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Gracie’s Last Walk

CAROLYN PULLED THE BATTERED OLD BLACK SAMSONITE SUITCASE her father had given her down the stairs at the Eastern Parkway subway entrance, the wheels bumping loudly as she went. The suitcase weighed as much as she did. The contents shifted suddenly, threatening to send her tumbling down the long concrete stairway. Safely at the bottom, she was immersed in a great din—the roar of trains, footsteps echoing on concrete, garbled voices on loudspeakers. She wrestled the suitcase past the crowd and through the special gate for people with strollers or large packages that wouldn’t fit through the turnstile, and then down the long ramp and onto the platform for the Number 2, headed farther downtown in Brooklyn and then under the East River to Manhattan. When a train pulled in a few moments later, the car was packed with commuters on their way home from work, but several passengers stepped back from the door to make room for Carolyn and her luggage.

As the doors started to close, Carolyn was startled when she turned to see two police officers with a formidable-looking German shepherd come into the car. Her palms began to sweat despite the cold, causing her hands to slip momentarily from the suitcase’s handle. It wasn’t unusual for the police to make a quick scan of a subway car before stepping back off, but this time they stayed on.

The train rumbled out of the station. The officers began looking around, talking to each other. The train made one stop, then headed out again.

The officers walked to the far end of the car, then turned and headed back toward Carolyn. The shepherd was staring at her suitcase, one of the officers holding the dog as it strained against its leash, its nose down, its tail straight out. The dog began to whine.

“Oh, my God,” Carolyn said to no one in particular.

“Miss,” said one of the officers, a beefy young man in a standard-issue dark blue NYPD jacket, one thick hand on the dog’s collar. The train pulled into the next station and the doors opened. “Would you please step out of the car?”

CAROLYN HAD KNOWN Gracie was dead as soon as she had opened the gray metal apartment door. If Gracie were still alive, she would have been at the door, tail going like a rotor blade, barking and squirming with joy. Every now and then, she would greet Carolyn with the leash in her mouth, her eyes closed in that familiar golden retriever grin that said, Let’s walk! Carolyn would drop her shoulder bag and briefcase, and head back out the door with her.

The afternoon light had been streaming through the soot-stained window, the subway grumbling far below the cramped two-room apartment. Carolyn could see her beloved dog—the graying snout, the honey blond body—curled up, as if sleeping, on her blue Orvis bed, a Christmas gift from her devoted owner two years earlier.

Though she had been expecting it, Carolyn was still paralyzed by the wrenching tableau. She had never loved anything, or anyone, the way she had loved that dog. Nor had anything ever loved her that much.

She looked around the small apartment, already a different space, like some kind of still life. The sounds outside seemed more distinct now—sirens, horns, truck engines, clanging pipes, coughing, a TV show seeping through the thin walls. Gracie’s water dish was full, kibble still in her food bowl, the day’s ration of rawhide chews and peanut butter–stuffed bones untouched.

So she had died in the morning.

Gracie’s balls and toys were in a circle near her bed. One was near her mouth; the yellow one, her favorite.

Gracie had always been obsessive about chasing and retrieving, her eyes wide and tail wagging as she brought each of her toys over to Carolyn and deposited them at her feet. Whether Carolyn was on her cell, online, or reading, she would pick up the toys and simply hand them back. There was no room to throw them, and, in any case, the neighbors would have complained about the noise they would have made. But it didn’t matter to the dog. Gracie never tired of this ritual. When Carolyn got sick of it, she’d pick up all the toys and balls and stuff them in the closet, or else the poor dog would have run back and forth until she collapsed.

Carolyn had first encountered Gracie running loose in a vacant lot near Prospect Park. When the limping, emaciated dog trotted over with a rolled-up newspaper in her mouth, Carolyn knew all she needed to know. She and the dog had walked straight to a nearby vet, Gracie carrying the two-day-old New York Times all the way. The vet said she had been starved and neglected. Six-hundred-dollars-that-Carolyn-didn’t-have later, Gracie was shiny, happy, and healthy. Carolyn put up Lost Dog posters in the neighborhood, but weeks went by, and nobody came to claim her.

