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INTRODUCTION
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The arrival of three goats—a phrase that, for most of my life, it would have shocked me to write—has altered my morning routine.

Usually my day begins with the sound of donkeys braying joyously, and a bit imperiously, the moment I open the back door. I always have donkey cookies tucked in my jacket pocket—and Lulu, Fanny, Jeanette, and Jesus love their cookies.

But now I have goats, who are even more vocal, and even closer to the back door. Most evenings, before I go to sleep, I have a bowl of low-fat microwaved popcorn, and I bring the leftovers with me in the morning for Murray, Ruth, and Honey. My presentation is not sentimental: I toss the contents of the popcorn bag over the fence and the goats make quick work of it. They love popcorn, so they love me.

The animals on my farm are simple creatures. They love food, anything to do with food, and anyone who brings them food. The goats would love the UPS driver if he brought them popcorn, too.

So on a recent morning, I dumped the popcorn, walked over to give the donkeys their cookies, and scattered some dry dog food out in the barn for Winston the rooster and the gals. The chickens love dog kibble. Accordingly, they love me, as much as chickens love anything.

It was a crisp, late-autumn morning, and sunlight was oozing up over the hill and across the Black Creek Valley, rays streaming across the roof of the barn to the pasture behind it.

The sheep were making their way down the hill, a timeless, leisurely procession. My farm helper Annie, a.k.a. the Bedlam Farm Goddess, brings them hay in the morning, or else I do. So the sheep love me, too. As does Elvis, the giant steer, who appreciates carrots and apples and, now and then, a few glazed offerings from Dunkin’ Donuts.

And of course there were the dogs, Izzy, Rose, and the new puppy, Lenore, who bounded alongside me. There’s almost always one dog or another beside me. I share Bedlam Farm with three great dogs at the moment. Rose is the worker, Izzy is my soul mate, Lenore is sheer affection.

Rose loves me because I take her to herd sheep. Izzy—well, that’s a more complicated story.

Lenore, on the other hand, is not complicated: She adores me because I feed her twice a day and I keep my jeans pockets stuffed with liver treats. She has actually hopped into the UPS delivery truck, ready to elope with the driver, because he brings her treats, too.

Still, it all amounts to a great deal of love, and I take it where I can get it. I appreciate how wonderful it is to start the day with all that baahing, mooing, meowing (I left out the two barn cats, also waiting to be fed), braying, and clucking. I am, at that moment, the center of the universe, at least a small, local universe.

I wish all of last year, or most of my life, were as simple and gratifying as morning rounds on Bedlam Farm. I wish that for everyone.

These animals, I have learned, are unique, each with a distinctive personality, habits, and affections. Getting to know them has been one of the delights of my trek to rural upstate New York, where the population of my farm, Bedlam Farm, keeps expanding. I cherish the predictability of these creatures, their sociability, their contented acceptance of life. I wish I possessed even one of those traits. I’m working on it.

         

This book is about small things, like getting a new dog that changes your outlook. And about big things, like having a dog lead you places you never imagined going.

About a frightening encounter with mental illness, a struggle to control my mind and to understand who I really am—something I was profoundly shocked to realize I didn’t know. It’s about coming nose-to-nose with old ghosts.

It’s beyond sobering to learn, in late middle age, that you’ve been running from something your whole life and didn’t know it, that certain events shaping your adulthood lay buried so deeply that they could become literally dangerous.

I would learn, in this tough year, some things that wiser people have known for a while: what friendship really means. What family really means. What faith means. How to take care of myself.

And this book is about the remarkable interaction between people and animals, about which so much is said and so little understood. On many levels, I learned a lot.

I’ve always been wary of people who overburden their dogs and other animals, turning their pets into emotional support systems, the focus of attachment dramas, four-legged psychics and mystic healers. So it was especially startling—challenging, too—to be in need of some of those things myself.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Izzy

The place looked like a painting of a farm, not a real one. It lacked the elements of authenticity: rusting tractor parts, rotting hay bales, old tires piled over tarps, the pungent smell of silage.

