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Introduction


That elusive Holy Grail of modern physics, A Theory of Everything (ToE), would explain the universe in a single set of equations. Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking avidly confronted the problem during their lifetimes, and scientists on The Big Bang Theory continue the quest to this day, at least in reruns.


Leaving string theory, galaxy clusters, and supersymmetry to the safety goggle, quantum computer, and Hadron Collider crowd, I’ve now taken up the rest; that is, A Theory of Everything Else (ToEE), based on my own groundbreaking experiences as a dog walker, camp counselor, and bingo caller. For instance, the transitive property says that if a = b and b = c then a = c. Yet, my dogs hate being put in a tub of clean bathwater, but adore jumping into a dirty pond. Particle theory contains rules for the spacing of matter based on composition and energy. So how is it that a dog one-third of my weight ends up with two-thirds of the space on a king-size bed? And if a cat’s eyes can shift wavelengths to navigate in the dark, then why did one break the Limoges lamp I inherited from my grandmother? And why aren’t there any seeing-eye cats?


My interest extends to life-forms other than just cats and dogs. In my kitchen there’s an avocado plant and a colony of ants. Despite tremendous efforts to nurture the plant and kill the insects, I’ve ended up with a dead plant and a thriving ant colony. One equation I’m particularly interested in working out goes as follows: God has dominion over all things. Man has dominion over all the beasts of the Earth, including fish in the sea, and birds of the sky. Yet microorganisms can kill us all.


Like anyone descended from Ingmar Bergman’s part of the world, I’m intrigued by death. It’s puzzling how so many fitness gurus expired young while Irish grandparents in my neighborhood drank, smoked, inhaled diesel exhaust, never touched a vegetable, prayed the rosary as their only exercise, and lived to be ninety. When I was born, childhood was a perilous time as nurseries were stalked by polio, diphtheria, German measles, and scarlet fever. Thus it was practical to have spare children, and large families were the norm, especially in predominantly Catholic areas. Parents toiled round the clock in factories and kitchens to make our lives better than theirs and would have questioned your sanity if asked to organize a “play date.” Yet it appears what future generations took away from this sacrifice was to not have nearly as many kids, since they clearly ruin your life.


Finally, we have human nature, and there appears to be a lot of that in all of us. It’s no longer politically correct to say ladies and gentlemen. In fact, “women” isn’t an acceptable designation anymore since it’s just “men” with what sounds like “woe” tacked on, and we’d like to be called Estrogen-Americans going forward. Meantime, The LGB label has grown from sandwich-size to a Slavic last name. In my immediate family several people struggle with obsessive-compulsive disorder, and I’m wondering if it wasn’t just plain cruel to put the acronym OCD in non-alphabetical order. Why not CTU for Continuously Tidying Up or ACT for Always Checking Things?


Otherwise, I’d like to consider this manifesto a public service. When I first arrived in Manhattan, I paid a guy (who, it transpires, was not operating in any official capacity) five dollars to ride the Staten Island Ferry (which, it turns out, is free), so now you won’t make the same mistake, unless you always skip over introductions, which A Theory of Everything Else has just proven can be costly.





Section 1



QUADRUPEDS
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All knowledge, the totality of all questions and all answers is contained in the dog.


—Franz Kafka
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Chapter 1


Can Dogs Tell Time?


Are dogs so pleased to see us when we return because they assumed we were gone forever? They can’t tell time on a clock face, but do canines know how long we’ve been away, whether it was an hour, a day, a week, a month, or an entire year? This is the number one argument among companions to canines. (Cats are well aware of how long you were gone but don’t give a crap.) My black Lab, Maisie, knew to the minute when it was time for breakfast, dinner, walks, and treats. So actually my question is “Do dogs sense the passing of time?”


When I was a kid in the 1970s, before videography and surveillance became omnipresent with the advent of nanny cams and GoPro, I often wondered what my dog did while the family was out. One time after we left the house, I had my dad stop the car a block away so I could sneak back, climb behind the hedges, and peer in through the window. There was my poodle curled up with her despondent face turned toward the door. It was horribly sad, yet thoroughly satisfying: Fifi’s entire existence revolved around me, and life as she knew it was on hold awaiting my return.


Most canines catch a panic when suitcases or large backpacks appear on the bed. If your dogs are sometimes included on trips, there may be a frisson of excitement as signs of car crates, airline animal totes, and travel bowls are eagerly sought out in the packing jumble. However, when a dog concludes this is a humans-only excursion, it will often attempt to cleverly conceal itself inside a suitcase, which is no small feat for a Labrador retriever. I had a five-pound Yorkie (what size brain is inside there?) that could tell by the dimensions and scope of luggage taken out how long a trip was intended to last.


