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[image: ]



 

Neil Plakcy & Sharon Sakson


“Even in today’s crowded market of dog-related stories, these stories stand out . . . [and] deserve to find a wide readership.” —BO BENGTSON, editor of Dogs in Review and Sighthound Review, and author of The Whippet. 

“I love this. It’s like Chicken Soup for the Soul, with stories that are salty, spicy and sweet. Rich and filling, this book warms your heart just like Mom’s comfort food. It should be read with gusto and enjoyed with relish.”—CHRIS WALKOWICZ, author of The Perfect Match and President Emeritus of the Dog Writers Association of America. 

“The relationship between and a man and his dog is a truly special connection. This book illustrates the profound strength of that bond. An eloquent mingling of humor and reflection. I’ve never read anything like it.”—MONICA MORALES, NBC News. 

“In this rare instance, it’s fair to judge a book by its cover. Paws and Reflect is a sweet and deeply moving paean to a love we happily dare to name: the stirring, surprising relationships between men and their dogs.”—ALEX MACLENNAN, author of The Zookeeper. 

“Not what I expected! It’s always appealing to read stories about the friendship between man and dog, but these stories go way beyond to a land of deep devotion, uncensored humor, and fierce compassion. I cried; I laughed; I wanted more. This is a must read, even for cat owners.”—SALLY HUXLEY, author of The Cat Who Had Two Lives. 

“Paws and Reflect does more than explore the bond between gay men and their dogs, it highlights the human-animal bond that so many of us are privileged to experience. I can’t imagine any dog lover who couldn’t relate to these stories. Sit! Stay! Read! —DARLENE ARDEN, author of Small Dogs, Big Hearts. 

“That special bond between man and his dogs shines through and makes it abundantly clear that the mutual canine-human love and affection developed over the ages has no preferences. A truly moving and provoking collection of canine-man devotion.”—STEVEN D. GLADSTONE, ESQ. , American Kennel Club, Board of Directors, class of 2009. 

“I really loved these stories. The mountain rescue is so dramatic. The pee-training is hysterical, and taking care of sick dogs reminded me of our Airedale, McGill, who had a similar immune disease and was similarly brave to the end. These wonderfully written stories convinced me that our precious dogs, like Mathew Phillips’s ‘Brandy, ’ are indeed touched by angels.”—REBECCA CHASE, ABC News. 

“Unusual, engrossing, and vivid. A marvelous collection of stories of dogs who are guides, partners, helpers and healers. It’s interesting that these are not just stories about dogs, but stories about how dogs were able to help men connect with the world beyond themselves. —JOHN CONSTANTINE, breeder, Adamis Kennel Brussels Griffons and Miniature Schnauzers, Vice-President of the American Miniature Schnauzer Club. 

“A wonderful collection of stories about the coupling of man and canine. These are loveable dogs and loveable men. Men who are puppy whipped, pull lame dogs in wagons, carry incontinent dogs, are outed by dogs and are saved by dogs. I am totally enthusiastic about this book.”—GINI SIKES, author of 8 Ball Chicks. 

“The happy devotion of a dog is the closest thing we have to ideal love. The stories in Paws and Reflect remind us of that, and as long as we have dogs, anyone’s life can be warmly enhanced. These tales of connection are universal, and along with the provocative facts about dogs that introduce each one, this book offers a warm and satisfying read for dog-lovers everywhere.”—KATHERINE RAMSLAND, author of Bliss: Writing to Find Your True Self. 
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INTRODUCTION

Many thousands of years ago, small wolves pulled up beside the campfires of a newly emerged species, man, and forged a friendship. Instead of disappearing back into the forest, these canines offered themselves as shepherds, guardians, hunters, and haulers. As time went on, they took on an even broader range of duties, as comforters, rescuers, and friends. Dogs have migrated from the primal fireside right into the hearts of our homes. 

The truth is that for many of us, our dogs are our children. We don’t have to straighten their teeth or send them to college, but we love them, feed them, groom them, sometimes even dress them up, just as if they were little boys and girls. For most dog owners, our dogs are not possessions but family. Dog-owning couples are notoriously devoted to spoiling their surrogate kids with love and attention. Single men are increasingly living the lives of single parents, struggling to combine work, social life, and dog care. Many men, single or coupled, seem to have a gift for the special details of dog parenting. 

