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			It begins with my dog, now dead, who all his long life carried about in his head the brown eyes of my father, keen, loving, accepting, sorrowful, whatever; they were Daddy’s all right, handed on, except for their phosphorescent gleam tunneling the night which I have to concede was a separate gift.

			—from “The Retrieval System”
    by MAXINE KUMIN

		

	
		preface

		MILLS RESERVATION is a heavily wooded county park that stretches along the hilly ridge marking the northwest boundary of my town, Montclair, New Jersey. A series of trails meanders through the forest, some offering spectacular views of Manhattan, just a half-hour’s drive east. The park, designed by the famed Frederick Law Olmsted, winds across 157 acres.

		Like almost every bit of surviving greenery in northern New Jersey, this space feels under continuous siege from developers. Another hideous, overpriced house seems to pop up on its perimeter every month. The trails grow more crowded with families herding kids, with retirees out for walks, all thirsting for some green, a quiet place to stroll and gaze out at the majestic skyline across the Hudson.

		Mills is also unofficial headquarters for the town’s thriving dog universe. The first wave starts arriving at dawn: solitary people who want to walk alone with their canine pals; people with enormous or unreliable dogs who need a run before the park fills up; commuters who need to get their walks in before they hit the 7:10; dog-walking and doggie play groups led by people whose fanny packs are filled with balls, treats, bottled water (for the dogs), and poop bags.

		The rescue people stick to the narrower, less-traveled paths, keeping careful watch over dogs freshly liberated from shelters or found on streets; saved from death, abuse, neglect, or abandonment; in various stages of physical and emotional rehab. They talk constantly to the sometimes nervous dogs, assessing the latest arrivals, watching for signs of illness or other trouble, soothing them, teaching them their new names, routines, commands.

		The biggest invasion happens after work. Until dark, the woods echo with barks. People passing on the paths often introduce their dogs, though not usually themselves. It’s a friendly group nonetheless, trading information about newly discovered spots—lakes, trails, patches of woods—where they can take dogs to run. Dogs who spend time here tend to grow fond of people, whose pockets are generally stuffed with biscuits to share.

		Mills provides a neat microcosm of America’s canine experience: more dogs than ever, fewer places where they can go, fewer ways they can interact with the world.

		Everyone except the newest newcomers is a scarred veteran of the struggle between dog lovers, the “civilian” population, and the county authorities, who launch sporadic ineffective crusades to drive the dogs and their people back, or at least contain them. In this corner of the megalopolis, as in most places, much of what dogs naturally do—run loose, gather in packs, chase after one another, have sex, roll in smelly stuff—is frowned upon or illegal.

		The best estimates I’ve seen—from the Humane Society of the United States—indicate that non-dog households outnumber dog households at about a sixty-forty ratio, which is probably why dog people lose most of their intensifying civic struggles over leash laws and dog bans, curbs and prohibitions.

		Dog owners are a stubborn lot, however, and Mills is one of the last treasured redoubts in this populated region for people who want to give their dogs a real run or a chance to play with other dogs. It draws Labs, terriers, rescued greyhounds and whippets, poodles and pit bulls, rottweilers and “Heinz 57” mongrels. The purebreds and show dogs trot and run alongside the mutts; the high-strung working breeds sniff and woof at the family pets.

		THERE, on any given day, you might meet Ginnie, a deaf pit bull who was shot in the head. Her owner, a lawyer named John who normally hates dogs, accidentally struck her with his car as she wandered, wounded, along a street in Belleville, just outside Newark. He took her in, to his own astonishment and the horror of his wife and neighbors, and now adores her. He hates dogs more than ever, he insists; it’s just that he loves Ginnie.

		To see grumpy John communicating with Ginnie by stomping his foot—she can feel the vibrations—and then gesturing elaborately while she looks at him lovingly, wags her tail, and learns to sit and stay—responding more quickly than most hearing pets—is to glimpse the amazing emotional landscape that exists between some people and their dogs.

		You might, alternatively, run into Sadie, the one-eyed shepherd-husky mix who was thrown from an overpass onto Interstate 280. She bounced off a speeding car and landed on the shoulder alongside a BMW driven by an ABC News producer, who proceeded to spend $4,000 on the veterinary surgery that saved her and gave her a phosphorescent eye-patch that glows in the dark—useful for locating her at night but occasionally unnerving to passersby. Sadie and Ginnie have become friends, and the sight of the two of them jogging along a path at dusk is memorable.

