LETTING GO
JOEL HARRIS

On the train to New York I sat next to a young man who, with his
auburn hair and friendly smile, reminded me of my son, Stephen.
He nodded hello, then went back to watching a James Bond movie
on his portable computer. Most of the seats were taken. My wife sat
across the aisle from me in a vacant seat next to a young woman, also
traveling alone.

We were going to visit our son’s friend, Elisabeth, who had
shared a senior year dorm with Stephen and his dog. Now she
had Kinneson all to herself, a 13-year-old mix of Newfoundland,
German shepherd, and part husky, which could explain his howl-
ing-speak in dog tongue. He was a large black dog with tan legs.
Elisabeth had rescued Kinneson from Nicaragua a year after
Stephen’s death.

When my neighbor’s movie ended, we began to chat. He was
an architect living in Boston, visiting his fiancée in New York City.
Separate careers made the weekend commute necessary until they
resolved the geography of their love. He had majored in the liberal
arts and did graduate work at Cornell.

“My son was accepted at Cornell,” I told him. “We drove out
one weekend to inspect the school, took a quick walk around cam-
pus, got back in the car and drove home. ‘I don’t want to go there;
Steve said. ‘They have a reputation for working too hard. He went to
Wesleyan, instead.”

“He was right about that,” the young man replied. “What’s your
son doing now?”

“He went to graduate school and wound up teaching history in
Nicaragua, where he accidentally drowned.”
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“Oh, I'm sorry,” the architect said. My wife didn’t like me to
mention Stephen to anyone, especially strangers. It’s not fair to them,
she’d say. But it was one of my ways of keeping him alive. The archi-
tect had a strong foundation. He could handle a sad story.

“We’re going to visit my son’s dog. We haven’t seen him since
just before Steve died. Two years now. I wonder if he’ll remember
me.”

“Don’t worry,” he replied. “Dogs never forget.”

We pulled into Penn Station. I introduced him to my wife,
Andrea, and we wished one another well. He was a big man. I let him
shoulder his bag and exit in front of us. All my wife needed was one
look.

“You told him about Steve.”

Sheepishly, I nodded yes. “He reminded me of him.”

“I know;” she said, ruefully.

The next morning we took a cab to 24th and Third Avenue,
got out at the corner and walked slowly towards Elisabeth’s apart-
ment, a nondescript high-rise in a quiet neighborhood. Just then,
we saw Kinneson pulling Elisabeth along the sidewalk. Andrea went
to meet them as I followed, reluctantly, wondering how to express
grief to a dog who loved one’s son as much as you did, who was
beloved by him.

Kinneson had been kept hidden the entire senior year in the
dorm shared with Elisabeth and her cat, taken out by Steve, surrep-
titiously, on his nocturnal strolls. Stephen skipped more classes than
he attended, believing his encyclopedic mind would let him fake his
way through, and it almost did, just four credits short of graduat-
ing. Kinneson, under cover, came before class. Who could resist the
friendly dog?

Elisabeth, as beautiful as ever, had a way of making herself
modest in her bulky army coat, buttoned at the top, and low mil-
itary boots, not flattering but very practical. Goodness glowed
from her smile. She and Andrea hugged one another and I waited
my turn.

“Hello, Kinneson . .. How are you?” sang Andrea like a song to
her aging friend, last seen in Nicaragua.“Oh, it’s good to see you.”
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“Hello, David,” said Elisabeth. “I’'m so glad you came.” We had
grown closer since Steve died, more like family. We embraced and 1
telt tears beginning.

Kinneson shuffled over to me, sniffed my proftered hand and
stuck his head between my knees as if he were plugging himself into
a socket. For a moment he stood still as I quietly rubbed his ears and
neck, a moment of silent grief for his lost master . . . for my son. And
then he pulled his head out and looked up at me, and I said, “Hello,
Kinneson. How are you?” He didn’t howl his husky sound, and he
couldn’t jump on arthritic hind legs. He was my ghost of Steve, my
son’s love still inside him, the love of 11 years they shared.

