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			Introduction

			I still worry.

			I wake up in the middle of the night and stare at the ceiling. Hot tears soak my pillow.

			I don’t cry over dying. I cry over missing: Violet’s first ballet recital, Astrid’s first basketball game or speech contest or science fair or tattoo, the rugged contours of John’s hands as he holds mine. I cry over missing my pets’ lives and their inability to understand why I’m gone.

			It might not happen, of course. I might live to a happy old age, or I might get hit by a bus later today. The unknown doesn’t bother me as much as the million realities of things I might miss.

			That’s life, though I suspect most people—at least people who haven’t been forced to face mortality—don’t spend much time thinking about it.

			I measure the timeline of my life by individual animal lives. How many animal lives can I squeeze into my one small life?

			Some have been long lives I’ve held in my hands, while others have been fleeting, in my care for weeks or months. When Emmett entered my world all those years ago, he tilted my axis.

			It’s an odd thing we humans do: We fall head over heels for an animal who becomes our sidekick, our companion, our friend. All the while, we know our lifeline extends further than theirs.

			Maybe we love dogs so thoroughly because we know our time together is brief.

			Loving a dog makes you a little more dog-like and a lot more human. You head out for hikes, you walk around the block, you snuggle under the covers, you spend quality time together while ignoring the loss that looms around the corner.

			Yet, the day comes. It always does, and it’s always too soon. Always.

			You find yourself crying from a seemingly bottomless well. You see all the empty spaces: the place by the kitchen table where your dog sat each night hoping for little bites sneaked under the table, the corner of the sofa where he napped every afternoon because the sun hit it just right, the blanket at the foot of the bed that you can’t bear to move or look at.

			Those spaces echo with the emptiness.

			You say goodbye to the dog who’s been by your side—for maybe as long as two decades—and the habits and routines you’ve performed without thinking for those years suddenly appear in stark contrast to your dog-less life.

			The cache of balls you discover when you rearrange your living room furniture guts you. Your pants remain fur-free and you find yourself missing the mess.

			Somehow, for most of us, the time comes when those spaces are ready to be filled by the love of another animal. Another dog bounds in and brings that spirit that exists in no other animal on earth. The time comes to wash those balls and pick out a new bed and a new collar and a new companion.

			A pet expands your world and your heart. Each time you say goodbye, they take a piece with them, yet somehow the empty space helps you love deeper and understand more.

			As I think about my life, and its story arc, I wonder how many more I will welcome and love and understand and mourn. Ideally, I’m at about the halfway point in my own life—squarely middle aged. How many more dogs’ lives might grace what time I have left?

			I strive to be as dog-like as possible, living in and enjoying the moments I’m given. That fuels me and my writing. It is both the arc of my life and the arc of my work.

			Dogs live in the moment; I live in my head. Writing gives me a way out. As Joan Didion said, “I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking, what I’m looking at, what I see and what it means. What I want and what I fear.”

			I write about dogs because I’ve found a subject that’s endlessly fascinating, funny, and emotional.

			The excitement of writing about dogs lies in the constantly evolving understanding of our best friends. The science astounds me. The discoveries rivet me. I love reading new research about the latest in dog behavior research or how functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) demonstrates how a dog’s brain reacts differently to the smell of his owner versus the smell of a hot dog. That stuff inspires me and lets me look at animals in a new light every day.

			For those of us who live in our imaginations, who internalize the world, dogs serve as a grounding force. Dogs live for the moment. If they’re tired, they sleep. If they’re playful, they play. If they’re hungry, they turn those sad puppy-dog eyes your way. If they’re mad, they growl. Dogs demonstrate the power of simply being. They’re never dishonest. They never overthink.

			We’re nearly to the point of welcoming another dog into our home. We are, for the moment, full up on cats, but there’s a spot on the couch for another dog—an empty space in the bedroom for a pile of fur and paws. When that time arrives, when the dog appears, we’ll throw ourselves into him or her fully, knowing that someday we’ll say goodbye.

			I don’t want to arrive at the end of my life thinking, “But I have more left in me! I have more to give, more to write, more animals to help.” I want to arrive at the end totally used up, with all my energy and all my ideas expended over my lifetime.
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			Thank goodness, then, that my love for dogs has helped fulfill my goal to live a full and vibrant life. After all, dogs are the best thing to happen to people.

			Their bottomless capacity for forgiveness leaves me dumbfounded. From the lady walking down the road who yanks her dog forward instead of letting him smell something awesome to the outright physical abuse dogs suffer at the hands of men—they forgive.