		You might also encounter Shadow, the English sheepdog imported from Europe, strolling imperiously along on a leash festooned with ribbons won in herding trials and competitions. Or Ditz, the aptly named tiny Chihuahua who scoots safely between the legs of Moose, a mighty but genial bull mastiff. Moose is not to be confused with another mastiff who walks in Mills, accompanied by a bright-red parrot who rides on his collar, squawking curses at other dogs.

		But it was Rushmore and his owner, Kate DeLand, who first planted the germ of the idea that became this book. Arriving at Mills with my border collies one fall morning, I came across these two standing at the edge of the parking area, both looking bewildered and uneasy.

		Rushmore, a blue-eyed, classically beautiful German shepherd, paid my circling dogs no attention at all. He seemed, in fact, to be looking right past us.

		“Excuse me,” Kate ventured. She was braver. “This is our first time here. I’m not sure what to do. Is there any protocol?” She did look out of place: she was wearing too-tailored wool pants and an expensive-looking sweater, and she was equipped with none of the dog paraphernalia most people toted through the Reservation.

		She was right to ask; a complex set of rules and conventions govern Mills, a critical understanding anywhere dog people congregate in crowded urban or suburban areas. In their own self-interest, responsible dog owners are a tough, self-policing lot.

		•    •    •

		FIRST, I told her, the wealthy residents of the adjacent new housing developments didn’t like running into so many dogs and were calling the county sheriff to complain.

		The police, therefore, had launched another of their periodic assaults, hiding in the woods in SUVs, popping out now and then to issue dire warnings or write hundred-and-fifty-dollar tickets when they spotted dogs being walked off-leash. Signs prohibiting dogs had sprouted all over the park.

		The dog people seemed the more determined of the combatants; they’d never quit. Non–dog lovers had other parks to stroll through, but for the dog people, it had come down to Mills. They knew the hard-pressed county cops wouldn’t invest manpower in dog patrols for long. And they were used to guerrilla warfare.

		They had taken to blowing whistles and shouting warnings when they spotted the police. Two groups even carried walkie-talkies and stationed spotters at the park entrance to spread the word when sheriff’s deputies arrived, so that everybody could leash up.

		In general, the regulars were cautious, I told Kate, letting dogs off-leash only if they were reliable with people, if they’d been socialized to behave well with other dogs, if they were well-trained and under control. They cleaned up after their dogs, avoided walking in large packs in the more heavily trafficked areas of the Reservation. If they encountered elderly or disabled people, or young children, or anybody who looked remotely uneasy, they leashed their dogs or moved them off the paths. Anyone whose dog bit another dog—as opposed to the brief, harmless dust-ups that are a relatively normal part of canine communications—was expected to leash it permanently.

		Dog people had little patience with people who gasped, “He’s never done that before,” or who disdained training as a waste of time or money, even as their dogs became increasingly neurotic, loud, or aggressive. Things were tough enough for well-behaved dogs. People who didn’t want to bother to control their dogs should go elsewhere.

		I warned Kate, though, that some people—plenty, in fact—weren’t especially responsible. They didn’t clean up after dogs, forcing people to step in or around smelly poop; they brought dogs of uncertain disposition, frightening parents and kids and mountain bikers and hikers. I’d run into a man who’d brought four rescue dogs fresh from a New York shelter and let them loose along a trail; several had attacked and mauled a passing beagle.

		But Kate still looked anxious and unhappy, uncertain even about how to attach Rushmore’s leash to his collar. She’d been tossing the shepherd an oversized soccer ball, and he kept giving her a woebegone look. She might try a smaller, bouncier ball, I suggested, one he could pick up and retrieve.

		Rushmore wasn’t exactly her dog, she eventually explained; she wasn’t really a dog person. He had been the birthday present she bought her husband not long before he collapsed of a heart attack six months ago; he died soon after, at forty-four. She’d considered sending the dog back to the breeder, but couldn’t do it. She chose to keep him, she said, because it was what her husband would have wanted, because her husband had loved the dog so much. But she seemed grim, duty-bound.

		Rushmore had the heroic gaze and dignity of the breed. But clearly, something was wrong. Kate seemed merely to tolerate him. Perhaps even the sight of him was painful.

		I invited her to join us on our walk so she could learn the rituals of Mills; with relief, she agreed.

