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INTRODUCTION





  When I first had the idea for this book, I mentioned it to a book-editor friend at a party.




  “What’s there to tell?” she asked, eyebrows raised. “What’s there to know about walking a dog?”




  In fact, the idea wasn’t all that clear in my mind, so I did a lot of reflecting—while walking the dog, naturally—as to whether the everyday experiences and thoughts that I was having could be of interest to anyone.




  Perhaps a more adventurous angle was needed, I thought. I recalled John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley, in which the author described his experiences driving cross-country with his standard poodle—the same breed of dog that I have had.




  Why not do something like that, I thought. My dog, Pete, and I could cross America, too. Except we would walk. What had Thoreau said? “If you are ready to leave father and mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see them again—if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs, and are a free man—then you are ready for a walk.”




  But I was far from meeting Thoreau’s requirements for taking the big walk. Hadn’t paid my debts, had no will, hadn’t settled any affairs, and was in no way “free.” I had two children, a mortgage, and I needed every penny of my salary as a newspaper art critic.




  Besides, walking across America, dog or no dog, sounded pretty daunting. Steinbeck, I noticed in rereading his book, was in his fifties—about my age—when he took his trip. Despite a custom-made truck and its well-stocked camper-cabin, he still fretted and worried for a month before finding the courage to go.




  I began to recall cross-country hitchhiking trips I had made as a college student, and the mostly dreary, godforsaken places I had found myself in. At nineteen, there had at least been some romance to the experience—and the prospect of a ride. This time around, I’d be a middle-aged man walking his dog along some strip of highway outside Wichita Falls, Texas, or Billings, Montana.




  I had to face it. I wasn’t an adventurer.




  So this book is an anti-adventure story.




  My book-editor acquaintance was right. There is nothing to know, in the conventional sense, about walking the dog. There are few outdoor activities less athletic, strenuous, or dangerous. There really is no technique involved. You can’t look back over years of it and take satisfaction in the progress you’ve made. There’s no dog walker’s high that comes after the third trip around the block.




  So how does this seemingly mundane chore end up at the center of a person’s life?




  Good question.




  It reminds me of something that my son, Alex, did when he was three. My wife, Janet, and I had taken our two children to the origami Christmas tree workshop at the Museum of Natural History. Japanese ladies were folding colored paper into ornamental shapes, some classic, some seasonally appropriate: cranes, doves, reindeer, sleighs, Santas, and so on. One of the volunteers handed one to my son. It was a dog. He studied the small elegant form in his hand and began to unfold it. The art critic in me wanted to reach out and stop him—someone had made this intricate little thing—but instead I watched as he carefully undid its complicated folds, revealing an abstract, accordion-like shape that he, in his innocence, found much more interesting than the folded form.




  That was how it happened with me. Somewhere along the line, the simple flat form of a dog and a man walking along together began to unfold and reveal itself. A Buddhist might say—in that irritatingly complacent way Buddhists sometimes have—that the experience was always complete and perfect from the very beginning. But for me, a Western-style thinker, one thing follows another through time—just like a man and his dog on a walk.




  People and dogs have been hanging around together for a long time. Scientists keep moving the date of the association further and further back in time. Currently the relationship is said to be more than 100,000 years old. That’s older than the written language, older than the wheel, older than farming, older than art. At some point—and no one can say quite when—dogs and humans formed a genuine partnership. That partnership invariably involved going out in the world together—whether to hunt, to herd, to patrol borders, to fight, to go after varmints, or to move sleds.




  Most dogs today no longer have any serious jobs. Nor do most people have the sorts of jobs in which dogs can be of assistance.




  What remains is the walk.




  So, the dog walk, I like to think, has a deep and resonant echo. It’s a connection with our more primitive past. When my dog tugs me out the door, down the steps, and into the world, he pulls me out of myself, out of my complicated human life of news, bills, work, responsibilities, and ceaseless chatter—and into a much simpler existence, one that animal psychologist Konrad Lorenz once called “animal nirvana . . . an unequalled panacea for mental strain, true balm for the mind of hurried, worried, modern man, which has been rubbed sore in so many places.”




  Not the least of my dog’s services is that he gives me no choice. There are days when I don’t work, days when I may not have a regular meal, days when I barely talk to another person. In a pinch, I’ve skipped brushing my teeth, forgotten to comb my hair. But it’s very hard, almost impossible, to skip walking the dog (unless you can pass the job off to someone else).




