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Pet
Sounds

By Jaq Greenspon

A Count yman Abroad and his Canine Companion

Jaq enjoys an alfresco nap as Laika stands guard .
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In October 2009, an almost 9-year-old rat terrier named Rocko 
was dropped off at the NSPCA. It seemed his owners had got-
ten divorced sometime earlier and Rocko went to live with his 

“mom.” Then, in late October, she moved somewhere pets weren’t 
allowed and he was sent to doggy detention camp. Being a medium-
sized dog, about 20 pounds, Rocko was already close to being a “se-
nior.” He had a non-cancerous lump on his belly. It wasn’t anything 
dangerous, but it suggested expensive vet bills. 

Rocko was a relatively quiet dog, a bit less energetic perhaps than 
his fellows. He didn’t fit in with the yappy, smaller breeds. He was 
placed alone in a cage in the Big Dog corridor. He looked incredibly 
out of place, but there was nowhere else for him to go. 

About seven weeks later, I walked into the NSPCA with no 
thought of actually getting a dog. I wanted one, sure. I’d wanted one 

for a while. I’d even made stops at the shelter before but had always 
come away empty. 

Empty. That was a pretty apt description of where I was. In De-
cember 2009, I was alone. A long time on-again/off-again relation-
ship had ended for real about the same time that Rocko was being 
sent to the big house. I had a job that I generally liked, but it wasn’t 
exactly as advertised. I had a roommate with a baby daughter and 
she had her own set of troubles. 

Then, on the last day of Hanukkah, a week before Christmas, I 
was driving with my friend Tom when, for no particular reason, I de-
cided to make a random stop at the animal shelter. I walked around 
just looking at all the animals. I knew were I to get a dog at some 
point (not today; definitely not today) I’d want a smaller one. I lived 
in an apartment so no yard. And no yard meant I needed a pet who’d 
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be able to make do in the living space we had. 
I wandered the small dog aisle and spotted some cute critters. 

But, just like the other times I’d been there, none of them spoke to 
me. It was heartbreaking to leave them there, but I knew I couldn’t 
take any of them home. Then, on a wild whim, I turned a corner 
and onto big dog boulevard. There, amid the deep-throated barking 
and huge dogs pacing, I spied one little guy, sitting by himself near 
the back of a cage. He looked at me as I passed. Our eyes locked. I 
stopped walking. He didn’t move. He’d been through this before. 

I looked at his info. “Rocko.” A volunteer walked by. I asked if I 
could take him out. Sure, she said, and got me a rope leash. I wanted 
to check his temperament. Again – apartment. Other dogs. Was 
he loud? Did he bark? Would he pull on the leash, straining to run 
away, or would I have to drag him along after me? The answer was 
… nothing. He walked beside me. He didn’t react to the other dogs 
at all. I didn’t even let them put him back in the cage. He had picked 
me to take him home. So I did. 

We stopped at one of the big pet stores on the way home and I let 
him pick out his own toys. I got him a collar with a new name (I’d 
renamed him Laika, after the first dog in space) and our address and 
then took him home. 

They say there are all sorts of advantages to owning a pet, a dog 
in particular. According to HelpGuide.org, “People with dogs often 
experience the greatest health benefits, but … even watching fish 
in an aquarium can help reduce muscle tension and lower pulse 
rate.” Not bad. Now that I was a pet owner, this meant I was now 
less likely to suffer from depression and would “have lower blood 
pressure in stressful situations.” Well, OK. That would be good. It 
was the holiday season and depression was commonplace. That also 
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went hand-in-hand with the fact that having a pet could elevate my 
levels of serotonin and dopamine, two chemicals in the body whose 
main function was to help keep you calm and relaxed. The site even 
suggests “pet owners have lower triglyceride and cholesterol levels 
(indicators of heart disease) than those without pets.” All these bo-
nus benefits I didn’t even know about. 

All I really knew was that when he jumped on the couch and snug-
gled in next to me, I felt good. I felt happy and loved. HelpGuide.org 
continues: “One of the reasons for these therapeutic effects is that 
most pets fulfill the basic human need to touch … Stroking, holding, 
cuddling, or otherwise touching a loving animal can rapidly calm 
and soothe us when we’re stressed.” All of this sounded great to me. 
But it wasn’t until a few months later that I really understood what 
having Laika would do for me. 

We went to the dog park on a daily basis. I learned his quirks; he 
liked little green tennis balls (no other colors) and he enjoyed swim-
ming. Other dogs didn’t bother him so much as he ignored them 
completely. He just wanted to do his thing, which was play with the 
ball. But just by being out with him, I met people at the dog park. I 
have a friend who met her two best friends because they happened 
to be at the dog park at the same time. So dogs are good for social 
interaction. They get us talking. 

About 10 months after adopting Laika, we found ourselves mov-
ing to a foreign country for work. We went through the whole rig-
marole. He got a puppy passport and travel crate big enough for him 
to sit down and not have his ears touch the top (that’s the require-
ment). He got his lump removed before travel (it was, indeed, noth-
ing). We flew 15 hours, with him crated up in the belly of the plane. 
I read everything I could to make sure his flight would be as easy on 

him as possible. When we landed in Budapest, Hungary, I was ner-
vous. He came out and I claimed him, opened his crate and he bolted 
outside, desperately needing to relieve himself. He was fine. 

More so, I was fine. I had my friend with me. 
When we finally settled in our small village, a place where few 

people spoke English and I spoke no Hungarian, he was my compan-
ion. He would make sure I’d get exercise (we were on the third floor 
and he made sure we went out several times a day). He helped me 
explore my new surroundings, leading me around town. We went 
swimming in the nearby river and jogging along the railroad tracks. 
He would chase horses and became a language conduit. People 
would stop to pet him, so even if we couldn’t speak the same lan-
guage, I soon had a group of “wave-to” friends. Of course, as a single 
guy, having a cute, friendly dog around doesn’t hurt. In that respect, 
he’s the ultimate wingman. 

And always, at the end of the day, when I’d come home from work, 
he’d be there. He’d listen and understand my English and when I had 
a hard day or was feeling depressed, he was there for me. He’d jump 
up and snuggle in next to me, push his head under my hand and let 
me know that as long as we had each other, we’d never be alone. 

Over the last five years, he and I have had some fantastic ad-
ventures. We’ve taken road trips and train trips together, gone for 
walks and played in rivers. He’s been able to pee on castles and play 
in snow, something he wouldn’t have gotten to do in Las Vegas. 

He’s my partner. At times he’s been the single light at the end of a 
dark tunnel. Even as I write this, he’s curled up next to me, snoring 
peacefully. At this time of year, people are always talking about their 
“loved ones.” I have loved ones, but I’ve got Laika and I wouldn’t 
trade that for anything. 
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