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Introduction

I used to walk home from school. There was a shortcut that snaked through the woods, emptying out into the turn-around at the top of our gravelled, dead-end street. My house was to the right, and it had large picture windows in the front. There was always one thing I could count on, no matter what kind of day I’d had at school: my dog, Ruby, would be staring intently out of the window, waiting for me to come home.

She’d watch me emerge from the woods and make my way across the gravel. I could see her black head and red tongue even through the reflection of the trees that painted the surface of the glass. She would time me, making sure there were as few seconds as possible where I was out of sight. She’d bolt for the door just as the doorknob turned.

Then I’d watch her motor go. When she was extremely happy, she didn’t just wag her tail, she’d wag her entire back end, as if her poor tail didn’t have a prayer of containing all the enthusiasm she felt at my return.

I can’t remember a time when I was a kid that we didn’t have a dog. They were such a vital part of my family’s life, and are intricately woven into my memories of that happy time.

I was quite young when Pepper joined my family. My memories of her aren’t as clear as they are of the effervescent Ruby. But her gentleness and her sweet, loving nature stand out clearly. She was the perfect dog for a house full of young kids. She played with enthusiasm, but never nipped a clumsy childish hand. She had a calm, nurturing strength, as if we were her puppies and she our mother. I learned the meaning of a broken heart when she passed away.

After I moved away from home, my Mom got Barney. He was part wolf, born in the mountains of Colorado and transplanted to our home in Wisconsin. Barney was a superb hunter, and had the pack mentality of the wolf firmly in his psyche. Mom was the alpha leader, and he was devoted to her with a single-mindedness I’d never seen before.

I lived far away in California at that point, so I was only able to visit once or twice a year. Yet Barney never greeted me as a stranger. I was part of his pack and, therefore, much celebrating, licking, leaning, jumping and petting would ensue. He was always blissful when we were together.

One of his favourite pastimes was to be brushed, and I would spend long sessions with him. He was such a large dog, but when he was brushed, he would loll on the carpet, legs every which way, quietly tasting nirvana.

He, too, had a gentleness that was belied by his size. Wolves allow the pups in their pack to do anything they please. Barney was incredibly tolerant of my family’s new generation, as they passed from fur-grabbing toddlers to enthusiastic playmates. Kids and dogs at play – is there anything more fun to watch?

I began learning from my dogs at a very young age. Pepper, Ruby and Barney were all great teachers, as they showed me the importance of loyalty, enthusiasm, affection, honesty and obedience. They showed me how to be patient and to pursue my dreams. They showed me how to fall instantly in love, and how to deal with my grief when an old friend passes away.

This book is my way of passing on these valuable teachings. Dogs have so many positive and enriching characteristics. If you pay attention to what they are saying, they have a lot of answers to life’s questions.

If you’re like me, your dog is a very special presence in your life. He is a member of your family, a trusted friend and a source of infinite, selfless love. I hope these lessons from my dogs will help you in your spiritual journey, as they did me. And if you have any questions on the material, just ask your pooch.
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If you’re familiar with Greek mythology, you probably know the story of Odysseus (Ulysses). After the Trojan War ended, Odysseus sailed the seas for 20 long years, trying to return to his kingdom on the island of Ithaca. Finally, the odyssey ended and he was ashore.

Arduous suitors, thinking Odysseus was long dead, filled Ithaca, all vying for the hand of Odysseus’ wife and queen, Penelope. Odysseus, changed beyond recognition by his travels, disguised himself as a beggar, fooling everyone he met, including his wife and son.

But there was one in the kingdom who recognized him: Argus, Odysseus’ aged and dying hound dog. Unable to stand, Argus greeted the return of his master with perked ears and a wag of his old tail. His own journey of waiting completed, Argus died, happy at last.

That’s how it is with dogs, isn’t it? People will change, relationships fail, children move away, but your dog – well, your dog is loyal to their last breath. Imagine what the world would be like were people as loyal and steadfast as your canine companion. It’s quite possible that many of the world’s problems would evaporate.



LOYALTY, REAL AND IMAGINED

What if every person you met was dependable and constant? What if no one would willingly deceive or betray you? How many of your relationships would change? How many would stay the same?

If your answers are weighted towards the former and not the latter, perhaps it’s time for a change. If you surround yourself with disloyal or deceptive people, how can you invest them with the trust necessary for a healthy relationship? Mistrust chips away at your spirit, leaving you forever wary, on edge, and projecting motives on to those around you.

Everyone projects sometimes. You can’t help it, because your past and your own experiences colour your reactions to new situations. If, for example, your spouse cheated on you, always giving you an excuse about working late, it’s difficult not to worry about a new partner who also claims to be working late. It’s easy to begin projecting your ex’s behaviour on to this new person, jumping to conclusions without any real information.