Had loving Kinneson doomed Stephen, who leaped into the
Pacific Ocean in a vain attempt to save his friend’s dog, swept off the
rocks by a wave? It didn’t make any difference to Steve, he had to
help. I realized that’s why I couldn’t face Kinneson until now.

What were we going to do with Kinneson that week Stephen
died?

“Put him to sleep,” I said to his friend George. “Let’s assume
Stephen is in heaven. Why should we deprive him of his dog?” I was
angry at Kinneson for the need he created in Steve’s life. I was judge
of my son’s dog, showing him no mercy.

“You can’t do that,” George said. “Kinneson means too much to
all of us. Elisabeth would be shattered with both gone. We’ll figure
something out.”

Steve’s sister, Laurel, arranged for one of his teacher friends to
take Kinneson. He survived another year, until Elisabeth made her
pilgrimage to Nicaragua and brought him back. The teacher was
leaving for a job in India and had arranged to leave Kinneson with
someone else.

“Do you want to go for a walk?” asked Elisabeth. “Here, you take
his leash.”

Down the block we went with Kinneson pulling to the end of
his long leash. I was amazed how strong he was, even with his hind-
quarters collapsing beneath him.

“Kinneson was hit by a car and broke his hip, right after Steve
first got him.”



“I forgot,” I replied.““That must have been the five-hundred-dol-
lar emergency sophomore year.”

“He’s still in good condition,” said Elisabeth. “I work just a few
blocks away, so I can come back on lunch break and take him for a
walk.”

I thought of Steve on his long hikes around Providence with
Kinneson. Once, my brother and I found them on Atwells Avenue,
several miles from Steve’s apartment. We trailed him in the car, un-
til Steve chanced to look around, startled, and waved at us. He and
Kinneson often wandered the elegant Swan Point Cemetery at night.
Sometimes Steve would stop by a tomb, survey the night sky, and
smoke a joint in this peaceful place. One night Kinneson chased a
muskrat into the river, and as they thrashed about in the water, Steve
yelled to him to come back, afraid his dog would drown. Now, what
irony; Stephen, became the first to use the family plot.

I began to talk softly to Kinneson as we walked. He pulled me
wherever he wanted to go.“Good boy, Kinneson.” He’d turn around
and cock his head. “Do you remember me?” I asked. And off he’d
limp again. I was crying pretty steadily now, imagining Stephen walk-
ing with us, invisible except for the love that flowed between us.

Elisabeth took my arm and gave me one of her big smiles. She
had gotten past grief into a kind of beatitude, thankful for Steve and
his generous help in her life, thankful she could repay him by caring
for Kinneson.

“I'm much more independent now,” she said. “I've learned so
much from Steve. I'm finally growing up.”

“What a lucky dog, to have you,” I said.

“I took Kinneson to the veterinarian when we got back from
Nicaragua, and he said Kinneson is in good shape and should live an-
other two years ... One to go, if he’s lucky”

We turned south on Second Avenue, and Elisabeth pointed to-
wards Bellevue Hospital, where they brought the Twin Towers survi-
vors. It had been a season of grief for everyone.

“I wonder what Stephen would have made of all these events?”
I asked. “He missed the millennium and another war, big stuft for a
historian.”



“He’s watching,” replied Elisabeth. “Don’t worry, he knows all
about it.”

“I bet he’s optimistic that life will get better.”

Around another block, Elisabeth took the leash back with a bet-
ter sense of where Kinneson wanted to go, which trees to snift, and
which wire barriers to stumble over, placed to prevent dogs from
peeing on the tree.

“You're providing assisted care for Kinneson,” my wife said.“He’s
getting old.” It was on her mind. She had taken care of her father in
his own home. He died at 95, the same year as Steve.

“Tell me about it,” Elisabeth laughed, “all the vets and swim ther-
apy and medicine and food ... He eats me out of house and home.”

“He’s a living memorial,” I said.

