1.0 His name was Eb...
by Lori Jo Oswald, Pet News editor
I met him in a veterinarian’s office 

 reception area.  I had to say 
      goodbye to him in a veterinarian’s office reception area. 

  I called him my “boy."

   “How are you doing, Eb?” I'd ask as he walked next to my knee during our daily woods walks.  It was courtesy and habit, and in the last few years, worry.

   Four years ago, during one of our winter walks, a moose came charging out of the woods.  Eb and I didn’t see him until it was too late, until his right front foot was kicking forward, hitting Eb in the stomach, and barely missed me.  I didn’t know if the moose was aiming for Eb or me, but Eb got it, and so his life became a battle ever since.          

   Hundreds of vet visits, many nights in Pet Emergency, many days on I.V.s in vet clinics....  I became his nurse in that March of 1995, and despite the stress, strain, expense, and tears, it was the most rewarding job I ever had.  Many nights I stayed up with him. It was very little compared to what he gave me.   When a loved one is gone, you look back of the moments that seemed drudgery and think, “Why couldn’t I enjoy that?”  But I had already learned my lesson from two dogs grown old, from my father dying in my arms.  When Eb needed me, I did everything I could to spend every minute I could making his life wonderful.

   I remember a job interview I had, not so long ago.  It was exactly the job I wanted and loved--technical editing.  But I told the committee that although I was a thorough, dedicated editor, I had to work some of my hours at home because my old dog was ill.  I didn’t get the job.

   I don’t regret it now, because it was more time with Eb.  I knew his time was coming, even though I kept telling myself, “He’s too young.  He has to have many years left.  He’s only 10.”

   Ten years ago my "Ebbers" came to live with me, my dogs (Woody and Dane), my three cats (Sylvia, Clover, and Bibs), and my two horses (Dusty and Jeffers)--in my cabin in Oregon.  My old dog Bobbie had died, and it took me a while to go back into the veterinarian’s office where she'd been “put down” to pay the euthanasia bill.  While I was standing at the counter, a silly black lab-something puppy came up to me, his tail as long as his body, wagging and wriggling and smiling.  The police had found him wandering the streets; the vet staff members were trying to find him a home.  They called him “Mac.”

   I knew there was no way I was going to get another dog.  Two was a perfect number, and I couldn’t go through the pain of losing one again.  No way.  I left the office and ran some errands.  On my way home I drove passed the vet office, and stopped in just to say hi to that happy  puppy.  

    Oh, the kisses he greeted me with!  It’s like we had been best friends for 

years.  It’s like 

he knew I was going to take him home and love him for the next decade.  He just knew.  But I didn’t.  

Not yet.  I left again.  Later, I had to meet a former student for a late lunch in town.  This student, Allan, was 70-something and a true character.  

   During lunch, I kept talking about this silly black lab I saw at the vet’s, and Allan agreed to go there with me to meet him.  That was the third time I was there that day, and that was the time I adopted him.  He rode home with me just as he knew he was supposed  to, happy and content.  At home he immediately bonded with Woody and began wrestling with him on the cabin floor, and—unlike Woody—gave old Dane the respect and distance she wanted.  Woody liked to chew on her paws and make her growl.

     I liked the name Mac; I liked it a lot.  I didn’t know why, but that night in the cabin a new name came to me.  Eb.  Maybe it’s because he was the color of shiny ebony.  But I think the real reason was he reminded me of Mr. Haney’s goofy young neighbor in Green Acres—Eb.  Whatever it was, I began calling him Eb.  Later that night, Allan called and said, “I came up with a name for your new pup.”  I said, “I already have a name for him.”  “Well, mine is better,” he retorted, reminding me of what he was like in the classroom.  “What is it?” I asked, in spite of myself.  Allan replied, “It’s Eb.”    

   Many circumstances led me to finally leave my cabin in Oregon and head north up the Alcan.  I had to leave my horses behind with others to care for them.

