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To all those who Dream Big and Love Hard, who have experienced the emptiness of Life after Loss and a World without Dreams, who refuse to Live in that Reality, and strive to Create a New One.
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I love and miss you, brother. Until we meet again.




‘We find after years of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip takes us.’

John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley: In Search of America




Somewhere on the Road in America

May 2016

My eyes open slowly as light peers through the slight frost that decorates the back windows of my Toyota 4Runner. I look over and see Bella, my beloved chocolate Lab, nestled in a comfy pocket of her warm blanket. She’s close to me in my sleeping bag – as close to each other as a man and his dog can be – and my breath forms a small cloud as I let out a contented sigh. I look at my watch. 6 a.m. Too early. I wrap my arm around Bella. My eyes get heavy and close once again. I’m snoring in seconds.

Thwip, thwip, thwip.

My eyes open again, this time to a giant wet tongue lapping across my face. The blurry image becomes clearer as my eyes adjust to the light. Bella seems like a giant as she stands over me with her snout on my nose, her fine whiskers tickling my cheeks. I can feel the love from her big copper eyes. I look over to my watch, hoping we got some more good rest in. 6.10 a.m.

‘Aw, babe,’ I say. ‘Can’t we just have a lil more time to sleep?’

Thwip, thwip, thwip. Her licking continues as if to say, ‘Nope. It’s time to get up, Daddy!’

Now, it’s important to note that I’m not crazy. Yet I must be honest and say I’m aware that a few of my wires may be crossed or even missing. An image plays through my mind of onlookers peering into my truck. ‘Look at this guy, he’s having a full-on conversation with his dog, and even making up the voice for her!’ Okay, so maybe I am crazy, but I’m pretty sure the words I imagine Bella saying to me are the closest to what she’d be saying if she could talk. I know how people tend to anthropomorphize their pets and it can be kinda ridiculous, but I’ll be damned if the both of us don’t know what the other is thinking at any given time. That’s what makes us such great partners. Because we know what the other is thinking, we also know what the other needs, and this morning we don’t need anything more than each other. I move my head back and forth, trying to avoid the onslaught of dog tongue, but Bella has me pinned. My defenses are useless. There’s no going back to sleep after this.

‘All right, all right,’ I say. ‘I’m up, I’m up.’ I sit up and stretch my arms.

Thud, thud, thud. Her tail whips against the window. ‘Yeah, Daddy, yeah! That’s it! Keep going!’

I look at her again, this time more closely. My tired and furrowed face is quickly replaced with a happy and hopeful one. I let out another big sigh as I wrap her up in my arms, squeeze her tight, and murmur, ‘I’m so lucky to have you, baby.’

She squirms out of my arms and begins to bounce as she gives me a holler: ‘Cool, now feed me breakfast!’

‘Haha. Yeah, yeah. I’m just the food guy.’

I work my way over to her bucket of food and pour her a bowl of kibble. I slide on pants and a t-shirt while Bella gobbles her food, her tail wagging the entire time. Once she’s finished, I put on my jacket and boots, open the tailgate, and help Bella down. A nearby trail in the woods beckons, and we head toward it to take a hike. The woods are silent, breathless in the early morning air, and I snap off her leash and let her run free. Bella darts about from scent to scent, all the while wearing her patented smile, the smile that’s stolen my heart.

Wow. How lucky I truly am, I think. This is how every morning on the road starts with this girl. I can’t remember a time on this trip that I haven’t been woken up by Bella’s kisses – whether it’s because she wants to let me know she loves me, or merely because she needs me awake to appease her insatiable appetite, which runs on a strict internal schedule. She’s always excited about mornings. She’s simply excited for every moment she’s alive.

We return to the 4Runner, which I’ve affectionately dubbed ‘Ruthie,’ set for another day of traveling. I open the side door and help Bella up into the passenger seat. I walk around the front of the vehicle, open the other door, and slide behind the wheel. The engine starts up confidently, and as we pull out of the parking lot, I notice that Bella is smiling. So am I. It’s hard to have a bad day when each one starts as perfectly as this.

I don’t know for sure how long Bella has left, and, yes, this thought concerns me deeply. But all is well with Bella’s health this bright morning, and I brush anxious thoughts from my mind. The sky is blue, the road is sure, and I remind myself that Bella and I are on a quest. Our journey is far from completed and we need to keep going. I love this dog so much and want to take her on one last adventure so I can give her everything I possibly can in life. Yet I realize Bella is helping me too. She’s helping me find something I so desperately need.

The road home.




Part One

One Man and His Dog
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A New Life on Three Legs

‘Can I talk to you in the back room about these x-rays?’ the vet asks, and my optimism suddenly does a 180. Nothing good ever needed to be talked about in a back room. We’ve come here for what I thought was a sports injury, and up until now, the prognosis has been nothing but positive.