		Rushmore showed little interest in any of the things most dogs love to do—eat awful things, roll in muck, sniff other dogs, greet humans, bound majestically through the trees. He even refused the treats people offered.

		When we rounded a turn along the trail and three barky mutts dashed up for a sniff, Rushmore impassively allowed their inquiries, then moved on.

		But she was determined to see this through, Kate was saying, to learn what she had to learn and to do right by Rushmore, thus honoring her husband’s memory and keeping part of him alive. “No matter what,” she said.

		Well, commitment is half the battle. And there was a lot of feeling there: she seemed near tears as she talked about the dog. She didn’t quite know what to do with him, or how to fill the void her husband had left in the dog’s life, but she wanted to try, even as she was recovering from her own grief and working to glue her life back together.

		We decided to meet at Mills Wednesday mornings so Kate could walk with me and my dogs, plus whoever else we picked up along the way, and learn the ropes. And the next couple of months brought a poignant transformation. Although I’d expected her to disappear after a week or two, she showed up religiously. She and Rushmore took long walks, mornings and evenings. She hired a trainer, an important step. Many people in Montclair with expensive, eighty-pound working dogs don’t think it worth the additional three or four hundred dollars to train them—or even bother to read a book and do the job themselves—and tolerate the unhappy results, from aggression and incessant barking to chewed-up wardrobes.

		But Kate took Rushmore to a highly regarded dog-training center named St. Hubert’s, in Madison, to do agility and obedience work. She taught him to fetch, which made it easier to exercise him; he took to carrying a small blue or red ball through the park.

		She practiced what they learned, using food and toys and praise—Rushmore was also developing a keen interest in beef jerky—to reward him when he came, sat, stayed, or made eye contact. He didn’t show much initial interest in romping—like many German shepherds, Rushmore had true gravitas—but soon he and several retrievers had staked out a mudhole. More important, he was showing interest in Kate, swiveling his head sharply when she called his name, walking back to check on how she was doing.

		By winter, she reported that Rushmore “meant the world” to her, that she could never have gotten through Stan’s death without him, that he had pulled her out of herself, kept her exercising, eased her loneliness, given her a powerful reason to keep going.

		“At first, Rushmore reminded me of my husband’s death, and I could hardly stand to look at him,” she confessed. “Then he reminded me of my husband, which was different. He somehow became a way for me to heal.” In fact, she was startled when the grief therapist she’d been seeing suggested that she bring Rush-more to their sessions, but she did. “I would talk and cry with him sitting at my feet, and he just became part of my recovery. And then, the frosting on the cake, we started having fun together. My girlfriends were wonderful—they worked hard to be there for me—but they couldn’t curl up with me on cold winter nights while I sat on the sofa in my sweats. They couldn’t share an empty house.”

		It wasn’t the first time that I’d seen a relationship evolve that amounted to more than a human’s acquiring a pet.

		Watching these two made me want to write about the extraordinary connection between Americans and their dogs.

		Over the past couple of years, I’ve spoken with hundreds of dog owners—plus breeders, rescuers, trainers, behaviorists, and psychiatrists. Our discussions have ranged from half-hour sidewalk encounters to extensive interviews in people’s homes and backyards. It’s been an education.

		I’ve chosen to focus here on a handful of people and their dogs—who all live in Montclair, or close by—because they best embody the theory I’ve been developing and researching: that the new work of dogs is attending to the emotional lives of Americans, many of whom feel increasingly disconnected from one another.

		That isn’t the whole story, of course. Some people get dogs for simpler reasons—for company, security, hunting, or work—with few psychological motives. But more people than ever see dogs as partners or surrogates as they deal with serious problems in their past or current lives.

		AS I explored this idea as a journalist and author, many of the people I met let me into their homes and lives for as long as it took to capture their stories. That sometimes required just a few visits; in other cases, our involvement stretched on for months as I followed their dog relationships from puppyhood through training, maturity, and beyond.

		I went with people to pick up puppies at breeders and accompanied these duos on walks and to vets’ offices. I went with rescue teams to shelters and adoption fairs, then followed the dogs as they made their way into their new homes and lives, sometimes successfully, sometimes not.

		In researching this book, I’ve also drawn heavily on the writings of sociologists, dog trainers and behaviorists, and psychologists, psychiatrists, and psychoanalysts, especially those who’ve studied attachment theory as it relates to people and their pets.

