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To Jim

To Jen

To Willie


There’s a crack in everything.

That’s how the light gets in.

—Leonard Cohen, “Anthem”



AUTHOR’S NOTE


I started this book for myself, but I finished it for someone else. I don’t know who that person might be, but if The Education of Will helps just one person as much as the book After Silence helped me, then it will be worth the five years it took for me to write it.

Like all memoirs, this is not an autobiography. Rather, it relates a slice of my life that I hope both informs and inspires the reader about the universal themes of trauma and forgiveness, fear and love. I have done my absolute best to portray the events in the book with as much accuracy as I can manage, although I did compress and simplify Willie’s story of injury and recovery in a way that, I hope, prevents readers from getting lost in the details.

I have changed certain names and identifying characteristics. I have also modified the details of my clients and their dogs. In a few cases I combined their stories, but everything I write about them happened during the twenty-plus years in which I did behavioral consultations.

The Education of Will is my story—indeed, it is part of an effort to change my life story from one that worked against me to one that allows me to be closer to who I want to be. My deepest wish is that it helps others in the way that other books have helped me. However, I am not a psychologist or therapist, and nothing I write should be taken as professional advice to a reader who would be best served by consulting with someone in the appropriate profession. I hope also that this book will help readers understand that dogs, too, can be traumatized and need compassionate understanding as much as people do.



PROLOGUE


I was found early one morning in the desert outside the stable where I worked weekends. I had been lying on the cold, grainy sand for hours, listening to the high-pitched who-whooo? of burrowing owls and the metallic scurry of lizards. It was August 1966, and I had driven there at one in the morning in my family’s powder-blue Mustang. I’d parked and walked around to the back of the stable, the black sky pinpointed with stars and a sliver of moon. Once behind the adobe buildings that held the sweet-smelling leather of saddles and bridles, I pulled my pink T-shirt partway up and unzipped my linen shorts. I lay down on the sand as if curling up in bed, the left side of my face to the ground. It was cold. I shivered a lot. Somewhere, far away, a pack of coyotes yip-yowled to the sky.

As I lay there, I remembered watching myself prepare to leave the house a half hour earlier, as if I were a disembodied ghost hovering over my body. I felt a kind of passive curiosity about this other creature who dressed as quietly as possible, crept into the kitchen, and picked up the keys to the car. Although I remembered nothing about driving to the stable, I could hear the horses shifting their feet in the sand as I walked behind the buildings. After I lay down, I heard a quiet squeal after a thump of hooves landed on something thick and heavy, a squabble between two mares.

Once I positioned myself, it felt like days rather than hours until the sky began to lighten. My cheek began to hurt from the gravel underneath it, but I willed myself to stay still. All I could see was blackness, but I could smell the tangy scent of the creosote bushes and the ephemeral odor of newly cut hay. The owls hooted. The coyotes yipped. The hours dragged on as I lay in place, unable to move.

Morning finally arrived, and the sky lightened to the mauve of a desert sunrise. It was Karl who found me: Karl, the handsome Marlboro Man who was the lead wrangler at the stable and my first teenage crush. I heard the crunch of his boots becoming louder and louder. He bent down, and I turned toward him. His face had a look of disgust that broke my heart.

“Oh, Jesus, Trisha,” he said. “What the hell?”

• • • • •

I don’t remember how I got home. I have no memory of the transition between stable and house, as though stage managers had rearranged the furniture between Act One and Act Two, out of sight of the audience.

My parents stood in the doorway, stunned and white-faced, asking me what happened.

“I’m not really sure,” I said. “I went into the kitchen in the middle of the night to get some water, and a man grabbed me from behind. He put a damp rag over my mouth, and I passed out. He must have dragged me to the car, driven me to the stable. The next thing I knew, I woke up in the desert.”

“Did he . . . ?” stammered my father.

“Oh, no,” I said. “Nothing like that.”

They didn’t ask how I knew that, since supposedly I’d been unconscious. They didn’t ask why a stranger had used our car to drive me to the stable, or why he had then left on foot. They did call the police, who arrived minutes later. The patrol officer had a gun strapped to his hip; the detective wore a rumpled suit.