In return, their dogs love them unconditionally, without judgment or regard to sexual orientation; comfort them when they are in pain; and because most men outlive them, teach them extraordinary lessons in how to cope with loss. One thing that every story we’ve heard has in common is that the dogs involved eventually found a way of enriching their owners’ lives. 

Because they’re always younger than their owners, dogs are like an eternal fountain of youth. Dogs charm us with their puppyish enthusiasm, and gracefully accept the inconveniences of their elder years. Some men tolerate wild excesses of their dogs’ craziness and bad behavior. Maybe it reminds them of their own. 

For Paws and Reflect we sought to craft a sample of the stories shared with us by men that illuminate this special and powerful bond. Touching, powerful and often humorous, this collection is representative of a shared, deeply felt devotion. Some stories were built from in-depth interviews. 

Some were contributed by writers, whom we invited to participate in this project. Three-time Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright Edward Albee shares a poignant story that is the continuation of a conversation of twenty years, since Sharon Sakson first interviewed him about his Irish Wolfhounds for Sighthound Review. Actor-playwright Charles Busch reveals in an interview his story of the guardian shepherd who saw him through the bleak aftermath of his mother’s death. 

Environmentalist David Mizejewski, of the National Wildlife Federation’s Backyard Wildlife Habitat program and Animal Planet fame, shares the adjustments he has made to his own emotional and physical habitat to accommodate the well-being of his beloved dogs. Celebrity hairstylist Jack Morton speaks eloquently of lessons he has learned from his dogs about love and humanly elusive compatibility. 

Several men with AIDS write with admiration of the dogs who have been an important part of their therapy. In all, twenty-five men from many walks of life and a wide variety of situations illuminate life-altering insights they have gained from the special dogs in their lives. 

In addition to being their sweet, cranky, funny, sleepy, unique selves, dogs also represent a way for men to connect to other people. A common interest in dogs brought some couples together. It has been a factor in why some break apart. If a man cares about his dog, it is a mark that he may also possess certain behaviors essential to a relationship: the ability to give and receive love, the capacity to tend to the needs of another, the openness to accept the presence of someone else. 

Some of the dogs recounted in these pages are already far down memory lane. Some are very much in the present. Paws and Reflect is a celebration of the unique bond between any one of us and our canine friends, a celebration of all the dogs we have loved in the past, the dogs we love now, and the dogs of our future, who are only waiting for the right moment for us to invite them to join in our lives. 


Dogs of Our Childhood
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THE GUARDIAN SHEPHERD
CHARLES BUSCH 

It would be wonderful if every child on earth could experience a happy childhood, free from trouble and pain. But in reality that’s not possible. Charles Busch’s childhood was interrupted at age seven by the death of his mother. While his sisters and aunts formed a loving, wacky matriarchal society around him, he found a deep well of comfort and strength from a canine source—a giant white German Shepherd named Wolfie. 

Wolfie, of course, couldn’t have known that his small charge would one day become an acclaimed Broadway playwright and actor. He only knew that Charles Busch needed him, and his job was to provide steadfast company for a damaged child. He did that job so well that forty years later, Charles’s voice catches in his throat as he tells me about the giant dog that made his seven-year-old life possible. 

Although Charles deeply regrets that he is too busy to have a dog right now, I discovered that in his Manhattan apartment sit two massive, antique, porcelain Chinese Foo dogs that he bought years ago in Hong Kong. They are highly stylized works of art. But it’s hard not to notice that once again he has a huge, monster-dog presence in his home, looking over him. 

§ § § §

When my mother was alive, we had a black Miniature Poodle named Nicky. He was always driving my mother crazy, jumping up on furniture and on us, but she forgave him because he adored her. 

My mother died of a heart attack when I was seven. She was forty-one. No warning. One minute, I had this wonderful, loving mother. The next, she was gone. It was devastating. It was the defining event of my childhood. 

The day my mother died, Nicky went right outdoors and ran for miles. He took off. We looked everywhere for him, but we could never find him. It was hard because here we had lost my mother, and losing her dog was like losing another little part of her. 

We had no thought of getting another dog. But one night my father came home from work with this little, white, fluffy ball of fur, a German Shepherd puppy. It was a big surprise for the family. 

My father didn’t have any particular feelings for dogs. He was a perpetual sixteen-year-old. The death of my mother meant that he had to maintain some semblance of family life for us, and he wasn’t very good at it. He was a fun and adorable guy. All the ladies he ran around with thought so. He owned a record store in Yonkers, and probably one of his customers brought in this puppy. 