I leave the waiting room and follow the vet down the hallway to the back of the clinic. Two orange cinnamon spice teas and a hot chocolate slosh around in my gut. Whenever there are free drinks around, I can’t help but take advantage, and it’s been a long afternoon already in the vet’s office. Bella walks beside me on a leash, her paws clicking on the linoleum. Bella is happy anywhere, as long as she’s by my side. She has been my co-pilot on so many adventures together.

We reach the back room and I kneel to pet Bella’s silky smooth fur, starting at the top of her head just above her eyes. I’m the type of person who treats his dog like family. I am not Bella’s owner; I am her guardian and companion. My philosophy has always been that I’ll do all I can to make sure she has a good life on this earth. Bella is always happy, always positive, always smiling, always up for adventure. We need nothing other than food, shelter, and each other’s company. Her ears run between my index finger and thumb, and I play with the little pocket in the ear on the anterior side, near where it connects to her head. Ever since she was a puppy, I’ve loved to play with that little spot.

The vet flips on the lights to the x-ray panels and I look up to see two pictures: Bella’s humerus, and Bella’s lungs. On top of the humerus, the shorter bone in the forelimb, sit tiny spider web feathers. The bone looks to be growing tiny pieces of itself into the surrounding tissue, and Bella’s lungs appear cloudy with bright white spots, like a marbled sky bracing itself against an approaching storm.

‘I’m sorry,’ the vet says. ‘It’s advanced osteosarcoma. It’s the worst news I could give you. Bone cancer. It’s spread to her lungs.’

The words take the breath out of me like a punch to the stomach. I choke up, but clench my jaw and hold my composure. Not because I’m too tough to cry. Not because I’m trying to portray some sort of hyper-masculine military persona. I hold my composure because I need to focus. I need to keep my emotions in check and listen to every word the vet says so I know exactly what next steps to take. Over the years I’ve learned that when the shit hits the fan, the world stops and I pay attention. If only I had this much clarity from day to day.

The thought of Bella being gravely sick is almost too much to take in. I look down and see this happy dog, her bright eyes and full smile. Bella looks back up at me. She is adventurous, athletic, an endearing ball of doggy love. She is my one constant. She loves me unconditionally: when I am broken, when I am sad, when I am angry, when I am wrong, when I have failed. Her tail wags whenever I walk in the door, and over the past few rocky years of my life she has become a wise mentor to me, the Yoda to my Luke, teaching me how little is needed in life to be happy, teaching me to be ever-present in each moment. This dog has become my best friend, and now I’m going to lose her.

The vet’s brow is furrowed. I look back into her eyes. I understand this must be the worst part of her job. ‘What are our options?’ I ask, feeling my way forward.

‘The cancer is aggressive. We can take the front leg. But if you don’t want to take the leg, then we should put her down soon, because she’s in so much pain.’

Put her down? There’s no way I’m going to put her down. Bella means the world to me. She’s stuck with me through everything. She models the components of what it means to be alive – happiness, freedom, service, purpose, pleasure, joy. She prizes the very act of being. No, as long as there are viable options, I will not take this dog’s life. But I can’t bear the thought of Bella being in pain either.

‘If we take the leg, how much time will she have?’ I ask.

‘The cancer will still be in her lungs. The surgery will only take her pain away. So even with taking her leg, you’re looking at three to six months left at most.’

Three to six months.

The news rushes at me like a bullet. Bella is only eight years old. It’s not uncommon for a Labrador to live to twelve or more. I glance at Bella again and pet her head. Her tail continues to wag. She’s looking up at the vet, curious about what’s causing the gloomy mood. Amputating her front leg is our only option, but that option seems so severe, and at the same time not enough. I ask about chemotherapy, but am told that with the advancement in her lungs, chemo is pointless. I know I need to make a decision about the amputation right away, but it’s killing me to say yes. I need time. Time to think. Time to weigh the pros and cons. I ask if I can consider the decision overnight.

Of course. Overnight. Bella and I drive home and I feed her supper, then cook my own on a little hotplate. I call my family and friends for advice.

‘That’s too much money,’ says a friend. ‘I’d just put her down.’

‘What kind of quality of life will she have with only three legs?’ says another. ‘Put her down.’

‘Put her down,’ says a third.

‘Put her down.’

‘Put her down.’

‘Put her down.’

But I can see the life left in this dog’s eyes. No. I won’t put her down. She’s nowhere near ready. I look up some information online and see that great results can come from this procedure, although I read a few stories of a short life afterward as well. ‘We can do this, Bella girl, I’ve got you,’ I whisper to her.

My mind works overtime. It seems like only yesterday we got Bella. An ad in a local newspaper caught my girlfriend’s eye. A small-town Nebraska teen with aspirations of becoming a vet had bred her chocolate Labrador. The teen nurtured the litter closely, gave them their necessary shots, removed their dewclaws. We drove to the rural community to see the puppies for ourselves. A half dozen pudgy balls of joy romped inside a secure enclosure in the teen’s front yard. They scampered after each other. Nipped at each other’s noses. We couldn’t help but smile. One blue-eyed pup dashed in a rumble-tumble up to us, put her tiny paws up on the fence, and wagged her tail like a helicopter. I picked her up and her tongue lapped my face. She was perfect. But my girlfriend and I weren’t quite ready to make our decision there and then, so we set her down. The puppy ran back to play with the others.

