
Bobbie: Endings and BeginningsPRIVATE 

Copyright Lori Jo Oswald

3035 Madison Way, Anchorage, AK 99508


When I first saw Bobbie have a seizure, I was standing on the roof of the "tree barn" Glenn the plumber had built for me, showing it to Butch.  


I'd proudly showed him the work I'd done on the roof and turned to survey the view of the mountains and trees and pasture when I saw her.


"Oh my god, Bobbie!" I yelled, but it seemed a whisper, just as the rush to the edge of the roof and down the ladder and run to her seemed to take hours instead of seconds.


I was holding her then, saying, "Bobbie Bobbie Bobbie Bobbie" over and over, rocking her in my arms, her slobber covering me, trying to press the sharp seizures out of her body.  I checked her tongue and pulled it out, as I'd been told to do back when I was a child and Mrs. Brockman used to have her multiple-sclerosis caused seizures.  By the time Butch and I carried Bobbie into the car, the seizures had stopped; they probably lasted a few minutes, but we went to every vet in town trying to get someone to look at her.  It was Saturday, and our search was futile.  By then she seemed okay.  But it was the moment I knew my dog was going to die.


Dogs die.  They die first.  That's just one of the things they do.  But this would be my first experience of losing a dog to death; the first two from childhood disappeared in other ways.


Not only do dogs die, but in general people do not understand your loss the way they should.  Only someone who has loved a dog and accepted that dog as family can understand what that loss means.


It means the end of the perfect relationship.


And one of the ways in which the attitude of those who cannot understand is expressed is by telling you to "Put her down; it's the humane thing to do."  Put her down.  Euthanasia is not taken lightly when it comes to human beings.  It involves court cases and fights and moral questions and debates.  It involves a pure question of right versus wrong.  And yet, when a dog begins to near death, the dog "owner" is told by others, as I was, that it is "your duty" to have that dog put down.


In fact, I have always felt guiltiest over Bobbie's death in that I listened to someone else, a young man who was visiting me when he witnessed one of her seizures and became upset and left, telling me, "It is cruel to keep her alive."


It is cruel to keep her alive.  All Bobbie wanted was to be alive, to be alive for me and with me.  She struggled to live long because she knew I needed her, I honestly felt.  I had saved her once; I needed her now more than ever before, and now her body was failing her duty and purpose.  


Bob, unlike Dane, who was "put down" the next year, struggled even the needle, even the fluid that delivered death as it poured into her veins, and I grabbed the needle and said, "No," but it was too late.


She wanted to live, and I will never forget that, nor can I think of her or remember her without this guilt overtaking all the glorious perfect happy years we shared.


But I listened to others who said, "It is time, do it, do it now, you are cruel to keep her alive."  Especially that last sting.  You are cruel to keep her alive.  You are cruel, you are cruel.  There is nothing in life I have tried to avoid more than being cruel.  There is nothing in me that could ever accept that I have been cruel to any one.  


So I had her "put down," and for the first and only time in my life, I felt cruel. 


I met Bobbie in 1978 in the Sacramento, California, "dog pound."  Dog pound is an appropriate name for these death chambers designed to hide and efficiently destroy a human-created problem--the problem of pet overpopulation.  


I was eighteen years old, just graduated from high school, and recently moved to the "lower 48" from a childhood in Alaska, to live with my sister.


Loneliness was my life there, but I didn't mind so much, because I had a bicycle.  Then it got stolen.  So I borrowed my brother-in-law's bicycle, and continued my ten-hour-per-day bike rides on the trails and city streets and out into the countryside in and around Sacramento.  This was my life: riding my bicycle to cemetaries, malls, movies, flute lessons, Old Sacramento, pastures where horses lived so I could wish and stare, and especially every day to the secret ponds and favorite river banks I had discovered.

