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This book is dedicated to my parents,
Who taught me a deep love of all animals, especially dogs.

It is also for my two boys, Dylan and Dawson,
Who, I hope, will also come to understand the invaluable
and incalculable contribution animals make to our lives.

And to my wife, Dominique,
She is a kinder, more compassionate, and more passionate animal lover
and expert than I could ever be.

And of course to my friend Exley,
Who will be with me all the rest of the days of my life.
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“Properly trained, a man can be dog’s best friend.”

—Corey Ford, American writer


PROLOGUE

As I remember it, it was somewhere around 4:45 in the morning. That’s around the time I first heard him whine. I remember the big red digital numbers screaming out at me from the darkness of the nightstand. Exley was awake. He was always an early riser. Even at the ripe old age of 9, when he had finally learned how to relax, as soon as the sun first peaked over the roofline of the house across the street, Exley was awake. What was unique about this particular morning was that the sun was not yet out.

Exley was a stout, athletic German shorthair pointer. His chocolate-brown head and hazel-to-light-brown eyes sat alertly atop his gray-, white-, and brown-flecked body, which was dotted like an exclamation point by his stubby little tail. If you make a fist, but free up the thumb and then wave it back and forth as fast as you can, that’s what Exley’s tail looked like when he was happy.

Exley was looking out our bedroom window rather intently. He was whining as if there was a squirrel or a stranger standing on the roof of the porch, which sprung out from underneath our bedroom window. But it was winter, and it was very dark. And I shushed him. He persisted. And then I think I tried several more shushes until I threw a slipper or magazine at him. Each time, he would hrumph and then make three circles in his dog bed before finally collapsing, disgruntled. Each time, he let out a big sigh. But several minutes later, he would start pacing the room again and looking out the window and whining. I refused to get up that early in the morning. I knew this wasn’t about having to go out. His little tail was going as fast as it could, back and forth, and our white German shepherd, Chelsea, was wound up like a big ball of fur on the floor. Even she was trying to shut him out that early in the morning. I think I threw a magazine across the room at one point. But it was to no avail. My wife gently elbowed me in the ribs, telling me to either make him stop or take him downstairs. Now I had to get up.

I got out of our warm and comfy four-poster bed. As I did, Exley jumped up and down with joy and raced back to the window. I walked across the creaky floors of our 100-year-old Victorian home to pull open the drapes and see what all the fuss was about.

“What the hell is out there?” I asked him. He looked up at me, his face bright and excited, his tail at fan speed. You would think I was about to give him a big cookie or something. I peaked through the curtains, and I understood. The house had been coated with almost a foot of snow. Exley let out an excited bark. And I knew in a moment that I was done in. I knew then that Exley would not relent. There was snow. And Exley loved the snow.

I dressed as fast as I could, but still half asleep, I tripped and fell to the floor while I was trying to pull up my pants. My wife groaned and rolled over. Exley and I made our way downstairs. I put my coat and boots on and opened the door. He shot out of the house like a Thoroughbred at Churchill Downs. He bounded off the deck in one leap to the ground. And as was his habit, he put his head all the way into the snow, walked a few paces as if he was sniffing the ground underneath it all, and then flipped his head up and shook it, and then repeated the actions again and again.

He ran around the yard. I threw snowballs for him to fetch. He would pounce on the landing site like a bear after salmon. He trundled through the heavy snow, his big brown floppy ears flapping up and down against the frosty-white backdrop. We stayed out for what seemed like hours.

This is one of my favorite memories. And it was one of the things I will always carry with me that my dog taught me: Enjoy the simple things. Cherish them. Exley helped me remember what fun it is to play in the snow. More often than not, the mention of snow at midlife conjures up only the terrifying, backbreaking reality of having to shovel all that stuff up. Dig out the car. Carve a path where the sidewalk used to be.

Exley’s lesson on that day was to remind me how really fun snow can be, and to stop and recognize the simple pleasures in life. Whether it was a bone, a walk, or a favorite treat. It didn’t have to be that fancy. Maybe for me, despite a love of wines, a favorite moment is with a simple burger and a beer. Maybe yours is a small bit of chocolate, or a nice warm, luxurious bath. Maybe it’s just sitting on the sofa on a rainy day and listening to the drops hit the earth.

As time passes, I reflect on moments like these. Some moments I cherish; others are painful. But in each of these events, I find some life lesson. Some I recognized at the time; others I had to think on before their meaning was revealed. But in the end, that dog taught me a lot. He taught me many lessons, lessons I could use elsewhere in life. And I have tried to remember them in my personal life, in my dealings with family members, and in my dealings with friends and business associates. He was a pretty damn good teacher, if you ask me.