When we approached another dog on a leash, Elisabeth brought
Kinneson back to the safety of her legs. He’d stop, half-squatting, perk
his ears inquisitively, as if he forgot he was supposed to growl and tug
at the leash. At the sight of Kinneson the other dogs barked aggres-
sively. Poor Kinneson didn’t know what to make of it.

“I have to protect him,” said Elisabeth. “He would never hurt a
flea”

“I haven’t been much help,’ I said, back in Elisabeth’s apartment.

“I understand how you felt,” she replied.

“I was angry. Thank God you persisted and took care of him.”

“Your daughter was a big help. When Kinneson was attacked
by a Rottweiler I knew I had to get him. There’s no leash law in
Nicaragua.” She laughed. “He was a victim of dog terrorism.”

Laurel had remarked how docile Kinneson had become, follow-
ing Elisabeth around, keeping her in his sight. Now, he sprawled quite
contented at her feet with one of Elisabeth’s cats snuggling next to
him.

“A case of unrequited love,” said Elisabeth. “She’s crazy about
Kinneson and he doesn’t pay her any attention.”

Elisabeth’s studio apartment had a moderate amount of clutter,
not as bad as she had warned. “My place is a mess. There was a good
reason Steve and I got along so well,” she had warned. How lucky
Kinneson was to have Steve’s love and now Elisabeth’s. He got to his
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teet with difficulty and limped over to me with a mournful look. I ca-
ressed my son’s devoted friend, his life cycle complete from puppy to
old man, a mystery for me to comprehend. I would have abandoned
him. Elisabeth had saved us both.

Oh Kinneson, if you could only tell me about Stephen, whose
brief life you shared more than anyone. I'm filled with such longing
to know my son and the man he would have become.You spoke to
me, Kinneson, when you were young, when I climbed stairs to Steve’s
apartment in Providence. I could hear you whining behind the door.
“Be quiet,” Steve urged. “It’s only Dad.” And you jumped into my
arms and licked my face. I always hugged my son, whom you had all
to yourself in that alcove under the eaves on Armington Street, with
his neatly stacked cases of videos and books and dust everywhere and
tur balls.

One year later, on his way to Nicaragua, Steve brought us his
boxed-up books and clothes, and left them behind in our cellar with
his old Mac computer, unwashed clothes, still redolent of his Steve-
odor, my deepest and most primitive memory. Ah, Kinneson, I am
like you, a dog in my memory of Steve’s smell. Surely you remember
me.

Several months after the funeral, Elisabeth took one of Steve’s
T=shirts so she could preserve her own memory of him. And I gave
her the cap he often wore, icon of his college days.

“Why hasn’t Steve come to me in my dreams?” I asked Andrea.
“It’s been a long while.”

“He’s very busy right now;” she replied, “meeting Socrates, Saint
Augustine, and George Washington . . . all his heroes.”

And as if to reassure me that he hadn’t forgotten, soon after, I had
my hoped-for dream.

I dreamt of Steve as an angel with wings, embracing me in an
affectionate flurry of feathers. He had a pony-sized dog with him,
Kinneson grown large. Stephen not only could fly but he could sit on
his pony-dog and go for a ride.

Stephen had his dream world, too. It was called “Dungeons and
Dragons.” I could never understand why he was so fascinated by it.
At lunch, while sitting in the Blue Water Grille, a crowded cafe in
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Union Square, I asked Elisabeth how James and George, his friends,
and Stephen could play one game year after year.

“Oh, I played it, too,” replied Elisabeth.

The tables outside were filled on this sunny November day and
the main dining room was packed, so we sat upstairs in the mezza-
nine, where a few tables remained. Kinneson had walked around the
apartment, nervously, when we got up to go. He didn’t whimper or
make a sound. We kissed him good-by.

“How did Stephen’s book, The History of Lathrim, fit in?” I
asked. “The one he was working on for so long.”

“It was Steve’s world,” replied Elisabeth, “evolving over the mil-
lennia with gods and humans struggling to coexist.” She smiled.“And
of course lots of good and evil. Steve envied James’s ability to create a
narrative off the top of his head, which is what a good dungeon mas-
ter is supposed to do, send you oft on some adventure in the character
you choose. James was the best D & D master of our group. He was
brilliant!”