     It was dusk when I pulled into a parking lot one day; I heard dogs barking.  There was nothing I missed more than my dog, Snoopy, back home.  I wanted to make my own life, wanted to escape my parents' house, but every night I missed the dog I'd slept with since I was eight years old.  So when I heard this dog, I rode my bike up to the sound, and there I saw them.  Wooden drop-off boxes with locks on them to seal after you put your dog in them, marked "Sacramento Animal Control."  Out of convenience, Sacramento had provided dog owners with the perfect way to eliminate their problems without even going to the pound or facing any other human being with their conscience.  I petted two beautiful Irish setters through their cages, trying to calm their confusion and fear, trying to find someway to break through the locks that had been attached after proper disposal.  I rode away frustrated and ashamed for being human that night.

     Then my brother-in-law's bike was stolen.  I tried to walk, but summer had by this time became cruel and angry with me, piercing into my Alaskan-born skin with its fury.  There was no cool wind of the bicycle speed to protect me.


I took to riding the bus out to the mall to get giant bags of chocolate chip cookies, then back to my sister's to eat them, gaining weight and losing hope in the air-conditioned house where I was the silent witness to the end of a marriage.

     I still had no friends; one day I rode the bus on its route for hours because the bus driver said hi to me, finally ending up with her at eleven at night in a parking lot filled with busses that reminded me of pictures of where dinosaurs used to go to die.  She gave me a ride home in her car.


One day I sat down with myself and made a list of what was important to me, what made me happy and what I felt I had to do in life.  One of them was volunteering to help animals.  I had started a spay-clinic drive in Anchorage a year before, and it was the most fulfilling time of my life for I was doing what I felt I was supposed to do.  So this day in Sacramento I called up a humane society listed the phone book, and soon started working at "Pets & Pals" in the office every Friday, while Leslie and Connie went out on field calls.


It took them a long time to bring me into the field with them, and I understand it now.  I was an idealist; even with what I'd witnessed in the humane society work I'd done in Anchorage, I didn't believe in dogs and cats being killed just because people overbred them; I felt there was a cure for pet overpopulation and it was merely that people should get their pets spayed and neutered.  In Anchorage at the time 26 dogs and cats were killed every day (the first thing I learned the day I walked into the shelter to volunteer was not to use the euphamism "put to sleep" ever again), and I believed that if people just knew what was happening they would quit breeding their pets.  


Connie and Leslie, just like me, got into humane society work because they cared about animals--I don't mean we were blind "animal lovers"--I mean we saw each dog and cat as the individuals they were, with a right and desire for life as strong and meaningful as our own.  


But Connie and Leslie had accepted that their role in saving animals was being involved in their destruction.  Years of witnessing cruelty and worsening pet overpopulation, despite all their efforts, had taught them that killing was an important part of their work.  (Indeed, I remember being shocked--but later in Alaska temporarily agreeing with her after a horrendous day of witnessing animal abuse--when Connie told me, "I wish all animals were dead so there could be no cruelty.")  Just as I was later to do with the Alaska Humane Society, a good part of their job was to capture feral cats in live traps, take them to the pound, and then wait for their cages to be returned empty.  Then they would return to the scene of the captures.  At the first house call I went on with them, for example, one referred to them by the local welfare agency, there were over 80 cats to be trapped and destroyed.  Why did they destroy them?  To prevent the situation from getting worse.  Let me explain what that situation was.


Two years before, a stray cat had shown up on the property of this elderly couple.  The woman was bedridden; the man was barely able to function himself, and was certainly unable to care for his wife by the time the welfare officer arrived.  When I walked into this house, I never stopped looking at the wall, for it was moving.  I thought my eyes had given out on me somehow--the wall was black and alive and changing and shimmering before me.  Then I realized that it was covered with flies.  


They had begun leaving food for the cat; soon she gave birth to a litter of kittens.  Within two years, there were over 80 of them, wild about the place, sick with disease and deformities and starvation, but still breeding.  It was an easy place to trap because of the inbreeding; smart wild cats will learn from witnessing the capture of one or two; inbred cats stupidly come into the traps one after the other.


