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Wait and See

Nothing is permanent in this wicked world,
not even our troubles. (Monsieur Verdoux)

W

hen I called my husband eighteen hours after picking
up our eight-week-old poodle and said, “I hate our
puppy. She is a demon,” I absolutely meant it. In hindsight,
when I think about the way I collapsed onto the floor to cry
(while my floppy-eared, rust-colored puppy gnawed persistently, painfully on the leg of my jeans), I can’t help feeling a
little embarrassed. In hindsight, knowing that my puppy would
be essentially house-trained in a matter of days, that the allnight barking would desist in a couple of weeks, and that, although the biting would continue, I would learn to successfully
deflect it, I can see that I was being a touch overdramatic.
But it felt like a very hopeless, very horrible situation at the
time. For one thing, I was anxious—she was meant to be a balm
for my panicky soul, but that first day, there was nothing remotely balm-like about her. For another, I was sleep deprived—
after a couple hours of shrill and persistent barking, I had
crawled to the floor in the middle of the night and slept beside
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her crate, desperate for silence, but her distress still pierced my
ears at exhausting intervals. I was also hungry and filthy. I’d
spent all day chasing her around the house, scrubbing urine
out of the carpet with a brightly colored cloth she tried to
snatch while I scrubbed; prying couch cushions, table legs, cables, blankets, and bits of garbage from her jaws; and attempting to walk around the neighborhood with a leash tangled up
in my legs. She was just a puppy, I know, but the tumble of it
all left me with very little time to eat, let alone to shower. And
at night she became a raving lunatic—something the internet
assured me was completely normal—biting and snarling and
jumping at my legs and hands and crotch with what seemed
like the intent to kill, the whites of her eyes flashing along
with the whites of her teeth.
I was upset enough to google “I got a puppy and now I
don’t want it.” I’m not sure what I was looking for; I had no intention of returning the thing. That would have been failure of
the most embarrassing kind, and frankly, I think I was convinced that returning the puppy would mean admitting I was
incapable of caring for little beings: if I couldn’t handle a dog, I
could certainly never have children. I think mostly I was looking for validation. I wanted somebody to tell me, “Yes, this is
hard—you’re not the only one,” so I was pleased to discover
other people (guiltily) online admitting fuming hatred for their
new dogs. Various chat forums and articles assured me, it will
get better; getting a puppy wasn’t necessarily the worst decision
of your life; give it 30 days and you probably won’t hate her
anymore; wait and see.
I’m not good at wait and see. I like to be assured, now,
about everything.
My husband and I decided to get a dog for all the typical
reasons: we love the outdoors, we love animals, and we believed a dog would fit nicely into our lifestyle. We also thought
it might be a kind of training ground for children. Yes, we
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knew that a dog was a far lesser commitment, nothing like
bringing a human child into our home, but we hoped that sacrificing our time and money in smaller ways for another sentient being might help to prepare us for the much larger and
longer-term sacrifices of parenthood. Plus, if we could keep a
dog alive, I figured it was more or less likely that we could keep
a kid alive, too.
Since Daniel and I got married almost two years ago, my
mother has never once pushed the subject of grandchildren,
though I know she is looking forward to the prospect of having
them. And despite the disappointment of her oldest child and
only daughter getting a dog instead of having a baby, she embraced the decision with enthusiasm. (Perhaps because she
recognizes it as a baby step toward babies, but still.) Weeks before I picked up our puppy, she purchased a chew toy for her
“grand-dog”—a purple and yellow rubber pelican that was
meant to be a child’s bath toy, but has held up wonderfully
under the jaws of our chew-crazy dog. And despite the fact
that my mom was the least experienced relative when it came
to dogs, she was the most supportive—both physically and
emotionally—during the initial tiredness and frustration and
bleeding fingers that came with getting a dog.
That first night, a couple hours into a fitful sleep punctuated
by barking, I texted her a little after midnight: Hey mama, you
awake? She said yes, asked if I was okay. I said I was a little
overwhelmed, I don’t know how to do this. (Admitting incompetence in any area, even to my mother, feels like failure
to me, so this text felt vulnerable indeed.)
