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			Introduction

			Our life with dogs, and the history of The Bark, starts with a familiar human-meets-dog story. Around seven years ago a stray foundling came into our lives. We already had a gaggle of quasiferal felines who had staked claim to us, so we weren't looking for another pet. But when a prescient and per-sistent friend introduced us to an adorable mixed-breed pup needing a new home, our resolve started to melt. We wondered how a dog would fit into our cat-filled household and commute-driven lives, but Cameron, my life partner (and The Bark's cofounder), was an art director for Autodesk, a software company famous for its friendly pet-in-the-workplace policy, and my consultant's job came with a courtyard office in San Francisco and a fairly tolerant boss, so the care-giving duties could be divvied up between us. Then the gentle Nell displayed due deference to the cats, and they, in turn, ignored her. So, in short order we joined the ranks of the dog people—satisfying Nellie's needs and anticipating her every desire came to be the central focus in our lives.

			We began The Bark with a small group of like-minded, dog-crazed individuals who walked and played with their dogs at a local park. The inaugural issue, in 1997, was a mere eight-page newsletter, fittingly called The Berkeley Bark. We were hoping to legalize our off-leash cavorting and needed a medium that could serve as a call to action to other dog people and carry our cause to city hall. “Dog Is My Co-Pilot” became the motto. It perfectly expressed our attitude toward our canine companions, plus it livened up the debate with a playful cheekiness. We were novices at political campaigning but somehow came up with a winning formula for pamphleteering. While keeping our eye on the dog-park message, we tackled other subjects with zeal and fresh enthusiasm. We started to notice the emergence of a new “dog culture, and it enthralled and fascinated us. With The Bark we set out to explore this growing phenomenon in our pages.

			The world's oldest friendship evolved over the millennia, and is under-going a remarkable transformation today. Life with dogs has taken on new meaning in our society, with dogs moving out of the backyard and into our homes, our communities, and the center of our lives. Dogs are everywhere, in places never before seen—in the workplace, schools, and hospitals—plus their image and symbolism permeate every form of media. Their heightened presence cannot be denied—37 percent of American households include dogs, meaning dogs can be found in more households than children. Their influence affects every facet of daily life. In a survey of pet owners conducted by the American Animal Hospital Association in 2002, 97 percent of respondents said that their pet makes them smile at least once a day. Another 76 percent believe that their pet eases their stress level, and about half of the respondents have taken their dog to work and plan most of their free time around their dog! A new breed of dog people has emerged, and a new set of operating instructions has been issued. We have applied our concern for our own enrichment and well-being to our dogs, creating a bevy of dog walkers, day-care facilities, spas, dog parks, and canine-human activities such as agility, flyball, and dog dancing. But the implications of integrating another species into society's daily fabric goes well beyond how we nurture our dogs. It calls for revamping the standard etiquette—and respecting the concerns and interests of society at large. This new relationship, along with an appreciation for our rich past and unbound future, comprise what we call today's dog culture. This is what The Bark set out to chronicle.

			So we filled our newsletter with smart writing, insightful interviews, hard-hitting reporting, great fiction, topical cartoons, humor, poetry, reviews, book excerpts, and more. It was everything we wanted to read, and its canine-centricity inspired the best from contributors. Also, The Bark simply looked different—the design and layout were cuttingedge and hip, mirroring the fun and liveliness emanating from this new subculture. We took pride in publishing a periodical that not only reflected its time but one that also showcased the esteem that we felt for all dogs. But it wasn't just about dogs—we looked more broadly at our relationship with dogs through culture, art, and politics. We knew that we were on to something special when we started to attract attention and interest from contributors and readers from across the country. The Bark grew, and after two years we dropped Berkeley from the masthead, gradually morphing from newsletter to tabloid to magazine. Since then, accolades have been garnered, awards won, and friends made with thousands of readers worldwide.

			As for Cameron and me, we adopted two more dogs, stopped commuting, became full-time magazine publishers, and now are proud to spearhead this book. Back in Berkeley, the dog-park fight turned into a six-year-long campaign, but the city now boasts a spectacular 17-acre dog park that is a testament to the dedication of dog lovers.

			As the title Dog Is My Co-Pilot suggests, this book celebrates the unique bond between humans and canines. Dogs have been our muses, our mentors, and our faithful companions. We've selected some of our favorite work from the pages of The Bark, as well as new writing from esteemed and award-winning authors that sees its debut in this tome. The essays, short stories, and expert commentaries explore the great complexity and depth of our relation-ships with our oldest friends. The collection is arranged into topics with broadly drawn categories: “Beginnings,” “Pack,” “Lessons,” and “Passages.”

			The essays in “Beginnings” explore that first meeting, the initial murmurings when a dog-human relationship is formed. Whether selecting a puppy, taking in a rescued stray, or welcoming a second dog, the experience involves learning the “otherness” of another being (another species!)— we of them, they of us. Alice Walker chooses a new pup; Caroline Knapp and Ann Patchett offer odes to canine friendship; Margaret Cho's world gets turned upside-down when a second dog joins her household. Exploring, testing, nosing around for a fresh start together, and facing all the challenges that a new relationship brings: These are the themes that inspire this section.

			We move from “otherness” to “togetherness”— the true theme of “Pack.” Whether they concern a pack of two or a den of twenty, these writings pay tribute to the special dynamic of multiple personalities, habits, and approaches. Erica Jong salutes the many dogs in her life; Michael Paterniti ponders the unique social patterns of a dog park; and Carolyn Chute asks the question: How did the dogs come to rule? These writers explore the point of critical mass—when the whole becomes greater than the sum of the parts—how we relate with our dogs to become something entirely different and unique.

