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For my father 
We mock the thing we are to be. 
MEL BROOKS, as the 2,000-Year-Old Man




Mercy to animals means mercy to mankind.

 

HENRY BERGH, founder of the American Society
 for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals

 

 

What Shih Tzus need rescuing anyway?
 You don’t see Shih Tzus straggling around the streets
 in an old coat, “Help, alms for the poor.”

 

SCOTT DONLAN, Best in Show




1.

Morris the Pit Bull, Couples Therapist

It was six forty-five a.m., and I was heading back to my apartment with my three dogs, Wisteria, Fiorello, and Beatrice. The street lamps still glowed, but the neighborhood was not awake. The emptiness made it that much easier to spot the nine men in navy jackets, walking around the front of my building, looking up at the windows and talking to each other, with guns hanging out of their pockets. They saw me and smiled uneasily and followed me up the stairs. I noticed that all of these men—tall or short—were huge, built like either safes or refrigerators, but they looked at me a little warily. I’m  smallish and I was walking three sub-twenty-pound dogs with adorably patterned harnesses and leashes.

“Good morning,” said the guy who appeared to be the captain.

“Do you want to come in?” I asked.

“Yes.” He looked down at my dogs. “Do they bite?”

“No,” I replied, and they all relaxed. Over their sweaters, they sported giant bulletproof vests, and their pants were tucked into thick black leather boots. What exactly were they afraid my terriers would do to them? Fray their shoelaces?

As I unlocked the door, the captain remarked, “Good thing you came along, the super isn’t answering his bell.” This is the minor problem with the security in my building. The criminals live here, and the cops can’t seem to gain entrance.

“He’s probably asleep,” I said, opening the lock and holding the door, my three dogs behind me.

“Have you lived here awhile?”

“A little over a year.”

“Are you social? Do you know a lot of people in the building?”

“Not a lot,” I answered.

He showed me a picture of a young Latino male, which was blurry since it had been taken by a closed-circuit camera. I had no idea who he was, but apparently this was his last known residence.

“Sorry,” I said, really wishing I could help, like in an old movie: “Hey, sure, I know dat guy, Ralphie Beans, from da tent flaw!” But alas, I did not. The elevator opened and half the cops got in. The others looked at my dogs and said they’d take the stairs . . . to the tenth floor. I had to laugh a little. I went into my apartment and double-bolted the doors and woke up my daughter, Violet, for school.

 

 

 

In the summer of 2009, I was living with my husband, daughter, and then four dogs on 106th Street and Broadway. It was a lovely two-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment in a prewar doorman building with a Duane Reade pharmacy within skipping distance and numerous other conveniences (hardware stores, restaurants, bagel shops) abounding nearby. We were going on five relatively happy years there. The problem was that the rent kept going up despite our income’s refusal to do the same. We decided to look for a cheaper place. Since our daughter was firmly planted in one of the area’s better public schools, we needed to move somewhere along the same subway line. First, we did a brief look at places in our area; for less money than we were already paying, we could move to a place that made the mole’s hole in Thumbelina look like Trump Palace. In one, I stuck my head out the window and if I strained I could see our current apartment. It made me feel like I would be moving from the manor house to the groundskeeper’s cottage.

Since we didn’t have the cash to send her to camp, Violet, who was turning six, and I spent the summer looking at apartments in areas along our subway line. I told myself that it was a kind of Real Estate Camp and that  if Violet decided to become a broker when she grew up, I would know I’d have myself to thank. On the train, we rehearsed “Always be closing.”

We found a bunch of places in the lower part of Washington Heights, but every one of them had something good and something wrong (nice space, view of a wall; great view, not cheap enough for just one bathroom). Paul and I felt determined that if we were going to move from the neighborhood we loved, we’d want to feel like we were getting something better, not just cheaper. More space, two bathrooms, some sort of improvement. And at last we found it. A gigantic apartment about to be gut-renovated, with two bathrooms and giant windows offering full views of the Hudson River and the George Washington Bridge; it was also $1,000 a month cheaper than our current place. As I walked into the apartment and my gaze fell on the windows, I dialed Paul on my cell phone, my hands shaking, to say I’d found it. We were shown the apartment by the super, a lovely Ecuadorian man who, I soon learned, kept an enormous floor-to-ceiling birdcage in the basement and  anywhere from five to seven stray cats—this was a pet-friendly building! We were really excited as the time to move got closer. The only question, and one we kind of ignored, was what the neighborhood was like. Twenty blocks up was Washington Heights proper, which was very nice and home to lots of friends. But what was this? Five years back we had seen a listing for the neighborhood, and when I told a friend, a Manhattan assistant DA in narcotics, she said she’d prosecuted a case involving every street in the area. Things had gotten better, though, because the economy had gotten so much worse, and other Upper West Siders had been forced to move there. Another friend had moved up east of there and was quite happy, and we’d heard west was better. We’d be fine. We signed the lease, bought the paints, and waited for our move-in date. On one afternoon when we went up to see how things were going, we walked out of the building to a young thug screaming into his cell phone, “I’m the one out here with the dope in my hands and you wanna give me sixty/forty?” (though he said it much more colorfully). We had already committed, and I decided to  just block it out. It bothered Paul much more. But we were both a little nervous.

When we moved in, I went to work looking for things to make me feel better about the place (like buildings that didn’t have the gang sign for Broadway Locos spray-painted on them). During our first week there, Paul had to go to Los Angeles and I was home alone with Violet and the dogs. It was early evening and there was a huge commotion in front of the building. I could see a crowd of people if I craned my neck out the window, with a lot of shouting, gunshots, and then sirens. I was panicking and shaking and at the same time assuring Violet that everything was fine. I was about to take the dogs out but decided it would be safer to have them crap on the floor.

The next morning I saw one of the guys who worked in the building. “What was that last night?” I asked.

“When?” he said.

“Around six o’clock? There was a lot of shouting and commotion?”

“Oh yeah, that was nothing.” He waved it away.  “Some gang retaliation thing, nothing for you to worry about.”

My head started calculating the moving costs. I wondered what I could sell to get us out of there: my engagement ring, antique dresser, myself? What do prostitutes make nowadays? Could I just do it with Robert Redford for a million dollars?