The farmhouse, astride the tallest of three rolling hills, was in perfect condition, every slate tile on the roof in place, the old clapboards trim and freshly painted. Well-tended flower gardens encircled it.

The fences were all white and upright, the pastures were freshly mown, but there wasn’t an animal in sight.

Two large barns on either side of the farmhouse had also been tastefully and expensively restored. The property had the unmistakably crisp look that follows New Yorkers with money.

Nearly a quarter mile from the farmhouse, on the smallest of the three hills, stone steps led up to an enclosure fenced in wire mesh, nearly two acres of ground. Below, at the base of the hill, sat a caretaker’s trailer.

Behind the fence, hung with ivy, was a tiny wooden house, almost a miniature farmhouse. This, I thought, must be where Izzy lived, like a princess trapped in a castle tower, waiting to be rescued and brought back into the world.

Flo Myrick and I walked up the hill, opened the gate, and squeezed into the tiny house, perhaps seven feet tall. The windows had no glass or screens, and there was clearly no electricity or heat.

Inside, a worn, smelly, dog-hair-covered sofa sat in the center of the single room; we saw a water bowl, and two other bowls encrusted with dried food, sitting on a threadbare carpet.

“Izzy!” Flo yelled. “Izzy!” No dog.

The story of a beautiful dog running along a fence all day, on an isolated farm deep in the country, had been passed around so often by people I knew that it had become something of a myth. I’d been hearing about this place, and this border collie Izzy, for months.

I doubted the tale could be true. Why would affluent people buy a purebred dog—two of them, in fact—and then abandon them to fend for themselves? Why wouldn’t they find another home for them? How could they leave Izzy to race around an enclosure for years? And if they had, then by now the dog had to be half-mad.

Even the story of the kindly caretaker coming by to give the two dogs food and water, bringing them inside during the ugliest storms, seemed lifted from a fairy tale.

So I was anxious to see these dogs I had been hearing about, but I was also apprehensive.

         

A few nights earlier, Flo had called and begged me to come look at Izzy, to take him home or, if not, to find another home for him. She’d managed to place the other dog, a gentle female named Emma, with a doctor in Vermont. But Izzy was wilder, more energetic, clearly a tougher sell.

I get a lot of calls like that, and unlike so many tender-hearted rescue people, I have no trouble saying no. I don’t want a score of messed-up dogs racing around my farm; I don’t want to operate a rescue clinic. It would take a toll on me, on my other dogs, and on my farm. Rescuing dogs is worthwhile, but I’m not strong enough to do it over and over again.

“What you heard is true,” said Flo. “I see Izzy two or three times a month. He is wild and disconnected, but there’s something wonderful about him, too, something greathearted and beautiful. He is really worth saving.” Flo thought all animals were worth saving.

Still, curious, I agreed to meet her on Route 22 and follow her out into the countryside to an enchanted but abandoned farm, and to this strangely elaborate doghouse in the middle of nowhere, home to a mythic dog.

         

Flo, calling for Izzy, was in her late thirties, fit and vibrant, with bright curly blond hair. “There he is,” she suddenly said.

We heard the sound of paws thumping on hard ground, and a black-and-white blur appeared, heading like a bullet in our direction.

Hurtling toward us, Izzy ignored me and jumped up on Flo, whom he clearly recognized. I got a quick look at him.

He was beautiful—long and graceful, a bit stockier than some border collies, but not wide. He was evidently well bred. He was also alarmingly stirred up, eyes wide, spittle spewing from his mouth, head swiveling. And he was filthy, his coat caked with mud, tangled with burrs, feces encrusted in the hair along his haunches. He looked as if he hadn’t been brushed in years; his fur was so thickly matted that I doubted it could be brushed; it would have to be shorn off. His untended nails were curved like talons. Yet he was beside himself with joy to see Flo, rolling into her arms for a brief cuddle before suddenly leaping up and tearing off again to run the fence line, racing two other dogs, also border collies, on the other side. Human connection was no match for the work he did—the running that seemed to possess him. This was not an easy creature.

