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This story is true, and Clara is a real pug, though she prefers not to apply such a limiting label to herself. However, to ensure that I can continue to support Clara in the manner to which she has become accustomed, I have changed the names, descriptions, geographic specifics, and distinguishing traits of some of the participants. If you think that you recognize anyone in this book, I would be deeply grateful if you would just forget all about it. —MK
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Prologue
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The pug, Clara, sensed disaster. My husband, Duke, and I had two weeks to go until we departed on a journey to the ends of the earth. This wasn’t unusual. We travel a lot. Yet somehow Clara had come to believe this trip marked the end of life as she knew it. Spectacularly correct, her hunch was worthy of the Psychic Friends Network, because the tangible evidence was slight. Our suitcases were still in the attic, the airline tickets locked in my desk; the only indication that something extraordinary was in the works was a growing mound of shopping bags in the laundry room.

But ever self-protective and watchful, the suspicious dog dragged her faux leopard-skin bed from its customary position in the corner of my study to a superior vantage point in front of our bedroom heater and henceforth refused to let me out of sight. Her dim pug sister, Sophie, who long ago learned to follow Clara’s instincts, chirped like a dying smoke alarm until I carried her bed in too.

Never mind that I’d spent four years accustoming the dictators—excuse me, companion animals—to sleep in another room, where Sophie’s compulsion to wake me at 5:30 A.M. with her insanely irritating yips and shrieks and Clara’s nightly attempt to invade the sanctity of our marital bed wouldn’t cause sleep deprivation. Overwhelmed with guilt, anxiety, and nostalgia, I relented. Even Duke, who isn’t nearly as vulnerable to their manipulations as me—the Official Pug Lollipop—grew powerless at the sight of the matching faux leopard-skin cuddlers in a line.

“They’re like the schoolgirls’ beds in Madeline,” he sighed with uncharacteristic sentimentality. Sensing weakness, Clara widened her eyes to chocolate-drop size, flattened her bat ears, and made herself look even smaller than her far-below-breed-standard twelve pounds. “The Dewdrop is looking unusually needy,” Duke said reproachfully.

He had no right to complain. His days were spent downtown at the university, so Clara only stalked him on weekends and after business hours. She shadowed me round the clock. As the date of our departure grew near, she maintained a vigil over my car keys the way an alcoholic keeps tabs on all the liquor in the house. If I attempted to leave home alone, she skittered under my feet, dashed out the gate, and bounced defiantly into the passenger seat of my car. I felt like Morgan Freeman in Driving Miss Daisy.

I consulted my friend Blanche Roberts, a three-time winner of the title National Pug Breeder of the Year. Blanche is one of the few people I know capable of treating the usually coddled lapdogs as livestock. She assured me that Clara’s behavior was reasonable. “You’re making changes,” Blanche said in her please-don’t-be-stupid voice. “She knows it and wants to be near you when it happens. She wants to support you.”

Supportive? Clara? Unlike Sophie, who exasperates me more than any living creature including my ex-husband but is goodhearted and actively prefers me to other human beings, Clara has the character and personality of her breed: that of the schemer Eve Harrington in All About Eve. (My husband claims that the hallmark of the pug’s personality is its indifference to pleasing the master. “Where some dogs will really work to make their master happy, pugs are only in it for themselves,” Duke says.)

“But I haven’t even brought the suitcases out,” I protested to Blanche. For good reason. Clara, who frequently travels with me, reacts to my luggage with an emotional meltdown.

“You smell different,” Blanche said. “A little more stressed, a little more worried.”

Pugs don’t have a standard dog snout—just a snub leathery half mushroom—but I knew better than to argue with Blanche. In pug circles her word is gospel, but more important, she was going to board Clara and Sophie while we were away, for a fraction of what it would cost to send them to a swanky dog camp with hanging plants, homemade curtains, and piped-in classical music twenty-four hours a day. I’d go to any lengths to avoid getting on her bad side. Besides, there was no denying that Clara was getting less lap time than her preferred eighteen hours a day.

“Just let her do her thing,” Blanche advised.

Since it is impossible to control Clara, this was easy advice to take.

My little dog caused a sensation at the Adventure Store, where I reluctantly went to be fitted for warm boots, perhaps the only pair of expensive shoes that I have no desire to own. Cedar incense wafted through the air, a sound system played a grating environmental soundtrack of chirping birds and mating whales, the floor was carpeted in Astroturf punctuated by papier-mâché redwood stumps and rocks. It evoked unhappy memories of damp sleeping bags and mosquito-filled Camp Kinni Kinnic camping trips, and I felt a panic attack coming on. The highly urbanized Clara, whose idea of communing with Mother Nature is to frolic around the orange and lemon trees and drought-resistant bushes in my in-laws’ meticulously landscaped backyard in Santa Barbara, trotted past a display rack containing doggy backpacks with the slogan: SO YOUR DOG CAN CARRY HIS OWN LOAD. (As if!)

“Can I pet your pug?” asked a lanky youth with marmalade dreadlocks, dressed in khaki Patagonia shorts and a white camp shirt embroidered with the title BOOT COUNSELOR. (I think it’s against the law in Los Angeles to be a regular salesperson.)

Before I could respond, he dropped to the ground and went eyeball to eyeball with Clara. She ran through her entire menu of attention-getting behaviors. Cock gnome head. Wag doughnut tail. Fold ears forward to sugar-won’t-melt-in-my-mouth position. Flash crooked front tooth. By the time she came to the finale—Flop on back so Human can scratch gently rounded belly!—Clara was surrounded by the Sock Analyst and the Down-Vest Consultant, each ripping open a package of beef jerky. This is a substance that I would only eat after five weeks on a lifeboat just before turning cannibal, but Clara was most appreciative.