Her response, which could have been “You were the one
who wanted a puppy” or “You’ve made your bed and now you
have to sleep in it . . . (or try and fail to sleep in it, given the
circumstances—ha),” was instead full of empathy: The first
few nights of having a baby are the hardest, she said. You will
figure things out. And you are a fantastic mom simply because
Wait and See
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you care enough to try your best. Just remember this is all new
for her, too.
Of course, it wasn’t a baby. It was a dog. So I did not expect such a reaching out—such inclusion. I am careful not to
conflate getting a dog with having a baby. I have watched
friends have babies, and I can tell, even from afar, that my experience is clearly not equal, not even close. But the fact that,
in the midst of some lesser version of “parenting distress,” my
mother chose to validate my experience by letting me into the
mothering club—well, that was a gesture of empathy and understanding I could never have anticipated, one that made me
feel less alone.
Having children is something I feel I must do—for religious
reasons, and maybe biological reasons, too—but I fear my abilities may be insufficient for the task. Like most Mormon women,
I’ve been taught from girlhood that becoming a mother is my
highest calling in life, and for many of my female friends, this
has led to a sense of pride in their chosen roles as homemakers
and caregivers, but for me it has led mostly to anxiety and fear.
I am very good at many things—I’m at least competent at
reading, writing, cooking, drawing, gardening, and six forms of
dance—but nurturing has never been my strong suit. The first
time one of my friends had a baby, I flat-out refused to hold
the infant, convinced I was going to break her. My mother was
the same: intellectual, capable, not at all attuned to the needs
of babies or toddlers, which is perhaps comforting because she
still managed, with the help of my father, to have four children
who’ve all reached adulthood, and who seem to be turning out
all right. I was her first child, and she tells me her most pressing concern as a new mother, was that I would drown in the
bath. I imagine her uncertainty and furrowed brows as she attempted to grip my tiny, squirming, soap-slick body and can’t
help but smile at her worry, her inexperience, recognizing it as
a mirror image of my own.
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At the age of almost twenty-seven, I watch my friends
with one or two or even three children clinging to their arms
and legs and feel simultaneously antsy and terrified. This emotional state is what led, I suppose, to the dog. That zooming,
tumbling, nibbling, yapping thing from hell.
Part of the problem was that my husband, Daniel, was
hundreds of miles away on a week-long business trip. I could
have delayed pickup until Daniel was home, but hilariously, we
thought a puppy would be the perfect cure for loneliness while
he was away. And despite the fact that I had parents and siblings and in-laws nearby, I couldn’t really ask them to sleep
over. So there was nobody to trade off potty breaks—it was all
me, every two hours of the night.
Before getting a puppy, I did all my research. I was the
kind of person who would have smirked at the “I hate my
puppy” version of myself and thought, You clearly don’t know
what you’re doing. The thing is, I was doing everything right. I
was offering toys when she tried to bite my arms, but she
seemed to prefer my arms to the toys. I was giving her opportunities for exercise, but she seemed utterly unwilling to walk
more than a few hundred feet before flopping down on her
belly, and fetch was not part of her repertoire. Instead of playing vigorously in the backyard, she nibbled tall grass. I was
feeding her on a schedule, taking her outside to potty after she
ate, after she napped, after she played. I was withholding water
two to three hours before bedtime. I had a chart, for heaven’s
sake, scheduling her puppy needs at hourly increments—it was
the background image on my cell phone’s home screen, and I
did my best to follow it. But for the first time in my life, impeccable organization wasn’t helping. She still needed to pee at all
hours of the night.
The lack of a predictable routine made me feel incredibly
insecure, because, like I said, I don’t do well with “wait and
see.” I’m equally unsure about “It’ll turn out all right in the
Wait and See
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end.” This is the primary reason why I continue refilling my
prescription for birth control every three months, even after I
think I’ve decided it’s time to stop—time to grow our little
family. Even though I would perform outrageous amounts of
research beforehand, there’s no way to predict what kind of
people my children will be, or what challenges I might be required to face on their behalf. And although I’ve watched
friends do these things with relative grace and ease, I am made
nervous by all the unknowns.