The others were the caretakers’ dogs, Flo said. She pointed to the trench, a nearly two-foot-deep gouge along the inside of the fence that Izzy had dug in his years of running and running.

At night, Izzy and the other border collie, Emma, slept on the sofa in the little outbuilding. He’d seen a vet once when he was a puppy, Flo thought, but not since. As far as she knew, the only human contact Izzy had was with her—she came twice a week or so to bring treats and try to keep an eye on him—and the good-natured caretaker, who fed the dogs and filled their water bowls.

The urbanites who’d acquired this farm initially planned to get some sheep, Flo had heard, so they imported two New Zealand border collies bred from impressive herding lines. The property owners had returned once or twice, locals reported, to check on the elaborate restoration project, which had to have run into the hundreds of thousands of dollars. Then, they barely came back at all. Nobody really knew why; rumor had it they decided they didn’t like country life that much after all.

But the dogs remained behind that fence.

For three years (longer for Emma), beautiful, sociable Izzy dug this deepening trench. On the most brutal subzero winter nights, the caretaker brought Izzy and Emma into his own trailer. But since the dogs weren’t housebroken, that didn’t happen often.

When the absentee owners eventually gave up on the farm and decided to sell it, the caretaker frantically began looking for a home for the dogs, enlisting Flo and her friend Amy, who were active in animal rescue. They started calling me.

I didn’t need another dog. I almost never really do. I had my hands full at the time with Rose and two Labs, Clementine and Pearl, who was older and still needed extensive rehab for her surgically repaired legs. Plus, I had the farm and its burgeoning population to attend to.

So I’d put the women off at first, and didn’t return their calls.

Then Flo reached me, sounding more insistent and alarmed. Izzy’s fate was becoming urgent, she said; the farm was under contract to be sold. The dog behind the fence had to leave his enclosure. I winced at the thought of his going to a shelter, but it was sounding like that’s where he’d wind up.

“Jon, I just want you to come take a look at this guy,” Flo urged. “I just have a feeling you’d do well together. If I’m wrong, all you have to do is leave. Maybe you can help us place him somewhere else.”

I knew how tireless and persuasive Flo and her friend Amy could be. They’d placed dogs, horses, even burros. But this guy—older, wild, unhousebroken—would be a challenge, even for them.

And for his new owner, if they could find him one. She’d brought a number of people to see him, Flo said, but all had turned him down. He was too hyper, too dirty, he’d never lived with people.

Orson, the border collie I’d had to put down a couple of years earlier, was a wonderful dog, bright and beautiful and loving, at least to me. But he had been damaged in ways that I—and a bevy of behaviorists, vets, and trainers—couldn’t understand or fundamentally alter. Some dogs never recover from early trauma, or fall victim to breeding and genetic disorders. Others, with the right care and training, can rebound. Which of these scenarios would be true for Izzy was impossible to say.

Maybe these years behind a fence hadn’t scarred him so badly. Dogs are highly adaptable, I theorized. Running half the day, getting fed regularly, having a canine companion and some shelter—that might not be so dreadful a life for an obsessive border collie. It was what this dog knew, what he was used to. Dogs can’t know what they’re supposed to want, or imagine what might otherwise be possible; they live in the moment, accepting the reality around them.

But if he was a troubled creature, damaged or barely trainable or aggressive, did I have the time to work with him? The skills? The temperament?

Still, how could it hurt to take a look? I had a farmer friend who often said he might be interested in a border collie, if the dog could work. I would check him out.

         

As Flo and I talked, Izzy appeared again, moving almost too quickly to follow.

He was a natural force all his own, high-intensity and hyperfocused, without any mitigating distractions—people, real work, training. He came whizzing past, then whizzing past again, wild-eyed and frenzied, like a one-dog merry-go-round. He no longer seemed even to notice Flo, forget about paying any attention to me.