			“Lessons” examines what dogs teach us. Who has not learned a little more about life from the wisdom of dogdom? Pam Houston lists “Ten Things My Dog Taught Me That Made It Possible for Me to Get Married”; Lama Surya Das reflects on enlightenment and the way of the dog; and Lynda Barry captures the meaning of it all in her wonderful cartoon strip.

			Finally, “Passages” tackles those moments that change us forever, with Elizabeth Marshall Thomas's thoughtful examination of a dog's ability to transform, Maeve Brennan's quiet mediation on the shifting seasons in a dog's mind, and Rick Bass's and Tom Junod's poignant tributes to loss and friendship. Dogs often act as a vital life force, and the experiences we share with them that bring about a change in our thinking and being are captured here with great passion.

			It is our hope that all the writing contained in this book expands on the subject of dogs and the special bond that exists between us and them. It has been our honor to work with this remarkable group of authors. We hope their tales entertain, enlighten, and engage you as a dog lover and fan of good writing.
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		Crimes Against Dog

		Alice Walker

		For Wendy

		MY DOG, MARLEY, WAS NAMED AFTER THE LATE MUSIC SHAMAN, Bob Marley. I never saw or heard him while he was alive, but once I heard his music, everything about him—his voice, his trancelike, holy dancing on stage, his leonine dread-locks—went straight to my heart. He modeled such devotion to the well-being of humanity that his caring inspired the world; I felt a more sincere individual had probably never lived. Considering his whole life a prayer, and his singing the purest offering, I wanted to say his name every day with admiration and love. Marley has grown up on his music; Bob, leaning on his guitar in a large poster on my living room wall, is regularly pointed out to her as her Spirit Dad.

		Marley was born December 19, 1995. She shares a birth sign, Sagittarius, with my mother and several friends and acquaintances. At times I feel surrounded by Sags and enjoy them very much; they are fun to be with, outspoken, passionate, and won't hesitate to try new things. They also like chicken. Marley has all these qualities, though I didn't know that the morning I drove out to the breeder to look at the litter of Labrador Retrievers I was told had arrived.

		Crossing the Golden Gate Bridge, a friend and I joked about whether I was in fact ready to settle down enough to have a dog. Who would feed it when I was distracted by work? Where would it stay while I was away on book tours? Had I lined up a reliable vet? I had no idea what would happen. I only knew this friend was about to go away on a journey of unknown length. I would be unbearably lonely for her. I needed a companion on whom to lavish my overflowing, if at times distractible, affection. I needed a dog.

		My first thoughts are always about enslavement on entering a place where animals are bred. Force. Captivity. I looked at the black and the chocolate Labs who were Marley's parents and felt sad for them. They looked healthy enough, but who knew whether, left to themselves, they would choose to have litter after litter of offspring? I wondered how painful it was to part with each litter. I spoke to both parents, let them sniff my hand. Take in the quality of my being. I asked permission to look at their young. The mother moved a little away from her brood, all crawling over her blindly feeling for a teat; the father actually looked rather proud. My friend joked about offering him a cigar.

		I was proud of myself, too, standing there preparing to choose. In the old days of up to several months before, if I were going to choose an animal from a litter I would have been drawn to the one that seemed the most bumbling, the most clueless, the most un-amused. I saw a couple like that. But on this day, that old switch was not thrown: I realized I was sick of my attraction to the confused. My eyes moved on. They all looked much alike, to tell the truth. From a chocolate mother and a black father there were twelve puppies, six chocolate, six black. I'll never get over this. Why were there none with spots?

		I asked the woman selling them, whom I tried not to have Slave Trader thoughts about. She shrugged. They never spot, she said. That's the nature of the purebred Lab.

		Well, I thought. Mother. Once again doing it just any old way you like. Mother is my favorite name for Nature, God, Allness.

		I settled on a frisky black puppy who seemed to know where she was going—toward a plump middle teat!— and was small enough to fit into my hand. I sometimes wish I had chosen a chocolate puppy; in the Northern California summers the dust wouldn't show as much, but I think about this mostly when Marley rolls in the dirt in an effort to get cool.

		After seven weeks I returned alone to pick her up, bereft that my friend had already gone on the road. It didn't feel right to pay money for a living being; I would have been happier working out some sort of exchange. I paid, though, and put Marley in my colorful African market basket before stroking the faces of her wistful-looking parents one last time. In the car, I placed the basket in the front seat next to me. I put on Bob Marley's Exodus CD and baby Marley and I sped away from Babylon.

		We wound our way back through the winter countryside toward the Golden Gate Bridge and the bracing air of San Francisco. Before we had gone twenty miles, Marley, now about the size of my two fists, had climbed out of the basket and into my lap. From my lap she began journeying up my stomach to my chest. By the time we approached the bridge she'd discovered my dreadlocks and began climbing them. As we rolled into the city she had climbed all the way to the back of my neck and settled herself there between my neck and the headrest. Once there she snoozed.

		Of the weeks of training I remember little. Dashing down three flights of stairs in the middle of the night to let her pee outside under the stars. Sitting on a cushion in the kitchen, before dawn, her precious black body in my lap, groggily caressing her after her morning feed. Walking with her zipped up in my parka around and around the park that was opposite our house. Crossing the Golden Gate Bridge on foot, her warm body snug in my arms as I swooned into the view. She grew.

		Today she is seven years old and weighs almost ninety pounds. People we encounter on walks always ask whether she's pregnant. No, I reply, she's just fat. But is she really? No matter how carefully I feed her or how often I down-size her meals, she remains large and heavy. And she loves to eat so much that when her rations are diminished she begs, which I can't stand. This is one of those areas where we've had the most work to do. I've settled it lately by taking her off any slimming diet whatsoever and giving her enough food so that she seems satisfied. I did this after she was diagnosed with breast cancer, had surgery, and I realized I might lose her at any time. I did not want her last days to be spent looking pleadingly at me for an extra morsel of bread. To make up for giving her more food, I resolved to walk her more.