Enter the Royal Academy of Canine Actors. If anything larger than an overnight bag appears, we are treated to a reenactment of the death scene from Camille. At departure time my dogs gather by the door wearing their funeral faces, looking like Chekhov’s Three Sisters hoping to be swept off to Moscow. They take it as a personal affront when I leave on a trip without them. A meeting is called which always ends in the same decision: Let’s all get sick. With a show of paws, they volunteer for vomiting, peeing, pooping, and explosive diarrhea. They become true philosophers and students of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, who said the fact there is something rather than nothing requires an explanation. The only rule for creating a minefield of dog mess throughout the house is that it mustn’t be done on any hard, washable surfaces such as tiles or a linoleum floor. They swear an oath. Soon after, the carpets, bedspreads, and upholstered furniture become empty canvases, unfilled dreamscapes, and hazardous dumpsites.


Clearly dogs are not colorblind, as they regularly select patterned carpets to express their maladies, where there’s a much higher probability that people will discover the atomic waste by stepping in it. Oriental carpets are the catch-22 of animal companionship—while tremendous at hiding stains, they’re even better at obscuring a fresh pet expulsion. And step in it you will, since you’re so busy wandering around wondering, “Where is that smell coming from?” I highly recommend lying down on the floor and scanning the carpet at eye level for any three-dimensional patches rather than performing an inspection on foot.


I’m curious where dogs developed their affinity for carpeting and upholstery. Because I think most humans can agree that when vomiting, nothing feels better than a cold floor. Being descended from wolves, perhaps it reminds them of grassy meadows and forest undergrowth from their ancestral days in the wild. All I know is that if I give a dog a messy bone on the kitchen floor, it is immediately dragged onto the most expensive oriental carpet in the house. And if one of my dogs starts heaving on bathroom tiles or even a wooden floor, it will manage to drag itself onto a bed—or better yet, the sofa covered in cream-colored silk brocade—to vomit. I’ve seen with my own eyes a dog begin to retch on the cement floor of a basement, only to pull itself up a flight of stairs and lurch through the kitchen in order to expel on brand new wall-to-wall carpet. If I could be at one of those imaginary dinner parties that necromantic interviewers are constantly conjuring up, I’d want to ask Charles Darwin what sort of evolutionary adaptation this is exactly.


While dogs are able to determine if you’re heading on vacation, off to work, or just leaving to run an errand, they completely disregard daylight saving time. As everyone else is dashing around changing clocks, looking like zombies, causing accidents, and showing up late for church, dogs have no intention of adjusting their timetables, much like Arizona and Hawaii. When it’s time for a walk followed by breakfast, just try lying in bed and explaining to those eager faces that it’s really only six o’clock because of a harebrained scheme begun in 1918 to make better use of daylight for people who don’t live near the equator, and for this reason it’s actually an hour earlier. They don’t care.






Mutt enjoyed traveling by car, but he was an unquiet passenger. He suffered from the delusion, common to dogs and small boys, that when he was looking out the right-hand side, he was probably missing something far more interesting on the left-hand side.


—Farley Mowat
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Chapter 2


Dog Is My Copilot


Traveling with pets can always be counted on for heart-stopping thrills and the kindness of strangers, even if it’s just an offer to direct you to the nearest mental hospital. No one would ever look to an Outward Bound trip for adventure after going across the country with a couple of pets. My friend Neil had a Siamese cat named Ziggy who managed to meow all the way from New York to San Francisco. A spaniel named Roxy is by far my most intrepid passenger. The first time I went on a trip with Roxy, she decided the back seat was her domain, and we hadn’t been on the road ten minutes before she had both windows down with the fumes of industrial New Jersey enlivening our journey, along with an easy way to leap out at exit 168. Did she have family in Ho-Ho-Kus? I raised the windows and applied the child lock so she couldn’t do it again. Clever me. Problem solved.


What else could she possibly get up to? I stopped for gas and left my phone in the car. After filling the tank, I washed the windshield and we were on our way. My cell phone rang and it was Mom calling because she was worried I’d been taken hostage by a drug dealer or sold into slavery. Why ever would she think such a thing? Perhaps because the dog had just dialed her three times while I was pumping gas, and Mom was convinced it was some type of distress signal.


At the next stop I took my phone. What could possibly go wrong? I was in line at Moe’s Southwest Grill when I heard a car alarm go off in the parking lot. Sure enough, hazard lights flashing and horn blaring, that was my car. How does one even activate the alarm from within? I thought it went off when people tried to open the car from outside with a coat hanger or crowbar. I dashed out and disengaged the alarm. When I started the car, it transpired that the dashboard had been completely reconfigured. Before me was a different set of monitors: the time was military; the fuel gage, temperature, and speedometer were in metric (or “Canadian,” as we say near the border); and it was now blue and white instead of red and black. I spent the next hundred miles attempting to switch everything back but only succeeded in accidentally programming the satellite radio stations Hair Nation and Octane (“coming to you live from the trailer park capital of Illinois”) as my favorites.