  Even during a marital rupture, when I lived apart from my wife . . . even then, I would drive over from my miserable bachelor apartment on the wrong side of town and take Pete for his walk. My role as husband and father could be altered and renegotiated, but not my responsibility to the dog.




  The things we can’t get out of often have unexpected value. And, as the years have gone by, I’ve noticed a strange phenomenon. More and more of my life has become bound up with this simple activity. Exercise? I get it walking the dog. Contemplation? I get some of my best thinking done. Human companionship? I’ve made a great friend. Adventure? Every dog walk is different. A sense of eternity? Every dog walk is the same.




  Technology still hasn’t found a way to modernize dog walking. Despite expandable leashes, flashing collars, and doggy raincoats, it’s still fundamentally this ancient, simple activity: a person tending to his domesticated animal. This application of feet to dirt and the slower pace makes dog walkers more observant than most people. You and the dog do a lot of reconnoitering. You tend to retrace your steps. You form attachments to places—even small insignifi-cant places—just as Thoreau did to Walden Pond.




  Sometimes dog walking seemed a return to a boyhood world I’d forgotten. I found myself in places like woods, abandoned lots, railroad right-of-ways—those fringe places of which there seem to be fewer and fewer nowadays. I rediscovered the aimlessness of childhood wandering, and came upon dams, and huts, and forts like those I’d left behind more than forty years ago.




  There is a hope that a dog injects into every walk, more than a hope—an expectation, really—that this is going to be something wonderful. You’ll see, says the dog, something great is going to happen—just you wait.




  
CHAPTER ONE


  Duped





  Some dads don’t know what hit them. The beagle-dad went by our house today. He’s new to the neighborhood, a young father who walks the family dog before he dresses for work. He shuffles along in baggy jeans and an old work shirt, his hair sticking up every which way. In contrast, the dog always looks fresh, bright-eyed, sleek—not a hair out of place.




  There’s something comical in the tethered condition of these two. The dog takes long, thoughtful pauses at the bases of trees before anointing each spot with a few drops of urine. The man’s attention flits desperately from one thing to another: the trees, the clouds, the facades of houses, the conditions of people’s lawns. He seems to find it all unsatisfying, unworthy of his attention. He gives a tug on the leash. The dog lifts its leg again and gives one more squirt for good measure.




  He is a member of the fraternity of dog-walker fathers, or, in my secret parlance, the brotherhood of dupes. He doesn’t know it yet or understand why it’s the natural order of things and nothing to worry about. I wish I could help him over the hump, but this is one of those things a man needs to find out for himself.




  His family profile is the same as ours. They moved here from the city. They partook of the pleasures of a big house and backyard, and a basketball hoop in the driveway. Then, against all reason, they gambled on another notch of happiness and got a dog.




  Why do people do this? Why do parents with young children—despite having more responsibilities and pressures than ever before—take on the additional burden of a dog? You don’t have to invest in those Lassie stories about dogs disarming burglars or dragging people from burning rooms. Young families get a dog because dogs are less prone to self-consciousness and doubt than people are. People are dreamier and more restless. They are given to wondering how life might be different here or there, perhaps with an entirely different set of people.




  Dogs share none of this. They know they are in the right place. They bring to the human family a powerful animal certainty, one borne of instinct and the cohesiveness of the pack. They are family glue.




  Ours was a family of four, recently transplanted from Manhattan to a New Jersey suburb. We had traded in a semi-bohemian life for a house in a safe neighborhood and a full-time job for me. Formerly a freelance writer and a painter, I had taken a job on a large suburban daily newspaper as an art critic. It was an abrupt change. One day we were living in a former zipper factory where the heat went off at 6:00 p.m., the trash had to be secretly dumped in street receptacles, and the car was in constant danger of being towed away. The next day we had a thermostat, trash pickup at the side of the house, and our own garage.




  Our town was perched on the back slope of the Palisades, its proximity to the city seemingly a trick of space and time. After crossing the George Washington Bridge, we were whisked through a mad thirty-second tangle of loops, overpasses, and branching highways before sliding down an exit ramp and finding ourselves beneath a cool arboreal canopy while negotiating narrow, angular streets.




  Moving day was like the tornado sequence in The Wizard of Oz. We were lifted out of the stark black-and-white drama of Manhattan and deposited with a great whoosh in a place that was as gaudily colored as the land of the munchkins: yellow daffodils, candy-colored azaleas, and purple rhododendrons with crickets and tree frogs thrumming our welcome.