			Their enduring and endearing ability to find joy in the little things inspires me to look for more happiness each day. Their ability to improve any person’s mood, and any situation, just by being present, is unparalleled.

			We don’t deserve dogs. Or, at least, dogs deserve for us to do better.

			When I first started this book, I wanted to say how grateful I am that dogs can change the world, that I had dogs that changed my world. I wanted this to be the lasting testament to the boys that altered the tapestry of my life.

			I wanted to tell my dogs’ stories so they last forever, so I never have to say goodbye, so their memory doesn’t disappear when I eventually do.

			This is their story. Not mine.
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			It’s only fair to put this right up front: Yes, the dog dies in this book. I wish it wasn’t true, but it is. I don’t like being blindsided by dogs dying in books, so there you go.

			Every animal teaches us something—sometimes about ourselves, sometimes about the larger world in which we live. Or, I should say, each animal has the capacity to teach us, if only we have the capacity and willingness to listen. A dog can change the way you see the world. A dog can change the way you see yourself. If you’re open to the possibilities, a dog will change your life.

			We humans, we’re capable of greatness. But somewhere along the line, we lose a bit of our spark. We make things difficult.

			Humans overcomplicate things. Actually, we overcomplicate everything. Dogs keep things simple.

			Dogs enjoy life. They don’t need a trip that costs thousands of dollars to a theme park or a beach vacation. They don’t need the latest brand-name collar or fancy spa treatments. They don’t need a big house or a fancy car.

			They need a puddle of sunshine for naps. They need a bowl full of food and another with fresh water. They need a toy and a person or two to play with them. They need a walk—not for torching calories, but for the sake of the walk itself. The sights. The feels. The smells. Especially the smells.

			They need safety, security, a warm place to sleep, and a full tummy. Simple stuff.

			People can treat each other terribly. Our lives have become so complicated that most of us go through it anxious or scared, to some degree, at all times. That doesn’t bring out our best. It brings out our worst, “…the cruelty of frightened humans,” as Richard Powers wrote in The Overstory.

			Dogs bring us back down to earth. Back into ourselves.

			We leash up our dog and lace up our sneakers. We head out on the sidewalk and travel the familiar roads around our home. We wave to our neighbors, to other dog walkers. We maybe even stoop down to pick up a piece of trash as we’re picking up our dog’s poop. We notice things that walkers without dogs don’t. We see the houses that go up for sale and note that the new family must have little kids based on the bikes unloaded from the van—let’s be sure to bring them cookies—and we see the elderly man down the road struggling to shovel his snow. But before we can help, another neighbor with a dog beats us to it and clears the driveway and sidewalks of not just his house, but ours, too.

			Dogs get us outside our homes and inside our bodies.

			When I run trails with Coop, my feet are firmly grounded with each step. I hear the birds chirping and the occasional hoot of an owl. I hear the tap-tap-tap of woodpeckers and the crunch of gravel under our feet. I hear all of it, accompanied by the jingle of Cooper’s tags.

			I see the leaves change, the subtle shift of the seasons. Everything is vibrant and green one day. The water gurgles in the creek, and I hear the ebb and flow of the cicadas calling from the trees. Then, moments later, we head out and I see tips of yellow and orange sprinkled throughout the tall branches, and I know on the next walk, everything will be a fiery red. Best of all, though, for me and Cooper anyway, is when all the leaves blanket the earth. The ground beneath our feet solidifies with the descending cold. Our breath clouds as we run.

			I see winter arrive. We run through clear air under a slate-gray sky. Icy wisps of wind find their way into my coat, and patches of frozen leaves threaten to trip us up. Snow muffles our footfalls. It feels like there’s no one else in the world but me and my dog.

			I see Cooper slowing down, too. We spend all our time together, so sometimes the changes are too gradual for me to notice. Other times, though, I can see his stiff joints work against him as he jumps into bed at night. Or I see him snooze through fireworks or choose not to attack the vacuum (good boy!) or take an extra day to recover from a big run.

			Those moments remind me: Our time is short. Far too short.

			I love to picture the gnarly, spreading root systems that fan out beneath trees. I particularly love to imagine them underneath a perfectly manicured lawn. It’s funny that people try to tame and trim and direct nature. Nature will always find its own way, and it will rarely be neat and orderly. It will rarely be manicured into perfectly groomed rows or spring up weed-free and ornamental. After all, as A.A. Milne wrote, “Weeds are flowers too, once you get to know them.”