But it was a good thing, because we were all sad about losing Nicky and thrilled with this new puppy. Here was this happy bundle of energy, kissing and licking us and romping around. We named him Wolfie. 

I took to him immediately. He became my best friend who never moped around, was always glad to see me, never hassled me about homework. We really bonded. 

They grow so quickly! In a year this tiny, fluffy puppy was an enormous, long-haired white shepherd. He knew each person in the family—my two older sisters, my mother’s two older sisters, my dad—and he had us all figured out. He loved all of us, but he made me feel special. 

As a child, I felt alone, and different, at least partly because I didn’t have a mother. Wolfie was my friend. He was the one who was with me the most, and all that other stuff didn’t matter to him. He just loved me. He was there for me for whatever I needed. 

Walking down the street with Wolfie was an experience. He looked like an animal from a fantasy. With his big white body and his enormous head, you could imagine he was a unicorn. When I walked him, cars would stop and people would roll down their windows and stare at us. Here was this thin, sad little boy with this longhaired, white creature. Wolfie knew they were watching, and he was proud. He carried his head high. He had great elegance. 

He was so attached to me that he wouldn’t let anybody get near me. He’d bark and even bite people. It was a real problem. I didn’t have too many friends anyway, but one day, somebody from the neighborhood came a little too close to me as I was walking home from school, so Wolfie bit him. It was a horrible scene. Wolfie and I ran home, and later, after my father got home, the police came. 

My father brought the policeman into the living room, where Wolfie and I were lying on the floor in front of the television. I had my arms around him, and he was just lying there, looking peaceful. 

“Look at that dog, ” my father said.”He can’t possibly be the dog you got the complaint about. He’s not at all aggressive.” 

“We should still take him in, ” the policeman said.”He could be a danger in the neighborhood.”

I was lying there, just holding on to Wolfie. I didn’t know what I’d do if the police took him away. My father talked to the policeman and showed him how gentle Wolfie was, and eventually convinced him not to take Wolfie. 

It was interesting that he had these aggressive qualities toward strangers but he was absolutely gentle with me. I could play lion tamer and put my head in his mouth, and he would just wait. He would never think of harming me. 

We had a black housekeeper named Beulah Baker who had come from down South, where she had been a pickle picker on a pickle farm. She never did do much housework, but she was wonderful. She sounded a little like Butterfly McQueen. She was very darling and so affectionate to me. 

We spent so much time in the house together, just Beulah Baker, Wolfie, and me. Beulah used to teach me how to set her wigs, and I was pretty good at it. On a typical afternoon, Wolfie would be lying there on the floor, and Beulah Baker and I would be busy with combs and pins, working on one of her wigs. 

Later we would watch television. I loved old movies—I still do—and I just absorbed the tragic heroines. I tend to watch the same ones that I loved as a child over and over: Marie Antoinette with Norma Shearer, Waterloo Bridge with Vivien Leigh, I Could Go On Singing with Judy Garland, The Hard Way with Ida Lupino, Random Harvest with Greer Garson, I’m No Angel with Mae West, and a zillion others. 

Then, my favorite part of the day, my turn to perform. I would mimic back for Beulah and Wolfie these larger-than-life romantic actresses in their classic roles. The afternoon would end with Beulah sitting on the sofa with this huge white German Shepherd at her feet. And I’d be singing Judy Garland songs to her. 

Wolfie would sit there staring at me, very alert. He made it seem like watching this skinny little boy singing The Man That Got Away was something a dog was really meant to do. That was a typical afternoon in our house. You can see why not much housework got done. 

When I was seven, as a special treat, my father took me to the old Metropolitan Opera House to see Joan Sutherland in La Sonnambula. I was amazed—it’s the story of a young girl who goes walking in her sleep, and sitting there in the audience, I was watching this magnificent redheaded lady drifting through a glorious nineteenth-century painted landscape. When I got up in front of Wolfie and Beulah, I was trying to recreate that for them, the beauty and the dreamy quality. In a way, you could say that my entire career has been an attempt to recreate that first impression. 

People ask me when I write a play today, do I do any research? Well, I’ve been researching all my life. 

My father remarried. His new wife had children, and the idea of moving in with a bunch of children I didn’t know was horrific to me. My father knew that. He made the offer, in the spirit of being caring and fatherly, but he knew I wasn’t going to take it. He knew I couldn’t live with him in that family, and he didn’t blame me. 

