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To my parents, who among all the opportunities they
gave me, first brought a dog into my life.
To my wife, Lisa, who has shown our dogs and me
a depth of love we have never known and
has given me a deeper understanding of
why they like her better than me.
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I begin with a conclusion.
My life is richer for the presence of my dogs. Not just my dogs alone, but all the dogs that have slept in my lap, run across fields where I’ve played with them, or leaned out car windows as I’ve driven by. I have fed them, held them, massaged their necks, rubbed their bellies, and thrown them sticks and toys as far as my arm could reach. They have chased me, caught me, and licked me until I had to surrender. I have grown up with them and watched them grow with me, and I’ve sadly watched some pass on. On occasion, I have helped to heal them, and more often, they have helped to heal me. I have taught them things of some importance: how to sit, how to shake hands, and how to roll over. In turn, they have taught me to believe in the constant goodness that seems to emanate so easily from their gentle and loving nature. They are the dogs of my life.
When I was a senior in high school, I wrote a poem as a way to explore both my newfound fascination with language and my newly formed swirl of teenage hormones. It was pretty unmemorable work, save for one particular line:
 
I am of those I’ve touched, and the best of what they are.
 
That is probably the most prophetic I have ever been on my own behalf. Over the years, if I have developed any sense of virtue for my own life, it is because I was lucky enough to have seen and embraced the examples of greatness all around me—from my parents, my wife, my family, my friends, and, yes, my dogs.
As humans, we tend to expose our goodness in glimpses. Dogs, however, live closer to their essence, and they are more constant in their goodness. Perhaps that is why God gives them to us—as teachers, to stay by our sides in quiet vigil, undisturbed by worry or regret, and to show us how to live each moment as it comes.
I am a much better person with a dog in my lap.
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					t five, I was convinced that the answer to every important question was found at a pond. And not just any pond. You couldn’t just happen upon any quiet body of water and expect to walk away with some sort of epiphany. It had to be my pond. The one at the end of the street, deep in the New En gland woods, a few hundred yards from our house in Natick, Massachusetts.

				It was quiet and embraceable. I could map every path around it in my head, although some parts weren’t navigable by a five-year-old and I’d only heard about those. There was a high point of rock from which I could see most of the world. There were railroad tracks on the far end where occasionally the world would pass me by on its way to somewhere else. Lush green in spring and summer, on fire in the fall, and sparse gray in the winter freeze, the pond was always a special place. On this point Thoreau and I have always agreed. He went to his pond to live deliberately, and I went to mine to deliberate.

				I had a lot of questions then that required contemplation. Five was a busy year for me. I was on the young end of the class starting first grade that year and I was a bit overwhelmed by the responsibilities. I was left-handed so I wrote from right to left across the page. My numbers were backward, too, so the teacher would have to correct my arithmetic papers in the mirror. I had a small head and ears that stuck out a bit like two chunks of cauliflower on a very small globe, which concerned me. This look was only aggravated by the Parris Island butch haircut that my parents seemed to find so fashionable.

				There was also a girl in our first grade class, a bit diminutive in height with buck teeth and profoundly hairy legs. The seemingly inborn cruelty of five-and six-year-olds made them swarm to her like the wild dogs of Moremi around an emotional kill. I was always torn between the need to participate with the crowd and my empathy for her loneliness.

				But there was another particularly poignant problem brewing for me. The class was a pretty unruly one, even for kids of such a young age. When the teacher left the room on her break, as teachers did back then, the class was left alone in the room with the instructions to work quietly at our desks and not to make a sound or we’d all have to stay after school. I would tie my hands into a blood knot and pray to what little I understood of God that everyone would be quiet just this once. Staying after school meant missing the bus. Missing the school bus was like falling off the edge of the earth because I wasn’t sure how I would get home. I wasn’t even sure where I lived. And if I couldn’t get home, where would I eat?

				Inevitably, the teacher would return to a classroom that looked like the evacuation of Saigon. The girl with the hairy legs was still working quietly at her desk, while I was slumped over mine with my head buried in my arms—to make it crystal clear to the teacher that I had been even quieter than quiet. I was almost asleep and really, really, really innocent of the mayhem around me. It didn’t matter—it was punishment for one and punishment for all. We would have to stay after school, and I would never see my family or my dog again. In my mind it was case-closed. The injustice of the moment was too much for me to bear. I burst out in tears loud enough for all to hear, loud enough even for the little girl with the hairy legs to feel sorry for me.