			I think of myself as a weed. I’ll find a way. It’ll usually be messy. Gnarly. Under the surface. But I’ll find it. My guides are not experts. My guides are my dogs, seeing me through it all. Sometimes I lead, sometimes I follow. No matter what, though, I find a way, led by my dogs.

			I wrote this book to honor those of us who have all come to an agreement: The pain of loss is worth the price of love.
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			Chapter 1

			What Makes a Dog, Anyway?

			Hot puffs of air hit my face. I pulled the covers above my chin and nestled under the old, holey quilt. “Go lie down,” I whispered. “It’s too early.”

			A gentle thud, thud, thud answered me. I opened my eyes and peeked out of my blankets. We made eye contact. The thud sped up.

			Lucas stood next to my side of the bed, his chin resting on my pillow. I rolled over and tried to drop back to sleep, but Lucas persisted.

			I swung my legs out from under the covers, stretched, and stood. “Let’s go, bud.”

			His hot breath on my face and his tail thumping my nightstand woke me every morning. And, every morning, I gave in to him.

			Lucas raced downstairs to start his day at breakneck speed. His nails clattered across the hardwood floor as he shot down the steps. Even on three legs, he flew across the house faster than the other two dogs clambered out of bed.

			Emmett, curled up in the middle of the chaise in the corner of my bedroom, yawned, stretched, scratched his ear, and peeled himself off his cozy spot. He ambled downstairs and waited by the back door.

			Cooper, glued to his spot at the foot of the bed, watched and waited. When I came out of the bathroom and started down the steps, he finally jumped off the bed. Cooper would never do anything—even as simple as walking downstairs for breakfast—without waiting for me.

			I opened the door to let the dogs out into the fenced-in backyard while I scooped coffee grounds and measured water into the coffee maker. By the time the pot finished brewing, the dogs were ready to come inside and gobble down their kibble, then commute with me back upstairs to the spare room converted into an office. The tiny space was stuffed with my desk, my desk chair, my books and notebooks, two dog beds, and a worn-through armchair. The boys tucked into their spots—Coop on the chair, Emmett and Lucas on each bed—and drifted back to sleep while I opened my laptop and started my workday.

			Nearly 40,000 years of evolution had led to this—my three dogs and our sleepy morning routine.
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			That one evolutionary timeline had also led to three mismatched outcomes in my dogs. Emmett filled his thick, stout, muscular frame. Sized and shaped like a stereotypical pit bull, he oscillated between strong and chunky. Emmett’s brindle fur wove together patches of dark brown with blond, caramel, and black everywhere except his all-white chest. Small, triangular ears poked out of his blocky head. Incongruous to the rest of his body, Emmett’s feet and toes were small—almost dainty.

			My husband, John, and I adopted Emmett less than a year after we married. A good Samaritan had picked Emmett up as an emaciated stray in the Virginia woods and took him to the county shelter. One night, a staff member forgot to lock his cage door, but Emmett waited in his crate all night and was discovered snoozing with the door open the next morning. Probably waiting for breakfast.

			The staff at the shelter loved him so much they let him overstay his stray hold. Thankfully, a volunteer sprung him from the county shelter before his borrowed time ran out. He lived at Friends of Homeless Animals (FOHA) in Northern Virginia until we found him.

			It was love at first sight. He barreled straight toward us, launched himself into my lap, and with a lick across my cheek, he made it clear: He was our dog.

			Lucas arrived a year later. We had decided to adopt a friend for Emmett and found Lucas tucked into a kennel at an animal shelter in Washington, DC.

			Shaped like a small German Shepherd, Lucas clocked in at about fifty pounds when we adopted him. His shelter card stated he was fully grown at about one to two years old, but needed to fill out due to starvation. Ultimately, he’d wind up many inches taller and a solid eighty pounds. Thick yellow fur covered his whole body except for his tail, which was wiry with black and brown hairs woven in with the yellow. Enormous ears shaped like handlebars stuck out from his soft face. He came to us skinny, limping, and terrified, especially of other dogs. His fear caused him to behave wildly half the time—lunging, snarling, snapping, biting—and the other half crouched behind an armchair, curled into himself, shut off from us.

			Cooper came much later, the only one of the boys not adopted from a DC-area shelter. After we relocated from DC to Bloomington, Indiana, I volunteered for a pit bull advocacy organization based in Indianapolis and signed up to be a foster parent to dogs who needed a temporary home. I wanted to use my time to help dogs like Emmett, and I needed to find ways to make friends in our new home. So, I immersed myself in volunteer activities.

