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How could God have created the world if He were already everywhere? One cabbalistic response is to assume that He did so by abandoning a region of Himself.

DARIAN LEADER,
 Stealing the Mona Lisa

If your Nerve, deny you

Go above your Nerve

EMILY DICKINSON

I am not lonely. I am not afraid. I am still yours.

ROBINSON JEFFERS,
 THE HOUSEDOGS GRAVE
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Chapter One



No dog has ever said a word, but that doesnt mean they live outside the world of speech. They listen acutely. They wait to hear a termbiscuit, walkand an inflection they know. What a stream of incomprehensible signs passes over them as they wait, patiently, for one of a few familiar words! Because they do not speak, except in the most limited fashion, we are always trying to figure them out. The expression is telling: to figure out is to make figures of speech, to invent metaphors to help us understand the world. To choose to live with a dog is to agree to participate in a long process of interpretationa mutual agreement, though the human being holds most of the cards.

What the interpreter must do is tell storiessometimes to the dog in question. Who hasnt heard a dog walker chattering away to her pet, as if she were serving as a kind of linguistic mirror: You are scared of that police horse, Lola loves that ball! Some people speak for their dogs in the first person, as though the dog were ventriloquizing his owner. Theres inevitably something embarrassing about this; a kind of silly intimacy that might seem sweet at home becomes a source of eye-rolling discomfort to strangers.

But most stories about dogs are narrated to other people, as we go on articulating the tales of our animals lives, in order to bring their otherwise incomprehensible experience into the more orderly world of speech. Taking pictures of your pet serves much the same function; it isnt just about memory and the desire to record, but a way to bring something of the inchoate into the world of the represented. This is a part of the pet owners work. In order to live within the domestic world, the dog must be named, read, and in some way understood.

Of course, listening to stories about other peoples pets is perilous, like listening to the recitation of dreams. Such reports may be full of charm for the dreamer, but for the poor listener theyre usually fatally dull. The dreamer has no distance from the spell of the dream, and cannot say just how it mattered so, and language mostly fails to capture the deeply interior character of dreams anyway. We listen with an appreciation for the speakers intent, but without much interest in the actual story.

Love itself is a bit like that: you can describe your beloved until the tongue tires and still, in truth, fail to get at the particular quality that has captured you. We give up, finally, and distill such feelings into single images: the bronzy warmth of one of his glances, or that way of turning the head she has when shes thinking and momentarily stops being aware of other people. That, we tell ourselves, stands for what we love. But its perfectly clear that such images explain nothing. They serve as signposts for some incommunicable thing. Being in love is our most common version of the unsayable; everyone seems to recognize that you cant experience it from the outside, not quiteyou have to feel it from the inside in order to know what it is.

Maybe the experience of loving an animal is actually more resistant to language, since animals cannot speak back to us, cannot characterize themselves or correct our assumptions about them. They look at us across a void made of the distance between their lives and our immersion in language. Not a single one of his myriad sensations, wrote Virginia Woolf of Elizabeth Barrett Brownings cocker spaniel, Flush, ever submitted itself to the deformity of words.

Maybe they remind us, in this way, of our own origins, when our bodies were not yet assumed into the world of speech. Then we could experience wordlessly, which must at once be a painful thing and a strange joy, a pure kind of engagement that adults never know again. Can it even be called painful or a joy, if the infant who is feeling those things has no terms for them, only the uninterpreted life of emotion and sensation? We suffer a loss, leaving the physical world for the world of wordseven though we gain our personhood in the process.

Love for a wordless creature, once it takes hold, is an enchantment, and the enchanted speak, famously, in private mutterings, cryptic riddles, or gibberish. This is why I shouldnt be writing anything to do with the two dogs who have been such presences for sixteen years of my life. How on earth could I stand at the requisite distance to say anything that might matter?



Last month five thousand people died here in New York; the ruins of the towers in whichwith whichthey fell smolder still. [I wrote these words in October of 2001; the dead had not yet been properly counted; it was impossible to find the bodies, and the lists of the missing were unclear.] When the wind is right, Chelsea fills with the smell of burning plastic, as if somewhere down in the rubble thousands and thousands of computers were slowly, poisonously burning, along with fluorescent tubes and industrial carpeting and the atomized pieces of corporate art that lined the reception room walls. My friends in other cities speak about the new war, the roots of this atrocity and its relationship to other atrocities around the globe; they worry over the notion of evil, whether its a reality or a concept with no use in the public sphere. I understand that such things matter, but for me theyre nothing but air.