From that first day on, they became constant companions. They rode out blizzards together, went to the beach, visited the dog run every day. When Carolyn worked at her computer, Gracie offered herself as a warm footrest. And like a proud mother, Carolyn put Gracie’s photo up on her Facebook page.

Whenever Carolyn went to the corner café for coffee, Gracie sat outside and waited, never taking her eyes off the door. She had many more friends in the neighborhood than Carolyn did, and their walks were punctuated by greetings from neighbors, doormen, cops on patrol, delivery people. Gracie was just one of those dogs that made people smile. She connected Carolyn to the world in a way she had never really been able to do herself.

But Gracie had been diagnosed with congestive heart failure more than a year earlier. “It could have been something much worse,” Dr. Meyer had told her, pointing to a gray shadow over the dog’s ribs on the X-ray. “She’s had nine years, a good life for a golden,” he said. Five of those years had been with Carolyn. “She’ll probably die in her sleep. There’s not much we can do.” The last-alternative surgery was invasive, painful, expensive, and doubtful. Carolyn had said no.

Now here she was, down on the floor, her face buried in Gracie’s gray cold muzzle.

Outside, the sun had already moved past the enormous buildings across the street, and the apartment was now cloaked in the late-afternoon November gloom.

IT WAS A LONG TIME before she got up. Carolyn remembered how Gracie got her through her mother’s death, and later, Keith’s walking out on their five-year relationship. Gracie was there when Carolyn got laid off, when her sister got sick, when a date went sour, when the nights got lonely. It was Gracie who kept love alive for her whenever it was like a flickering candle, always threatening to go out.

Carolyn sat quietly on the floor, stroking the dog, as it approached dinnertime. Only then did it occur to her to wonder about Gracie’s body, what she would do with it. She was in the middle of Brooklyn, not on some farm upstate where dogs could be buried in the woods. She had no idea what people did with the bodies of dogs. The thought panicked her a little. She called Dr. Meyer’s office. He was still there, the receptionist said, and after a few minutes, he came on the phone.

“Gracie is dead,” she said, her voice unsteady but clear.

There was silence on the other end of the phone, and Carolyn thought for a second that they’d been disconnected.

The doctor sounded concerned, but also distracted. Carolyn could hear phones warbling and nervous dogs barking in the background. She wondered how many times he had to do this in a week.

“I don’t know what to do now.” She imagined putting Gracie in a garbage bag and leaving her on the curb. Did people really do that?

The vet cleared his throat. “Bring her in here if you can.”

Carolyn was startled.

“Do you have a large suitcase?” asked Dr. Meyer. “We’ll have her cremated and return the ashes to you. There’s no other way to do it in New York. No taxi will touch a dead dog. There’s an animal hearse from an animal undertaker in Queens, but it costs a lot—four or five hundred dollars.”

Carolyn took a deep breath. She thought of the vet bills, the special food and medicines. She had piled up nearly $4,000 on her VISA, most of it for Gracie. She couldn’t do another $500. It just wasn’t there. These days, Carolyn had started to feel like a character in one of O. Henry’s shop-girl stories. Some weeks, she had just enough for bread and milk.

Dr. Meyer said he had an emergency, and asked her to hold for Carmen, the bossy Venezuelan woman who ran his office. Carmen had big hair and an even bigger heart. Dripping in gold jewelry, she dressed more for a nightclub than a veterinary clinic, but Gracie had adored her, in part for the biscuits she kept in jars on her desk. Carmen knew the name of every pet the clinic saw, and ruled the anteroom with an iron fist.

“Bring her here,” Carmen echoed. “Get her into a suitcase and on the subway. Just look out for the transit cops. It’s not illegal, really, but it’s not exactly legal either. You know how they are these days with bringing things onto the trains.”

Carolyn really didn’t know how they were. She never brought anything strange onto the trains.

“I’m here till eight tonight,” said Carmen, and then she was gone.

Carolyn went to the cabinet, but the garbage bags she had were too small. She left Gracie and walked two blocks to the convenience mart. They had some fifty-gallon extra-ply bags, so she bought a box of twelve.