			The first puppy we ever fostered started out as a fuzzy, squeaky, eight-week-old runt. He had an enormous puppy belly, bunny rabbit–soft red fur, and too-big ears that perched atop his head. He looked like a cartoon of a puppy instead of a real one. His tiny toenails clicked across the wood floors, and he made peeping sounds at John, begging to be picked up. John would tuck him into his sweater while he worked at his computer.

			The moment that puppy curled up to sleep on top of Lucas, he became ours. We changed his name from Scooter to Cooper and removed our names from the foster list. The risk of adopting more puppies was too great.

			Once Cooper joined the herd, we settled into a routine in our new home. I worked remotely doing the same job I held in DC—all while building a side business as a freelance writer. John worked long hours as a grad student at a lab on campus. For the vast majority of our time in Bloomington, I spent long days with just me and my boys.

			Throughout my workday, Emmett slept soundly in his bed. Cooper padded around the house at my ankle. When I worked, he curled up in the armchair. When I went downstairs, he went downstairs. When I went to the bathroom, he waited for me at the sink.

			Lucas, though, watched through upstairs and downstairs windows to ensure we weren’t under attack. If he thought we were, he’d bark ferociously until the UPS guy left or the wind stopped blowing in a weird way. Then he’d pluck a toy from the wicker box in the living room and toss it in the air for himself while the other two slept the day away. Sometimes I wandered downstairs for a cup of coffee or a snack, and I found Lucas chewing an antler on the living room couch—the one place dogs weren’t allowed—and he’d wag his tail while he slid off the cushions. “Always so naughty,” I said, and kissed his enormous head.

			The three dogs acted nothing alike: Lucas, always searching for fun or trouble; Emmett, stalwart and steady, unflappable and gentle; and Cooper, high-strung, anxious, and clingy.

			How did their wild wolf ancestors’ DNA turn and spin and change them into the couch-surfing, yogurt-loving mutts snoring around my desk?

			I watched my boys and wondered: What made dogs dogs?

			Despite their differences, all three were clearly dogs. Where did they come from, and how did they change from being wild and free to sharing our duvet and slurping puppy lattes from the drive-through?

			Since I was building a freelance writing business, I decided to start researching those questions in detail. I launched a blog to chronicle the dogs’ lives in our family and to discover more about how they think, feel, learn, and play—along with how they evolved to be our best friends. Most of us don’t have pigs or pigeons or chinchillas curled up under the covers with us at night. So, why dogs?

			As I tugged the thread to unravel the connection between dogs and humans, I sank deeper into the research and started to look at Emmett, Lucas, and Cooper in a whole new light.

			Experts pretty much agree that dogs became dogs between 20,000 and 40,000 years ago. What isn’t agreed on, though, is how they went from wolves to dogs. The prevailing theory suggests some brave wolves started hanging out on the outskirts of human camps because they could easily scavenge our leftovers. These wolves benefited from sticking close to us because hunting is dangerous and people are messy, so they could eat our garbage without putting their lives on the line. Meanwhile, our human ancestors benefited from the wolves’ presence because, most likely, the wolves alerted them to predators approaching. Right off the bat, people and would-be dogs teamed up for their mutual benefit—kicking off the tens of thousands of years of evolution that eventually led to Lucas licking organic peanut butter out of a plastic puzzle toy.

			After wolves started to brave the edges of human settlements, the next part of the story is debated among scientists. However, the general idea is that people, understanding the usefulness of partnering with wolves, selected the bravest and the friendliest to hang around inside their camps instead of keeping them on the outskirts. Those friendlier wolves then mated with each other and began to diverge from their wolf family tree.

			This is where the research gets murky. Some scholars believe wolf evolution continued until we ended up with the Puggles and Doodles of today. Others believe an interim species emerged—not quite a wolf anymore, but not yet a dog—and our pet dogs descended from that transitional canine instead of directly from wolves. Regardless, we’ve loved dogs for a long time. The oldest discovered fossil of a dog—a true dog, a species separate from a wolf—dates back 14,000 years.

			Around 7,000 years ago, dogs were pretty much everywhere, but they didn’t live among humans like dogs today, who snooze in sunspots and chew squeaky toys on orthopedic bolster beds. They were more free-ranging but still provided a service—safety—to the humans nearby. Even then, our ancient ancestors valued their relationships with their dogs enough to be buried with them.