I described the same scenario to them. The detective nodded and wrote notes. The officer sat quietly on our couch. Eventually, they asked if they could speak to my parents privately. I left the living room, walked numbly down the hall lined with family photos, and sat on my bed. I pulled Sniffles, a favorite stuffed animal, to my chest, and waited. I looked out the window at the saguaro cactus in the hills across the road. In just a few minutes, I heard my father’s footsteps coming down the hall. He knocked lightly and opened the door.

“Trisha,” he said. “The police are concerned that you aren’t telling us exactly what happened. They could either ask you a lot more questions or drop the investigation if we agree not to pursue it. Would that be acceptable? To drop it?”

I nodded, unable to speak—just as I was unable to give voice to the reason I’d orchestrated the charade in the first place.

The police left, and my father called the editor of the local paper. A prominent businessman in Phoenix, he used his clout to keep the story under wraps. My mother warned me not to talk about it to anyone and worried how she would explain the police car to our neighbors.

After that, the house filled up with silence, like water rising in a fish tank. No one asked me what had really happened. No one asked me if I was okay or what could have possibly motivated me to do such a thing.

We tiptoed around each other for days, talking about what we’d eat for dinner or what was on television. Then the incident sank into the past, as if buried in wet sand after a flash flood.



CHAPTER ONE


The border collie puppy had eyes like fuzzy diamonds and fur so soft that my hands melted into it as if they had lost their bones. He was eight weeks old when I met him, sitting on the grass at his breeder’s, with the sheep in the lambing shed bawling to their babies and the crickets buzzing in the woods behind the farmhouse. I didn’t need another dog. I already had three, and I wasn’t looking for a puppy.

I was busy. Busy seeing clients whose pets had serious behavior problems, teaching at the University of Wisconsin, cohosting a radio show, giving speeches on canine behavior, writing books, and running a dog-training business. I didn’t need more to do.

But I had heard of a litter that was closely related to my once-in-a-lifetime dog, Cool Hand Luke. Luke had not only changed my life, he might have saved it, in a made-for-television moment when I came close to being horribly hurt and he could have died. I’d been pinned in a corner of a horse stall by a Scottish Blackface ewe who had just had a lamb and perceived me as a hungry wolf intent on killing her newborn. When she ducked her head and charged me the first time, I dodged to the right and laughed it off. Then she charged again and just missed me. Her head smashed into the barn wall so hard that a confetti of paint flakes fell from the ceiling. She charged once more and I retreated to a corner, looking around for a piece of wood, a bucket, anything I could use to protect myself.

We don’t go through life aware of our own fragility until we have nothing but our own bodies to protect ourselves. No horns. No thick skin and fur. No bristles or claws. Useless little teeth. Put us up against an animal with a built-in security system and we come up short. I’d spent years as an applied animal behaviorist dealing with aggressive dogs. I was used to snarling canines of all kinds who would have bitten me if I’d made the wrong move. But I hadn’t expected to be trapped in the corner of a barn by a crazed ewe.

Crystal the ewe charged again and grazed my thigh. She was known for her bad temper, but she was a sheep, not a two-thousand-pound bull or a muscled-up dog threatening to put me in the hospital. But my irritation began to morph into fear. I couldn’t seem to get out of the corner and out of the pen. I was alone on the farm, and if I were badly injured, I wouldn’t be missed for days.

That’s when I heard it: thwap! Luke’s paws hit the top of the four-foot stall as he scrambled over the pen like a military dog on maneuvers and hit the ground between Crystal and me. As she turned her attention to him, I scrambled toward the gate. Crystal tucked her head down so far that her chin was tucked under her chest, exposing only her two-inch-thick skull and curved horns. She went for Luke. He charged back, biting at her skull to keep her at bay while I made it out of the gate. After two more charges, Luke made his own escape. A thin stream of blood trickled from his mouth. Two of his front teeth had been broken off.

It is one thing to love a dog, to love him so much that sometimes you ache just talking about him. It is another thing altogether to know that he risked his life to save you from serious injury. But Luke was more than the star of this one dramatic moment; he was one of those old souls whose love of life leaves you glowing in its presence. I once wrote about Luke: “I imagine his death as if all the oxygen is sucked out of the air, and I am expected to live without it.” Of course he died, and of course I didn’t—but it took me years to stop grieving his untimely death from kidney failure when he was only twelve years old.

