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    • Chapter 1 •


    How We Met


    Imet his dog before I met him.


    There’s a five-mile trail about ten minutes from town where my trail-running group, The Buffalo, meets each Thursday evening. It isn’t the most interesting or challenging trail in the world, but this is east-central Illinois, where varied topography is hard to come by, and for runners who prefer dirt to pavement, we’re lucky to get even this. That particular day I was running with a friend, Kathy, and at some point in the early miles I became aware that a friendly, mid-size dog was bounding alongside us.


    Body language can reveal all sorts of things, even when the body is four-legged and furry, and I figured out pretty quickly that the dog was not Kathy’s. Something about the mutt’s movements suggested more you seem like good people, so I will run with you—isn’t this fun? than Kathy Kathy Kathy, run with Kathy, chase down rabbit to bring to Kathy, what’s Kathy doing? Oh, she’s running! Run with Kathy! She was clearly someone’s dog, though, with a well-groomed, frosty red coat and a tame demeanor, so I asked.


    Kathy glanced down. “Oh, that’s Cayenne.” Almost as an afterthought, she added, “She’s with Ken.”


    That seemed to be all the explanation required, so I guessed Cayenne did this regularly, went happily gamboling off with strangers. I don’t know who this Ken person is, I remember thinking, faintly disapproving, but he has a nice dog.


    When we finished our run, Ken-person was not there. “He went back out to look for Cayenne,” one of The Buffalo told us.


    Well for goodness sake. I looked down at the happy red mutt. Now what were we supposed to do? Go looking for him and keep chasing each other in circles until one of us collapsed? Despite the fact that everyone knew Cayenne, nobody had Ken’s phone number, so we couldn’t call him to come back to the parking lot. It was getting late and we couldn’t very well leave until they were reunited, but nobody else seemed terribly concerned.


    Ken-person finally returned. “There you are, you knucklehead,” he said affectionately, and Cayenne, overjoyed, looked up with shining eyes. Why yes, I am a knucklehead! Thank you for saying so!


    He was tall, with the build of someone who looked more like he’d been a football player and not a runner in his youth, he had a nice smile, and he looked vaguely familiar. Only later, driving home, I realized he must have been a long-standing member of The Buffalo given how everyone seemed to know him, or at least his dog. Yet he had made very little impression on me until then. He was quiet, he was a fast runner (he’d probably finished the five-mile course a good ten minutes ahead of Kathy and me), and he liked to let his dog run free. Beyond that I knew nothing.


    That’s not unusual with the trail runners I’ve met. One of the things I liked about this group was that we rarely talked about our personal lives. You could run with someone for months and have no clue what they did for a living—and not feel any particular need to know. So much of the time, we present ourselves to others through how we look and what we say. On the trail, there’s none of that; there’s just what we do, what all of us are doing at that moment together. Even though I doubt there are many other species that run around in circles for the hell of it, I like to think we’re more like our animal selves when we run in the woods, living solely in the here and now.


    The funny thing is I used to hate trail running, wasn’t a runner at all, in fact, for most of my life. I started when I was 37 years old, having just moved from New York City to a small college town in rural Illinois. It was not the first time I had radically redefined myself—I was born and raised in semi-rural Hawaii, far removed from either the East Village of Manhattan or the cornfields of the Heartland—and it would not be the last. Barely a month into my new life, a friend at work told me about a 5K that benefited the local public library. Rural Illinois was flat, I reasoned. How hard could running be? Very, as it turned out, yet something happened to me after that first painfully slow ordeal besides gorging on the pancake breakfast provided for the runners, thus ensuring I consumed far more calories than I had burned: I vowed that I would get fit. As God was my witness, I would earn those pancakes. And then I would have seconds.


    From there, somehow I went from barely making it around the block without collapsing to regularly taking on marathons and even ultramarathons—that is, distances beyond 26.2 miles, which I had not even known existed in my previous life except by car. It’s not unusual to hear stories of people discovering running later in life; it’s exercise a person can do on their own, after all, with relatively little expense or preparation—and, most of all, no humiliating sessions with baffling equipment, surrounded by the young and the chiseled, in a mirrored room where you can’t delude yourself about your lack of strength, coordination, and flexibility.