			Dogs’ evolution veered off this linear path when we modern humans started breeding them purposefully for skills that came more naturally to some dogs—like hunting or herding or guarding, or for specific appearances. Dog breeds only emerged within the last few centuries. In fact, researcher Brian Hare wrote in Survival of the Friendliest, “European dog breeds have a surprisingly recent origin. People cultivated them during the Victorian age, when the physical appearance of a dog became more important than the job the dog was supposed to perform.” Dog shows began in the late nineteenth century so fanciers could choose dogs to breed with their own to create these breeds and their “pure” bloodlines.

			Before there were specific breeds, there were dogs. When you unravel their evolutionary story, it’s remarkable and humbling to realize dogs evolved specifically as our partners. They came into being because some traits made them better allies and friends to early humans. Our histories and our ancestries are intertwined so inextricably that we can’t separate our lifelines from theirs over the past 20,000 years.

			We are buddies on an evolutionary scale.
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			Depending on which organization you ask, there are as many as 400 different dog breeds around now, and still more extinct. Most dogs aren’t even a specific breed. Smithsonian magazine described dogs as “close genetic relatives with an incredibly diverse range of appearances and behaviors.” Yet, anyone can look at each of those 400 dogs and identify it as a dog, regardless of appearance or behavior. Despite their disparities in features like size, coat, temperament, and bark, a Dachshund, a Saint Bernard, a Dalmatian, and a Sheepdog all share most of their DNA. Everyone, even a tiny child, can look at any breed and identify it as a dog.

			DNA tests for dogs are commercially available for any pet owner who wants to dig into their pup’s ancestry. Through the contact form on my dog blog, two of the test manufacturers reached out about their at-home DNA test kits, so I decided to swab Lucas with one and Cooper with the other. Lucas’s breed seemed to be German Shepherd mixed with who-knows-what, while I figured Cooper’s was straightforward since his mother’s lineage was already known to us.

			I swabbed Lucas’s cheeks and mailed everything to the company. Shortly after, we received the results—and were shocked.

			Lucas’s DNA, we discovered, was predominantly German Shepherd Dog (GSD), which was no surprise. One half of his DNA, contributed by one of his two parents, showed only GSD, going all the way back to his grandparents. He strongly resembled a GSD, and this was what I guessed would show up on his test.

			Where the shock came in: His other half was provided by a parent who was a Saint Bernard-Boxer mix. I looked at him and couldn’t see either of those breeds clearly, but the geneticist could. When I spoke with her about his test, she told me his ears have the “airplane effect” because he has a base of cartilage contributed from his boxer ancestor, but that his size comes from the other two breeds.

			I also asked her about Lucas’s yellow coat. It struck me that neither German Shepherds nor Saint Bernards are known to be yellow. Yellow, she told me, is a recessive gene in dog coats. It takes two copies of the gene, instead of a single copy of a dominant gene, to create a yellow dog. As it turns out, all three breeds that made up Lucas’s DNA have a yellow gene. Black is a dominant trait, and in Lucas it showed up in his “mask,” or the black on his face, something common in all three of his ancestors’ breeds.

			But what did the German Shepherd/Saint Bernard/boxer combo mean for his periodic aggression and fear? Did those breed-specific pieces of his DNA impact how he responded and recovered from his triggers?

			Purposeful breeding focused on tweaking aspects of the prey drive to create dogs who worked how we needed them to: hunting, retrieving, herding, guarding, and so on. Humans have been incredibly specific in our breeding process. We’ve bred dogs to increase the frequency or intensity of a specific behavior for each individual breed. Think of a Terrier chasing rats, a Collie herding sheep, or a Spaniel retrieving birds. When you shake up those traits in a single dog, the result is a mix and match of behaviors potentially much closer to the “natural” state of a dog.

			In other words, as the geneticist told me, mixed-breed dogs become a jack of all trades, master of none. Lucas boasted a good combo of his ancestors’ traits without excelling at any, but nothing about Lucas—his appearance or his behavior—was a fluke. It was all predestined by this unique set of chromosomes.

			Cooper’s DNA test was far simpler and less surprising. His lineage included a mother whose line was entirely American Staffordshire Bull Terrier, which we were already aware of since we knew who his mama dog was. In fact, his maternal side remained consistent through his great grandparents. The father? Well, Cooper’s father’s DNA was already so blurred, the test stated “mixed breed” without any single breed’s DNA emerging.

			Like Lucas and Cooper, most dogs are mixes of many breeds swirled together to create another unique set of traits that are still completely identifiable as “dog.”

			The outside characteristics, like fur and tails, gives us a clue. But even dogs’ external traits range from fur like Lucas’s, so thick I could paste together all the hair I brushed out of him each week into a second Lucas, or thin and wiry like Cooper’s. Tails can curl like a Pug or hang long and fluffy like a Pyrenees.