When she got back into the apartment, she opened the package and pulled out two of the bags. She stuck one inside the other, then laid them on the floor beside the dog bed. Gracie’s tongue hung out of the side of her mouth, so Carolyn gently tucked it back in. She slipped the open end of the bags over Gracie’s head, pulling them across the dog’s stiffening body. When they got stuck on Gracie’s protruding legs, Carolyn tugged and pulled but could not seem to fit the rest of her into the bag. Her arm began to hurt, and she realized she was sweating—the two bags tore, ripped apart by Gracie’s claws. Soon Carolyn had gone through the whole box of garbage bags.

“I’m so sorry,” Carolyn said aloud. She went to get a pair of scissors, then used them to cut the bags open, wrapping them around Gracie, then putting tape around the whole messy package.

An hour later, it was done. Carolyn closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths. Gracie’s legs were stiff, her body cold and heavy, the plastic slippery as it made whispering, crinkling sounds. Gracie had always been so soft and warm, and Carolyn found it almost unbearable to touch her now, even through the bags. Gracie didn’t smell bad—at least not yet—but her smell was already different.

Carolyn laid the suitcase on the floor, opened it, and tried to wrestle the bundled dog inside. Gracie’s head slipped out of the wrapping, and her legs didn’t quite fit in the case. Carolyn closed her eyes and pushed the forelegs in toward the body.

She kept thinking she was hurting Gracie. She tried to be gentle.

God, she thought, I can’t do this. But she had no one to ask for help.

She grabbed Gracie’s legs again and bent them forward. The legs were unyielding, but finally they bent, and at last the dog was fully in the case. Carolyn zipped it, and then sat back, feeling paralyzed.

After a few moments, she stood up and struggled to stand the suitcase filled with Gracie’s dead weight upright. Then she pulled on her coat and rolled the bag out of the apartment, through the hallway, into the elevator, and out into the street.

It was raining steadily as Carolyn walked down the sidewalk, the wheels of the black bag clunking heavily along the concrete. She wondered if people could sense from the way the bag moved that there was something other than clothes in it, but nobody paid much attention.

When she got to the subway stairs, she paused. She hated the thought of banging Gracie down all those concrete steps, but there was no choice. The suitcase bumped down one stair after another, and then Carolyn rolled it through the handicapped door and down to the platform. Her arm hurt, but she held the suitcase close to her and rolled it onto the train when it clamored into the station.

Once on board, Carolyn stood by the door, clinging to a pole. She was, she noticed, the only person on the crowded car with a suitcase. As the train left the station, she clutched the bag’s handle protectively.

It was a few minutes later that she had noticed the big dog coming, the two officers behind it.

Carolyn had had only a few encounters with police officers in her life. She came from a family of law-abiding schoolteachers from Queens. One of the young officers seemed to sense her fear. She saw that his name was Sanchez.

Commuters backed away as she and the two officers, along with the whining German shepherd, moved out onto the platform. The officers were looking at her, curiously but not unsympathetically, and then their gazes shifted down at the bag.

“Look,” Carolyn said quietly, “I’ve got a dead dog in there. I’m on my way to the vet.”

“You’re going to see a veterinarian, with a suitcase with a dead dog in it?”

Officer Sanchez bent down and felt the side of the suitcase, then quickly recoiled.

“Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to walk,” the other officer said. “Or call a car service. You can’t take an animal on the subway, dead or alive. Okay?”

She looked out and saw that she was only at the Bergen Street station. There were still three stops until Borough Hall, where Dr. Meyer’s office was. She blinked away tears. “It’s a really long way.”

Officer Sanchez shook his head. The other policeman rolled his eyes up at the ceiling, a now-I’ve-seen-everything look.

With a sigh, Carolyn began pulling the suitcase toward the stairs and up two flights to the exit. Officer Sanchez hurried to give her a hand, heaving the suitcase up the last dozen or so steps.

“Sorry about your dog,” he said, as she began the long walk down Court Street.

Carolyn pulled out her cell phone to call Carmen. “Dr. Meyer is leaving, but I’ll wait for you,” she said.

It was raining, a cold November drizzle made all the gloomier by the early darkness. The suitcase rolled easily, although Gracie kept shifting inside, and the bag kept tilting, especially when Carolyn had to negotiate the curbs at intersections. Gracie’s last walk, she thought.