		The friend who went away never really returned. Marley and I ceased expecting to see her after about the first year. Marley was an amazing com fort to me. What is it about dogs? I think what I most appreciate in Marley is how swiftly she forgives me. Anything. Was I cool and snooty when I got up this morning? Did I neglect to greet her when I came in from a disturbing movie? Was I a little short on the foodstuffs and did I forget to give her a cube of dried liver? Well. And what about that walk we didn't do and the swim we didn't take and why don't I play ball with her the way I did all last week? And who is this strange person you want me to go off with? It doesn't matter what it is, what crime against Dog I have committed, she always forgives me. She doesn't even appear to think about it. One minute she's noting my odd behavior, the next, if I make a move toward her, she's licking my hand. As if to say, Gosh, I'm so glad you're yourself again, and you're back!

		Dogs understand something I was late learning: When we are mean to anyone or any being it is because we are temporarily not ourselves. We're somebody else inhabiting these bodies we think of as us. They recognize this. Ooops, I imagine Marley saying to herself, sniffing my anger, disappointment, or distraction. My mommy's not in there at the moment. I'll just wait until she gets back. I've begun to feel this way more than a little myself. Which is to say, Marley is teaching me how to be more self-forgiving. Sometimes I will say something that hurts a friend's feelings. I will be miserable and almost want to do away with myself. Then I'll think, But that wasn't really the you that protects and loves this friend so much you would never hurt them. That was a you that slipped in because you are sad and depressed about other things: the state of your love life, your health, or the fate of the planet. The you that loves your friend is back now. Welcome her home. Be gentle with her. Tell her you understand. Lick her hand.

	
		The Color of Joy

		Caroline Knapp

		IMAGINE A SCALED-DOWN, DELICATELY BONED GERMAN SHEP-herd dog, black and gray and tan instead of black and sable like a purebred, her face the color of ink with a faint gray mask. This is Lucille, a most ordinary-looking dog. She does have some exceptional features—her two forelegs are white, one halfway up from the paw, the other about a quarter of the way, which create the impression that she is wearing ladies’ gloves; there is also the tiniest bit of white mixed into the fur at her chin, which makes her look vaguely like Ho Chi Minh if you catch her at the right angle. But for the most part, she is the kind of dog you might see pictured in the dictionary under mongrel or, if you happen to own a more politically correct edition, mixed breed. Unremarkable, in other words, but no matter. When you study a dog you love, you find beauty in every small detail, and so it is with Lucille: I have become enchanted by the small asymmetrical whorls of white fur on either side of her chest, and by her tail, which she carries in a high confident curve, and by her eyes, which are watchful and intelligent, the color of chestnuts. I am in love with the dog's belly, where the fur is fine and soft and tan, and I am charmed by her jet black toenails, which stand out against the white of her front paws as though they've been lacquered, and I am deeply admiring of her demeanor, which is elegant and focused and restrained. I seem to spend a great deal of time just staring at the dog, struck by how mysterious and beautiful she is to me and by how much my world has changed since she came along.

		Before you get a dog, you can't quite imagine what living with one might be like; afterward, you can't imagine living any other way. Life without Lucille? Unfathomable, to contemplate how quiet and still my home would be, and how much less laughter there'd be, and how much less tenderness, and how unanchored I'd feel without her presence, the simple constancy of it. I once heard a woman who'd lost her dog say that she felt as though a color were suddenly missing from her world: The dog had introduced to her field of vision some previously unavailable hue, and without the dog, that color was gone. That seemed to capture the experience of loving a dog with eminent simplicity. I'd amend it only slightly and say that if we are open to what they have to give us, dogs can introduce us to several colors, with names like wildness and nurturance and trust and joy.

		I am not sentimental about dogs, my passion for Lucille notwithstanding. I don't share the view, popular among some animal aficionados, that dogs are necessarily higher beings, that they represent a canine version of shamans, capable by virtue of their wild ancestry or nobility of offering humans a particular kind of wisdom or healing. I don't think that the world would be a better place if everyone owned a dog, and I don't think that all relationships between dogs and their owners are good, healthy, or enriching. “Dogs lead us into a kinder, gentler world.” Honey Loring, a woman who runs a camp for dogs and their owners in Vermont, said this to me about a year after I got Lucille, a statement that struck me as rather flip. No: Dogs lead us into a world that is sometimes kind and gentle but that can be frightening, frustrating, and confusing, too. Dogs can be aggressive and stubborn and willful. They can be difficult to read and understand. They can (and do) evoke oceans of complicated feelings on the part of their owners, confusion and ambivalence about what it means to be responsible, forceful (or not), depended upon. They can push huge buttons, sometimes even more directly than humans can, because they're such unambiguous creatures, so in-your-face when it comes to expressing their own needs and drives: If you've got problems asserting authority, or insecurities about leadership, or fears about being either in or out of control, you're likely to get hit in the face with them from day one. In my view, dogs can be shamanistic, can be heroic and gentle and wise and enormously healing, but for the most part dogs are dogs, creatures governed by their own biological imperatives and codes of conduct, and we do both them and our relationships with them a disservice when we romanticize them. Writes Jean Schinto, author of The Literary Dog, “To deny dogs their nature is to do them great harm.”

		That said, I also believe that dogs can—and often do—lead us into a world that is qualitatively different from the world of people, a place that can transform us. Fall in love with a dog, and in many ways you enter a new orbit, a universe that features not just new colors but new rituals, new rules, a new way of experiencing attachment.

