
  how they find me


  _______


  DOGS ARE LIKE TATTOOS.


  Ask folks about their tattoos and they can tell you exactly what was going on in their lives when they got them, how the idea came to them, why it seemed, at the time, a good thing to do. Even if they had lightning bolts tattooed down their face, to hear them talk about it you realize tattoos are a sentimental art. They mark their owners permanently with a visual memorial of the past. Like dogs do.


  I’ve never had a tattoo, but I’ve had many dogs, and all of them have left their own indelible marks on me.


  • • •


  I’ve found dogs tied under park benches.


  Stuck in drainage grates.


  Running door to door in the neighborhood with half an eye out.


  I’ve even had a dog delivered to me by police escort when her owners were involved in a domestic dispute.


  I’ve found dogs listed online and placed listings for other dogs to find a home of their own—the dog equivalent of Internet dating.


  I’ve delayed vacations by stopping to pick up a stray dog along the road.


  • • •


  My friends think I must go looking for them. Didn’t you just find one last week? Do people bring them to your house?


  I tell my friends they don’t let themselves see them, because then they would have to do something, too. People ignore stray dogs the same way they ignore stray people, the way your friends in the city insist that they have never seen any homeless people or, when pressed, offer the opinion that these people choose to be on the street and wouldn’t want a home if they had one.


  I was driving down a Mississippi road with Case, one of my blind-to-dog friends, and spotted a dog on the horizon, wandering down the middle of the road, coming toward us as we sped along in my friend’s truck. I let out a sigh.


  “What?” Case asked. He may not see dogs, but you can’t sigh around him without explaining yourself.


  I nodded in the direction of the dog. Case, who was driving, still didn’t see anything.


  “The dog,” I said. We were speeding ever closer, and the dog was still coming toward us. A badly matched game of chicken.


  “What dog?”


  “Right there!” I yelled, pointing at the windshield.


  “Oh him,” Case said. “He’s always there.”


  • • •


  They find me. It isn’t ever the other way around. I don’t go marching into overgrown patches looking for dogs who don’t even know that they are lost. I don’t carry a net in my car that I can toss great distances. What happens instead is this: They come up to me and sit at my feet. They tap me with a paw. They loiter in my path waiting for someone to do something. They can’t talk. They can’t make signs. There is a limit to how much they can tell us.


  We are supposedly smarter than they are, but clearly not more intuitive. If we had their skills for assessing a situation I would never see this: car after car swerving to avoid two dachshunds wandering the middle of a highway. Most not even slowing down.


  Rescuing something takes time, and there is a risk of revealing something about yourself—your vulnerability—that isn’t fashionable at all.


  That’s what people don’t understand. You do it because it is difficult. You do it because you aren’t sure of things. You do it without knowing how any of it will turn out, or how much it will cost you, or if the story will be happy or tragic in the end.
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  on beingrescued


  _______


  IN AUGUST 2001 MY PARENTS DROVE INTO MANHATTAN to pick up my dog and me for a trip home to Pennsylvania. Earlier that year—momentarily mortified at my decision to get an animal—they had vowed that my dog Brando and I would never be allowed in their home, but it was only a few weeks later that they broke down. This was typical of my parents. They felt getting a dog was a huge error in judgment, but once it was clear that my mind was made up on the subject, they wanted to be a part of the mistake.


  Brando was still a puppy, although a huge one. At sixty pounds he had just begun to lift his leg to pee, and earlier that day he marked each of the entrances to Tompkins Square, as if he knew he wouldn’t be seeing it for a while. He had traveled home often enough that he thought any white van was my parents’ white van, and he would sit down on the sidewalk waiting for a door to open so he could hop inside. He was stubborn and had otherwise always been reluctant to go anywhere, as if he feared being left behind, but once he had decided to trust people—neighbors, the staff of the hot dog store down the street—he was obsessive about hunting them down. Sometimes, when he had parked himself on a street corner waiting for someone he had seen there the day before, the only way of getting him to move was to carry him, which I did frequently until he reached fifty pounds. My indulgence only made things worse, although it may have been inevitable that he would develop separation anxiety once I had rescued him—and having rescued him, I was willing to put up with any problem he might have in the future.


  On this particular trip my parents were also picking up Laurel—an old friend, my babysitter when I was younger, and the daughter of a neighbor back home in Pennsylvania in our little one-road town. In New York City she lived just two blocks away, closer, perhaps, than she had back home. Brando thought the more people, the better, but still managed to settle into his spot between my parents’ bucket seats once the car started moving. We anticipated a long trip, a four-hour drive with plenty of bathroom breaks for the dog. We were trying to decide on the fastest way out of town—south to the tunnel or north to the bridge—when the car died in the middle of Great Jones Street near Lafayette. The drivers behind us responded instantly with honking horns. I ran out to the service station on the corner, where I was told that it would be several days before they could look at it.