I cant stop seeing the whitened boots of the rescue workers trudging back uptown, or sitting beside me on the subway benches. Their battered leather and shoelaces, cuffs and ankles are covered with a thick powder composed of atomized concrete: the pulverized stuff of two hundred floors of officesdesk chairs, files, coffee cupscommingled with the stuff of human bodies reduced to creamy ash. The rubble trucks rumble up Eighth Avenue, uncovered. The white grit blows out in troubled eddies, and snow gusts and coats our faces and hair. Somewhere in that dust are the atoms of Graham, a man I knew a little, and saw last at the end of summer, when he was laughing on the street, his tattooed arms flashing in the sun.

With the world in such a state, isnt it arrogance or blind self-absorption to write about your dogs?

Yes and no. Just as my friends generalizations about the political situation mean little to me now, because they are abstract, so it is hard to apprehend five thousand deaths; the sheer multiplicity of human lives lost makes the fact of those losses ungraspable. The collective may be almost impossible to apprehend, but the individual loss is vital, irreducible; it has the factual character of a single body, and that bodys absence. That is why New York is full of posters, images of the dead, left up, even pasted onto more subway walls and lampposts and mailboxes than before, long after its possible that anyone living will be found in the rubble. We need to see the faces, look at them one at a time, and absorb whatever bit of detail were offered, the characterizing information that begins to form a picture of a life: a scar, a titanium plate mending a broken bone, a birthmark starring a hip. What was hidden, a month ago, is now the displayed marker of individuality. We need them to look at us and make themselves real.

And every death is like that, isnt it? We use the singular to approach the numberless. The local provides a means to imagine the whole. A student of mine lost his brother a year ago to a drunk driver. After the towers fell, he found himself almost obsessively imagining how it must have been for individuals there: did this ones consciousness end in a shower of rubble, did she remain aware after the fall of a steel beam? When, in the downward flight from the hot windows of the building, did this man cease to feel? This relentless visualizing was a sort of self-torture, but it seemed he couldnt stop. Then he realized that the work he was doing, really, was the imaginative investigation of his brothers death. Was there time for pain, for any understanding of what had taken place, or did awareness end with the sudden obliteration of the oncoming car smashing into the drivers door? It seemed necessary to rehearse these possibilities, to feel ones way through what it might be like to die, and dreadful as the fiery deaths downtown were in themselves, they were also a vehicle through which Gill would learn to picture the end of his brothers life.

I began to do the same thing, imagining Grahams last hours. He waits in line, at Logan, a little sleepy still, not as eager as he might like to be for the flight to L.A.; hes thinking about Tim in Provincetown, whom he wont see now for a few days, maybe hes called and said, Hey, you were still asleep when I leftHes drinking airport coffee, hes reading the newspaper in a casual, half-attentive way, and then hes moving in line to get his boarding pass scanned, hes on the Jetway, then hes settling into his seat and listening to the recitation of the flight attendants, which he has, without meaning to, memorized. The question, of course, is when does he know? Its not till after take-off, but it cant be long after, if the planes going to veer off course south and east to New York. What is the first disruption, when does he understand just how disrupted things really are? When the plane changes pilots, is there a swerve or a dip or nothing at all? And as the speed mounts, as the plane descends, when does he knowdoes he ever knowwhere theyre headed?

And just a few minutes before, Im walking on West Sixteenth Street toward the F train, on my way to the library, and on the corner, maybe ten people are standing around, facing south, their necks angled up. What are they looking at? From here, the hole in the north tower is a distinctive, unforgettable shape, something like the outline of an unfamiliar continent in a school geography book. A version of Australia. Except theres nothing inside the territory defined by the border, its blank inside, though ringed, visible even all the way from Sixteenth Street, by flames.

These deaths arent commensurate: one twenty-one-year-old man denied the fulfillment and adventure of a life does not equal five thousand selves suddenly snuffed out. My acquaintancemy carpenters boyfriendhurtling to his arbitrary, unpredictable, hapless death, caught in the machinations of global capitalism, the aftermath of colonial empires, the rise of fundamentalism, the battles for the power-money elixir of petroleumthats one singular vanishing. No death equals another, really, not when every life is individuated by circumstance and culture, body and desire, the within and without that make us ourselves. I know it might seem absurd, to place the death of my dog on this page with all these people, vanished parents and children and lovers and friends.