		Everything shifts in this new orbit, sometimes subtly, sometimes dramatically. Walks are slower: You find yourself ambling up a city street instead of racing to a destination, the dog stopping to sniff every third leaf, every other twig, every bit of debris or detritus in your path. The clothes are different: Predog, I used to be very finicky and self-conscious about how I looked; now I schlepp around in the worst clothing—big heavy boots, baggy old sweaters, a hooded down parka from L.L. Bean that makes me look like an astronaut. The language is different, based on tone and nuance instead of vocabulary. Even the equipment is new and strange: You find yourself ordering unthinkable products from the Foster & Smith catalog (smoked pigs’ ears, chicken-flavored toothpaste), and you find your living-room floor littered with sterilized beef bones and rawhide chips and plastic chew toys and ropes and balls, and you find your cupboards stocked with the oddest things—freeze-dried liver cubes, tick shampoo, poop bags.

		The internal shifts are bigger, sometimes life altering. When you speak to people about what it's like to live with a dog, you hear them talk about discovering a degree of solace that's extremely difficult to achieve in relationships with people, a way of experiencing solitude without the loneliness. You hear them talk about the dog's capacity to wrest their focus off the past and future and plant it firmly in the present, with the here-and-now immediacy of a romp on the living-room rug or a walk in the woods. You hear them talk about joys that are exquisitely simple and pure: what it's like to laugh at a dog who's doing something ridiculous, and how soothing it is to sit and brush a dog's coat, and how gratifying it is to make a breakthrough in training a dog, to understand that you're communicating effectively with a different species. Above all, you hear them talk about feeling accepted in a new way, accompanied through daily life and over the course of years by a creature who bears witness to every change, every shift in mood, everything we do and say and experience, never judging us when we falter or fail.

		[image: image]

		Of course, not everybody gets this. Fall in love with a dog, and among non-dog people, you will see eyebrows rise, expressions grow wary. You'll reach into your wallet to brandish a photograph of a new puppy, and a friend will say, “Oh, no—not pictures.” You'll find yourself struggling to decline an invitation for a getaway weekend—to a hotel or a spa or a family home, some-where dogs are not permitted—and you'll hear the words, “Just kennel the dog and come on down.” You'll say something that implies profound affection or commitment, and you'll be hit with a phrase, dreaded words to a dog lover, “Oh, please, it's just a dog.”

		More commonly, you'll get vacant looks. A married friend who lives in Los Angeles, someone I don't often see, was in town recently and came to my house for dinner. At one point, sitting in my living room, he looked around and asked me, “So what's it like living alone? What's it like getting up alone every morning and coming home every night to an empty house?” I was on the sofa, Lucille curled against my thigh. I pointed to the dog and said, “But I'm not alone. I have her.” He said, “Yeah, but…” He didn't finish the sentence, but he didn't have to. He meant, Yeah, but a dog isn't the same as a human. A dog doesn't really count.

		Attitudes like this can make dog lovers feel like members of a secret society, as though we're inhabiting a strange and somehow improper universe. Not long ago, over dinner with a nondog friend named Lisa, I started talking about Lucille, and how important her presence had been to me during the breakup of a long-term relationship. The breakup was recent, and it was long and painful and scary, as such things are, and at one point I said quite candidly, “I'm not sure I would have been able to face the loss if I hadn't had the dog.”

		This seemed like a perfectly reasonable statement to me—I tend to take my attachment to her for granted these days, as a simple and central fact of life—but Lisa's eyes widened a little when I said it. She said, “Wait a minute. You're scaring me.”

		Scaring her? I looked at Lisa, aware of a sudden sense of dissonance, as though I'd just exposed too much. It was an uh-oh feeling. Uh-oh, she doesn't live in that world, she probably thinks I'm wacko.

		So I took a deep breath and tried to explain. This is a complicated task, trying to describe how a relationship with a dog can be healthy and sustaining and rich. It's hard even trying to explain that the attachment does, in fact, qualify as a relationship, a genuine union between two beings who communicate with, respect, and give to one another. Unless you fall back on the one or two pat explanations we routinely trot out in order to explain the canine place in the human heart—dogs give us unconditional love, dogs are “good companions”— it's hard to talk about loving a dog deeply without inviting skepticism. Many people, quite frankly, think intense attachments to animals are weird and suspect, the domain of people who can't quite handle attachments to humans.

		So there was a good deal I didn't tell Lisa. I didn't talk about what a central force in my life Lucille has become in the years since I acquired her. I didn't talk about how I basically structure my life around the dog, organizing the day around the morning walk, the noon walk, the evening outing. I didn't tell her how much I think about Lucille, how much I hate leaving her alone when I have to go out, how I've either written off or vastly reduced my involvement in activities that don't include her—shopping, movies, trips that involve air travel. I didn't use words like joy or love or affection, although it's safe to say that Lucille has given me direct and vivid access to all those feelings.

		Nor did I tell Lisa how much I need the dog, which might have been the most honest thing to say. Lucille came into my life in the aftermath of a period of enormous upheaval. In the three years before I got her, both my parents had died, my father of a brain tumor and my mother of metastatic breast cancer. Eighteen months to the day before I got her, I'd quit drinking, ending a twenty-year relationship with alcohol, and opening up a third abyss in my life. So I was wandering around at the time in a haze of uncertainty, blinking up at the biggest questions: Who am I without parents and with-out alcohol? How to make my way in the world without access to either? How to form attachments, and where to find comfort, in the face of such daunting vulnerability? Lucille has been a fundamental part of my answer to those questions: In her, I have found solace, joy, a bridge to the world.

		But I didn't go into all that with Lisa. Instead, I used safe descriptions, clinical terms. I talked about loneliness, and how Lucille's presence had helped ease the fear and emptiness that accompany a major breakup. I gave the dogs-as-pack-animals speech, explaining how dogs’ need for social structure really does turn them into family members of sorts, highly relational creatures who look to their owners for leadership and guidance and companionship. I talked about what a comforting presence she is, how much pleasure I get out of walking in the woods with her, watching her play, even just sitting beside her while she's curled up on the sofa at home.