			Same goes for ears. From the droopy Basset Hound to the perky Bull Terrier, anyone who loves dogs can see an ear and want to give it a rub.

			Body types can vary dramatically, too. Some dogs evolved into bodies built for difficult work: livestock-guarding dogs use their hulking forms to safeguard vulnerable herds of livestock. Others, like the Border Collie, come in smaller, faster bodies designed through human intervention to zip around huge flocks of sheep or geese and keep them all together. Other dogs, like my mom’s little fluff ball, a Shih Tzu mix named Otto, were built for resting on laps and snoring in the shade.

			Even though Emmett’s strong, thick body radiated strength, his disposition meant he never actually wanted to use any of his strength…unless he was scaling countertops for a pan of biscuits. Like us humans, the way a dog looks is such a small percentage of the dog’s genes. Even though I can see a Great Dane and a Chinese Crested and know both are dogs, what makes them a dog has little to do with their appearance—disparate as they are.

			Physical traits—the fur, the ears, the muscle and sinew or fat, the build, the scale, the shape of the head and the thickness of the neck, the length of the tail—take up half a dozen spots on a dog’s genome. In people, hundreds of variants create our physical differences.

			There’s a chemical composition, too, contributing to the makeup of a dog. For instance, oxytocin—a hormone in humans and dogs—is responsible for creating a sense of trust and empathy, for helping us understand each other when communicating, and for establishing a connection between mother and infant. Oxytocin creates bonds not just between humans, but between humans and dogs. Our brains and our dogs’ brains do something amazing together: We create an oxytocin loop. No other cross-species partnership does this. Researchers at Azabu University in Sagamihara, Japan, discovered that as we gaze into the eyes of our dogs and they gaze into ours, we both experience an increase in oxytocin—as much as a 130 percent increase in dogs and a 300 percent increase in their owners. As a result, we often love each other even more. As simplistic as it sounds, this biological response to looking into each other’s eyes may have been a major factor in our coevolution. Studies show the near relatives of dogs and humans—wolves and chimps, respectively—don’t experience the same oxytocin increase; in fact, they may avoid eye gaze entirely. Like human moms and their infants, our eye contact with our dogs makes us both feel safe, secure, connected, and loved.

			What makes this especially amazing is that the same doesn’t hold true for species-species eye gaze, at least not for dogs. If Lucas locked eyes with an unfamiliar dog, we knew we needed to break his focus, or a fight was likely. If Lucas locked eyes with Emmett or Cooper, we knew a playfight—one that knocked lamps off of side tables and sent chairs flying—was imminent. If I caught them fast enough and sent them outside, they’d wrestle around our backyard, hunks of grass and mud flying while our poor plants were trampled. While they enjoyed the romp, the eye gaze that sparked the playfight was certainly not the same as the joy-flooded, calming oxytocin loop they created with us.
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			Then there are other characteristics, the hard-to-quantify traits that make a dog a dog. Some of these traits emerge from a chromosome, others from conditioning, and the rest from the unique brew of DNA and environment. When we think of dogs, what traits make them who they are?

			Loyalty, of course, makes a dog a dog. Dogs seem to be wired for partnership with us, making us the luckiest species on earth in my opinion. Our dogs deserve to have their tens of thousands of years of genetically programmed loyalty honored and respected. They cast their lots with people, and people are imperfect—even cruel sometimes.

			Protectiveness makes a dog a dog, though with enormous degrees of variation. Think of the stereotypical junkyard dog left outside to bark and scare—and even attack—people who want to steal the junk they guard with their lives. Some dog breeds emerged to fill the role of family or flock protector. Anatolian Shepherds protect livestock and guard their animals against predators in Turkey. Rottweilers, ancient dogs descended from those of the Roman legions, drive cattle and serve in police and military forces. They’re often recommended as family protectors. But almost all dogs protect in some capacity; they bark and growl at threats, both imagined and real. Lucas flung himself at windows and doors, barking and lunging to keep us safe from Girl Scouts selling cookies, leaves blowing across the sidewalk, and all manner of door-to-door salespeople. Had a real threat ever emerged, he was ready.

