
4 April 2011
Sophie has her long self stretched out on her bed and I sit on the floor next to her. She spends her 
days following me around like a ghost. Why did I say “ghost”? She’s not yet in the spirit world.

5 April 2011
She has made an ungodly mess of her breakfast, covering 
the floor with kibble, slobber, uneaten meds and cottage 
cheese curds. Damn, Sophie. I try to scrape partially eaten 
food back onto her blue placemat, the one I purchased 
years ago to avert such scatterings. She knows I’m 
annoyed. Her deaf ears don’t hear my words but she steps 
away, returning to her breakfast only after I stand up and 
turn my back.

She repeats the performance. I do my clean up with less 
fanfare this time. Still, she is reluctant to finish eating. 
I offer up more cottage cheese, which seems appetizing 
enough. I pet her and remind her that she’s a good girl, 
which she doesn’t hear.

Retreating from the kitchen, she aims to attend to her morning nap but there is a turd on her bed. 
I clean it up and change her bedding before settling her in and sitting down for the first sip of my 
coffee.

6 April 2011
Sophie has her own ideas about morning walks but with a bit of persistence on my part, she comes 
around. Today is quite cool and damp. Dreary. A dreary morning. Who would want to walk on 
such a morning? Especially if you’re 120 years old and your joints want the temperature to be 
twenty degrees warmer. Sophie balks. I encourage her but after a short distance, she stalls again. 
This time, I look at those sweet brown eyes and see her age, her hurt, her “I don’t want to.”

I squat beside her and stroke her, reminding her that she’s a good girl, that I don’t blame her a bit 
for not wanting to walk.

“Do you want me to help?” I ask, knowing that the typical response is No. Sophie doesn’t much 
like to be held anymore and she is a handful for my 95 lb. frame. But she stands, waiting for me 
to pick her up, all 40 lbs. of long, stout hound dog. Resting her head against my arm, she lets me 
carry her all the way home, never once squirming or struggling to get down. She needs me.

12 April 2011
Out on our front porch. She likes lying there in the sun; it’s a good vantage point for an old dog. 
Safe, and with a view. She surveys her kingdom and I bear witness, wondering what I really do 
understand of her world. All these years of witnessing and pondering. Maybe I don’t know a thing. 
Except that I love her.



16 April 2011
Vicious storms yesterday afternoon. Sophie and I were alone. We both left the tenuous shelter 
of the front porch when the rain became like sheets and the wind came close to sounding like a 
freight train. I tried to remember the safest place in the house. I hoped she would stay by my side. 
Because I knew that I would run into the eye of the funnel cloud to keep her from being taken 
from me.

End of April 2011
My sweet ol’ dog lies snoring on her rummage sale pile 
of blankets and bedding. She does her part to add to the 
weight, the emotional heaviness in this room. Each day 
I try to understand all over again how to be her person 
because age has caused her to speak a new language, 
one that I must learn anew every day. One that I must 
try to make sense of so that maybe I’ll understand 
better tomorrow. But tomorrow’s language is a different 
dialect, one whose nuances are unfamiliar. I struggle to 
understand. This is how they slip away, bit by bit until you 
don’t know who they are anymore. Only the gentlest touch 
connects, and only for a moment.

It looked like someone had upended a gallon of water but it was urine, extending 
from one end of the dining room to the other. Armed with a full roll of paper towels 
and a spray bottle of Nature’s Miracle, I swabbed the deck, got her to the doctor and 
back, and gave her a bath.

Was Sophie facing death from kidney failure, or were we facing life in a hazmat 
environment? She got lucky when lab tests revealed that she had a urinary tract 
infection, fierce but treatable with equally powerful antibiotics. Getting the antibiotics 
into her, however, was a nightmare. Her keen sense of smell detected meds hidden 
in fresh figs, rigatoni with bolognese, Krispy Kreme doughnuts, even liverwurst. 
While cheap plastic-backed paper tablecloths helped to save the floors, my anxiety 
persisted. She recovered but a couple of months later, another bacteria would take 
hold. She recuperated from half a dozen infections during the next year, each one 
taxing her weary immune system.

