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Introduction

This is not a book about a talking dog. I know, I know, it’s right there in the subtitle, but despite endless viral media headlines proclaiming it, dogs can’t talk. At least not the way we do. Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein once said, “If a lion could speak, we could not understand him,” pointing to an experience of the world mostly unfathomable by human senses. Thankfully, Bunny is not a lion, and communication is greater than the sum of its parts. This is a story of a reckoning, both personal and cultural, human and nonhuman. This is what happens when curiosity and respect take precedence. When you give someone the opportunity to show you the nature of their world and can finally begin to reconcile your own. This is as much a story of me finding my voice as it is of Bunny exploring hers. Let’s get into it, shall we?
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Meeting Bunny
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I watched Bunny’s life begin through Facebook posts and was immediately drawn to her. She was about half the size of her siblings and had to fight a bit harder for food. And she had a perfectly round, little black dot on the top of her white head—like a bull’s-eye for kisses.

Her breeder had named her Boston (the theme of the litter was state capitals), but I’d started thinking of her as Bunny almost immediately, even though I was number seven or eight on the wait list, so the likelihood that I’d get my pick wasn’t high. Bunny was a word I used to refer affectionately to other people and animals in my life, but it felt like a proper name, not a nickname in this case.

She landed on this planet on July 28. A tiny 10.4-ounce, black-and-white tuxedo F1B sheepadoodle. (That means three quarters poodle and one quarter Old English Sheepdog.) She had ten littermates. That’s a lot of puppies. How does one possibly choose? I suppose best practice is for the breeder to do the picking and make sure the puppy is matched with the right family, but this was a first-come, first-served situation. Her breeder recommended picking a first and second runner-up. I didn’t have a second runner-up. Out of obligation to my heart, which may not have been able to cope with not getting my first and only choice (more so than out of obligation to the instructions given), I chose a second runner-up, another female pup, Helena. But I couldn’t stop thinking about Boston. In fact, I remember next to nothing about Helena or why she made it into the top two. It was maddening not being there to get to know them—a unique combination of frustration, fear, and excitement, whose only outlet was extreme oversharing with family and friends.

Over that first month of watching their breeder post video updates about the litter of puppies on Facebook, I watched their personalities develop. I saw more of myself in Boston than in the others. She was curious and independent, always exploring the perimeters of the yard by herself. She was quiet and thoughtful, with what seemed like a touch of sarcasm. I remember watching her wiggle her way toward her mother’s teat, only to be shoved out of the way by a larger pup, and I swear I saw her roll her eyes. “I get you,” I thought to myself.

[image: image]


I’d found this breeder months before the puppies were due, chosen from a long list of other candidates within an eight-hour driving radius. I didn’t realize I could fly with a puppy, but even if I had, somehow the idea of my future puppy being across the country or even just a few states away was painful. Like, as long as we were in the same state, I could shoot rays of love and connection and intention and some other woo-woo BS directly into my puppy-to-be. My somewhat limited but still impactful prior experiences with dogs led me to believe that dedicating myself wholly to this new relationship was the next big adventure for me.

When the day came to meet her for the first time, she was one month old. For the first couple of weeks of life, puppies aren’t really that interesting. I mean they’re super-cool little developing beings, but their eyes and ears are closed, it’s hard to get a sense of their individual personalities, and they just kinda eat and poop a lot. Their breeder recommended meeting them closer to eight weeks (so their personalities develop a bit and you get a better feel for who might be a good fit for your family), but I couldn’t wait. I’m like this with everything. I chronically show up half an hour early to appointments. It’s not even that I don’t like to be late (which is true), I just get obsessed with doing the thing . . . perfectly . . . and immediately . . . and this was a really important thing. I was nervous. It was like a first date. I mean, I was pretty sure that she was the one for me, but what if she didn’t like me? You can’t force that. Would we have anything to talk about? Online dating is the ultimate comedy of errors. Lofty expectations wrapped up in a few cute pics, a carefully worded bio, and some brief, in-app small talk, followed by an awkward meet and greet and the immediate knowledge that you would like never to see this person again. This, of course, until one day it works, despite one’s jaded incredulity. Is that what getting a dog is like? Clearly I was overthinking things, but that’s what I do. Besides, a dog has to love you right? Even if you look nothing like your profile pic?