Dog lovers are mysterious in many ways, unfathomable people. I see all sorts of humans unaccountably taking on all sorts of dogs: Sometimes it works, and sometimes it doesn’t. There’s no dog lover without a heart that’s broken at times, and at other times full. Loving dogs invariably means challenges, lucky breaks and good matches, losses and disappointment. That’s the drama of it.

Izzy’s story seemed a simple one, a classic: Sweet, beautiful dog in need of home finds dog lover recovering from loss of much-loved canine companion. It’s only that straightforward in retrospect.

Of course, there was no way I was going to leave this dog to run that fence. I didn’t know if I could keep him, though. If I could, it could be extraordinarily worthwhile. If I couldn’t, I’d find someone who could.

My heart was thunking. Something important was happening, I could sense it. I wasn’t sure this was my dog, but I would spring him anyway.

I pulled a leash from my pocket and told Flo I’d take Izzy home, clean him up and get him checked out by the vet, then try to find him a home.

So Flo waited, then leaned over and grabbed Izzy as he whooshed past, and I got the leash affixed to his collar. Izzy seemed startled and frightened; clearly he’d never been on a leash before. He pulled and jumped and tried to flee. Flo and I wrestled him toward the gate, but he put up a strong fight. Muddy, wet, and foul-smelling, with bits of feces and mud and burrs flying off him, he raked my arms and hands with his long nails.

Izzy wasn’t aggressive, but he seemed dangerously panicked, with a wild-animal quality that I’d never really seen before in a purebred dog. He looked almost desperately at Flo, then back at his fence—which I realized at that moment was the boundary of his world, his life, his work. I was dragging him into the unknown.

“Easy, boy,” I said, but he had yet to make eye contact. He was frantically struggling to get back to the enclosure, to get free of the leash, to get away from me. I couldn’t reassure him, only grab him and, with Flo’s help, hoist him into the rear of my Blazer.

I offered him a treat; he didn’t even notice. But he lay down in the back of the car and showed me his belly, and I crouched low to get a better look. His teeth seemed fine; his weight was perfect, his muscles firm. But he was a mess behaviorally, more like a feral animal than a domesticated dog.

I probably wouldn’t be keeping him for more than a few days. Maybe I should just take him straight to the vet and leave him there until I found him an owner? I knew a border collie rescue group that would come get him, evaluate him, re-home him; I wouldn’t have to get involved. I couldn’t imagine living with Izzy on the farm.

The ride home was a nightmare. As we pulled away, Flo mentioned that Izzy probably hadn’t been in a car in years. She was right: Izzy began vomiting and having diarrhea almost from the moment I stepped on the gas.

Back at Bedlam Farm, he jumped out of my car in the driveway, took one look at the donkeys, pulled free from his collar, and bolted off down the dirt road. It took two hours and heroic maneuvering by Rose to chase him down, get him back into the car and home.

He was a nightmare, aroused, eager to run, confused and frightened by everything—me, the animals, cars, life. It took months to bring him under control, train him, connect with him.

My friend Maria says there’s a sadness about Izzy, and I think she’s right. Nowadays he’s genial and charming, eager to please, full of affection. Yet his story has its share of melancholy, and at times you can almost see it: a sorrow in his eyes, sometimes a fear of loneliness, a sense of having suffered.

Dogs don’t experience the kinds of emotional ups and downs that humans do, so far as we know, and they’re not thought to have much sense of time. Yet I suspect it was difficult for so devoted and social a creature to be alone behind that fence day after day, year after year, without human companionship. I wonder if he doesn’t recall that time in some canine way, if there aren’t echoes and images of it in his head.

In his first months with me, he was a wreck—anxious, instinctive, untamed. Left alone, he was smart and strong enough to tear the house apart, and he did his best.

He dismantled crates, ate a panel off the living room wall, went over, under, and through fences to try to get to me.

He was bright enough to anticipate my moves, and several times as I got into the car, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see a tail behind me, even though I’d just left Izzy safe in the house or fenced yard. Had I not looked, I would surely have run him over. Two or three times, as I was riding a four-wheeler into the woods, he popped up out of nowhere, suddenly running alongside me, so startling me I nearly steered into a tree.