I was set to deploy to Iraq with my Marine Reserve unit in the next few months, and my girlfriend and I concluded a puppy would make a great companion for her while I was gone, perhaps even better company than me. At least you can train a dog. We headed home, thought it all through, and returned the next day, hoping we could remember the exact puppy we’d connected with the day before. They looked like such little clones of each other.

Sure enough, immediately as we walked toward the garden fence, the same blue-eyed pup sprinted over, put her paws on the fence, and shook her rump. Her voice spoke directly to our hearts: ‘You’re back! You’re back! You forgot to take me home yesterday.’ We scooped her up, paid the teen, and climbed back in our car with our new bundle of joy.

Our puppy’s name had to be special. It needed to have meaning, because a dog lives up to the name she is given. When I looked into those big blue puppy eyes standing out against that chocolate brown fur, I was amazed how beautiful she was.

Beautiful.

I pulled out my laptop and searched in other languages for the word ‘beautiful.’ Trying my own roots first, I found Spéiriúil for Irish and Schön for German. Neither name seemed to fit, or was easy to pronounce. So I kept searching. Linda, Hermosa, Bonita – none felt like a proper given name for this tiny being. Then I came across the Italian, Bella. I looked down at the little pup and asked, ‘What do you think of this idea?’ She chewed on my computer cord and I exclaimed with a chuckle, ‘Bella, no!’

A dog named Beautiful.

Bella it was.

Early morning on the day after the consultation, I schedule Bella’s amputation. The surgery is set for two days later, so we have a little time left, and that afternoon we go to the park so she can play. It’s a sunny day for Nebraska in early May, warm, and the grass is a vivid green from the spring rains. Bella sits for a moment on the grass and I take her picture, knowing it will be her last with all four limbs.

Her limbs have always been so in tune with her surroundings – actually, her whole being has. Right from when we brought her home, I found Bella remarkably responsive to training. She learned everything quickly. To teach her to sit, all I did was make the same gesture a few times. I raised my right hand, closed my fist with my thumb and index finger outstretched, and pointed toward the ground. She sat her little bottom right down and looked up. ‘Too easy. I’m sitting. What’s next?’

My girlfriend and I took her to puppy classes, and Bella learned how to ignore a savory treat on the ground by hearing the command ‘leave it,’ one of the most important things we ever taught her. The command soon worked for anything that needed to be left alone. Cars. Squirrels. A sandwich on the coffee table.

Today she looks intelligent and regal, her head turned to one side, her eyes burrowing forward with intensity and intelligence. She bears no weight on the affected limb due to the pain it causes. Her muscles around the leg are beginning to atrophy. The leg has become nothing more than a painful nuisance. I need to be her voice and take it for her. I walk over, cup her head in my hands, and speak tenderly, trying to explain to her what will happen. ‘We need to take you back to the vet, Bella. I’m sorry you can’t understand all of this, but hopefully you will when the pain goes away.’ I give her forehead a long and loving kiss.

The surgery will cost fifteen hundred dollars, in addition to the three hundred for x-rays I’ve already spent. I’m thirty-three years old and in school full time, finishing a degree in fire protection technology, although I’m still struggling to find my life’s true passions. I live as simply as I can in a friend’s house that’s being renovated. The walls are gutted, and I cook on a hot plate in the basement. To help makes ends meet, I sell photographs off my website and work some general labor gigs, supplemented by my military medical retirement. Bella’s surgery is no small expense for me, and I’ll need to put it on a credit card. But Bella is worth it, I remind myself. I’ll pay anything for her, and figure out how to pay for it later.

On the morning of the appointment, I drive Bella over to the clinic, kiss her goodbye, and let her go into the arms of the vet, who she follows with a limp but with a tail that wags and a face that smiles. I don’t know too many dogs that love to come to the vet as much as this girl. The whole procedure will take eight hours, and they insist there’s no sense in me waiting around, so I head to class and tap my foot, staring at the clock. When class is over, I go home to prepare our room for Bella’s return, and then head to a park and pace up and down on a trail. At last my cell phone rings. The vet tries to prepare me for what Bella will look like so I’m not shocked when I see her.

‘She’s not going to look so good,’ the vet says. ‘She’ll be shaved, with staples.’

I hang up and rush to the clinic. I want to be there with her as soon as possible. I hope she’s not anxious and confused, suddenly waking up with a missing limb with no understanding as to why.

The vet greets me in the waiting room and adds, ‘It’s going to take some time for her to adjust, so you may have to help her walk.’ She goes into a back room to bring Bella out. I hear a voice from down the hallway: ‘Wow, she stood right up.’ A smile grows on my face, as I’m not surprised to hear this. Bella has always been remarkably resilient and I murmur, ‘That’s my girl.’ My mind flashes back to years ago when she tore the ligament in her knee at a dog beach and demanded to keep playing while she held one hind leg in the air. ‘I can still fetch, Daddy! C’mon, throw the toy!’