Online dating is how my husband, Johnny, and I met. I’d moved to Seattle from Kauai, created an OkCupid account, and gone on several dates that reminded me why I liked being single. I had changed my status after these dates from looking for romance to looking for activity partners (I figured maybe I could just make some friends, or at least attract a different type of person), so Johnny played it super cool when we were first talking, not coming on too strong. We talked for months, eventually taking it off the dating app and corresponding via email. It was nice to be able to get to know him this way, without pressure or expectation. Eventually I suggested we meet, and for our first date we climbed Red Mountain. He still played it cool as a cucumber. We stopped to get dinner after the hike, and he made me pay to ensure that I didn’t think it was a “date” and also to ensure that there’d be a second, one that he could pay for. After dinner, he shook my hand. I laughed at him then and laugh now remembering that moment. It was the first time I hadn’t just found myself in a relationship. This one was intentional on both of our parts, and we try to keep it that way now: evolving as healthy relationships do, while people grow, change, get new hobbies, get sick, go back to school, fall in and out of funks, change careers . . . taking care to maintain a deep foundational connection. At least that’s the idea, right? Through thick and thin? I say all this because I believe that a relationship with a nonhuman requires a similar sort of open-ended expectation with a through line of love. That’s what I had experienced with Johnny for the first time, and that’s what I was ready to experience again with Bunny.

The breeder lived on the other side of the state, so the drive took five hours. I’d convinced my parents to road-trip out there with me since driving makes me anxious, Johnny had to work, and I was too excited to focus. I think they were tired of hearing me talk about nothing but impending “motherhood,” and this trip had the potential to shut me up for a bit.

Haha . . . the joke was on them.

I spent most of those five hours looking at Facebook pics of tiny Boston (Bunny!), and I pretty much haven’t talked about anything else since. I don’t remember the days leading up to, or the days immediately following, our first “date,” but that one day is fixed in the part of my brain that holds core memories.

Walking into the breeder’s home, my stomach was in my throat. We went almost immediately into the whelping pen with Bunny, her siblings, and her mother, Domino. I sat down in the middle, and without hesitating, Domino came and lay down across my lap.

Surprised, the breeder said, “Wow, she never does that. She’s usually pretty standoffish.” I took it as a good sign. The puppies mostly ignored me. Some were sleeping, others were chewing on small toys. I resisted the urge to reach out and grab them, because I wanted to see what might happen naturally. After a few minutes, Bunny, who’d been crawling over some of her puppy siblings, looked directly into my eyes, beelined toward me, and crawled into the crook of my right arm, where she stayed for the full two hours I was there.

The breeder and I talked about the pups, and about life in general. We laughed about how many times a week I’d been calling (it was many). Toward the end of my time there, I wrapped my arm around Domino, silently thanked her for the gift she was giving me, and wept.
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The Road to Bunny
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It had taken me a couple of years to get Johnny on board with the idea of getting a dog . . . he’s a cat guy.

I would ask, “What do you think about getting a dog?” Johnny would laugh uncomfortably, and I would break the tension by joining in the laughter, as if confirming I was only making a terrible joke.

This scene played out a couple of times a year, and I could tell he wasn’t ready to even consider it. It wasn’t just that he preferred cats either. Johnny and I were still going on rock-climbing and backpacking adventures all the time, road-tripping as often as we could. The commitment was too large, I knew it. And I was completely committed to the long-term success of our marriage, so we compromised and got a dog. Just kidding, not yet.

Cats are independent and easy—or at least his were. They’d come with the house when Johnny moved in on his own. A feral mother and daughter who’d been coming around for food for the last few years. Johnny had grown up with dogs but found a love for feline companionship when these two, named Kiester and Spooky, finally started coming inside and claiming him as their human when he began leaving food out for them. They’d been sharing space for years before I finally joined the family, officially moving in a few years after we started dating.