  Spring in the suburbs.




  Claire was four when we moved, Alex just one. It was a sweet time of life. Love flowed in every direction, hitting all its intended targets. Well, there was one small exception. Claire, like many little girls, yearned for something to nurture. She wanted a pet.




  So began her zookeeper phase. We became major patrons of the local pet store. We started out with goldfish. Soon we graduated to lizards. Then turtles. And then finches. Then a parakeet. Then gerbils. The more the merrier. We acquired glass tanks, cages, aerators, gravel, bags of cedar shavings, electrically heated “rocks,” feeding bowls, water bottles, little nets, plastic tubes, exercise wheels. We even adopted animals from the wild—a small snake, a baby squirrel.




  Claire gave all her pets dignified, human names. Not Zippy or Fudge, but Daphne, Jason, Lillian, Robert—like characters out of Upstairs, Downstairs. But their lives were anything but dignified. The zebra finches, Louis and Victoria, nudged their eggs out of the nest and smashed them at the bottom of the cage. The lizards required the sacrifice of live crickets. Even the innocent-looking gerbils, which stood on their haunches like miniature kangaroos, routinely practiced incest, infanticide, and patricide. Males tried to mate with females while they were giving birth. A father might eat a baby or two. Sons grew up and tried to kill their fathers.




  The hoped-for nurturing experiences had turned into grim lessons in disease and death. The tragic nadir came when the gregarious parakeet, Charlie, who was free to fly around Claire’s room, somehow climbed down into the gerbil tank and was brutally attacked by George and Sophia and their son, Scott. He died on the veterinarian’s operating table.




  Soon, a corner of our backyard was dotted with tiny graves. Their stones bore dates, names, and tributes written in black laundry pen. (“Alan/ A carefree young gerbil/ Oct. 7, 1986–Nov. 30, 1986.”) Raccoons and possums dug up the graves, discarded the cardboard coffins and tissue-paper liners, and made off with the corpses. The children’s mourning gave way to morbid fascination, and soon they were bringing over curious friends to see the desecrated graves.




  But Charley’s death had been traumatic for all of us. We had had enough with the short and brutish lives of small, caged animals.




  Looking back, our path mimicked the stages of evolution. We had moved up the phylogenetic scale until we reached an animal that, in size and intelligence, lived closer to the human plane. It was time to get a dog.




  How did we end up with a standard poodle? Pure chance. I met a man with a poodle at the town’s Arbor Day festivities. This dog seemed remarkably self-possessed. In the midst of much confusion—kids wielding squirt guns, skateboards zooming by—he sat alert and curious but unperturbed. Like a person in a dog suit, I thought.




  Poodles, I later discovered, are retrievers. And like all retrievers (who must learn to fetch downed waterfowl without succumbing to the temptation to rip them to pieces), they are bred to be calm and reasonable. I also learned that the eccentric poodle clip has practical origins. Trainers shaved poodles’ hindquarters so the dogs could swim faster. Puffballs insulated the joints against cold water. As in art, innovation gave way to mannerism, resulting in that affected topiary look.




  But who said a poodle had to look like that? Couldn’t one have a scruffy poodle?




  Janet pointed out that there would still be the expense of haircuts, fancy or otherwise.




  “We could get clippers, do it ourselves,” I said.




  She looked at me skeptically.




  Getting a dog is like having a baby: You remember every step along the way. Soon we were driving up the Merritt Parkway to see a lady who had some poodle pups. My mother, visiting for the weekend, sat in the backseat with the squirming children and took the role of skeptic. “This is so sudden,” she said. “How do you know this is a reputable breeder?”




  My mother, former owner of a very neurotic Welsh terrier, believed that the purchase of a dog should be preceded by months of research and negotiations culminating in a long-distance trip. She had driven all the way to West Virginia for her terrier. She thought we were acting impulsively.




  The breeder, a suburban mother in jeans and work shirt, led us out to the backyard, where several puppies were wandering about. They were all black and bigger than I had imagined they would be. I had pictured a dog that would fit into a shoe box, like a Christmas present. But these puppies were already about the size of cocker spaniels.




  There was a child’s plastic pushcart in the yard, and Alex soon had one of them in it and was wheeling the puppy around. My mother kibitzed with loud stage whispers.