“Excuse me,” I said, “I need lightweight boots that can withstand minus-twenty-degree cold.”

The Boot Counselor sighed and took his eyes off Clara. “Are you going on a trek?” he asked hopefully. I was worried. Did I look like one of those adventurous idiots who scaled Everest for fun?

“God forbid.” I shuddered. How to explain my mission without Clara learning the truth: We were flying across the world to adopt a six-month-old human baby. “It’s sort of a business trip,” I said evasively and ran through my boot requirements. Cute. Lightweight. Waterproof. Preferably black.

He measured my feet perfunctorily, all the while caressing Clara, who daintily pirouetted on her hind legs and devoured beef jerky at the same time. “My grandmother had a fawn pug named Pugsly,” he said.

If I had a dollar for everyone who’s told me that their grandmother had a pug named Pugsly, I could buy Clara and Sophie the black braided leather collars with the engraveable sterling silver locket that I admired in the Saks Fifth Avenue Christmas catalog (only $265 each!). I waited expectantly. I knew that soon I would learn Pugsly’s fate.

Sure enough, the youth sadly shook his dreadlocks. “Pugsly choked to death on a chicken bone.”

If I had a dollar for everyone who’s told me a gruesome story about how a pug died, I could fly Clara and Sophie to Manhattan every weekend, so they could attend Central Park Pug Pals, a gathering of pugs and their pug-besotted humans that meets every Saturday and Sunday at twelve-thirty on the grassy knoll behind the Alice in Wonderland statue.

“Poor Pugsly,” I said pro forma. “About my boots …”

Finally, he vanished into the stockroom and returned with a pair of definitely not adorable, industrial-strength black lace-up boots, which he explained would be warm enough if I wore two layers of special wicking socks. (No, he couldn’t show me any; I had to consult the Sock Analyst.) “Does Clara want Gore-Tex booties?”

Clara was open to the suggestion, but despite all appearances to the contrary, I have standards. My pug’s footwear is limited to a small can of Musher’s Wax, which I bought in Manhattan one snowy December morning because the salt on the icy streets burned her delicate dime-sized paws. Anyway, this was one trip that Clara would definitely not be making.

“If she were mine, I’d take her everywhere,” he said, and she sluttishly licked his face.

I was so guilt-ridden I pulled out my cell phone and made an emergency appointment with Dr. Pangloss, my therapist. He has seen Clara since she was a pup. (Not that she has difficulty coping; she just feels I need moral support.) Dr. Pangloss only sees one other dog regularly in his practice. “Would you believe it’s another pug?” he asked.

You bet I would.

My longtime shrink is fond of gimmicks—so fond that when Tracey Ullman, playing an unconventional therapist on the TV show Ally McBeal, suggested that Ally needed her own theme song, I didn’t even think it was strange. In the waiting room I was handed a form and asked to choose from a list of twenty-one words or phrases the one that best described my present mood. I pondered the choices: “Connected to others?” “Joyful?” “Active?” “Accepting?” “Indifferent?” “Helpless?” None seemed right, so I wrote in, “Terrified.” To amuse myself, I filled out one for Clara, who sat regally beside me on the green tweed sofa, delicately sipping bottled water from a Styrofoam cup. I debated between “Good sense of self” and “Confident” before ticking off “Resourceful.”

It figured. The dog was in better shape than me.

Dr. Pangloss smiled when Clara strutted into his office. “I see you’ve brought the good one,” he said. My pugs are situated at opposite ends of the behavioral spectrum. Clara is a charmer, whereas Sophie feels it isn’t worth her while to win friends and influence people. In his office are two Barcaloungers. Clara settled into the one earmarked for clients, moved over a smidgen so I could join her, and waited expectantly for the session to begin. “She seems more alert than usual,” Pangloss said. “You don’t look so great.”

My voice cracked and tears streamed down my cheeks. “I’m about to ruin Clara’s life. She knows it and it’s breaking my heart.” (Yes, I realized I sounded like a paranoid loon.) In a rare display of loyalty, Clara vouchsafed my sanity. She jumped off my lap, hopped onto Pangloss’s knee, and gave me the evil eye, trying to vibe me out. Lest there be any doubt as to who was in charge here, she turned her mesmerizing gaze on my therapist. He made the sign of the cross and put her on the floor.

“She’s like an alien with supernatural powers,” Pangloss said dryly. “Don’t stare at her too long, or you’ll lose your will.” He recalled a Star Trek episode in which Spock ran into a similar menace, but he couldn’t remember how Spock had coped.

It didn’t matter. It was comforting to know I wasn’t hallucinating.

“You have rights,” he continued. “She is, after all, your dog.”

“She’s brought me immeasurable happiness, and this is how I repay her?” I spluttered. “What if the baby is a terrible mistake?”

Pangloss reminded me that I had cold feet right before I got Clara. “You were afraid of upsetting Sophie,” he said. “And she survived.”

“It’s not the same,” I protested. “Clara is more evolved.”

Pangloss brought out two gigantic magnets and demonstrated how, depending on how you held them, they either stuck together or stayed apart. It was supposed to be a consciousness-raising prop to melt away resistance, but all it brought to mind were those little Scottie dogs sold in vending machines in the bathrooms of Howard Johnson’s when I was a child. “We better examine your relationship with Clara,” he said.