Johnny and I decided long ago not to have children of our own (the human kind, anyway), but getting a dog felt akin to making the decision to have a child because of the high level of responsibility. I hadn’t been ready to take on that kind of commitment before Bunny. I’d had to barrel through some pretty extreme obstacles to get to where the idea of raising a dog was sane adjacent.

But I felt ready now. Johnny and I owned our own home, and I was running a successful business from it. I was healthy, happy, and generally more stable than I’d ever been.

So, periodically, I would pose that question to Johnny. Then, sometime in mid-2019, Johnny went off script:


Me: “What do you think about getting a dog?”

Johnny: “Hm. Maybe a small one.”



That was all the yes I needed. I started researching breeders that day. All I could think and talk about from that day forward was the dog we would soon welcome into our home. I didn’t just regale my friends and family with the news, I brought it up with strangers. Several months after Johnny finally said yes, we officially became the human parents of a decidedly not small dog. Well, she was small for a minute.

Given my current lot in life (as Bunny the dog’s mom), you might assume that I’d had many core memories involving dogs throughout my childhood. And by core memory I mean one that is of greater importance and recalled more vividly than an ordinary memory. I had plenty of experiences with dogs, even had a couple growing up, but until recently there was just one experience, one dog that I’d remembered again and again with both wonder and alarm.

I was young—four or five maybe?—and on a camping trip with my parents. We would regularly take our lime-green VW pop-top camper van into the desert or up to the mountains, which was the destination in this particular instance. Driving up to the mountains always freaked me out. The road seemed too narrow to be safe, especially with such a steep cliff looming over one side. I would spend most of the drive petrified we’d topple over the edge, so I’d persistently lean in the opposite direction as a safety precaution.

It was dark by the time we arrived, so my parents got right to work setting up camp. As they unloaded the car and pitched our tent, I wandered off to say hello to a couple at a nearby campsite. At some point while I was making friends with our new and temporary neighbors, I turned around and found myself face to face with the biggest dog I had ever seen in my life. It may as well have been Cerberus, the vicious three-headed watchdog of ancient Greek legend.

As the dog approached five-year-old me, I slowly walked backward, trying to keep distance between us. The dog continued to move toward me, causing my startled apprehension to give way to panic. I sped up, but I tripped over a rock and stumbled into a bonfire behind me. I’m not sure what happened next. Someone must have pulled me out of the fire, because only the palms of my hands sustained injuries.

This is my earliest memory of a dog. A hellhound—who, in retrospect, was probably quite sweet—and blistered palms. If you’d told me back then that I’d be writing a book about a dog someday, I never would have believed you. Life can be a real trip sometimes.

This experience didn’t at all dampen my desire for animal companionship. I went to horse camp one summer, and upon my return relentlessly pestered my parents for a pony. I managed to wear them down enough that they eventually gave me an orange tabby kitten. I named him Napoleon, Polo for short, and he was a total buddy. Not long after his arrival, my parents adopted a red Doberman whom they named Darby. She loved my dad and carrots more than anything in the world. You’d think that my time with Darby might vividly outweigh the momentary experience I had with the “hellhound” when I was five, but memory is a strange thing, and that is not the case. When I met Darby for the first time at the shelter, I remember being somewhat nonplussed although I can’t remember why. And I remember remembering the hellhound.

We had another dog after Darby passed. One whom, oddly enough, I can barely recall at all. His name was Bear, he was a Bouvier des Flandres. My mum says he was psychotic. That’s about all I got. He was only with us for a short while, having run into the woods one afternoon and never returned. We speculated that he may have been shot or confused for an actual bear. Darby, who looked very much like a deer, had most certainly been shot by a BB gun at one point. She came home with a small wound that quickly ballooned as her chest filled with blood, and we raced her to the emergency vet. She was fine despite the fact that they weren’t able to remove the pellet. She lived with it in her chest until old age eventually took her.

