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Dog Days


I was expecting the call when it came. To be completely honest, I’d been expecting it long before. 


My mother’s voice was solemn as she explained Jeannie’s condition to me, lamenting that the previous morning, she had lost the ability even to stand upright and unaided. I knew then that our reservations about facing the inevitable could no longer be considered merciful; Jeannie was incapacitated, in pain, and hardly able to breathe. Mother waited silently for me to make the decision; since Jeannie was my dog, the choice was mine to make. I tried not to let her hear the distressed quiver in my voice.


“Go ahead and call the vet, and schedule it for next week," I said. "We’ll put her down when I come home for Thanksgiving.”


*



*



*


I was only three years old the first time I laid eyes on Jeannie, but somehow the memories of that day still seem very vivid to me. My parents had adopted her from a woman on the roadside who was giving away puppies out of the back of her truck. They reasoned that she'd be a wonderful playmate for me since I was, at that time, an only child. My mother, especially, seemed much more excited by the arrival of my new companion than I was.


Somewhere along the developmental shift from childhood to adolescence, I became a much shyer creature who kept her thoughts mainly to herself. During my early years, however, my social skills were characterized more by that honest curiosity that comes naturally to young children. As such, I greeted the yapping bundle of floppy ears and bristly orange fur by gripping the base of her stout little tail and hoisting her into the air before promptly dropping her in surprise at her loud squeal of pain. It was perhaps not the most ceremonious of welcomes, but young minds tend to forget easily, and we were soon the best of friends. 


*



*



*


Times were much harder for my family as I was growing up, both financially and emotionally. There was a constant, almost palpable tension between my parents due as much to our shaky financial situation as to my father’s then-alcoholic tendencies. I never found myself wanting for toys or other physical sources of amusement. The one thing I lacked was playmates, and Jeannie was my solution. 


Our old house was a small building set up on cinderblocks near the corner of our street. Although it was never really a dirty place, I’ve never been able to visualize it as particularly clean. We often had problems with roach infestations, and there were times I would wake in the middle of the night to find a long brown tree roach the size of my palm scaling the wall over my bed. To this day, I have a slight phobia of the creatures. 


One of the home’s redeeming qualities was the backyard, a one-and-a-half-acre spread of overgrown vegetation littered with tall trees that mostly blocked out the sun and blanketed the space with a calm coolness, especially in the summertime. This was Jeannie’s domain, and more often than not we would spend hours chasing one another and exploring the seemingly endless expanse of yard. 

My father would occasionally join us, and it was during these times that we established the game I came to label “Jeannie Getcha Last.” On one of the larger trees there was a sturdy makeshift swing he had assembled from two lengths of rope and a board, and I would sit in his lap as we swung to and fro. The object of the game was to provoke Jeannie into “attacking” us by tapping and prodding at her rear end as she energetically circled the swing. We always ended the game laughing, and Jeannie would usually cover my face in sloppy licks and kisses in retaliation. Life was good, relatively speaking. 

*



*



*

In my family, our pets have either been blessed with ridiculously long lives or cursed with absurdly short ones. For example, there’s my mother’s Irish setter, Mahogany, who lived to a ripe old age of sixteen, or my father’s Maine coon cat, Augusta, who was pushing two decades when she died in her sleep. There’s also our Doberman pinscher, Rusty, whom we rescued from our negligent neighbors when we moved from our old house to the new one in a different town; we had him for just over a year before he had to be put down for heartworms.

I get my love of dogs from my mother, whom I’m convinced would have become a veterinarian had her life gone more according to plan. One thing we’ve always been able to bond over is our animals. As such, we were in reluctant agreement that Jeannie likely wouldn’t last as long as her predecessors. 

From the first day she arrived in our home as a puppy, we could all sense there was something not quite right with Jeannie. She was slow to respond to commands or even her name, pausing after the fact as if experiencing a delayed mental reaction. Her head was perpetually cocked to one side as though she were trying to look around us while staring right at us, and whenever she ran, her distinctive diagonal gait always left her barreling toward us at an angle. At any rate, it was clear that Jeannie had some issues.

When she hit ten years, my mother was simultaneously astounded and delighted that she had survived for so long with her obvious mental handicaps. At fifteen years, however, we began to grow concerned. 

Our new house had two floors, and all of the bedrooms were located on the second floor. Jeannie, apparently undeterred by her increasingly fragile body, was determined to hoist herself up the two flights of stairs to my parents’ bedroom, where she’d taken to sleeping after I left for college. We were never completely sure of her heritage aside from the obvious stock of Yellow Labrador blood somewhere along the line; regardless of pedigree, however, she was a fairly large-sized dog. As the fur on her face grew whiter and whiter with time, the muscles in her legs began to deteriorate. Soon, she was unable to walk up the stairs on her spindly legs, and my mother had to resort to carrying the stubborn mutt downstairs every morning and upstairs again at night. 

My mother had already put down half a dozen dogs in her lifetime, and I couldn’t bear to force those circumstances on her again. So we waited. With each passing year, we waited for the inevitable to strike, but somehow Jeannie just kept on living. As my visits home became less frequent and Jeannie’s condition steadily worsened, furthering her dependency on mother, a sense of dread began to well up in the pit of my stomach. I was terrified of how this would all end. 