INTRODUCTION

“We find rest in those we love, and we provide a resting place in ourselves for those who love us.”

—Saint Bernard of Clairvaux

I have written several dog books, and in them, I have written of Bentley and Exley many times. I did so without thinking. They were both mile markers in my life. And when it came time to dispense any working knowledge of dogs and caring for dogs, I did so by using my life with them (and other dogs we have been lucky enough to know) to illustrate points or techniques.

When I wasn’t writing, my wife, Dominique, and I were both horrific “stage mothers.” I spent one morning in Brooklyn freezing my toes off in the frozen tundra of Prospect Park, waiting with other owners and dogs to have them filmed on Fox News, where the morning show promised viewers, “dog carolers” during the Christmas season. Exley’s nose almost smudged the camera lens at one point. His television experience also included an ill-conceived spot on the short-lived Lifetime morning show Biggers and Summers in 1995. He was brought on to do a dog massage segment but was put on stage with a perfectly nice Akita, who nonetheless inspired great excitement in Exley. He also had a distinguished literary career. Aside from being featured in my own books, he appeared in An Owner’s Guide to a Happy Healthy Pet (by Nancy Campbell) and On the Trail with Your Canine Companion (by Cheryl S. Smith).

In life, we were constant companions, Exley and I. We could annoy the hell out of each other, groan, be grumpy, and moan at each other. I laughed off his manic reactions to squirrels, and he ignored my violent ravings at the New York Giants on Sundays in the fall.

We shared a deep love of the woods and of long walks, enjoying fields and forest floors. We both loved beer, and most foods. He never understood my occasional love of cigars, and I never understood his insatiable appetite for garbage cans.

He was as gaseous a dog as ever was born, especially when he got older. He could clear out a whole room in seconds. There were many times, around the dining room table or in the living room or den, when suddenly, and without warning, a great howl would utter forth. Not from the dog, but from the family, screaming in terror at the attack that had been leveled against our retinue.

That said, we were perfect friends. We shared 10 good years together. He was a friend, confidant, buddy, and hellion. And I loved him for it. He had a zest and an excitement for life that did not abandon him until the last breath left his body. And I loved him as much as or more than most of my family. He was one of us.

And of course, the thing about friendship, what many of us do not realize, is that the gifts of the friendship keep giving long after one of you has moved on. The lessons, the laughter, the tears, and the comforts are all remembered.

I guess my fondest memories of Exley have to do with the fall and the woods. The two of us walking around. I could take a dozen dogs through the forest the rest of my life, and I wouldn’t ever reach the same sense of simpatico that I reached with him. Sometimes I walk in the woods alone these days. I might stop and walk the old, familiar grounds. I don’t tell my wife. I walk, and smile, and warm myself with happy memories about him. Some may think it strange, but those of us who’ve had dogs who were our friends understand.

I almost burst into laughter and tears simultaneously when I read this quote from Mary Carolyn Davies: “A good dog never dies, he always stays, he walks besides you on crisp autumn days when frost is on the fields and winter’s drawing near, his head is within our hand in his old way.”

Exley will always be my puppy and my friend.
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	YES, THERE IS SUCH A THING AS LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT





“How rare and wonderful is that flash of a moment when we realize we have discovered a friend.”

—William E. Rothschild, American writer

Seeing my dog for the first time and meeting my wife confirmed for me that there is something good in the universe. There are two things I remember very clearly that speak to the subject of this chapter. I remember the first day I saw my wife, and I remember the first day I saw this dog. Done. Was I predisposed to liking either? Probably not. There were plenty of dates I’d gone on where I figured out I didn’t like them, and plenty vice-versa as well. But when I finally met Dominique, I knew it was right.

And there have been many subsequent times when my wife and I went to look at dogs for adoption and returned them to their kennel, sad and disappointed but sure we were turning down an animal that wasn’t right for us. No, seeing Spike (as he was called then) was indeed, silly as it sounds, love at first sight.

THE SEARCH

I can’t help but laugh when I think of the arrogance it must have seemed like when I walked into a colleague’s office more than a dozen years ago and asked him for the name of a dependable breeder—and he refused. I was a young editor at Macmillan Publishing Company, on Third Avenue, not too far from the famed P. J. Clark’s. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, I was a cocky, aspiring Michael Korda with a couple of decent books to my credit when I walked into the office of one of the executives and announced that I wanted a German shorthair pointer. He was the vice president of Howell Book House, considered at that time the premiere pet publisher in the world.