  “Don’t take that one,” she said. “Too passive.”




  Seeing that we were undecided, the breeder produced another dog from the house. She had set him aside for someone, but they hadn’t made a deposit. Perhaps it was only the enthusiasm of being reunited with his littermates, but this pup put on a lively show. He was so happy and spirited, running circles around all the others, that he seemed like the clear winner.




  “Let’s get this one,” said Claire. Alex seconded the motion.




  “Get a female,” my mother said. “They’re more family oriented. Better with children.”




  I shrugged, recalling the male poodle from the Arbor Day celebration.




  “Don’t rush into this,” my mother whispered. “Wait until you find the right dog.”




  Janet picked him up and nuzzled with him. “He’s so soft,” she said.




  He chased the children around the yard. One by one, we fell in love with him.




  A half hour later, after buying several hundred more dollars’ worth of accessories, including a metal training crate that the breeder swore by, we were on our way home with our new dog.




  Stretched out across the three laps in the backseat, he threw up repeatedly on the hour-long trip.




  A mere exchange of money, and a life was ours. What did this puppy know about us? We had taken him from his home, separated him from his mother and his littermates, put him in this strange nausea-inducing conveyance, and yet he couldn’t have been more trusting.




  At home, the kids gave him a tour of the house. He stuck his head in Alex’s closet and emerged with a sneaker in his mouth. He scrambled under Claire’s bed and pulled out a dust-covered tennis ball. Everything he did was an event: his first drink of water, his first dog biscuit, his first pee in the backyard—and his second on the dining room rug.




  The children, given the job of naming him, deliberated on the back steps. The puppy sat staring back at them, a black shape against the bright green grass. Various names were bandied about. Had things gone differently, Pete might have been a Willie, or even a Willard (Claire’s penchant for formal names).




  At one point, Alex wanted to name him Egon, after a character in Ghostbusters, his favorite movie.




  This was soundly ridiculed by Claire, but Alex, slow to give up on the idea of a Ghostbuster dog, suggested naming the dog after another of the characters.




  “How about Peter Venkman?” he said.




  The puppy, following the flight of a squawking mockingbird overhead, lost his balance and flopped over, showing a plump pink belly.




  “Another Ghostbuster?” said Claire. “That is so stupid.”




  “Don’t say stupid. You’re stupid,” said Alex. His large blue eyes teared up a little.




  “Dogs don’t have first names and last names,” said Claire. “Anyway, if he had a last name, it would be our last name, not Venkman.”




  “Okay,” said Alex. “Peter. Let’s call him Peter.”




  Claire didn’t say anything.




  “Come on, Claire,” said Alex.




  “I’m thinking,” said Claire. She tried it out. “Peter,” she called to the puppy. “Hey, Peter. Hi Pete. Come here, Petey.”




  The puppy, who had been lying on his side, perked up his ears, vaulted to his feet, and, not surprisingly, trotted right over to us.




  And that was that. By an improbable association with a crackpot movie character played by Bill Murray, our dog ended up with one of the most common of all dog names.




  Then there was the business of the crate. Crates were new to me. I never remember anyone having such a thing when I was a kid. But I had let the breeder talk me into buying one, and now I had to assemble it and explain its purpose to the children.




  “The crate is like the dog’s den,” I said, quoting from the booklet that came with it. “A dog won’t go to the bathroom in its den, because that’s where it has to lie down.”




  I was having trouble getting the sides of the thing to stand up. I almost had the top affixed when the whole thing crashed down like a pile of cymbals. The puppy retreated to a corner.




  After much struggling, I finally had it all together, upright and intact. I put on the door.




  “There,” I said.




  We stepped back to take a look.




  “It looks like a cage,” said Alex.




  “Well . . .” I started to say.




  “You said a den,” said Alex.




  Of course he was right. It was a cage. It was silly to say otherwise. But I had paid for this thing, and there was the matter of housebreaking the dog, so I got out the pamphlet—“Creating a Canine Haven”—and reviewed some of its principal points with the children.




  “The dog feels safe and secure in the crate,” I read.




  “Why can’t our house be his den?” Alex asked.




  “Real dog dens are small,” I explained. “The human house seems much too big to be a den, so they treat the attic or the basement like the outdoors and think it’s okay to pee there.”




  “Let’s see how he likes it,” said Claire.




  She picked him up and put him in and I closed the door. We all drew in close to watch. Pete moved about uneasily, turning one way and then the other. Then he began to whimper.