This is not a quality I am proud of, nor is it a quality I’ve
been taught to admire. Good people—and good mothers, especially—learn a trusting kind of patience, the kind that keeps
you calm when all hell is breaking loose. Eve, mother of all,
walked headlong into parenthood without a backward glance,
without a clue what she was in for, or so it would seem. She
took a bite of the fruit without any prodding from Adam, without the examples of friends, without even a mortal mother to
empathize—so that her children could live. It seems unlikely
that Eve would have opted to get a dog first, even if it had
been an option. It also seems unlikely that Eve would have lost
her marbles over a little excessive barking and accidental pee
on the hearth mat, had she sprung for the dog after all.
But I can’t help hesitating . . . getting a dog is a ten- to
fifteen-year commitment, at most. Having a baby is for life.
And as much as I like to think of raising Juniper as baby boot
camp, there is no real training ground for children, not really.
I remember realizing, as a teenager, that my mother had
never been a mother before. We butted heads like goats for
years—both of us stubborn, both of us afraid to admit when we
were wrong. By the time I was twelve we had moved five times
and my mother promised (foolishly) that we would stay put till I
had graduated from high school. We didn’t. I remember vividly
my response when she and my father announced, gently, two
years later that we would probably be moving to Provo for a job.
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I stood up without a word, walked briskly to my room, and
slammed my door (which was decorated with appropriate adolescent symbols of angst, like caution tape and melodramatic
song lyrics).
Of course, looking back as an adult, I feel for her. I’m sure
I had pressed for assurances, middle–school–aged and insecure,
longing desperately for a world I could predict as my very body
morphed into something strange and unknown. But how could
I demand such a promise? And how could I be angry when the
world shifted beneath her, a mere mortal, a few years later, and
she had to break it? She quieted my adolescent frustration with
the gamble of a promise, and lost.
I responded to the move as dramatically as possible: black
studded belts and black nail polish on my fingers and toes, black
eyeliner like an Egyptian’s. I made friends with kids who came
to woodshop wasted and smoked cigarettes in the parking lot
during lunch. I thought they were stupid for attempting to use
power tools in that slap-happy state, and I wasn’t a fan of the
smell that lingered on their skin in the afternoons, but I needed
them around to prove a point, to create an image. They were
props, my pawns in a private war. I pretended to hate school the
way they did, even though I was secretly getting As. I called my
mother “Cassy,” in imitation of the way my friends called their
stepmothers and stepfathers by their first names. I thought it
made me seem older, somehow both respectful and quietly insulting. My mother thought so, too—the quietly insulting bit,
anyway.
About a year after the move, a few things happened in
quick succession: I got fed up with my self-medicating friends,
realized I had burned bridges with basically every other person
in the school by hanging out with them, and discovered that
my mom might not actually deserve the punishment I was dishing out. I wish I could remember what prompted that last revelation. Maybe it was the fact that in the midst of all my anger
Wait and See
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she still did her best to make me feel at home: buying buckets of
red and cream paint for my room and helping me paint over the
hideous powder-blue walls; stripping the rose-colored carpet and
replacing it with hardwood flooring and an enormous rug; taking
me back-to-school shopping at the punk-rock clothing store;
inviting my friends over for dinner, despite their less-than-savory
habits and demeanor. She made it abundantly clear that I was
wanted, regardless of nail color, regardless of scowl. And so I remember standing in our hallway one day and thinking with surprise, My mom has never been a mom before, so she probably
has no idea what she’s doing, just like me. I remember crying—
because of guilt, but also because of empathy—perhaps the first
little twinges I had ever felt for the woman who birthed me. I
stopped calling her Cassy and went back to calling her Mom.
More than a decade later, I was still responding to innocuous life events with unnecessary drama. The second day of
puppy ownership was almost as bad as the first, and in the middle of family dinner, seated around a table on the deck with
my parents, my siblings, a sister-in-law, an uncle, an aunt, and
the puppy tethered to a table leg, I knew I was going to lose it.