		Lisa seemed to respond positively enough to this line of thought— “Right,” she said at one point, “they are good companions”— but I was aware as I talked of a gnawing frustration, a sense of my own compulsion to hold back when I talk about my dog and to offer up what's in effect a watered-down and fairly stereotypical view of the attachment: dog as man's best friend, dog as a loyal and faithful servant. There are elements of truth to that view—dogs can be wonderful friends, they can be enormously loyal and faithful creatures—but those factors represent only one part of the picture, a limited and really rather arrogant fragment that concerns only the way dogs serve us, not the ways we serve them or the ways we serve each other. Finally, I shook my head and said to Lisa, “You know, it's been really important to me to learn not to pathologize my relationship with Lucille. People have very powerful relationships with their dogs, and that doesn't mean they're crazy, or that they're substituting dogs for humans, or that they're somehow incapable of forming intimate attachments with people. It's a different kind of relationship, but it's no less authentic.”

		Alas, Lisa looked across the table and said, “You're still scaring me.”
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		Dog love, popular wisdom suggests, should be limited love. Let on the depth of your true feelings about a dog—how attached you are, how vital the relationship feels—and you risk being accused of any number of neuroses: You're displacing human love onto the animal, which is perverse; you're anthropomorphizing, which is naive and unsophisticated; you're sublimating your unconscious wish for a baby or a spouse or a family into the dog, which is sad and pathetic. Children are allowed to harbor deep affection for dogs: That's seen not only as cute and normal but as morally acceptable, as caring for a pet can teach a child about compassion and responsibility, even about loss, given a dog's relatively short life span. The elderly and the infirm are permitted some degree of attachment, too, thanks in recent years to wide-scale acceptance of the use of therapy dogs in settings like nursing homes and hospitals. But the rest of us are expected to keep our feelings about dogs somehow contained and compartmentalized, in the box labeled “Just a Dog.” And if we don't—well, as my friend Lisa said, we're a little scary.

		In fact, more than one-third of all Americans live with dogs today—by most reliable estimates, that's about 55 million dogs—and it's safe to say that a good number of us don't contain or compartmentalize our feelings nearly so effectively. Suspect though dog love may be in the public eye, Americans are in the midst of a veritable love affair with dogs: We're spending more money on our dogs than ever before (the average owner can expect to shell out a minimum of $11,500 in the course of a dog's life); we're indulging them with an ever more elaborate range of goods and services (doggie day care, doggie summer camp, gold-plated Neiman Marcus doghouses); and in many respects we're treating them far more like members of the human pack than like common household pets. Depending on which study you look at, anywhere from 87 to 99 percent of dog owners report that they see their dogs as family members, figures that are certainly borne out by behavior. The American Animal Hospital Association conducts an annual survey of pet-owner attitudes. In 1995, 79 percent of respondents reported that they give their pets holiday or birthday presents. Thirty-three percent said they talk to their dogs on the phone or through an answering machine when they're away. If they were stranded on a desert island and could pick only one companion, 57 percent of owners said they'd choose to be marooned with the dog rather than a human. A more telling number: The following year, 48 percent of female respondents reported that they relied more heavily on their pets than on their partners or family members for affection.

		I understand the temptation to pathologize such behavior, or at least to poke fun at it (dogs in birthday hats?), but I don't believe that dog owners are unilaterally engaged in displacement, sublimation, or rampant anthropomorphism. Nor do I see this apparent depth of attachment as a sad commentary on contemporary human affairs. This is another common view, that people turn to pets for love and affection by default, because “real” (read: human) love and affection are so hard to come by in today's fractured, isolated, alienating world. I think there is a kernel of truth to that—we live in lonely times, and dogs can go a long way toward alleviating loneliness— but I think the more important truth has to do not with modern culture but with dogs themselves, and with the remarkable, mysterious, often highly complicated dances that go on between individual dogs and their owners.

		That dance is about love. It's about attachment that's mutual and unambiguous and exceptionally private, and it's about a kind of connection that's virtually unknowable in human relationships because it's essentially wordless. It's not always a smooth and seamless dance, and it's not always easy or graceful—love can be a conflicted, uncertain experience no matter what species it involves—but it is no less valid because one of the partners happens to move on four legs.

		“Love is love. I don't care if it comes from humans or from animals; it's the same feeling.” Paula, a forty-seven-year-old children's book author who lives in Los Angeles with three Maltese dogs, said this to me with such simple candor that the words stuck with me for days. She continued: “When I'm feeling bad or thinking about something I can't handle, I pick up my dogs and it helps for that moment. It may not be the perfect relationship we all hope to have with a human, but it's a relationship. And love is love.”

		Indeed. Just this morning, I came into the house after being out for an hour or so and found Lucille nestled in a corner of the sofa, her favorite spot when I'm away. She didn't race across the room to greet me—she's sufficiently accustomed to my comings and goings by now that she no longer feels compelled to fly to the door and hurl herself onto me as though I've just returned from the battlefield—but when I came into the room and approached her, her whole body seemed to tighten into a smile: the pointed ears drew back flat, the tail thumped against the sofa cushion, the eyes gleamed, the expression took on a depth and clarity that suggested, Happy; I am completely happy. A friend says her dog seems to wake up every morning with a thought balloon over her head that says, Yahoo! That was precisely the look: All is right with the world, it said, you are home. I crouched down by the sofa to scratch her chest and coo at her, and she hooked her front paw over my forearm. She gazed at me; I gazed back.

		I have had Lucille for close to three years, but moments like that, my heart fills in a way that still strikes me with its novelty and power. The colors come into sharp focus: attached, connected, joyful, us. I adore this dog, without apology. She has changed my life.