  “He doesn’t like it!” said Alex.




  “He’ll get used to it,” I said.




  “Look at his eyes,” said Claire. “They look so sad.”




  Pete, as it turned out, never got used to the crate. We tried. We really did. Every time we put him in it, he made a fuss. We tried all the suggestions in the pamphlet, including shaking a can of pennies to discourage whining. But in truth, Petey’s vocal protests were the least of it. We could have put up with that.




  It was, as Claire said, those eyes.




  He looked like a political prisoner.




  Someone once asked the solitary poet Rainer Maria Rilke why he didn’t get a dog to keep him company. Rilke, the hypersensitive romantic, answered that dogs had half-human souls and were he to live with one, he would not be able to resist breaking off pieces of his heart like “bits of dog biscuit” for the dog.




  That pretty much summed up our situation. We were too sensitive and our dog was too human. When you petted him on the head, he gulped with emotion.




  So Pete came out of the crate, and the crate went up in the attic.




  There were some consequences. He got into Janet’s closet and chewed up her delicate Italian shoes. Once, locked in the basement while we were out, he clawed a hole through the thin plywood on one side of the hollow-core door.




  But he paid back our softheartedness. Within two weeks he’d housebroken himself.




  In the beginning, of course, everyone in our family was happy to share the dog-walking responsibility. I remember standing at the window with Janet in one of those moist-eyed Hallmark moments, watching our two children walking up the hill, Claire holding the loop of the leash and Alex with a mostly symbolic grip on the leash’s middle.




  Those moments were few and far between.




  “Petey pulls too hard,” one of them would say. Or “Petey chased a squirrel and I scraped my knee,” or “Petey pooped on the neighbor’s lawn and I think they were looking out the window.”




  Thus, the period of egalitarian sharing of dog-walking duties came to an end. After a mere six months, they had all weaned themselves from the task. This is nature’s way, Pete’s consoling eyes seemed to say. We were partners. I had become our family’s dog-walking dupe.




  Everyone accepted this as the natural order of things. It made life much simpler for everyone, including Pete. Now, when he wanted to go out, he no longer had to wander from one pack member to another with beseeching looks. He could focus exclusively on me.




  I complained a little, but I convinced myself that the job had fallen to me as the man of the family. I tried to initiate new routines that I thought would reflect the masculine nature of our relationship—one characterized by few words and tacit understandings. I didn’t say, “Come on, Pete,” as the others had done, when it was time for a walk. I whistled to him, a short, sharp whistle, like the Lone Ranger used with his horse. Pete would barrel into the room, skidding to a stop in front of me. Then he’d sit on his haunches, tail thumping, while I clipped on the leash. I could feel him vibrating with anticipation.




  I’d pat his flank and murmur, “Good dog.” When the metal clip snapped, he turned into a dervish. I’d yank open the front door and we’d go bouncing down the steps, the world tilting this way and that like the handheld camera in a scene from Cops!




  Soon I was bonding with other dog-walking dupes.




  Everyone said the same thing. “Kids wanted a dog . . .” “We talked it over . . .” “They promised they’d walk it . . .”




  Knowing nods.




  My favorite was Richard, who lived around the corner. His daughter, Sara, a classmate of Claire’s, had begged for a dog. Unfortunately, she was allergic. But Richard and his wife—enlightened, problem-solving parents—had researched the issue and discovered a breed, the African Basenji, that didn’t shed.




  Soon they had purchased one from a breeder. The dog was medium size, sleek, and angular, with a pointy face, curled tail, and longish legs. In addition to not shedding, she didn’t bark. Her breed was strangely silent, excitable but not vocal.




  They named her Jambo, the Swahili word for hello.




  Richard was sweet and bearish, with a full beard and a mouth full of oversized teeth. He had no interest in dog walking. He wasn’t the walking type. He was the stand-around-and-schmooze type. I’d encounter him about a half-block from his house, feet anchored to the ground, playing out Jambo on an expandable leash. Protruding from his back pocket would be the blue plastic wrapper from the New York Times—the poop bag of choice for well-informed suburbanites.




  Jambo would run circles around Richard and Richard would have to keep switching the leash from hand to hand to keep from getting tangled. He looked like a cowboy doing an elaborate lasso trick.