So I continued living with Aunt Belle, my sister Meg, Beulah Baker, and Wolfie. My older sister was in college. They were my audience. 

I couldn’t be in a school play because I couldn’t remember a line of dialogue. I started hyperventilating the moment I hit the stage. It was because I loved it too much. Being “up there” onstage was my most magical dream. I was desperate to be a child star, only no one in my family was willing to exploit me. 

Then, when I was around twelve, Wolfie got sick. He started to have epileptic fits, where his whole body would shake, and he’d fall down and jerk and twist on the floor. It was awful to see. I felt horribly guilty. We were so close, I thought something I had done had made him sick. 

At first there were long stretches in between seizures, but then he started to get them more often. He was really suffering. I could see that we had to put him to sleep. It was so painful for me, but I didn’t want Wolfie to suffer. With Wolfie gone, I was inconsolable. I was so alone. 

We got a new dog. This one was a normal German Shepherd, normal size, normal black-and-tan color, not a huge, white giant like Wolfie. We called him Hans. He liked everybody in the family, but he was really Aunt Belle’s dog. He liked me, but he didn’t think I was the most special child on earth, the way Wolfie had. 

By this time I had really gotten lost in a fantasy world. For years I had been just watching old movies and performing for Beulah Baker and Wolfie in the living room. I was flunking out of school. And I was about to go into ninth grade. That’s when my Aunt Lillian, who lived in New York City, swooped in and decided I should come live with her. 

I’ve played Auntie Mame three times, and when I do it, I’m just channeling Aunt Lillian. She encouraged me to be everything I was meant to be. 

I flourished with Aunt Lillian. She was an amazing lady. One hour with her would exhaust Leonardo da Vinci. She was helpless about some things and unstoppable about others. For instance, she would get lost every time she left the house, even in her own neighborhood. But she could fix a broken radio or make a matador’s costume, and she was a woman who could get the president of Condé Nast on the phone if she decided she needed to speak to him about what happened to her November issue of Vanity Fair. 

Moving in with her was the best thing that could have happened to me. But it was the end of my connection with dogs. Hansie stayed in Westchester with Aunt Belle and my sister. It was kind of odd, how our nuclear family kept switching around. Aunt Belle kept house for my sister for another few years. When my sister was out of college, Aunt Belle moved to New York City and took Hansie with her. Hansie lived out his days with Aunt Belle. He had a wonderful life. 

The protagonists of all of my plays are the women I grew up with in that matriarchal household. When I wrote The Tale of the Allergist’s Wife, people were asking me how I could write such great dialogue for the female characters. They are women who struggle to find a place in the world, and create a new persona for themselves. 

I don’t have a dog right now. I wish I did. But I think I’d feel horribly guilty every time I left the apartment. My partner and I don’t live together, for all kinds of reasons. We each have busy lives and need privacy. You could go into Eric’s place any time of the day and think you’re in House Beautiful magazine. My style is messy. My place is a cross between Sarah Bernhardt’s boudoir and a 1960s steak house. 

We live down the street from each other. It works for us. But there’s not that constant company that dogs need. 

The dog I’m most in touch with now is my therapist’s dog. Shortly after I started therapy, my therapist rescued an adorable part German Shepherd, part Collie. His name’s Clarence. I went in for my appointment, and the dog was right there in the room. During therapy, at one point I started to cry. The dog came right over and put his head on my knee and leaned against me. He looked up at me in that way dogs have of letting you know they want to help you. 

A friend of mine leaves his cat with me on weekends. I’m not a cat person, not at all. But I didn’t expect this cat not to like me. He ignored me. I was doing everything I could to establish a bond with him. And he would look right through me. I felt very rejected by this cat. He made me feel like I was Joan Crawford, the awful stepmother. 

Finally I started making his food a little more artistic—not just putting it down on the plate, but taking some time to arrange it. He liked that. He started to take an interest in me and the whole project. I didn’t know cats were like that. The whole thing confirmed for me that I really am a dog man. A dog is available for you to hug and love. Cats are kind of sneaky. 