Sometime in October 2011
Sophie is stuck under my car. She tumbled, I’m guessing, down the bank that meets the top of the 
driveway where I park. I finally find her. She isn’t crying or barking or whimpering but she’s in a 
mighty struggle, her short Basset legs digging into the dark grey earth. She’s on her side, unable to 
move or roll over or get any leverage with those short, stubby legs. There she is, wedged beneath 
the bottom of the bumper, the part that will get scraped on a parking space header if you pull in 
too close.

Today it was close enough to entrap an unsuspecting old dog. When I finally think to look under 
the car, I find her, helpless. I touch her rump and try to help her get herself out but she isn’t 



budging. Grasping her right arm with both my hands, I pull as gently as I can and try to stay calm. 
I release my grip and try to pull again. Nothing. I talk myself into staying calm and tell her it’s 
going to be ok. One more try, pulling that stubby, crooked little arthritic arm, and I feel her ribcage 
move past the undercarriage of my car. She’s out, still wet from the bath she endured earlier this 
morning and now encrusted with dirt. I rinse her off and kiss her warty head and tell her I know 
it must have been awful and think to myself that I must remember to park farther away from the 
bank.

We both go back into the house. She lets me start to 
dry her off but barks out every detail of her ordeal. Ten 
minutes later, still wet, she is sound asleep, hunting a 
rabbit in her dreams.

1 January 2012
It’s early and Sophie’s still sleeping. She will die this year. I 
watch her sleep and love her. I cry when I make her curled 
up body and long ears disappear, as though I’m “trying 
out” her death. Watching her get so old is more than just 
sadness. It’s complicated. She is becoming a creature I still 
love but barely recognize, an irritating, demanding 35 lb. 
old dog who runs my life.

Her back faces me. I check to see if she’s still breathing. Her chest moves. My chest feels as though 
my heart is coming out of my body—tethered to her. Where will it go when she leaves and won’t 
take me along?

A year of hoisting a fallen Sophie, helping her up steps, lifting her into the car has 
taken a toll on my back. A ruptured disc, nerve pain and finally, surgery has made any 
quick movement impossible. Only by carefully lowering myself into a plié could I even 
pet her. The distance between us increased.

Week of 23 July 2012
I want to find a website that tells me How to Feel Ok About Euthanizing Your Dog. But I know 
that my despair is part of the deal, that I can’t feel ok about directing her doctor to pump that 
lethal pink liquid into her veins. All while feeding her as usual, talking into her deaf ears and 
futilely explaining that I’m going to have to make her leave this earth. It feels like shameless deceit 
and it makes me sick to my stomach.

Arthritis, lung cancer, heart disease, warts all over her face, all over her long body. They grow. I try 
to clean them every evening but I find more of them daily, some of them as big around as a nickel. 
They burst open, bleed, and get infected, stink, and burst open again. Her head looks like someone 
has sprinkled it with chocolate chips, some sort of perverse blessing. Sophie doesn’t seem to recall 
or care that pee and poop go outside in the yard, not inside on the floor.



I’ve been furious, exasperated over cleaning up after her more than once, more than twice, 
sometimes four times in a day. Washing dog bedding, washing her, cleaning wood floors, sticking 
my nose into the old cracks, trying to find the source of that lingering odor. I’m no longer furious, 
just exhausted.

The seizure is the death knell. Yesterday, she ran halfway 
up the driveway, sat down and looked back over her 
shoulder at me. Abruptly she fell over backwards, her 
head smacking the concrete with a gruesome thud. My 
hands around her ribcage, it seemed like forever before 
she was spent, before I could scoop her up and hold her 
close to me. She shook her head, those long ears flapping 
as if to exorcise the last neurological spasm, then paused 
and walked on up the driveway. Just headin’ on home. Her 
doctor advised me to watch for more seizures, to record 
their frequency and duration. But I have decided that I 
cannot witness another seizure or continue to clean up 
excrement. It has become more than I can do. Our lives 
can’t continue like this.

So tomorrow or the next day, I will orchestrate the end of her life. Through my tears, I will tell her 
that I love her. I’ll kiss her as her beautiful eyes go blank and her chest no longer rises with her 
breath.

But right now Sophie is at the back door. She has been foraging for ripe figs, her favorite. Satisfied 
with her bounty, she’s ready to come back in for a little afternoon nap.