Yet Beaus body was a fact, too, wasnt it? The particular pink ruffle of those gums, turning to black at the jowls, and the long curl of the spotted tongue, a wet pink splashed with inkish spots like blotches of berry juice, and the palate with its fine roof of intricate ridgesthose were physical, intimate realities that have been swept away. I can no longer take pleasure in seeing and knowing their presence, their actuality. Someone was here, an intelligence and sensibility, a complex of desires and memories, habits and expectations. Someone with a quality of being exactly this: here I am, myself, all tongue and eyes and golden paws reaching forward into what lies ahead. Golden: for me thats forever his word now, and something about that blond shine is gone from the world forever. And something of it remains absolutely clear to me, the quality of him, the aspect of him most inscribed within me.



You can only understand the world through whats at hand.

Everything else is an idea about reality, a picture or a number, a theory or a description. Theres nowhere to begin but here.

A while ago, I had a drink with a new acquaintance, who was taking a little time away from his work and had come to the seashore to write a screenplay. Over a beer, in the way that people offer a topic of conversation in order to know one another better, he asked what Id like to do if my commitments were all waived, if I suddenly had the freedom to choose whatever. I said Id buy a place with a barn, in the country, and open a shelter for homeless retrievers.

He looked at me a little incredulously. He seemed to be choosing his words carefully. I dont know, he said, when people talk about what they want to do for animals, I always wonder why that compassion isnt offered to other people.


My anger flared, a hot, fierce flush. I said, You asked me what I wanted to do, not what I thought I should do.

He nodded. Fair enough. But the damage was done, the judgment cast. If Id been more thoughtful and less offended, I might have said that compassion isnt a limited quality, something we can only possess so much of and which thus must be carefully conserved. I might have said, if I was truly being honest, that Ive never known anyone holding this opinion to demonstrate much in the way of empathy with other people anyway; it seems that compassion for animals is an excellent predictor of ones ability to care for ones fellow human beings.

But the plain truth is no one should have to defend what he loves. If I decide to become one of those dotty old people who live alone with six beagles, who on earth is harmed by the extremity of my affections? There is little enough devotion in the world that we should be glad for it in whatever form it appears, and never mock it, or underestimate its depths.

Love, I think, is a gateway to the world, not an escape from it.



When my partner Wally died, in 1994, my way of dealing with that unassimilable fact was to write a book about itbooks, in truth, since I wrote both a memoir and many poems informed by that reverberant, disordering loss. The response to those books was extraordinary, and heartening, but there are always dissatisfied readers, too, and, of course, its the negative voice that lodges in the back of my skull like a bad song on the radio you cant shake. A particularly sour British critics words trot themselves out when the opportunitys ripe. The reviewer called me a vampire feasting on his lovers body. As if one simply didnt have the right to talk about such misery; shouldnt you, after all, buck up, get on with it? We all have our sufferings, dear, now shut up.

The public revelation of grief is unseemly, an embarrassment of self-involvement. Or at least thats how it seems on the surface. The truth is probably that we want grief to remain invisible because we cant do anything about it, and because it invariably reminds us of the losses well all suffer someday, the ineluctable approach of sorrow.

For someone grieving for animals, the problems compounded.

You cant tell most people about the death of your dog, not quite; there is an expectation that you shouldnt overreact, shouldnt place too much weight on this loss. In the scheme of things, shouldnt this be a smaller matter? Its just a dog; get another one.

One of the unspoken truths of American life is how deeply people grieve over the animals who live and die with them, how real that emptiness is, how profound the silence is these creatures leave in their wake. Our culture expects us not only to bear these losses alone, but to be ashamed of how deeply we feel them.