	
		The Existence of Dog

		Elena Sigman

		MY YEAR-OLD SON, ISAIAH, SENSES AN APPROACHING DOG THE way I used to locate a sexy man in the vicinity: by shape, smell, and sound. If the dog is a block away or across the street, Isaiah's little back jolts upright, his arms extend and flap, and he tries to propel himself into the air, a dog-copter. His breath comes out in rapid sighs, eh-eh-eh. I push the stroller faster, fearful that the dog's master, oblivious to this drama, will steer his four-legged mate in another direction, and my son's heart will break. But no, we catch up with the dog, Isaiah leaps up, straining against the stroller's strap: Ahhhhyyyiii!

		This instinctive attraction to dogs is the first significant way in which my child is different from me. There are many other things we do not share that might seem more important, including gender. But this strikes me as a very big difference: Isaiah loves dogs. He always has, and his love for them just keeps growing stronger.

		I have never liked dogs. It's not just that I don't have a dog myself; until a year ago, I ignored them out of existence. They didn't live in the same three dimensions that I inhabited. They occupied their own dog world, a planet of poops, pooper-scoopers, and pooper leavers; a planet of barking and biting, endless noises and secretions.

		Now, suddenly, I have a child who is a dog lover, dog watcher, dog stopper, dog dogger. Dog is on Isaiah's mind even when a dog is not in sight. He is ready, prepared at all times for an encounter. He loves to get in the stroller, tolerates the belting in and sweatering up and whatever else must be gotten through in order to go outside. He longs to greet the world, knowing that the world is filled with dogs. He goes out, arms flung open and willing.

		At first, I was skeptical. The passion that provoked Isaiah to crow with delight at the approach of a shaggy canine was completely foreign to me. But now, I am won over. I have witnessed the dog's heart-stopping hello, the wet nose, the long tongue meeting Isaiah's for a quick French kiss. I have smelled the various fur smells of wet, dry, oily, and hot dogs; seen a paw lifted in greeting; a tail draped provocatively across the bar of Isaiah's stroller like a cabaret singer's boa resting on a man's shoulder.

		I have discovered the thrill of anticipating a dog, the excitement in the mere idea of a dog. Down any block, around any corner, exists the prospect of comfort, love, welcome, wet eyes, velvet muzzles, deep, deep fur to lose your fingers in. The possibility of nose pulls, yowps, tongue rolls, fists of fur, ear flicks, paw dances, a brush with ecstasy. Perhaps, for the dog, it's all about salt; for Isaiah, it's all about love. Love for something animated, roughly his own height, that runs to him as he runs to it. It? No, not an it. Not a he or a she either. A supreme being.

		The power of Isaiah's joy is so strong I am converted. I believe in dog, and in this heightened, devotional consciousness, I, too, seek out dogs wherever I go. I am not so much a human being, woman, or mother as a dog finder. The extra three feet of height that I have over Isaiah is an adaptive trait that has evolved so I can spot dogs from farther away.

		I know things now that I never knew I could know: I know that Basset Hounds have the long ears that drop like tablecloths to the ground. I know who's a mutt and who's not. I know that in a Cocker-Poodle mix, the brains come from the Poodle side of the family. The higher power is lower to the ground and walks on four feet.

		Day by day, we log more encounters of the doggie kind: We pass a couple sitting on a bench, a dog sitting on his haunches between them. Isaiah's dog-alert goes off, the arms whirring up and down, the siren of delight, and the woman in this couple falls in love with my son.

		“Here, want to feed Coco?” she asks. She gives Isaiah a dog biscuit. He holds it out to the dog, who licks it up. He laughs as the dog keeps licking, licking his empty hand and his wrist all the way to the elbow and beyond. Isaiah shrieks with pleasure and holds his hand out like a prize. Even after the couple leaves and the dog's tail wags away, he holds his dog-licked arm up like a trophy.

		Why didn't I like dogs for so many years? Fear. And why, for so many years, didn't I want to have a baby? Fear. When I was a child, growing up in Los Angeles, a huge red dog lived behind my house. On my side of a very short chain-link fence grew some agapanthus and jade plants; on the other side was a fierce, salivating, jaw-snapping attack machine. I feared being eaten by that dog.

		As an adult, I outgrew my fear of being eaten by a dog, but not the fear of being consumed. People with dogs, and babies, love them beyond measure. They are consumed with love. I never believed that I could survive such inordinate passion.

		When I was a child, I never asked to have a dog. I thought that dogs were dirty, noisy, mean. I also believed that there was not enough time, energy, or space (love) in our house for children and a dog. What no one told me, until my husband mentioned it, is that love breeds more love. Love of a dog just makes room for more love. My husband can, it now appears, love me and our baby. More marvelous: I, too, love them both.

		There is, of course, a developmental explanation for the phenomenon of dog love in both Isaiah's life and mine. The rationalist will point to Isaiah's growing capacity to retrieve memories over the course of his first year of life. Isaiah is not simply experiencing dog for the first time, over and over, but linking memories and fitting them into the concept of dog. Thanks to object permanence, Isaiah has, from six months, known that dogs do not cease to exist when he cannot see them.

		I, too, have entered a new developmental phase, in which the ability to love a dog is connected to the experience of generativity that pulled me into parenthood. Yet science cannot explain everything. I managed to avoid my biological destiny for two decades, and might have avoided it permanently.

		Instead, I have taken a leap of faith. I am listening to the part of me that says: Let's try it, let's see what happens. I feared I would not be even remotely decent as a mother. Now I am doing the thing I cannot do perfectly and loving myself a bit, loving Isaiah all the more. Why is it that I didn't see dogs before? I think I didn't know, didn't want to know, that I am like a dog, out in the world looking for scraps of food, warmth, and love, maybe some shade on a hot day.