  It was Laurel’s idea to go to the fire station. The men came out of Ladder 9/Engine 33 and helped push the car to the side. They brought out water for Brando while we stood outside in the excruciating summer heat. They walked a block farther to another service station, and the owners agreed to fix the car immediately. Laurel and I joined a couple of the men to help push the car down the street, and Brando helped, too, putting his paws up on the back of the van as we pushed. He had no idea what we were doing, of course. He just wanted to be near me and involved with the other men.


  “I’ve never seen a dog do that before,” Laurel said with a laugh.


  I, on the other hand, had never seen people in New York as helpful as this fire department. It hadn’t even occurred to me that it was a possibility. I loved New York, and particularly my neighborhood, but I still clung to the notion that people were too busy to ask questions of them and that the need for help was an unattractive thing to reveal. This is why I had a dog—Brando never hesitated to make his needs known to me. He was completely unafraid of revealing his vulnerabilities. This is what he taught me.


  Of course, there was also the separation anxiety, and for most of the previous eight months I had been struggling with trying to help him, trying to convince him that every time I went out the door there was no question that I would be coming home. By September he was beginning to believe me, but after the World Trade Center came down, even I wasn’t so sure. We were in the park when one of the planes flew overhead, and there was a noise that I remember, but don’t remember. Although the noise had been deafening, we couldn’t see what had happened from the park, and it was hard to believe that it actually was what it had sounded like—a plane flying that low and then crashing.


  When something that big happens so close to you, it takes a while before you have any perspective. Brando and I walked home and sat together on the bed, staring at the static on the TV screen where a picture had been before we left. My father called immediately to say he was driving in to get us, and I didn’t understand why. Then he called again to tell me that the city had been shut down. My television reception had come from the top of the towers, and after flipping the dial I managed to find one grainy image of the towers in flames. I went outside just in time to see the buildings go down, and even then it took a while for it to really sink in. Later that night I noticed rims of white dust had formed around Brando’s nostrils, and I realized that we had all been breathing that in, all day and in the days that followed.


  Our neighborhood, below 14th Street, was blocked off from within the city as well. There was no traffic for days, but in the distance there was the constant sound of police and medical sirens. There was no newspaper delivery, no food on store shelves. Even though there were people—and friends—all around us, it seemed as if Brando and I were on our own. For months after, there were mornings when Brando woke up whining in the morning, and I would know that soon I would be able to smell it too—the fires that were still burning downtown. For the following year that I lived in the city, I was reluctant to travel too far from home. I was particularly suspicious of crossing the boundary that had been established at 14th Street. When I did, I experienced a palpable fear that something might happen, and I wouldn’t be allowed back home again, and Brando, locked inside the apartment, would never know where I had been all that time or that I hadn’t broken the promise I’d made when I rescued him—that I would always return home.


  • • •


  My parents and I talked a lot by phone during those first days—sometimes calling to let me know what was being reported about things just down the street from where I stood at the time—and my mother said she couldn’t stop thinking of the men from the firehouse, and wondering if any of them had been harmed. I didn’t want to say anything, because I didn’t know for sure, but the general rule of thumb was that the farther downtown a house was, the more men it was likely to have lost. I was on the street with Brando as we spoke, because being on the street in those days after the attacks felt strangely safer than ever: Everyone was out there together, and all the traffic was shut down. Better than staying inside, watching the endless loop of disaster as it replayed on the news.


  “We can go over there,” I told my mom. “We can bring them something.” On the corner there was a deli that had only recently replenished its supply of flowers. I remember the surprise at the end of the week of walking in to get coffee and seeing bread and newspapers on the shelves for the first time in days. It seemed longer.


  I picked two clusters of sunflowers. They looked sturdy and huge among the more delicate ones that surrounded them. Brando tried to grab them out of my hand.


  “Don’t even think about it,” I told him. “This is serious.” He walked at my side to the station house, where a table was set up outside the doors, overflowing with flowers and notes. I found room in one of the vases to add our sunflowers to the mix and was ready to leave. Brando sat on the sidewalk staring at all the flowers. He didn’t want to move. I knelt next to him and put an arm around him. He didn’t look at me, just the flowers and tributes that were before us.


  Finally I heard a voice say, “Do you want to come in?” I looked up and saw one of the men standing in the open door. I don’t think I answered. I don’t think I could. He waved us in, and we followed.


  There was already a framed tribute set up on an easel inside the door. I looked at the photos of the ten men they had lost, while the fireman fed Brando biscuits. I tried to recognize the men, to figure out if any of them had been the people who had rescued us that day, in our stalled van, on Great Jones Street, but the truth was I hadn’t been paying that much attention. Meanwhile, Brando kept asking for another biscuit.


