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 I’d be told to freeze a euthanized Siamese, only to see the small 

trash bag stir with life as the cat awoke from its sedative. I'd discover 

upon leaving the X-Ray room that my radiation badge, doctored without 

my knowledge, warned I had blown past fatal exposure. 

 I dreaded what awaited me on that April Fools' Day, 1985, at an 

animal hospital run by a veterinarian with a God complex who 

channeled both Zeus and Pan. 

 The jackrabbits and roadrunners on my desert drive had chosen 

to take the day off from tormenting drivers with streaking suicide 

missions, so I had dodged one potential misadventure when I pushed 

open the glass door providing the only visual break in a stucco-covered 

concrete cube. 

 "Dr. Cairo pull any stunts today?" I asked our receptionist. 

 Marta was draped in scrubs bedecked with floating Dalmatian 

puppies rotating at impossible angles. While answering she made no 

effort to remove herself from behind her phalanx of framed family photos. 

 "I told him last week if he tried anything, I'd quit." 

 Without Marta to keep the customers’ spirits up and wallets open, I wouldn't be employed. A 

high-school senior working a few hours each afternoon was expendable. Still, someone had to care for our 

boarding animals, and Marta was chained to her desk. And someone had to put up with Benjamin Cairo, a 

man whose narrow brown eyes burned holes and whose jet-black hair repeated itself in full, foreboding 

thickness on his upper lip. 

 Still on guard, I tucked in the bottom of my only button-up shirt and sent the swinging door to the 

back of the hospital on a quick journey. 

For most of the afternoon I only worked with the boarders, no patients. Our hospital had sprouted 

from alfalfa fields, built in anticipation of an invasion of ranchers pushed forward by suburban sprawl 

from Phoenix. For some reason those tract houses rose to the north and the south, but left us in a strip of 

farmers and desert.  

Our customer base didn’t pamper poodles, they neglected barn cats and guard dogs. 

 One patient finally arrived, a white Persian with blue eyes whose owner suspected was deaf. 

Alone in the back, Cairo asked me to hold the cat. Then he walked behind it and clapped, loudly, behind 

its head. 

 The cat didn't move. 

 Cairo smiled, his white teeth shining beneath his black mustache. "The cat's deaf, all right. Stall 

twenty minutes, then take it out front and have Marta charge the owner eighty bucks."  

 At closing time Marta locked the front door, off to reconnect with the children in those photos. I 

began my clean-up routine while Cairo settled into his office with a 5-inch black-and-white portable TV. 

 I dreaded what he was going to watch, so I sought sanctuary in the back runs. 
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 The long concrete-and-wire-fenced cages with were pink with fluorescent light. The first run held 

Cassie, a golden Labrador puppy who had survived another day. Her eyes looked up to me as I entered 

but no other motion was visible. 

 Cassie was losing her battle with parvovirus, a cruel infection that dehydrates a dog to death.  

 "Good for you, Cassie, no diarrhea this afternoon," I said, relieved. Tonight I wouldn't have to 

once again wash my corduroy pants.  

 I placed some moist food in her bowl, knowing she likely wouldn’t eat it. I decided against giving 

her one more subcutaneous fluid injection, fearing she'd flush that in the night and lie in her own waste 

until morning.  

 Instead, I closed the gate to the run and decided to distract her momentarily from her pain.  

 Holding an invisible microphone, I belted out an a cappella version of "Shout" by Tears for Fears. 

Her ears rose, her eyes widened. Her head, resting on the cold concrete, managed a slight tilt of 

puzzlement.  

 “I’m talking to you,” I sang. “Come on.” 

 I repeated the last “Shout” chorus, allowing me to sing the background vocals, then wished 

Cassie good night. 

 When I went to tell Cairo I was leaving I heard the game had started. Tonight was the NCAA 

basketball championship game between defending champion Georgetown and eighth-seeded Villanova. 

Cairo's long legs were stretched out onto the desk, the crease still crisp in his khaki slacks. His black high-

top Reeboks appeared eager to kick the TV to the floor. A half-empty Miller High Life in Cairo's right 

hand partially obscured my view of the screen.  

 That screen flashed a close-up of the seven-foot Georgetown center Patrick Ewing. I would rather 

have been the victim of a practical joke than watch this game.  

I had to leave. Now.  

 I patted down the pesky cowlick that repeatedly sprang up at the base of my part, straightened my 

Colonel Sanders glasses, and cleared my throat. As I was about to say good night, I flinched.  