That was why the prospect of bringing home his nephew two years later was so seductive, despite having a house full of other dogs. All the dogs in Luke’s line are famous for their noble dispositions; I had high hopes that this litter would have a pup with some of Luke’s personality. Intellectually, I knew full well that every dog is unique, and dogs like Luke are hard to find. But still, how could I pass up the chance that one of the pups of the litter would replicate some of Luke’s brilliance?

When I arrived to evaluate the litter, I pretended, mostly to myself, that I was making a careful and considered choice. The puppies tussled on the ground, interrupting their play only to leap after butterflies, sniff my jeans, or lick my face with velveteen tongues. I focused on the two male pups, since I had three females at home already. One male was a big, flashy boy with a wide white collar of fur, the other a bit plainer. I couldn’t decide between them.

The breeder allowed to me to take them both home for a three-day trial period. It was a win/win—the pups would be exposed to a new environment at an important age, and I would see how they got along with my other dogs. After a few days, I could decide if one of them was right for me.

When I got home, the boys tumbled out of the crate as if out of a clown car. In turn, they met my three other dogs, each of whom performed a leading role at the farm. Tulip, the elderly Great Pyrenees whose radiance of white fur charmed everyone she met, was struggling with irritable bowel syndrome and a progressive neuromuscular disease. She’d been in the critical care unit at the local vet school three times that year. After each incident, she recovered and went back to being the farm’s jokester, a cross between an oversize seal pup and a benevolent polar bear. For twelve years she had multitasked as the farm’s protector and stand-up comedian. I felt I owed her anything I could do to keep her comfortable.

Pippy Tay, a fifteen-year-old border collie, had always been a paragon of health. For years, she was Watson to my Sherlock, assisting me in teasing out the reasons why so many of my clients’ dogs were aggressive to members of their own species. Over the years I’d seen at least a hundred dogs standing stiff-legged and snarling while Pippy bowed and curtsied a safe distance away. Within minutes, the visiting dog would melt like ice cream in the sun, and soon they would be playing, while my clients’ eyes filled with tears of happiness. But Pippy was losing her eyesight and hearing and had long since been retired. I was thrilled she had done so well for so long; I had never counted on her living to the ripe old age of fifteen. Like Tulip, she now needed a lot of care.

My third dog, Lassie, a twelve-year-old border collie, was the baby of the group. Vital and energetic, my go-to dog on sheep and still as playful as a puppy, Lassie nonetheless suffered from chronic bladder infections that belied her youthful looks. We spent untold hours with veterinarians trying to figure out what was wrong.

You might say that this was not an ideal time to get a puppy. You would be right. I calculated that I had been bringing my dogs to the vet 2.4 times a week for almost half a year. You know it’s bad when you take the time to figure that out. With a decimal.

Did I really have the energy to raise a puppy? To be on guard at all times, to take the pup outside every ten minutes, and to gently remove the shoes, the remote control, or the pillow from its mouth? I had wanted a young dog for several years but had decided to wait until Pippy died. But even in old age, Pippy was thrilled when puppies visited, so I began to rethink my plan. Besides, I needed something healthy and joyful to make me laugh, to remind me that there was more to life than a slow spiral toward death.

Both pups settled into the farm quickly enough, following the tracks of chipmunks behind the house, playing with toys on the threadbare Oriental rug in the living room. But one of them followed me everywhere and seemed to care deeply about what I was doing and where I was going. His brother was better-looking but a bit more independent. Every time I gazed down at the plain one, he was looking up at me with soft, radiant eyes.

What is it about eyes that convey so much information but whose qualities seem beyond language? We have so few words to describe the depth of spirit and emotion conveyed by eyes that they all seem a bit trite. But it was his eyes that hooked me. I’d look down at this black-and-white fluff ball, and he’d gaze at me, his eyes looking deep into mine. Imploringly, as if always asking me a question. I didn’t know what it was, but somehow it seemed imperative that I find the answer. I knew by the end of the first day that I couldn’t let him go. I named him Will.

• • • • •

That night, Will and I cuddled together on the living room floor, his little puppy body curled up on my stomach while the three girls encircled us. I stroked their bellies and scratched their ears and murmured to them that life was good, and no matter what happened next, love and determination would see us through.