I was hoping I’d have the kinship my dad had with Darby with the dog Johnny and I decided to bring home, and now I can safely say that wish came true. I love Bunny so much that it’s hard to remember a time before her, both in terms of our relationship and in terms of how that relationship has completely changed the trajectory of my life.

“Live in the moment” is a cliché that I’ve heard and fought for decades, despite living the majority of my life in exactly that way. Perhaps simply because I don’t like being told what to do even if by a cliché not directed at me. It’s too simple. No nuance. I’m skeptical of anything that pretends to be that easy.

When I was in kindergarten, I was sexually assaulted on the playground, and when I went to the attending teacher for help, she told me, “You brought this on yourself.” This wasn’t the last time my body was used without my consent. It’s obliteratingly sad how many women would be all too familiar with my stories, and this experience on the playground set in motion a framework of behavior and beliefs about myself that I’ve only recently come to reconcile and a need for the depth of connection with no strings attached that only a dog can offer.
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The truth is, many of my past experiences were painful enough to avoid revisiting, and my future—although not bleak by any stretch of the imagination in 2019 (remember I said I was “stable”)—was still governed by a seemingly random series of enterprises and undertakings guided mostly by luck or obsession. I was often impulsive, sometimes reckless, and consistently had no idea what I was doing, even when I was doing things well, which was a significant improvement over the prior decade.

Only recently have I come to a place where I’m usually comfortable examining, without judgment, the experiences that have made me who I am. I spend tremendous effort thinking about how my past has informed my personality in an effort to indeed become more mindful. The way I see it, my memories are creative re-creations, interpretations as opposed to absolute truths. But those interpretations inform my personality just as much as the objective facts of whatever happened in my past. My core memories, and the ways I choose to interpret them, become my core beliefs and values.

All of this is to say: As much as I hate the simplicity of “live in the moment,” I can’t deny that it’s the foundation I’ve built my life on. It is, for better or for worse, a core value of mine. Because beneath all my anxiety and rough edges, I do believe that all I can do is make the best choice for myself in each moment—even when those choices are scary, even when they require me to take on big, Bunny-size life changes.

If someone out there has the secret to living a life you’re proud of, DM me. Until then, I’ll be here, stringing together my best efforts one moment at a time, hoping it leads to a life I’m proud to say I made for myself.
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Bunny Meets Buttons

I spent several years imagining what life with a dog would look like. I’ll tell you right now that it looks zero percent like what I’d expected it would. Maybe even less than zero percent.

People often ask me if I knew I was going to teach Bunny how to communicate by pressing recordable buttons when I got her. The answer is yes. Well, the answer is I knew I was going to try. I’d seen a dog “talking” with its owner online, and I was excited about the prospect that my dog might be able to talk to me too. I remember telling Johnny and friends that I was going to teach Bunny to use buttons to communicate; most of those people laughed uncomfortably in response but lauded my enthusiasm all the same. I wasn’t hurt by their doubts, because I had my own. I thought it was possible that I might be successful, however improbable. I started by recording an OUTSIDE button and placing it by the door. Each button had a little speaker and microphone so you could record your own voice and play it back through the button. I pressed that button every time we went outside, paired with a hearty verbal dose of “outside” as well. I expected she’d need to hear a word a whole lot before it had any meaning to her. I could never have imagined the strange and wonderful journey we were about to embark upon, full of beautiful connected moments, astounding communication, and hard-learned, painful yet poignant lessons.

I devoured training books and blogs. I followed trainers on Instagram and YouTube and made our home puppy ready several months before Bunny came to live with us. I got a crate, food and treats, far too many toys, grooming supplies, and a doggy toothbrush. I got one of those pound-puppy-looking stuffed dogs that you put the hand warmer in, and there’s a little battery-operated beating heart to make sure your pup is comfortable their first few nights in their new home. I got a leash and collar and harness and a special tag for her with her name on it.

And of course, I got buttons.

During my puppy research and prep, I’d found Christina Hunger, a speech-language pathologist in San Diego who had gone viral for teaching her dog, Stella, to communicate using recordable buttons. An article had come across my news feed directing me to her Instagram account. It talked a bit about her process and what she’d been able to accomplish with Stella.