  What I liked the best about Richard was that we shared an understanding of our duped conditions. He’d smile sheepishly at me and I’d smile back the same way. Our smiles said: “Here we are again, out with our dogs, waiting for them to poop so that we can pick it up. Could anything be more ridiculous?”




  But these same smiles communicated a deeper self-awareness. We were out here because, in becoming fathers, we had changed from self-centered young men to self-sacrificing parents. We know we are being taken advantage of and yet, for the first time in our lives, we don’t really mind . . .




  
CHAPTER TWO


  Gratitude





  The stage was set, all the characters in place: the happy family, their sensitive and loyal canine companion, and this seemingly minor issue resolved of who would walk him. In most stories, the narrator would move on to other developments in this family’s life: the growth of the children, the course of a marriage and careers, and the various crises, triumphs, and defeats that every family experiences.




  This narrative follows a different trajectory. The other characters recede a bit, and the reader is invited to follow the narrator out the door and . . .




  Where? Where does he go?




  Where does any dog walker go? Around the block, down the boulevard, over to the park, into the woods, out to the quarry, across the lot, along the railroad tracks, down the grassy strip, into the alley, or out to the old ball field.




  Put another way, you go out. And then you come back. It’s simple, but not so simple. In the middle, things happen.




  Am I making too much of this?




  Well, that’s the dog’s fault, you see.




  A dogless person can minimize the significance of such departures and returns. The dogless person puts on a hat, announces, “I’m going out,” and barely makes a ripple in the firmament. It’s different with a dog. The dog need only hear the word “out” to understand that something momentous is about to happen. It celebrates ecstatically. It leaps, it shimmies, it turns in deliriously happy circles.




  The same on coming back. A dog catching sight of home at the end of a walk can raise the level of emotion to that of Odysseus catching sight of Ithaca on the horizon.




  In the beginning, I walked around the block. Or a couple of blocks. It didn’t seem to matter. That it didn’t matter was in itself novel. It had been a long time since I had gone out without any particular destination or direction, without knowing whether I was going to turn left or turn right at the end of the front walk.




  I had no idea where all this was leading, though I like to think that even then I felt something tugging below the surface, the way a fisherman feels vibrations on a taut line and wonders whether something’s biting or it’s just the weight brushing the bottom.




  The simple aimlessness of it made me feel like a kid again. Back then, I was always out, had to be out, couldn’t bear not being out. Home from school, I shed books and disappeared, the parental refrain of “be home in time for dinner” trailing behind me. After dinner, I agitated for release again and was, if lucky, granted an extension, “until the streetlights come on.” Saturdays, I would be AWOL from breakfast till dinnertime. My rule was simple. Out was better than in. Even if there was no one to play with, I could sit on the curb and practice my spitting, or throw rocks left-handed, or watch ants consume a melted Popsicle. Anything other than being under a parent’s watchful eye. Indoors was predictable and safe. Outdoors, things happened. Or, at least they could.




  Pete, with his boundless enthusiasm for the outside world, was like the reincarnation of that juvenile self. We’d hit the sidewalk and, like two kids with nothing special to do, spend a half hour meandering about. We were suburban vagabonds. In the mornings, with the whole world rushing to get somewhere, there was something almost subversive about roaming around with a companion who had no responsibilities.




  We walked the irregular streets of our hilly town. We each had our compulsions. I revived the childhood aversion to stepping on cracks. Pete made sure that every tree was marked with his scent.




  Even the treks through bad weather reminded me of childhood. Oh, I’d grumble about it, but secretly, I liked having an excuse to stomp around in the snow or the driving rain.




  At night, Pete and I would escape the sometimes-suffocating sweetness of family life—the pajamas and stories, the smell of toothpaste and sheets, the damp goodnight kisses and prolonged hugs. We’d slip out into the silky night like a pair of teenage boys with high hopes for a Saturday night. We’d walk beneath the streetlights from one pool of light to the next. The people in the houses would drift past the windows like aquarium fish. Pete, with his black coat, was practically invisible in the dark stretches, and I would let him off the leash.




  There were a surprising number of animals out and about on these jaunts. We encountered possums, some as large as small dogs. They had red-rimmed eyes, hairless pink tails, and walked with an awkward gait, moving the legs on the same side of the body together, rather than alternately as most four-legged animals do. When Pete confronted one, it would freeze guiltily, as if horrified just to be seen. I never saw one play dead, but they never ran away either, much to Pete’s disappointment. The raccoons, by comparison, were charming rogues who knew how to handle themselves. They were all around us, scrambling down from the trees, boldly ransacking garbage cans, scuttling humpbacked across streets, and ducking into storm sewers, their own subterranean transportation system. Sometimes, after such a retreat, you’d see one peering back through the slotted opening, looking like an imprisoned burglar.