Today, Bella appears in the hallway, hobbling, but already walking under her own power on her three remaining legs. Her tail is wagging, although it’s wagging low and slowly between her legs. She looks like she wants to run and play, but she’s wobbly from the anesthesia and her eyes don’t hold a steady focus. Sure enough, her body is full of staples and it’s shaved from the middle of her chest forward. The front left leg and shoulder blade are gone. It’s just like the vet described on the phone but it doesn’t rattle me. I don’t see a shaved dog full of staples. I see Bella, alive and well. Kneeling, I open my arms, hug Bella, hold her, and whisper: ‘You’re beautiful, baby girl. Just beautiful.’

Bella leans into me, and her tail wags stronger. I’ve been worried that she might not forgive me for this, that she will be confused, traumatized. As much as I’ve tried to prepare her, I know she can’t understand my words – not for something as complex as this. It’s difficult. She couldn’t make this decision for herself, so I had to make it for her. I’ve prayed it was the right one. Now, as she leans into me, I can feel that she trusts the right decision was made for her. Like she’s saying, ‘Thank you for taking that pain away, Daddy.’ My heart grows warm as I say without words, ‘You’re welcome, baby girl. You’re welcome.’

I’ve brought a padded strap with me that’s designed to help carry the hindquarters for dogs that have hip problems, but before I can figure out how to adapt it to assist Bella with her front leg, she starts a slow hop toward the door. ‘C’mon Daddy, let’s go home.’ I open the clinic door and Bella hops out to the parking lot. She stops at the rear door of the 4Runner and looks up at me as if she knows her limits. ‘I’m gonna need your help with this one, Daddy.’ Carefully I reach down and place my arms under her, doing my best to avoid the staples. I lift her into the back of Ruthie, padded with blankets.

‘I got you, girl,’ I tell her. ‘I got you.’

Bella plops down, lays her head on the blanket, and lets out a heavy sigh. I say, ‘Yeah, that’s it baby, you just relax.’ Carefully I drive home, and carefully I put her to bed next to a sign I made earlier that says, ‘Welcome Home, Bella!’ I wrap her in my old t-shirt from Team Rubicon, the disaster response organization headed by military veterans that I’ve volunteered with across the country, and I stroke her forehead, her body, the soft furry place between her nose and eyes. Her eyes close and soon her breathing becomes deep and steady. Her eyelids flutter open and closed, like a disturbing dream has come and gone. Then she is resting in a deep doggy sleep. Wiped out by the emotion of the day, I’m not far behind her. I’m hoping that life on three legs will still be one that she can enjoy. I’m hoping that I made the right decision.

At midnight, I hear Bella get up and try to shake. By the time I reach her she is already standing by the front door, a clear signal to be let out. She doesn’t usually ask to go out at night, but her schedule may be off from the surgery, and she still seems a bit disoriented from the anesthetic, so I follow her into the yard. She relieves herself, takes a few steps, then plops down in the grass and immediately falls asleep. It is heartbreaking and adorable all at the same time. I consider carrying her back inside, but she loves the earth, the free feeling of the breeze in her ears. I think: This moment matters, and it’s a moment I will not let slip by. So I go back inside the house, select a warm blanket for Bella and a sleeping bag for myself, and carry them out. I lift her onto the blanket and cover her with the other half so she won’t be chilly, lay out my sleeping bag, crawl inside, and scoot my body next to hers.

She is so close to me. I look at her in the moonlight. I feel the warmth rise from her coat. Carefully, I trace her smooth fur down her spine to her hips. Lightly, I massage down her rear left leg. Gently, I run my fingers around the small growth on her knee. My hand moves up near her jowls, and I wish I could pull on them in jest like she loves me to do. But she desperately needs her rest so she can heal. One of my favorite markings on Bella is a little shapeless brown birthmark on the pink underside of her left jowl. It’s her secret little spot that only her closest friends know about, and I long to look at it, but I don’t need to see it to know it’s there.

I sigh, rest my hand in stillness on Bella so she knows I’m with her, roll onto my back, and look up into the night sky. What a magnificent sight. The vast universe extends out over our heads, and here we are, Bella and I, these tiny creatures below.

In my rawest and most honest moments – in those times when I ask myself: What have I truly built with my life? – I know the only thing I’ve really got going right now is this dog. And now I’m going to lose her. I’m going to lose it all.

But I’m not going to focus on what I’m losing. Not just yet. I’m going to focus on what we have left, because life isn’t over yet. We have three to six months left, and a quest is forming in my mind. I can’t imagine what the quest will look like just yet, but we need to write a beautiful end to Bella’s story, and change the course of mine.

As I’m lying on my back next to Bella, looking up into the night sky, my thought is this: Even with all the stars and sky beyond us, right now this three-legged speck is my entire universe. How can this beautiful dog and I make the absolute most of the too-few moments we have left?