I could feel the disorientation of panic swelling up inside my
chest, spinning in my head. I had just enough wherewithal to
stand, quietly, giving my mom a significant look as I headed for
the door. She told my youngest brother in a casual voice that
he was in charge of the puppy, and followed me inside, where I
was doubled over, breathing hard and fast, hands shaking.
She linked an arm through my elbow and walked me gently
out the front door and down the street, far enough that I could
sob and choke in her arms without everybody on the back
deck being privy to the experience. The worst of it lasted only
a few minutes, and then we walked around the block twice,
and she listened, rubbing my hand.
I don’t remember what I said—I’m sure the words “puppy”
and “tired” and “barking” were all mentioned more than once.
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And by the end of our second circuit, when I was calm enough
to realize the absurdity of having a meltdown in the middle of
family dinner because I got a puppy, I said remorsefully, “I’m
sorry,” and then, “I’m sorry,” again.
She knew that I was apologizing for many things: for making her leave in the middle of family dinner, for losing control,
for being the kind of person who can’t handle the stress of
something as mundane as getting a dog. “You don’t need to be
sorry,” she said, matter-of-factly. “You know, I didn’t know
what I was going to get when I had kids. But when I decided to
have you, I knew I had to be okay with whoever you turned
out to be, so you don’t need to apologize to me for the fact that
this is part of who you are. Okay?”
I said, “Okay,” and we turned the corner to see my brothers
on the front lawn with the puppy, laughing, running around
as she barked at their heels.
I am at once profoundly grateful for my mother’s acceptance of me and profoundly unsure of whether I am capable of
that level of acceptance. Contrary to what I might have hoped,
getting a dog has made me less certain than ever before that I
am capable of mothering. To accept whatever might be, to relinquish control, to wait and see—these are the tasks that send
my brain into panic, the mental and emotional gymnastics
that make me lose my grip, that send me spinning sideways
into debilitating fear. That first week, I told Daniel again and
again that I hated our puppy—a helpless little being I was supposed to love. And once during that week, I called him in
tears to declare with absolute certainty, “I don’t think we can
have kids.”
I worry that I won’t be able to handle the physical reality
of motherhood—the crying and the diapers and the markers
on the walls—that I will leave the children too often in the
living room so I can hyperventilate on the porch. I worry that
their childhoods will feel never-ending and impossible, and
Wait and See
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that, as a result, I will fail them day by day—that I will taint
them or break them or drown them in the bath. I worry that
already I have failed them, by waiting to conceive. But then I
remind myself, we don’t know how long Eve was in the garden
before she decided to leave.
Having a puppy has gotten better, easier, which seems to be
the case with most difficult things. She is, after all, only a dog.
Panic doesn’t last forever, and the drama of adolescence evolves
almost imperceptibly into the drama of being an adult. But
when you are sleep-deprived and inexperienced, teary-eyed and
overwhelmed, it is very difficult to remember that nothing is
permanent, that nothing is without end. I have been told by
many friends who are also new mothers that this is how having
a baby will feel—for months probably, instead of weeks. And if
my own adolescence is any indication, the torment of waiting
for my children to turn out all right will stretch into years,
maybe a lifetime, which feels like an impossible amount of time
to wait and hope.
On the last day of solo puppy ownership, after several days
barely better than the first, I took my puppy to the vet for a
wellness check—just to make sure everything was fine, just to
establish that she was healthy, because that’s what responsible
puppy owners do. I strapped her into the passenger seat of our
car, connecting harness to seatbelt, because I knew how much
she would bark in the back and I couldn’t take even ten more
minutes of that relentless sound. She pushed the shifter into
neutral twice before we arrived, trying desperately to scramble
onto my lap while I drove. But we made it to the vet, somehow, and I hefted her—already fourteen pounds and growing—into my arms, walked through the door, and set her down
on the cold metal table. To my dismay, the nurse, who laughed
incredulously at her size, began to frown as she looked at the
thermometer. My puppy had a fever of 103.5. “Concerning, for
a puppy,” said the vet. “It might be any number of things.”