When driving dogs from New York to Florida, I usually need a break along the way since the twelve-hundred-mile journey takes about twenty-three hours in total. The first time I made the trip with four dogs, I could only find hotels with a two-dog limit. However, I decided it was possible to sneak in two since the spaniels look alike and the Frenchie enjoys curling up in a duffel bag. I parked the SUV on the far side of the hotel lot and went to check in, taking my keys and phone. Only this time Roxy discovered the button to open the back, leapt out, and met me in the lobby with the other three idiots following her like a Chuck Wagon dog food commercial. We found another hotel.


Nevertheless, what I hadn’t factored in was that the dogs had slept all the night before, awakened at six in the morning, climbed into the car, and slept an additional twelve hours. They’d now been zonked out a total of twenty hours. While I tried to get some rest, they ran around like maniacs jumping from table to bed to chair. Having learned my lesson, I now roll to a stop in a parking lot, usually next to cars driven by guys named Rebel and Crazy Butch who are avoiding bounty hunters, tilt the driver’s seat back ever-so-gently, and grab a cat nap. I also know that my travel gear, especially snacks, needs to be stowed securely. Roxy loves nothing more than unpacking every bag, not for consumption, but to spread around so the car looks like a rolling dumpster. She’s talented at opening Velcro, hermetically sealed packages, and even zippered suitcases. However, Roxy’s specialty is opening plastic containers that hold salads and burrito bowls and then giving them a twelve-inch drop for maximum spread. She missed her true calling as a crop duster pilot.


I’ve since realized that Roxy is like a roulette wheel. When you play poker and blackjack, the next hand is based on what previously happened, whereas each spin of the roulette wheel is an independent event based on nothing that came before. She always manages to stay one step ahead of me. Recently we were driving from a friend’s house in Fort Lauderdale back to my mom’s in Citrus Springs on the hottest day of the year. About an hour from home I spotted a farm stand and decided to make a quick stop for fresh corn and tomatoes. What could possibly go wrong? I switched off the car engine because I was raised during an energy crisis where we lived in cold and darkness for an entire decade, hopped out and bought some vegetables. The selection and purchase took a total of four minutes. In that brief interval Roxy managed to stand on the armrest and lock me out. The windows were all up, the keys were inside, and so was my cell phone. The car was in direct sunlight, it was noon, the heat index was 120 degrees Farhrenheit, and I assumed the dog would be dead within thirty minutes.


The farm stand proprietor lent me his phone, and I called AAA. They said it was a busy day and they’d attempt to be there in two hours. I explained the dog would be dead by then and they apologized for my loss. I could call my mom to come with the spare keys but she was an hour away and in the age of speed dial, I had no idea what her Florida phone number is or her cell phone. (Sadly, I’m old enough to remember when five-year-olds had memorized their home number and everyone over the age of ten knew between a dozen and fifty phone numbers of friends and family, plus one for the time and temperature.) Roxy was frantically leaping about inside the car, wondering why I was being such an idiot and not joining her inside. I had a thought—if she locked the door, then she must be able to unlock the door. I went to the window and frantically jumped around and she jumped about and finally click. Only I didn’t grab the door handle in time, and she locked it again, and we were right back where we started. Once again, I began leaping about like a Mexican jumping bean, and she unlocked it. This time I was super-fast in grabbing the door handle before she could land on it again.


Another time while I was driving with Roxy in Florida, a state where not only is it illegal to leave an unattended pet in your car (since so many have suffocated) but it’s legal to break into anyone’s vehicle if you believe a “domestic animal” is in danger, I stopped to buy a newspaper. I left the car for three minutes in the morning of a not particularly hot or sunny day, but Roxy decided to reenact the death scene of the Wicked Witch of the West from The Wizard of Oz. When I returned with my paper in three minutes, a group of distraught animal lovers was gathered around the car, one phoning the police, one on the line with animal control, and one preparing to break the window with a tire iron. They insisted the frantic dog was “clearly dehydrated” and “locked in there for hours.” My side of the story fell on deaf ears. Once again, the Oscar for Outstanding Performance in a Grocery Store Parking Lot goes to Roxy.


I’ve since put a BEWARE OF DOG sign in my vehicle. However, it doesn’t face out toward people who might be peering into the car or tempted to knock on the windows. It’s directly in front of me, the driver, reminding me to think like a mischievous spaniel and never let down my guard. I’ve also placed a corrugated yoga mat across the backseat. Whereas a beach towel or pleather seats will cause dogs to fly around like popcorn, they stick to the yoga mat like postage stamps.