During that first trip to the animal shelter ("shelter" being the ironic term when we consider what is done there), I learned something else.  I learned that wild cats, unlike tame ones, never make a sound when they are trapped.  If you are delivering one in a trap and you hear a "meow," you have someone's pet, recently abandoned or not.  The wild-born cat waits silently for its fate.


Its fate is death.


You are waiting for your cage to be returned, and it is as if you love nothing more in the world than children and respect nothing more than the fetus's right to life, but are having an abortion.  You got involved in humane society work because you loved animals, and you care, and want to help them, but you are delivering them to the needle that will end their lives.  You try not to think, or you try to justify that you didn't cause this situation, and this is the only way to keep it from getting worse, to prevent other cats from being born into this unfair obscenity.  You are "killing to save," as I later titled an article which tried to explain this reasoning.


I did something else while we waited.


I walked through the animal shelter, and tried to pet every doomed animal in it, caress it, talk to it, comfort it.


Maybe I felt it was my duty in this purgatory to make amends for what was happening to those cats in the back room.


Maybe it's because I missed my dog so much.


Maybe it's because I loved each animal so much.


I knew one thing: it was unfair--what had happened to them, what would happen to them.  I looked in each one's eyes, knowing that soon, long before me, they would know what death was, what it meant, what it felt like or didn't feel like.


They would know an answer I wanted to know, long before they should rightfully know it.


There were hundreds of dogs in the shelter this day, the day I met her, and I petted all of them.  Except for one.


She wouldn't come to the front of the cage.


All the other eight dogs crammed in there came up to receive my finger strokes through the wires, but she would not move.  


"Come here," I said softly, "come here and let me pet you."


Slowly, carefully, slightly, she raised her head, just enough to look me in the eyes with her own caramel-brown ones, and then let it fall back to the cement floor.


I was crying then, because she had communicated more to me in that brief look then any other being--human or non--ever had.


Her eyes told me a life, and it also explained a death.


Her eyes told me that she had been there long enough to know there was no point in coming to the front of the cage anymore.  Her eyes explained to me that she knew exactly what was going to happen to her here.  Exactly.  There was no doubt at all; she knew it and I knew it and she wasn't coming up to see me and pretend to be a dog for me and to comfort my guilt.


It was pointless, that's what they said.  You are pointless, they explained.  But it was more that she was pointless.  There was a broken heart in those eyes, and she gave it all to me with one glance, everything that had happened to her.


So I wasn't surprised when I looked through my watered eyes at her yellow card on the cage to see that her owners of three years had dropped her off and wrote "Can't afford no room."  They also wrote "outdoor dog" and "good with children" (which turned out to be a lie--Bobbie detested children, and this was not a surprise to me either).


I saw her life in that instant: she'd been chained, never allowed in the house, left alone out back for most of her life; there were children, it was a filthy yard and a filthy family and one day they'd taken the "goddamn dog" to the pound.


I stumbled away shocked and crying from what I had just experienced, back to Leslie, back to the front of the pound, away from the cages and the victims of human cruelty, into the car, away away, trying to think how I could get her.


My sister hated dogs; she hated all animals, really.  I don't know where it came from--the same family, two opposites.  I felt it had to be based on fear from somewhere.  My childhood experiences with animals had all been good; hers had been, to her, bad.  She'd been thrown by a horse and had broken her arm; my brother's escaped hamster ate through the floor in her bedroom; the neighbor's cat had dropped off dead mice outside her window.  She had never known the joy of having a pet; she had never wanted one.  I hadn't ever seen her pet Snoopy.  He didn't exist to her, I suppose.  I could not know her mind, but I knew mine.  I knew I had to have this dog.


It was a difficult afternoon, but she finally drove me back, yelling at me all the way, to the shelter to get my dog.  She was furious, but I had to have this dog.  Her eyes had told me something today; I spent the ride praying I was not too late.


I almost was.  She was destined to be killed that night, after fourteen days in the dog pound, which was just about to close when we arrived.  I ran back for her, I found someone, I told him to bring her out, I was taking her home.


