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  Always a Writer: The Green Dog

  and Staples’s Sense of Story


  BECOMING A WRITER

  



  
    Among my happiest memories are of rainy summer days tucked up under the eaves of our family’s rustic lake cottage, a gentle patter overhead, reading a book. The Hardy Boys. Black Beauty. Treasure Island. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn . Anything by Rudyard Kipling. The Encyclopedia Britannica Junior ’s illustrated volume on anatomy and The Catcher in the Rye . I was allowed to read what I liked. It helped me to learn who I was and where I fit into the world.1

  


  Readers interested in learning about Suzanne Staples’s own life are lucky; her fifth book, The Green Dog: A Mostly True Story (2003), is a memoir of the summer between the fourth and fifth grades, when she was ten years old. Through it, readers can gather not only biographical facts pertinent to Staples’s life but also glimpse how the themes in many of her novels have autobiographical roots. In the book, set in a country house outside of Scranton, Pennsylvania, on Chapman Lake, readers meet Suzanne; her older brother, Bob (who has just completed seventh grade); her younger sister, Karen 0(who has just finished third grade); and her little brother, Charlie (who at age five has not yet begun attending school); along with her parents, a grandmother, and assorted friends and neighbors. The tale opens on the first day of summer, with Suzanne eager to begin her favorite vacation pastimes—swimming, fishing, and patrolling the woods for creatures to carry home and take care of—but even more importantly, the young Suzanne is vibrating with excitement in anticipation of finally getting a dog. She knows exactly what kind of dog she wants, too, and she carefully describes him: “He is black-andtan, with long silky fur, a big pink tongue, and chocolate brown eyes. His name is Jeff. He rests his chin between his front paws and looks up at me wagging his fluffy tail” (4). Unfortunately, Suzanne’s confidence that her perfect report card will result in her parents awarding her a dog turns out to be severely misplaced.


  Yet, even if her mother fears a dog will exacerbate her older brother’s allergies and her father refuses to hear another word on the subject (since all parental decisions are final), fate smiles on Suzanne. A stray dog, eerily similar to her imagined pet, appears on their doorstep, and even if her parents aren’t willing to acquire a dog, they also turn out to be unwilling to abandon one. Jeff turns out to be a dog with more character than good sense, however. As one chapter follows another, his escapades begin to undermine his position in the household. He begins by raiding a neighbor’s prize-winning rhubarb patch and then goes on to break a window and impregnate a local farmer’s purebred bird dog. He adds to the atmosphere—albeit not the decor—of the house by vomiting up a live frog, spreading fleas, and making muddy messes. He engages in a bout of Godzilla-like destruction when he tramples Suzanne’s father’s scale-model train tracks and exquisitely crafted landscape. Most troubling, however, is his sense of duty. Determined to protect Suzanne and her siblings, he snaps and barks at anyone he mistakes for a threat, including the mailman. When Suzanne returns to school in the fall, her parents decide that Jeff needs a new home.


  Faster paced and aimed at a younger audience than the rest of Staples’s books, The Green Dog is also rich in humor. For example, early in the tale, after Suzanne discovers a leak in the old, rusty coffee can she has used to carry home a batch of tadpoles, she efficiently pours them into the toilet bowl for safekeeping while she hunts for a new container. But in a family with four children, toilet bowls get lots of use, and by the time she scoots back to the bathroom, her brother Bobby has inadvertently provided the small frogs a new home in the septic system. Nonetheless, the humor in the memoir coexists with the emotional poignancy and difficult endings that typify all of Staples’s work. Early in the novel, the young Suzanne unflinchingly describes her feelings of loneliness and isolation. Despite her big family and a neighborhood filled with children, she spends most of her time by herself. Suzanne doesn’t like to play dolls or domestic games like the other girls do. She cannot find anyone else who wants to get up before dawn to fish in silence or spend hot afternoons tramping through the woods in search of “crayfish, turtles, grasshoppers, crickets, an occasional snake, toads, minnows, salamanders, frogs, praying mantises, butterflies, moths and caterpillars” (15). Her worried mother tries to arrange playdates for Suzanne. She explains to her reluctant daughter, “I don’t want you to grow up without the gift of friendship” (5). For Suzanne, though, a dog turns out to be a perfect companion. Not only does Jeff enthusiastically participate in all of Suzanne’s outdoor adventures, but he also ends up dragging her into neighborhood activities she’d never have bothered with if left to her own devices. Since Suzanne has to share Jeff with her sister, she ends up participating in a dog fashion show, a small dog-sitting enterprise, and a lot more visits to the neighbors—in search of her dog or to apologize for her four-legged accomplice’s degenerate behavior—than she would have otherwise.