Every now and then, to the confused looks of passersby, Carolyn found herself speaking to the suitcase. On their walks, Carolyn had always liked to speculate with Gracie about the wealth, character, fame, and employment of the people they passed. “Doctor,” she would say. Or “Wall Street.” Or “psycho.”

But now, Carolyn was tired and hungry. The cart vendor on the corner was closing up. She asked if she could still get a pretzel, and he nodded, but it was cold and stale. The rain was steady, nearly freezing. She usually shared her pretzels with Gracie, who loved to walk with a piece in her mouth, sometimes for blocks. Sometimes, she even waited to get home to eat it. Now, Carolyn tore the pretzel in two and threw one half in the trash, and began gnawing on the other.

“Hey,” she whispered to the suitcase. “Academic.”

A tall man with a tweed hat and goatee rushed past, a backpack bobbing from his shoulders, an oversized umbrella in his hand. “Maybe a therapist,” she added.

A young dark-skinned, athletic man in sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt jogged past them. “Derek Jeter. Not.” She was always seeing hot athletes and movie stars and pointing them out to Gracie. “Not,” she would always add. Except once, when Mike Judd had been walking by and stopped to fuss over Gracie, who licked his hand. Carolyn was tongue-tied, barely able to mumble Gracie’s name in answer to his question.

As she waited at a crosswalk, she nearly stepped on a Pekingese on a long leash, yipping and barking at her and the suitcase.

“Rat,” she said to Gracie in a voice that was unintentionally loud. The woman holding the leash glared at her, but kept on going.

Tonight, there weren’t many people walking on Court Street. After “Derek Jeter,” she spotted two Wall Street types, Mayor Bloomberg (not), and a serial killer, alerting Gracie to each one as she went.

After about half an hour, Carolyn felt a blister forming on her right hand from the suitcase handle. Her sneakers were sopping wet, her socks drenched. Twice, the suitcase had banged into her ankle. The first time had left a small bruise. The second time, the hard plastic corner gouged her near the Achilles tendon, sending a small trickle of blood into the back of her shoe.

When she finally got to the clinic, she opened the door and was hit by a wave of grief. Gracie’s last walk. She began to cry.

“I’m sorry,” she said, sobbing as Carmen came out from behind her desk and put an arm around her.

“Take off your coat, sit down. I’ll take Gracie from you.”

The tiny waiting room was empty, most of the lights turned off. Carmen took the suitcase and began rolling it to an office in the rear.

“Wait,” Carolyn called out, and Carmen stopped so that she could kneel beside the suitcase and put her arm around the top. After a moment, she got up, watching as Carmen pulled the suitcase into the back. She wished she had thought of something appropriate to say.

“Bye, Gracie,” she said, her eyes filling up.

In a few minutes, Carmen returned with the empty suitcase.

Carolyn looked up at the fliers for lost dogs and cats and the posters about rabies, ticks, and Lyme disease. She saw a leaflet titled “When You Lose Your Pet” and took it, putting it into her pocket to read later.

Carmen made some entries into the computer, and told Carolyn the cremation costs ranged from $300 to $700, and she had her choice of styles of urns.

Carolyn chose a small jar. Gracie would rest on the window ledge overlooking Eighth Street, where she had always liked to look out. It would take about three weeks for the ashes to come back, Carmen told her.

As Carolyn stood to leave, Carmen said, “Say, could you do us a favor?”

Carolyn couldn’t imagine what sort of favor the clinic would want of her.

“We have a few puppies that came in Sunday and we don’t have any room. You have a crate in your apartment, right?”

Gracie’s old crate was in storage down in the basement, but Carolyn hesitated.

Carmen clucked reassuringly. “It would just be for a few days. There was an apartment fire on Nostrand Avenue, and a whole bunch of dogs came in here, including these puppies. Some nearly died of asphyxiation. We can’t keep them all here, and so we’re asking some of our clients if they can take one for a couple of days.”

It seemed disloyal to bring home another dog, even for a day or so. What would Gracie think, to see another dog in the apartment, just hours after she had died?

