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I’d driven 50 miles north to select a pup from a litter of five. As it turned out, the 

puppy selected me.  

The tumbling ball of yapping fur in the far corner of the pen paid me no mind as I sat 

down on the warm spring grass as far away as the enclosure permitted. I’d brought a 

squeak toy to help me assess each puppy’s playfulness. I crossed my legs and squeezed 

the toy three times. The grappling continued unabated—save one little head that popped 

free of the melee and looked my way. Two more squeaks and she pulled free of the 

scrum; a first step away from her brothers and sisters and into the life that we would 

share.  

Naming a new pet is always stressful. First spoken as an unconnected appellation, 

when the name sticks it is not only what the pet is called, it is who the pet becomes. So 

diminutive was my new pup that within an hour I was trying out the name, Bitzy. She 

seemed to like it, and that is who she became.  

Bitzy came to me a boundless incarnation of energy and joy. Bright and clever. 

Totally aware that Christmas was a special day, unlike any other in the year, and that 

Saturdays meant a day together and almost always the excitement of a ride in the car. She 

accepted that five days a week she would be left alone as I went off to somewhere I had 

to go and she could not. When the camping duffle came out, in she’d burrow assuring it 

went nowhere without her. A suitcase meant beg your way into the car an hour early so 

you wouldn’t be left behind.  
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Time went by. I married. The pack grew. Two became three and the joy of days 

together multiplied. Time, as it has a habit of doing, kept going by. 

It was around Bitzy’s 14th birthday that I began to hear the thunder of the grains of 

sand falling through the hourglass of her life. Her knees were bad, her eyes clouding 

over, her hearing almost gone. I began to wonder: was this a last birthday, a last 

Christmas, a last fall or spring? 

When she was 15, the coughing began. Body shaking hacks like she was trying to 

clear something from her throat. It was fall and the tree pollen was insufferable. Bitzy’s 

vet, Dr. Murr, diagnosed allergies, seemingly confirmed by the effectiveness of a twice-a-

day antihistamine. But the malady outlasted the remedy. In two months, the hacking 

returned, Bitzy standing with four legs spread to brace herself, coughing until her legs 

gave way and she fell. 

X-rays revealed a collapsing trachea, her throat narrowed to less than half the size it 

had once been. An operation might be a consideration for a younger dog, but at nearly 16 

the only option for Bitzy was trying to make her comfortable. A strong codeine cough 

medicine helped. “What we’re trying to do,” Dr. Murr explained, “is trick her body into 

thinking it doesn’t need to cough. It should work for awhile, but you need to start 

preparing yourself.” 

I’d been thinking about the inevitability of losing Bitzy for more than a year. 

Preparing to lose her was a totally different thing. Preparing likely meant making the 

decision to put her to sleep when the coughing became so severe it robbed her of any joy 

in life. What a betrayal that seemed to be. A lifetime of trust, always—always—counting 

on me to make things better for her, obliterated by a single directive: end her life.  
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I couldn’t come to grips with the moment. Putting her in the car for the ride to Dr. 

Murr just as I’d done dozens of times before. Carrying her into the examination room 

where she’d been poked and prodded but always loved and rewarded with a treat. She’d 

think it was just another visit; but I’d know the truth. A truth I couldn’t explain to her. 

Dr. Murr had said this: “She has depended on you for everything for sixteen years. 

She’s always trusted you to do what’s best. It’s never easy, but it will be one final favor 

you can do for her.”  

Still, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to give the word when the time came. How do you 

hold a precious life in your hands, a life so intimately intertwined with your own, and 

simply say, “End it?” 

The codeine worked its hocus pocus for a few months. Bitzy and I still enjoyed our 

walks through the woods. I took her camping a few more times. How she loved being 

beside me in the wilderness. Growling at any sound that threatened our sanctuary, 

snuggling close as darkness closed in. She still had her puppy moments; chasing squeak 

toys, bounding around the room like a two-year old, even giving in to the joy of an 

occasional terrier streak, tearing around in circles, careening off the furniture. But the 

bursts of puppydom were brief and left her panting.  

It wasn’t long until after her morning out-and-about she started going back to bed, 

leaving me alone downstairs. Maybe she was just worn out. Maybe she was trying to help 

me get used to not having her around. In the evenings, she would curl up beside me on 

the sofa, quickly slipping into a deep, sonorous sleep. I like to think she was dreaming of 

a time when everything was easy, when no adventure was beyond endurance. A time 
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when no sound was out of hearing and everything looked like it was supposed to, 

unclouded by the misty curtain of age that had closed across her eyes.  

One night in late August, she’d had her puppy romp and loped upstairs to bed. There 

was no sound more precious to me than the patter of her paws as she trotted up those 

steps at the close of day, or down them in the mornings to begin a new adventure.  

When she had settled in and was sleeping peacefully, I decided to take a shower. 

After I’d dried off I walked into the bedroom where Bitzy was crouched in the middle of 

the floor, panting. It was midnight. Dr. Murr’s office wouldn’t open for another eight 

hours. I tried to fight back the thought that the moment I’d been dreading had finally 

come. The human heart is ever hesitant to relinquish its grip on hope. Surely there was 

one more miracle in the veterinarian bag of tricks. 

An hour passed. Bitzy’s breathing grew more labored, her lungs rattling with every 

breath. This time there would be no miracles. When the sun came up, I would take her for 

what I knew would be her final ride. My prayer was no longer for her to live, but that she 

wouldn’t suffer. I also prayed that I’d have the courage to say the words to bring her 

peace. 

I carried her to her bed. She settled in. Her breathing eased. I lay there stroking her 

side. She turned and looked at me. Behind the cloudy haze of age, I recognized the 

chocolate marble eyes that had first greeted me that spring day more than sixteen years 

before. The eyes that then said hello were now saying goodbye. I think she knew we’d 

reached the end. 
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I’m not sure if she slept, but I did, lying there beside her, one hand on her side, 

feeling her warmth. Around 4:00 I woke up. She was still warm, but I could no longer 

feel the rise and fall of her body. Somewhere in the early hours she had slipped away.  

When the sun came up, I would still take her to Dr. Murr to make arrangements for 

the cremation. I’d selected her favorite digging spot on our hill overlooking the valley to 

lay her ashes to rest. How she loved to root in that forest soil. Looking up at me, nose 

caked in the rich dark loam, bright eyes shining with wonder, and the shear joy of being a 

terrier with a place to dig. Now she would be in that soil forever. Become a part or it, 

nourishing the new growth that came every spring. She would go on living, in every lady 

slipper, in every oak seedling that sprang from an acorn she had neglected to eat.  

The day I had gone to select her, she selected me. Now, instead of me doing her that 

one final favor, she had done a final favor for me. There would be no need for me to 

speak the words I had so dreaded. 

 

She’s been gone awhile now, though I still see her in a shadow crossing the room or 

lying in the sunshine by the door. She is everywhere, yet she is nowhere. What I miss 

most is the sound of her footsteps on the stairs. I don’t have enough years left for that to 

ever change.  

 