    But after a while I wasn’t doing it to be healthy. After a while it wasn’t all that healthy. I’m not an MD but I still know that black toenails probably aren’t a good thing. I kept doing it because I loved it. There is solitude and peace. There is rigorous challenge and then rapturous reward for getting through the rigorous challenge. There’s a high—for me, a slow, steady one, not a crazy crash-and-burn adrenaline rush but something that feels deeper and more enduring. And yes, there’s pain. Lots of it. After long runs I hurt in ways I never thought possible. I once chipped a tooth during a run. I strained muscles I couldn’t pronounce. The thing about that, though: the suffering you take on voluntarily is very different from the one you are helpless to prevent. In truth, nothing too terrible has happened to me running, nothing I couldn’t chuckle about later, and many good things have happened. I got reasonably fit for the first time in my life. I made friends with a lot of like-minded lunatics who run crazy distances for fun. And as I said, I met a certain dog and her person.


    Near the end of Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet jokes that she first became attracted to Mr. Darcy when she saw his palatial estate. She’s mostly joking—but not completely. She’s not a gold-digger, but she was still awfully impressed with that mansion. Likewise (sort of), the moment I became interested in Ken as more than just another Buffalo runner was when I discovered he was recently divorced. (Later on he would tell me he’d been interested in me from the start but hadn’t known whether I was available either.) I was not desperate for a partner. I liked my independence. But I also liked companionship, sex, and the possibility of not being alone forever—plus, at my age, the population of datable men was limited. I decided it made sense to get to know him better. This probably does not sound like the beginning of an epic love along the lines of a Jane Austen novel, but that’s fine with me. Even epic love needs to be pragmatic sometimes—just ask Elizabeth Bennet.


    I quickly learned that the initial impression I’d gotten of him—quiet, good runner, loves his dog—made up some of the key aspects of his character. Quiet, I liked. One of my favorite things about running is you don’t have to talk. You can’t talk a lot of the time, if you’re running with someone faster than you, which I was with him. It was a mixed blessing. Running with faster runners has helped me get faster myself. It has also made me feel very close to death. Not ideal for getting to know someone. I discovered there were a select few topics that could get him chatting, and because it was a struggle for me to keep up with even his relaxed pace, I seized upon these topics so that I could breathe while he talked. He loved his three daughters and would happily describe their accomplishments. He was a veterinarian at our town’s university vet clinic and enjoyed his job. And he was a hard-core runner who had qualified for the Boston Marathon three times. “What are their ages and interests?” “What kinds of animals do you treat at the clinic and what’s your favorite?” “What was it like to run Boston?” I would blurt and hope he had some lengthy stories to accompany his answers. Often he did, his stories interrupted every now and then with a yell of “CAYENNE!” when we hadn’t seen the old girl in a while because she’d spotted a fun-looking pond a mile back or caught a whiff of some interesting poop.


    The dog was another happy topic for conversation. I learned that Cayenne was a shelter dog, her exact day of birth unknown, so Ken had decided to attribute it to March 17, St. Patrick’s Day, for ease of remembrance. She probably didn’t have any Irish breed in her, though she was a redhead—red-eared, in any case, the rest of her a mix of red frosted with white. She was nearly 12 when I met her and her muzzle was completely white with age, yet she was still most definitely a distance runner’s dog, putting in double-digit mileage and making it look easy. “You should have seen her in her prime,” he told me. “She had distance and speed. You wouldn’t believe how fast she could go. She might cover the distance between here and that tree,” and he pointed far across the prairie, “in seconds. And still run another ten miles after that!”