		The attachment view of relationships, first articulated by the British psychiatrist John Bowlby and increasingly embraced by mental health professionals, concerns the seminal importance of the way human beings attach to their primary caretakers (or don’t) in the earliest stages of life.

		This process has a profound impact on human beings; it can help explain human relationships and emotions across the life span. It also helps explain people’s powerful attachments to their dogs.

		The first person to call my attention to the connection between attachment theory and dogs’ roles was psychiatrist Debra Katz of the University of Kentucky at Lexington. She’d read my previous book, A Dog Year, about my relationship with a troubled border collie, and e-mailed me. “Maybe I’m off my rocker,” she wrote, “but the work you did with Devon is the kind of work we do in attachment-based psychotherapy involving parents and children. I gave your book to one of our senior child psychiatrists here who agreed that your dog had ‘an attachment disorder’ when you got him and that you did a true psychotherapy of sorts with him.”

		As we corresponded, and as she and her fellow researchers sent me stacks of books and studies, bells went off. This was what I’d been seeing day after day—people deeply enmeshed with their dogs, often acting out emotional issues, aware of the depth of feeling they had for their animals but rarely of the emotional history or context. Psychiatrists I contacted at several other universities and in several cities agreed that Dr. Katz’s observation was astute and significant.

		Attachment seems a critical element in the new work of dogs, a means of replaying old scenarios and, sometimes, closing old wounds. Suddenly I had an intellectual context for some of the powerful stories I was watching unfold. Attachment theory, I came to believe, is a significant part of the unfolding story of dogs in America. So is social disconnection.

		•    •    •

		THE emotional landscape between people and their dogs has proved rich and riveting. The intensifying emotional connection, the trend toward viewing dogs as members of our families and other kinds of human surrogates, is striking. Most dog owners know it and freely admit it. So do vets, trainers, breeders, and, especially, the pet industry, which markets dog products the same way marketers push clothes and toys for children. Studies show that a growing number of people feel, correctly or not, that they get more support from their dogs than from their spouses or parents.

		This same emotional punch led to unexpected difficulties, however. As people began to consider and explore their feelings for their dogs, they soon ended up talking frankly about people: parents, siblings, kids, spouses. A few simply felt silly acknowledging how much they loved and depended on their dogs, an easy target for ridicule and, at times, a painful subject. Members of rescue groups worried about local statutes restricting the number of dogs per household and forbidding off-leash walking and other activities they sometimes engaged in.

		So at their request, I’ve changed the names of many of the people in this book; in a couple of instances, I’ve rendered them unidentifiable by changing other details as well. All the people I depict are real, however, as are their dogs and experiences; no anecdote is invented or substantially altered.

		Sometimes such stories end happily for the dogs and the people; sometimes not. As I’ve spent time talking with and reading about people and their dogs, it’s been striking to see how little we’ve learned about this landmark evolution from the animal’s perspective. Dogs seem a blank canvas on which we can paint anything we want, sometimes to their disadvantage.

		Moving and powerful examples abound of dogs working hard and profoundly helping the humans they live with. Like almost everybody else, however, I’ve also seen dogs placed in impossible, even disturbing, situations, overwhelmed by the pressure put on them to fill complex emotional roles in their owners’ lives. In part, this book is an effort to remember that dogs are voiceless, that a critical part of having dogs is emotional responsibility: learning how to understand them and, when necessary, to speak and act on their behalf.

		ONCE again, Rushmore brought this drama vividly to mind. After several months, he and Kate disappeared from Mills. Their relationship, I concluded, must have evolved to the point that they didn’t need company or training tips any longer.

		That was partly correct. Nearly a year after we’d first met, my dogs and I were startled to see Rushmore bounding up the trail behind us. In contrast to our first encounter, he appeared happy to see me and my treat-stuffed pockets, and especially happy to see my dogs, licking them both and wagging in greeting.

		Behind him came Kate and a lanky man she introduced as her fiancé, Hank. She hadn’t been to Mills in months, she explained, since this “new relationship” had entered her life.

		As we talked, Rushmore drifted down the trail and sniffed at some bushes, ignoring all of us. Apparently he was no longer “the world” to Kate, no longer the thing that kept her going, a bulwark against pain and loneliness.

