
        January 10, 1991 

 

 

Ivan is dead.   

 

 
Where Ivan Came From 

 

Ten years ago on New Year’s Day we found him at the Humane Society kennel, 

just two years old, 20 pounds underweight, and encrusted with filth from nose to 

tail and from ears to toes.  He had been removed from an environment of abuse 

and neglect, and there had been no time to clean him up.  Despite the neglect 

and the dirt and the smell, I saw his essential Great Big Shaggy Doginess, and we 

took him home, gave him a bath, and loved him ever since. 

 

 
Ivan’s Names 

 

Over time the names we called Ivan changed, evolved, and accumulated into the 

following list:  Ivan, Ivers, Mr. Dog, Bouvie, Boobie, Boovers, Booble, Buggles, 

Truffle Nose, Nose Brain, Garbage Mouth, Ivan the Dog.... 

 

 
Ivan the Dog 

 

Ivan was a real dog.  He looked like a dog.  He smelled like a dog.  You could roll 

around on the floor with him.  He looked at you with a real presence inside his 

big brown eyes.  When we played in the school yard across the street, Ivan 

grabbed the leash with powerful jaws and dragged you across the grass.  If you 

recaptured the leash from him he charged and leapt for it, his teeth snapping 

with a terrifying sound.  Cats ran from him; large dogs cowered; neighbors and 

passers-by stayed clear.    

 

 
Ivan’s Hair 

 

Ivan shed hairs everywhere, in an improbable process that seemed to insert dog 

hairs inside cans of bamboo shoots from China, within vacuum-sealed pouches of 

South American coffee, and into the heart of California oranges.  One benefit of 

Ivan’s abundant hair was how it allowed us to clean house by scooping up the 
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handfuls of dog hair gathered in every corner.  During weeks when he was 

shedding, we didn’t even have to bend over: we just nudged the hair balls with 

our elbows and they rolled out the door. 
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Ivan the Guard Dog 

 

Ivan was a guard dog.  When we walked the neighborhood streets even 

neighbors who knew us crossed the streets.  “That’s a real bear you got there,” 

they said.  Or, “Ooh, a Bouvier; they bad.”  When Ivan was in the yard he bounded 

along the iron fence, matching steps with terrified pedestrians on the other side.  

If he caught a glimpse of the postal carrier or the U.P.S. driver he went wild, 

barking and lunging at the door to assert his territorial prerogatives against 

uniformed intruders. 

 

With Ivan we felt safe being home, safe walking the neighborhood, and safe 

leaving the house empty.  We never saw what he would do to an intruder, but 

believed it would not be pleasant and suspected it would be final.  During the 

day Ivan watched the sidewalk or the front door to protect us from outsiders, and 

at night he placed his body at the foot of our bed to be with us and guard his 

family. 
 
Ivan at Play 

 

When the weather was nice we took Ivan to Belle Isle so he could chase after 

rabbits, sniff the flowers, and wade in the river up to his belly.  He cruised the 

entire peninsula, his big black truffle nose to the ground as he trotted in his 

crooked sideways alignment, moving like a truck that had twisted its frame in 

some dimly remembered accident and now always had to advance slightly askew.  

Ivan’s goal on Belle Isle was to find a dead animal or a ripe beached fish and roll 

in the carrion, his toes wiggling at the clouds.   

 

Ivan’s most memorable Belle Isle visit was the night Reena was scheduled to fly to 

New York.  We decided to take him for a brief walk before driving to the airport.  

Ivan was trotting ahead of us in the dusk when suddenly he spotted a herd of the 

deer that live on the island.  Instantly he took off after them, barking across the 

meadow, reckless across the road, leaping over the river, then disappearing into 

the darkening woods.  We ran after, shouting his name, but couldn’t reel him 

back to us against the instinctive tug of wild game.  For almost an hour we drove 

and called as the deadline for the airplane advanced, until finally Ivan trotted out 

of the black woods towards us, jumped into the back of the car, and instantly fell 

asleep. 

 

 
Ivan Eats 
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Until the day before he died mealtime for Ivan was a joyous ceremony.  He 

bounded up and down and spun in circles until his filled bowl appeared before 

him.  The food was always the same, but he gulped it in seconds and then licked 

the dish.  After Tal was born, Ivan waited expectantly for baby food to drop from 

the table, and this symbiosis kept the floor clean and the dog happy. 