I took him through basic calming and obedience drills for months, but mostly I felt like a janitor, cleaning up his many messes. Even though he always wanted to come along, for weeks he vomited or had diarrhea in the car. And around the house. And in crates. I took to carrying cleaning supplies wherever we went.

He raided the kitchen counter. He raided the garbage can. He would have pilfered food from the other dogs had not Rose and Pearl set him straight.

It was unsettling, because for years I’d tried almost every conceivable training approach with Orson, whom Izzy resembled so strongly. We’d done calming training, obedience training, positive reinforcement, sheepherding. I’d consulted trainers and behaviorists, regular and holistic vets, even a shaman. Orson had Chinese calming herbs and acupuncture. And some of those methods and techniques had enough impact that I felt we’d turned the corner, only to come upon another corner. I deeply hoped to do better this time.

Slowly, after training, socializing, bonding, we did do better, Izzy and I. The wild animal was subsumed by the companionable dog beneath. Our connection grew stronger, so that he grew more responsive. He paid more attention to me once he knew and trusted me, and it became much easier to communicate with him, and to train him.

He grew fond of my wife, Paula, who was often back in New Jersey, teaching in New York City and researching her own book, driving up to the farm whenever she could. He came to like my friends.

His real nature emerged, undamaged after all, perhaps even protected by his isolation from well-meaning humans. If nobody much had helped him, nobody had really hurt him either. The newly visible Izzy was, in an odd way, pure, unscarred. He’d been waiting, but he hadn’t been mistreated. His good breeding and sound nature were largely unscathed.

He was, it turned out, a fine dog. A sweet dog. A dog highly attuned to people, to their needs, and capable of responding with attention and affection.

I can do things with this dog, I thought, things that don’t necessarily involve herding or competition. This was a dog that could accompany you on a mission, if you wanted to undertake one. And I wanted to.

         

If you spend time around breeders, rescuers, trainers, vets, shelter workers, you hear this expression now and then: Someone’s hit the jackpot.

It means some matchmaker has scored: A dog and a human have found one another and mesh beautifully, embarking on one of those great interspecies love affairs. A number of elements need to fall into place—a person and dog that need and complement one another, that intersect at the right time and fit snugly into each other’s lives.

Sometimes when you wait for something, it arrives and proves worth waiting for.

I think I lived for some years behind my own sort of fence, running and running without getting anywhere much. However this story ends, for either of us, it’s already a beautiful thing. Izzy and I lucked out: We hit the jackpot.

I’d had an inkling of this when I first took Izzy to see a vet, my friend Jeff Meyer in Granville, a few miles north of the farm. Izzy was cowering on the floor, glancing at me nervously, still only semidomesticated at that point. But Jeff surprised me: He turned to me and said, “You’ve got a fine dog there, Jon, a keeper. He’s going to be a great dog for you.”

This wreck of a canine? “Why do you think so?” I asked, relieved that someone else thought my war with Izzy worth fighting, but startled to hear him say so.

Jeff simply said he’d seen the moment when Izzy turned to me and chose me, decided to be my dog. He saw this happen from time to time, not often, and while he didn’t know how or why it occurred, it was unmistakable. I found this an odd statement—Jeff wasn’t any sort of mystic—but I decided to believe it.

But if the first time Izzy made a choice was in Jeff’s office, the second and more important time came a couple of months later.

We were sitting together in the meadow in early summer, watching Rose work with the sheep, always an impressive sight. Izzy turned expectantly to me, as if I had given him a command, though I hadn’t. I was just sitting next to him, stroking the top of his head, which he loved.

I saw him close his eyes. If he were a cat he might have purred. The contact, the place, the moment seemed to bring him such pleasure, as if this were precisely what he’d been waiting for behind his fence all those years. He plopped his head into my lap and simply calmed down. It was almost as if he’d decided he was safe, that he understood life here, grasped the simple rules, and was now willing to abide on the farm in peace.