2

Let Out to Run Free

We haven’t gone anywhere yet. It’s been six months now since Bella was first diagnosed with cancer and had her leg removed. She’s reached the very end of her projected window of remaining time, but she shows no sign of slowing down, no signs of death. To the contrary, the pain that was evident before the surgery appears to be completely gone. Her head no longer hangs low, and her bright smile is back on her face. Seeing that smile brings a peaceful stillness to my soul. I’ve made the right choice.

She has grown so adept at moving around on her three remaining legs that I can barely remember her with four. The first time I took her to the lake after she’d healed from her surgery was the first time I ever saw her as anything different from her former self. She bounded into the water after a stick, just as she had thousands of times before. Yet once she got out into the water, she struggled to keep her head above the surface. With each stroke of her front leg her head bobbed up, but without the other leg to kick in succession, her head dropped down and she took in water through her nose.

Bella had always been such a strong and fearless swimmer. She’d barrel chest first into lakes, rivers, even the Pacific Ocean, and swim out far enough to worry anyone, then come back to the shore to catch her breath, only to do it again and again. The water was her second home, swimming was her bliss, and to see her struggle with it nearly sent me to tears. When she returned from that first swim, she seemed to be a bit confused. ‘Daddy, why couldn’t I keep my head up?’

I knelt down to pet her. ‘Don’t worry, girl, we’ll figure this out.’ I rubbed her wet belly. ‘At least you’re not swimming in circles.’

We kept coming back to the lake. The more she swam, the stronger she got. The stronger she got, the more she could keep her head above water.

These past six months have been a bit of a blur. For the most part, Bella and I have made good on my vow to make the most of the moments we have left. We take short hikes and play in parks and swim in lakes and take day trips and weekenders. On many days, in many moments, life is good. But overall, I’m feeling stale, a bit stuck. I’ve done what I came to Lincoln to do, which was finish the fire protection program, but I had planned to move on from here. I had big ideas of what I would do once I had my freedom again: travel, adventure. Yet, here I still am.

Mostly I’m just killing time, waiting. Bella and I are now living in a rental in Lincoln that I’ve leased for a year, and in my most honest moments I think: What are you doing, Rob? It’s a hypothetical question, a lament, usually followed by a negative name-calling session: Rob. You have failed. Failed at life.

I know I’m just waiting for Bella to die. I’m her caregiver and my life’s been put on hold until the cancer takes her. But Bella’s not to blame for the deep-rooted discontent I feel. She’s the one good thing in my life, and I can’t even begin to imagine her not being around. I have tons of ideas running through my mind, all potential solutions to my restlessness, tons of roads I want to travel down to see what’s there, but nothing’s quite coming together.

One idea that’s been percolating for years is to take an actual quest: a long road trip around America. See the remaining states of this vast country. Maybe I could do it while I still have the world’s best co-pilot with me. I have friends all over and I’m sure they’d welcome a visit, at least from Bella, and I can tag along. One big question is when. I’ve toyed for some time now with the idea of waiting to take this trip after Bella has passed. I’ve figured it would be too hard for her. Surely it would be best to wait here in Lincoln until she’s gone.

But as I picture myself standing on the shore of the Atlantic coastline and looking down and seeing no Bella by my side, I feel a sense of emptiness. That sense prompts me to do this before she’s gone. I must do this with her. For her sake, as well as mine. If we wait here, we’ll just be waiting to die. I want to experience life, and I want Bella’s last months to be lived as fully as possible. We need this journey, and we need it now. But how? We’ve packed up and left before, but not like this. Not for so long. Not so completely. Not with so many unknowns.

One of my best buds, Avery, invites me to Chicago for the weekend, and he insists I go. It’s for the Marine Corps birthday celebration. I was a staff sergeant in the Marine Reserve at twenty-five, and once a Marine always a Marine, although these days I’m feeling further and further removed from the brotherhood. Avery tells me this short trip will be good for me: I need to reconnect with my brothers. As always, Bella will come with me – I wouldn’t leave her behind. So I pack a few clothes for the weekend and at the last minute throw in another bag, just in case it feels right for us to keep on going.

Bella and I set off for Chicago in the 4Runner. The day is bright, and Bella sticks her head out the window, her nose twitching in the air of the passing countryside. For a while she curls up contented in the passenger’s seat. Then she rouses herself, shakes, and hops into the back of Ruthie where I’ve put the seats down. There, I’ve fashioned a Hotel de Bella, her own private suite, with a foam pad, blankets, a few favorite doggy toys, and an unspillable water dish. (It took me a couple of previous trips before I caught on to the unspillable part.)

Bella is a fantastic road tripper, the perfect co-pilot. She loves riding anywhere in the car with me and stopping for hikes and swims along the way. Over the past couple years, on shorter trips, we’ve already visited the Teton mountains; we’ve gone down through the slick red rocks of Moab; we’ve hiked in the Colorado and New Mexico mountains on trips from Nebraska to California. Ever since she was a puppy, nothing has excited her more than an ‘R-I-D-E.’ (Shhhh, you can’t say it out loud.) Not only will she fetch the keys on command, often times she’ll find the keys and drop them at my feet as her command to me: ‘Let’s go, Daddy!’