In the meantime, I scouted nearby Audubon Terrace—a cul-de-sac of elegant, prewar doorman buildings a few blocks west where the apartments had security. One and a half blocks to my west was the Morris-Jumel Mansion, Manhattan’s oldest house, which had once been George Washington’s headquarters. It was a bucolic oasis in the midst of a lot of yuck, and we found ourselves spending a lot of time there in workshops. We made weathervanes and mob caps, enjoyed Victorian tea, and in the summer of 2010, Violet upgraded from being a junior realtor and went to a Colonial camp there. On a sweltering Saturday at the end of June when my mom was visiting, we decided to go to Family Day. It was an afternoon of Colonial games, crafts, and an interactive  workshop titled “Harriet Tubman, the Underground Railroad, the Cause of Slavery—& Us!”

I thought it would be Violet, my mother, and me, but at the last minute Paul decided to come, too.

For the eleven years Paul and I had been together, we had always been best friends. It was the kind of relationship people remarked upon. But our life together had been hard; it seemed like it went from hard to harder to excruciating and then there would be a small reprieve when we’d catch our breath or get a whiff of hope. There were health issues, deaths, but the most relentless pounding came from our cruddy finances. No matter what we did or how much we cut, we just couldn’t break free from the red. And over time, that takes its toll on a relationship. We simply couldn’t afford fun. If I got an invitation to a work-related party and felt I needed to go, Paul would stay home with Violet. If Paul had an event, I’d stay home. We rarely used babysitters and since we’d moved up to the hinterlands we didn’t have a dog walker anymore, and because someone kept stealing it, we no longer got The New York Times delivered. There weren’t  the kind of cheap but good restaurants we could easily order in from like we did in our old neighborhood (the first time we ordered from the diner around the corner that I thought would be “our place,” there was a big hair in my soup). We were now a good half-hour from Violet’s school, too far to decide to forgo the subway and hop in a cab if we were running late. I no longer had a washer and dryer in my apartment, so instead of doing the laundry while I did everything else, I now spent a chunk of hours two days a week fighting for a dryer and enduring the other indignities of a shared laundry room. It became something else that I had to work into my already tight schedule. I know this all sounds like middle-class whining, and I really wouldn’t have minded any of it, but on top of the new inconveniences was the harshest blow of all. Everything was harder, we had given up so much, and we were still very broke. Nothing had gotten better. And Paul and I were both very angry. And somehow it had turned us against each other.

So when my mother and Violet and I were heading to the Harriet Tubman show, I assumed Paul would skip  it. It wasn’t something I was looking forward to, the mansion was not air-conditioned, but Violet was a Colonial nut thanks to her American Girl Felicity doll. Paul had been working on a spreadsheet trying to figure out why we didn’t have any money. I hated the spreadsheet. Every time he showed it to me I wanted to graffiti a big Anarchy A in a circle on top of it. Our budget wasn’t working because we didn’t have enough money. I was writing a book, slowly, and magazine articles that often paid three months after the invoices went out. His job paid a decent salary but not enough to cover all of us. That was my answer to everything: We cannot cut one more thing! We cannot live in a cheaper rental, we don’t eat out, we don’t go to movies, we don’t take vacations, the only thing we had that cost money was our choking-the-life-out-of-us debt, and we were stuck with that.

When we started to leave and Paul said he was coming with us, I was a bit shocked, but Violet was thrilled, so off we went.

We walked the two blocks east toward the mansion the way we often do, staggered. Usually I’m ahead of  everyone else; Paul and Violet are kind of pokey walkers, while I tend to race. My mother was somewhere in the middle. I was watching the time, because God forbid we would be late for the interactive Harriet Tubman play. Maybe all the good roles would be taken! I walked into the mansion first and registered us all. There were non-Colonial bridge chairs in the parlor, and there was a presentation set up with pictures and charts about the Underground Railroad. We all got seated and a woman talked to us about the story before giving us our parts in the play. They had cards with the character names written on them fastened to strings that we’d wear around our necks. The scene was Harriet putting slaves in a wagon under some goods that needed to cross a bridge. At the other side the slaves could get out and be free. There were guards and helpers in addition to the big-name lead parts. Paul was a guard, my mom and Violet were slaves, and I was a helper—my job was to sing to distract Paul from looking into the wagon and finding the slaves. It all went off without a hitch; my awful singing saved countless lives and after a few more  activities we were free to leave. Our plan was to separate; Violet, my mom, and I were going to my aunt Mattie’s, where my brother and nieces were about to arrive, and Paul would go home, presumably to work on his spreadsheet, and then come have dinner with us later. We walked out the gate and down toward the street.

“Okay,” I said, “I guess we’ll go, then.” Paul was staring past me. He mumbled something.

“What?” I said.

“That dog is still there.” (Cue the bionic sound from The Six Million Dollar Man as I move my head around in slow motion to see The Dog.)

Tied to a street sign was a chestnut-colored pit bull. Or, really, a pit bull mix. For a dog in our neighborhood, which was full of tough pooches, he didn’t look that pitty or bully at all to me.

“What do you mean, ‘still there’?” I asked, walking slowly toward the dog.

Paul made a strange guttural sound. He later said that at the moment he pictured himself like Mel Brooks spinning down the spiral hurricane in High Anxiety.

“What?” I said. I hadn’t seen the dog when we’d gone in over an hour before. I had been practically sprinting to the door of the mansion and I wasn’t looking. Meanwhile, Paul had been taking his time.

There was a mixing bowl near the dog containing a few drops of water. The dog was very excited when I started walking toward him, leaping and trying to bark, but unable to—his throat was so dry only a whisper would come out.

“I’m getting him more water.” I picked up the bowl and walked back to the mansion to get some. I approached the Colonial Day delegates.

“There’s a pit bull tied up out front—do you know anything about him?” I asked them.

“Oh, no,” said a diminutive scullery maid, “I’m afraid of dogs.”

“Well, he’s tied up, so I just want to see if he belongs to someone in here,” I said, filling the bowl with water as cold as I could get.

They all regarded me as Colonial-era people would a curious interloper from the twenty-first century.

