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Follow Your Heart

S. Tamaro

Opicina
November 17, 1992

YOU'VE BEEN GONE for two months, and for two months I haven't heard anything from you, except for the postcard you sent to let me know you were still alive. This morning, in the garden, I stood in front of your rose for a long time. Even though we're well into fall, it's still bright red, standing out solitary and arrogant while the other plants are brown and dead. Do you remember when we planted it? You were ten years old, and you had just finished reading The Little Prince, a present from me for passing fifth grade. You loved that story. Of all the characters, your favorites were the rose and the fox; you didn't like the baobab tree, the snake, the aviator, or any of the empty, conceited men sitting on their minuscule planets. So one morning, while we were having breakfast, you said, "I want a rose." When I objected that we already had lots of roses, you said, "I want one that's all mine, I want to take care of it and make it grow tall." Naturally, along with the rose, you also wanted a fox. With a child's cunning you had put the simple request before the almost-impossible one. How could I refuse you a fox when I had already agreed to a rose? We discussed this point for a long time, and at last we compromised on a dog.

The night before we went to pick it up you didn't sleep a wink. Every half hour you knocked on my door and said, "I can't sleep." By seven the next morning, you'd already washed, dressed, and had breakfast, and you were sitting in an armchair with your overcoat on, waiting for me. At eight-thirty we were at the entrance to the kennels, which were still closed. You kept peering through the bars and asking me, "How will I know which one's mine?" There was so much anxiety in your voice. I tried to reassure you. Don't worry, I said, remember how the Little Prince tamed the fox.

We went back to the kennels three days in a row. There were more than two hundred dogs in there, and you wanted to see them all. You stopped in front of every cage and stood there without moving, looking distracted and indifferent, while the dogs flung themselves against the wire mesh and barked and jumped around and tried to tear the links apart with their paws. The woman who ran the place was with us. She thought you were an ordinary little girl, so she kept on trying to interest you in the best-looking dogs. "Look at the cocker spaniel," she would say, or "How do you like that collie?" The only reply you gave was a sort of grunt, and you continued on without listening to her.

On the third day of this ordeal we came upon Buck. He was in the back, in one of the pens where they kept the convalescing dogs. When we got there, instead of running to greet us with all the others, he remained sitting where he was, not even raising his head. "That one!" you cried, pointing at him. "I want that dog." Do you remember the astonished look on the woman's face? She just couldn't understand how you could want to own that pitiful mongrel. Of course she couldn't. Buck looked as though every canine race in the world had gone into the making of his little body, with his wolf's head, his soft, drooping hunting dog's ears, his long dachshund's paws, his fluffy Pomeranian's tail, his black-and-red Doberman's coat. When we went into the office to sign the papers, the girl who worked there told us his story. Someone had thrown him out of a moving car at the beginning of the summer. He'd been so severely hurt that one of his hind legs hung down useless.

Buck's right here by my side. Every now and then, while I write, he sighs and touches my leg with the tip of his nose. His muzzle and ears have become almost white, and for some time now he's had that film over his eyes that all old dogs get. It touches me to look at him. It's as though a part of you were here beside me, the part I love the most, the part that considered two hundred dogs in that shelter so many years ago and then picked out the saddest, ugliest one of all.
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