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introduction 

Welcome to The Complete Single’s Guide to Being a Dog Owner, the ultimate resource for singles raising dogs! In writing this book, I have researched and consulted with experts and everyday dog owners alike to make sure the information you read is accurate and well tested. But most of all, I have drawn upon my own experience raising a particularly amazing Labrador mix named Bella.

Me and Bella 

In the fall of 2000, I was working as a producer on the Food  Network’s hit show Food 911 with Tyler Florence. While set-dress  shopping for a Chinese-food segment in downtown L.A., I saw a gorgeous black dog darting through traffic. Undeterred  by the fact that she was enormous, maybe aggressive, and that  I was in the middle of skid row wearing heels, I chased after her  for forty-five minutes, until she finally stopped, rolled over, and  showed me her belly.

With her soulful eyes and our deep and immediate attachment,  she quickly became Bella Rosenfeld. Eight years and what seems  like a lifetime of experience later, Bella takes a daily walk down  Rodeo Drive, has lived in four cities, lived through five boyfriends,  had three major surgeries, gotten kicked out of day care,  and made a valiant-though-failed attempt to swim out to sea. Although I had always been an animal person, nothing prepared  me for this stuff! Bella is my inspiration both for The Complete Single’s Guide to Being a Dog Owner and my work rescuing  dogs. To date, I have personally rescued over 200 dogs and helped  thousands more through my work with local Los Angeles-based  rescues and with IFAW—the International Fund for Animal Welfare (www.ifaw.org).

While Bella has put me through my paces—providing me with information on how to handle just about any situation—I want to make something abundantly clear from the beginning: If you have questions or concerns about your dog’s health, please consult your vet directly. You may be afraid that you’re being neurotic and the veterinarian will think you’re crazy, but that’s okay. Your dog’s health must come before your worries about your image.

Speaking of image, names and details in the book have been changed to protect the innocent—and not so innocent—dogs and dog owners I have profiled. So enjoy! And remember, no matter what . . . your dog thinks you rock!


one 

considering the commitment 

Having Bella has been the most rewarding and gratifying experience of my life. There is simply nothing better than looking into her brown eyes, knowing that she loves me unconditionally and that I am solely responsible for her happiness and well-being. But I wasn’t always so sure I was ready for it all. Are you?


Don’t worry if you’re not. A good way to gauge your puppy potential starts with a simple exercise: Consider the following question.

Why Are You Getting a Dog?

Compare your answers to the following and see which one matches most closely:

A. Dogs are so cute. I have always wanted a [insert your favorite breed].

B. All my friends have dogs and I can’t wait to take mine with me everywhere.

C. I’ve been really stressed and people tell me they think it would be good for me.

D. I am looking forward to caring for a dog and making it a part of my life.

If your answer most resembles A or B, we may have a problem. It’s not wrong that you’ve always wanted to get a Dalmatian and name it Spot, or that your best friend has the most amazing Springer Spaniel so you want one, too. It’s just that getting a dog is a major, life-altering decision not to be taken lightly, and not to be made without considering all the responsibilities as well as the rewards. We’re not talking about a new pair of shoes, a flat-screen TV, or even a decision to go blonde or shave your head. Dogs are living, breathing creatures that God made cute (especially puppies) for a reason—so that when they destroy those new shoes or keep you up all night there’s a better chance that you’ll forgive them! But, speaking from experience, the “cute-as-excuse” wears off rapidly, and reality sets in.

If your reason for getting a dog most aligns with C, this could be a problem, too. Countless studies show that the presence of an animal raises people out of depression and lowers stress, but let me be the first to clarify that caring for a dog doesn’t make anxiety or stress go away. Truthfully, there are times when dog ownership can add greatly to it.

So the “right” answer to this little quiz is obviously D. Being a single professional who owns a dog comes with all sorts of unexpected challenges, so you had better be excited about making her a big part of your life. Here is a story to illustrate how important it is to want a dog for the right reasons.

Adam and Benji 

I recently placed a dog with my friend Adam. He had a high-profile,  high-pressure job, and his life was extremely stressful. Worried about his emotional well-being, Adam’s family and therapist  recommended he get a dog. “It will be a good distraction,” they said. For years, Adam had talked about getting a dog, but  had never been able to go through with it. He had always wanted a  shaggy, Wheaten terrier–type dog, like Benji from the movies, and  would often ask if I could find him one. Happy to oblige, I’d send  him profiles of available dogs from www.petfinder.com, but he’d  inevitably back off, claiming the timing was off. At a certain point,  Adam’s inquiries became more frequent, so when I came across  the perfect Benji-type terrier in a shelter, I called him immediately. Adam had some reservations because of his work schedule, but  was elated when he saw the picture and decided that, with my help  and a good dog walker, he was ready to adopt his dream dog.