				The five minutes the teacher kept us in our seats in silence after the bell rang passed drip by drip. I split my focus between the firmness of her stare and the presence of the yellow bus out the window, almost full. Finally, she said, “Class dismissed,” but I heard, “Go ye to live another day.”

				The school bus waited, the guilty and the not guilty loaded on, and I made it home. But I figured this was just a one-time reprieve, so every day when the teacher left for her coffee and a smoke I would plead with the rank and file for quiet, which only served to fan the flames of misconduct. The teacher returned, I would cry, we would stay after school. In fact, one of the kids actually told me that most of the kids talked because they liked to see me cry. This was pretty much the cycle of first grade, and my first taste of social inequity.

				So there was a lot to reflect upon at the pond. There I would write songs in my head and an occasional poem, but mostly I would just wonder about things and try to catch turtles. My mother later remarked that one of the neighborhood mothers said I was always so sad. I wasn’t sad. I was always thinking and trying to catch turtles.

				And I was never alone. It was on these paths that I would walk for hours after school and all weekend long with Taffy, a dachshund and my first dog. I always thought Taffy was built a little funny. Short, spindly legs and a long, chestnut packing tube of a body gave her a kind of brisk, side-to-side saunter as she quietly followed behind me, never questioning my route and never missing the meaning of every moment. I would ask her questions while I sat on the rocky point that leaned out over the pond. Questions like, if I was supposed to be an actor, which I knew I was—that lightbulb went off in my head at three—then why wasn’t I picked for a speaking part in the class skit, “Four and Twenty Blackbirds”?

				Taffy could always tell when I was asking her a question. She would tilt her head slightly as if it allowed her to grasp my dilemma better. Then she’d quietly stare without blinking for just long enough to show that she cared. She wasn’t able to give me the answer, which was that the teacher picked the cast with speaking parts from the top reading group, while I was still trying to figure out which side of the page to start from. But the answer wasn’t important. I became an actor in spite of that momentary setback, although I still find myself humming that nursery rhyme from time to time, half wondering if it impacted my career. Perhaps that will always be my Hamlet.
				

				No matter now, Taffy was teaching me through silence and companionship that problems and disappointments lose their power when they’re put into words. It was a good lesson to learn young that answers are not always important; they will come. When we verbalize a worry, we remove it from our imagination, where it can grow and fester and do us the most harm. So I would talk to Taffy as much as she would listen.

				Despite her unassuming wisdom, she could never seem to get out of her own way. Taffy got into trouble a lot. Most of the time it wasn’t her fault. Most of the time it involved a skunk of some sort. The woods around the pond were filled with them, and Taffy was as curious as she was defensive of her turf. She was a sucker for a skunk, and in the summer, it seemed almost once a month that my father was marinating her in tomato juice to cut the smell from her latest douse of curiosity.

				The skunk was a perplexing creature to me, even at five. I was told in school that everything had a purpose, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out what purpose was served by a skunk in the many plateaus of life. And as I have grown older, I still can’t imagine what part of the food chain would be greatly upset if we removed them altogether.

				To make matters worse, God seemed to have compounded this mistake by replicating it as vegetation. The woods around the pond were quilted with a large, green, leafy cluster called skunk cabbage, which also smelled like its mammalian counterpart when attacked by the heel of a shoe. Now, Taffy saw everything from an altitude of ten inches, except on those occasions when I would pick her up and give her a rarified view of the world from my height. As I would beat down the path in front of me, inevitably I would clip off a leaf of skunk cabbage, Taffy would get the drippings, and my father would once again have to make her part of a large, galvanized Bloody Mary.

				Taffy left the house one day in the company of my father after she bit the mailman, and didn’t return. It really crushed me. I remember walking down by the pond, realizing she wasn’t going to be there anymore. I didn’t get much of an explanation from my parents, except that biting mailmen was wrong. To date, I have never bitten one. I guess Taffy taught me that, too.

				We moved after first grade to another state, so I lost the pond, too. I have thought of Taffy and the pond, now inseparable in memory, often over the many years. I think of how fortunate I was to have both a companion and a space at one of those pivotal points in one’s personal story. It was a time when I was filled with wonder and struggle to make sense of circumstances and first-time feelings. It was a time when it was easy to become your circumstances, as I did with my buried head on a first grade desk. It was also a time that exposed me to several great life lessons.

				I recall Taffy’s doe-eyed look as I talked to her about all manner of things and I learned that the gift is in the listening, not the answering. I learned not to empower a problem by silence but to put it
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