I was eager to add this form of communication to an almost impossible list of relationship and communication goals I had for Bunny and me. I began reading about augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) and canine cognition in addition to training. Like I mentioned before, I didn’t have any training experience, and I certainly didn’t have any speech-language pathology experience. But what I did have was creativity, curiosity, and—according to some—an infuriatingly tenacious spirit.

I spent the first couple of weeks with Bunny focusing on building our bond, getting to know one another, and working on basic obedience. I’d never trained a dog before, or any animal for that matter, but through my research I felt I had a decent grasp on how to get started. A positive-reinforcement approach made the most sense to me. Positive reinforcement uses rewards to increase the likelihood that a behavior will be repeated. It’s fun for both human and animal, and doesn’t rely on punishment to accomplish training goals. It’s also (obviously) way more nuanced than that, but those are the most basic basics. I got a clicker and stocked up on treats.

Throughout our day, we’d work on obedience training: sit, come, down, stay, focus, touch. Then we’d play, then nap, and then go for small walks. I made sure to incorporate specific visual cues for each verbal cue so that I’d be able to ask her to perform a task nonverbally as well. (This was mostly in case we were ever at the Oscars together, and I needed her to get me another bacon-wrapped asparagus and didn’t want to interrupt the speaker, or vice versa.)

Here’s an example of how I incorporated both visual and verbal cues: If we were walking down the street and someone stopped to chat, I could signal Bunny with a small hand gesture to sit or wait or come. As our verbal and nonverbal communication skills grew, I became more receptive and in tune with her intrinsic communications. It almost felt like I could read her mind. She would look at me when she was uneasy, as if to say, “What do we do?” I’d look back at her and silently say, “I got you, puppa. Don’t worry about a thing.”

We made quick progress with basic obedience. Bunny was eager to learn and seemed eager to please—or at least eager to sample whatever tasty snack was always in my hands. I couldn’t get enough of it. Our bond and understanding of one another was deepening daily. I began to experiment with the buttons too. Every time we went for a walk, I would press OUTSIDE and say “outside” aloud to create a verbal association. Once we were outside I’d throw a little outside party, saying the word over and over again.

One day, when Bunny was around four months old, Johnny and I were sitting on the couch watching a movie while Bunny stood by her buttons looking back and forth between the buttons and us. As we watched out of the corner of our eyes, she pressed OUTSIDE on her own, without any encouragement or modeling from us, for the very first time. “Did you just say outside?” I squealed. Her head whipped up proudly like she’d solved a riddle, ears flying outward. We ran—where else?—outside to celebrate.
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It was game on after that. There was only one small problem: I didn’t really have any idea of how to proceed. I found myself remembering this quote often attributed to Pablo Picasso: “Learn the rules like a pro, so you can break them like an artist.” So, in an effort to learn the rules I was aiming to break, I began reading about AAC modeling best practices, about language development in children, and about canine cognition. It was all foreign to me. In some ways, my lack of scientific background in these areas may have protected me from inborn biases about what might be possible. I didn’t have a clear scientific understanding of what had been tried before, whether successfully or unsuccessfully, so I was open to any outcome.

We affixed her OUTSIDE button to a plywood board with Velcro, and added three additional phrases: COME, PLAY, and LOVE YOU.

After some small successes with the buttons, I wanted to establish a training protocol in the same way that I had with our obedience training. My gut instinct was that using treats as motivation to interact with the buttons would muddy the word’s intended meanings, so I decided from day one that I would never use food in conjunction with Bunny’s language learning.

It took a while to get into a rhythm. I began speaking to Bunny all the time and emphasizing words that I imagined adding to the board in the future. Simple and straightforward concepts like “outside” and “play” were easy to model: I’d simply press the button, say the word out loud, then pair that with either going outside or playing. But I wanted Bunny to be able to express concepts that I wouldn’t necessarily pick up on just by reading her body language. I wanted her to be able to tell me how she was feeling, and whether she was in pain, and who she wanted to play with and when. I wondered if it could be possible in some distant future for dogs to tell us about their dreams or their puppyhood traumas before adoption. My sense was that I could find moments wherein she or I were experiencing a certain emotional state and capture it by modeling the appropriate button and connecting a word to it.