The dogs enjoy being in Florida during the winter and avoiding the treacherous road salt in the Northeast. Between an increasingly litigious society and advanced chemical engineering, weapons-grade salt laced with various toxins now blankets New York City streets and sidewalks. This burns and cracks the dogs’ paws, and when the dogs attempt to lick it off, they ingest a lethal brew. People who don’t own dogs reasonably suggest using booties. Unfortunately, putting dogs in booties is akin to putting toddlers on stilts. There’s an amount of standing stock still, strutting like a drum majorette, spasmodically twirling about, crashing to the floor, and then comes removal, one way or another. In other words, putting booties on most dogs is like that old adage about trying to teach a pig to think—it’s a waste of your time and annoys the pig. But don’t take my word for it, Google “dogs in booties compilation.”


Northerners like to ridicule Florida, calling it “God’s Waiting Room” and “The Handgun State.” They joke about the Early Bird Specials, skinless boneless chicken, cataract sunglasses, headless drivers, and dermatologists on every corner. They say that most accidents happen in the Publix supermarket lot going five miles per hour. Liberals question the fact that maximum-strength pepper spray is sold in a large display next to the gator jerky at cash registers in convenience stores, and there’s usually only one left. Truth be told, I’m no longer a liberal the minute my wheels hit the I-95, and firmly believe in waterboarding for anyone leaving their vehicle alongside the gas pumps at busy service stations while they shop for beer-boiled Cajun peanuts inside the minimart. Still, I’ve never heard any Floridians say that they’re excited about retiring to Buffalo to enjoy shoveling, frostbite, and fishing for catfish, crappies, and perch. And Florida doesn’t retest seniors who wish to renew their driver’s licenses; the DMV relies entirely upon natural selection.


Otherwise, I have a travel tip for Yorkie owners. If you find out at the last minute that a vaccination certificate is necessary to cross a border with your Yorkie and don’t have one, there’s a workaround. Since puppies don’t need shots until they’re several months old, just say it’s an eight-week-old sheepdog puppy. This has worked for me several times. The only challenge is that if it’s an old dog you need a muzzle, because what comes out of its mouth is decidedly not “puppy breath”—it’s what happens when you leave mustard-crusted salmon in the trash and go on vacation for a month.






There are no one-night stands with dogs.


—Diana Delmar





[image: Image]


Chapter 3


Lying Down with Dogs


A popular subject of debate is whether you should sleep with dogs. Remember how for thousands of years authorities insisted that the Earth was the center of the Universe and then Galileo said no, that it was actually the sun, and the church placed him under house arrest for his trouble? Well, it’s easy to forgive people for thinking of their bedroom as a small universe with themselves as the center star and their pets as planets that revolve around them, gravity drawing their four-legged friends ever closer. However, you’d be completely wrong, because it transpires that the bed itself is the sun, and even after you leave, dogs and cats are thrilled to continue basking in its warm embrace. Newton’s law of universal gravitation states that larger bodies experience a stronger attraction, and this is why dogs over forty pounds almost without exception sleep in the exact center of the bed, sprawling outward until you’re lucky to have six inches at the edge of the mattress.


I always find myself asking salespeople if the California king is the largest bed they sell. It just seems that no bed is big enough for two people and four dogs, and I end up frozen in one place all night like a police chalk outline. Sometimes I’m awakened at two in the morning (because a fluffy spaniel tail is feather dusting my face) and miraculously discover that I can move my leg several inches, or even turn over in this 3D jigsaw puzzle. I may be perfectly comfortable and not wish to do either of those things, but I seize the chance. Sleeping with dogs is like a football game where you’re constantly in search of any yardage, as is the opposing team. It means waking up with at least two limbs dead asleep and a permanent back spasm. If the snoring Frenchie isn’t pressed up against me like a sandbag holding back a flood, then an internal alarm goes off, and he pushes himself closer so I’m experiencing unbroken contact with thirty pounds of immovable object. I haven’t shared a bed with cats since I was a teenager, but feline slumber expert Stephen Parker informs us, “Most beds sleep up to six cats. Ten cats without the owner.”


There are plenty of news stories featuring dogs who rescue people, fetch emergency help, or visit their former owners’ graves each day to stand vigil, so perhaps a more pertinent question than Can Dogs Tell Time? or To Pee Or Not To Pee? is Will My Dog Eat My Dead Body? In scientific circles, pets eating their peeps is politely known as “indoor scavenging.” With regard to the argument of cats versus dogs, cats are a little faster to start the meal and prefer to focus on the fleshy parts such as your nose and lips, what they view as “facial pâté.”


However, on balance, more “indoor scavenging” tends to involve dogs. Anthropologists like to remind us that dogs are descended from wolves, and if there’s no other source of food around, they will dive into the nearest pot of flesh. In several cases, emergency workers have reported food in the bowls of dogs who had feasted on their owners, clearly working their way from the freshest and moistest course to the oldest and driest. In ancient Rome, crucifixion on a low cross rather than a high cross was considered to be crueler since it provided easier snacking for roaming canines.


For better or worse, there appears to be no correlation between a pet’s devotion and how quickly it will switch from companion mode to consumption mode, so experts recommend that the best way to “save face” if you live alone with a carnivore is to make sure people check on you once a day, especially if you’re older, or taste like chicken.