  “Sorry,” I said, apologizing for Brando, and everything else. “He’ll never leave if you keep letting him have those biscuits.”


  “That’s okay,” he said. “It’s no trouble.”


  • • •


  For months afterward, Brando would lead me back to the firehouse, zigzagging through the streets whenever we got within range. I began trying to lead him around any of the obvious routes there, but he always outsmarted me by making a couple of surprise turns. And, of course, I let him. Brando would sit respectfully in front of the flowers, and the men would call us inside, and Brando would have biscuits, and everything would, strangely, feel normal and right for a few minutes again. I watched other people come by, with flowers and contributions, and I realized how funny it was that we all thought we were coming to check in on them, when the truth was, even then, that the men of the firehouse were inviting us in because they knew it would make us feel better, not them.


  • • •


  It was sometime after that that I began finding dogs and wanting to rescue them. But each time I do, I find myself having that same puzzling epiphany, wondering if I’m doing it for them or whether in rescuing them, I’m actually doing something for myself.
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  getting rid ofrocco


  _______


  ROCCO WAS A CRAZY RED-NOSED PIT BULL WHOM I HAD watched grow from a pup. He didn’t even look quite like a dog. His head was huge, his neck nonexistent, and when he ran around the dog run greeting everyone he looked more like a gregarious, rust-colored hog. People were afraid of him, not because of anything he’d done, but because he was a pit bull and pit bulls are supposed to be bad. But Rocco had an owner who watched him like a hawk, calling out his name, stretching the last syllable, anytime it looked like Rocco was bothering someone. When Rocco heard his owner calling he would turn on a dime and head straight back to him, a delirious grin stretching across his crazy dog face.


  Rocco and Brando had played together when they were young, racing around the rim of the run. As Rocco grew older, and larger, people would pull me aside when they came in to voice their concern. “That dog shouldn’t be in the run.”


  “Rocco is great,” I said.


  Rocco was unaltered, which is a sort of status symbol not just with pits, but with purebred dogs of all kinds; the owners feel it is wrong to neuter the dog, even if they have no intention of breeding him anytime down the line. Intact males are sometimes more aggressive, but often the problem comes from the neutered males around them, who smell their scent and feel the need to prove their dominance.


  We hadn’t seen him for a while when one day he came in and made his rounds. Rocco leapt up on the picnic table and licked my face. “Roccooo!” his owner called. “It’s okay,” I said, and then I went to get Brando from the other side of the run. I leashed him up and brought him over to sit with me. Rocco was wandering alone, and his owner asked why I wasn’t letting Brando play with him. “Rocco won’t do anything. He’s a good dog.”


  “It’s not Rocco I’m worried about,” I confessed. Brando had been having issues with intact male dogs, sometimes getting feisty from the smell alone after the dog himself was gone. There actually seemed to be a number of exceptions Brando was willing to make for dogs he’d known all his life, but the smell of intact dogs, new to the run, turned him into a monster. I didn’t want to take a chance with Rocco.


  This was around the summer of 2001, and we didn’t see Rocco’s owner much afterward. There were a lot of people we didn’t see, and sometimes you had to guess if it was because they were gone or because they just didn’t come out anymore. The strange part, in the dog run, was that there were people you worried about without ever having known their full names, so there was no way of checking. Then, eventually, they would show up, looking just as relieved to see you as you were to see them.


  Rocco showed up again, too. On a poster offering him to a good home. I saw it tacked one day to the bulletin board at the entrance to the park and read it a few times to make sure it was him. There was an e-mail address to contact, so I wrote it down and took it home. I didn’t know why I had written it down—the last thing I needed was another dog in a studio apartment—but I liked Rocco, and something seemed wrong that his owner, who loved him, too, was putting him in a new home via a flyer in a public park.


  Also, New York, like many parts of the country, is notorious for underground dogfighting. There were stories floating around the neighborhood about people stealing dogs who’d been tied up outside the grocery stores to use as bait for training dogs to fight. Putting up an ad offering a purebred pit bull to the first taker was likely to attract the wrong kind of owner—one of the reasons that rescue groups charge a fee is to weed people out during the adoption process. Rocco deserved better than to be given away.


  • • •


  The week before Thanksgiving I stopped by the dog run and there was Rocco, looking lost. Where before he would prance around the run, drawing an invisible line between his owner and the rest of the people in there, now he was directing all his attention outward, beyond the fence, as if he didn’t think he belonged there at all. A woman was screaming at him to come; she had several other pit bulls with her, and when Rocco finally approached her on the bench she punched him in the face. Rocco continued scampering around the run, his head craned as if he was looking for someone. He went to the bathroom and no one picked it up.


  “Is that your dog?” someone asked the woman whom I had seen hit him.


