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INTRODUCTION [image: ]

In the fall of 2012, I said goodbye to my thirteen-year-old cat, Snowflake. The grief was breathtaking, in a literal sense: it took the wind out of me. I had tried to brace myself, but I’ve since learned that it’s impossible to prepare. In the days and weeks that followed, I couldn’t focus and barely ate. I missed her reassuring presence beside me when I fell asleep at night and dreaded waking up to the awful reality that she was no longer here. Snowflake’s absence had created, in Steinbeck’s words, a “jagged hole” in my life.

Disoriented and overwhelmed, I did what I often do in crisis: I searched for a book that could guide me through that painful time. I knew what I wanted to read: memories, advice, and encouragement from others who had been down the same path—small portions of literary nourishment that would provide solace and perspective without requiring sustained concentration. I wanted to hear the voices of familiar cultural figures who understood the experience and felt compelled to write or talk about it. I hoped their words might serve as trail markers for me.

I couldn’t find this book—in or out of print. I did find a few quotations that were gems, which I saved to reread. Those lines helped carry me through that difficult year—and confirmed what I had sensed early on: that a volume of quotations on pet loss should be out in the world. And so I got to work building the book I wanted to read. I started researching firsthand accounts of pet loss published over the last two centuries. I read journals and biographies, letter collections and memoirs, essays and articles. I listened to oral histories, interviews, and podcasts. I looked out for stories unfolding on social media.

I soon learned that the intensity of my grief for Snowflake was personal and specific, but not unique. Mourners documented their heartache over the loss of their cats, dogs, rabbits, birds, horses, mice, frogs, and other animals—even, in the case of Pablo Neruda, a mongoose. Nobel Prize–winning author V. S. Naipaul described the experience as “calamitous,” and writer May Sarton called it a “volcanic eruption of woe.” Poet Emily Dickinson was so bereft she asked for help: “Carlo died,” she announced in a letter to her friend Thomas Wentworth Higginson in January 1866. “Will you instruct me now?”

Again and again, I came across examples of mourners blindsided and leveled by the loss of a faithful friend. “Blemie’s death was a blow,” confessed the playwright Eugene O’Neill to a friend. “I knew I would miss him badly when he went, but I had no idea how badly.” Crime novelist Raymond Chandler and his wife were wrecked: “We were a bit broken up over the death of our black Persian cat. When I say a bit broken up I am being conventional. For us it was tragedy.” Cat behaviorist Jackson Galaxy offers this visual: “The immediacy of the loss blows through you as if you were an abandoned farmhouse.”

How do we make sense of the desolation that sets in so quickly? The bond is unlike any other relationship in our lives. When we’re kids, sometimes our dearest friend and closest ally is the family pet. “I can still see my first dog in all the moods and situations that memory has filed him away in…” recalled E. B. White. “For six years he met me at the same place after school and convoyed me home—a service he thought up himself.” An animal’s love is deep, uncomplicated, unconditional, and forgiving, blessedly unburdened by the complexities of human dynamics. “Affection without ambivalence” is how Sigmund Freud described the connection. “No matter how awful the day, or how awful I am behaving at any given moment, George doesn’t care,” writes the journalist John Dickerson. “He finds me smoldering in my chair and dashes to my lap. Every dog is a rescue dog.”

Meanwhile, our daily routines are intricately intertwined. Together, over time, we establish rituals that are as steady as a metronome. And then, at the end, we are often in the position of deciding when to let them go—and if given the privilege, accompanying them in their final moments. It’s no wonder that we’re devastated when they depart; to be honest, it’s a small miracle that we find a way to continue on.

The Book of Pet Love & Loss is a guide of sorts. Divided into chapters, the collection walks us down five distinct trails: the celebration of the bond; the realization that the end is near; the adjustment to life without one’s shadow; the persistence of mourning; and the final gift of the friendship. Interspersed throughout are photographs of a selection of the cultural figures quoted in the book—with their pets—along with stories of those relationships: Julia Child and her tricolored cat Minette; Billie Holiday and her boxer Mister; Marc Maron and his ginger cat Monkey; Fred Rogers and his childhood dog Mitzi; Beatrix Potter and her mouse Xarifa; Fiona Apple and her pit bull Janet; and many more. It is the first time these individuals and their respective animals have all been brought together in one place, connected through this shared experience. In that sense, this compendium can be considered its own fellowship of pet love and loss, one that spans both geography and time. You will run into familiar voices throughout, but my hope is that this collection will introduce you to a few new ones as well. A complete list of original sources at the back of the book is provided as a map for further exploration.