The dog I found for Adam was an adorable, sweet, eighteen-month- old, potty-trained terrier mix who he named (what else?) Benji. Like most new dog owners, Adam seemed excited and nervous. He shopped, rearranged his apartment, and read Cesar Millan’s Dog Whisperer in preparation for his new friend’s homecoming, which  made me optimistic that he was serious about caring for a dog.

The big day came and, like many dogs coming from the shelter,  Benji had a few health problems—nothing too serious, but they  were costly. Adam readily stepped up to the plate, paying close  to $800 for veterinary care. But, along with his generosity came  complaints. Adam reported almost hourly what was going wrong  with Benji. “He has diarrhea, he ate some computer paper, he  cries when I leave him alone, etc.” The first forty-eight hours with  any dog are bound to be rough, so I figured things would get better.  And they did . . . for a while.

Adam eventually called less frequently as he and Benji adjusted to  one another—but soon the complaints started again, this time with  a new angle. He loved Benji, but he spoke of the many “sacrifices” he was making. “It really stresses me out to think of him alone  after day care. I still want to have a life, you know? How am I  going to find a girlfriend? Do you think it’s imperative that I come  straight home at night after work?” He lamented how much money  he had to spend on the dog. I recommended trainers and even  offered to find another home for Benji, but he said he really did love  him, and would make it work, but just needed to vent.

Meanwhile, Benji felt Adam’s frustration and his actions reflected  it. Although a stellar canine at doggy day care, Benji’s behavior  deteriorated while at home: He nipped at people and peed in the  house. It was a terrible cycle. Adam got stressed, Benji acted out,  which in turn made Adam more stressed, and so on, until Adam  resented Benji and, sadly, Benji feared Adam.

I’m always asked why there are so many dogs in shelters. Unfortunately, Benji’s story is a common one for dogs who end  up in the pound. Adam wasn’t a bad person and Benji wasn’t  a bad dog; Adam just didn’t understand what having a dog  entailed. He wanted the benefits of having a dog—the companionship,  the unconditional love—and figured a dog would just  slip into his single, career-driven lifestyle without him having  to make adjustments to his work schedule or social calendar. Because I wanted Adam to have a dog and I had been able to  make changes when I got Bella, I assumed he would be able to  do the same. It’s something I’ll never do again, because dogs  don’t simply slip into your lifestyle—especially if you’re single. Unless you get very lucky with a younger dog or you adopt  an older dog, you are going to have to adapt your lifestyle to  accommodate theirs.

Thankfully, I was able to find a new home for Benji, and now he  is extremely happy. The key difference between Adam and Benji’s  new owner is that, while the new owner has an equally demanding  job, he was willing to adjust his lifestyle to accommodate his  dog, welcoming Benji and his needs with open arms. Benji has not  had one accident in the house or nipped at a single person since  the move.
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Take your lifestyle into consideration when deciding whether or not you should get a dog. If you’re not willing to adjust your schedule to accommodate his, you may not be ready.

Disclaimer 

This section, like this entire book, is not meant to discourage you from getting a dog. In fact, quite the opposite—I want to empower people by offering practical information on what it takes to be a dog owner. Remember, you alone are going to be this animal’s primary caregiver. So, if you can’t live up to the demands of caring for a dog, or you don’t want to, you will likely end up with an unhappy puppy on your hands.

Remember: Dogs can’t speak or rationally discuss their frustrations, so they communicate in other ways—like peeing in your bed, eating their poop, or opting for your favorite shoes as their chew-toy du jour. So for the sake of the dog, your carpet, and your sanity, be sure you’re ready to commit to your new pet.

Are You Ready for the Commitment of Having a Dog?

When you responsibly contemplate having a dog, the enormity of it all can be overwhelming. While later chapters will cover many of these topics in greater detail, here is a general overview of what to expect, organized by commitments: time commitment, financial commitment, and emotional commitment.