CHAPTER TWO


I live on a farm in southern Wisconsin, a twelve-acre parcel that I cherish and curse and can’t imagine living without. The farm is tiny compared to the properties of my neighbors, who live on a hundred, two hundred, four hundred acres. I envy them their huge open fields and hour-long walks through the woods. But I fell in love with my land in 1982, the moment when I stepped out of a Realtor’s car and stood on the hill overlooking the house.

I had already looked at the farmhouse—your basic black-and-white two-story structure replicated around the countryside like huge dice settled into the hills, with white siding, black window frames, and a porch sagging off the front of the house. The inside was a mess. There had been a fire upstairs, and the ceilings were black with smoke. The previous tenants had attempted to repair the damage done by the earlier renters—labeled “them hippies” by the neighbors—but the walls underneath the fake walnut paneling had so many cracks, it was unclear exactly what was holding up the house.

After the house tour, the Realtor drove me up a steep, rocky road to the field that overlooked the house and the valley in which it sat. As if in a dream, I walked out of the car and turned around 360 degrees to soak in the view of rolling hills covered by an oak-hickory forest. I trotted to the highest point of the field, where I could see the hills of Blue Mounds State Park. Huge white oak trees surrounded the field, their thick horizontal branches proclaiming access to the sun as they grew from acorns into guardians of the woods.

I looked down at the house nestled between the hills that cradled it like a cupped set of hands. I didn’t care about the house—all I cared about was the view. As I stood at the highest point of the field, surrounded by hills and forest, I felt lighter, happier, as if something inside had softened in a way that made me stronger. I turned to the Realtor and blurted out, “This is it.”

For years I had dreamed of living in the country in my own house, after decades in small apartments that smelled like cabbage or rented houses that could be sold out from under me at a moment’s notice. But I never really believed it could happen until I stood in that field, turning around in circles, transfixed by the view. Over thirty years later, I still walk up the farm road and look at the surrounding hills, in awe that I live here. This is my farm, my land, my refuge.

I have lived on that farm by myself; with my ex-husband, Patrick; and now with my “third time’s a charm” husband, Jim. I can’t imagine being here without him. His voice is warm and kind and makes me happy to hear it. Before he retired, I used to call his office just to hear him speak his name on his answering machine. He likes my voice, too; that’s how we met, from a voice message I left when I answered his personal ad in the newspaper, saying that I lived in the country with a flock of sheep. When he tried to call me back, the box number assigned to my message had expired. He told me later that he couldn’t give up trying to find me because he loved my voice so much. He took out an ad in the paper that said in extra-large letters, “TRISHA WITH SHEEP, please call me.”

I knew nothing of this until I opened up the local paper the next week. The bold letters of my name stared out at me like a private photograph that ends up on the Internet. I was mortified. There aren’t a lot of people in my area named Trisha, and very few with sheep. It wasn’t just my friends who could put those facts together; it was also the thousands of people who listened to the radio show I cohosted on Wisconsin Public Radio, Calling All Pets. I was fine with using personal ads, having been convinced by friends and colleagues that this was how one met people in the 2000s, but there is a reason they call them personal ads. Having a headline in the local paper that said “Trisha is looking for a man” was, as a good friend said, “like having your pants pulled down in public.”

I wailed about the ad to my friends for a few days—how could a man be so oblivious as to put a woman’s name in the paper?—and then life went on and I forgot about it. But it was in the paper again the next week. This time I called his number and asked if he would be so kind as cancel the ad, and gosh, I really wish he hadn’t done it in the first place.

He apologized and said he’d put the ad in the paper because he couldn’t bear not to meet me after hearing my voice. We talked for an hour. I liked his voice, too, so I agreed to meet him for coffee. He turned out to be about my height, with broad shoulders and arms as thick as my thigh. He had thick gray hair, the kind of strong, outdoorsy look that I’ve always loved, and a kind, open face.

He told me he lived in a condo, the perfect place because it gave him so much freedom. No snow to shovel. No lawn to mow. Lots of time to ride his bike and play soccer. “You’d be wise, then, to walk away right now,” I said. “I have the biggest yard you’ve ever seen, and the chores never stop.” He laughed.

I wasn’t smitten. But something about him, something grounded and settled, gave me pause as I watched him walk to his car. It occurred to me that dating the men I’d fallen for at first glance hadn’t worked out so well. Maybe I should see him again, just one more time? A week later, we had a drink together; dinner the week after; and eventually, we took the dogs down a wooded trail in an isolated county park on our first excursion alone.