   I felt bad about the horses, but I found a home where--I was told-- 

they would never be used for breeding, were in a large herd on 80 acres, and 

would never be sold.  I could visit all I wanted, and if the couple ever had to sell for any reasons—they assured me they would not—I would get to buy them.

      I went back to Oregon in 1995 after my parents died, to sell my cabin, get my things, and check on my horses.  I drove down the Alcan so Woody and Eb could be with me in their most favorite of activities—car rides.  As much as I dreaded the long drive through Canada, having them with me always made it some sort of fun, because they enjoyed it so much.  And I always felt safer when they were with me.  

   I went to see my horses; they were gone.  The man said his wife sold them all and moved back to Florida, and no, he had no idea where they were.  I was especially worried about Dusty, because she was a registered quarter horse who had been used for breeding so much she was worn out at the age of 8 when I first got her.  She constantly tried to escape and go back to the place where her last colt was, but they no longer wanted her and had sold him.  I promised her it would never happen to her again.

   For now, I had other things to deal with, and I vowed to find Dusty and bring her home, as soon as I figured out where home would be.

   Eb and Woody were best friends.  They loved each other so powerfully that I can’t think of anything else like it.  Both Eb and I worshipped Woody; he was our hero, our leader, our everything.  The bond between Eb and me was really the bond of being in love with Woody.

   After my parents died, I ended up leaving Alaska for a while. I took a teaching job in Washington and found a home in the woods, but on a road I didn’t care for.  People drove much too fast, often drunk, and seemed to enjoy aiming for animals—wild or tame.  Every day I would see cats, opossums, raccoons, squirrels, and sometimes dogs dead on the road.  It wasn’t a populated area, but it was the kind of country road that the police miss and young drivers especially enjoy going 80 or 90 on.

    But Woody and Eb knew the boundaries of our land, and never went out the gate without me.  Twice a day we crossed the road together to take our walk in the woods across the street.

   One morning I took them for their walk, and Woody befriended a pit bull whose owner seemed to be camping in the woods.  The pit bull walked with us, romping ecstatically with Woody.  Eb just stayed next to me, as he always did, watching his beloved Woody, and “smiling” at me.  Eb never cared to play with any other dog but Woody; Woody played with every dog.

   That evening when I came home, for the first time in years, I didn’t take Woody and Eb on their walk.  I was nervous about a surgical procedure I 

had to have the next day and all the medication I had to take for it the night before.  I think they were confused, as it was our ritual, our routine, but dogs seem so understanding about these things.  

   About 9 p.m. they wanted out in the yard, and I let them out.  I didn’t know it was the last time I would see Woody alive.  When I called them about 15 minutes later, Eb came running up to the door happily, but Woody, for the first time ever, was not with him.

   “Woody!” I called.  Was that when he was hit?  Hearing my voice, turning from the other side of the road where he’d gone to visit his new pit bull friend?  It was black out and I heard nothing.  The driver never stopped.  

Another driver came along and found him, trying to crawl home, blood pouring out of his mouth.

   It was 2 hours before I returned home, after desperately trying to get Woody to Pet Emergency when it was too late from the moment he was hit.  

   I walked in and collapsed on the stairs just by the door, where Eb was waiting for me, confused.  He hadn’t known Woody was hit, but he smelled me up and down, and the blood and hair and smell of Woody’s death on my clothes and hands told him the whole story.  We had both lost our best friend.  He looked away from me, into the sheetrocked wall, and didn’t look back for a long time.  Dogs don’t have tear ducts like humans do, but I have no doubt that I wasn’t the only one crying.

   Eb no longer wanted to sleep on the bed, for he always slept next to Woody there.  He stayed in the far corner and wouldn’t eat.  Our walks were different now; we didn’t know what to do.  We kept looking at each other.  Where’s our fearless leader?

   The next Monday I had to return to work, and when I came home and let Eb out, he stepped over the threshold, looked up at me, and then collapsed in a seizure.  The vets could never find a reason for the seizures, but I knew that these were caused by a broken heart.    