“We only have an hour.” I moaned. “And that could take years.”


Girl Meets Pug
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My enslavement began in June 1992, when Bess, my favorite pug for over fourteen years, developed kidney failure and had to be put to sleep. I was heartbroken. Her gluttonous sister, Stella (also fourteen), had died the previous April, and I was left with a void in my life. Blessedly, I was not left pugless, a state that I’ve seldom been in since I fell in love with the breed when I was nineteen. Who knew that small wrinkled dogs with pushed-in faces would prove to be the greatest commitment of my life?

A year before, after adding up all the veterinary expenses in my checkbook, I had had a revelation: The joy of pug ownership was gone. Bess and Stella were clearly on their way out, and my role had deteriorated from playing spirited games of Chase the Sock to running a pug hospice. In an effort to stave off the inevitable emotional crisis, I convinced my husband to lift his long-standing two-pug quota. After Duke made me swear that he would never have to walk all three at once, the good-looking but truculent Sophie joined the pack.

Well, she didn’t exactly join—she took over like Caulerpa taxifolia, the mutant seaweed that is currently suffocating all marine life in its path in the western Mediterranean. It could be argued that Bess and Stella’s last days were enlivened by their hatred of their new sibling, but I’d be willing to bet that euthanasia seemed more pleasurable than sharing the house with Sophie. Her favorite game was to grab Bess’s leash in her teeth and sprint down the Venice boardwalk while the gallant Bess struggled to keep pace.

Within weeks, Sophie tired of tormenting her feeble sisters and turned her energies toward subjugating me. It was like living with a fourteen-pound reincarnation of Mussolini. Every morning at six o’clock Pugolini woke me like the devil’s alarm clock. First, her owl-like head would rise like a periscope over the mattress and she’d monitor my rapid eye movements and breathing patterns. When she determined that sleep had reached its deepest and most relaxing state, she sprang into action, emitting a warning yelp. If I failed to respond instantly, she tore the covers off with her teeth, raked her needle-sharp claws on whichever limb happened to be most handy, and serenaded me with a piercing aria of barks. Sophie never woke me for a pressing call of nature; oh, no, she did it for sport.

After Bess died I decided to get the exasperating beast a baby sister. “You’re increasing your problems exponentially,” Duke warned. “Sophie’s going to turn into a smoldering cauldron of jealousy.”

I figured it would be my revenge for all the mornings that I couldn’t sleep in. Besides, pugs are happier in pairs. You seldom see a solo pug, and people always ask why. Pugs are insanely demanding, and if you have two they can entertain each other. It’s mesmerizing to watch them interact—kind of like an in-house Wild Kingdom, only they don’t take down wounded gazelles. Best of all, when you go away, you can park two pugs in the kennel and leave with a clear conscience, knowing they will not be alone.

With Bess and Stella, I was less than rigorous about obtaining perfect physical specimens, but that was before I hung out with Blanche. And before I became Hollywood correspondent for Pug Talk magazine—my most absurd and yet most pleasurable professional accolade to date. Interviewing luminaries of the pug world made me far more particular. I blush to confess that I am a very superficial person. If you wanted to be charitable, you could describe me as oversensitive to my environment, but in fact I chose everything in my house—from my husband to the coffee grinder to my computer—because I liked the way it looked. So while Stella’s apple head and Bess’s long Betty Grable—like legs didn’t diminish my love for them in any way, when choosing their replacements I adhered to a stricter set of visual standards.

Pugs come in two color combinations: a light tan coat, technically known as fawn, with black ears and mask; or pure black. (Pugs with apricot coats and black masks exist, but I’ve yet to see one.) I’ve had fawns and I’ve had blacks, and I prefer the latter, partly for aesthetic reasons, partly because black pugs are smarter and more adventurous, and partly for practicality. I wear black more than I wear beige, so when the pugs shed—which they do constantly—the fur doesn’t show. Black pugs are rarer and a more recent import than the fawns, having been smuggled to England from China around 1880 aboard the yacht Sunbeam, which belonged to a Lady Brassey.

Blanche refuses to breed black pugs—“because it’s like starting a new breed, they’re so different,” she says haughtily—and so when it came time to buy a puppy, she advised me to call the actor Paul Winfield. He lives atop a mountain in the Hollywood Hills, in a modern architect’s version of a magic castle, which he shares with a pack of poorly housebroken inky gremlins. His kennel name is Avoncliffe, combining Shakespeare’s home with his vertical lot, and all his pugs have Shakespearean names.

The charmless but ravishing Sophie, officially Avoncliffe’s Sophia, was a Paul pug, and I was counting on Paul—who dabbles in animal husbandry when he’s not winning Emmys for Picket Fences or making films or doing voice-overs—to supply me with an adoptive sister. Paul had just returned from filming The Legend of Gator Face and was low on pugs—his notorious ornamental koi pond had claimed a few less-than-expert swimmers—but he invited me to stop by. I accepted immediately. It’s more mood-lifting than Prozac to see the stately six-foot-two actor walking in a sea of snuffling dramatis personae: Desdemona, Othello, Enobarbus, Iago, Portia, and Gertrude.

Paul had two pugs up for grabs: Bianca, a year-old bitch that he’d picked up at a show as breeding stock but was having difficulty integrating into his pack. “She’s kind of aggressive,” he conceded, and the warning bells chimed. I needed a Type B personality to compliment the bossy Sophie.