The spring after Snowflake died, I adopted a one-year-old cat who had been living on the streets of Brooklyn. A rescue organization had found her and named her Pearl. In the early days, I tried out different names on her, including Frances and Marble, but she would only respond to Pearl, an early sign of her clarity and confidence. “Pearl Bader” sounds like the name of a stage actor from the 1930s, which suits her well. She has a flair for drama and a sense of humor. Her larger-than-life personality is, in nearly every way, the opposite of Snowflake’s understated disposition. She chews on paperwork, only destroying important documents that are difficult to replace—leases, contracts, that sort of thing. I am convinced she has a genuine appreciation for the absurdity of life.

Pearl turned ten this winter. She has moved into her elder years, which is hard for me to believe but is now confirmed yearly when the vet gives her a senior checkup. She has grown up alongside the research and writing of this manuscript, and it is not lost on me that our time together is finite.

This is the book I once looked for and couldn’t find, and it is the book I will turn to again and again. I hope this collection also provides solace for you.





CHAPTER 1 [image: ] A Circle Around Us Both





In a letter in 1863, Emily Dickinson described her Newfoundland, Carlo, as her “shaggy ally,” a perfect description that sounds like it could have been written today. Our bond with an animal is often a private affair, but thankfully Dickinson and other brilliant minds were compelled to write about those friendships. Affection and respect shine through. Like a proud parent, Charles Schulz remembered how his childhood dog, Spike, was a language wizard and understood at least fifty words, including “potato,” which he would retrieve on command from the basement. P. G. Wodehouse explained how his tenderhearted Pekingese Squeaky intuitively deferred to her elderly sibling, Wonder.

Not all animals are angels, though, and we also hear about maddening habits and domineering personalities. In correspondence with friends, Raymond Chandler documented the antics of his imperious cat, Taki; and John Steinbeck lamented how his setter Toby “made confetti” out of almost half of the original Of Mice and Men manuscript, destroying two months of writing. One can’t help but wonder about the shredded draft of that now famous novel.

Animals can introduce chaos into our lives, but they are also uniquely capable of calming us down. Billy Collins and William Styron paid homage to the meditative ritual of the “head clearing” daily dog walk, and Doris Lessing described the sacred moment when she set aside “fret” and “urgency” to simply sit and be with her cat, El Magnifico. Perhaps poet Mary Oliver summed it up best: “I think they are companions in a way that people aren’t. They’ll lie next to you when you’re sad. And they remind us that we’re animals, too.”



I just got a dog and I think I’m falling in love with him.
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ANDY WARHOL





He & I are inseparable companions, and I have vowed him my perpetual society in exchange for his devotion.
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ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

The best kind of background noise is a sleeping dog. I think I write better when my dog’s asleep next to me. I’m in love with my dog. His name is Walter and he’s one year old. When I’m not with him, I need to talk about him constantly.
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OTTESSA MOSHFEGH

I could not believe how much happier I was now that I had Merle in my life. Merely by agreeing to feed her and dispose of her waste, I had opened a portal to a pure, white-light joy that cut through all miseries, personal and structural.
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SARAH MILLER

My dog has a number of acquaintances of his own species—as do I—but it is abundantly clear to both of us that there is little company in all the world which we enjoy so much as each other’s.
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DONNA TARTT





As character he not only had all the traits I chiefly care for in humanity but had them more abundantly than most humans.
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ETHEL SMYTH
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Young Fred Rogers and Mitzi, Latrobe, PA, early 1940s






FRED ROGERS [image: ]

From 1968 to 2001, Fred Rogers hosted Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, a pioneering children’s show that aired on public television. Singing and speaking directly with his audience, Rogers helped raise a nation of young minds through messages of compassion, courage, sharing, and self-love. He believed that children could easily spot inauthenticity, and that “one of the greatest gifts you can give anybody is the gift of your honest self.” He also had faith in his viewers: he trusted they could manage complex feelings, and he hoped that what he was offering through words and music could help them process those emotions.

On March 23, 1970, he pulled off something profound on television: he introduced his young audience to the concepts of death and grief. The episode starts off routinely enough. Mister Rogers enters the set singing the theme music and acts out the signature opening scene: he removes his blazer, hangs it in the closet, swaps it for his cardigan, and replaces his dress shoes with more comfortable sneakers. Soon he is standing in front of his aquarium and notices that one of his fish is lying motionless at the bottom of the tank.