For example, when she saw a bird on our deck, she’d stiffen and bark like the safety of her whole extended family depended on it. I interpreted that as “mad” and would model BUNNY MAD on the board, then say it several times as well. Or when Johnny would come home after a climbing trip, Bunny would become so excited she’d pee her pants. Then she’d wiggle and whimper and figure eight between his legs. Seemed like an appropriate time to model HAPPY. This process allowed us to add several buttons related to emotional states, although the question of how similar her emotions were to ours remained. I don’t suppose we’ll ever know exactly how someone or something else experiences a given emotion compared to our own experiences. At the same time my friend and I may have different perceptions of the color red—but we both still call it red.
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Over time I’ve learned that many words can only be modeled effectively in conjunction with words she already knows well and uses regularly. Time-related buttons are a good example. While I’m still not certain that she fully grasps concepts like yesterday, today, and tomorrow, she seemed to pick up now and later rather quickly, as I was able to model them in conjunction with actions like “play.” I’d press NOW PLAY and we would immediately begin to play. Then we would stop and I’d model ALL DONE PLAY. Similarly, if she requested PLAY, and I wanted to teach the concept of “later,” I’d model PLAY LATER, set a fifteen-minute timer, and begin play as soon as it went off. Slowly we generalized that by extending the time. Later is a nebulous concept for me, and I suppose to her it simply means not now, but before I forget about it altogether.

I began incorporating daily button-training sessions into our routine. We would sit at the buttons and I would try to reinforce a new concept, repeating it and asking her questions in the hopes of garnering a contextually appropriate response. This struck me as the most logical way to increase her rate of learning. I’d say, “Let’s play tug,” then repeat with the buttons, and then we would play tug. While we were playing, I’d repeat “play tug, play tug” several times. After a few moments of that, we’d stop. I’d say, “All done play tug,” then repeat with the buttons. We’d practice this several times, then I’d move on to holding the tug in front of her and asking “What?” and signaling toward the tug toy. She tended to become disengaged with what questions, which led me to realize that I needed a different approach.

What I found was that even without being reinforced with treats, the buttons were their own reward for Bunny. With this type of training, her primary reinforcer had become being understood. So if she didn’t actively have something to express, she was less motivated to learn. I began spending much of my day near the buttons, whether I was working or relaxing, so that if an opportunity arose when Bunny felt compelled to explore her words, I’d be available to help. One day Bunny walked to the buttons and pressed NOW PLAY. I grabbed a ball, and a tug, walked over to the board, and asked her, “What play? Ball or tug?” and pointed to the part of the board that housed her toy buttons. She thought for a moment, then emphatically pressed TUG. These were both new buttons to her, so she hadn’t cemented their position or association yet, but I acted quickly on her perhaps accidental press of TUG, thereby reinforcing her initial request, and reinforcing the hunch I’d had that Bunny setting the terms for this sort of learning would yield better results. Taking the opportunity to use even accidental button presses as teachable moments has proven invaluable.

Since then, I mostly let Bunny initiate conversation, and we work in language-learning moments when the opportunity arises naturally. For example, if she approaches the board and presses GO PARK and we’ve already been to the park, it’s an excellent chance for me to model WENT PARK MORNING, thereby reinforcing a past tense and a time of day. Sometimes I’ll ask questions that increase her motivation toward dialogue by saying something like, “When did we go park?” Many times it means that I model something with no expectation of response, like when we return from the park, I may model ALL DONE PARK, HOME NOW, SETTLE. But what it means in the grander scheme of things is that this remains fun for her, and that she always has the choice to opt in or out. I know from firsthand experience that being heard increases connection.

Bunny communicates perfectly without the buttons, as all dogs do (even if humans don’t always understand those communications), but by giving her the agency to communicate in as many ways as possible, she
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