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The day was New Year’s Eve, 1971. 
My wife and I were returning from a 
Christmas vacation in Florida via the 
turnpike. Cars were moving slower than 
usual for a misty rain was falling and 
vision was impaired considerably.

Suddenly my wife jumped as if she’d 
been shot. “ Stop the car! Stop the ca r!” 
she pleaded.

“What on earth is wrong?” I asked, 
somewhat perturbed at her upset of the 
quiet cruise we were enjoying.

“Back up. Please. I think there’s a 
puppy back there,” she begged.

As soon as I managed to get out of the 
moving traffic and into the emergency 
lane, I began my slow movement back 
to the object of her exclamation.

Then we spotted her for the first time. 
She was standing beside a green plastic 
garbage bag, the same one that had 
been her prison until she had managed 
to wiggle herself free.

The first time I saw this puppy I felt 
sorry for her. She had no hair except for 
two small patches behind her ears and 
on her tail. About the size of an average 
grapefruit, she looked like a freshly 
hatched duckling. As we stood in the 
rain gazing a t our new-found life, I 
suppose it was love or, at any rate, 
sympathy a t first sight.

It took us no time to assemble an 
array  of warn clothes, mostly my shirts, 
in a small cardboard box for her new 
temporary home. The trip on the 
freeway continued until we finally 
reached an exit where milk and a 
hamburger pattie were procured. The 
female pup ate ravenously.

“Oh, we’ll leave her at the first 
S.P.C.A. we pass,” my wife promised.

Strange things are wrought by a 
homeless female cooped up in a car with 
a sympathetic man and woman. For 
three hundred miles, we traveled, and if 
we passed any home for foundlings, we 
failed to spot them.

When we drove into our driveway 
several hours later, Gertie, as she was 
named by my wife, was already one of 
the family. We began to unload the car 
after we had made Gertie comfortable 
in a more spacious box in our kitchen.

The next day started a series of visits 
to the vet which was to continue 
throughout the year. We immediately 
learned that our puppy had a severe 
case of mange, which, according to the 
doctor, may never be completely cured. 
He kept Gertie for a week, gave her 
daily shots and baths, and released her 
to us with several kinds of medication.

My wife became the constant a t
tendant to the sick canine. Careful a t
tention was given to the doctor’s 
p rescribed  schedule for G ertie ’s 
rehabilitation. We both became aware 
that she had an unusual sensivity to our 
attention. It was as if she were trying to 
show real gratitude for her rescue whcih 
we had made.

Days and weeks grew into months. 
She responded beautifully to training 
and discipline. She became house and 
auto broken at an early age, and her 
disposition exceeded that of other pets

we had known. Like so many pet 
owners, we communicated verbally 
with Gertie having the full assurance 
that she understood.

After we had treated her for six 
months with little success, her doctor 
clipped over half of her body in order to 
have better access to the itchy spots she 
kept scratching. Needless to say, she 
looked hideous and we were em
barrassed for her to go outside. The 
neighbors would not believe that such a 
sight as Gertie was not carrying some 
awful disease which may infect their 
own animals.

Therefore, we kept her with us—in the 
house, at my office, on trips in the car— 
so that we could explain to those who 
laughed at her unusual hair-clipped 
body. We didn’t mind having our 
feelings hurt, but we felt that Gertie 
should be spared cruel ridicule. After 
all, it was she who was doing the suf
fering and we who had rescued her from 
that rainy turnpike on which she had 
been abandoned.

Months grew into a year. Many trips 
to the veternarian had only prolonged 
Gertie’s miserable, itchy existence. We 
were assured that she was not in pain, 
only uncomfortable, from the blood 
condition which made her itch. The 
unpleasant scent which her condition 
carried was partially soothed by pet 
spray.

Our moment of decision was soon to 
be upon us, however. On our most recent 
visit, Gertie’s doctor said that he had 
done all he could. He told us what a 
noble thing we had done, but declared 
his inability to cure her. He seemed 
reluctant to keep accepting our money 
(By this time we had spent well over a 
hundred dollars) for a cure which was 
impossible. Because we had great 
confidence in our vet, we felt that his 
diagnosis should be accepted, and our 
rays of hope seemed to cloud with the 
mist in our eyes.

Yet, what other alternative was 
there—no cure, continued scratching 
and loss of hair, incessant spraying in 
order to kill the smell, and uneasiness 
for Gertie the rest of her life. There was 
one solution mentioned: pills, those tiny 
capsules which put suffering animals 
out of their misery for good; mercy 
killing is what humans call it. We both 
wondered if the animal kingdom had a 
similar terminology.

There were those of our friends who 
knew something of Gertie’s plight. 
Almost everyone of them were in 
agreement; put her to sleep and get 
yourself another dog.

We got the pills and came home; 
neither of us spoke on the way. Gertie 
offered no resistance as we called her 
into the living room for what was to be 
her last visit.

My wife and I took our favorite chairs, 
and Gertie took her familiar sprawl 
under the piano bench. We all looked at 
each other. Only the gods know how 
similar our thoughts were running 
parallel at the time. I can only account 
for my own.
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Could we take into our hands the life 
we had preserved, a feeble life already 
discarded to die when we came upon the 
scene? Would we be able to live with 
ourselves if we let an innocent victim of 
disease, incurable as it may be, give us 
the privilege of playing God? How could 
we so easily forget our debt to Gertie 
who had come to love and trust us as 
m aster and mistress?

The dog seemed to sense what thought 
were running ram part in our minds. She 
seemed to know that we had to do what 
we were doing and that the ecision was 
not easy. Slowly she k-ft her place on the 
floor and walked over to my wife for a 
final pat of approval. With tears in her 
eyes, the mistress had Gertie sit for her; 
Gertie wanted to shake hands. Af
terwards, she came over to me and 
“spoke lightly,” something that I had 
taught her.

The thought of what faced me was 
sickening to my stomach. I left the two 
ladies in the living room and went to the 
bathroom where I flushed the pills of 
eternal sleep into oblivion. Then the 
three of us went for a happy drive.