I came back out and the dog lapped up every drop of the water, almost gasping with relief like the Tin Man when he gets his oil. He then took a giant pee.

A woman came out of an apartment building. “Is he yours?” she asked.

“No, we just saw him here,” I said. “We were in the mansion.”

“He’s been out here since about six o’clock this morning, maybe before that.” It was one-thirty.

“I brought him the water,” she said, “and I called the city, but no one’s come.”

At this point he was sitting nicely and I was standing by him. The sun was hot.

“I’m going to move him into the shade,” I said. Paul and my mother both looked at me skeptically.

I undid the leash that was knotted around the sign. It was thick with a very heavy hook that went to his enormous collar. I took him down the street into the shade and when I tried to tie him again he whimpered and jumped up on me, licking my face.

“I’m not leaving you here, I promise,” I assured him.

“Oh, great,” Paul muttered.

“You were the one who pointed him out,” I said.

“I know,” Paul said, “and if I could take it back . . .”

I glared at him. “Go home. I’ll figure this out on my own.”

“I’m not leaving . . . I’m not going. I’ll stay,” he said.

“Well, we’re not waiting here,” my mother said. I told her to take Violet to Mattie’s and I’d call her when . . . when . . . what? I had no idea what I was doing.

The woman who’d brought out the water bowl had just started complaining about the city’s lack of response to her call when a police car on patrol rolled by. She started waving frantically at it and it slowed down and reversed.

“Are you looking for us?” she asked the policeman, smiling and straightening out her shirt.

“Nooooo,” the cop in the driver’s seat said slowly.

“Oh,” she said, disappointment lacing her words, “because I called 311 about this dog being left here.”

“Um, we’re not animal control,” the police officer said, a little sarcastically. He looked like Louis Gossett, Jr., and I was waiting for him to tell me not to eyeball him.

The woman turned away from him, and her face erupted in rage. She shouted a blue streak. “What are you cops good for?” she demanded, heavy on the colorful language so that everyone would know how angry she was. She looked to me for agreement.

I quickly glanced away from her and sidestepped a few feet over. Big coward that I am, I was not about to receive her comment. I did not want to be associated with this instigator. I loved cops, especially in this neighborhood, and I didn’t want to piss them off.

I started petting the dog.

The cop got out of the car. His name tag said “Lorenz.” Here we go, I thought, he’s going to arrest her for disturbing the peace.

“I could take the dog,” he said to me, “but if I bring him to animal control, they’re going to kill him, you understand?”

“Oh yeah, no, I agree,” I said. “I do dog rescue, so I’m going to try and figure something out.”

“You see,” he enunciated to Paul, “you don’t want me taking the dog, right? Because he’s not going to live.”

“That’s fine,” Paul said, nodding. He and I were both law-abiders. Miss Foul-Mouth was on her own.

She walked over to where I was petting the dog, looking more visibly upset. “I can’t believe this—I had a drink with that cop and he’s acting like he’s never seen me before.”

Ah, okay, so this was not about the dog. Her “boyfriend” was dissing her. I took a look at her. She was fairly nondescript with salt-and-pepper not-quite-shoulder-length hair and a shapeless body. At this moment she was wearing a stained T-shirt and rumpled, baggy Bermuda shorts. I wasn’t quite sure why she’d want the cop to remember her.

She was shaking her head in disbelief and began stringing together expletives the likes of which I hadn’t  heard since my father came upon our broken boiler in the winter of 1976. Not getting any response from me, she picked up the bowl and turned to go home.

“Maybe you could leave the water bowl for now?” I said. “I’ll bring it to you later.”

She put it back down. “Forget it, just throw it out when you’re done.” She spat.

For the third or maybe fourth time the cop explained to us why he wouldn’t be taking this dog and why we shouldn’t even have called the city, and I quietly responded that we hadn’t done anything. His partner, a younger woman, got out of the car and came over.

“Seems like a real nice dog,” she said, contemplatively. “My kids want a dog, but I’m not home during the day.”

“Are you a nice dog?” Lorenz asked the dog. “Huh?”

I wanted to tell the dog not to answer without the presence of an attorney, but he was already crying at the cop to be petted.

“He’s a nice dog,” Lorenz said, finally smiling, revealing gold-rimmed front teeth. He seemed to be considering taking him, too. I wondered what it was about this dog that made everyone who met him feel responsible for him or at least bound to come up with a reason why they couldn’t be responsible for him.

I took the opportunity to snap his photo on my BlackBerry and post it on Facebook and Twitter with a message: Help me find a home for this sweet abandoned pit bull! Then I e-mailed it to all of my rescue and dog friends, including Ken, a writer who worked with pit bull rescue in New Orleans. He was originally from New York, and he remained connected in the world of dog owners here.

The cops stayed for a while. I think they wanted to find out what would happen to the dog, plus it was such a hot, slow Saturday and we were in the shadow of these ancient trees that George Washington could have taken shade under.

I started getting responses from people on Twitter, which was like a high-tech twilight bark from 101  Dalmatians. The cops got back in their car, wished us luck, and slowly drove off.

And now we were alone.

“What should we name him?” I mused.

Paul did the thing where his neck dissolves and his head tips over.

“You know we can’t bring that dog home,” he said.

“I know!” I said. It wasn’t just that we already had three dogs, we had three poorly behaved dogs. They were aggressive toward outsiders and would surely get themselves eaten by this sweet fellow.

Paul softened. “We could call him . . .” He started looking around.

I looked at the signs directing visitors to the mansion. “Stephen or Jumel or Roger—”

“Not Roger,” Paul responded. Roger was Paul’s father’s name and the name he had wanted for our baby if it was a boy.

“How about Morris?” I asked.

“Good.”

“Hello, Mr. Morris!” I said in my high-pitched dog voice. He leaped and wailed; we’d chosen correctly.

“He’s a great dog. Maybe we could trade him for our three,” Paul said.

“Trade with who? The street sign?”

“We need to get him more water.”

“And we should get him some food,” I added. “I’ll go.”

“No. I’ll go, I want to get something to eat, too,” he said. “And Morris is your dog.”

“Fine,” I agreed.