  Night also taught me the therapeutic benefits of dog walking. In those days, I was writing a lot about the news of art—auctions, art thefts, art vandalism, museum expansions, museum politics, gallery scandals, censorship controversies. The reporting was hard work and frequently kept me late at the office. When I got home, Pete was often the only one still up. He’d greet me with an exuberant tap dance, clearly hoping for a walk. Maybe I’d feel a little put upon at first—I’d worked hard, I was tired, I needed a drink . . .




  But the night was soothing. I could clear my head of whatever controversy or auction spectacle I’d been wrapped up in. And there were better things to pay attention to. Who cared why the Japanese were paying millions for van Goghs and Renoirs when the trees above my head were chirping with invisible life? Were there really tiny frogs up there? What were the Culture Wars compared to the mystery of the Harvest Moon, as big as a paper lantern at the horizon, as small as a quarter at the zenith?




  And every once in a while, there’d be a night where the simple act of going away from the house and coming back was like a scene from It’s a Wonderful Life.




  I remember one snowy night. This was one of those times when I really didn’t want to go out with the dog. There had been a party, I was a little tipsy, the house was warm, my bed beckoned. I had practically forgotten that we had a dog until I heard his desperate reminder, a single yip, issued from the direction of the front door.




  I felt put upon. What was the story with this animal, this beast with its primitive needs? How could it continually rely on me to provide this escort service? Was it my fault that dogs hadn’t kept up with their evolutionary development? Where did this sense of entitlement come from? Was there a clause in some ancient contract between people and dogs?




  I tried the last refuge of the reluctant dog walker—opening the back door and pointing to the backyard. Shouldn’t that be good enough? Do I expect a trip to the bathroom to be recreational? Get it over with, while I watch from the window. But Pete was having none of it. It was a showdown. All or nothing. He was incredibly stubborn sometimes. It had to be a real walk, he and I together, out the front door into the bigger world.




  Finally, cursing loudly, I surrendered. Pete watched my every move as I put on boots, coat, scarf, and hat. At least he had the tact to forego the celebratory tap dance.




  Out we went into the not-at-all-gentle night.




  The snow was coming down hard, in big, sticky flakes. I shuffled down the walk, plowing two clean lines with my feet. The snow clung to every horizontal surface—tree branches, the curving contours of cars, house roofs, and porch railings.




  The houses were all dark—not even the flicker of TV light. My virtuous neighbors were all asleep. No cars had come up the street yet. By morning, it would be plowed, shoveled, compressed, salted, melted, blown away. But for now, snowflakes lay undisturbed in airy piles.




  I let Pete off the leash. He trotted ahead, up the hill, pausing to raise his leg at the fire hydrant. Even the hydrant’s small hexagonal top had a perfect plug of snow standing on it. The air was bracing, like a pinch of snuff in each nostril.




  It was, in a word, beautiful. And I found myself reflecting once again on this minor miracle of dog walking: how, forced to do something—even something that you really, really didn’t want to do—you could end up feeling grateful for it.




  I felt wide-awake and strangely energetic. In the streetlights, I could see the precise slant of the snowfall. The low cloud ceiling reflected the light from the nearby city, making the sky unnaturally bright. I made a few snowballs and tossed them in Pete’s direction. They disintegrated in the snow at his feet. Finally, he caught one on a fly—or at least half of it.




  We came around the last leg of our around-the-block journey. The house came into view. Its simple rectangular shape, its snow-covered roof and smoking chimney made it look like a child’s drawing. Curtains framed the darkened windows of the rooms. Up there, on the second floor, the children and Janet were sleeping.




  How had all this happened? Out of a series of unplanned moves—marrying, having children, moving here—life had taken a good turn. It had all added up to something, after all.




  Pete peed on his favorite telephone pole, the last stop before the house. Claire’s cat, who had slipped out with us, was pacing in front of the door. I loved the animals’ sense of entitlement, their certainty that this place belonged to them, as well as to us. I had created not just a home—but a den, too! I let them both in ahead of me.