He stopped having accidents in the house after that (and hasn’t had one since), ceased his Houdini-like escape attempts, settled into happy domesticity. He was suddenly perfectly willing to be crated. He never chewed or damaged a single thing that wasn’t his. He loved riding in the car. He wanted to go everywhere with me, and did. He slept under my bed.

He simply became my dog.

         

I walk into the kitchen for a cup of tea; a piece of leftover bread crust sits on the counter. Without looking down, I pick up the crust and hold it down by my thigh. A shadowy, furry form slithers quietly from under the kitchen table, carefully removes the bread from my hand, then vanishes again.

I write a few lines and then reach down into the well of my desk. A dog’s soft head is instantly in my hand. I pat him, and go back to work for a bit. A little later, when I move into the living room to read, I soon spot a tail poking out from beneath the chair.

I prepare to drive to my favorite hangout to meet a friend for dinner. Rose recedes into one of her lairs in the house. She’s not much interested in leaving the farm; she’d rather sit in the house or yard, keeping an eye on things. But there’s nothing Izzy prefers to hanging out with me.

He follows me out the door, and when I say, “Truck up,” hops into the backseat. Sometimes he stays there for the ride; usually he soon commandeers the passenger seat, resting his head somewhere near my right hand. He doesn’t bark or protest or chew while I’m gone. When I leave the restaurant, sometimes two or three hours later, he’s curled calmly on the driver’s seat. Then we drive home, and I rarely stop to think that not long ago he couldn’t ride in a car at all without throwing up.

He’s made friends at Gardenworks down the road, at the Mobil station in town, and at the doctor’s office. He’s even getting pretty decent at herding sheep, accompanying Rose and me on our morning herding lessons. Sometimes he goes out to work with Rose; sometimes he lies down to observe.

When I send him out alone, he’s begun to show off some pretty classy moves; he has a big, beautiful outrun and keeps a good distance. He gets the idea of moving the sheep toward the training pen, or down to the hay feeder. More lenient than the no-nonsense Rose, however, he leaves behind some stragglers, including a couple of older ewes who simply can’t be bothered.

On the other hand, Izzy’s much tighter with the donkeys. He and Lulu, in particular, have some sort of thing going. Out in the pasture, Lulu drifts over and sniffs at him as he lies quietly watching the sheep. He’s content to let her nose him, something no other border collie I’ve had would sit still for.

On the whole, I’d call him a happy dog, even a goof ball sometimes. Yet at times, especially at night when I’m reading, or when we’re cruising down a highway, he has a wistful way of sighing, putting his head in my lap, looking at me oddly. He watches me, sometimes for a few seconds, sometimes for half an hour.

Maybe that means nothing. But I think a part of him will always be that dog behind the fence, waiting and watching, wondering what took me so long.
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Charles Darwin, no less, wrote something in 1873 that makes me think of Izzy. Darwin observed and described specific behaviors dogs use to express affection, including lowering their heads and whole bodies, extending and wagging their tails, and rubbing up against a human and licking his hands or face. These signals are dogs’ language, telling us that they’re pleased to see us, that we’re different from ordinary people, that they care about us.

We respond, I think, because they seek us out independently of our looks or smells, moods or foibles, external successes or failures. We can be angry at them, and they will return. We can be stupid, and they stick around.

They’re telling us, in their way, that they accept us, that we can trust and rely on their affection, if we don’t abuse it—and sometimes even if we do.

Hitting the jackpot can be as simple as that, and as intricate and meaningful, too.

So my heart has been opened up again; once more the opportunity arises to love a dog. I have a shadow, a pal and companion, a stealth dog who appears and disappears but remains within a few feet of me. He’s always there.

From the first time I heard about Izzy, I remembered the notion, common to myths in many cultures, of the animal who comes to us, in our abandonment and isolation, and takes us someplace we can’t go alone.

That was the sense I had when I first came to know Izzy. We were going places, I just didn’t know where.
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