Time Commitment 

Dogs require an enormous time commitment on your part— today, tomorrow, and, if all goes well, for years to come. The following gives you a basic idea of the nature of this time commitment and some ideas about how you as a young, single person can work a dog into your busy schedule.
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Dogs are social creatures. They will not be happy if left alone for too long (remember, an unhappy dog can be a destructive dog). So, in order to achieve a successful balance between your needs and your dog’s, be ready to commit at least an hour a day to your four-legged friend. You can break up this hour throughout the day as you wish. Depending on your schedule and your pooch’s potty needs (some dogs can’t hold it for more than four hours, others can hold it for up to eight), maybe it’s twenty or thirty minutes of attention in the morning with the remaining time spent either with a midday walk or one in the evening with a before-bed bathroom break. The morning block includes the basics—food, water, and a chance to do her business, as well as an opportunity for her to burn up some energy so she doesn’t eat your couch while you’re at work. The afternoon or evening block must also include a chance for your dog to get outside, stretch her legs, go potty, and, of course, eat supper.

The kind of activity can vary based on your dog and your lifestyle. Maybe you play with your dog in a yard or at a park, take a run or a walk, or work on manners and reinforce training. You can adjust the blocks to fit your schedule and that of your dog; everyone’s schedule is going to be different. Maybe you work near home. Maybe you like to work out in the morning. Maybe you hire a dog walker to do one of the blocks. There are infinite possibilities.

If the prospect of this sort of time commitment stresses you out, ask your friends who own dogs how they do it. Everyone figures it out in a different way and has different challenges. Some dogs need more frequent potty breaks (puppies need to go at least every two to three hours) and some dogs need longer periods of exercise. Maybe you have neighbors or friends nearby with dogs who you could talk to about setting up a playgroup or about sharing walking duties. This works out really well if you trust both them and their dog.

The kind of exercise/attention you choose to do with/give your dog can vary day to day and dog to dog. For older dogs, a simple walk around the block and a brushing might be enough for a morning, then a walk and short game of fetch in the afternoon. Younger dogs, puppies, and certain breeds require much more than sixty minutes. But no matter what kind of dog you have, regardless of size or age, there is something that goes for every owner: You are your dog’s lifeline. It doesn’t matter if it’s snowing outside, you throw your back out, or you have a date—your dog needs you and you must be willing to care for him during these and other inconvenient times. This is the commitment you made when you got a dog. Resenting this commitment is a recipe for disaster—remember Adam?


DOGMA:

Doing Your Duty!

As an owner, it’s your responsibility to clean up any “presents” your dog leaves behind. However, it’s easy to forget to bring a poop bag each time you walk your dog. To avoid being caught bagless, I have “Bags on Board” dispensers attached to all of my leashes. This genius little contraption holds a roll of fifteen biodegradable doggie clean-up bags. Remembering to restock once every fifteen times is a lot easier than remembering to grab a bag every time you walk out the door!
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Commit to spending at least an hour a day caring for your dog Make it 15/15/30 or 20/20/20; any combination of the sixty minutes should work for most adult dogs. Any less, though, and you’re asking for trouble.
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For most working singles, fitting sixty minutes into a workday to care for a dog can be challenging. It’s not a good thing if you are continually unable to fit this time in to care for your dog, but we all have crazy weeks sometimes, and that’s okay! So if you’re not quite reaching the quality sixty-minute mark, make up for it with more quality time on the weekends. Stay longer at the park. Take longer and more frequent walks. If weather permits and your dog enjoys it, go for a swim.

Be sure your dog’s stamina can keep up with the excitement she has about a weekend activity. If she’s not fit enough or used to an activity she, like people, can overheat and become ill. Due to the way they breathe, some dogs like Pugs, French and English Bulldogs, and Pekingese are especially prone to these problems.

Another weekly activity, especially for longhaired dogs such as Poodles, Terriers, Spaniels, Australian Shepherds, and Newfound-lands, is to give them a good brushing. Most dogs will love it and it keeps their coat shiny, as well as keeping the stink factor down between washings.
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Career-minded singles look forward to the weekend—and your dog will, too if he knows you’ll be showering him with extra TLC during that time.
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Monthly responsibilities for your dog are small, but important.  As it’s best to keep your dog’s food fresh, I recommend buying food monthly or every six weeks. It’s best to feed your dog human-grade or preservative-free dog food, which is not usually available at chain supermarkets or grocery stores. You will have to make a special visit to your neighborhood pet store or order it online.