  Soon we’d all be asleep. Pete would find a spot on the floor of the upstairs landing, or, more likely, on one of the children’s beds. He’d lose himself in dreams, feet twitching in anticipation of tomorrow’s adventures. He’d be the first one up, nudging the oblivious children awake.




  There was no sleeping in when fresh snow was on the ground.




  
CHAPTER THREE


  Safety and Adventure





  An artist friend from Manhattan came over to visit one day. He took one look around the neighborhood and said, “You’ve moved into one of your own paintings.”




  I saw what he meant. The paintings he was referring to, done when we lived in the city, had been partly inspired by medieval illuminations. There had been a book I liked at the time, a facsimile of a Catholic prayer book, a Book of Hours, made for a French duke. I kept noticing how often the people in the book were depicted in protected spaces. They were inside the walls of monasteries, fortified towns, or castles. Outside was the scary wild—dark forests in which wolves and bears and highwaymen lurked. Inside, there was music and religion and pageantry.




  What the paintings said to me was : It’s dangerous out there, but in here it is safe. In retrospect, the appeal was probably rooted in our own living circumstances. We had begun to feel under siege. We had two children by this time, and some of the charm of living in a former zipper factory had begun to wear thin. A resurgence of commercial activity in our once moribund Garment District neighborhood had brought noise, crime, and a new and hostile landlord. Garbage trucks whined and roared throughout the night, waking and frightening the children. Holdup artists arrived, attracted by stories of immigrant businessmen with pockets of cash. They worked the small elevators, using the elevator’s cover to rob everybody before sending the victims up and making their escape.




  If, on some days we didn’t have to worry about muggers on the elevator, it was only because the elevator was out of service. Janet and I would hoof the five flights up the dirty back stairs, often climbing over sleeping homeless men. One day, coming out of our building while pushing Claire in a stroller, we found ourselves in the middle of a street arrest. A huge detective’s pistol was hoisted in the air. I turned toward Janet, or where Janet had been the second before, and saw her halfway up the block with the stroller.




  So I created my own modern interpretation of medieval sanctuaries. I painted things in a flat, symbolist style, reducing everything to cutout shapes—like paper dolls or Egyptian art. I mixed in a little urban architecture and some menacing garbage trucks, while inside my enclosure a medieval man and woman tended to sheep, rocked the baby, grew flowers, and played the lute. Behind them, a flock of doves rose like musical notes.




  My artist friend had a point. Our neighborhood, which sat on a steep, terraced hill, did have some of that storybook quality that had gone into my pictures: the steeply pitched roofs poking up through the foliage, the carefully tended yards with their stepping-stone walkways, the mounds of colorful impatiens at the bases of trees. It was telling a story that was similar to that of my paintings and the medieval paintings: here, it is safe.




  We had chosen this particular community both because of its proximity to the city and because it had a reputation for being an interesting town. What specifically caught my eye in the real estate brochure was the phrase, “artist colony.” At the time, I don’t think I really knew what “artist colony” meant, but it evoked an attractive image of barefoot artists living in bungalows.




  For a while, that was probably how it was. In the late nineteenth century, Manhattan artists crossed the Hudson in search of more space and a cheaper cost of living. At the time, communities like mine had plenty of empty sheds or barns that could be had for next to nothing. Artists could do a combination of the Impressionist thing and the Thoreau thing. Soon a few “colonies” sprouted up. Many artists passed through or had sojourns in this area. Typical of these was surrealist Man Ray, who, in the years before World War I, painted Cézannesque landscapes before decamping for Paris.




  But cycles of gentrification had already begun. A clever New York advertising man came up with the line, “Athens of The East,” to lure professors from Columbia University. By the turn of the century, the town was already a suburb. Artists still came, but they weren’t going barefoot anymore. They were more respectable types, family men with jobs. Some taught at the Art Students League or the National Academy of Design. Others were artist-illustrators for magazines like The Saturday Evening Post or House and Garden. Pictures in the town library show students painting in the Meadowlands, shading themselves with parasols and straw hats.




  Janet and I fit the established migration pattern perfectly. Artist colony or no artist colony, we were ready to belong. Perhaps it was our parental genes kicking in, but after the anonymity of a big city, we yearned for small-town familiarity. We wanted to go to open-school nights and Christmas concerts, to shake hands with the mayor, to vote for the school budget, to be on a first-name basis with the druggist and the hardware-store guy. We wanted to watch our kids sled down our street. We wanted the whole apple pie.
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