The dogs ran ahead on the sun-dappled path while Jim and I talked about our careers. I told him about working with aggressive dogs. He told me about his job in a mental health institution with patients who at that time were called “the criminally insane.” We compared notes about dealing with dangerous individuals—him with people, me with dogs—who could become violent if you made the wrong move. Currently, he explained, he worked at a state-run facility that confined and treated sexual predators.

Here’s a tip for any man in the process of getting to know a woman you’d like to date: Keep the phrase “sexual predator” out of the conversation for as long as you can. Especially if it’s your first time alone with her and you’re in the middle of the woods.

Everything changed after I heard that phrase, as if a movie director had said “Cue the music,” the kind of music you hear when a single woman walks down a dark stairway while the music tells you she’s making a big mistake and you jump up and down on the couch saying, “Don’t go down there, you idiot! Can’t you hear the music?” The forest morphed from peaceful and serene to gloomy and threatening. I became hyperaware that it was just the two of us, that no one else was around, and that he was clearly as strong as an ox.

I wanted to go home and get away from this man whose life had something, anything, to do with sexual violence and predation. I walked faster, remembering something I simply had to do at home. Oh, look how the time has flown! It didn’t matter that Jim had nothing to do with the perpetrators of sexual violence himself; he was in charge of human resources for the psychologists and caretakers who did. All that mattered to me was the phrase that linked “sexual” with “predation.” Hearing it made me feel as raw as if I were covered with third-degree burns.

When we parted, he asked if he could call me again. I stayed quiet for a moment, loaded up the dogs, got into the driver’s seat, and shut the door. I rolled down the window and told him that I would have to think about getting together again, a coward’s version of “No, but I don’t want to say that to your face.” But something about him, an inner strength and kindness, stayed with me. A week later, I called him and confessed how distressed I had been in response to his occupation. His response was so understanding, so tender without being intrusive, that my fears began to recede. We talked for an hour. We met up again a few weeks later, and I began that beautiful slow-motion tango of falling in love.

• • • • •

Jim and I are now partners on the farm and live surrounded by a multitude of wild animals, from crickets and mosquitoes to red-bellied woodpeckers and white-tailed deer. We love the country, but living here is not all sweetness and light. The hills, so scenic to live within, funnel water from spring rains and summer thunderstorms directly to the house and the barn. Jim and I battle with flowing water constantly, digging, channeling, damming it up relentlessly in an attempt to keep it from undermining the two structures. We win more battles than we lose, but the water wars will never be over. There are other challenges; there always are in the country. There are bramble bushes that grow everywhere except where you want them; brutally cold mornings that hurt your lungs while you feed the sheep; collapsing barns; and wild animals like raccoons and injured fawns that occasionally show up half-dead beside the farmhouse and demand that you drop your plans and deal with them.

It is also beautiful. As I write, I can see the hill that rises behind the house. It is bounded by a line of white pines planted by earlier owners, now towering fifty feet high. A chickadee is in the one of the trees, holding a sunflower seed between its feet, industriously pecking away at the shell. A squirrel leaps toward it from an adjacent tree, and the chickadee drops the seed and calls CHICK-A-DEE-DEE-DEE. Its music floats through the window and settles around me like a warm blanket on a January day.



CHAPTER THREE


Will, who soon became Willie, lay curled up in the crate beside me as I drove him to his first vet appointment, a few days after I had returned his brother to the breeder. He kept his chin flat on the floor of the crate, his eyes looking into mine every time I glanced in his direction. The countryside was awash with the yellow of sunflowers and goldenrod and the green of head-high cornstalks. It was hot, so I parked in the shade on the side of the building, in a small lot bracketed by the drone of traffic and the sound of dogs barking.

As I lifted Willie from the car and the barking got louder, he panicked and flailed out of my arms with the strength of a dog ten times his size. He tumbled onto the ground and began streaking toward the road, moving as far away from the barking as he could get. An eight-week-old puppy is pretty fast, but I was able to catch up and grab him before he committed suicide on the highway. Hearts beating against each other’s chests, I carried him back to the clinic, sat down on the cement steps, and held him as I tried to calm us both. It was unclear who was more frightened. After a few minutes it was time to move on, so I checked his collar and leash to ensure that they would stay attached. I checked them again. And again. I’d worked professionally with dogs for almost two decades by the time I got Willie, but the incident eroded my faith in my ability to keep a puppy safe.