		Hank, a perfectly nice guy, made it clear that he wasn’t a dog person. He ignored my border collies—dog people almost never do—and cracked jokes about Rushmore’s bad breath, shedding, and slobbering, all traits dog people take as givens and rarely even notice. Kate, along with Rushmore, had moved in with him, and this didn’t bode well for the dog’s future. Hank suggested that the dog was messing up his otherwise tidy and attractive home. If Kate stayed with Hank, I feared, Rushmore would be gone.

		When I knelt down and called him, Rushmore came waggling over; I scratched his ears while he licked my face, his big tail swinging. He had gained a lot of weight since we’d last met; Kate explained that she just didn’t have time to exercise him as much.

		Truthfully, I didn’t know what to feel. I was happy for Kate, a kind and lovely person recovering from a shocking loss. She had done what humans in her situation ought to try to do—she’d found a human to attach to. But what about Rushmore? Would he become unnoticed and unwanted in this new emotional configuration? Perhaps even be given away, sent to a shelter or rescue group?

		“Rushmore, let’s go,” Hank yelled impatiently, after we’d finished our conversation. Rushmore seemed not to have heard him. He went galloping off into the woods with a passing golden retriever and didn’t look back.

	
		chapter one
DOGVILLE, U.S.A.

		AS GRACIOUS as the shady township of Montclair is, as hip and pricey as it is becoming, there’s no escaping the fact that it sits squarely in New Jersey, a beacon in the vast sea of ugly industrial and suburban sprawl that is the state’s most famous characteristic. Malls and condo complexes lap at its lush borders from every side.

		But Montclair remains an enclave of old homes on streets lined with giant oaks and maples planted eighty years ago, some of which fall in every big storm. It has more movie screens than hardware stores and more Thai and Japanese restaurants than fast-food outlets. It is utterly obsessed with education and the present and future development of its much-attended-to children.

		Founded as a summer retreat for wealthy New Yorkers, it also reflects the sobering disparities in wealth that characterize contemporary America. Along the ridges of the Watchung Hills, the living rooms of vast, meticulously maintained mansions have clear views of the Manhattan skyline. In the South End, small apartments and houses are home to most of the town’s poor residents.

		For reasons few can recall, Montclair is actually divided into two parts—Upper Montclair and plain old Montclair. The two Montclairs share the same government, municipal services, and school system, but Upper Montclair is richer and whiter, with an upscale shopping area and its own zip code.

		Partly because of its proximity to the cultural and media institutions along Manhattan’s West Side, Montclair attracts rafts of writers, artists, editors, journalists, TV producers, and other media people. So even minor civic squabbles tend to make their way onto the pages of The New York Times, since half the people who work at the paper live here, or so it sometimes seems.

		Montclair is, for much of the surrounding area, a Manhattan surrogate, a place to go for indie movies or fusion cuisine.

		It’s commonplace to go out for a walk and see a commercial being shot at the picturesque train station down the street, to encounter a New Yorker writer or a soap-opera star at church or at the organic-foods supermarket, or to spot Yogi Berra, the New York Yankee legend, getting his SUV serviced downtown.

		Less-celebrated residents commute into Manhattan or out to the exurban office complexes and business parks that stain the surrounding countryside. A growing number sit by their computers all day in home offices, visited at intervals by UPS and Fed-Ex trucks, with whose drivers they are on a first-name basis.

		Newcomers—drawn by improved rail lines into the city, the town’s growing rep for sophisticated cultural offerings, and its deserved tolerance for diversity (all driving real estate prices through the clouds)—are streaming in from Brooklyn and Manhattan. They bring an informed, somewhat combative, politically correct edge to the civic life of a town that was fairly intense to start with.

		Montclair is also something of a social laboratory, where trends and traits pop up before hitting the rest of the country. Moms leaving home for work, kids strollered around by nannies, dads staying at home, then moms growing disillusioned with the workplace and returning home to raise their kids—we could track it all as we walked our dogs. We saw the influx of families with two mommies or two daddies. We watched the town become a magnet for interracial couples. An already successful and settled black professional class expanded. The Wall Streeters stayed with their Beamers and Mercedes.

		In fact, Montclair seems to include some of everything and everyone. WASP country-clubbers live more or less harmoniously with Jews and blacks; single professionals from Manhattan coexist with kid-crazed boomers from Brooklyn; ardent liberal professors and Republicans and conservatives manage to get along; lesbian and gay families mingle with Asian immigrants.