Our trip to Chicago feels just like one of those good weekend trips, and soon we arrive at Avery’s house in the suburbs. Bella can’t go into the city with us, and it won’t work for Bella to stay at Avery’s house without me, because they have two elderly cats, a three-year-old, and a newborn, so reluctantly I board Bella in a kennel for the night. Avery and I swing by the airport to pick up our other buddy, Pete, then all three of us head downtown. It feels good to be with them. Distance separates us as brothers, but we try to get together at least once a year.

The birthday celebration goes off without a hitch. Still, I’m distracted with visions of Bella in a dark kennel. She’s done great being kenneled in the past, but our bond has grown so much stronger over these recent months. I’ve rarely left her side since the surgery. Maybe she’s wondering where I went or if I’m ever coming back. First thing next morning I pick up Bella from the kennel. Rather than rush to greet me, she rushes to the rocks in the parking lot outside and pees more than I’ve ever seen her pee. My jaw clenches and I wonder if they let her outside at all. Though I’ve had good experiences before with kennels, I vow that this will be the last time I ever kennel her and say, ‘I’m sorry, baby girl. I won’t do this again. Ever!’ She barks at me, licks my face, and pulls toward Ruthie as if to answer: ‘I’m upset that you left me. But I’m already over it. I love you! Let’s go for a ride!’ Never one to hold a grudge, Bella hops right in Ruthie, and all is forgiven. If only I could learn to forgive so quickly and move on.

We are invited to another buddy’s house in Chicago and I realize I’ve got a great network here. My friends want me to stay, to stop wandering, to stop searching. They offer to plug me in their networks. But Chicago is not the answer. Bella and I could settle here, get some job just for the sake of working a job, but we’re basically in the same place in life we were in Nebraska – still searching for the elixir, still leaving Bella at home while I’d go to work as dreams fade away. I need more than that; Bella deserves better than that. I thank my buddy for allowing me to spend time at his place, pack our things back into Ruthie, load Bella up in the back, and take a seat behind the driver’s wheel.

That’s when I see the extra bag.

That extra bag I’d packed, ‘just in case.’ Just in case it feels right to keep going, keep adventuring. Perhaps the elixir is as simple as that. Bella and I, living our grand adventure. It’s what makes the both of us the happiest, and that’s what this should be about. As Bella and I head out of the city in Ruthie, I feel there’s still a dutiful tug for us to return to Nebraska, but the road today is somehow different than we’ve seen it before. It shimmers before us, beckoning, and I notice anew how solid and honest the steering wheel feels in the grip of my hands. The sky is clear and cold, and the road stretches out before us, and I think: This is it.

Our moment of decision.

Here and now we must take the lead in our lives. In this moment, we must stop holding our breath on what our heart says, and start going instead with what our gut feels. These are our lives. Our problems to solve. Our adventures to take. It’s time for me to give my girl what she deserves. Time to set forth on a journey that’s ours to own and behold. It’s time to stop dreaming and to start doing.

Bella sits in the backseat with her head out the window. Her ears flap and her jowls gently flutter in the wind. I can see her in the rearview mirror, and my eyes focus on her for five seconds, ten. Twenty. It feels like an eternity while driving. My eyes focus back to the road ahead and suddenly I feel at peace with this decision. I know I need to take this trip with Bella, and I need to take it right now. We don’t have much money, but we have enough. We don’t know where we’re going to stay, but we have friends and the 4Runner. I don’t know what’s in store for us, but I know this is what we need, this adventure. I also know we need to pay attention to the lessons along the way. We need to do lots of thinking, have lots of conversations, take lots of photos, write it all down, grow our perspective, and maybe come to some conclusions about life in our journey. Most importantly, we need to simply be with each other until the end.

I figure we’ll zigzag all over the East Coast and down to Florida, then maybe home to Nebraska for a while, then head west through the heartland toward California, and then up the coast to the Pacific Northwest and finish up in Oregon – suddenly I can visualize the route in my head. Bella loves seeing new things as much as I do. When we reach our destination, we’ll stop at Oregon’s famous Cannon Beach. Bella can swim in the waters of the Pacific Ocean, while I take photos of the iconic Haystack Rock – and then we’ll have done it. We’ll have completed our final journey, having explored the country side by side. We’ll know we’ve made the absolute best use of our time left together. Then, we can say goodbye.

Our decision is made. Every detour, every wrong turn, every pothole, and every roadblock has led us to this moment, because in this moment we are alive. We have everything we need to survive, and as long as we are alive, we will aim to live, together, until the end. We will take a breath, look around, and live here, now, today. Goodbye society. Hello life.

Shit. It’s only ten miles later, and I don’t know where we’re going. I don’t know what we’re doing. Maybe we should turn around and go back to Nebraska.

But isn’t this the whole point? Living with this feeling, grappling with this tension. We haven’t figured everything out – not on this trip, and not in life either. The journey itself becomes the destination, and what we need to do from here on out is stare at the GPS and pick a route on the map. The beauty of having no plan is discovering destiny along the way. How many important serendipitous moments are missed, because those moments are not in the plan?