Wolfie came into my life at a time when I was completely vulnerable. And that made me bond so intensely with him. He was enormous, he was mystical, he was white. He was the constant, strong, loving, lovable dog that took care of me. It was like he came from an enchanted land. He made me feel that I belonged to somebody. 
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THE TRIUMPH OF TARNATION
JONATHAN CAOUETTE 

One of the nicest things that dogs provide for us is the blissful relief of their company. They make few demands and issue no ultimatums. Dogs let us relax. They let us be ourselves. When your dog is with you, there is someone on your side. In the presence of your dog, you have his attention, affection, and devotion. 

As a boy in a family roiling with mental illness, Jonathan Caouette desperately needed all those things. Jonathan is the groundbreaking filmmaker whose documentary, Tarnation, tore through critics’ assumptions of what documentaries could be. It was selected to be shown at the Sundance, Cannes, New York, and Toronto film festivals. It was awarded Best Documentary of 2003 by the National Society of Film Critics. It was nominated for an Independent Spirit Award. Roger Ebert called Tarnation “a triumph. A film of remarkable power.”The New York Times’ reviewer wrote, “Nobody has ever made a film like it.”

The life Jonathan showed on film was ragged and raw and painful to watch. He had started filming his family from the time he was eleven years old, first on Super 8, then Betamax, VHS, Hi-8, and mini-DV for the next twenty years. He added movie clips, pop songs, and scenes from television shows he watched as a child. He created a soundtrack from songs that he loved. He edited the whole thing at home on an iMac, with the structure of the film taking on elements of his own mental illness, which he calls a “depersonalization disorder.” The result is a combination of feverish diary for himself and love letter to his mother, whose crazy parents put her through years of electroshock therapy. 

It is the ultimate reality program, giving the viewer a “fly on the wall” perspective of an unstable life. So many terrible things happened during his childhood that I was relieved to know that there were sometimes pet dogs for him to play with. 

Are dogs helpful to people with mental illness? There is now significant research showing that they are. Service dogs are being trained to help people who become disabled by panic disorder, posttraumatic stress syndrome, or depression, and conditions attributed to brain-chemistry malfunction. They are taught to bring medication, alert someone that help is needed, and nudge their human during an attack of disassociation. 

But it’s interesting that much of the healing work of dogs is based simply on their presence. The dog’s job is to stay near the patient and steady him if he’s dizzy, provide stability during a panic attack, nuzzle him if he loses touch with reality. Dogs are able to help mentally ill people by doing what they are best at: being there. Jonathan Caouette made that discovery with his dogs. If only he could have held onto them. 

Two dogs appear, briefly, in the film. His current dog, Shiny, wanders in the background of the opening scenes, hovering close to Caouette, who is anxiously waiting to hear if his mother will survive an overdose of lithium. Shiny’s son, Miel, plays with a stick in the snow. There have been other dogs in Jonathan’s life, as I learned when I spoke to him between his trips to Mexico, where he was screening his film. 

§ § § §

I’ve loved dogs since I was about four years old. In general, my memories are tied to two things. A lot are tied to what music was on when a certain thing happened. I think a lot of people associate like that. But also, when a memory comes to me, I’ll remember the dog I had then. They were always a poignant part of my life. 

My first dog had two names, Sport and Christy. What name we called her depended on what kind of mood we were in. Sometimes she was Sport; sometimes she was Christy. She had come around during a time when there was a lot of tragedy going on in the family. The family circumstances were very bizarre. 

My Mom had gotten very sick and had to go into the hospital. She suffers from severe bipolar disorder. 

Just before that happened, my mom got this dog from one of the neighbors. She was some kind of terrier, a dirty-golden color. I don’t know if she was a purebred or not, but she was a beautiful dog. I have this great picture of her with me when I was about four years old. She’s sitting with me, and I have my arm around her. I never wanted to go anywhere without her. 

There was a lot of dram a in our house. That’s what happens when you have someone who’s bipolar and schizoid. On those occasions, I would retreat into our backyard to my Slip ’n’ Slide or swimming pool. We had this really great overgrown fig tree. I would hide in the fig tree with Christy and pull the branches over us. 

I would sit alone with Sport and try to communicate with her psychically. I was trying to see if I could read her thoughts. I still do that every once in a while. You know, dogs are so hypersensitive to whistles and sounds. What would be so strange if they could actually, if not read your thoughts, read your body language? Even if it’s just a subtle look in your eyes or a changing of your face?

I would be sitting and Sport/Christy would come up and look at me as if she was trying to tell me something. Or warn me about something, maybe. She would look me in the eye and I would get the sense of a thought, and I would sit still and try to understand what she wanted to say… and then someone would call me. Or I’d hear my mother screaming. Or my grandparents would come over to me. And the moment would be broken. I never got the message. 