He suggested Malvolio, a chunky six-month-old male with a massive head, sweet disposition, and thick glossy coat—the result of Paul’s secret fur-enhancing recipe, a high-fat casserole of chicken livers, ground turkey, garlic, and shortening, which he fries up for them daily. (When I first got Sophie, she was so spoiled she refused to eat kibble for a week. My husband, Mr. When She’s Hungry Enough She’ll Eat It, finally broke down and roasted her a turkey.) Paul stretched on the couch and was immediately covered with a living quilt of snorting, wheezing, sneezing muffinheads, including the handsome Malvolio. “Blanche says he has the makings of a champion,” Paul said.

More warning bells. Male dogs are not my favorites, and the last thing I wanted was a dog I had to handle in a show ring. I’ve attended dog shows and interviewed the participants, and never—even after living in Los Angeles in close proximity to the entertainment industry for twenty years—have I encountered such intense intramural bitchiness. Aficionados would have you poisoned for owning an animal whose nails, in their opinion, were a tad too white. Again I passed, luckily for Paul, who would ultimately finish Malvolio (dog-show speak for winning enough shows to make him a champion) and show him at the prestigious Westminster Kennel Club Show.

Paul recommended that I call Lorene, a well-respected puppy farmer. “Sophie’s mother, Phoebe, came from Lorene,” he said, and then he added, “Did I tell you Phoebe was kidnapped?”

I sensed a Pug Talk exclusive. “You’re kidding?”

He shook his head. “I usually take all the pugs with me when I go to the store because they love riding in the car,” Paul began, and his deep bass-fiddle voice rumbled like distant thunder. “Imagine driving down this mountain with six pugs in your lap. So anyway, I leave the windows down because I don’t stay in the store very long, but someone reached in and stole Phoebe out of my car.”

“How did you find her?”

“We put posters on every corner and put up a reward in the newspaper,” Paul recounted. “Three weeks and no luck, driving up and down the neighborhood just looking. Finally, I got this call from some guy’s mother. She said her son had the dog, and she promised to call back with more information, but I never heard from her again. So I went to the police and tried to get his address. They wouldn’t give it to me, so I hired a private detective to find out where the thief lived. I went to his house about five the next morning and made a big thing about getting out of my car and trying to look as big and black as possible. Three hours later the guy calls, real scared, and says, ‘I’ve got your dog.’ It took a lot of money and effort, but Phoebe was worth it. We call her Patty Hearst now.”

I kissed Patty good-bye and promised to bring her daughter Sophie over to say hello. Not that Sophie was interested in a family reunion. Not long ago she ran into her twin sister, Gertrude, at Blanche’s house. Gertrude, Paul’s first champion, was there having puppies, but Sophie was about as pleased to see her sister as she is to have her nails clipped, an activity she regards as a torture worthy of an intervention from Amnesty International.

“If you call Lorene, don’t tell her about the kidnapping,” Paul cautioned. “She’s kind of fussy.”

“Fussy” was putting it mildly. Lorene has been obsessed with pugs since 1964, when she started breeding them. “My mom and dad raised and showed Boston terriers,” she told me when I phoned. “But as soon as I saw a pug, I was bit by the pug bug. At one point, I had twenty. I love how soft they are. And the sleepy smell that they emit from their ears and their neck area when they’re sleeping on my pillow.”

Lorene completely understood why I preferred ebony pugs to their fawn sisters. “The black ones are more possessive,” she said. “And they’re more enthusiastic. If you want to do something with them, they’re with you. Fawn people can’t understand it, but everything about the fawns is intensified in the blacks. It can be a black with a fawn mother and fawn sisters and brothers who just happened to turn out black. Still, that pug knows he’s better. It’s not bloodline. It’s color.”

Suddenly her voice grew stern. “What’s scary is that pugs are becoming so popular. And pugs are not for everybody. They require a lot of care. They’re sweet, but they’re stubborn and very gullible. They trust anybody. They’ll get in anybody’s car. Pugs need people who will understand that and protect them from themselves and from life.”

I knew I was in trouble when I began to speculate as to whether I was worthy.

For the next two hours, Lorene interrogated me like a senator checking out a Supreme Court nominee. First, I had to assure her that I only planned to have two pugs.

“I don’t think people should keep a lot of dogs,” Lorene declared, and I envisioned with horror how Blanche, who has scores of dogs, would respond to that. “They won’t be able to meet their emotional needs. The amount of time you spend with pugs makes a big difference in how they relate to humans.”

Funny, I spend all day with Sophie and all it has accomplished is to teach her the most effective way to annoy me.

Next, I had to pledge that I wasn’t pregnant and didn’t intend to become so for two years. “An infant would interfere with the pug’s emotional needs,” Lorene explained. It pained me to guarantee that the puppy was in no danger of an anxiety complex. Three years earlier, I had been diagnosed with breast cancer. Then, not long before I began shopping for a new puppy, I’d had a localized recurrence and been forced to undergo a mastectomy and reconstructive surgery. While my treatment was successful and my doctors optimistic, given the hormonal nature of the disease, pregnancy was a risky venture that they didn’t advise.

Lorene also had to be assured that I worked at home (God forbid the dog would be a latchkey pup) and that my previous pugs had gone peacefully to the Great Sofa Cushion in the Sky (not “accidentally” struck by a four iron or run over in the driveway). I later learned that she refused to give her own children pugs on the grounds that they weren’t responsible enough. After an hour, Lorene conceded that I was “probably” a safe bet. “I have a little black female who will be old enough to travel in four weeks,” she said.