“Do you want something to eat?”

“No, just water.”

He walked toward St. Nicholas Avenue and turned right. I sat down next to Morris and he started pawing at me. I thought maybe I would walk him. I undid his leash and took him down the hill to the grass, where he peed for a very long time, and then walked him a bit farther, to where he pooped. He must not have wanted to go where we were sitting; he was what my dad would call “a clean dog.” Why would someone give up a fellow  like this? I must ask this question a thousand times a year. I knew a woman who rescued pit bulls and she told me that often if an owner got the dog to fight and the dog wasn’t aggressive enough, they’d get rid of it. As far as I could see, this guy was as sweet as could be. I sat down with him and we began to talk.

“You from around here?” He started licking me. “Mmm, salty!” He licked my face and my eye. “Morris! I’ve got mascara on, that’s not going to taste good.” He tipped his head. He had such a funny big skull and an old-timey face. I started to sing “Ol’ Man River” in my deepest voice. And Morris sang along. More like howled, but still. I stopped singing and he stopped howling. I started singing “Happy Together” by the Turtles, and he crooned again. I broke into a medley of the worst songs of the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s, also known as my gym playlist. He sang when I sang, and stopped when I stopped.

“You are a trick dog!” I said. He gave me several kisses and put his paws on my bare thighs.

“Ow!” I said. “Watch the nails!” I picked up his paws to get them off me and then I saw them. There were  cigarette burn marks on the top of one paw, and when I looked at the others, I noticed identical marks.

“Oh, no, no, no,” I murmured to myself, and pulled him onto my lap and hugged and held him. He let me, too, and every so often he’d turn around and slurp my face and then let me go back to scratching behind his ears and kissing the top of his head.

I suddenly wondered if the person who had tied him up out here was getting him away from whoever was abusing him. I would never know.

 

 

 

My BlackBerry chimed and it was an e-mail back from Ken. He had forwarded my plea to some people here in New York, including a very famous novelist who rescued dogs, and told me he’d call me if anyone came through. He also said that under no circumstances should I bring the dog to the Center for Animal Care and Control (CACC)—the city shelter. They would definitely put him down.

I checked Twitter, and several people had recommended possible shelters and rescue groups. Being a part of a rescue group, I knew those things were not immediate. You contacted someone over e-mail and then waited for the person to get back to you and so on. It was a good long-term plan, but I didn’t have long-term. I Googled the shelters and called each one. Mostly I got voicemail, and before I could even leave a message I’d hear, “We do not take pit bulls.” The one or two that did take pits were filled to capacity. This was a new dog problem, one I hadn’t encountered before personally.

Paul came walking up the street with grocery bags and jugs of water. He poured the water into the now empty bowl and Morris lapped it up, and Paul filled it again and Morris drank it again.

I looked in the bag. There were three giant cans of Alpo, which I thought of as the McDonald’s of dog food (they love it, but it’s bad for them).

“It was the only food with a pull top,” Paul explained. “We don’t have a can opener out here.”

“It’s fine,” I said, “especially if it’s his last meal.”

I opened one can and piled it onto the plastic grocery bag; Morris inhaled it.

“Should we give him another one?” I asked. It reminded me of when Violet was a newborn, and I’d call Paul at work and ask him if I should feed her again. Neither one of us knew anything, but it seemed like if we put our heads together we would have the best shot at not killing her.

“I guess so.”

I poured another can down and he ate it with the same vigor.

“Okay, take a rest, Morris,” I said, petting him, and then told Paul that I was going to call Ann.

Ann is a good friend of mine who lives in Connecticut. She and I had bonded over being dog crazies (we both had three), and we’d recently talked over lunch about a woman she knew who bordered on animal hoarder—she literally took in every dog that crossed her path and was vehemently against euthanizing. Ann and I had a long discussion about whether or not it was actually  kinder to re-home an old or very nutty dog or put it to sleep. It was a big debate in the dog rescue community. We always try to do what’s best for the dog, but sometimes you just don’t really know what that is. So I called Ann and told her the story of Morris and asked if she thought the hoarder might take him. She said she might, but at the very least Ann could probably take the dog overnight if we couldn’t find anyplace else. The problem was she was going to a fund-raiser and would be out until about eight, so she couldn’t pick him up. Paul and I actually had my mother’s car, but I really didn’t want to saddle Ann with this dog . . . yet.

People walked by, averting their eyes. A man from one of the beautiful brownstones across the street came out of his apartment and walked over. He’d seen the dog early in the morning, too.

“Wow, she’s a beauty!” he remarked, getting a closer look.

“He,” I said.

“Oh,” he laughed, “sorry! I mean, uh, no offense!”  Paul talked to him while I called more shelters. The guy kept complimenting Morris, and I saw the same inner dialogue as with everyone else: Could I take this dog?

He said he had a brother in Pennsylvania with a lot of land whose dog had recently passed away. He went inside to call him and see if maybe he’d want Morris.

It’s a funny thing I’d noticed while living in New York City for twenty-five years. When something happened in public, a person falling or a bicycle rider being hit by a car or an animal tied up outside of someplace for what seemed like too long, a cloud of people would gather and sort of wait for a custodian of the situation to present himself. Sometimes it was the first person on the scene or someone who was more “take charge” than others or one who just wasn’t racing to get to work. And then the cloud would evaporate. Sort of like, “Okay, you got this? Then I’m going to return to my day.” I’d been on both sides. I’d been walking one day when a large woman slipped on the ice, and two men and I rushed over to her. They helped her up, but she felt more comfortable  with me walking her. I’d also rushed into scenes where there was someone on a cell phone calling for help and someone sitting with the person who had passed out or gotten hit and there was no need for me. More often than not, if there was an animal, I became the pack leader.

The previous winter, Paul and I had been walking on Broadway and noticed that a swarm of people were congregating around two dogs tied up in front of a grocery store. A woman came out of the store with food for them; she said that they’d been out there for several hours! The other people were discussing whether or not they’d been abandoned. I didn’t think they were. They had no identification tags, but they had rabies chips and they were wearing fancy coats. Maybe, someone conjectured, the person who tied them up went shopping and died. Or, someone else thought, fainted. Or maybe they’d been abducted by aliens. The woman who brought out the food was now wondering which one of us would take them; she couldn’t because she had nine cats. This was not a surprising detail to me.