   They continued until one day when I brought home a pest of a puppy—a lab-Shepherd just like Woody—and named him Buddy.  Eb pretended to ignore him and growled at him from time to time, but he began eating again, our walks perked up, and the seizures stopped that very day, and never returned.  Eb probably would have preferred it if I hadn’t found Schatzy, a yellow lab mix someone abandoned at a Fred Meyer’s parking lot, not long after, as she took instantly to Buddy and claimed him as her own, but somehow Eb and I became much closer then we ever had. Buddy and Schatzy walked and played together; Eb and I walked and played together.  Eb’s job became “staying-between-‘mama’-and-that-obnoxious-yeller-dog,” and as he aged so quickly, mine became “making-Eb’s-days-as-happy-and-painfree-as-possible.”

   Hip dysplasia, arthritis, seizures, moose kick repercussions such as liver and pancreas problems, and eventually diabetes… Eb seemed to have all the health problems a dog could have. But still he always knew how to live.  He took such joy in the simplest of things—an ear rub, a brushing, chunks of ice to chew on, rawhide and squeaky toys, and walks in the woods.  But most of all, he loved to soak in a lake.  Just ease his tired soar body into the cold Alaskan waters and groan in pleasure.

   All this past winter I worked hard to keep him alive, hoping he’d have his lake soaks again, and he did.  Every night we’d walk to the park, and I’d break the ridiculously strict Anchorage leash law as usual, letting the three of them run and splash into the water.  While Schatzy would chase sticks and Buddy would chase Schatzy, Eb would just soak with pleasure.

   Maybe it was the lake where he caught pneumonia.  Maybe it’s just that an old dog with so many health problems couldn’t fight it, no matter how many antibiotics we put him on that last week.  But I think it was just his time; I think he was finally ready to go.  He died very bravely, with great dignity.  He seemed to wait for me to return to the vet office that last day.  I wasn’t going to put him down there; I was going to take him home to die, if it wasn’t too painful.

    “Do you want to go home Eb?” I asked him, trying not to let him hear the pain and fear in my voice.

   He got up from the hot dark cage where we’d tried to give him oxygen as a last resort, and followed me out the back door, urinated outside politely, followed me to the car, but then circled around and wanted back into the front door of the vet office.  I opened the door for him, as he wanted me to, and we went inside.  That was where he decided to die.  He looked up at me, his front legs collapsed, and he bravely and quietly let go.

   It was a tremendous circle, his life, our life.  Our saying hello and goodbye in vet reception areas took place 10 years apart, perhaps to the very day.  When he left, a whole past went with him…a whole history of people and animals and places I have known.  

   For the first time in several years I don’t have constant nursing duties, and I don’t have to worry and watch him every minute, and ask, “How are you Eb?” just to make sure he is still alive.  I miss that so much.  

   My walks with Buddy and Schatzy can be much longer now, much more vigorous, but somehow they seem emptier.  

   I have moved to a new home in the woods, one I was trying to rush into because I wanted Eb to live here, but he didn’t make it.  

But . . . someone else did.  

   Now outside my window, I see an old horse, a horse who needs me, who was not treated well the last few years of her life, who is now 21 years old and has seizures and Cushing’s disease and is bordering on foundering, and who will need to be cared for for the rest of her life.  But she is happy, and she has her son with her, and she will never be mistreated again.  Her name is Dusty, and years ago in Oregon, when I brought home a little black puppy named Eb, he and Woody would run alongside her during our many rides through the forests.  I had promised her I would find her again, and though it took much longer than I thought it would, I did.

    And I think how in some mysterious ways, circles do come together again, and things do work out.  And once in a while, you can find true

       love in life, 


             and even the pain of loss cannot destroy the strength and beauty of that love.  I have been so blessed to know so much love from friends, from family, from animals.  And sometimes we have the grandest of opportunities to find pure love in the simplest of ways, like rescuing a silly black puppy or recovering someone we lost a long time ago, like an old black mare.

   To you Eb.  Thanks for giving me 10  years of your precious life.--The End