*



*



*

The night I arrived home from school for Thanksgiving Break, I slept on the living room couch with Jeannie curled up delicately on the floor beside me. I stroked the rigidly pronounced slope of her backbone as I realized for the first time that my decision symbolized an end to my childhood, and to the beginning of my life of responsibility. Jeannie’s demise was a visceral representation of the death of my youth, of the eighteen years of life we’d shared growing up together. My dreams were tinged with bitter tears as I fell asleep to the painfully rasping sound of her breathing, punctuated every so often with guttural snorts and attempts to inhale.

The next morning, my mother carried Jeannie to the back end of our minivan, making sure she was comfortably tucked away inside her favorite ratty old blanket before our whole family set off for the veterinarian’s office. Both of my parents were visibly distressed at the situation, as was my brother, although he’d only been alive long enough to remember Jeannie as a decrepit older dog. My memories of her were much clearer. 

My parents went into the clinic to speak with the veterinary assistants while I sat in the back of the van beside Jeannie, rubbing her affectionately behind the ears and attempting valiantly not to cry. The trek from the parking lot was a considerable distance from the clinic, and I wanted Jeannie’s passing to be as peaceful as possible, so we settled on leaving her in the back of the van, which was more familiar. 


The vet assistants talked with us for several minutes before unveiling the equipment; I appreciated their sympathetic bedside manner, as it gave me time to reflect on the decision I had made as one of mercy. The assistants were impressed once we revealed how old Jeannie actually was, my mother adding fondly, “Our animals just love us too much to leave us.” 

They needed to shave clean an area on her leg before the shot could be administered, and although my mother offered to hold Jeannie in place to make sure everything went smoothly, I felt the responsibility lay mainly with me. She had already experienced this trauma various times throughout her adulthood and become stronger for it. Now it was my turn. 

I had been fortunate up to that point in my life in that I’d never truly experienced the grief and tragedy of death. Most of my immediate family was still alive, and the few members that weren’t had passed on when I was too young to significantly grasp the concept of death. 

In those last few moments, as I braced myself against Jeannie’s trusting form, I could feel an emotional dam breaking within me. As the assistant lowered the electric razor to her front leg, Jeannie suddenly let out a vicious growl and lunged for the offending arm. It took all my willpower not to let my resolve crumble as I tried to restrain her. Jeannie had never so much as growled at a stranger. I could feel the tension in her body beneath me, and I knew she could sense that something was about to happen. And she was fighting it with every ounce of strength she had. 

The most painful part of the process for me was Jeannie’s struggle. I cradled her head in my arms as the assistant slid the needle into her leg; I murmured brokenly against her ear that I loved her and that everything was alright, even as she snarled and growled and fought. Her body spasmed once, twice beneath me before falling still. I withdrew briefly, only to burst into uncontrollable sobbing at the sight of the final grimace twisting her features, frozen in place as her death mask. 

*



*



*

My father buried Jeannie under the peach tree in our back yard, one of her favorite places to lie during the later years of her life. I like to sit outside under that tree when I’m at home, reminiscing about my life before this complex tangle of responsibility called adulthood. 

Jeannie’s euthanization was my first, brief taste of death. In some ways, I thank her for that. The irony of losing both my dog and, figuratively, my childhood, over Thanksgiving is not lost on me. The moment of her passing is an image I’ll likely never forget, but I’ve learned to take it in stride. For all the pain her death caused, it also allowed me to achieve a point of maturity- for that, I truly am thankful. 

Now my visits home consist mainly of playing with the two newer additions to our family: a thick-bodied black mutt named Shadow, whom my parents adopted from our hometown SPCA facility, and a lean, graceful Rhodesian ridgeback we call Miss Cleo. I adopted Cleo from an animal outreach program located in the same town where I currently attend school. She was one of a handful of animals rescued from the streets of New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and transported out of the state for rehabilitation and, eventually, adoption. I found it nearly impossible to resist her gentle, sweet disposition. 

During my most recent visit, as my mother and I were lounging on the bed and watching television in my parents' bedroom, Cleo came prancing jauntily through the door. I patted my leg in hopes of encouraging her to jump up onto the mattress between us. For a few moments, she merely cocked her head in that painfully familiar fashion as she examined the situation. 

"She never jumps on the bed," my mother said from behind me as I cooed affectionately at the dog. Five seconds later, Cleo was seated on the mattress at my feet, tail thumping happily as I gave her back a firm, rewarding stroke. I turned to cast a victorious look over my shoulder, but paused as I noticed the telltale sheen of tears glazing over my mother's eyes. Her smile belied the otherwise tearful expression.

"She never does that for me," my mother remarked. "She really must be your dog." 

I could almost feel my chest swell with pride at the statement. Yes, she really was.

Author’s Afterwords:

Writing this story has proven to be an exercise in reflection. I've used this story once before as a topic for a personal narrative speech in a public speaking course, and it garnered a positive, if tearful response as well. The main purpose of the speech was entertainment value, so piecing together the events in narrative form was a simple enough process for me. This assignment, however, required more depth and analysis into the emotions of the story. 

Of all the assignments we produced for this class, I felt most confident with the fluidity and clarity of this one. Much of that confidence comes from the fact that I had ample opportunities to receive feedback on my writing. Also, I had begun reading Marley & Me by John Grogan only weeks prior to writing this paper, and although I was only halfway through the book when I completed the assignment, I realized shortly afterward, once I had finished the book, that there are some uncanny similarities between the two. I think both make for a pretty decent read. 