Carmen seemed to read her mind. “No pressure, hon. But this would just be until we find a place for them. They’re nine weeks old, don’t even have names yet. We gave them all their shots, though.”

Carmen was forging ahead, guiding Carolyn’s arm, the two of them walking to the rear, past the examining rooms, the surgical suite, the crates for sick and boarding dogs. When they got to the end of the hallway, Carmen turned the knob on an aluminum door, and they entered a small, dimly lit space, not much bigger than a broom closet. There were six crates in the room, two of them holding puppies.

“We call this the Last Resort room, where the hard cases and lost causes go,” she said. “Some of the techs can’t even bear to come in here, since this is where the dogs and cats go when people don’t pick them up or when people bring them in off the street. The fire department brought these in Sunday.”

Carmen switched on the overhead light and went over to one of the crates full of squirming puppies, and opened the top, reaching in and pulling out one of the dogs.

“This one’s a female, very sweet, very social. There was some coughing and vomiting from smoke, but now she’s okay.”

Carmen put the puppy down on the table. She was a fat little thing, with piercing eyes. She yawned, then her tail began wagging when she looked up at Carolyn, meeting her eyes. The pup scrambled toward her, and Carolyn picked her up. She was brown and black, some sort of shepherd-collie mix. She was soft and so warm. Carolyn felt her heart rising in her chest.

“I’m calling her Faith,” said Carmen. “Because we have to have faith that she’ll get a home.”

“Or Hope,” Carolyn said.

“Or Hope,” Carmen agreed.

Carolyn leaned forward, almost touching noses with the puppy, who licked her face. She drank in the puppy smell, closing her eyes.

Carmen was busy tending to the other puppies. With her back to Carolyn, she said, “A lot of people come in here and tell me they can’t go through it again, aren’t sure they can handle losing a dog again. But lots of dogs need homes, lots of people need dogs. Life goes on, right, honey?”

Carolyn pressed the puppy’s head beneath her chin. Hope licked her face, sighed, then went to sleep.

There was no way she could put the puppy into that smelly old suitcase, which she realized she would probably throw away as soon as she got home. She tucked the puppy under her coat, right below her neck, leaving room for her to breathe.

As they walked out together, Carmen wished her good luck, gave her a hug, and then locked the door behind her.

Carolyn headed for the subway with the puppy under her coat, pulling the empty suitcase behind her. At the top of the entrance, she paused. She didn’t think she could endure that again. She saw a yellow cab cruising by with its lights on, so she lifted her right hand, even though cabs were for Wall Street types and tourists, in her mind. The cabbie—a young, chubby, dark-skinned man—asked if she wanted the suitcase to go in the trunk.

No, she said, but the driver got out anyway to help her get it into the backseat. “Wow, it’s pretty light,” he said with a smile. “Short stay, huh?”

She didn’t answer, her thoughts were on the cab fare, the cremation bill, on the food she had to buy for Hope. As the cab pulled away from the curb, there was a sharp yelp from inside her coat. Carolyn looked into the mirror and saw the quizzical eyes of the young driver.

“I don’t mind,” he said. “Just don’t let it out.”

She smiled, relieved.

“New dog?” he asked. “I’ve got a yellow Lab. Trixie.”

Carolyn had never been good with strangers, and hadn’t really talked to a man her age for a while. But she started talking now. She could hardly believe the words pouring out of her mouth. She told the driver—his named was Jared—about hauling the dead dog around in a suitcase, about the cops kicking her off the subway, about meeting Hope.

Jared listened, nodding sympathetically. He turned off the meter at $4. “This trip won’t be expensive,” he said. “On the house.”

They sat for nearly a half an hour in front of her building, discussing their dogs. Hope crawled out of Carolyn’s coat, and into the front seat, right into Jared’s lap while they talked.

Jared asked if he could bring Trixie to meet Hope in Prospect Park on Saturday. It would be good for her to play with a puppy. Trixie was old and sick. He would have to face losing her soon.

“Had to be rough,” he said, his face full of kindness and sympathy.

“It is,” Carolyn said. And she thought of Gracie, suddenly, as a kind of love that just kept giving.

“But life goes on, doesn’t it?”
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