The death of a pet is, after all, the first death that most of us know. Not long ago, I visited an old hotel on Block Island, a big, white Victorian perched on grassy slopes above inlets leading to the sea. Walking down toward the cove, I came upon the grave of a golden retriever, made by the children of the family that owned the place. It was ringed in stones, and planted with flowers, and bore a wooden sign painted with the dogs name. I recognized it because, back in the house, Id seen a photograph of his old, white face. In the backyard, there was an Adirondack chair sitting in the grass, and in the seat, a portrait of the missing fellow, a painting of him asleep on a rug, maybe on one of the hotels windswept porches. The chair and the painting seemed markers of an absence; the grave was tended, honored; both were markers of memory, gestures intended to resist absence, or rather, more precisely, to conserve it. If Elliot was forgotten, hed be lost again, wouldnt he? But if his absence remained, if the space where he stood or lay on the rug were given attentionthen thats a way of keeping something of the dead with us, even if what is kept is an empty outline.

Such a set of rituals represents education in the work of grieving. Such a loss prefigures the ones to come, and, as a point of origin, reverberates throughout a life. It has always startled me that psychology has placed so much emphasis on childrens introduction to the world of sexuality; compelling as such discoveries are, can we truly say they matter more to us than our initial discoveries of limit? The childs apprehension of mortality is a set of initiations, woundings, introductions to the mystery, and animals are very often the objects of these instructions. The little turtle in the grass, the lifeless snake on the path, the toad crushed by a boot heel, the caged bird whose animation has fled with its songthey are more than themselves for us as children; they lead us into the depths of this life.



Im walking Arden, our elderly black retriever, on the street in front of the apartment. Ardens been with me since he was a pup, himself retrieved from an animal shelter in Vermont. The fifteen years of his life represent the story of that decade and a half of mine; hes outlived Wally, and came, after a bit of convincing, to be totally devoted to Paul, the man in my life now. And hes outlived Beau, with whom he shared house and walks and water bowl for seven years. He seems to have been old for so long! As hes gradually hobbled by arthritis and cataracts, as his deafness intensifies, he grows more and more touching in his persistence, his intent to continue his walks and his descents and panting ascents of the apartment stairs. Paul says that Ardens like one of those old men you see every morning on the beach in Miami, the barrel-chested kind in a tight, black bikini who throws himself into the water for a swim, no matter what the weather; the colder the water and the more blustery the day, the more he seems to take a fierce pride in his morning constitutional. Thats Arden, panting and hurtling his way up the stairs. I love him fiercely, especially just now, the way he likes to lie in bed between us and gaze into my face while Im reading, the bedside lamp lighting up the amber depths of his cataracted eye, which looks like its covered by a skim of coconut oil, something white and reflective when the light catches it. And the fierce thump of his tail on the black maple floors when we come home and find him awake and waiting for us; he cant easily leap to his feet to greet us anymore, but he can pound that tail on the floor with a glorious, regular ferocity.

Walking is too active a word for what were actually doing, out on the sidewalk in front of our buildingI am standing there and Arden is wobbling a bit on his shaky legs, looking around, considering what nextwhen a woman, a stranger, approaches us. Shes moved, it seems, by seeing such an obviously elderly creature, and asks how hes doing. I say not so great, explain his various illnesses and his concomitant courage. Courage may be an imprecise term; what I mean is that he retains a certain unmistakable pleasure in living, an interest in things, despite the increasing failures of his body, of which he is clearly quite aware. Surely, that is a species of courage.

The woman, whos been bending over to pet him, stands up and seems to, at least figuratively, dust off her hands. She says something like, Hes had a good life. Isnt that just lovely, that were all part of the cycle, were here and then we go!

Well, in truth, she didnt say those words exactly, but whatever she said struck my ear with that effect; she wanted to assert that in the great current of being, the particular elderly struggling creature in front of her didnt really matter, that his particular condition was not tragic, because he was just a flash in the great motion of the whole.

To which I wanted to say, though I did not, Fuck you.



All right, the woman on the street is (forgive me) a straw dog. I know her statement probably arises out of an effort to control a grief so deep it needs the fencing boundaries of a readily available rationalization for loss. She probably says such things to strangers so she wont start weeping.

But I hate the erasure of individual value in her claim nonetheless, her easy embrace of detachment. Grief, her position suggests, is a failing. It means you wont accept the cycle of life, that you wish always to preserve what you love. Why cant you say, well, Arden and Beau had good lives? They were lucky dogs. To love what lives a shorter span than you do necessitates loss, so get used to it.