 

 One cold winter when Ivan was still young, we hung a 5 pound salami from the 

ceiling to harden.  For weeks and months we resisted the temptation to eat it.  

After Reena had been in New York for three weeks, and the salami had dried to a 

withered perfection, I decided it was time to sample a slice.  On the day I planned 

to taste the salami I came home and found Ivan strangely quiet, neither hungry 

nor bouncy.  I looked up.  The salami was gone.  No trace remained, not even the 

cellophane wrapper, the string, or the metal tag.  

 

Ivan never found another 5 pound salami, but neither did he stop looking.  

Whenever we left the house Ivan accompanied us to the door, dutifully hunkering 

down as if preparing to wait endlessly for our return.  But as soon as the key 

turned in the lock he headed to the kitchen to forage.  For sometimes we were 

careless, and when this happened, our food always disappeared. 

 

To supplement his daily diet, every morning after the two cats finished eating 

Ivan snuck back into the kitchen, put his front paws on the counter, took the cat 

dishes in his mouth and licked them clean.  As he got older he became bold and 

then brazen, so in the last months you heard the clatter of cat dishes as soon as 

you left the room.  And during these last weeks Ivan grabbed the cat food dishes 

even as you watched him.    

 

 
Ivan’s Trick 

 

Ivan’s single trick was rolling onto his back so you could rub his belly.  The signal 

was to wiggle your fingers and say “belly belly.”   

 

 
Ivan the Family Member 

 

Ivan wanted to be part of the family, so he trotted from room to room as we 

moved, flopping down in the middle of the action to join us.  He flopped onto 
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Tal’s jigsaw puzzles.  He flopped on the the kitchen floor while dinner was being 

prepared.  He flopped on the Sunday newspapers when they were spread on the 

floor.  And every night Ivan flopped at the foot of the bed where sometimes, 

when the room was dark and we were half asleep, we stepped on him. 

 

 
Ivan’s Health 

 

Because Ivan was a large dog—85 pounds—and an old dog—12 years this 

month—he started to develop the problems of age.  He lost his hearing, or 

perhaps just decided it was more convenient to pretend to be deaf.  He had 

trouble with his hips.  It became difficult for him to bounce when food came, and 

going up and down stairs seemed painful.   

 

 
The Death of Ivan   

 

For the last year I wondered if Ivan would live through the winter.  When I 

thought of Ivan’s death I imagined burying him in our yard.  Rather than 

anticipate the loss I planned the logistics of digging a hole and lowering his body 

into the earth.  But the ground freezes in winter, and it wasn’t clear if Ivan would 

still be alive when it thawed. 

 

This last week Ivan’s difficulty became painful to watch.  His legs would give out 

and he would totally collapse.  Yesterday he stopped eating and all day lay 

unresponsive in one spot.  Last evening he suddenly mustered all his energy and 

improbably lurched upstairs, collapsing outside our bedroom.  His desire to 

protect us had moved him through the pain of climbing stairs one last time.  I 

saw he wouldn’t be able to move again, so I carried him down and made him 

comfortable by the front door.   

 

To make sure Ivan didn’t try to move again, and to keep him company, I slept on 

the floor next to him.  Ivan shifted during the night, and at one point wanted to 

go outside, but after standing for five minutes he collapsed on the snow and had 

to be carried inside.  Ivan breathed hard all night, became incontinent, and 

smelled like death. 
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This morning I took him to a clinic for x-rays and tests.   I carried him into the car, 

and then from the car into the clinic.  And then I looked once more into Ivan’s 

sad sad eyes and left. 

 

Reena and Tal and Micah were there when the veterinarian suggested that Ivan’s 

problems went far beyond his bad hips; there was a possibility of cancer; and 

even if we authorized extensive and expensive tests, the prognosis was dismal. 

 

And so Reena and Tal also said goodbye to Ivan and signed a release to have him 

euthanized. 

 

We’ll get his ashes back and bury him in the yard, under the big tree, with a little 

piece of white marble marking the spot, next to where the cats are buried.  And 

we’ll get another dog, another Bouvier to be sure, and we may even call him Ivan, 

but it won’t be the same.   

 

We said goodbye to our dog today, and we’re all very sad.  If you knew Ivan, 

remember how he was when you last saw him.  We’ll remember Ivan for a long 

long time. 

 