		Of Montclair’s 38,977 inhabitants, 23,000 are white and 13,000 African-American. The 2000 census also found 73 American Indian or Alaskan natives, 1,300 Asians, and nearly 2,000 Hispanics.

		Maybe they get along reasonably well because there is no mistaking what Montclair is primarily about: children. Kids are why most people move here or stay here, why they sound off angrily at school board meetings and gather intelligence on math teachers and soccer coaches with the same ruthlessness and determination that archaeologists comb desert sites for dinosaur bones.

		Day and night, station wagons, SUVs, and vans zip back and forth between friends’ houses and hockey and lacrosse games, karate classes and art lessons. For Montclair’s hyperstimulated middle-class children, a day without a positive educational or social experience is—well, there hardly are such days.

		But high up on the list of things this polyglot town cares most deeply about—close behind real estate values—comes dogs.

		Montclair, it turns out, is Dogville, U.S.A. According to the American Veterinary Association’s U.S. Pet Ownership and Demographic Sourcebook, Montclair almost perfectly exemplifies the American dog-owning population—educated, affluent, child-centered, and middle-class to the core.

		Dog ownership increases as family income rises. Nearly 40 percent of American households with annual incomes of $60,000 or more own a dog, compared with fewer than a quarter of households with less than $25,000 in income.

		More than three-quarters of dog owners nationwide are home owners, and dog owners are much more likely to be highly educated than the population as a whole. This is Montclair.

		AS is obvious on TV every night, dogs have become part of the American Dream package, that vision of supposed success and joy that includes a house, a patch of lawn, kids, and a car or two. An affectionate canine companion completes the picture.

		In Montclair, people focus on their dogs with much the same intensity they apply to their children, the difference being that dogs can’t play sports, take music lessons, or apply to college, fortunately for them.

		I’ve been walking dogs—first Clarence, a golden retriever; then two yellow Labs named Julius and Stanley; now two border collies named Devon and Homer—in and around Montclair for nearly two decades.

		So have a lot of other people, raising all the policy issues that have cropped up in every town with dogs: Should dogs walk off-leash? Should they be permitted to run freely in parks, or, for that matter, be admitted to parks at all? How much barking constitutes a nuisance? Should people be permitted to own so-called “dangerous” breeds like pit bulls? How vigorously should the police enforce clean-up laws? What if people want to own more than one dog or two?

		Such questions have become so sensitive that what a big-city newspaper would refer to as “a senior police official” would agree to meet with me only on condition of anonymity. He also insisted on leaving the jurisdiction: we met at the Eagle Rock Diner in adjacent West Orange. “In my shoes,” he told me in a hushed voice over coffee, “there is just no percentage in talking publicly about dogs. Every dog call is bad. Either there’s a nasty biter loose, or some dog ran away, or there’s a dogfight, or somebody’s dog is barking late at night. It’s nothing but trouble. Whatever you do, you lose. People will fight harder for their dogs than they do for themselves.”

		The township issued 1,049 licenses for dogs in 2001, but officials think at least three times that number are in residence without licenses. Although local ordinances require vaccinations and licensure, the senior police official confided what dog owners already know: this isn’t high on the cops’ list of unlawful activities, so the law gets widely ignored.

		The numbers fluctuate, of course. Trainers and walkers and groomers talk about “Christmas dogs,” the legions of adorably beribboned puppies placed under trees that will inevitably mean an upswing in their business a few months hence.

		Like the rest of the town, the registered dog population is diverse. But among the properly licensed dogs are, in round numbers, 50 beagles, 150 golden retrievers, 200 Labs and Lab mixes, 20 German pointers, and a dozen cairn terriers along with hundreds of mixed and indefinable breeds.

		Because dog ownership correlates with class, since they are expensive to own, Montclair may have more thoroughbreds than many towns; despite its mix of incomes, it remains a predominantly upper-middle-class community. But people’s attitudes and feelings about their pets are the same, regardless of income.

		IT’S stunning just how much the dog experience has changed in the past few decades. Years ago, people went to the pound to find a dog, or got a puppy from a friend’s or neighbor’s litter. Those who bought purebreds or boutique breeds were a privileged minority, their well-born dogs an affectation.