When I set him down, Willie put his nose down in front of the clinic and began to sniff like an industrial vacuum cleaner, so hard that his nose was scraping against the concrete. I expected his nose to start lengthening like that of an animated creature in a Disney movie. My heart fell. I knew what this sniffing might mean. His uncle Luke would have quickly sniffed his way around the area and happily moved on, anticipating what was coming next. But there was no sense of curiosity in Willie’s behavior; it was desperate and obsessive and foretold serious trouble as he got older. Early in my career I had seen a puppy named Yugo, a brindle-brown Labrador cross who entered my office as if his nose were attached to the carpet. He managed a weak wag when his olfactory investigations brought him close to me, but his head remained down and focused on the smells of other dogs. He returned in adolescence with a serious aggression problem toward other dogs. Since then, hundreds of dogs had entered my office and ignored me, slamming their noses to the ground, snorting their way around the room as they sucked up the scents of my four-legged clientele. It didn’t matter if they were puppies, adolescents, or full-grown dogs, obsessive sniffing appeared to correlate with one thing: serious aggression toward other dogs.

As Willie snorted around, his nose pressed to the grass, I realized I had been holding my breath. I made myself take some deep breaths and waited for Willie to finish sniffing. He continued. I waited. The air forced in and out of his nose was so loud, it sounded like it was powered by an industrial bellows. Eventually, it was time to go inside. I called his name. No response; not even a flick of an ear. I crouched and held a treat within an inch of his nose. Nothing. Willie continued to suck up the dogs’ scents like a dehydrated elephant at a water hole. After a few more attempts to lure him inside, I picked him up and carried him in.

One look at the receptionists and Willie melted into pudding. Eyes glowing, he licked faces and wagged his entire body, charming everyone. He thought nothing of his vaccination—he was too busy kissing the vet’s face. Willie wiggled gleefully as the vet examined his mouth, and he squiggled and happy-faced his way throughout the entire exam. When we were done, the vet commented on what an adorable pup he was. I put him down on the floor, his puppy leash tangling around his oversize paws.

Willie and I smiled our way out into the lobby. Then, horror of horrors, we discovered a bichon frise puppy sitting on the linoleum like the disembodied tail of a rabbit. A bichon puppy is a tiny thing, as intimidating as a fluff of whipped cream. Unless you were Willie. All happiness gone, Willie’s body went stiff, his mouth snapped shut, and he backed up as if he had seen a monster. I was looking at an adorable fuzzball of cuteness. He was looking at Godzilla. “Willie, Willie!” I said cheerfully, trying to jolly him up and show him there was nothing to be afraid of. He dived under a chair and began to growl. I took some more deep breaths, hauled him out, and put him in the car.

It might seem strange to worry about the behavior of an eight-week-old puppy, but animal behaviorists know that even young pups can act in ways that suggest serious problems later on in life. Did your pup chew up the remote control? Think nothing of it; that’s as normal as a toddler who wants to put everything in her mouth. You expect it, deal with it, and it goes away. Did an eight-week-old pup go stiff and emit a menacing growl right out of a horror movie while standing over a piece of popcorn? That’s not typical and is predictive of serious trouble if not handled right away. Time to call a trainer or behaviorist—or maybe Stephen King with a scene suggestion.

The problem with Willie wasn’t just what he was doing; it was the age at which he was doing it. His behavior replicated that of mature dogs whose extreme fear of other dogs had developed into teeth-bared, hard-eyed aggression. Adult behavior is rarely a good thing to see in a puppy, but it happens. “Puppies of the Corn,” I call them: dogs who, like the glaze-eyed children in horror movies, are adorable one moment and terrifying another. Babies aren’t supposed to act like aggressive grown-ups, and it is chilling when they do.

Once I was asked to evaluate a litter of seven-week-old Labrador puppies, and I was taken aback by their responses when I gently lay them down on their backs. Usually, puppies will squirm a bit and then settle down, perhaps mouthing your hands with bright eyes and cheerful faces. A few will go soft and still, eyes all liquid innocence. However, four of the puppies in this litter fought as though their lives depended on it, then went rigid while their eyes turned into cold, glittery marbles that stared straight into my own. If they’d had a gun, I think they would have used it. Two of them tried to leap up and bite my face, snarling as they did. Oh, my. I followed their progress and learned that three of them had been euthanized as young adults because they had bitten so many people.