As we keep driving, I decide to go north, because it’s easier to camp with Bella in cooler weather. If she gets too hot, it’s harder to cool her off. The tops of the hills are already turning white, and whenever we stop and pull over at a trailhead or a park, we’re the only people around.

I think: Maybe that’s the way it should be for a while.

We visit friends in Grand Rapids and head into Detroit, and see forgotten neighborhoods filled with blight. I’ve read about the dilapidated state of this once-great city, but seeing it in person reveals the palpable reality of its degradation. Several houses have fire damage, many with the entire roof burned away. Surrounding houses have their windows cracked and shattered. Yards are completely overtaken by unpruned trees and waist-high weeds. Entire neighborhoods remind me of disaster areas I’ve been to. There’s a heavy energy in this part of the city, and Bella’s mouth is closed. She’s breathless, not even panting. I see how this stop in Detroit has significance in our journey.

We meet up with a fellow volunteer from Team Rubicon and he invites us to stay overnight in his loft. The next morning, Bella and I tour a few of his job sites, and he explains how he’s working with a local organization to help restore the city, house by house, block by block. He wants to make the city beautiful again. It’s such a severe problem, this once-bustling city so full of industry. Jobs went away, people moved out, and destruction set in. Now there are large tracts that so desperately need restoration. It dawns on me that Detroit is actually a metaphor for the start of our journey. Friends were lost, opportunities fell away, and the taste of blight runs heavy in our mouths. Restoration is needed. New purpose. New vision. We can choose life, or we can choose death.

Bella and I say goodbye to our friend, head into downtown Detroit, stop, and get out in front of a graffiti mural of a shark, its mouth gaping and toothy. I take a picture, and Bella is sitting up, straight and alert, the muscles of her lone front leg strong and defined. Behind her stand several abandoned buildings brought back to life with vivid colors and brilliant designs. I’ve seen graffiti before, but nothing like this. We’ve been told that artists travel from around the world for the opportunity to transform these brick canvases. The city has actually sanctioned it. City officials didn’t give up on these buildings or tear them down. They allowed the world to create something beautiful from them. It makes me think how I haven’t given up on Bella, even when she was damaged. I didn’t end her life when many said I should. Now here she is, standing boldly before me, once broken, now stronger than ever – and she’s not giving up on me either.

Many people say they love dogs more than people, and I always respond, ‘Give people a chance!’ I do have a bit of a preference, though – I’ve learned that I like dog people more than non-dog people. They’re my favorite people; we get each other. I’d like to say that I’m very open-minded, but I will make a judgment when someone says they don’t like dogs. Also, within the realm of dog people there are still many different types. Some treat their dogs as a tool to help with work, and that is that. Some treat dogs as humans without teaching them any boundaries or discipline. I’d like to think Bella and I fall in the middle, but I definitely lean more toward Bella as a human. Anytime someone refers to her as ‘it’ or ‘the dog,’ I always interject: ‘Her name is Bella.’

‘How could you spend so much money on a dog?’

‘It’s just a damn dog.’

‘You should just put her down.’

These are things that dog people never say.

I set a timer on my iPhone and take another photo, this time of the two of us in front of an old loading bay. When I retrieve my phone to view the photo, I see something I haven’t yet seen in the city. I see myself. I’m wearing the same black fleece jacket and cargo pants from thrift stores, and my hiking shoes and Carhartt stocking cap. Yet my head is held higher than it’s been in a while, my shoulders are back, my arm is around Bella, and my Canon camera is around my neck. Bella’s face looks confident, and my face looks confident too – and it hasn’t looked that way for a long time.

Bella and I drive out of the city on Eight Mile Road, the main segregating line between rich and poor, and that night we sleep in the parking lot of a 24 Hour Fitness center. Bella sleeps like a rock, yet although it feels safe, I find I’m hyper-vigilant. It’s the first time we’ve both slept in the car in a city. We’re tucked away securely in the 4Runner, but the sound of any distant slamming door causes me to open my eyes, peering through the darkness to see if it’s someone breaking into cars, or a security guard telling me to move on. I watch Bella on and off throughout the night. So peaceful. So secure. I envy her. Oh, to be as content as a dog. We sleep just enough until daylight, and then we start driving again.