			Affection, too, makes a dog a dog. But just like people, the amount of affection each dog wants to give and receive varies enormously. Some dogs don’t love to be petted. Others want a full-body massage every night. We once fostered a high-energy puppy named Molly who spent every waking minute running, jumping, playing, skittering, and wrestling with Cooper. But as soon as night fell, she wanted a soft lap to curl up in—she was the size of a cat—and gentle rubs until bedtime. Emmett, on the far end of the attention-seeking spectrum, needed constant affection, and if no one was touching him at a given moment, he walked over and pushed his face underneath someone’s hand to solicit attention. Cooper fell somewhere in the middle, needing lots of love and affection from people he trusted, but avoiding the touch of everyone else.

			Love makes a dog a dog, though not the unconditional kind we attribute to our furballs. Science shows it’s much more nuanced than a bottomless pit of starry-eyed devotion. It’s a mistake to believe dogs love unconditionally. Dogs are unconditionally loyal, sacrificing their own joy to follow the instructions of the person who holds the other end of their leash. But love? Love comes when an owner doesn’t ask their dog to sacrifice their joy for obedience. Love comes from trust, and it comes from security. When they have those foundations, dogs feel pretty darn happy with us. Their brains prove it.

			Scientists at Emory University trained dogs—future assistance dogs, all under a year old—to withstand the stress of an MRI machine. They used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to map dogs’ brain activities when exposed to dog and human smells. The study found that when the dogs smelled their owners’ unique scents, it sparked the “reward center” of their brains. They preferred the whiff of their people over anything or anyone else. Even hot dogs.

			In Budapest, other scientists conducted a similar study. They trained dogs to withstand ten minutes in an MRI machine while listening to 200 different human and dog sounds. In this study, researchers isolated the part of the dogs’ brains that registered sounds and found it works exactly like our “voice area” does. This part of our brain was only discovered in humans in the 1990s and it serves to not only help us regulate the pitch and tone of our voice, but to recognize the patterns and rhythms of the sounds other people make—an essential element of effective social interactions. Turns out, dogs have a similar area—and the study showed dogs like the sound of their people’s voice.

			Our smells and our voices make our dogs happy. We make our dogs happy. It doesn’t take a huge leap to think our dogs love us as we love them.

			Additional studies from Yale, MIT, and Duke indicate the emotional centers of dogs’ brains work like those in human toddlers. Anyone who’s ever cared for a toddler knows how complex their emotions are, how deeply they think and feel.

			Many dog lovers know this already. None of this research is likely to surprise lifelong dog lovers or small children with a canine best friend. We intuit the depths of our dogs’ thoughts and feelings, and we know how individual and unique each dog is. Why spend a tremendous amount of time, money, and manpower to test something we already know?

			In part, it’s human nature to attempt to unravel every secret, to understand everything hidden to us. It’s also part animal welfare. When we know how an animal thinks and feels, we should be inspired to treat that animal more humanely.

			Even in some places around the United States, many believe an “outside dog” isn’t a huge deal, but no one would ever have an “outside toddler.” Their brains process loneliness and loss and love the same way, so what’s the difference?

			Or imagine your three-year-old has a potty accident. Do you push her face into it? Of course not. The thought is horrifying. Yet, traditional dog trainers suggest you do that while house-training your puppy.

			If you’ve ever loved a dog, or even if you’ve only ever met a dog, you’ve seen how full their personalities are. Part of my responsibility to my dogs is to allow them to be themselves, to enjoy what makes them happy.

			I’ve met owners and trainers who trained the uniqueness right out of their dogs. During the years Emmett worked as a therapy dog, we often found ourselves with another handler and her pair of dogs who sat by her ankles, waiting to be cued. Even when the dogs had the chance to get some wiggles out, to run around and sniff, they sat and awaited instruction.

			Those dogs never seemed happy. While the other dogs around them wiggled their loose bodies and wagged their tails, those two sat unmoving, watching and waiting to be told what to do. My dogs, while wildly imperfect, have always been happy. They’re trained, yes, but they have agency. They’re free to make choices. My goal in training is to teach them to make more good choices—like waiting on their bed as I open the front door—than bad choices, like eating stray sandwiches discovered under park benches.

			[image: ]

			None of these individual elements, the internal or the external, really make a dog a dog, however. Instead, it’s the magical combination of it all: their adorable appearance, genetically crafted to make us swoon; their loyal, protective nature, combined with the right degree of gentleness and affection; the partnership that emerges between us; and the reliability of a friend at home who’s always happy to see you, who loves you no matter how you look or feel, who stands by your side in the sun or the rain, who doesn’t care what you’re wearing or how far you’ve climbed the corporate ladder or how well you speak in public.

			To your dog, you’re perfect.