“I might . . .” I said tentatively, and looked up to Paul, who was outside the circle of people, shaking his head no very hard, mouthing, “We have four dogs,” and holding up four fingers. (It was true, we did have a foster at the time.) I nodded back to him. “Right!” I mouthed. “I know.” He nodded again at me with a faint smile, then mimed, “If you take them . . .” and pointed at himself and finger-shot himself in the head.

Such a kidder!

There are people who begrudgingly rescue animals and there are people who take animals and try to force them into being rescued, even if they aren’t lost. I called the phone number of the vet on the rabies tags; it was Saturday, though, and there was no live person. A couple of police officers walked up and said they could take the dogs and then they said they couldn’t take the dogs and then some guy walking by said to them, “Why don’t you fight some real crime!” (There is always one loudmouth who announces this to cops in New York City.) And in the midst of all of this, a man came out of a bank.

“What’s going on?” he asked, untying their leashes from the pole.

“These dogs have been left here for hours!” yelled a woman who’d arrived about thirty seconds before.

“They’re my dogs! It hasn’t been hours,” he said, not as defensively as I would have.

The cops gave him a stern talking-to and we left.

Sadly, no one would be coming out of the bank for Morris, so I was his keeper and, begrudgingly, so was Paul.

Paul pulled a box of Kashi snack bars out of the grocery bag.

“I got these for you.”

“Oh, thanks.” I took the box and studied them. “Mmm, chocolate almond.”

“It was either those or a Cuban sandwich.”

I smiled. One good thing about being with someone for a long time is that he knows what to get you in a weird supermarket. I was a “bar” eater. I was murderously hard on myself workout- and diet-wise, and my  husband knew this. He was very much the opposite of me in this way, and though early in our relationship he once tried to force-feed me a Godiva pumpkin truffle because I refused to try it, he’s always been pretty understanding of my neuroses (well, this one, anyway). He also knew I was afraid to eat in restaurants that looked even the slightest bit dirty. Or stay over at people’s houses. And despite the fact that he liked staying at strange people’s weird, smelly homes and eating in funky bug-riddled cafés, we didn’t do it. Because he valued my comfort almost as much as I did. That was not something small to me.

“I never saw these before,” I said, reading the box of bars and biting into one. “Oh, they’re good. Excellent find, honey, thank you.”

“Of course.”

It was a very small moment of exchanged kindness. But for the first time in a long time, I felt like my hackles were down.

Paul sat on the ground next to me. Morris put his paws on his shoulder. He gently corrected him: “Now,  Morris, you must put your best feet forward, but not on people’s heads.”

“I think he’s showing you his paws,” I said.

Paul looked at them and shook his head in sadness and disgust. “Poor Morris.”

I kept checking my BlackBerry and looking at the responses; so many people were trying to help. The problem was we needed something immediately. We needed to get him housed before nightfall or we were looking at the city shelter. I couldn’t bear to think of that possibility, but I had to be pragmatic. Deep down I knew there was no way I was going to be putting him in that shelter, but somehow I had to project that I was entertaining that possibility or some people would not be so helpful.

“You know you can leave,” I said to Paul again.

“I’m not leaving,” he said.

It was about three p.m., and we’d been here with Morris for a couple of hours. I realized my own dogs were home alone . . . Home alone with air-conditioning on, plenty of food and water in their bowls . . . lucky dogs.
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A woman I didn’t know who had heard about Morris through Twitter called me. She was a “friend to dogs” in New Jersey and knew about a place in SoHo that took pit bulls. She offered to call on my behalf. Since my BlackBerry battery was dwindling, I said yes, please.

Paul was really liking Morris. The dog avocation was wholly mine, and Paul was just an innocent, but mostly amenable, passive bystander. I walked and fed and vetted our dogs, and when a needy one popped up, it was in my inbox. Paul did really want a big dog, though. Spinone Italiano was his breed of choice, and though it sounded like a Venetian confection, it was actually a sort of wolfhoundish-looking dog, somewhat on the rare side and not really a breed requiring rescue. I knew he would have wanted us to take Morris if our home wasn’t already so overrun with dogs (which was my fault). We had our original Boston terrier, Beatrice, a pretty well-trained, if slightly indifferent, housebroken female, and Wisteria and Fiorello, the puppies of a foster-gone-wrong. Dahlia, their late mother, was supposed to be a sickly, spayed senior, instead she was an unspayed pregnant senior.

Wisteria and Fiorello, for lack of a better term, were feral. Okay, they were not that bad. They were very sweet at home—affectionate, cuddly—and they both had really good breath. Unfortunately, they seemed to be born with the gene resistant to housebreaking, though I hadn’t been perfect about training them. In my defense, it is hard to housebreak a dog (let alone two at one time) in a NewYork City apartment. When you’re housebreaking a dog, the key is to get them out in a timely manner. If you live in an apartment on the sixteenth floor, that’s about as easy as it sounds. I would sense that they needed to go out, and by the time I got their collars and leashes on and pressed the elevator button and waited for it and took it down to the lobby, it was no longer timely. More like it was timely to get a roll of paper towels and some Fantastik.

Somehow I housebroke Beatrice with no problem in a very short period of time right before I went on bed  rest for my pregnancy. It’s like I told her, “You go to the bathroom outside, not inside.” And she anwered, “Got it.” Whereas Wisteria and Fiorello were told, shown, taken outside with paper towels with their pee on them to show them where it went. I did a puppet show and a PowerPoint demonstration and they still didn’t get it. They’d go out for long, long walks and come back inside and pee on the rug. Wisteria would look at me like, “Well, I don’t understand what you want from me! This thick woolen rug is just the same as the stuff outside, only it’s inside and I can get the opportunity to keep smelling it for weeks.” And Fiorello, the little gangsta, will pee while you’re watching him and then deny it. He has an expression of shock on his face all the time, like he’s constantly being framed for something. He growled at my niece one summer (I thought she was looking particularly menacing in her pink flowered bathing suit) and we put him behind a gate. The whole time he stared at me and I could hear his Jimmy Cagney voice saying, “You gotta get me outta here! I’m dyin’ in this place.” So, yeah, in addition to the not being housebroken, they walked on leashes like a gang of  elephants if elephants yanked at your arm and barked at and tried to attack every other elephant they passed.