		I don't see sexy men on the street anymore. Like the invisible dogs of my past, the sexy men have been removed to some other dimension far from mine. Now I live in dogs’ world, and I can sense that there is a dog out there now, already smiling, a bit of drool coming off his long tongue, waiting for me to notice and smile back.

	
		This Dog's Life

		Ann Patchett

		IT HAPPENED LIKE THIS: AFTER A WALK IN THE PARK WITH A friend, I saw a young woman sitting in a car talking to a dog. Even from a distance, beneath the hard glass of the windshield, we could tell this was an exceptional animal. Never shy, I tapped on the young woman's door to ask her what kind of dog it was. We live in Nashville, where people do things like this and no one is frightened or surprised. The young woman told us the sad story: The dog, who on closer viewing was nothing but a mere slip of a puppy, had been dumped in a parking lot, rescued, and then passed among several well-intentioned young women, none of whom were allowed to have dogs in their apartments. Finally the dog had landed with the young woman in the car, who had been explaining to said dog that the day had come to look cute and find a permanent home.

		The puppy was small and sleek and white. The sun came through her disproportionately large ears and showed them to be pink and translucent as a good Limoges cup held up to the light. We petted. She licked. We left the park with a dog.

		I didn't think it would be this way. I thought when the time was right I would make a decision, consider breeds, look around. The truth is, I too was a woman who lived in an apartment that didn't accept dogs. But when fate knocks on the door, you'd better answer. “Let's call her Rose,” my boyfriend said.

		I was breathless, besotted. My puppy tucked her nose under my arm, and the hundred clever dog names I had dreamed up over a lifetime vanished. “Sure,” I said. “Rose.”

		I was thirty-two years old that spring, and all I had ever wanted was a dog. While other girls grew up dreaming of homes and children, true love and financial security, I envisioned Shepherds and Terriers, fields of happy, bounding mutts. Part of my childhood was spent on a farm where I lived in a sea of pets: horses and chickens, a half a dozen sturdy, mouse-killing cats, rabbits, one pig, and many, many dogs, Rumble and Tumble and Sam and Lucy and especially Cuddles, who did justice to his name. Ever since that time I have believed that happiness and true adulthood would be mine at the moment of dog ownership. I would stop traveling so much. I would live someplace with a nice lawn. There would be plenty of money for vet bills.

		At home, the puppy, Rose, played with balls, struggled with the stairs, and slept behind my knees while I watched in adoration. It's not that I was unhappy in what I now think of as “the dogless years,” but I suspected things could be better. What I never could have imagined was how much better they would be. I had entered into my first relationship of mutual, unconditional love. I immediately found a much nicer apartment, one that allowed dogs for a ridiculously large, nonrefundable pet deposit. Since I work at home, Rose was able to spend her days in my lap, where she was most comfortable. We bonded in a way that some people looked upon as suspicious. I took Rose into stores like the rich ladies at Bergdorf's do. I took her to dinner parties. I took her to the Cape for vacation. As I have almost no ability to leave her alone, when I had to go someplace that foolishly did not allow dogs, I'd drive her across town and leave her with my grandmother. “Look at that,” people said, looking at me and not Rose. “Look how badly she wants a baby.”

		A baby? I held up my dog for them to see, my bright, beautiful dog. “A dog,” I said. “I've always wanted a dog.” In truth, I have no memory of ever wanting a baby. I have never peered longingly into someone else's stroller. I have, on occasions too numerous to list, bent down on the sidewalk to rub the ears of strange dogs, to whisper to them about their limpid eyes.

		“Maybe you don't even realize it,” strangers said, friends said, my family said. “Clearly, you want a baby.”

		“Look at the way you're holding that dog,” my grandmother said, “just like it's a baby.”

		People began to raise the issue with my boyfriend, insisting that he open his eyes to the pathetic state of maternal want I was so clearly in. Being a very accommodating fellow, he took my hand. With his other hand he rubbed Rose's ears. He loves her as blindly as I do. Her favorite game is to be draped over the back of his neck like a fox-fur stole, two legs dangling on either shoulder. “Ann,” he said, “if you want to have a baby…”

		When did the mammals get confused? Who can't look at a baby and a puppy and see that there are some very marked differences? You can't leave babies at home alone with a chew toy when you go to the movies. Babies will not shimmy under the covers to sleep on your feet when you're cold. Babies, for all their many unarguable charms, will not run with you in the park, wait by the door for you to return, and, as far as I can tell, know absolutely nothing of unconditional love.

		Being a childless woman of child-bearing age, I am a walking target for people's concerned analysis. No one looks at a single man with a Labrador Retriever and says, “Will you look at the way he throws the tennis ball to that dog? Now, there's a guy who wants to have a son.” A dog, after all, is man's best friend, a comrade, a buddy. But give a dog to a woman without children and people will say she is sublimating. If she says that she, in fact, doesn't want children, they will nod understandingly and say, “You just wait.” For the record, I do not speak to my dog in baby talk, nor do I, when calling her, say, “Come to Mama.”

		“You were always my most normal friend,” my friend Elizabeth told me, “until you got this dog.”

		While I think I would have enjoyed the company of many different dogs, I believe that the depth of my feeling for Rose in particular comes from the fact that she is, in matters of intelligence, loyalty, and affection, an extraordinary animal. In the evenings, I drive Rose across town to a large open field where people come together to let their dogs off their leashes and play. As she bounds through the grass with the Great Danes and the Bernese Mountain Dogs, I believe that there was never a dog so popular and well adjusted as mine (and yet realize at the same time that this is the height of my own particular brand of insanity). The other dog owners want to talk about identifying her lineage, perhaps in hopes that one of her cousins might be located. It is not enough for Rose to be a good dog. She must be a particular breed of dog. She has been, depending on how one holds her in the light, a small Jack Russell, a large Chihuahua, a Rat Terrier, a Fox Terrier, and a Corgi with legs. At present, she is a Portuguese Podengo, a dog that to the best of my knowledge was previously unknown in Tennessee. It is the picture she most closely resembles in our International Encyclopedia of Dogs. We now say things like “Where is the Podengo?” and “Has the Podengo been outside yet?” to give her a sense of heritage. In truth, she is a Parking-Lot Dog, dropped off in a snowstorm to meet her fate.