Challenges come if you spend all your energy projecting, and reacting to the ‘reality’ you just invented. Do this too often and there will be nothing left in your ‘trust fund’. No one likes to appear stupid, and no one wants to be fooled by the same ruse twice. But it is important to see the world as it is, not just through the distorted lens of your own issues.



TRUST WITH AWARENESS

The solution is trust with awareness. There is nothing wrong with being aware of the lessons you’ve learned in your life, and treating them with respect. But each new situation has to begin with the anticipation of trust. Your dog trusts you to feed them, pet them, play with them and treat them well. In return they give you their undying devotion, love and protection. Their heart and soul are yours. That’s their gift to you. Your gift to your dog is to cherish them.

There are people in your life who have entrusted you with similar gifts. They might be your children, spouse, parents, friends or siblings. Think about who these people specifically are in your life. Have you ever let them down? Lied to them? Said hurtful things to them in anger? If you answer yes to any of these (and who among us cannot?), then consider being a bit more dog-like in your approach.

It’s okay to get angry or frustrated when dealing with loved ones. You’re human, and human emotions and motives often get little snarls or tangles. But your goal should be to treat the people you love with honour and loyalty. You know from experience that the deepest hurts are inflicted by those closest to you. You have the same power when it comes to those who love you.

Deep inside, Odysseus hadn’t changed. He still adored his wife, Penelope, and loved his son dearly. Ithaca, and its people, had always remained close to his heart. But his travels had changed some aspects of the man – enough to make a simple disguise all that was needed to give him the appearance of a stranger. Only his dog, whose heart had remained steadfastly loyal to the true core of the man, was able to see through that disguise.

Don’t risk being blind to the people you care about. Don’t look at the exterior of your loved ones, as Penelope did, and see only what they are showing on the surface that day. The people in your life are complex, and deserve to be seen with deeper understanding. Look into their hearts in search for the truth. Be steadfast in your support and you will find that dogs have got it right. Loyalty is its own reward.
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EXERCISE

TRACKING YOUR LOYALTY

Think about the times in your life when you feel you were disloyal to someone who deserved better from you. Write down the circumstances and why you did what you did. Now try to think of a way that you could have handled the same situation without being disloyal. Try this with all the examples that you thought of. Do you see a theme? Are there any similarities between the events? Do the new solutions feel like better ways to have treated the situation?

In the next few days, try to be conscious of those around you, and of yourself, for examples of disloyalty. Ask yourself if it is real or just your own projection. If you find yourself projecting motives and negative thoughts on others, do your best to consciously subjugate the urge. Try to look at the people in your life through a less-cluttered lens. Learn to trust.
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Sometimes it’s easy to forget that a dog is…well, a dog. They’re going to bark at inappropriate times. They’re going to growl at visitors, or jump up on you with muddy feet, or wolf their food or make a mess on the rug. That’s why you train your dog. You teach them to do their business outside, or to stay off the guest’s leg, to sit, beg, roll over, and make you a nice dinner. Granted, some tricks work better than others.

You train your dog because you need them to follow your rules. It’s the only way you can co-habit with, what would otherwise be, a wild animal. Human society has rules, as well. Laws exist so that the wild animals known as humans don’t have to live in anarchy and chaos.

Obeying the law isn’t very difficult. Sure, you might break the speed limit, or park where you shouldn’t, but you probably weigh the consequences when you do it. If you’re speeding, you know that you might get a ticket. It’s your choice whether you want to risk that. You also risk having an accident. A sharp turn taken too quickly can be deadly – for you, and for other drivers. That’s why there are laws. They’re not a conspiracy to curtail your freedom; they’re a way to give everyone equal freedom.
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THE NEED FOR RULES AND LAWS

Laws protect us from others and ourselves. You wouldn’t let your dog rip the throat out of the postman, so there is never a reason for you to get behind the wheel of a car when drunk or high. Both activities can lead to the death of innocents.

A healthy spirit also has a rule, or ‘law’, it lives by: do no harm. Harming others is a certain way to damage your spirit, sometimes irreparably. But not everything that can do harm is governed by the letters of mankind’s laws. There are other rules you must live by, as well.

Lies can harm others, as can cruelty, insults, rudeness and a host of other negative actions. For example, when you go to a restaurant do you treat your server like a human being, or do you order them around, speaking harshly and without feelings? There are many people who take out their frustrations on people in the service industries. If you’ve ever done this, it’s time to examine the reasons behind your actions.



TAKE A STAND

It is not difficult to feel powerless in this world, and that helpless feeling is often the reason why individuals get abusive. Whether it’s arguments on the internet, bad-mouthing friends behind their backs or feuding with your neighbours, power displays can often be ugly and fruitless.

This is not to say that there won’t be times when you must take a stand. If the cause is just, and you believe in it, you owe it to yourself to make your voice heard. You
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