Try all you want to make your pet a vegetarian, but those pointy teeth point to predator all the way. Feeding the dogs leftover Thanksgiving turkey is always a mixed bag at my place. At first bite they look up at me adoringly, positively worshipful, clearly thinking what a great huntress and provider I am, and that this is the best home in the entire canine kingdom. However, they also see that the turkey goes back into the fridge, and consequently there arises a growing sense of impatience that perhaps they’ve been cheated. A staring contest results—eyes looking from me to the fridge and back to me. Surely there’s been a mistake, and we should finish what we started. I leave the kitchen feeling the glares upon my back. Anger turns to edginess; they all become jittery as the turkey high wears off and they’re jonesing for more bird. A clique of addicts forms in the kitchen waiting for anyone to provide a Snausage or whatever the equivalent is to methadone for poultry dependency.


Although I’ve had plenty of everything, I prefer dogs to cats. (That said, some of my best friends are cats.) The joke goes that the difference between pets and people is that if you lock your dog and your spouse in the trunk of the car, when you open it, your dog will be happy to see you. Dogs can run away, but none to my knowledge has ever consulted a divorce lawyer. As for the difference between dogs and children, obedience school is considerably cheaper than college, and whereas kids are always begging for a dog, a dog will never bother you about getting a kid.


Even if my dogs don’t always come when I call, they at least want to know what it’s about, whereas the cat usually says, “Leave a message and I’ll get back to you. Or not.” When people ask how old I am, I like to tell them that I’m on my tenth dog, or alternatively, give my age in months so they can stay sharp with their math. Still, I think most of us would be happy to see at least some of the billions of dollars that have been poured into the space program put toward having pets live as long as humans, rather than a vacuum tube for peeing in zero gravity. It’s sad to see our beloved companions decline. While standing in the elevator, I said to a vet who lives in my building, “Wouldn’t it be great if our pets lived as long as we do?” Her eyes widened. “Absolutely not!” she replied. “What if one is badly behaved? Now they’re like a spouse you no longer like and you have to get a divorce or something.” The elevator doors opened into the lobby, and she didn’t elaborate on what the something might be.


Still, I love all animals, which is why I don’t eat them, and I believe that you are what you eat and also whatever they had to eat, or the bumper sticker version: You are whatever you eat ate. I’ve always lived with a menagerie, purposely or otherwise. When I was a kid, during one particularly long and harsh winter, a family of raccoons snuck in through the eaves and took up residence in an abandoned doll’s bed in my room. The poodle looked at this and thought, “Well, they’re varmints and as a hunting dog I have a problem with that, but they’re furry, and if they help keep us warm, I suppose I can look the other way until spring.” The finicky cats made a note just in case we ran out of 9 Lives Ranch Supper and Fisherman’s Stew.


Once when I was having some friends with children over for brunch, an eight-year-old boy who had no pets of his own informed me that he was allergic to peanuts. “Are you also allergic to dogs?” I asked.


“Do they have peanuts in them?” he said.


“They’re nut free,” I replied, without adding, “Especially since the Yorkie is gone.” He was curious about the dogs and asked more questions, such as if eating raw food would turn them wild. Of course, the best way to find out would have been for the dogs to bite one of his arms or legs.


A terrific way to teach kids about dogs is by explaining that canines do most things that humans do including burp, cough, sneeze, shake, snore, have hiccups, and catch colds. They can be happy, sad, fearful, and angry (hence little dogs employing the bathmat as a toilet, or Yorkies who go straight for your pillow). If there is more than one dog, and toys or cookies are given out, the dogs are extremely concerned with what everyone else has and feel certain that it’s better than what they received. Dogs also dream and have nightmares. Our Labrador’s eyelids rippled in her sleep while her legs pumped away, accompanied by a high-pitched yipping. I assume she was in pursuit of squirrels, or better yet, an animal she has a history of actually being able to catch, such as a Pekingese. For her sake I hoped the reverie ended happily since my travel dreams always involve canceled flights and missed connections, and I wake up in a sweaty panic.


Obviously dogs fart. However, I possess a real miracle worker in the form of a French bulldog that can fart and snore simultaneously. When I drive Ollie from New York to Florida, the windows must all be down in an effort to evacuate the green smog. That said, he’s a large-headed hypocrite as he takes unkindly to anyone else farting. If awakened from a sound sleep by anyone else’s staccato blast he’ll fix the perpetrator with a spiteful glare.