With cases like that in mind, I called Willie’s breeder when we got back home to ask if anything had happened in his past to explain his behavior. But nothing she knew of could explain Willie’s reaction to other dogs. His parents had good dispositions, Willie had played well with his littermates, and she was aware of no traumatic incident related to the other dogs. Willie had seemed cautious when he first met my other dogs, but he’d quickly become comfortable around them. Lassie had even begun teaching him to play tug games with her. His behavior at the vet clinic was inexplicable. What could have happened to turn a squirming, happy-faced puppy into a terrified wreck in the presence of unfamiliar dogs?

• • • • •

A few days after we returned from the clinic, a good friend brought over Comet, a mellow golden retriever who was famous for his benevolence toward puppies. Willie took one look at the dog placidly standing thirty yards away and began to growl. Then he began to bark like a police dog confronting a serial killer, his lips curled over his tiny puppy teeth, jagged white triangles in the sun. I asked him to back up, and I waited until he had stopped barking and growling, then I reinforced him for being quiet and a little bit calmer.

That afternoon I stood at the kitchen sink, worrying about Willie while I looked out the window, watching nuthatches flitting around the feeders full of sunflower seeds. Being trained to observe canine behavior is a mixed blessing, as experts can see trouble looming that others wouldn’t notice. Some symptoms of behavioral problems, like those of many diseases, can be readily cured if addressed early on, before they become intractable. However, experience makes us especially wary about the slightest sign of trouble, which may not actually develop into a serious problem. Ignorance indeed can be bliss. Just because a child is slow to talk doesn’t mean he will be diagnosed on the autism spectrum. Just because a puppy is terrified of other dogs doesn’t mean he’ll be aggressive.

But it might.

• • • • •

After dinner, I accidentally dropped a piece of broccoli that landed between Willie and Pippy, who leaned forward to slurp it up. In response, Willie charged at her like a junkyard dog at midnight. Eyes glaring, the corners of his mouth pushed forward in what is called an “offensive pucker,” little Willie threw himself at Pip, challenging a dog six times his size. I’m not sure who was more surprised, Pippy or me. Reflexively—thank God for twenty-plus years of practice—I said, “WHAT are you doing!?” in a shocked voice. I stepped between him and Pip and moved Willie backward by walking toward him. I asked him to sit down. While he did, I fed Pip the food from the floor.

Then I gave Willie some treats while he was backed away, to teach him that good things happen if you are polite and patient but not if you are rude and pushy. Externally, I was calm and in control; I’d dealt with this type of dog behavior for so many years that I didn’t need to stop and think about how to handle it. But knowing how to handle it was one thing; knowing that the puppy I’d already fallen in love with had serious aggression issues was another. A nine-week-old puppy who goes after an adult dog over a piece of broccoli is not behaving within the bell curve of normal development. Resource guarding is a common problem in dogs, but watching a baby puppy going after an adult dog over a vegetable is like watching a five-year-old boy threaten his mother with a butcher knife because she turned off the television.

• • • • •

That night I sat on the couch and worried about this bundle of behavioral problems that I had brought into the house. I turned to see Willie watching me, his face baby-soft and expectant, his body wagging from the shoulders back. I moved off the couch and lay down beside him. He nuzzled into me, the side of his head pressing against my neck. I inhaled the scent from the top of his head, as a girlfriend had told me she’d breathe in the smell of her son’s hair, savor it, and yearn for it when they were apart.

Even as a tiny puppy, Willie wanted nothing more than to be with me, to cuddle against me with his face pressed against my neck or chest. Willie’s love of people was as extreme as his fear of dogs outside of his own pack. He loved everyone on two legs and appeared to be overjoyed that the world contained an infinite number of us. When friends came over to meet Willie, he’d stop for a second as he watched them get out of their cars, seemingly stunned by the appearance of yet another person. He’d quickly glance at me as if in amazement—“Look! There’s another one! I’ve found ANOTHER ONE!”—and then he’d charge forward, tail thumping, body soft and loose as he transported us into puppy rapture.