			The elements that make a dog a dog become sharp and pronounced on the individual level. My childhood dog, a poorly bred Bichon named Sparky who we purchased from a Baltimore-area mall in the mid-1980s, chased airplanes and his tail. He preferred kibble to people food, and even then it had to be kibble in a specific size, shape, and color—otherwise he left it in his bowl. I remember my mom calling the Purina customer service line to complain on his behalf. Despite his quirks, he let me lay my head on his back and nestle into his fluffy white fur after a hard day at school. I told him my secrets, and he snuggled me in return.

			Emmett’s elements made him the perfect therapy dog. His combination of steadiness, gentleness, and a dash of playfulness enabled him to work with the adolescent residents of a mental health facility, all of whom had already suffered in their young lives. Until his retirement, he provided constant and stalwart attention, affection, and fun.

			Cooper’s elements—intensity, loyalty, intelligence, patience, and strength in a sinewy frame—turned him into the perfect companion and big brother to our two humans, Violet and Astrid. Cooper grew into the ideal running partner, following me down any path at any pace for any duration. Of course, those traits could’ve been his downfall in someone else’s hands. Cooper would do what I asked of him, including running, until he dropped. He protected the girls as babies and guarded them into toddlerhood. His loyalty genes are strong, which contributed to his naturally high-strung anxious personality.

			Lucas’s formative experience altered his inborn elements. His early life wired his brain to fear people and avoid partnership. His nature was fun-loving, mischievous, gentle, and fierce, but it took us a while to see those traits. Once we did, we were able to coax out his true disposition and overcome—at least a little—the impact his environment had on his genetics.

			We humans have a tremendous responsibility to our dogs. What makes a dog a dog is what makes them so easily exploited and abused. Not every dog lands in a home with a person who identifies and cares for their individual characteristics. It’s on us animal lovers to honor dogs for who they are and to demand that they’re treated humanely.

			Training and working together for a task takes our evolutionary alliance and turns it into a friendship. For people all over the world, their partnership with their dog means their families eat or stay safe. The dogs work—not for their people, but with their people. They herd, hunt, retrieve, and guard. These relationships keep food on the table. But these types of relationships, and that type of training, isn’t what most of us do.

			For most of us, we teach our pets how to stay safe in our human world. It’s a big job because we live in a complicated, confusing world to dogs. To a dog, eating garbage makes sense: It smells good and tastes awesome. To a dog, barking at the wind as it blows leaves across the sidewalk makes sense: He’s protecting his family from something he doesn’t understand and, therefore, might be dangerous. To a dog, shoving his nose into your houseguest’s crotch makes sense: It smells interesting and tells him everything he needs to know about your friend.

			We teach our dogs not to eat garbage and to stop barking on cue. The crotch sniffing can be a tougher habit to break—I mean, to your dog, it’s right there at nose level—but your dog can learn to resist the impulse. Ultimately, most of us are training our dogs to behave and to stay safe.

			Some concepts couldn’t possibly make sense to a dog, but they learn to operate within our constructs. For instance, sidewalks. Sidewalks are a plain, boring strip of poured concrete cutting through patches of fragrant grass. Why walk in a straight line along this unwavering thread when you can dash and dart and sniff and twirl and backtrack and pee on all the stuff around the scratchy, hard path?

			But dogs can’t understand our line of thinking. Dart too far one way and you might end up in traffic. Too far the other way and the mean lady down the road who doesn’t want anyone stepping on her grass might come out and scream at you. Or a bike rider might smash into you. Or your leash might trip a runner.

			Over time, our dogs do learn to walk nicely by our sides along these safe, boring sidewalks. We can train them to do that. We can’t train them to enjoy it as much as they enjoy meandering and sniffing. To honor our partnership, we can search for a balance of meeting their needs and our own.

			Sometimes, finding a balance is easy: When Emmett first came home, we took him out a few times a day for what we called his constitutional. Emmett’s constitutional was dedicated to getting him to poop. He would hold it and hold it and hold it because he realized as soon as he went, we walked home. So he faked the movements—as if he was getting ready to go in one spot, then he’d straighten up and prance to another spot, then he’d wander in a totally different direction. I felt frustrated with Em taking ages to poop. He seemed frustrated to be rushed along. For the sake of our relationship, we needed a solution. John and I lived in a condo, so there wasn’t the option of a backyard. We decided to split his walks into “poop walks” and “sniff walks.” Sniff walks entered the park and meandered in any direction he chose. He got two of those every day. Poop walks happened on the strip of scrub grass alongside our building and were short trips simply to empty him out. He caught on quickly, and balance was restored.
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