Our black Lab, Maisie, regularly embarked upon epic farting sprees. Maisie’s farts were so toxic that when she let loose outdoors, the ants circled while the birds fled the trees, and the sky momentarily darkened. When Maisie farted in bed, she’d quickly leap up and exit the room, leaving us to fall asleep in a moist purple haze. In fact, her silent but deadly explosions led to a number of unfortunate incidents. I live on a high floor in an apartment building and while angelic looking Maisie and I proceeded down to the lobby in a crowded elevator and riders inhaled the toxic fart smell, it was immediately assumed that I was the perpetrator. The first few times I joked about how sweet my dog looked in comparison to the lethal nature of her gas. However, people glared at me as if I were trying to blame an innocent creature for my own noxious windiness. After that happened a few times, I’d wait for an empty elevator or alternatively a very full elevator. While waiting I often pondered what city dogs think about elevators since several times a day they walk into a box and then step right back out of the box. I’ve noticed that dogs visiting from the country are suspicious of the entire operation, as if it might be a trap, or else their initial instinct is confirmed, that people who choose to live in cities are just incredibly stupid.


I’m not a “love me, love my dog” sort of gal. If you don’t like dogs or cats or any animals, for that matter, no problem, I don’t like oompah bands or licorice. I’m happy to put my dogs in a back room while you’re here if you promise not to play “In München steht ein Hofbräuhaus” on a trombone and ask for Twizzlers. However, I’m often surprised by how little some people know about “man’s best friend.” While I was walking four dogs—a Frenchie, a golden retriever, a Tibetan spaniel, and a mutt—one passerby inquired, “Are they all related?”


I presume it was because the dogs were all what Clairol classifies as a “champagne” color, or else this person just had a lobotomy. “Yes,” I replied, “cousins, and they all have the same middle name of Darwin.”






Dogs’ lives are too short. Their only fault, really.


—Agnes Turnbull
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Chapter 4


The Circle of Life


Comedian George Carlin liked to say that pets are tragedies waiting to happen. Any human capable of basic computation would never take one home since, unless you’re over eighty, there’s a good chance it will end horribly with you in the fetal position on a cold antiseptic washed floor, sobbing and holding a frayed collar or empty crate. The only solace is that you won’t need to explain your distress to anyone else in the room; they will politely step over you without staring, and through a stream of tears, it’s hard to make out the twenty or so thousand dollars the vet has put on your credit cards over the past few weeks.


The End Times are something people don’t always consider when deciding whether to bring home a big dog or a little dog. It’s true that little dogs pee in the house more, bark more, bite more and are generally more annoying (they wouldn’t be the first creatures to compensate for size). However, when small dogs enter old age it’s much easier to carry them to the park and vet and put Wee-Wee pads near their beds to reduce outdoor excursions. Big dogs aren’t as easy to scoop up in your arms and most don’t fancy an indoor lavatory. Also, there can be bouts of heavy panting, so when you’re on the phone with an old dog in the vicinity, callers automatically assume you have a pornography addiction.


My husband and I operated a canine assisted living facility for our black Lab, Maisie, the last few years of her life, and I was happy to do it, but it was also excellent training if I ever wish to become a firefighter. This is when living on the high floor of an apartment building is most punishing. As Maisie began pacing at three in the morning, which meant she needed to go out immediately, I had exactly sixty seconds to grab either pants or shoes or a coat to throw over my nightshirt while sprinting to push the elevator button and praying for its swift arrival. There wasn’t enough time for all three articles of clothing so I eventually started leaving a pair of sweatpants and clogs in the path to the front door so I could dress as I dashed. Still, I’m surprised I wasn’t arrested in Central Park, since more often than not I was absent at least one article of clothing required by public decency laws. And though I wasn’t picked up for exposure, I was lucky not to die from exposure during the middle of winter.


This was also the year when, hearty and hale in my early forties, I caught a glimpse of my old age—disrupted sleep, rising for good at four thirty, napping before lunch, nodding off during dinner, and dreading evening engagements that could potentially run past seven thirty. It was hard to believe I used to watch late night talk shows (thank goodness for the DVR), and the idea that I’d pulled all-nighters in my twenties and been functional the next day seemed impossible. Now I had my bowl of soup at six, followed by half an episode of Grace and Frankie, and was comatose by nine o’clock. There was no danger of my binge-watching anything, or even making it through an entire thirty-minute show for that matter.


After returning home from that final trip to the vet and spending a week under the covers, you sadly begin to clear out the medications, pill pockets, special foods, treats, and Wee-Wee pads. You vow never to get another pet because yours was a one-of-a-kind animal companion. If economically feasible, you probably would have cloned the beloved pet, although the more you consider it, there were just a few bad habits, such as the predilection for dried cat turds. You wash or toss the beds and blankets with all the stains and pulls. You put away the paper towels and carpet cleaner and stow the bowls, bones, heating pad, blankets, sweaters, feeding mat, and plush toys. You give the leftover food and treats to a neighbor with dogs, but most animals are on a prescription diet nowadays so they kindly take it and throw it out when you’re not looking. You remove the ramps, stools, steps, and benches that gave your pet access to all its favorite places.