That is why we couldn’t take this sweet pit bull into our house. It would’ve been the tipping point . . . for our sanity.

The Friend to Dogs called me back and said she’d spoken to this place, Animal Farm or whatever it was called, and if we could get there by five o’clock, they would do a personality assessment, and if he was okay, they would take him. The test was to make sure he was not aggressive, and I knew he’d do well with that. Morris was a little pushy and licky, but he’d been very easygoing for the couple hours that we’d been with him.

“Oh my God, okay! Can you please tell them we’ll be there?” She agreed and we hung up. Then I realized that although we had my mother’s car, she had the keys, on the Upper East Side. It was three-fifteen; it would take a half-hour for her to get to us and an hour to get downtown. In other words, we’d just about make it.

I called my mother and said I’d come get the keys, and the routine began. I realized it would take too long  and asked her to bring the keys to me, and then my mother said, “Oh, okay, but we aren’t ready to come back there, Violet’s still playing with her cousins, so maybe I’ll leave her here and just bring you the keys.” Then my aunt Mattie said, “I’ll drive you over, cab fare is twenty-five dollars.” An argument ensued: “You don’t have to drive me.” “I’m driving you, so hang up so I can call the garage.”

“Okay, Mattie is driving her here with the keys,” I told Paul, who’d heard the whole thing.

We waited for my mother.

“Maybe you should tutor him for his test,” I suggested to Paul.

“Sit, sit, sit, sit,” he commanded, and Morris didn’t move. “Write that down: ‘Doesn’t sit.’ ”

“But wait,” I said, and started singing “Do You Know the Way to San Jose.” And right on cue Morris “whoa whoa whoa’d” along.

Paul laughed.

“He sings!” I said.

“Perfect,” Paul responded, and to Morris he said in a Broadway Danny Rose voice, “You’re hired!”

I’d written and spoken about fostering dogs, and something I always said was that a stray/shelter/surrendered dog’s personality takes time to discover, a couple of weeks maybe. In the case of Morris, here is what we knew: He was a pit bull mix, not a very big dog at all, and on the thin side. He was outfitted in a collar that was four inches wide and fastened too tightly, and tethered to a hook that was about the size we had used on our horse leads to keep them from running off while the horses were grazing. He had been tied to a NO PARKING sign by someone between Friday night and Saturday morning. As the spot he was in slowly went from early-morning summer shade to blazing-hot sun, he’d been dehydrated and hungry. He wasn’t aggressive toward us; on the contrary, he was gentle and pleading. When Violet was there he was completely sweet to her, and the coming and goings of people didn’t spook him. If he was just “acting” like he was a nice dog and was secretly a vicious beast, I  was very relieved and hoped he’d keep it up, at least until I could find him a bed for the night. If anyone asked, he was the sweetest dog I’d ever met.

I kept calling my mother for status updates on her location. I was getting really anxious, because it was Saturday and the traffic getting downtown was a big unknown. We really didn’t have time to spare, and it was taking her longer than a half-hour to get to us. I went to where her car was and waited so that the minute she got there she could toss me the keys, I could jump into the car and go pick up Paul and Morris, briefly stopping to switch places because Paul was more of a driver than I was, and then scurry downtown, bring Morris inside; they would test him, love him, take him, we’d go home and I’d make the chicken fajitas I’d begun preparing.

I believe the phrase was “easy peasy.”

Except it was getting later and there was still no Mom and Mattie.

At four-twenty they came ambling up. Mattie was not a speed demon in her best driving days, and now she’s the butt of my jokes. “If you hit that pedestrian, all  you’d do is shove him a bit.” We’d recently gone to Costco in New Jersey and she’d refused to go down a steep hill because she thought her car would flip over (though the cars ahead of us seemed to be managing just fine). We had to keep driving until we found a flat street.

I grabbed the keys from my mother and zipped over to Paul, trying to make up some lost time. He and Morris were waiting.

We scooted around until Paul was in the driver’s seat. Morris got in the back and we were off.

Since we’d moved farther uptown, we’d been trying to master the art of getting places without taking the endless avenues. We could go down the West Side Highway very well, but getting places on the East Side was more complicated. There was the Harlem River Drive, which seemed to work well, but in my mind it was like Platform 9¾, where Harry Potter and his friends gather to take the Hogwarts Express. I could never manage to find it except by accident, and sometimes I’d be on it when I thought I was on the FDR Drive, the East Side version of the West Side Highway. We were at this strange  place by the mansion, this Edgecomb Avenue thing that exists only uptown, and for some reason you can see Yankee Stadium in the Bronx from there. It’s all very difficult for me to understand, and apparently for Paul also, because we were driving for fifteen minutes and still hadn’t gotten anywhere. The clock was ticking. We did our husband-and-wife bickering about directions, which was rare since we didn’t have a car, but we had been married, so we had the tools for the argument. I just kept thinking that we were not going to get there in time and we’d be ending up with Morris and then Paul would be enraged at me and I’d have to take Morris to the Center for Animal Care and Control and then I’d be furious with Paul.

It had been a long day and it still wasn’t over. Both of us had adrenaline pumping; contrary to popular opinion, this doesn’t make your car move faster through bumper-to-bumper traffic, which is what we ended up in when we finally got onto the FDR Drive.

Somehow—somehow—we got downtown, but not before five. In fact, we were sitting in traffic for several  minutes just a few blocks away from the place, so I told Paul I’d take Morris over and at whatever month he managed to get out of the traffic, he could meet me out front.

It was a strange thing to be walking this dog who wasn’t mine through SoHo. For a little while I got to try on the persona of being a pit bull owner. The responses were very different from the ones I got for walking a pod of snapping terriers. A Keanu Reeves doppelgänger commented, “Hey, beautiful dog.” I thought a pit bull owner who looked like me would seem like a rescuer, since I certainly wasn’t using him for dogfighting, what with my little cotton sundress and hair in a high ponytail. And being a big-dog owner seemed to have a cachet that being a small-dog owner didn’t. Like driving a city bus instead of a Prius. But maybe that big-dog-owner credibility just came from having to pick up bigger dumps.