		Dog training was little known and little needed, since most dogs merely wandered their neighborhoods and were seldom walked on leashes. Mailmen and children got bitten from time to time, but it hardly ever made the news. Fighting breeds were almost unheard-of. People surely loved their dogs, but by contemporary standards, few spent much time or money on them. Dogs were in the background, not at the center, of family life. They slept in the basement or—unthinkable today—in a backyard doghouse, chased after cars and other dogs, ate table scraps.

		They came and went. Some got hit by cars, others ran off or were put down when they got sick or old. When that happened, people went to the pound for another dog. Beyond the initial round of puppy shots, people rarely invested much in veterinary care.

		Often much loved and fondly remembered, dogs were not treated as family members, according to behaviorists who have studied human-animal bonds. Nor did they have playdates, a phenomenon fairly common in Montclair today. The notion that they were a part of one’s deepest emotional experiences would have been a joke.

		The old-timers in Montclair remember.

		“We had a dog on this same block thirty years ago,” Irv, the retired elementary school teacher across the street, was reminiscing one afternoon. “We let it out in the morning, it came back a couple of times during the day and then at night. We fed it leftovers from dinner. We had no idea where he went all day. We used to joke he had a girlfriend out there, maybe another family.

		“My dog used to rampage through the neighbor’s garbage all the time, so I’d have to go over and clean up. He went after the mailman a couple of times, but that wasn’t unusual; I never heard of anybody getting sued over a dog bite. Course, we didn’t have these vicious kinds of dogs running around, either, and I never heard of anybody being killed or maimed badly by a dog. And if you ever would’ve asked me to carry a bag around with dog poop, I’da slugged you. But there were dogs running loose all over the place. Now they call the police.…

		“One day he just went out in the morning and never came back. Great dog.”

		But my observations and research have persuaded me that this relationship has changed. Montclair is a politically conscious place, and, according to local vets, pet-store owners, and shelter groups, many of its residents prefer a “rescue” dog to one bought from a breeder or pet store. In fact, it seems that every other dog here is a rescue dog, “probably abused,” their owners often say. Like the idea of rescue, the popularization of the abused dog is new and growing more pronounced.

		Many of the expatriate New Yorkers who move to town feel drawn to the idea of saving a helpless creature, particularly one perceived as having been mistreated. Dog trainers and behaviorists will tell you there are plenty of abused dogs, but that many perfectly healthy and normal dogs show many of the same symptoms—cowering, hiding, trembling—when simply introduced to new homes.

		Rescue fantasies and motivations are familiar to therapists, especially in people who were themselves mistreated or ached for escape from loneliness and alienation. Rescues sometimes can also be an outlet for political frustrations. Social problems seem overwhelming, government remote, civics fractious and complex. But as a magazine editor in my neighborhood explained, “I can’t seem to do much for people these days, so the least I can do is rescue a dog.”

		And there are many to rescue, according to the Humane Society of the United States. Every year, between 8 and 10 million dogs enter the U.S. shelter system. Some 4 to 5 million are killed because there are no homes for them.

		In towns like Montclair, where everything makes a political statement and children are always being taught societal lessons, it means something to have rescued a dog as opposed to simply having bought or adopted one.

		Something buried in the psyches of certain contemporary Americans needs to alter animals’ fates, and leads them to see those they’ve rescued as having suffered grievously. And who is to say otherwise? Dogs can’t testify.

		These emotional crosscurrents may help explain why there are so many more dogs than there used to be. A clipping from The Washington Post in the late 1950s suggests that there were then between 12 and 15 million dogs in America. In 1991, the American Veterinary Medical Association reported about 51 million dogs in the United States. Eleven years later, a Humane Society of the United States estimate—and of course, in the absence of a dog census these are all estimates—now finds approximately 68 million owned dogs nationwide. Forty percent of U.S. households include at least one dog, and 20 percent of those dogs were adopted from animal shelters.

		• • •

		I don’t think it’s coincidental that the explosion in the American dog population occurred at almost the same time that TV usage also began to skyrocket.

		As Americans have grown transfixed by entertainment technologies, sociologists believe they’ve found it more difficult to make contact with other people. America’s common spaces and traditions—downtown parks, coffee shops and taverns, town meetings and bowling leagues—have declined, eroded by the population’s growing mobility.

		It’s interesting that my neighbor Irv, who saw dogs so differently, knew all the kids and people on the block and could still recite the family history of each house until about a decade ago. Now few of our neighbors can name more than a handful of the people who live on the street. They have little to do with local government, and vote sporadically, at best. In the evenings and on weekends, they go their own ways. Their kids are repeatedly warned against talking to people they don’t know.

