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Preface

It is cold night and dark skies and I am sitting in an old rocking chair on the back porch of a small adobe in the mountains of northern New Mexico watching the moon rise through the slats of a dilapidated barn and trying to make sense of the dying. Inside the house, my wife is asleep, as are most of the dogs. People like to ask how many we have and after exploring other options I’ve come to understatement as the best approach. “Six hundred and thirty-seven,” is what I usually say, “you know, give or take.” The real number seems closer to eighteen, but this is tentative supposition based on indirect evidence—how much room there is in the bed at night, the timbre of the barking when the neighbors let their horses out to pasture, the amount of fecal matter found in the morning on pee pads set out the evening prior for those too young or too old to wait. Tentative supposition, that is, because once the dying started I lost all desire to count.

I have completely lost track of time as well. My guess is it’s April 2008, but it’s mostly a guess. Later I will realize this is one of the advantages to sitting shivah, the Jewish rite of mourning, where tradition dictates seven days for the process. Without any similar ritual for animals, grief has no anchor. And no barrier. It can last a week, a month; perhaps it will never end. No relatives fly in from far away to cook meals, no friends drive through the night to attend the service. There’s no one to bring me a tumbler of whiskey, none to quietly let me know when I’ve had too much. Definitely not my wife. When we first met, she used to say that the trouble with us is that when we’re alone together, there’s no adult in the room. It was funny then—and lately I miss those days.

Scientists who study what is now known as “companion animal bereavement” often point out that the grief following the death of a pet can be far worse than that of a person, even if that person is a close friend or family member. Psychologist Lorri Greene, the author of Saying Good-bye to the Pet You Love, co-founder of the San Diego County Pet Bereavement Program, and an internationally recognized expert on the subject, once told me this is why vets have such a high suicide rate. Another is that bereavement is frequently compounded by the facts of euthanasia and the guilt that often follows. Personally, because of the unusual circumstances that surround the dogs in my care, I have not felt that particular regret, though what was true for bluesman Kansas Joe McCoy in 1929 remains so today: If it keeps on rainin’, levee’s goin’ to break.

By now, perhaps, you have come to understand what you are getting. You are getting a guy who placed a bet he could not cover. Someone who wandered too far from the mothership and won’t be back in time to catch the last flight out. I have begun to doubt what philosophers call “first principles,” defined as “those that cannot be deduced from any other.” These are foundational assumptions, a priori truths, axioms in mathematics. It was Aristotle who formulated the first first principle, the tautology denoted as A = A. I have always had some difficulty distinguishing optimism from fantasy and chose as my first principle the metaphysical certainty that everything would work out because I was doing the right thing. Of course, my wife, who has significantly more experience in such matters, told me differently. Of course, I didn’t listen.

A year ago my wife and I moved to these mountains to run a dog sanctuary. We specialize in dogs with special needs: the very old, the very sick, the really retarded. Many of the animals we take in will need years of work before they are eligible for adoption. Many will never be eligible. We believe that how an animal dies is important, so we’ve become purveyors of a few great months and a very good death. Not many rescuers do this sort of hospice work, as most find it too trying. My wife is tough enough to take it. My excuse is a predilection toward risk and a history of lucky—which, I assumed, would have some predictive value. Let’s just say, in this case, A did not equal A.

One of the lucky things I assumed had predictive value was that my first year and a half in this cause had been remarkably death free. Dogs would arrive in our care in dire shape with dire warnings: three weeks to live, a month at most. But there is a difference between how long a dog is supposed to live and how long that dog does live, and in a great many cases that difference is my wife. Again she tried to tell me otherwise; again I didn’t listen. By February 2008 I had developed a false sense of confidence—which was about when the universe decided to make up for lost time.

We now have a small pet cemetery in our backyard. The graves are laid out in a line. If I stand directly in the center of them, my best friend’s grave is two to my left, my wife’s best friend two to my right. We lost a lot of love that winter. Seven dogs total. Seven dogs dead in seven weeks. Vinnie was among them. He was a schnauzer, sweet and old and prone to the shivers. Once the winter arrived, we began wrapping him in comforters and sweaters and anything else we could think of to keep him warm. After we buried him, I couldn’t shake the concern. Two nights ago, my wife found me standing above Vinnie’s grave with a blanket in one hand and a shovel in the other. When she asked me what I was doing there, I told her what was most likely the truth: that I didn’t really know. Judging by appearances, my plan was to dig up his body and wrap him up tighter.

“You know he’s dead, right?” she asked after a while.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “I was worried he was cold.”

There’s a small cherry tree shading our graveyard. I remember how hopeful we felt when we planted it. Our world was shiny and new back then. Nothing was irrevocable, everything was possible. I had not yet concluded that the bet I could not cover involved my own happiness, as I had not yet come to understand that the life I was living was, in fact, real. My wife laid the shovel beneath the cherry tree, took my hand, and led me toward the house. “It’s late. Why don’t you come back to bed.” She was about to tell me that everything would be better in the morning, but I watched her swallow those words. She’s a realist. It’s been a very long time since anything was better in the morning.





Part One

Walking on water wasn’t built in a day.

—Jack Kerouac





Part Two

We do not seem to be getting to the point.

—Joan Didion





Part Three

And probably you had no business being out in the rain in the first place.

—Alan Furst





Part Four

I don’t do drugs. I am drugs.

—Salvador Dalí





Part Five

O Lord, despite a great many prayers to you, we are continually losing our wars. Tomorrow we shall again be fighting a battle that is truly great. With all our might we need your help and that is why I must tell you something: this battle tomorrow is going to be a serious affair. There will be no place for children. Therefore I must ask you not to send your son to help us. Come yourself.

—The prayer of Koq, leader of the Griqua nation,

before a battle with the Afrikaners in 1876





Part Six

Nothing

could put

Humpty Dumpty

together again.

But there was a war on

so they had to try

all those other things.

—Richard Fariña





Part Seven

Because how we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.

—Annie Dillard





Part Eight

It is slightly galling to think that we live in a universe that, for the most part, we can’t even see, but there you are.

—Bill Bryson
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