Another monthly chore is grooming and preventative medicine application. Bella gets washed monthly or bimonthly depending on the season, and on the first Sunday of every month I apply flea-control medication. In some areas of the country where heartworm is an issue, you will also have to administer heartworm medication on a monthly basis.
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Make your dog’s health a priority! Buy her human-grade food, take the time to brush her coat, and keep her healthy by administering important preventative medications!
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In order to keep your dog healthy, you must provide him with consistent medical care and vaccinations by getting him a yearly checkup. Your vet should send out reminders for you to bring in your dog, but if they forget or you don’t have a regular vet, take the initiative to find a vet and schedule a checkup.
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Bring your dog in for a yearly checkup (even if you don’t go in for one yourself )!
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Dogs aren’t a passing fancy. They are a long-term commitment. If you get a puppy and you’re lucky, this could mean fifteen years or longer. Even if you get an older dog, you are still committing to a longer relationship than many people have ever had with a significant other. Realize also that having a dog will impact all aspects of your future. You’ll have to consider things like whether you’ll be moving to a new house or maybe a new state. If so, you will need to find a dog-friendly apartment, which can take more time to find and may cost more money per month. What will you do if you find an amazing partner who happens to hate dogs? Are you planning on having kids? Two common reasons people give up dogs are that they either get involved with someone who doesn’t like dogs or have kids and don’t want the responsibility of caring for both a dog and a baby.
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You can’t predict the future, but realize when you decide to get a dog you must be willing to make some extra effort when life changes inevitably come around.

If this discussion of time commitment seems overwhelming, here is a chart to help you plan for the time involved in caring for your dog.
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Financial Commitment 

The financial commitment of dog ownership goes way beyond your initial costs. Regardless of where you get your pet, there will be ongoing costs that vary by breed and size. The rule of thumb is the bigger the dog the higher the cost for food, grooming, and medical care. Teacup dogs are an exception. Due to their extremely small size and questionable breeding background, they tend to have serious health issues, resulting in higher vet costs.

To help you budget, here is an overview of how dog ownership affects your wallet:
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Your food costs will vary depending on your dog’s size and the quality of the food you buy. The smaller the dog the lower your food costs will be. However, when it comes to food, don’t be fooled by the cost per bag; all food is not created equal. Higher-quality food may be pricier, but it is nutritionally dense, so dogs eat less of it. The cost of feeding your dog better food is less than feeding her cheap food.

In addition, better-quality food will save you money because dogs, like people, are what they eat. By choosing to feed your dog cheap food to save money, you will ultimately pay later with higher vet bills since highly processed, lower-quality foods can cause your dog to suffer conditions such as skin allergies, early onset arthritis, or even cancer.
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To properly feed most dogs, expect to pay between $25 and $45 a month for food and basic treats. For large dogs like Mastiffs and Saint Bernards, expect to pay around $60 per month.
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It is impossible to anticipate what your vet costs will be per year. Dogs that are healthy and only require a yearly checkup and vaccinations will cost anywhere from $150 to $250 per year, depending on your city and your dog’s age. Puppies cost more because of required immunizations and the fee for spay/neuter surgery, which can run anywhere between $100 and $500 depending on your dog’s size. Older dogs may also cost more due to common disease screenings that require blood tests or X-rays.

Unfortunately, few dogs live an accident- or illness-free life. It is impossible to anticipate every possible scenario. Bella woke up one day, couldn’t walk straight, didn’t want to eat—unusual for her—and had white gums. It turned out that her spleen had burst for no obvious reason and she was bleeding internally. The surgery cost $2,300 but, thankfully, my pet insurance covered 70 percent of that bill. Pet insurance pays your veterinary costs if your dog is ill or has an accident. Some policies also pay out if the pet dies, is lost, or is stolen. Pet insurance premiums vary depending on level of coverage, from around $10 a month for accident-only coverage to $60+ for more complete coverage, including illness and even boarding costs. There is an additional premium for certain breeds like Soft Coated Wheaten Terriers, French Bulldogs, and others because unlike mutts (who are the healthiest dogs) and other less-sensitive purebreds, these breeds are more prone to expensive illnesses. Policies usually offer to pay a certain percentage of vet costs minus a $50–$100 deductible depending on the company.
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Save money—protect your pet. Get pet insurance. Good vet care, like good human healthcare, isn’t always cheap. I love my vet, and while he’s not cheap, having pet insurance for Bella allows me to give her the best care possible.
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Many jurisdictions require you to license your dog. Although getting licensed may seem like a hassle, the license tag on your dog’s collar tells anyone who sees her that she belongs to someone. Dog licenses usually feature a distinct number so if a dog is found, an owner’s information is on file and they can be located. Pet licensing also helps curb outbreaks of animal illness by requiring owners to inoculate their pets in order to get the license. License fees range by city, from about $10 to $25 for fixed animals to sometimes over $100 for unfixed animals. Cities charge more for a dog that’s not fixed as a way to increase spaying and neutering, the only way to stabilize pet overpopulation.
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