  The ending of the memoir emphasizes Staples’s preference for honesty over simple optimism or bland reassurance. When Suzanne learns that her parents have taken Jeff to a farm where he can indulge in the wandering he loves and where he won’t unwittingly threaten anyone, she falls into a genuine depression. Instead of “getting over him,” as her father predicts, Suzanne explains how she grows ever more obsessed with her absent dog:



  
    I can’t concentrate in school. I begin to retreat into daydreams. I find one that I can concentrate on. We’ve been talking about caves in science class. I make an elaborate plan to find a cave and slowly fill it with blankets and pillows and canned goods and matches and pots and cups and plates. And eventually I will go there to live. Then I will find Jeff and bring him back to live with me. I’ll take my fishing pole and bait box, and we’ll have plenty to eat. (131–32)


  


  Her mother has always seen Suzanne’s vivid imagination and penchant for daydreams as a liability, and now her mother thinks these tendencies are causing her daughter genuine problems. Weeks pass without any improvement. Suzanne stops fishing, playing softball, and even eating—she is utterly absorbed in her own imagined world. Finally, her parents consult the family physician. Dr. Speicher sees Suzanne’s creative mind as an asset. He encourages her with assurance that she will someday have a house of her own that she can fill with all the dogs she desires, and he also invites her to voice her fears—including not only fears about whether or not Jeff is happy, but her own fears about growing up. In the end the doctor comes up with an insightful diagnosis that surely pleased Suzanne both as a child and an adult. As she eavesdrops on the stairwell, Suzanne hears the doctor tell her parents, “She has an active imagination, and that might turn out to be a good thing someday” (136).


  Dr. Speicher’s words turn out, of course, to be prescient. Not only did Staples grow up and put her imagination to good use, but she also succeeded in filling her own homes with dogs and other animals. Unlike Jeff, tinted green after an unfortunate mishap with a can of paint, her animals today are more naturally colored. Staples describes her menagerie:



  
    I have two standard poodles. BB King (because he’s a blues artist) is enormous—95 pounds, big enough to swipe a sandwich from the middle of the counter in a split second. He is black. Mango is cream, and about half BB’s size. She’s very delicate. We have a female tabby—Poco—who is a toy-sized cat. She was very sickly as a kitten. Her brother, Louie, has become a part-time resident. I think he got tired of the dogs trying to wrestle with him. He lives most of the time now with our neighbors. We also have a variety of deer that we know by name. Kimbo has a crooked leg and two fawns; there is a one-eared rabbit (possibly a victim of Poco’s hunting prowess); a nesting pair of red-tailed hawks lives in the woods beside our meadow.2

  


  Clearly, Staples’s childhood penchant for animals and the natural world has not dimmed any more than her imagination.


  Animals are one of the features of The Green Dog that demonstrate how the concerns that thread through Staples’s novels have been with her for a long time. Animals serve as important companions for the protagonists in all but one of her novels. As Staples points out in The Green Dog , animals don’t suffer from the same limitations as humans with regard to loyalty and love (133). The relationships between protagonists and animals are easiest to see in Shabanu , in which the titular protagonist relies on the camels Guluband and Mithoo for comfort, and in Dangerous Skies, in which Buck discovers a kind of integrity in his dog, Obie, that few people in his world can match. For other protago-nists, a natural relationship with animals serves as an indicator of character. In Haveli , Mumtaz’s gentle nature is highlighted by her pet fawn, and when Uncle Nazir kills the delicate animal, her mother realizes the lethal level of the threat that the man represents. Similarly, in Shiva’s Fire , Parvati’s special talents are made manifest by the effect she has on animals. Birds flock near her, schools of fish poke their heads from the river to watch her, and even a mother monkey entrusts her with an infant primate. In Under the Persimmon Tree , one of the protagonists, Najmah, especially enjoys taking care of a newborn goat that has been rejected by its mother. In Staples’s stories an affinity for animals is a sure sign of a character’s integrity and compassion.


  The Green Dog also demonstrates the deep curiosity about the greater world that has been a part of Staples since her childhood. Early in the memoir, Staples recounts a conversation with her grandmother, who is crocheting an afghan. The young Suzanne is curious about the word “afghan,” and together she and her grandmother look it up in the family’s copy of the Encyclopedia Britannica . They don’t succeed in learning why a woolen blanket is called an afghan, but they do learn a lot about a country halfway around the world called Afghanistan. Staples also recalls her love of the exotic music produced by foreign names like Istanbul and Casablanca, and her fascination with television programs that featured India and elephants and tigers. It would be another couple of decades before Staples visited the places that entranced her as a child, but her ambition to see them began early. When asked what it takes to be a good traveler, a skill she has been developing her whole life, Staples explains:



  
    I think the best advice for travel is to keep an open mind and heart. Observe the differences without judgment. Think of them as an opportunity to stand in someone else’s place, to look at the world through other eyes. Too often people say things like “Traveling to ______ makes me so grateful to be an American.” I’m not sure that even this kind of judgment doesn’t keep us from seeing what’s there—the beauty of the way light falls through a window in a different land, rather than the quality of the furniture; the taste of roasted bread from a mud oven, rather than the inconvenience of not having a modern cooking range.