 A thud, then another, came from the front of the hospital. 

 "Goddamm hicks. Can't they read? The sign says 'Closed!'" Cairo slammed down his beer, 

sloshing a bit on the latest copy of "Bird Talk" magazine. He stormed past me, committing an act of 

violence on the swinging door. 

 I stood motionless as Cairo's distant F-bombs drowned out the voice of the game's play-by-play. 

With the game now a preferable distraction, I watched Villanova's Ed Pinckney hit an 18-foot jumper off 

a screen against Georgetown's Reggie Williams. 

 Another thud. The swinging door just missed me. Cairo stood there, his eyes narrowed to the 

pupils. He was holding a fat, black Cocker Spaniel. The heavyset dog was either asleep or dead. 

 "Prep for surgery," Cairo barked. 

 I rushed into our operating room, which was really a table just off of the office separated from our 

boarders by a partition of shelving. At the sink I scrubbed down my hands with industrial-strength soap. 

Next gloves, then a surgery cloth across the stainless steel operating table, then a fresh set of sterile 

surgical tools, plastic wrap peeled back like a TV dinner. 

 Cairo placed the Cocker on the table. I could see now that her belly was distended, her nipples 

swollen. Dried blood clumped in her fur beneath her tail. 
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 "She's got a pretty full litter," Cairo said. That was obvious even to me, a kid who was struggling 

to pass biology and took this job only because it was owned by my best friend’s dad, who was paying me 

twice the going rate of the Dairy Queen down the street from my house. I needed that cash for college, my 

ticket to a future far from jackrabbits and alfalfa fields. 

 Cairo left the Cocker with me and began to scrub. Stroking the dog's back, my hand fought its 

way through bits of hay and manure.  

 "Goddamn shit-dumb farmer-fucks," Cairo said over the sound of running water, "leaving their 

animal to rot in barns, fucking clueless that they’re about to give birth." 

 "Is there a reason we have her in surgery?" 

 "Damned straight. She's hemorrhaged, has clearly lost a lot of blood. The only way she’s living is 

to get those puppies out, whether they’re alive or dead. We're doing a C." 

 A Caesarian. Cairo was a strong believer in conventional birth. A dog who undergoes a C-section 

is anesthetized during delivery. Her pups instinctively seek her warmth and milk, but to her these are 

aliens, slimy creatures manifesting from thin air. There’s no guarantee she’ll care for them, help them 

through those first difficult weeks. 

 Cairo returned to the table. I held the Cocker while he gave her an injection of sodium 

pentobarbital. The dog's breathing slowed. 

 We worked in silence, engaged in the routine. Breaking the quiet were occasional thin breaths 

from the dog and the sonorous voice of CBS Sports announcer Brent Musburger.  

 As Cairo secured the abdominal opening with a clamp, I heard a snippet of the broadcast. 

Surprisingly, the Villanova Wildcats were hanging with the heavily favored Hoyas. A short Wildcat point 

guard Gary McLain -- Musburger informed his audience that McLain's nickname was "Giz," from the 

previous year's hit movie "Gremlins" -- had just made a darting layup around the human oak tree that was 

Georgetown’s center. Giz was listed as six feet in the team’s media guide, Musburger said, which he 

found a comical exaggeration. 

 I drifted back four years, cocky at the tryout for the Apollo High School freshman basketball 

team. I came in cocky. Even though I was only five feet tall when wearing inserts in my sneakers, I had 

wowed the YMCA league in middle school with deft steals from the giants surrounding me. A point 

guard like Giz, I had never recorded a single blocked shot but consistently led the league in steals.  

 I knew I would someday play college basketball. My friends dreamed of being an Arizona State 

Sun Devil, but I longed to be a Clemson Tiger.  

 I had no clue where exactly Clemson was, but I surmised the south based on the accents of the 

players. What drew me were its cheerleaders, beauties boasting skin-tight sweaters, barely present skirts, 

and orange paw-endowed cheeks. 

 Each afternoon I practiced my jump shot, the driveway lined with a dozen paw-marked fantasies 

chanting my name. 

 At the tryout Coach Nettles let me work my skills for all of two minutes. 

 "Son, you've got a nice crossover, but you're too short to play high-school ball. I can't have a 

player who will never score with a hand in his face." 

 The dream of a college scholarship gone, I hadn't picked up a basketball since. 