I am not, resolutely, used to it. Just now death remains an interruption, leaves me furious, sorrowing, refusing to yield. Too easy an acceptance seems, frankly, sentimental, an erasure of the particular irreplaceable stuff of individuality with a vague, generalized truth. Thats how sentimentality works, replacing particularity with a warm fog of acceptable feeling, the difficult exact stuff of individual character with the vagueness of convention. Sentimental assertions are always a form of detachment; they confront the acute, terrible awareness of individual pain, the sharp particularity of loss or the fierce individuality of passion with the dulling, universal certainty of platitude.



In the last days of Beaus life, when we used to walk to Washington Square in the afternoon, the low, angling sun would enter between buildings and cast a diagonal of nearly rosy gold across half the houses fronting the square, even across the upper half of the trees.

I loved that light, and in some way, it was his goldthat same warm suspension, held there in the cold air a little while. And then the whole world would seem divided just that way, half a haze of golden light, and half an inky, magnetic darkness.

Of course, the square wasnt pitch dark where the light didnt fall, simply a more somber gray and rose. Pitch dark, after all, is a beautiful color, like Ardens rich, black luster. But in me, where I kept and carried that pattern of light, it was different: the world seemed split into radiance and a pure, hungry darkness. Because there was that presencegolden, eager, loving, alertand there was the emptiness that it countered, and I knew so clearly that the gold was failing. Not that gold would go out of the worldof course, that light would still be there, as it has been since the day those houses were built and first interrupted the pour of the winter afternoon sun. And there would be in the world the brilliance of other dogs, many of them, and in them, Id see Beaus particular gestures and character echoed, I knew that. But nonetheless my gold was disappearing, failing before my eyes, and I had no power to intervene; anything I could do to help seemed only to slow it down a little, if even that.

He was a vessel. Himself, yes, plain, ordinary, and perfect in that sloppy dog waybut he carried something else for me, too, which was my will to live. I had given it to him to carry for me, like some king in a fairy tale, whose power depends upon a lustrous, mysterious beast, and who, without that animal presence, will wither away into shadow. I didnt understand till much later how Id given that power to both of them, my two speechless friends; they were the secret heroes of my own vitality.

Wed turn southward when our walk was done, heading home in the cold, usually just at the deepening hour of twilight, come early in winter, when the world went blue. Before us would loom two tall rectangles of little winking lamps, wavering in the exhaust and turbulence of the air. By day, theyd been merely harsh geometry, dully regular office towers, the citys pillars. But when evening fell, theyd suddenly seem welcoming, a little darker blue than the sky, glowing with evidence of warmth and habitation.








Entracte

On Sentimentality



The oversweetened surface of the sentimental exists in order to protect its maker, as well as the audience, from anger.

At the beautiful image refusing to hold, at the tenderness we bring to the objects of the worldour eagerness to love, make home, build connection, trust the otherhow all of thats so readily swept away. Sentimental images of children and of animals, sappy representations of lovethey are fueled, in truth, by their opposites, by a terrible human rage that nothing stays. The greeting card verse, the airbrushed rainbow, the sweet puppy face on the fleecy pink sweatshirtthese images do not honor the world as it is, in its complexity and individuality, but distort things in apparent service of a warm embrace. They feel empty because they will not acknowledge the inherent anger that things are not as shown; the world, in their terms, is not a universe of individuals but a series of interchangeable instances of charm. It is necessary to assert the insignificance of individuality to make mortality bearable.

In this way, the sentimental represents a rage against individuality, the singular, the irreplaceable. ( Why dont you just get another dog?)

The anger that lies beneath the sentimental accounts for its weird hollowness. But it is, I suppose, easier to feel than what lies beneath rage: the terror of emptiness, of waste, of the absence of meaning or value; the empty space of our own death, neither comprehensible nor representable. Not a grinning deaths head but something worse: the lifeless blank, a zero no one steps around, though we try; repress it and it returns, more hungry, more negating, with more suck and pull.

Despair, I think, is the fruit of a refusal to accept our mortal situation. Perhaps its less passive than it may seem; is despair a deep assertion of will? The stubborn self saying, I will not have it, I do not accept it.

Fine, says the world, dont accept it.

The collective continues; the whole goes on, while each part slips away. To attach, to attach passionately to the individual, which is always doomed to vanishdoes that make one wise, or make one a fool?
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