    I liked hearing him talk about Cayenne, and I liked running with her, but I had mixed feelings about this as well. To put it bluntly, dogs are pretty much never supposed to be off-leash in public. Trifling legalities seldom concerned The Buffalo; at the park where we ran trails on Thursdays, dogs weren’t supposed run off leash, alcohol wasn’t supposed to be consumed, and people were supposed to leave after sunset, but eh, shrug seemed to be the general attitude about all that. Ken didn’t drink and he seldom lingered after he finished running, but Cayenne went off-leash as soon as we entered the woods. Granted, The Buffalo seldom ran into any other people during Thursday runs, and even on weekends the trails were never crowded, but there were occasionally other runners or walkers, and an unleashed dog was a danger. In Cayenne’s case I could see that she was more likely to run in front of you and trip you than jump on you or bite you, but that was irrelevant. People always think their dogs are good around people until they aren’t. I daresay this had been the case with the French woman who famously received a face transplant after her dog—a golden retriever, of all things, the poster-dog of good-natured sweetness—chewed hers off in the middle of the night. Even if nothing that dramatic ever happened, there was still the minor drama of having to backtrack and search the trails for Cayenne, only to discover that she’d returned to the parking lot on her own and was waiting patiently by Ken’s car for water and ear scratches. The next week it would be exactly the same.


    Again and again, I wondered: Why did he keep letting Cayenne off leash? But I already knew the answer to that. I’d known it before I’d met them, ever since I finished that terrible 5K and didn’t stop there.


    Cayenne loved to run, loved it. On a leash, she got exercise; off leash, on her own, she experienced pure joy. Even as the most domesticated of animals—the first, in fact, bred 30,000 years ago to run alongside hunters—a dog is still a force of nature, a life, moving on her own through the world. If Cayenne were merely a pet, she would have simply followed us on the trail, but of course she didn’t do that. As soon as the leash was off she went bounding away on her own, excited by smells and sounds, red ears flapping like butterfly wings, so light and full of life.


    And yet each time, she came back. This was trail running, for her and for us: a moment of wildness, and a return to what was familiar and comforting.


    Why am I beginning a book about birds with a running dog? I’m not an ornithologist; I am someone who ended up inadvertently caring for various pets, including a dog and, later, some macaws. At the point when I met Ken and Cayenne, I was looking for life to be simpler. It had not been for me up until then; it had been complicated and messy—pointlessly so, I felt as I moved firmly into middle-age. I had had my youthful moments of wildness; now I wanted to find the familiar and the comforting. If I ultimately found love, I wanted it to be, if not simple, since that was rarely possible, at least free of needless drama. I loved running, because what I got out of it was greater than what it cost me. Later, I began to love a man, and his dog, because we enjoyed the same things, we didn’t make too many demands on each other, and we could take care of those demands with relative ease. I loved these things even while I understood that none of us was without faults, flaws, and complications. Yet there are some complications—among them, the kind that comes cloaked in pretty feathers—it would seem you can’t ever be sufficiently prepared for.
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    • Chapter 2 •


    How I Passed the First Test


    Early in our relationship when I told people my new boyfriend was a veterinarian, they frequently had the same reaction: a quick “oh!” and a smile of delight. It wasn’t the impressed “oh!” I’d have gotten if I’d said he was a surgeon, nor the pause followed by a polite but flat “oh” that might follow, say, “dentist.” When you say veterinarian, people are relieved; surely a person who cares for animals for a living must be kind and decent. Even people who don’t have pets or don’t particularly like animals tend to think so, and the ones that do love animals become positively aglow. And they aren’t wrong; there’s a lot of truth, I think, to the image we have of animal doctors. They almost always go into this profession out of love for all creatures great and small. After all, they go through as much schooling as people-MDs—and come out with just as massive a debt—while making a fraction of the salary. There are those few people who like to accuse vets of price gouging, of charging inflated fees for services that they should be doing out of the goodness of their hearts, or something, which is one of the unfortunate aspects of a profession with a kind-and-caring image. But in general everyone I told this information to was pleased.


    I was pleased for many of the same reasons, but also because it meant that animals were back in my life.