My grandfather and grandmother were raising me. My grandmother had a hysterectomy and took a long time to recover. My grandfather had to work to pay the bills, so there was nobody available to take care of me. Children’s Protective Services got word of that and yanked me out of the home. I had to go into the foster-home system. 

When I remember Sport/Christy, it seems to me that she represented the last vestige of normal family life. I was four, almost five. When the foster home happened, I never saw Sport/Christy again. It was devastating. I’ll always remember her. She was an amazing animal. After her, stuffed animals had to take over for a while. 

I was in the foster-home system for two years. It was a very brutal time. I was beaten and starved, and went through a lot of abuse. There were no dogs in my life during those two years. Finally, my grandparents got legal custody of me when I was seven. 

What I really wanted then was to have a normal family. And to me a normal family would include a dog. I would have these conversations with my grandmother and tell her I was getting a dog. There was never a “yea or nay” response. I was one of those people who would stop along the side of a street when I saw an animal, and whether it had a tag on or not, I would kidnap it. Now I know that was a horrible thing to do. But I was so desperate for a dog’s company. There were a couple instances where I grabbed a tagged dog that probably belonged to someone in the neighborhood, took it home with me, and fed it for a couple days. Sometimes the dog lasted a week. Sometimes it lasted a month. But my grandmother would call the pound to come pick up the dog, and I would come home, and the dog would be gone. I hope my grandparents didn’t call the pound on any of those tagged dogs. Hopefully they just opened the door and let it find its way home. 

If I ever asked my grandmother what happened to a dog, she would always pass it off as “He (or she) just disappeared. I just came in the house and the dog wasn’t there.”

I was careful with these dogs. I fed them, and walked them, and slept in bed with them, and when I left for school, I always made sure the dog was locked up safe in my bedroom. There was no way the dog would have gotten out on its own. Every day when I left for school, I would pray and hope that the dog would be home when I got back. 

I went through many dogs that way. Probably ten during my childhood years. I got a Chow, around the time that I accidentally knocked three of my teeth out roller-skating in the swimming pool around the corner from my house. That Chow lasted about a week. A mutt or two or three thrown in the mix. I got a precious little poodle when I was nineteen that was in the house for about a week and a half. 

When I was ten, I had a dog named Boomer, after the TV show, Here’s Boomer, about this cute little stray that traveled the country helping people with their problems. My Boomer was amazing. He would follow me everywhere. We met when I walked to our local park in the suburb of Houston where I grew up, and he followed me home. After that, he followed me everywhere. There was never a need for a leash. 

It was very European of us. I love how, in Europe and Mexico and all these other places that I’ve been, these dogs can be so cool about walking in these big, urban areas with all these buses and cars and pedestrians going by, and they’re right by their master. 

What I really wanted, during those formative years, was to experience having a puppy, raising it and keeping it for a long period of time. But I never got that, because of my crazy grandmother. On many levels, the animals seemed saner than what was going on in my house. It was the stability factor that I got just by being with a dog in one room, the two of us, hugging each other in our own little world where there was no crazy family and no troubles. 

I got so much affection from those dogs. I always let the dog lick me without making a face. I loved to let the dogs lick me on my cheeks, on my nose, on my lips, everywhere. They slept on my bed (and they still do now). 

After the poodle at nineteen, I wised up. I left my grandparents’ home when I was twenty-three, and there were no animals until I was twenty-four, living in New York City, with my own place. That was the first time that I got to have my own dog and have it stay with me. 

My partner, David, initiated us getting what we thought for a long time was an Argentine Dogo by the name of Shiny. We’ve since learned that she’s a mix of something, maybe half pit bull and half Dogo. 

David is from Colombia. One day he got a frantic phone call from a friend of a friend from Bogotá. They were living in an apartment in New York temporarily, and had all of these puppies with them. Shiny had been born in Colombia and then flown to Miami and then flown to New York. This poor dog must have been so traumatized just by the air travel! Shiny was about six months old. It was the summer of ’97. 

All those puppies were beautiful, but Shiny made the most eye contact. And she seemed like the scapegoat. 

I think David and I empathized with that. There was something very heart wrenching about her, something that made her very special. The other ones seemed really macho. She’s white with black freckles all over. 