Finally, you order new carpets and perhaps a new couch, armchair, and maybe even a mattress, pillows, and bed linens. Despite having sworn up and down that you’re never going to get another pet because there will never be another Fido or Fleabag, and the heartbreak is too devastating, it’s wise to follow some redecorating guidelines. The carpet store is always a bit of a tease because the displays consist of goods that would be ruined in a week by most pets. (Every experienced home manager can tell you, “Have children and pets or have nice things.”) I grudgingly drag myself past the sumptuous Persian rugs and delicately muted Aubussons to a dimly lit corner in the back where there’s a single book of industrial strength commercial carpeting intended for the break room in a chemical factory and upholstery for train seats; swatches that have been Scotchguarded and coated so as to wick moisture, and feel like you’re walking across a Brillo pad. Basically, the next stop is Astroturf.


As previously stated, Oriental rugs offer little chance of seeing that broad catchall known in the carpet cleaning profession as “pet mess” prior to stepping in it. Yet they hide stains better than any plain, textured, or geometric patterned carpeting. I have Oriental rugs that started out as one pattern but, with scoured patches of vomit and diarrhea, have entirely new designs, though the casual viewer would never notice. It so happens that whatever stomach enzymes are in dog vomit blend nicely with flowers and medallions. A delicate yet busy paisley design can go a long way in camouflaging intestinal adversity.


Next comes the “choice” of color. The question is not what goes well with the room so much as what looks good with pee, diarrhea, and bile stains. Similarly, car and clothes shopping pose the question, “What goes best with fur?” My friend Neil’s Siamese cat, Ziggy, shed his entire coat twice a day. As a result, to avoid looking like a hairball for fifteen years, not only did Neil dress in Siamese colors, but he purchased all his towels and linens in Siamese. I’m surprised that a company like Lands’ End hasn’t come out with a companion animal line called Furbulous that features colors named after short-haired breeds such as Abyssinian, Burmese, black Lab, chocolate Lab, yellow Lab, Weimaraner, Dalmatian, etc. It could make shopping for friends with pets much easier, since there’s nothing crueler than giving a black shearling coat to the owner of a Russian white cat.


After redecorating, the place looks fresh and clean, just the way you always imagined it could while running around with Resolve in one hand and Bounty in the other. The carpets and woven cotton blankets are lovely and clean with no pulls, holes, stains, or chew marks, and you swear that this time it’ll be different—they’re going to stay looking fresh and new. Friends are no longer allowed to drink red wine or eat Chinese food in the living room. Everyone must remove their shoes no matter what the weather. Yes, life is quieter now, but you look at the bright side—no more heading out in rainstorms and blizzards, especially after you arrive home exhausted from a wedding. No more bolting upright in the middle of the night to the ominous sound of heaving and retching. No more being fast asleep while having your face slurped or nose bitten because you’re not getting out of bed to put breakfast on the floor. No more heaps of towels by the door to wipe off dirty fur, faces, and paws. You’re saving thousands of dollars on food, medication, pet sitters, and vet bills. Life is boring. It’s weird. Time to get a kitten or puppy!






Outside of a dog, a book is man’s best friend.


Inside of a dog it’s too dark to read.


—Groucho Marx
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Chapter 5


Making the Purrfect Match


How to choose a cat? One rarely chooses a cat. A cat is foisted upon you (often by my aunt) because it’s lost or abandoned or else the owner is moving away or has joined the Heavenly Choir. A woman standing in the church vestibule with a box of adorable kittens just as we kids were pouring out of Sunday school led to the adoption of our cat Button. My mother was already vacuuming up after several pets, and my father was allergic. I don’t think anyone spoke to the woman ever again.


What kind of dog is best? Or in puppy parlance, “Who’s a good dog?” Just like there are people who collect old laundry wringers, matchbooks, and bottle caps, there are fans of every breed, crossbreed, and Heinz 57. Obviously, it’s heroic to rescue a dog, and the Internet makes that easy to accomplish. If you can’t decide between a shepherd, setter, or poodle, get them all by adopting a mutt. If, after watching 101 Dalmatians and 102 Dalmatians, the kids are still begging for a fire dog, then show them Lady and the Tramp and Isle of Dogs to demonstrate the glories of the mongrel.


When it comes to “dangerous dogs,” most were trained to be that way, or else their aggressive behaviors are a result of harsh ownership. And because it’s not necessarily their nature, this can be remedied with caring and kindness. Pit bulls, rottweilers, and dobermans come to mind. In fact, pit bulls have a history of being wonderful family pets and earned the nickname “nanny dogs” in England for looking after children.


Burglars agree that canines are the bane of their existence. Nevertheless, while a big, scary-looking pooch might deter home invasion, a good second-story man is happy to tell you that the superior threat is actually a small, yappy dog that hides and continues barking (where a Yorkie positively shines), and especially those smart teacup poodles that have been known to dial 911. An exception is the basenji, a smallish dog that doesn’t bark at all but in fact yodels, which isn’t scary so much as strange, and may only succeed in frightening off critics of The Sound of Music.