 Struggling to ignore Musburger, I suctioned the blood oozing from the Cocker's incision. I 

blinked, becoming lightheaded. I didn't know which was worse, a gory surgery or a college basketball 

game. 
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 Cairo recaptured my attention by pulling a slimy, wiggling mass from the Cocker's belly. 

 I took the pup and rubbed it dry with a soft cloth. The runt let out a whimper and an attempt at a 

howl. Having confirmed it was breathing, I gently placed it on a blanket in the large incubator beside me. 

 “These are preemies,” Cairo said, “about two weeks undercooked.” It had been awhile since I had 

found my way to Mass, but I said a small prayer for the newborn. 

 "Holy shit!" 

 I looked up at Cairo and then down at the Cocker. Nothing seemed amiss. 

 "Did you hear that? Howard Jenson just hit a jumper. Villanova's up one with two minutes to 

play." 

 I had not heard that, and I was surprised Cairo had, given the fact that his hands were buried 

inside a dog's torso. But my curiosity pushed aside my resentment. Maybe Giz and his teammates could 

win this game.  

 Maybe these puppies could also beat the odds. 

 Cairo pulled another slimy ball from the Cocker, and again the cleaned-up runt showed signs of 

life. She joined her brother in the incubator. 

 Two more pups came. Another minute went off the game clock, interrupted by time outs and 

statements of the obvious from Musburger about what a historic upset this would be. 

 "One more," Cairo said. 

 I wanted to show him I too could multitask. "I know, just a minute left in the game, and those free 

throws have Villanova up by five." 

 "No, I mean one more puppy." 

 "Oh. Right." 

 Cairo pulled the last puppy from the Cocker. This one wasn't squirming.  

 I dried him off. He wasn't breathing. 

 "You know what to do," Cairo said. 

 My boss faded away. So did the hospital, and Brent Musburger, and the Apollo High School 

basketball coach, and paw-marked cheerleaders. 

 I was alone in this world. There was the puppy, but the feather-light, unmoving mass provided no 

company. 

 I grabbed a new towel and wrapped the pup like a burrito. Then I rubbed my hands up and down 

the small bundle, hard, trying to start a fire with a stick. I rubbed, feeling the pup's surplus skin working 

up and down under the towel. 

 Finally I unwrapped him.  

 The pup's fur, now quite dry, was jet black, just like his mother. 

 I held the pup in my left hand. Even in my small palm this newborn was so tiny he could have 

been joined there by one of his siblings. 

 Cairo handed me a short wooden stick, already unwrapped from its paper seal. At the end of the 

two-inch-long stick was a tip of silver nitrate. When we would declaw a puppy, we'd apply that silver 

nitrate to the wound to cauterize it. But these sticks had another use, one used only in dire emergencies. 

 With my left thumb and index finger, I pried open the puppy's mouth. I stuck the tip into the back 

of his throat, pressing it down, forcing his mouth open. I wanted to jump-start his lungs, force him to suck 

in air. 
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 I then tossed the stick onto the operating table and lifted the dog high over my head. I paused, as 

if sizing up a free throw, then propelled the small lump toward the ground, stopping just short of the floor. 

 Three more times I hurled the pup in a simulated free fall. Three times I jerked the newborn to a 

stop. Then I lifted him to my face. 

 The puppy blurred before me, its black skin bleeding into the pink of my palms.  

 My glasses were fogging up from warm, sweet breaths of life. 

 "That's it," I heard Musburger shout. "Villanova's done it." 

 I looked up to see Cairo placing a stitched-up mother into the incubator. Rubbing the black puppy 

a bit longer, I reveled in the feel of his small chest rising against my thumb. 

 We watched as the newborns crawled around, eyes closed, noses alert. They staggered into the 

plastic incubator sides, into each other, blindly seeking their slowly awakening mother.  

 I placed the small black puppy near her face. He attempted to stand on wobbly legs, then 

abandoned that attempt and belly-dragged himself up against his mother's large, furry ear. 

 Her eyes slitted open, staring. Then she shifted, nuzzling the puppy against her shoulder. 

 Cairo was already back in front of the TV. I stole a peek, and saw Villanova coach Rollie 

Massimino at midcourt, swallowed in a sea of exultant players and fans. 

 I walked over to the office. Cairo turned to greet me, extending his arm. In his hand was a full, 

open beer.  

 I would never know a moment like the Giz experienced that night before 23,000 fans at 

Lexington, Kentucky's Rupp Arena. I would never know the thrill of defeating a vaunted foe on a 

legendary basketball court. 

 But that night I had also defied the odds. 