She was the icing on the cake of the relationship between David and me. With her here, it was obvious that what we had was something definitely along the lines of a marriage. It felt very official. That echoes what I was looking for as a kid. We’ve had Shiny for almost as long as we’ve been together, almost ten years. So we sort of measure our relationship by how old Shiny is. 

In my film, there’s a real transition when David and I got this apartment and made a family for ourselves. We lived in this wonderful railroad apartment in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Shiny adjusted immediately. The only problem was that she chewed the hell out of everything. We had so much wonderful furniture, and she just destroyed it all. After a while, I was angry and frustrated but had succumbed to a kind of complacency about it. I collected books and CDs, and she destroyed tons of them. I had to let go and let the universe be what it was. She’s trained at this point, to a certain extent. She’s out of her chewing stage. 

In my early twenties, I was working in a hair salon in SoHo as a receptionist and occasional shampoo boy during the day. Shiny was still a puppy. I walked her around. I think it’s cool to see the way people will interact with you if you’re walking a dog. I don’t think you should get a dog exclusively for this reason, but it’s a really cool thing, the way dogs connect people. People say hello to the dog, and want to stop and pet the dog, and they just start talking to you. I enjoyed that. 

One day I had to take Shiny to the Humane Society clinic. I hadn’t been in New York very long, let alone with a dog, so I didn’t know all the rules. At 14th Street, I had to transfer from the N to the R train, so I was standing on the platform when this big walrus of a policeman walked up to me and said, “What’s wrong with you? Why do you have this dog here? Is it a Seeing Eye dog?”

I said, “No, I’m just taking her to get her shots.”

He said, “Come with me.”

We followed him down the platform to an office. I thought maybe he wanted to show her to somebody. He went in the office and came out and handed me this ticket. It was expensive! Three hundred dollars!

I said, “I had no idea it was illegal to take a dog on the subway.”

Isn’t that terrible? It’s ridiculous. We had a muzzle on her and were very careful with her. You would think in a city like New York it wouldn’t be a big deal to take your dog on the subway. I was in Mexico City last week, sitting in a cafe where they were serving food, and three stray dogs walked in. They have a lot of homeless dogs there. I don’t know if this is a cultural thing, or a Latino thing, but left and right, people were embracing the dogs, petting them, without any fear. I thought, This would never happen in New York. 

Just after I got the ticket, I took Shiny on the subway to get home. Just before we got off at our stop in Brooklyn, Shiny peed in the subway car. She’d never, ever done anything like that before. The subway doors opened, and just before we walked off, she peed like mad. It was her way of saying, “Fuck you!” to the system. 

Then Shiny had thirteen babies. We had moved to our third apartment at that point, so Shiny was about three years old. We mated her with a pit bull. David ended up walking around the neighborhood and passing the puppies out from a basket. It got to that level because we couldn’t give them away and we didn’t get any buyers from an ad. When they hear the words “pit bull, ” people tend to run and hide. 

We kept one of her puppies, and named him Miel, Spanish for “honey.”Unfortunately about two and a half years ago, David was walking here in Astoria with Miel very late at night down a one-way street toward a park. A car with a drunk driver zipped around the corner and came down the street, the wrong way, at light speed. Miel wanted to protect David. Just as the car came roaring down on them, Miel jumped out in front of the car. The car killed Miel. We came to the conclusion that Miel saved David’s life. That was a really sad time for us. 

When something like that happens, it changes your whole perception of how amazing these animals are. I don’t understand people who won’t let dogs on their couch and on their beds. It almost feels like, “Why do you have a dog?” Our dogs are absolutely members of the family. We have a car, and we take them everywhere. 

Something has paid off recently from what happened in my childhood. I just recently converged my entire family under one roof. So I’m at the point where I’m taking care of everyone. My mother and my grandfather. We all live in Astoria now, and we have two dogs and three cats. Kind of a full house. 

Besides Shiny, our other dog is Lucy. David and I found her by the side of the road in Pasadena, Texas. A guy was selling her for sixty dollars. She’s a beautiful terrier mutt. Terriers are kind of a unique subdivision within dogs, and if they’re not disciplined, they can be nuts. Lucy sort of looks like Sport/Christy. She reminds me of her, and how close I was to her. And then, the other day, my grandfather out of nowhere told me that the dog was trying to tell him something. He has never said anything like that in his life before. He thought Lucy had something to tell him, but he didn’t know what it was. So he’s basically saying the same thing that I said about my terrier when I was four. I thought that was really interesting. 