		I watch the other dog owners in the park, married people and single people and people with children. The relationship each one has with his or her dog is very personal and distinct. But what I see again and again is that people are proud of their pets, proud of the way that they run, proud of how they nose around with the other dogs, proud that they are brave enough to go into the water or smart enough to stay out of it. People seem able to love their dogs with an unabashed acceptance that they rarely demonstrate with family or friends. The dogs do not disappoint them, or if they do, the owners manage to forget about it quickly. I want to learn to love like this, the way we love our dogs, with pride and enthusiasm and a complete amnesia for faults. In short, to love others the way our dogs love us.

		When a dog devotes so much of herself to your happiness, it only stands to reason you would want to make that dog happy in return. Things that would seem unreasonably extravagant for yourself are nothing less than a necessity for your dog. So my boyfriend and I hired a personal trainer for Rose. We had dreams of obedience, of sit and stay and come, maybe a few simple tricks. She didn't really seem big enough to drag the paper inside. I was nervous about finding the right trainer and called my friend Erica for moral support, but she was too busy going on interviews to get her four-year-old son into a top Manhattan preschool to be too sympathetic. The trainer we went with was the very embodiment of dog authority figures. After a few minutes of pleasant conversation in which Rose jumped on his shoulder and licked the top of his head, he laid out the beginnings of his plan

		Number one: The dog doesn't get on the furniture.

		We blinked. We smiled nervously. “But she likes the furniture,” we said. “We like her on the furniture.”

		He explained to us the basic principles of dog training. She has to learn to listen. She must learn parameters and the concept of no. He tied a piece of cotton rope to her collar and demonstrated how we were to yank her off the sofa cushion with a sharp tug. Our dog went flying through the air. She looked up at us from the floor, more bewildered than offended. “She doesn't sleep with you, does she?” the trainer asked.

		“Sure,” I said, reaching down to rub her neck reassuringly. She slept under the covers, her head on my pillow, her muzzle on my shoulder. “What's the point of having a twelve-pound dog if she doesn't sleep with you?”

		He made a note in a folder. “You'll have to stop that.” I considered this for all of five seconds. “No,” I said. “I'll do anything else, but the dog sleeps with me.”

		After some back-and-forth on this subject, he relented, making it clear that it was against his better judgment. For the duration of the ten-week pro-gram, either I sat on the floor with Rose or we stayed in bed. We celebrated graduation by letting her back up on the couch.

		I went to see my friend Warren, who, handily, is also a psychologist, to ask him if he thought things had gotten out of hand. Maybe I have a obsessive-compulsive disorder concerning my dog.

		“You have to be doing something to be obsessive-compulsive,” he said. “Are you washing her all the time? Or do you think about washing her all the time?”

		I shook my head.

		“It could be codependency, then. Animals are by nature very codependent.”

		I wasn't sure I liked this. Codependency felt too trendy. Warren's sixteen-year-old daughter, Kate, came in, and I asked her if she wanted to see the studio portraits I had taken of Rose for my Christmas cards. She studied the pictures from my wallet for a minute and then handed them back to me. “Gee,” she said, “you really want to have a baby, don't you?”

		I went home to my dog. I rubbed her pink stomach until we were both sleepy. We've had Rose a year now, and there has never been a cold and rainy night when I've resented having to take her outside. I have never wished I didn't have a dog, while she sniffed at each individual blade of grass, even as my hands were freezing up around the leash. I imagine there are people out there who got a dog when what they wanted was a baby, but I wonder if there aren't other people who had a baby when all they really needed was a dog.

	
		Mutts

		Maxine Kumin

		WHEN I COME OUT OF THE GROCERY STORE, OF COURSE they've both jumped into the front. The white pseudo–German Shepherd, betrayed by his upwardly curling tail and misaligned biscuit-colored eyes, is in the driver's seat. The mostly German Shepherd with an all-black muzzle and a Collie's white vest sits at attention in the pas-senger seat. Staring straight ahead, both coconspirators ignore me.

		“You're not driving,” I always say to them. “Get in the back!” After I say it a second time, they do.

		“What interesting-looking dogs!”

		people say if they pass by during these discussions. “What breed are they?”

		“Generic farm dogs,” I tell them. If my husband's answering, he says it more emphatically: “They're just a couple of mutts.”

		Both of them are foundlings. Josh, the white one, came to us first, while our last Dalmatian was still alive. He arrived as a four-month-old puppy, rescued by our new neighbors from a bad situation in which he was always confined, either penned or chained, and little handled. Our neighbors couldn't house him because they were already sharing close quarters with two teenagers, four cats, two dogs, and three birds, but it was summer and he had the run of their barn.

		When he first came up the hill half a mile to live with us that fall, he made daily forays back to his Other Home. After he saw the girls off to school in the morning, he returned with something in his mouth: a halter

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OEBPS/images/Bark_9780307521491_epub_002_r1.jpg
beginnings






OEBPS/images/Bark_9780307521491_epub_tp_r1.jpg
i

Dog Is My Co-Pilot

The Editors of The BARk

Great Writers on the World’s Oldest Friendship

THREE RIVERS PRESS





OEBPS/images/Bark_9780307521491_epub_001_r1.jpg









OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Bark_9780307521491_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
DOG IS MY
CO-PILOT

Great Writers on the World’s
Oldest Friendship

Editors of the Bark