“But Steve’s story was more a summary of history, a very tightly
written two hundred pages.”

“Steve was going to take us through his world, challenging us
along the way. We'd fill in the narrative with our own story as we
played the game. Steve’s history was just a guide. He wrote it down,
where James could rattle it off the top of his head.”

“What was Steve’s favorite character?”

“Oh, Paladin. No doubt about it!”” Elisabeth had not hesitated.
“He was always on the side of good.You know—protect the inno-
cent, save the fair maiden, rescue the beleaguered.”

Jump into the Pacific to save the fair maiden’s dog, I thought.

“Was Steve afraid he wouldn’t live up to his intelligence?”

“What do you mean?”

“If he tried too hard and still failed.”

“Oh no, Steve wasn’t into being better than anyone else. He was
just Steve, not competitive, not interested in taking credit. Whatever
he knew, he shared. He always helped his friends with counsel. He
lent us money without ever expecting its return. He knew he could
count on your backing him up.”



[ laughed. “You mean he took from the rich and gave to the
poor .. .like Robin Hood.”

“Like a Paladin. Do good for its own sake. That’s why we all
loved him so much. He was the spoke of the wheel that kept all his
friends together. He was an idealist, all right.”

“I don’t know where he got that from.”

“You had an influence on him,” she said.“A very big influence.”

She had said, finally, what I had wanted to hear.

“It took me until age forty to figure out how to live with the
good and evil in my world. That’s when I met Andrea, come to think
of it.”

Andrea laughed. “Don’t believe that for a minute.”

We were almost finished with lunch. The afternoon had
worn on, diners had come and gone; outside, on the sidewalk,
tables were still full. It was good to feel safe again in New York.
It always amazed me how cities could provide almost everyone
with sustenance—a glass of wine or a Greek salad, if that’s what
you wanted.

A year after graduation, Steve couldn’t find a steady job and,
worse, didn’t know how to look. He lived in a San Francisco flop-
house, in the tenderloin, a room with a toilet down the hall like
college. He did door-to-door political surveys for minimum wage,
walking around San Francisco with Kinneson, a step away from liv-
ing in one of the city parks with those sad addicted people who had
once loved the city, too, but didn’t know how to succeed, even at a
minimum. He was supposed to earn his keep, at least wait on tables
until he found something permanent. We went out to visit him near
the end of the year. Steve had stacks of newspapers in his room.

“Looking for a job,” he said. I kept him poor but provided a safety
net. Both of us were frustrated. I wanted him to stand on his own.

“What do you want to do?”’ I asked.

“I don’t know. What do you think I can do?”

“You’d make a good teacher”

“Why do you say that?” he asked.

“Because what you know you have a knack of explaining very
clearly. You have to find something you can look forward to doing
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every day. Something that you love regardless of how much money
you can make.”

“Well, I like history.”

“Stay here another month. If you can’t find work, come back
and finish your degree. Go to graduate school, get a master’s in his-
tory and teach.”

Our table had grown silent. Elisabeth was sitting in between
Andrea and me. One hand lay on the table bunched into a fist. I cov-
ered it with my own and she unclenched her hand and gave mine a
reassuring squeeze.

“What do we do when Kinneson dies?” Elisabeth asked. “I want
to ask your permission for something.”

“What’s that?”

“I'd like to cremate Kinneson and sprinkle his ashes on Stephen’s
grave. I think Steve would like that.”

“It’s a great idea,” Andrea said.

“Sounds good to me. Do we have to put his name on the stone,
too?” I meant it as a joke.

“Just do it,” Andrea repeated.

Outside on the busy corner of 17th and Broadway, Andrea
kissed Elisabeth good-by. Elisabeth and 1 embraced, neither
wanting to stop. I loved her as I loved Stephen. She was my
lodestar, my guide to his world. It would be an arduous journey.
We hugged and finally let go.