In short, this VP was appalled. He was easily one of the two or three most influential dog book editors in the entire country. He was a short man with a large forehead and handlebar mustache. He could be as opinionated as any college campus intellectual. But he was also more than willing to swap stories about almost anything, especially Brooklyn, which was where he lived with his wife and half-dozen dogs. He was an accomplished breeder and an American Kennel Club (AKC) judge who had even judged at Westminster. We were both characters in a Dickens novel, and I always found him charming. I explained to him why I thought it was time to own a dog. The idea of me raising a dog, let alone a shorthair, was preposterous to him, and he was more than happy to tell me so.

He practically shouted at me in a shocked manner. “Do you know how much trouble a shorthair will be? You can’t clean up your office, let alone care responsibly for a dog. You may want a dog, but I will not commit some poor animal to a life of misery under your direction.” If I am not quoting him accurately, I am certainly capturing the sentiment.

His perspective was quite clear to me. It is no understatement to say that I had a less-than-sterling reputation, looking back. I was well known for playing a game of pepper with a bat and baseball in the company corridors with other workers. We used to throw a football down the length of the editorial department, seeing how far we could throw it without touching the walls or ceiling. The ball once skipped into the president’s office while he was meeting with his boss from corporate. I was the de facto commissioner of the lunchtime touch football games. And of course, my office was a disaster.

You can guess what these shenanigans might have said about me to other people. And I suppose if you had asked me point-blank what I was doing these things for, I would have scoffed and said we were just having fun. I don’t think I ever gave it much more thought than that. Probe a little deeper, and I suppose I would have told you it made me colorful.

More than one person had told me that I had to “grow up.” I often resisted this advice or criticism. I considered my devil-may-care attitude to be one of my more charming qualities. In retrospect, I was probably a bit of a horse’s ass.

I knew my colleague was dead serious about the dog. As much as he liked to impress people with his Irish brogue and his racy jokes at office parties, he was no joker when it came to animals. I suppose it was also retribution for all the times I had harassed him about how the judges at the Westminster Dog Show had chosen the wrong dog yet again. Each February, I baited him effortlessly, much to my own and other editors’ amusement, because he took me seriously the first few times I baited him. Then one February, when I broached the subject yet again, he just looked up suspiciously and said, “Screw off.”

Unfazed, I tried yet another influential editor at Howell. She was a spark plug of a woman who had a laugh almost as loud as mine and whose opinions were just as distinct and unchangeable as her counterpart’s. It was company legend that the two fought tooth and nail over the habits of certain breeds or over some dog world personality. If he had an opinion (that’s like saying “if a cheetah had spots”), then most certainly she also held as strong an opinion that was exactly opposite.

She laughed when I told her I wanted a dog. But she was slightly more sympathetic. I cannot remember which of the two suggested that I take on a rescue dog. I told them I was flattered that they thought I might take on such an adventurous lifestyle. I envisioned myself and my altruistic companion searching ruins, climbing mountaintops, looking for lost campers, etc. But rescue dogs, I learned, were purebred dogs who had been given up by their owners. Usually they came already house-trained and were slightly older. I scoffed. I wanted a puppy.

I knew something about dogs. I had grown up with dogs. We had owned in some odd order an Irish setter, an English setter, a poodle, and a Dalmatian. My grandfather, an avid outdoorsman, had owned a series of beagles and eventually an English setter named Joe, who as a child I called Jo-Jo. When I was 5, my father was taking care of Jo-Jo after my grandfather died. I opened the door to our enclosed patio so my sister could pet him.

I assured her I could handle him. The excited dog bowled us both over once the door was opened no more than 3 inches, raced to my parents’ bedroom, and proceeded to soil, in every possible way, my mother’s white shag carpets.

My mother and stepfather, Anna and Eugenio, owned a Dalmatian named Bentley when I was younger. That dog became my best friend. I knew that a German shorthair pointer would be just as demanding as a Dalmatian. Both are extremely active dogs. Shorthairs were bred to be über-dogs by German sportsmen in the late 1800s. Shorthairs could point, flush, and retrieve game in the open field on 2- or 3-day field trips. Properly trained, they could hunt with you on ground or from horseback


















BOY MEETS DOG




















SPIKE GOES TO BROOKLYN


























SECRETS TO REMEMBER
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