  “No,” she said. Yet a few minutes later she was calling for him to come again. She gathered up all her dogs and jumped over the fence. The dogs followed her, but not Rocco, so she pulled him over the fence by his leash. He toppled over the fencetop and fell to the ground.


  Everyone in the run was talking now. No one had ever seen the woman before. No one wanted her back.


  “I know that dog,” I said. “He doesn’t belong to her.” I had the dizzy feeling you get when you’re watching an accident approach in slow motion.


  I went home and e-mailed his owner, describing what I’d seen. I added:


  
    I know you are looking for a good home for him, and he is a great dog. This girl is the last person that should spend any time with him. I wish I could take him, but I can’t for a number of reasons. But if you can’t keep him and can’t find a home for him other than with this rotten person, let me know. If nothing else, I know of a lot of good, responsible, private, no-kill dog shelters; of course, they would want to neuter him, but I’d rather see that than see him turned nasty from abuse.

  


  The response was quick:


  
    Thanks Ken.


    I will deal with her as soon as I can find her. I’ve been calling her home phone since I gave her the dog last Saturday (11/17), and I’ve been getting no response. I’m not even sure if the person you saw Rocco with is the same person. Could you please describe her to me? I would also like to get some info on those no-kill shelters you talked about.


    The only reason I gave her Rocco was because she seemed very sincere and I’ve actually known her for quite some time.


    Please call me @ home 212-674-XXXX or I’ll call you.


    I’m going to try to get Rocco back and give him to a no-kill.

  


  I tried my best to type out a description, but I had been paying more attention to Rocco than to the woman who was abusing him. She had long dark hair. She was wearing leather. That could describe anyone in our neighborhood. “I didn’t think you would have left him with someone that was going to treat him like that,” I wrote, “though I did worry for a minute after I sent the e-mail that you might say something like ‘Hey, that’s my sister.’ There were actually other people in the run who commented on the way she was acting, even though they didn’t know Rocco or the situation with him, so it was pretty obviously out-of-place dog owner behavior. And I’ve never seen you treat the dog that way . . .” I wanted him to know that my concern was for the dog, not anything he might have done.


  • • •


  The owner responded, and explained why he had gotten rid of Rocco. It was because of 9/11:


  
    Thanks a lot Ken.


    I don’t think you have any idea how I’m feeling right now. But just to sum up . . . I feel like I betrayed him and I feel like wringing that bitch’s neck! I had to give him up even though I didn’t want to. Due to the tragedy, I’ve been forced to work long hours @ my job. He was being neglected. I couldn’t get home and walk him on time. His nails were getting overgrown, he was losing weight, and he was generally just miserable. I thought me giving him up was the best way for his sake . . .

  


  I e-mailed him info on shelters that might be able to help. I put the word out around the run. The whole thing made me sick, though, because Rocco was such a terrific dog, but his breed attracted the wrong person. Pit bulls are stolen from yards constantly, used for fighting, or bred to sell by people whose only interest is in making some easy money. At some point, in my frustration, I used the phrase “if I’d known you were going to throw him away.” I probably even claimed that I would have taken him in—an absurd claim given my closetsized apartment. The response:


  
    . . . just for the record I didn’t think that I was throwing him away. The girl seemed very nice, and I’ve seen her with her dogs for quite some time. She and her mother have had a male pit for many years already. I let her get acquainted with Rocco before I gave her to him, and in front of me she treated him very well. He also took to her very well. When I find her she is going to get interrogated!!!

  


  After that flurry of e-mail, I didn’t hear any more, and I didn’t see the woman or Rocco again. Then, on Christmas Eve, I was at my sister’s house in Michigan when I got another e-mail. This one was grim:


  
    Bad news about Rocco. The girl I gave him to lost him!!! He was last seen running up Avenue D about a week ago!


    My heart is broken.


    If you hear absolutely anything please let me know.


    If I were to find him again I’d keep him and just try to make the best of it.

  


  I didn’t believe the story at all. A runaway dog on Avenue D? And no one has seen him? More likely, she decided to sell him for some cash the week before Christmas, and in my e-mail back to him, I suggested my suspicion.


  
    Ken


    I seriously feel like beating the shit out of her. I told her not to let him loose and she didn’t listen. A couple people told me the facts before she sugared up her story. They (the people) told me that she let him loose to make him walk by her side right on Ave. D (the xxxxxg dumb xxxx!!!), and he saw his chance and just took off like greased lightning and she never saw him again. I used to walk him all over the place, and he knew the area pretty well. I only hope he didn’t try to go to the East River Park because he would have gotten run over by a car. :(


    Perhaps he tried to go to the run . . .

  


  No one ever saw Rocco again.


  I thought about what might have happened if I had been quicker. If I had said something as soon as I saw that sign. If I had done something when I saw that lousy woman punch the dog in the face. So now, whenever I see a pit bull wandering along a road, I always pull my car over and invite him in.
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