		It’s reached the point that in a Cleveland suburb a city councilman actually inaugurated a program by which people on a block could meet their neighbors. Two or three nights a week, residents were encouraged to sit on their porches or front stoops and introduce themselves to one another. “It isn’t that we aren’t friendly,” one resident told a TV reporter. “We just are so busy coming and going that we don’t see one another.”

		Political scientists have noticed the estrangement. In Civic Engagement in American Democracy, Theda Skocpol and Morris P. Fiorina write that millions of Americans are drawing back from involvement in politics and community affairs. Sociologist Robert D. Putnam, author of Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, agrees, adding that entertainment technologies like television—the average American now spends more than four hours a day in front of the set—have kept people at home evenings and weekends, away from the activities that used to bring them in contact with one another.

		Other recent surveys show that nearly all Americans who are online are devoting more time to their computers every year. Depending on age, they spend two to five hours online daily—exclusive of work—to e-mail, shop, and play games.

		Meanwhile, Putnam, Susan J. Phar, and Russell J. Dalton argue (in Disaffected Democracies: What’s Troubling the Trilateral Countries?) that public confidence in leaders and institutions in the United States and other democratic countries has sunk to an all-time low. They cite survey after survey—especially nearly annual polling done by the Harris Poll since 1966—showing that citizens have detached from political parties and processes, that they believe that the people running their countries don’t care what happens to them, that people with power take advantage of it, that they’ve been “left out” of governing, that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, and that “what you think doesn’t count very much anymore.”

		These attitudes, say Putnam and Pharr and Dalton, grow more pronounced every year—one more reason, perhaps, why people turn elsewhere for connection, companionship, and a sense of well-being.

		AT about the same time television and computer screens became pervasive, the emotional and familial lives of Americans also grew more complex. The extended family began to shrink and disintegrate. Divorce rates shot up and remain high. The medical advances that helped people live longer also meant that the number of widowed and disabled rose sharply. Americans moved more frequently, leaving their communities. The number of single-person households continues to increase, along with the number of childless couples.

		The nature of the workplace, too, has radically changed. Tens of millions of people have lost their jobs in the last two decades. In The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New Capitalism, sociologist Richard Sennett argues that the nature of modern workplaces directly affects people’s emotional lives. The Darwinian rules of the new economy have eviscerated any sense of workplace security, loyalty, or peace of mind. A frenzy of mergers, acquisitions, layoffs, and downsizings has led to increased isolation and vulnerability. Healthcare and retirement costs have become a central personal and financial concern.

		Such changes and losses cropped up again and again in the interviews and encounters I’ve had with dog people. They got their dogs for their kids, some say. But many acknowledge they were lonely and wanted to get out more, that they felt isolated in their marriages or after a divorce or a layoff, that they were anxious to nurture, save, or love something, that they felt disconnected and were in need of emotional support, that they just needed a living thing to take a walk with.

		A half-century ago, many of these motivations wouldn’t have been commonly articulated as reasons to get a dog. But during many interviews, it seemed that the people I was talking to had holes of one sort or another in their lives; they were hoping that a dog might fill it.

		ACCORDINGLY, we treat our pets very differently than our grandparents did. Most pet owners, reports American Demographic magazine, refer to themselves as “Mommy” or “Daddy.”

		Americans spent $29 billion on their pets in 2001, according to a pet-industry analyst at Business Communications Company, up from $17 billion in 1994. By 2005, the figure is projected to reach $34 billion.

		In fact, an American Animal Hospital Association survey found that three-quarters of pet owners would go into debt to provide for their animals’ well-being. Nearly a third—and almost half of all single people—say that of everyone in their lives, they rely most on their pets for companionship and affection, a Yankelovich survey for American Demographics reveals. Four percent call pets more faithful than friends and 2 percent agree that their pets are more reliable than their parents.

		Sixty-five percent of these people take their pets on

		
		
		
		
		
		
				I feel closer to Jake than to many of my friends.

				I like Jake because he/she accepts me no matter what I do.

				Jake makes me feel loved.

				Jake gives me something to talk about with others.

				I feel closer to Jake than to other family members.

				Jake keeps me from being lonely.

				I like Jake because he/she is more loyal than other people in my life.

				Jake gives me something to take care of.

				There are times when Jake is my closest companion.
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