  


  Just as Staples reveled in all the sensory details of the Pennsylvania lakes and forests of her childhood, taking great pleasure in the rings that spool out across the water after she cast her fishing line or her discovery of “two perfect halves of a robin’s egg, the palest blue, and still wet inside,” Staples grew into an adult who finds value in the ordinary scents, sights, tastes, and sounds of the many places she travels (24).


  However, the most important thread that runs through Staples’s memoir, along with nearly all of her other works, is an exploration of the process of growing up. Like her protagonists Shabanu, Buck, Parvati, Muti (called Mumtaz as a child), and Najmah, the character Suzanne in The Green Dog is liminally situated. She is not an adult, but neither is she able to retreat fully into the refuge of childhood. She hasn’t achieved enough independence to empower herself, but she no longer believes in magic or miracles. As a member of a culture that usually expects young women to amass many years of education before taking on the full responsibilities of adulthood, Suzanne isn’t concerned with the same set of fears and obstacles as the protagonists of the novels set in other cultures, but she also is resisting change. As the young Suzanne explains, “I don’t want to get any older. I want things to stay as they are” (121). In part, growing older means acknowledging the injustices of the world. She loses her dog, despite her deep love for him and his unflagging devotion to her. She doesn’t agree with her parents’ decision, but she can do nothing to change it.


  Staples is not a romantic writer. The protagonists of her novels are never triumphant; good does not always conquer evil; love does not overcome all obstacles. Sometimes it is even difficult to distinguish what the best choice might be, as in The Green Dog . Suzanne’s parents’ decision to give Jeff away in order to protect their children (and other people in the neighborhood) is as sincere as Suzanne’s love of the dog. There is no villain in the story, nor any happy ending. Instead, the young Suzanne, like all the other protagonists Staples creates, must simply persist. She uses her daydreams to comfort and inspire herself, and she steps forward, in spite of failures and setbacks, determined to love the world she lives in.



  NOT JUST NOVELS



  Staples’s love of animals, nature, books, and writing only deepened as she grew. Although she was always a good girl (her sister nicknamed her “Miss Practically Perfect”),3 she initially considered pursuing romance instead of the practical future her parents envisioned. In her late teens Suzanne fell in love with Wayne Harley, who had already finished college, but her father refused to consider her romantic dreams and pushed her to leave for Cedar Crest College in Allentown, Pennsylvania.4 She majored in literature and minored in politics, and in 1967 she both graduated and married Nicholas Green (whom she would divorce in 1976). Once again, however, Staples’s vision of the future didn’t dovetail with that of her father. Whereas he thought she should become a teacher—a profession he saw as safe and reliable—Staples wanted to become a writer. This time she followed her own heart. Clearly, the decision was the best one for her, and she uses this experience to encourage her readers not to shortchange their own dreams: “Although you may not go exactly where you want to go, you’ll be closer to where you want to be than if you just knuckle under and do the practical thing.”5


  Staples’s first job after college was as the Asia marketing director for Business International Corporation, where she produced economic and political analyses, but after about two years with the company, she found another job with United Press International (UPI). She was initially sent to Hong Kong, but she eventually took the position of bureau chief for all of South Asia, reporting on events in India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal. Her work during this period enabled her to witness world-changing events firsthand. She covered the fall of the Gang of Four in China, traveled to Afghanistan in 1979 at the beginning of the communist takeover, followed Indira Gandhi during her campaign to return to the office of prime minister of India, and interviewed Mother Teresa. She also met hundreds of ordinary people and learned to relish the everyday details of new places. Although Staples had no idea at the time that she would eventually turn to writing fiction, her years in South Asia helped create the foundation for her books. During this period she learned some of the languages she would eventually draw upon, made notes about the physical features of the places she visited, and had the opportunity to learn about several cultures in much greater depth than is possible by studying a place from a distance or by visiting it as a tourist. While working abroad she also met Eugene Staples, an American teacher and writer; they married in 1980.6


  In 1983 Staples left UPI and moved to Washington, D.C, accepting a job as a part-time editor for the foreign desk of the Washington Post . By 1986, however, her wanderlust had returned, and she began working as a consultant to the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). She returned to Pakistan with her husband to conduct a study of women in rural Pakistan, exploring which activities would be the most productive to improve the lives of families.7 Eventually she helped develop a project that invited women from small villages to learn to read and trained them to serve as teachers to other members of their communities.8 The project enriched Staples’s life. She explains:


  
    The most important thing I did was learning to speak Urdu. It made me able to understand nuance, to
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