Rogers gently removes the goldfish and, after acknowledging that it can’t be saved, carefully buries it in the backyard. The experience reminds him of his childhood pet, Mitzi. “I had a dog that I loved very much…” he tells his viewers. “And when she died, I cried, and my grandmother heard me crying, I remember, and she came and she just put her arm around me because she knew I was sad. She knew how much I loved that dog.” Back inside, he remembers Mitzi’s prickly fur and curly tail. “Would you like to see a picture of her? I think I have one in the drawer here.” He dusts off the photo and turns it to the camera.

It was radical to speak so plainly to children about death in televised programming. But Rogers was attuned to his audience and understood what they were ready to hear. In a few minutes of airtime, he explained that death is natural and that sadness is part of the human experience, much like happiness. He showed children how to acknowledge and share their sorrow, a lesson they could carry through life.







When I was little and didn’t have a sister yet, my best friend was a brown, wire-haired mongrel named Mitzi. We shared joyous times, exciting times, and sad times. We got scared together when there was thunder and lightning, and together we crawled under the bed until they went away. When I wasn’t scared of them any more, Mitzi still was, so I comforted her and felt all the braver.
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FRED ROGERS







I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, and cats and books were my best friends when I was growing up. I loved to sit on the veranda with a cat, sunning myself.
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HARUKI MURAKAMI





I can still see my first dog in all the moods and situations that memory has filed him away in…. For six years he met me at the same place after school and convoyed me home—a service he thought up himself. A boy doesn’t forget that sort of association.
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E. B. WHITE

For companionship I kept pets. I had a cat and a mouse. It’s hard to believe that’s what I had—it may explain a little of what I am. A little white mouse, Gladys. I would bring her to school and have a chat in the French lesson when it got boring…. Gladys was true and trusted.
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KEITH RICHARDS





The walk is the basic unit of the human-and-dog commerce of unconditional love. We take care of George and George takes care of us. No matter how awful the day, or how awful I am behaving at any given moment, George doesn’t care. He finds me smoldering in my chair and dashes to my lap. Every dog is a rescue dog.
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JOHN DICKERSON





I walk every morning for a couple of miles with the dog. That’s as much for me as it is for her; it’s head clearing.
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BILLY COLLINS

For the last four or five years, whenever I am home—which has been most of the time—I have been accustomed to taking long daily walks with my dog, Aquinnah. Our walks are for business and pleasure, and also for survival—interlocking motives that have somehow acquired nearly equal importance in my mind.
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WILLIAM STYRON
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Julia Child and alert Minette in their Paris apartment, ca. 1953






JULIA CHILD[image: ]

Long before we knew her as the legendary chef and television personality Julia Child, she was Julia Carolyn McWilliams, a girl growing up in Pasadena, California, alongside her siblings and family dog, an energetic Airedale named Eric the Red. She didn’t become a “cat person” until her mid-thirties, when she and her husband, Paul Child, moved to Paris in 1948. While Paul worked in the US Foreign Service, Julia enrolled in the prestigious Cordon Bleu, where she trained in the art of French cooking. It was in Paris that she started testing recipes, collaborating on a cookbook, and, with her coauthors, teaching informal cooking classes out of her kitchen.

The Childs rented a drafty apartment on rue de l’Université that came with a lovely view—and mice. To keep the rodents at bay, their housekeeper brought over a cat. Minette was a tricolored wonder: “This pussy of ours is just a darling,” Julia wrote. “I have never seen a cat I liked so much; she gallops all over the house, lies in wait for us, sits in her own chair in the dining room, just loves to be right with us all the time.” When Minette started eating a handpicked bouquet of mimosa flowers, her name was lengthened to Minette Mimosa McWilliams Child.

Paul’s career uprooted the couple frequently: after France, they moved to Germany, then Norway before settling in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Wherever they lived, neighborhood felines tended to find their way to Julia’s kitchens. “A cat—any cat—is necessary to Julia’s inner satisfaction,” Paul wrote to his brother.

Before Julia established herself as an international culinary sensation—before the publication of the two-volume bible Mastering the Art of French Cooking, and before millions would watch her television show, falling in love with her enthusiasm, humor, and unpretentious approach to gourmet cooking—Minette, perched on a shelf above the stove, occupied the front-row seat in one of history’s finest test kitchens.







“Mini” soon became an important part of our lives…. She spent a great deal of time playing with a Brussels sprout tied to a string, or peering under our radiators with her tail switching. Once in a while, she’d proudly present us with a mouse. She was my first cat ever, and I thought she was marvelous.
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JULIA CHILD
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