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Attitude

hen my kids were little and 
food would fly off the table at every meal, a friend 
tried to talk me into getting a dog. We were sitting 
in her kitchen watching her mutt dine on the mac-
aroni and cheese on the floor. I liked her logic, but 
despite the appeal of having a vacuum in canine 
form, I didn’t want another critter to tend to. That, 
and the dog hair.

Years later, after my marriage had ended and 
the kids were with me every other week, I revisit-
ed the idea of dog ownership. I didn’t need a vacu-
um so much as peace of mind. A dog in the window 
keeps the bad guys away, plus I would never come 
home to an empty house. So I inherited Hudson, 
an ancient and neurotic collie/heeler cross.

My ex-husband carried Hudson to the car the 
day I had to put him down. It was just before 
Christmas about five years ago. After a day of tests 
(and $900 on my credit card), the vet determined 
the dog was beyond repair and we all gathered at 
the animal hospital to say goodbye; my ex brought 
our kids, my brother and his girlfriend came, and a 
former beau sat with me as the vet gave Hudson 
the needle.  

After my beloved dog died in my lap, we went 
back to my house for an impromptu wake. Some-
one brought beer. Someone else brought pizza. 
And the kids kept handing me Kleenex. Between 
sobs, I told them we’d wait until after the holidays 
to get another mutt. It seemed like the sensible 
thing to do. 

And then it was their dad’s week to have them 
and I was completely alone in the house for the 
first time in years. 

I dropped Man on the Moon into the DVD 
player. At the end of the movie, Jim Carrey plays 
Andy Kaufman’s corpse a little too convincingly, 
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not being around as much. But Rocky’s 
always there. And he always lets me 
nuzzle up close and say “I lubby dub-
by you” without recoiling in horror 
like the non-fur kids do. On his next 
birthday, Rocky will be older than me 
— 49 in dog years — and I am counting 
on him to lead the way into our fifties. 

He’s already led me to discover the 
joys of the dog park. All Hudson ever 
wanted was a walk around the block. 
But Rocky needs to run around for 
an hour a day, so I have to find time 
in my day — every day — to head to the 
off-leash park.  

What started as a mandatory work-
out for the dog has become a beloved 
time out for me. Rocky and I have spent 
hundreds of hours exploring Nose Hill, 
a huge environmental reserve in Cal-
gary and a tremendous backdrop for 
reflecting, thinking and recalibrating. 

I bathe in the beauty of perspective 
and marvel at its power to improve the 
day. While stomping along a well-
loved trail, I search high and low for a 
loophole in the Buddhist truism that 
suffering comes from attachment to 
desire. At the dog park, I find solu-
tions, inner strength and lost gloves. 

I dip my toe in existential angst 
amid the glory of the great outdoors, 
yet a moment later find myself im-
mersed in the minutiae of life: When 
did I buy that feta cheese? Has it gone 
off or could we toss it in pasta with 
that leftover bruschetta tonight and 
call it dinner?  

Regardless of what thought I am 
lost in, I snap out of it when I run into 
one of my dog park friends. Most of 
them are women around my age who 
also head out to the park mid-morn-
ing. After work, it’s all men on moun-
tain bikes, but from 9 till noon, the 
place belongs to us dolls and our dogs. 

The woman with two spaniels has 
kids in high school too, and we talk 
about their growing independence, 
and ours. I compare running aches 
with the woman with the big white 
furball. Another gal with a handsome 
heeler has warned me about the in-
somnia that accompanies menopause. 

I don’t know their names. And even 
though we see one another all the 
time, I don’t think we’d recognize one 
another downtown, without the dogs 
and the poo bags sticking out of our 
pockets. But in the park, when the 
dogs stop to sniff, we stop to talk, often 
swapping stories about our mutts. 

Like the time Rocky emerged from 
the bushes with the spinal cord of a 
deer in his mouth. He ran over to me, 
showing off his prize before settling 
down in the grass to strip off what lit-
tle the coyotes had left. It was, I think, 
the happiest day of his life — and prob-
ably the grossest of mine. At dinner 
that night, the kids actually paid at-
tention to my daily dog park report 
(Rocky, of course, still hangs on my 
every word, particularly when I am 
holding his dish).

I can’t entice the kids to the dog 
park anymore. They’re too busy being 
teenagers. A few other companions 
have replaced them, most of whom 
don’t have dogs and one who doesn’t 
even like them. But they all love com-
ing along with me for the fresh air, 
exercise and conversation. 

My friend with the canine vacuum 
is my most regular dog-walking com-
panion. Rocky and her latest mutt, Ru-

and I freaked out. Suddenly, I was a 
12-year-old babysitter stricken with 
terror after hearing a strange noise in 
a strange house. Back then I’d call my 
mom. This time I put on my best calm 
mom voice and talked myself into 
getting from the basement to my bed 
without the monsters getting me. 

The next day, I started looking for 
another dog. I needed another living, 
breathing being in my house in the 
middle of the night.

I packed up my two kids plus one 
of their friends and we headed south 
of Calgary to a kennel full of rescue 

dogs to interview Lola, a husky/collie 
cross. But Lola was as scared of us as I 
was of Jim Carrey, so the owner sized 
us up and said: “I have another dog 
you should meet” and took us straight 
to Rocky. 

A beautiful golden beast — all long 
legs and floppy ears — bounded out 
of the kennel toward us. He ran right 
up to my then nearly six-foot son, 
put his paws on his shoulders and 
licked his face. Then he did the same 
to his friend. And me. Rocky didn’t 
jump on my daughter, then 10, be-
cause I think he knew he would have 
knocked her over. 

We took our new 100-pound dog 
home and stopped letting him jump up 
on us.

Rocky was two and I was 43 when 
he joined the family. Since then, both 
my kids have grown taller than me 
and I have grown accustomed to them 
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pert, have a grand time sniffing and 
peeing and running around. She and I 
will solve one of the world’s problems, 
laugh our asses off or yell out our frus-
trations and swear really loud (in one 
of the biggest parks in North America, 
only the coyotes can hear us). 

After another woman warned us 
about a pack of coyotes, my friend 
quipped that we didn’t need to worry 
because “coyotes are afraid of cou-
gars.” On a cold spring day, we trudged 
back down the hill through a sudden 
storm, our heads bowed to the hori-
zontal rain, arms linked, belting out 
“It’s a Long, Long Way to Tipperary.”  

That kind of stuff just never hap-
pens when you meet up at Starbucks. 

I’ve known Rupert’s mom for almost 
20 years. When the kids were small 
and we orchestrated all their activities, 
we spent a lot of time together. But as 
the kids got older and made their own 
friends, we moms didn’t see each other 
as much. Now that my kids organize 
their own calendars, my friend and I 
are back to making play dates, for us, 
at the dog park.

Lately, she has been bringing a cam-
era along to snap pictures of Rupert as 
he trots along barking hello to every 
creature he meets. Rupert has cancer 
and will be heading off to the big dog 
park in the sky soon. 

I don’t know whether he senses that. 
But I do know he’s happy to be here 
now and not wasting time thinking 
about what he should have done yes-
terday or what he needs to do tomor-
row. Dogs just lick, sniff, pee, run, poop, 
eat, sleep (and repeat), enjoying every 
minute as it comes.

Those of us lucky enough to be cov-
ered in dog hair learn from that — not 
so much the licking and peeing — but 
the fact that what really sustains us all 
is the joy of the moment. That, and a 
really good lint brush. M
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