I explained about needing a Type B personality.

“The puppy is used to being bossed around by Daphne, her litter mate, so she will have no trouble being second banana,” Lorene assured me.

It sounded perfect. I agreed to send a substantial check. She agreed to send baby pictures. I thanked her profusely.

But the conversation wasn’t over yet.

“You have to come and get her,” Lorene said.

This posed certain logistical problems. I live in Venice Beach, California. Lorene lived two thousand miles away in Lansing, Michigan. There was no way I was going to fly there to pick up a puppy. It was kind of nice to know that I had limits. (Though if she had lived in Paris, I would have gone in a trice.)

Lorene refused to air-freight her. The puppy, who I planned to name Clara Bella, was only permitted to fly if she was in the cabin, under my seat. “That’s nonsense,” said Blanche, who ships dogs all over the country by Delta Dash.

That would have been the end of it, but Fate was determined to bring Clara and me together. I found out that Lorene and I were going to be in Manhattan within days of each other. She was leaving the city on a Sunday, and I was arriving the following Tuesday for meetings with magazine editors and my book publisher. But a few days later, Lorene called and said it was all arranged. Monday, she’d park the pug in Manhattan with Judy, her friend and fellow breeder. Judy would keep the puppy until Friday, so she wouldn’t interfere with my meetings. Clara and I would spend the weekend together bonding, and on Sunday we’d fly home. All I had to do was pay fifty dollars to the airline to reserve cabin space under my seat.

“I’m surprised Lorene doesn’t require her to have her own seat in first class,” Duke said.

No sooner had I borrowed a Vuitton pet carrier than I received an urgent call from Lorene. She and Clara were ready to hit the highway. But there had been a small change in plan. Judy had to leave town unexpectedly, so instead of keeping Clara until Friday, she would drop her off at my hotel on Wednesday morning. She hoped I didn’t mind. Mind? I had reservations at the San Carlos, a small hotel on the East Side, where I always stayed and got a special rate. They didn’t take pets. I could hide Clara for a night, especially since she wasn’t allowed to walk on the street because she hadn’t had her shots. But five days was pushing my luck.

“Switch hotels,” Lorene said. As if it was easy to find a Manhattan hotel across the street from my publisher where a junior suite went for well under two hundred dollars.

“Switch breeders,” Duke said. As if it was easy to find a female black pug of excellent heritage who was ready to take Bess’s place.

Instead, I called the late Herb Goldstein, a friend of Mother’s and one of the owners of the Hotel San Carlos, and threw myself on his mercy. He graciously permitted me to keep Clara in my room. I not so graciously failed to mention that she was nine weeks old and, to the best of my knowledge, not housebroken.

Packing was a logistical nightmare, as I had to anticipate both the puppy’s needs and my own. The wardrobe requirements for a business trip to Manhattan are far more taxing than the dress code for a writer working from her home on Venice Beach. The person monitoring the X-ray machine at the airport beheld a bizarre juxtaposition of business suits, silk blouses, Dispoz-a-Scoops—my pooper-scooper of choice—rawhide chips, and Nature’s Miracle, a liquid with magic enzymes that supposedly remove pet odors and stains. Certainly when it opened midflight and leaked all over my new black cashmere sweater, it left scarcely a trace.

On the big morning, I tipped the maid lavishly, covered the bathroom floor with The New York Times, and waited anxiously, like I was expecting a baby. Labor dragged on and on. Clara was two hours late. I was about to cancel lunch with Loretta, my agent, when the phone rang. “Some woman is honking for you on the street,” said Gabriel at the front desk.

I dashed downstairs. Given Lorene’s paranoia, I expected to be questioned extensively and maybe asked for fingerprints, just in case she decided to press charges against me for pug abuse in the future. Instead, I was waved over to a dented gray Honda parked in a red zone on Fiftieth Street. “I’m late for a hair appointment,” the driver hollered. Through the window, she passed me a ventilated black nylon bag and a sack of Puppy Chow.

“The pug is submissively wetting,” she added, “and she has a little diarrhea.” Then the light changed and she sped away.

I stood frozen on Fiftieth Street like a drug courier, holding a squirming bag. I got through the lobby and into the elevator before she began to whimper. Safe in my room, I unzipped the bag and out climbed Clara Bella, a sad-looking, bat-eared creature about as large as my size five-and-a-half sneaker. She had a white skunklike stripe on her loosely curled tail, which was closer in shape to a question mark than the breed-standard double corkscrew. This was unsettling because the puppy had been billed as “show quality.” But Lorene was somewhere on the highway between New York and Michigan and couldn’t be reached.

I called Duke. “I bought a skunk,” I wailed. (A couple of weeks later Lorene would assure me that age would tighten the curl and the skunk stripe was the result of Clara having sat in some bleach. She was half right. The skunk stripe disappeared. The question-mark tail remained.)

Sensing that I was less than overwhelmed, the Lilliputian Clara chirped with rapturous delight at my mere existence and washed my cheek with exuberant kisses. It would be the last time that she displayed such enthusiasm for me, whom she quickly pegged as a patsy, but I naïvely believed it was love at first sight. The elated puppy sprang into my lap and chewed my bangs until they frizzed unbecomingly. All I could do was giggle and caress her.

And thus my indentureship commenced.


The Origin of Species
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Dr. Pangloss looked up from his doodle pad and shook his head. “But why do you find pugs so appealing?” he asked, discreetly flicking a half dozen of Clara’s discarded black hairs from his beige corduroy chair and choking back an allergic sneeze.