    My sister and I, when we were kids: We want a dog! Our parents, over and over: You say you want a dog but do you know how to care for a dog do you know how to be responsible for a dog and just who’s going to feed the dog who’s going to walk the dog who’s going to clean up the dog’s poop. We listened with impatiently nodding heads, waiting for a pause so that we could promise to pick up every piece of poop that ever issued forth from our pup’s behind with such alacrity that people would wonder whether the dog ever took a dump at all. I usually left these assurances up to my sister, the responsible one, the one who couldn’t leave our room without making sure all the books on the shelf were aligned and all the clothes in the closet were spaced equidistantly, no errant sleeve rumpled. Privately I snickered at her fussiness, but in public—or at least the public of our parents when they were hearing our pleas for pets—I pretended I was as much of a neat freak as she was.


    This strategy paid off. Over the years we got rabbits, guinea pigs, two dogs, lots of fish, and a bird, a Javanese finch, who would lay eggs at the bottom of her cage and then kick them from one end to the other like soccer balls. That was childhood, though; when I met Ken, I hadn’t had a pet in nearly 30 years. In fact, I had hardly shared my life with anyone or anything during that time. I wanted pets as a child because I was lonely; as an adult I was still lonely, but I discovered that independence meant more to me than companionship. There had been one serious boyfriend, back in New York, who made it excruciatingly clear early in our relationship that he thought marriage was a bad idea, and that even living together, given that his apartment was small and mine was pretty much a walk-in closet, was less than desirable. I shrugged and played along for several years.


    As I began dating again later in life, I had to face the fact that the majority of men my age had children. The prospect of stepchildren was terrifying, a certain lose-lose: responsibility for the well-being of someone who had every reason to resent my presence in their life. The evil of the fairy tale stepmother has long been established. She’s a vain, selfish gold-digger, and those are her good qualities; she’s also cruel, tyrannical, and devoid of maternal instincts. She eats men for breakfast, children for lunch, and cute baby animals for dinner, often posting pictures of her cringing, terrified meals right before they are devoured alive. Or at least that’s how I imagined any potential step-progeny seeing me. Ken’s three daughters were not really children by the time I entered their lives; the youngest was already 16 and the other two had graduated from high school and moved on into adulthood. What’s more, they made it blessedly easy on me. The oldest in particular had grasped the fact that their parents would likely have more satisfying lives with other people, and thus welcomed me unreservedly, helping to ease some of the awkward tension in those early days when we were all just getting used to the sudden plunge into each other’s lives. Because of all this, the transition to stepmother was an easy one, though I still cringe at that word. I’m hoping to make “slightly older female friend-like person” a thing.


    That saying, “Be careful what you wish for because you just might get it”? Truth, but to that I’d add, “Be careful what you wish to avoid, because you’re probably going to get that too.” I got a companion. I also got a certain type of responsibility, the likes of which I’d been successfully avoiding for decades: the responsibility for lives that depended on me. No, I would not be responsible for raising children; Ken and his ex-wife had done all that already, and done it well. But it’s no coincidence that I met his dog before I met him. With Ken, animals would come first.


    One of the early tests of our relationship came when Ken went away for a conference and I took care of his pets. I should say right up front that three of the four pets he had at this time were animals he adopted in from the university’s wildlife clinic, taking them on because they were not native to this area and could not be released back into the wild. These three were not the kinds of pets you play with. They were not even the kinds of pets you pet. Basically they were the kinds of pets your parents described when you clamored for a puppy as a child: never-ending drudgery centered entirely on bodily functions. There was a turtle, a tortoise (and I assumed at some point, dating a Vet-MD, I’d know the difference between those two), an anole (a type of lizard, the name of which I couldn’t help work into certain profane limericks), and the dog, Cayenne. The dog, sweet-natured and generally well behaved, would be no problem at all. Yes, sometimes she got in the trash. Sometimes she slipped out the front door and went cavorting around the neighborhood, giving me and Ken anxiety attacks that she’d be hit by a car or eat something nasty. But these were rare occurrences; more commonly she would follow us around the kitchen while we cooked dinner and occasionally interpose herself between us and the stove while we boiled pasta or flipped pancakes. This was partially out of her usual need for affection but largely, of course, out of hunger for scraps that might fall, and I was always afraid of stumbling over her and sending dinner and dishes flying. (I mused about selling this idea to the Food Network as their latest silly cooking competition show: Animal in the Kitchen. Contestants have to prepare a three-course meal all while caring for a clingy, demanding critter. Here’s the twist: turns out the judge of the contest is the critter itself. Are YOU an Animal in the Kitchen?)