A rush of relief swept over me when I got inside the place and found it was open and pretty and air-conditioned and they were expecting me. They had no idea what I was talking about with the five-o’clock deadline. I was just too grateful to be annoyed about the seconds I lost off my life worrying about making it here in time.

A woman came down some spiral stairs and greeted Morris. I told her his whole sad story, and he was his usual (well, what was usual for the last several hours) sweet self. She took him away, and I waited and looked around. A couple had come in to adopt a dog they must have met earlier in the day and went off to think over. I felt their excitement and nervousness and listened as they asked questions about feeding and walking and crating. They bought a ton of stuff and were walking out when the woman saw a stuffed purple dinosaur dog toy. “Do you think he might like something like this?” she asked the shelter worker.

“Um, yeah, why not?” she said.

It was very funny to me, like when I had a five-year-old kid and would hear someone with a newborn asking questions that I had once asked that really couldn’t possibly make a difference but made me feel better for having asked.

“Will buying this stuffed purple dinosaur make this dog leaving the shelter feel happy and well loved?”

“Should I swaddle my newborn baby in her blanket and then put the little hat on her head, or put the little hat on her head first and then swaddle her?”

Paul came in, triumphant from finding a space on the street right out front. I told him Morris was being assessed and the time was fine, and he rolled his eyes because we needn’t have rushed.

We were both feeling a little giddy at having made this happen. I assumed we’d offer a donation and then be done. The woman came back downstairs with Morris.

“He did really well!” she said, petting him. “We would definitely take him.”

“Great! Hooray!” I said, and began to gather my things. “You can keep the leash and collar.”

“Oh,” she said, her face falling, “we can’t take him now.”

Both Paul and I looked puzzled.

“No, we’re totally filled to capacity,” she said, a bit irritated by the nerve of us to think he was staying. “He  will go on our waiting list and when a space opens up, we’ll let you know.”

“But . . . we need a place for him now,” I insisted.

She shrugged. Paul was getting angry with her. “We were told you could take him if we got him here and he was assessed.”

“Well,” she said, “you were told wrong.”

“He’s not our dog. We found him abandoned. Tied up on the street,” he said.

We might as well have been telling her that we were out of seven-grain bread and her sandwich would have to go on whole wheat.

“Forget it,” I said to Paul.

“You can take him to the Center for Animal Care and Control,” she offered. “It’s on the Upper East Side. You want me to give you the address?”

“No, thanks,” I mumbled.

I took Morris’s leash back from her and we went outside. As predicted, Paul was raging.

“What the hell was that? What did we rush down here for?”

“I don’t know any more than you,” I said defensively.

“I’m not angry with you!” he yelled.

We both stood on the sidewalk in silence for what seemed like a very long time. Morris began to pant.

“All right,” I said quietly. “Let’s just take him to the CACC.”

He took a deep breath. “You’re not responsible for every dog in the whole world, Julie.”

“I know,” I said, and I did know . . . sort of.

“I feel like I’m going to pass out,” he said. “I need to get something to eat.”

“Okay.”

“La Esquina is right around the corner. And there’s Homoos, that Middle Eastern place.”

La Esquina was a Mexican restaurant close to Paul’s office, which we were near right then. When Obama was running for president they had the most amazing T-shirts. They were plain on the front and said OBAMA over 08 on the back, like a team shirt, with a little LA ESQUINA on the sleeve. Paul had gotten me one and I loved it, so he went back and got me all the other colors.

“Either one is fine with me,” I said.

We got back in the car and my phone battery was very low but I didn’t have a car charger. “Can I use your phone? I want to try Ann again.”

I took his phone and got her voicemail.

“Hi, it’s me calling again. I’m on Paul’s cell because mine is dead. The place we thought would take Morris isn’t taking him because of some baloney, though he did really well on his assessment test. Anyway, I don’t know if you have any ideas, but we’re in my mom’s car in SoHo if you get this and can call me back.” I gave her the number as Paul pulled the car into a space. He went for food while I sat in the car with Morris with the air-conditioning running. I felt numb and empty. I petted Morris without looking at his eyes.

I noticed my mother’s charger was in the car—it fit Paul’s phone, so I was able to connect his now dwindling phone to it and started checking my Twitter and Facebook to see if anyone had responded to my posts. It rang, and it was Ann.

“Hi,” I said.

“What’s going on?” she asked. She was calling me from the fund-raiser. I updated her about Morris in as much of a nutshell as I could, and without a thought she said, “I will take him.”

“Oh, Ann!” I said, trying not to cry.

“I’m done here at seven-thirty. I probably can’t drive all the way into the city but I could meet you halfway.”

“You don’t have to! We’ll drive him to you.”

She was taking Morris off our hands and also trying to save us from having to drive him all the way to Connecticut. What an amazing friend. I told her we’d be thrilled to take him to her door; it was about six forty-five now, and we’d get him to her by eight-thirty or nine. I was so happy I wanted to jump through the phone and kiss her. The whole day had been one disappointing blow after another. No good deed had gone unpunished, until now.

Paul got back in the car with the most sizzlingly delectable-smelling Mexican food, and to judge from the size of the bag, lots of it. I suddenly realized I was lightheaded from hunger, something I wouldn’t have allowed  myself to address if we were taking Morris to the shelter. Not like it was a conscious protest or anything, I just can’t eat when I’m scared.

“Guess what?” I said to Paul as I took the bag from him. “Ann’s going to take Morris!”

“Really? Oh, that’s great!” he said, buoyant.

“I’ll drop you off at home and drive him up there,” I offered.

“No, I don’t mind going up there . . . now that I’ve got some food.” He opened his burrito and squirted on hot sauce. “Is she going to keep him?”

“Maybe. Probably not. She has some ideas of some places he can go, though . . . up near her.”

“Wow, that is awesome.”

We both focused on eating, and Morris was quite interested. I took a bit of chicken and rinsed it off with water and gave it to him.