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Some of them basically harmless, some of them life threatening. “Why don’t you just keep an eye on her, see if she develops any other symptoms: vomiting, diarrhea, lethargy.” I left
carrying an impossible weight in addition to my fourteenpound puppy: wait and see, wait and see.
That night, Mom came over just to hang out, to see if I
needed any help. When she knocked on the door, I was already in tears: the puppy was jumping and snapping, possessed
(as usual) by her special brand of evening-induced lunacy; I
had spent the whole day feeling the heat in her nose and her
paws, wondering if she seemed more sleepy than usual, wondering if the hacking sound she had made at 3:00 a.m. was a
symptom of illness or just a symptom of eating trash while my
back was turned, worrying that I would fail this puppy completely, that she would die in the night and I would be the
only person to blame; and what’s more, she stank—a stink beyond compare that seemed to be rubbing off on my hair and
my clothes.
“She needs a bath,” my mom said, matter-of-factly. “You
need a bath, too.”
I raised my eyebrows, wondering how in the world we would
wrangle this fourteen-pound ball of orange-red fur and teeth and
legs into a tub filled with water. But somehow, between the two
of us—me, exhausted and anxious, and my mom, a woman who
doesn’t normally get within ten feet of a dog—we managed.
After a few minutes of struggle, Juniper settled into the rhythm
of water and suds, letting my mom’s long-fingered hands massage
her ears, her legs, the loose folds of skin on her back. With her
muzzle resting heavy in the palm of my hand, she fell asleep—
Mom quietly reminded me to keep her head above water.
Momentarily, it seemed like everything might turn out all
right, after all. For a few minutes at least, Juniper seemed small
and young and sweet—even if she was also, most certainly, a
demon.
Wait and See
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Remembering that night, I wonder if this is how my mom
felt about me as a girl with black leather bracelets up my arms,
because it is certainly how I think of myself when I remember
that adrift and cranky teen. I wonder if it’s the way all mothers
feel about all children not yet grown, human or otherwise. If
reconciling their innocence with their tumult is simply part of
learning how to love, in the midst of our own fear and exhaustion and rage.
I do love Juniper now, five months later—my fifty-pound
giant of a puppy. She has changed, almost imperceptibly, gaining height and better manners every month. Reading what I
have written, I am almost surprised by the acute worry and trouble of my own so-recent past. It’s easy to look back now, and
misremember. After a couple weeks of almost relentless nighttime barking we would learn that her sleeplessness and her fever
and her stink were the result of a double ear infection, which,
once resolved, would essentially solve her nightly discontent. I
remember in snapshots what those weeks were like—the way
Daniel offered me earplugs when he returned from his trip, volunteering for solo nighttime potty duty many days in a row; the
way I lost my temper twice and gripped her little jaws with more
force than was required; the way she ripped my clothes and
punctured my skin and licked up cigarettes from the gutter with
delight. But memory fails to contain the physical weight of exhaustion and anxiety—already I am prone to forget what it was
like to be a person so inexperienced and overwhelmed.
I don’t know when we will have children, and I don’t know
how to prepare myself for the many years I will inevitably spend
waiting and hoping, wondering whether they will find joy,
whether they will forgive me my failures and learn to cope with
their own. I hope I will be able to accept them as they are. I expect that often I will not—that often I will see my own fear in
their wildness or petulance or trembling, and I will want to
control them. I will want to make a chart for their lives and
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force them to follow it. But I will do my best to fight these
urges. I will do my best to wait and see—the way my mother
has waited, is still waiting, ever so patiently, for me.
For now, Juniper dives beneath the bed in silly joy, army
crawling for lost socks, and I laugh. She trots easily by my side
on mountain paths, gathering burrs and stickers as she goes.
She sits in the bath without resistance—thank heaven—and
soaks us with her shaking when the bath is done. She gallops
like a horse when I throw the tennis ball, and I wait, but she
does not always bring it back.
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