We drive through Bowling Green, Ohio, and stop, and December has arrived and the weather is frosty. Christmas is already in the air, and as Bella and I walk down the street we admire the remarkable attention to detail seen in the construction of the buildings. We hear the bells of the Salvation Army ringers and I swear I smell freshly baked cookies in the air. Bella hops down the street on her three legs, and people stop on the sidewalk to admire her bright eyes and wagging tail. ‘Inspiring pooch!’ a man says, and nods toward her coat. ‘She’s a real example of perseverance.’ Bella smiles, and the man smiles back at her, and I see how Bella’s happiness is so contagious. Maybe

































[image: While back in my hometown for Memorial Day, I captured this photo of me and Bella. She had just been diagnosed and I feared we wouldn’t have much time left together.]
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[image: We made friends with the local residents of Put-In-Bay, but enjoyed the peaceful quiet of the island during winter.]
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[image: Taking in the sights and sounds of Niagara Falls. Powerful and beautiful, they reminded me of Bella’s strength and grace.]
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[image: Bella staking her claim as queen of the land on one of the several hikes in the Adirondacks.]
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[image: Hiking in the Adirondacks, I was in awe of Bella’s ability to navigate the rocks and tree roots on three legs.]
Hiking in the Adirondacks, I was in awe of Bella’s ability to navigate the rocks and tree roots on three legs.
[image: Bella plowing through deep snow in New Hampshire.]
Bella plowing through deep snow in New Hampshire.
[image: The first sunrise of the New Year in Acadia National Park. Bella and I nearly had the park to ourselves.]
The first sunrise of the New Year in Acadia National Park. Bella and I nearly had the park to ourselves.
[image: Bella always had her head out of the window while we drove, but sometimes she pushed the boundaries and snuck her leg out too. Acadia National Park.]
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[image: The top of the famous ‘Rocky Steps’ at Philadelphia’s art museum. The Amor sculpture seemed to welcome us to the city of brotherly love with open arms.]
The top of the famous ‘Rocky Steps’ at Philadelphia’s art museum. The Amor sculpture seemed to welcome us to the city of brotherly love with open arms.
[image: Every morning at Onslow Beach in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, Bella and I would wake up early to see the sun rise across the Atlantic Ocean.]
Every morning at Onslow Beach in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, Bella and I would wake up early to see the sun rise across the Atlantic Ocean.
[image: Bella and her new buddy Gabriel in what Gabriel called ‘Bella’s house’.]
Bella and her new buddy Gabriel in what Gabriel called ‘Bella’s house’.
[image: After a romp in the Atlantic. Tybee Island, Georgia.]
After a romp in the Atlantic. Tybee Island, Georgia.
[image: At a water rescue course, Bella insisted on being a part of the action.]
At a water rescue course, Bella insisted on being a part of the action.
[image: Bella was in heaven leaping in the shallow waters of Bonita Dog Beach, Florida.]
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[image: After swimming, Bella would always roll in the sand and make herself look like a chocolate sugar cookie.]
After swimming, Bella would always roll in the sand and make herself look like a chocolate sugar cookie.
[image: On a carriage tour of historic Philadelphia, Bella was more interested in the giant dogs with hooves than she was a history lesson.]
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[image: Bella was good at making friends. At the beach, everyone had their own ball, but of course all three Labs had their eyes set on the same one.]
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[image: Bella found her new happy place on top of a paddleboard. It quickly became her favorite pastime.]
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[image: On our trip to the Dakotas with my nephew, Chandler, Bella had many chances to explore the vast open spaces.]
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[image: My absolutely favorite sight − Bella’s happy face out of the rear window, smiling as her ears flapped in the wind. Red Feather Lakes, Colorado.]
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[image: While getting treatment in Colorado, we spent a lot of time exploring off leash, allowing Bella to choose her own adventure.]
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[image: Bella’s happy hop, captured amongst the changing aspens along the wooden trails at Wilderness on Wheels, Colorado.]
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[image: Bella and I were so in tune. If I said ‘Look at that!’ she’d know exactly where to direct her gaze.]
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[image: Guanella Pass in Colorado. Bella was as beautiful as the surrounding scenery.]
Guanella Pass in Colorado. Bella was as beautiful as the surrounding scenery.
[image: As treatment continued, Bella and I shared many of our closest moments at Lee Martinez Park, Colorado.]
As treatment continued, Bella and I shared many of our closest moments at Lee Martinez Park, Colorado.
[image: We formed a close community not only with the veterinary staff, but with friends we made while simply walking down the street.]
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[image: When we arrived at Four Seasons Veterinary Clinic, Colorado, we learned it would be Bella’s last night.]
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[image: After she passed, I rubbed Bella’s ear between my fingers for the final time.]
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[image: Before I could say my last goodbye, I created a kind of ceremony using her favorite toys.]
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[image: After she was gone, I decided that I wanted to take Bella back to her favorite places, and those she didn’t get to make it to.]
After she was gone, I decided that I wanted to take Bella back to her favorite places, and those she didn’t get to make it to.
[image: I felt close to Bella every time I let a pinch of her ashes fall from my fingers.]
I felt close to Bella every time I let a pinch of her ashes fall from my fingers.
[image: Licensing course on the Rough Terrain Container Handler during pre-deployment in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina.]
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[image: After Bella passed, I took my mom on her own bucket list trip. Here we are in the Rocky Mountain National Park.]
After Bella passed, I took my mom on her own bucket list trip. Here we are in the Rocky Mountain National Park.
[image: This was taken less than two months before Mike was killed. In this picture I see a leader, a warrior, a husband, a son, an uncle, and a brother. He was gone too soon.]
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