The kennel worker walked in the cage, and the dogs who'd recently arrived came up to him eagerly and curiously; those that had been there longer pushed themselves back against the walls, watching him intently.  Bobbie was still lying in the same place, refusing to move, but she was trembling.


Death was coming, she knew it, oh how I will never God I promise forget those eyes.  Those eyes are what have kept me working to help animals when I didn't want to fight anymore; those eyes are what keep me telling people they should spay or neuter their pets when they try to give me free puppies and kittens even though they never are kind or caring when I talk to them.  Her eyes looked up at him, though her head flattened more against the floor.  I know, they said, exactly why you are here, and it is not right.


She was wrong, but she didn't know it then.  She didn't know it when he attached the leash and pulled her trembling body out of that cage.  She didn't know it when he brought her before me, and still she cowered, and her body shook worse than ever.


He handed the leash to me, and I knelt down to explain to her that she was wrong about what I was here for, and she did something which made me know absolutely that I had made the greatest decision in my life, that I was about to meet one of the most interesting individuals I would ever know.


She growled.


It wasn't a growl at me; I understood that, though the kennel worker's immediate and gruff response was, "You sure you want that one?"  He was angry with her for not being a "good dog"; I was proud that she was, with all her acceptance and understanding of her fate, leaving the world with a growl to this creature that had only done her wrong.  


The kennel worker would never understand; he and the rest of them spent the next fifteen minutes as she was given a quick health check ("She has a high fever; she might have kennel cough"), her shots, and I was given paperwork (I gladly signed and paid to have her spayed within a few days) to convince me to adopt another dog instead.  But I had never felt so absolutely unashamedly right in my life.  I would have taken her if she'd bit me, even if she'd bit me furiously and shredded my arm.


Why?  Because she had every right to bite me.  I already knew what her life had been for her eyes had told it all to me, but now her paperwork and her body confirmed it.  She was completely emaciated; I saw every rib and hardly anything else though she was a laborador/beagle cross the size of a black lab.  She cowered and trembled at the bare movement of a human hand, and yelped in pain if her back was touched (injuries I assumed and veterinarians later supported, since she was sensitive in the back and hips the rest of her life, were due to kickings and beatings).  Her encounters with humans had been wretched, and I was going to show her that another type of human/animal relationship was possible in her life.  But she couldn't know this yet, and if she wanted to growl at me--yes, even if she wanted to bite me--in the transition, I would more than happily accept it.


No one in this world was happier than me, age 18, sitting in the back seat of my sister's car holding a trembling terrified dog, listening to my sister scream about what the hell did I have to get a dog for and it damn well never be in her house.  


I petted Bobbie and talked softly to her and held her and tried to calm her trembling (how this memory brings back my same actions during her seizures ten years later, bringing her into life, trying to help her through the final passage out--and somehow it allows me to forgive myself a little for that ending that so troubles me), and I noticed she lifted her head two or three times to look out the window during that car ride--the first hopeful gesture I saw her make.  Then she quickly put her head back down each time, trembling again.


"In the back yard!" my sister yelled, slamming the car door, furious that I was changing all of our lives by insisting upon having this dog.  


She didn't have to be pulled or dragged this time, though she still cowered as she followed me through the gate.  She cowered still as I took off the leash and said, "This is it!  You're home!"  She looked up at me, questioning, disbelieving, and I was lucky again to witness hope cross those round caramels.  Tentatively she walked, still hunched to the ground, explored, sniffed, looked back at me.  I watched her, smiling and crying and so happy with life and the future we would have, ignoring the slamming doors inside my sister's house.  


Then, she saw it.  She looked at it, surprised, and turned her head to look back at me.  "Yes, it's yours, go ahead!" I encouraged.  

     For the first time, Bobbie's tail wagged, just a little, just a half-wag, as she picked up the frisbee.  I watched her trembles smooth away, and saw her eyes give up their fears and death in an instant, as she brought it to me and raised her paw and placed it into my outstretched hand.