I was mystified that he could ask such a question, though I’m aware that pugs provoke a bipolar reaction—either “Aren’t they cute?” or “Damn, those dogs are butt-ugly.” I gave him my stock rejoinder: “Pugs are living proof that God has a sense of humor.” Why else would he create a comic-looking beast that doesn’t hunt or herd or go to ground, or even fetch, unless what it’s fetching is pizza? The New York Times once referred to the breed as “virtually untrainable,” and as near as I can tell, its raison d’être is to divert human beings. As The Encyclopedia of the Dogs by Bruce Fogle states in the “Key Facts About the Pug” section: “Date of origin: Antiquity. First use: Companion. Use Today: Companion.”

“So, you admire their sense of entitlement,” Pangloss said briskly, like I was missing his point. “Anything else?”

It’s hard to analyze a love affair that is grounded in gut instinct and chemistry as opposed to rational thought, but ever conscientious—a trait Pangloss claims is my greatest weakness—I tried. “There hasn’t been a day that my pugs haven’t made me smile, and that’s more than I can say for most people I know,” I said. “And unlike human beings, they’re consistent. You always know what to expect with a pug.”

“Good, good,” said Pangloss. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

I sat in silence for a moment or two and listened to Clara purr and snort. Waves of love washed over me. “This is embarrassing to admit,” I said haltingly. “But for twenty years pugs have been my family. Some women divide their lives by their jobs or their boyfriends. I divide my life by pugs.”

Pangloss stopped coloring in his latest prop, a hand-lettered poster of a ladder listing states of mind, starting from Shame (at the bottom) to Enlightenment (at the top). “You’re kidding,” he said.

Oh, would that that were the case.

I was nineteen before I saw a pug in the flesh, though I had been exposed to them on an intellectual level without being aware of what I’d seen. As a child, my favorite book was Kay Thompson’s Eloise, about the precocious little girl who lived in a penthouse at the Plaza Hotel. Eloise shared the penthouse with Weenie, a pug or, as she described him, “a dog that looked like a cat.” Sometimes Eloise put sunglasses on Weenie and scratched his back with a wire hanger, which the pampered Weenie tolerated with good grace. Kay Thompson lived in Rome with her equally spoiled pug, Fenice. He sported a jaunty scarf around his midriff and subsisted on a diet of green Chuckles. According to an article in Vanity Fair, Thompson’s “devotion to the pug was such that she reportedly sawed the legs off her grand piano in order to move it into her bedroom at the top of a spiral staircase, where she would play songs for him.”

I also watched the sixties cartoon show Johnny Quest, in which a pug named Bandit played a minor role. But the official coup de foudre came when I returned home to Baltimore from Northwestern University for Thanksgiving vacation and landed in the midst of a family free-fire zone.

My parents were a few months away from what would be a marathon, no-blow-too-low divorce—and this was before such splits were commonplace. You could have cut the domestic tension with an electric knife, which as I recall, Mother found an unorthodox use for. Dad and my brother, Bobby, were sitting in the small, grass-papered den watching college football games. Outside in the hall, Mother gleefully switched the electric knife on and off to create static during key plays.

Having been trapped at O’Hare for seven hours, due to inclement weather, in order to make it home for this antipodal Norman Rockwellian event, I was feeling kind of sorry for myself. (Fortunately, I didn’t know that this was the last time my family would gather in my lifetime or I’d have eaten all the Sara Lee brownies in the fridge.) Suddenly, sensing my distress—or more likely sensing a born chump—a diminutive tan furball with a black mask trotted bandy-legged down my parents’ hall and plopped into my lap. She stared at me with bulgy unblinking brown eyes and licked off my lipstick with her unsettlingly long, rough, pink tongue. (I later learned that the tongue, a quarter of an inch too long, had kept her out of the show ring.) I was paralyzed by her cuteness and heartened by the display of affection. “She likes me,” I marveled, not realizing that like most of her breed she was not blessed with the charism of discernment. Her name was Maggie May, she was an eight-month-old pug, and she belonged to my sister, Laurie. Otherwise, I would have stolen her on the spot.

Laurie had grown lonely with her older siblings away at college and had begged our parents for a puppy. “Mother researched every dog on the planet,” my sister recalled. “After months of dragging me to dog shows, she finally decided that the perfect dog for me was a cairn terrier, like Toto. We went to Marjorie Shriver, a breeder in Towson, to buy the cairn. She also bred pugs. We picked out a cairn, but the pug kept getting in my face. It was such a goofy little thing. We even put money down on the cairn, but it wasn’t old enough to leave. We got in the car, and I kept talking about the pug. So we turned around and went and got her.” (Years later, Mrs. Shriver would tell me that she had to give up on the cairns, because “pugs are so bossy and so egotistical that the terriers suffered.”)

Maggie was an enchanting soul who warbled arias like Maria Callas if you squealed at her at a high pitch, and she enjoyed being towed around the swimming pool while reclining regally on a raft. Not that Maggie was flawless; like all pugs, she enjoyed an outsized sense of self-worth. This had become apparent a few weeks earlier when my parents bought a second dog named Bobbin, a bichon frise.

My childhood home was separated from a highway-access road by a wide field. My parents couldn’t understand why they kept finding Bobbin on the road. “One day we watched, and we saw Maggie lead her out into the field, then nudge her toward the road, then trot back, leaving the other dog stranded,” Laurie said. “Maggie needed to be the center of attention, and if anyone else was, well, then their days were numbered. She was Clara’s true predecessor.”