But I can’t take him back in time and get him to change the way things were. All I can do is try to make things work now, with my family and my dogs. 
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DO DOGS GO TO HEAVEN?
MATTHEW PHILLIPS

As a child, Matthew Phillips was upset by a Sunday school teacher who told him that there were no dogs in heaven. Though this may have been the thinking once, attitudes are changing. Today, even the most conservative of congregations may offer a blessing of the animals, and people of every religion are coming to accept the spiritual role animals play in our lives. 

Buddhists have always regarded animals as beings at different stages of reincarnation. Hindus embrace vegetarianism out of respect for all living creatures. Native American cultures believe that animals have spirits. Attitudes are changing among Jews and Christians; more denominations allow clergy to bless pet weddings and funerals, and the debate over whether animals have souls continues to rage. 

An old woman on her deathbed asked James Herriot, the late British veterinarian and author of All Creatures Great and Small, if she would see her beloved dog in heaven. He replied, “With all my heart I believe it.” He explained his reasoning: “If having a soul means being able to feel love and loyalty and gratitude, then animals are better off than a lot of humans. You’ve nothing to worry about there.”

The poet and novelist Robert Louis Stevenson wrote, “You think dogs will not be in heaven? I tell you, they will be there long before any of us.”

American humorist Will Rogers wrote about the dog-and heaven controversy, “If there are no dogs in heaven, then when I die I want to go where they went.”

And the French Catholic monk St. Bernard of Clairvaux wrote in his twelfth-century Sermo Primus, Qui me amat, amet et canem meum (“Love me, love my dog”), which seems to put a holy imprimatur on the matter. 

Will you see your beloved pet in heaven? A lot depends on what you believe here on earth. For some dog lovers, a heaven without our faithful companions by our sides would be no heaven at all. Matt, who lives with his partner and two Brussels Griffons in New York City, recorded a few of his many memories of his beloved childhood dog, Brandy. 

§ § § §

In the backyard of our upstate New York home, my father built a tree fort for me in an old and welcoming oak tree. I could climb up six wooden steps and be in my own world. I had a table and two chairs, and various implements that I carried from the house as it occurred to me I would need them: a plate, a fork, two towels, a bottle of instant cleansing and disinfecting hand soap, all my mother’s hair combs, her brush, her hand mirror, and, the best prize of all, her scissors. 

My English Springer Spaniel, Brandy, stood patiently as I clipped little strands of her bright black and white coat, which gave me a great idea for a career—I would become a hairdresser. With Brandy at their side, my various friends in the neighborhood followed the path out back and climbed up into my tree-fort salon, where they sat down and I went to work. I told each one that their mothers would be so pleased to have their child be the recipient of a free haircut. 

Acting like a complete expert, I lifted and cut strands of hair from my friends’ heads. One girl had had silky hair that had grown all the way to her waist. All this ended up as clippings on the floor. When I stood back to survey my work, I was proud of the new, short hairdos. I felt myself equal to the famous hairdressers I’d seen on commercials, like Vidal Sassoon and Paul Mitchell. 

That evening, the doorbell did not stop ringing, and each time it was another outraged mother, holding her child, claiming I had deformed them. It gave me an idea of what mass hysteria must be like. Unfortunately, I did not like bangs, so I had been particularly careful to lop off any and all hair around my friends’ faces. I thought they looked pretty good. But some of these women were using words that would make a whore blush. 

Brandy seemed to know that I was in big trouble. She was not allowed inside the house, so she maintained a vigil outside the living room window. She howled each time a parent started in, and she ran to the back of the house every few minutes to look up toward my bedroom to check on me. 

My mother made me hide in my room. I was scared when I heard my mother’s response to all of these moms. She apologized profusely and reassured them that the minute my father came home I would be severely punished—and with a belt! This appeased the mothers but made me mortally afraid. 

Finally my mother came up the stairs. What was she going to do? Was it going to involve belts and spanking and bruises? I kept my mind focused on Brandy. I could hear her outside, barking under my window. That wasn’t usual for her. It was as if she wanted me to know she was there and wanted to protect me. The sound of those barks gave me courage. 

OEBPS/image4.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg





OEBPS/image6.jpg





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
ESSAYS ON THE SPECIAL BOND
BETWEEN MEN AND THEIR DOGS






OEBPS/image3.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg





OEBPS/image5.jpg