“That’s all you’re getting, buddy,” I told him. “You’re going to my good friend’s house tonight and I don’t want you to be all gassy.”

“God, I’m so relieved,” Paul said, looking out the window.

“So. Am. I.”

“The idea,” he said, “of having gone through all of that just to bring him to the shelter he would’ve gone to if we’d never found him . . .”

“I know,” I said, though what I was thinking was that we never would have done it. There’s a children’s book that Violet loved when she was little called McDuff Moves In. It’s about a stray dog that ends up with a couple named Fred and Lucy, and they’re going to take him to the city shelter. They’re in their car driving him around, but they’re not getting any closer. Fred is going around in circles, because, well, he doesn’t want to take this dog to the shelter and, guess what, neither does Lucy. So they drive back home and keep him (after feeding him sausages and vanilla pudding and giving him a coconut bath). Anyway, that’s what I kept thinking about. Paul and I would just keep stalling until we found a solution.

Paul opened the windows and the moon roof and turned off the air-conditioning.

As the late-day sky was turning the mango, raspberry, and lemon tones of a swirly summer Popsicle, a large billboard in lilac neon lit up above us. Some of the heat that had made the day feel like an angry overblown balloon was taking leave and a breeze passed through the car. We sat for a minute and just watched the city go by, momentarily not feeling like a victim of it.

“This is the first dinner out alone we’ve had in months,” he said, chomping on some quesadilla. He tore off a piece and passed it to me and I ate it out of his fingers.

“And we’re alone,” I said, “sort of.” I looked back at Morris.

“At least he isn’t interrupting our conversation.”

“No, he just is our conversation.”

“Should we go?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Paul said. He looked at me. “Thank you for having dinner with me.”

I smiled at him.

I programmed Ann’s address into the GPS, and Paul started the car. We drove and chatted, going through the day over and over, and feeling a bit smug and vindicated that although we’d been turned away by the SoHo place, Morris would be going to one of the loveliest homes in one of the most bucolic parts of Connecticut. Ha, ha, ha. We WON!

We pulled into Ann’s driveway at about eight forty-five, and she came out to meet us. We let Morris out of the car and Ann’s dogs gave him a few “Who the heck are you?” woofs and he responded, “I’m Morris from Manhattan.” There were some territory issues, but for the most part it was okay. Ann described his arrival later:He began to urinate as soon as he had all four paws on driveway. Julie, Paul, and I discussed his rescue. We discussed the dog’s future. We discussed the weather, and the traffic on the drive up.

Morris continued to urinate. We discussed astrology and exchanged our childbirth stories and admired photos of each other’s children.

Morris was still weeing, glancing up at us apologetically from time to time. I admired their car. Finally, after approximately ten minutes,

Morris decided to change it up. His spine, which had been inverted dramatically during the lengthy urine drainage, was now humped and seizing. He had diarrhea. He began the diarrhea release on the driveway and in a show of startling athleticism, he was able to move, humping and squirting, to the newly planted flower bed twenty feet away. There he decided to turn the fecal output into a fine spray. Several minutes later he finished voiding his bowels and Julie and Paul told me about the three giant cans of Alpo they’d fed him and pretended this wasn’t a practical joke.





We sat outside on her patio while the dogs frolicked. One of her dogs, Holly, seemed to really take a shine to Morris, but Daphne seemed to want him gone.

I told Ann about the weird woman who’d gotten so  mad when the cop hadn’t recognized her even though they had had a drink together. “Maybe she put out for him,” Ann joked. “No one gets that mad over not being recognized from a drink.” Paul and I laughed so hard we cried. There was a tremendous amount of relief there, for Morris and for us.

It was getting late and Paul was being eaten alive by mosquitoes, so I squeezed Ann and thanked her again. Morris seemed to want to get back in the car with us, but it was probably because he thought he had died and gone to heaven there.

The trip back was peaceful, and we felt as though we’d done something very good for this dog, and at the same time, for ourselves.

“Do you think Ann will keep him?” Paul wondered again.

“I doubt it,” I said. “She was telling me about this amazing shelter up here called the Simon Foundation. They take pit bulls and work with them and train them. I think she may end up bringing him there.” I knew if Ann brought him, she’d have to sponsor him, but I  also knew that she wouldn’t hesitate. Her generous spirit never faltered. She is an endless source of inspiration to me.

“That was kind of fun,” I said. “When was the last time we rode alone in a car together?”

“I think when you were pregnant?”

“Too long.” I shook my head. It was so easy for us to get wrapped up in the crap of our lives. We seemed to only come together to wring our hands about money woes and overall feelings of failure. Anytime one of us wanted to talk, it was to highlight some impending doom, and then, not surprisingly, we weren’t interested in coming together at all. This day with Morris, we came together for someone else. We had a difficult, but not impossible, goal and we achieved it.

“I’m so glad you stayed with me today.” I really was.

Paul was looking at the road. “I had a feeling,” he said tentatively, “that if I left you, that would’ve been it.”

I knew exactly what he meant. Our lives were filled with moments in which choices presented themselves; I did not think it was an accident that it was Paul  who pointed out that the dog was still out there. He knew I wouldn’t leave the dog. That was something he always said about me, and maybe that day Morris was our marriage counselor.

It was such a cliché about being married for a long time, with kids and dogs and such a busy life that you needed to make time for the two of you. We always dismissed that as a luxury that we couldn’t afford instead of seeing it as something vital, like our food and shelter. Paul and I used to walk along Riverside Drive and pick the buildings we wanted to live in, astonishingly handsome prewar buildings with their carved gargoyles and angels. I always marveled at the ones that had been in direct winds and weather so much that their cornices softened, looking more like snow sculptures than concrete. It is frighteningly easy for a solid relationship to erode under the beatings of everyday struggles.

But if you wanted to, you could restore yourselves. We were both still under there.

We got home and the house was dark, Violet and my mother long sleeping. We ate some of the chocolate  chip cookies my mom had brought, and looked out the window at the boats sailing down the Hudson with their night lights on and the George Washington Bridge with its diamond necklaces. It wasn’t all bad. Sometimes you just had to stop and look. Maybe you’d find a dog there. Maybe yourself.
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