Don’t be fooled by size—small dogs possess great fortitude. They were bred down from large dogs, which were formerly wolves. Only two canines survived the sinking of the Titanic, a Pomeranian and a Pekingese. Of course, they were traveling first class with their own luggage, since that’s how small dogs roll. Training manuals like to euphemistically say that “small dogs are more challenging to train,” but what they mean is that small dogs are actually no different from killer whales at SeaWorld—you find out what they like to do, when and how, and then you reward them not to destroy you. Small dogs can occasionally be calm and compliant. I have two twenty-pounders who are so submissive they lie next to each other on their backs both wanting to play while signaling, “You get on top,” “No, you get on top.”


Short-haired dogs and cats tend to shed copiously while long-haired ones not so much, which seems counterintuitive, like the fact that in a group of twenty-three people there’s a 50 percent chance two will have the same birthday. Families who suffer from allergies should avoid shorthaired quadrupeds, and there’s definitely more vacuuming and cleaning the lint trap involved with shorthairs. Otherwise, short versus long hair can work for or against you depending on whether or not you’re a law-abiding citizen. In 1994 Shirley Duguay went missing and was found in a shallow grave by Canadian authorities. A blood-soaked leather jacket had been buried along with the body. However, the blood belonged to Shirley and was therefore of no help to police. But the jacket was also covered with something else—over two dozen white feline hairs. The Mounties recalled that Duguay’s estranged common-law husband lived not far away with his parents, and they had a white cat named Snowball. Scientists developed a method to test animal DNA specifically to solve this case, and soon the cat was out of the bag. Douglas Beamish was convicted of second-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison.


Most pet owners concede that mutts are best because they were the last ones picked for dodgeball and spend the rest of their lives trying to compensate. However, I’ll offer a few observations with regard to the canine selection process. First, dachshunds (a.k.a. wiener dogs) are indeed adorable, and what breed is more fun to dress up in a hotdog costume, but don’t be fooled by the name. A dachshund is a terrier. It was created to flush out prey. “Dachshund” isn’t German for “dashing dog” but for “badger dog.”


As for Yorkshire terriers, I’m pretty sure they’re the only dog breed with support groups for their human companions, and I know for a fact that I’m not the first person to ever describe myself as a “recovering Yorkie owner.” When I say “seventeen years,” other survivors put a comforting hand on my shoulder while those with young Yorkies burst into tears. Conspiracy theorists like to argue that there is a secret agreement between state surveillance and Silicon Valley, but I propose there may well be a quid pro quo between Yorkie breeders and psychotropic drug manufacturers. I’m aware that plenty of people adore their adorable Yorkies, and that’s wonderful. If we’re going to be honest, I like bagpipe music, to a point. Since it would be easy to use up the rest of this space on the subject, I’ll offer just one Yorkie story. A piece of kibble dropped and skidded underneath the refrigerator. The rogue kibble was impossible to remove, even by fishing around with a hanger or a yardstick. My persistent Yorkie stood in front of the fridge whining. On day three of this high-pitched solo performance, at about four in the morning, she was still scratching and fussing at the fridge, so I rose out of bed completely exasperated and with the kind of brief Herculean strength Reader’s Digest describes in stories about mothers experiencing a surge of adrenaline to lift cars off their children, I moved the fridge and managed to extract the single piece of food the size of a Skittle. The Yorkie sniffed, decided it was too dusty, and clambered off to bed. So if you decide on a Yorkie, just be sure to also get the name of a good therapist and one of those white noise sleep machines. In fact, I was recently dining at a fancy restaurant in the new Hudson Yards neighborhood in Manhattan. Normally I’m more of a burrito bar gal, but a friend and I had just seen a production at the Shed that was so confounding we needed to sit down. A tiny Yorkie in a plaid jumper came hurtling down the banquette seat and startled my friend. She said, “I didn’t think they allowed dogs in restaurants.” The Yorkie owner replied that it was her emotional support animal. I laughed out loud. When has a Yorkie ever made anyone less crazy? Try again.


While on the subject of terriers, I once went horseback riding with a woman who had a Jack Russell puppy. I told her about a friend whose Jack Russell ate all the molding in her living room, including long strips several feet off the ground. The woman replied that her Jack Russell had eaten two living room sets. “Two?” I exclaimed. She thought he was finished after the first one and foolishly ordered another. It all depends on what you want your dog to be famous for—which dog breed do you think holds the record time for popping one hundred balloons? That’s right, forget those dancing poodles in flamenco skirts and spaniels who play dead when you point a finger at them, it’s Jack Russells that are hardwired to snap the necks of unsuspecting rats. Inflate a hundred small balloons, toss them into the living room, release a Jack Russell, and paws down it has the best party piece. The expressions “dogged pursuit” and “dogged determination” were definitely created with the terrier in mind.
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