    The turtle and the tortoise lived in the basement, in large Nemo-themed kiddie pools under heat lamps. My duties to the shelled critters that week were easy: add water to their drinking basins and add food to their food bowls. The turtle was a carnivore and was served small dollops of canned dog food; the tortoise was vegan and received a nice organic salad mix. That was it. “They’re boring,” Ken conceded. “Pretty much living paperweights.”


    The anole was the high-maintenance one. “He hasn’t eaten on his own for months,” Ken informed me. “He has to be hand-fed.” This entailed heating water, mixing it with powdered reptile feed, filling a syringe, and slowly, carefully, dropping the mixture down El Verde’s mouth. His name made him sound like a tiny dictator, which I suppose he was in his own way, boss of his aquarium, never mind the absence of anyone to dictate to.


    A few days before Ken left, we did a practice feeding so I could get comfortable with the process. He coached me through it: “Grasp him by the shoulders and take him out of the tank. His mouth should gape open automatically, which will make it easy to feed him. Be careful, though—he bites.”


    He didn’t, though. Animals often seem to like me, even eating-disordered reptiles. I did everything just fine, Ken nodding his pleased approval, and carefully placed El Verde on a branch in his tank. El Verde went limp. He fell back from the branch, hung upside-down, rolled his eyes back in his head, and dropped to the floor of the tank.


    Oh my god. I killed El Verde. “What’s wrong with him?” I whispered hoarsely.


    Ken peered into the tank. “He does look a little weird.”


    Oh crap. I didn’t even pass the preliminaries. Oh crap oh crap oh crap.


    Ken calmed me down. The lizard was very old, he explained, and could go any time. It was quite possible he might die in the week I was taking care of him. This did not comfort me. Even though I had no deep affection for the critter, I did not want El Verde to die. Ken spent a good ten minutes reassuring me I would not be responsible for anything that happened. I still dreaded having to deal with the little reptile’s demise, but I also wanted to spare Ken from having to lug the tank over to the clinic so a vet student could deal with El Verde. In the end, I agreed to be his caretaker—though hopefully not his undertaker.


    El Verde survived. In fact, once he finally resumed eating on his own, he got returned to his native Bayou when some of Ken’s students drove down there to do field research. We joked that as soon as he was let go, some predator probably gulped him up. We joked, because that’s what you do when something you’ve spent time with and thus come to care about is now out of your control. I hope he did OK out there, and I’m glad he lived long enough under my care to go home again.


    The biggest test, of course, was yet to come. 
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    • Chapter 3 •


    Boston and Phoenix


    In September 2014, barely a month after I moved in with him, Ken and I drove six hours to Flint, Michigan. Anyone can do a weekend in a fun city or a lovely lakeshore, but we tend to do things a little differently. “Next week: Elizabeth, New Jersey,” I joked on our way. “I hear the factory plumes are gorgeous this time of year.”


    Actually, we were en route to pick up two parrots. Ken is not just any old vet-MD: he treats all sorts of animals but he’s a bird specialist, a well-regarded one, and he had always wanted parrots, specifically macaws. Hence, Flint. The American auto industry may be down and out, but there’s always exotic birds.


    Before we hit the road, we had to get in our long runs for the week. He was doing twenty miles, as his target marathon was a month sooner than mine; I only did fourteen. (Yes, “only.” Distance running is awesome for people who like to beat themselves up both mentally and physically.) The dog came with us, even though those distances may have been prohibitive to other canines her age. That morning she did fifteen good strong miles. As Ken was starting his fourth and final five-mile loop, he looked back and noticed the dog wasn’t with him. He ran back to the car and saw her sitting there calmly. He called to her. She gave him a look that said, quite clearly, “Nuh uh. You may continue
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