—for the next ten years. The Akita would walk through the city streets and wait patiently for the evening train. No matter what the weather—fierce heat or swirling snow—he would sit in the place where his owner had once appeared.

Did he dream of the reunion—lying there, resting, waiting for the train that never came? What is an animal’s sense of the past? Do their memories work like ours? Do they remember on a reel, the way we can, images from our lost past appearing in our imaginations, unbidden, sudden, almost uncontrollable? After a loss do they dream the way humans do, of the lost individual? Of the beloved? The vanished?

After Hachiko’s death in 1935, the station installed bronze footprints—and a plaque—at the point where he’d stood. The statue that commemorates him is the most frequently visited monument in all of Japan. Every year, on March 8—the day the dog died—Shibuya Station


—
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