I returned to Northwestern with pugs on the brain. When I was supposed to be studying for finals in the library, I found myself researching the origin of the species.

A crash course, Pug 101: The breed has a longer history than any dog except the greyhound. It even has a motto: Multum in parvo, which is Latin for “a lot of dog in a small space.” Pugs originated in China, the ancestral home of all short-faced dogs. First spotted in a town called Lo-Chiang, in the district of Sichuan, the primordial pugs were known as Lo-Chiang-sze or Lo-sze. The precise date remains a mystery—estimates range from 700 B.C. to A.D. 200—partly because between 255 and 205 B.C. the first emperor, Ch’in Shih, whose tomb outside Xi’an is graced by the amazing terra-cotta army, destroyed so much literary material.

(I found plenty of evidence of pug habitation when Duke and I visited Xi’an a few years ago. We were strolling near the Great Mosque when we came upon a marketplace where vendors were selling intriguing bric-a-brac—photographs of the Dowager Empress, Red Army compasses, cigarette lighters with a miniature enamel portrait of Chairman Mao that played “The East Is Rising” when you pushed a button. On a whim, I showed a vendor a photo of Clara. She trilled something in Mandarin, and within minutes, I was inundated with pug-shaped curios: combination locks, bronze chops, figurines, and bookends. I am not a pug-icon collector, but Blanche is, and she would never forgive me if I passed up the treasure trove.)

Chinese records dating from the end of the first century mention a puglike dog called pai, which means a short-legged, short-headed creature whose habitat was under the table. Not on the table, as my husband insists. Duke believes pugs were originally bred out of a meat breed from dogs who were spared from the cooking pot by their winsome appearance. Nei, a friend who grew up in Beijing, concurred. “Too cute to eat,” he said.

Bred by eunuchs, these dogs became the favorites of emperors. According to pug historian Susan Graham Weall (The Pug, 1965), the emperor Ling Ti (A.D. 168–190) gave his favorite pug the official hat and belt of the Chin Hsien grade—the highest literary rank. “Other small dogs were given the title K’ai Fu and Yi Tung, which approximated to that of Viceroy and Imperial Guardian,” Ms. Weall wrote. Bitches were granted ranks equivalent to the wives of such officials, and the small dogs were fed the best of meat and rice, slept on fine carpets, and were guarded by soldiers.

As China began trading, first via the Silk Road and later by sea, pugs captivated the world. During the Sung dynasty (969–1153), Lo-szes, also known as Foo dogs, were given as gifts to Japanese dignitaries. Pugs made an appearance in Lhasa, Tibet, where they were dubbed lags k’yi, or hand dogs. Local legend states that if a human lays his hand upon a freshly hatched eagle, it will be transformed into a pug. (If a pug goes near an eagle, it will be transformed into a sizable vet bill.)

Portuguese explorer Vasco de Gama opened the sea route to China in 1498. Soon after, pugs arrived in Europe courtesy of Portuguese sailors, who were no doubt aware of the impact a luscious little lapdog could have on their girlfriends. Even before formal trade between Holland and China began in 1604, pugs left an indelible mark on the Netherlands. On September 11, 1572, a pug named Pompey saved the life of William the Silent, prince of Orange, during the Battle of Hermigny. The Spanish commander, the duke of Alva, led six hundred musketeers on a surprise night raid on the rebel Dutch. The prince slept unaware that his men were being slaughtered until the brave—or, more likely, merely in the mood for a midnight snack—little Pompey awoke and scratched his master’s face. Prince William escaped unharmed, and today his effigy in Delft Cathedral has a statue of Pompey at his feet.

By the seventeenth century, pugs were chewing the satin slippers of bluebloods all over Europe. When William the Silent’s great-grandson, William III, and his bride, Mary, daughter of England’s King James II, ascended the British throne in 1688, their pugs, known in Holland as happa-honds or Dutch mastiffs, replaced King Charles spaniels as court favorites. Bedecked with orange ribbons to show their support for the House of Orange, the pugs became the perfect grace note for ladies of fashion. The painter William Hogarth immortalized his leggy pug, Trump, in his Self-Portrait, which today hangs in the Tate Gallery. In Spain, Goya painted a portrait of a pug in traditional collar and bells along with the marquesa de Pontejos. It now hangs in the National Gallery of Art in Washington.

Meanwhile, in Central Europe, china and porcelain factories, most notably Meissen, were churning out litters of pug figurines. The managing director of the Meissen factory, Count Bruhl, had pugs, and they served as models. The elector of Saxony, a Grand Master of Freemasons, was one of Meissen’s best customers. When the pope excommunicated the German Freemasons in 1736, they clandestinely continued their activities as Mopsorden, or the Order of the Pug. The pug became their mascot.

In 1761 George III married a passionate pugophile, Princess Charlotte of Meclenburg-Strelitz, and a portrait of king and pug can be seen at Hampton Court. Another avid pug fancier was the empress Josephine, whose birthday, June 23, Clara shares. Josephine was never sans pugs, even during the revolution, when she was imprisoned in Les Carmes, a Carmelite monastery. (Note for trivia buffs: her cell mate was Madame Tussaud.) Her favorite, Fortuné, carried messages in his collar between his mistress and Napoleon.