A lot of visitors came to the farm those first few weeks, and he charmed each of them. Willie was the perfect ambassador for his species, a public relations gold mine. He treated people as if each of us was the best present imaginable, wrapped up in a bow just for him. In the evening, he lay down beside me, snuggled deep against my heart, and licked my face with his skunky puppy breath. I forgot about his fears; I forgot about my own worries. My eyes closed as the light faded and the wood thrushes sang their fluted lullabies from the oaks behind the house.



CHAPTER FOUR


The morning after Willie and I went to the vet clinic, Lassie came over and licked my hand, which dangled over the side of the bed. I stroked her face as sunrise lightened the room, and turned to cuddle next to Jim, who was snoring quietly beside me. We’d been together for six years by then, but he retained his condo in Madison and came out to the farm on weekends. Geriatric Pippy Tay was sound asleep but thumped her tail and opened her eyes when I said her name. In a few minutes, Pippy Tay arose from her dog bed, and I wrapped the pancakes of poop she’d passed in the night inside the tissues I’d learned to keep by the bed. Jim helped her get down the stairs, supporting her hindquarters and steadying her as she descended the steep, narrow passageway. I padded behind them to greet Tulip, at her post in the living room, and to let little Willie out of his crate.

I could smell it before I was halfway down the stairs, but the acrid stink of diarrhea did not prepare me for what I saw when I turned the corner into Willie’s room. “Shit!” I said, with no conscious attempt at irony. It was everywhere, stinky brown frosting covering the inside of Willie’s crate, Willie himself, and even several books on the bookshelf behind.

Little did I know that the pup who had stolen my heart had come with as much baggage as a starved, beaten dog from a puppy mill. Along with his terror of unfamiliar dogs, he had projectile diarrhea and spewed feces horizontally through the mesh of his crate or his exercise pen. No one knew why, even though I took him to my regular vet, to gastrointestinal specialists, to Chinese medicine vets and homeopathic vets. I read up on everything I could find about diet and healthy intestines. I cooked his meals myself, desperately trying to find a food that didn’t cause an intestinal tsunami. Nothing seemed to help. I began almost every morning of my new life with Willie on my hands and knees, cleaning up liquid shit. As the days progressed, I got in the habit of hauling his crate into the bathtub to rinse it off. In spite of newspapers, protective plastic, and blankets, I spent hours on my hands and knees, scrubbing the floor to clean the cracks between the wooden planks.

And yet, once he was scrubbed up and clean again, he’d slide against me like a young kangaroo nuzzling into a pouch. He’d press his head against my neck and moan with happiness. I’d lie beside him, stroke his velvet belly, close my eyes, and forget about the poop and the vet visits and the medical bills stacking up on the counter.

• • • • •

After a few weeks at the farm, Willie had learned a remarkable amount for his age. He could sit and lie down to the quietest cue and was learning to stay. Ridiculously responsive, he came every time I called, even if he was distracted—a behavior no one has a right to expect from a dog without months and months of training. He played tug games with Lassie every night; when she got tired, he’d play by himself if Jim and I were busy, flinging his bright red toy upward and catching it on its way down.

Now that he was settled into his new home, it was time to socialize Willie, to familiarize him with the scents, sights, and sounds of life off the farm. The country may hold its mysteries and adventures—chipmunks disappearing under bushes, crows scolding in the pines—but Willie needed to get into town, hear traffic, meet neighborhood children, and get accustomed to other dogs. I drove him to a neighborhood I knew well, a relatively quiet area with little traffic, a gaggle of young children playing a half block away, and no off-leash dogs to frighten him. Willie hopped out of the car happily enough but then stabbed his head down into the grass, sniffing the signposts of unfamiliar dogs as obsessively as he had at the vet clinic. Then a Buick appeared out of nowhere, woofers pounding out rap like Thor on a bender, and Willie’s obsessive sniffing flipped into unmitigated terror.

He ran wild-eyed away from the noise, fighting the constraint of the leash and bucking like a lassoed mustang until I could get to him. I backed him away from the street and sat beside him, cooing to calm him. After he settled, we tried again to walk down the sidewalk. But our progress was not normal. Willie alternated between inhaling dog smells as if his life depended on it to all-out panic when he heard new noises, like a car or even the voices of children playing in the distance.
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