Frederic Masson noted in his 1899 book Josephine, Empress and Queen, that “Josephine’s fondness for Fortuné nearly led to a quarrel with Napoleon on their wedding night. Pointing to Josephine’s dog, lying on the sofa, he said, ‘Do you see that gentleman: he is my rival. He was in possession of Madame’s bed when I married her. I wished to remove him: it was quite useless to think of it. I was told that I must either sleep elsewhere or consent to share my bed. That annoyed me considerably, but I had to make up my mind. I gave way. The favourite was less accommodating. I bear proofs on my leg of what I say.’ ” Fortuné was later killed by the cook’s bulldog, but Josephine promptly got several more pugs.

This is not to suggest the pug was universally beloved. In 1804, a miscreant named Taplin disparaged it in The Sportsman’s Cabinet: A Correct Delineation of the Canine Race. “In the whole catalogue of the canine species there is not one of less utility or possessing less powers of attraction than the pug-dog,” he wrote. It is theorized that these harsh words were responsible for a downslide in pug popularity. The ever-resiliant pug rebounded, and by the 1870s, a dog historian noted, “The Pug market is overstocked and everywhere in town and country these animals swarm.” The pug can be found on antique advertising geegaws and postcards. Queen Victoria had a gaggle of pugs: Olga, Pedro, Venus, Minka, Fatima, Mops, Topsy, Duchess, and Boscow, who is buried at Frogmore House Gardens. In 1897 Premier Black Gin, a pug owned by Alexandra, princess of Wales, was in the Parade of Champions at the London Kennel Association Show.

Over the years, the crown of creation acquired a wide variety of pompous names: the Lutheran dog (because by saving William the Silent, the little pug allowed the Reformation to continue in Europe), Camuses (French for flat-nosed), Mopschund (from the German verb mopen, “to mope,” which well describes the pug’s melancholy expression), and Carlin, after a famous eighteenth-century French actor who played the part of the harlequin.

For Duke’s last birthday I bought him the Oxford English Dictionary on CD-ROM. Upon hooking it up, he immediately looked up the etymology of the word pug. I had always heard that pug evolved from the Latin pugnus, which means “fist,” which the pug’s face rather resembles. But per the O.E.D., the word first appeared in the English language in the sixteenth century and was used as an endearment for a human being. A hundred years later pug described a pet monkey, a mistress, and a small demon or imp. It was not until the 1700s that definition number seven came into the language: “a dwarf breed of dog, resembling a bull dog in miniature; on account of its affectionate nature much kept as a pet.”

Duke instructed the software to look up any phrases with pug in it, and his eyes twinkled when he came to the following: “Pug slut,” he read gleefully, “the female of pug dog.”

Clara was maintaining a vigil under his chair, hoping a few crumbs of the pretzel he was eating would fall her way. She looked up and smiled, her pink tongue protruding from her lips. “Clara, are you a pug slut?” he cooed in a voice he’s never used with me. She tilted her head to her most flattering angle and raised her eyebrows coquettishly.

Luckily, twenty years ago, I couldn’t foresee that one day I would be sharing my husband’s affections with a winsome but conniving pug. Or else my life might have been a lot drearier.

Fast-forward two years. I graduated from college and moved to California. Temporarily estranged from my parents, who seemed to be putting more energy and ingenuity into their divorce than they had in their marriage, I shared a garden apartment three blocks from UCLA with Richard, my then-boyfriend and now ex-husband. While on a trip to New York, we spied a soignée older woman sitting in the shoe department of Bergdorf Goodman, with a black and a fawn pug lounging at her feet. Automatically, I fell to the ground and began romping with her dogs, a behavior that I would subsequently find extremely annoying when strangers did it to me. Their owner bore the intrusion with good grace and even referred me to a couple of kennels where I too might acquire such an attractive brace. A photographer came over and asked if he could take a picture. “Sure,” I said, and posed with pugs in lap.

Later, Richard cackled. “He didn’t want your picture. Didn’t you know? That was the actress Sylvia Sidney.”

Who knew? I only had eyes for the pugs.

On our way back to Los Angeles, Richard and I stopped in Chicago to visit some college friends. We were in the suburbs, looking at dollhouse furniture—miniatures being the second-most addictive substance in my life after pugs. Bored, Richard wandered into a newsstand and idly flipped through a copy of Dog Fancy. He dragged me out of the dollhouse store, whooping, “There’s a pug farm nearby. C’mon, let’s go.” We searched for an hour until we finally noticed a bronze pug figurine on the mailbox. A sign read, WELCOME TO CJ’S KENNEL. I ran out of the car, knocked on the door, and explained I was in the market for a pair of puppies.

The duenna was out, but an acolyte led us to an adjacent barn configured with a half dozen indoor runs, delineated like swim lanes. In the center a majestic fawn pug stood motionless on a little podium like a chubby French king. “That’s Gold Rush,” the acolyte said proudly. “He’s a champion.”

A black puppy in a cage reached out and tapped my shoulder. When I pet her, she cheeped like a monkey. I was told that this was Gold Rush’s prodigal daughter, Bruce. She had been recently returned by a dissatisfied buyer.

“Bruce? Are you sure she’s a girl?”

The acolyte shrugged. Never mind, I thought. I’ll call her Bess. The acolyte opened the cage. Bruce, who had long shapely legs, sprang into my arms and greeted me with joyous and stinky abandon. In the space of thirty seconds, she peed on me, drooled on me, licked me until I reeked of pug saliva. She must have imprinted me in her psyche like a gosling does with the mother goose because for the next fourteen years Bess revered me with a most
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