
To communicate effectively with your dog, you have to keep it simple. Same with your 
spouse. Short phrases work best, and Elaine and I have found that the phrases we use 
with Nicky work just as well with us. Here are the ones we use most. 

•	 You’re Fine. Nicky is a creature of habit, so when something out of the ordinary 
happens he gets all wigged out. I reassure him by saying this several times in  
a calm voice. Since I’m also a creature of habit, Elaine has found that this phrase 
works wonders with me when I see an unexpected piece of paper on my desk  
or turn on the TV and see that the Simpsons episode is a re-run. It does get me to 
stop hyperventilating.

•	 Leave It! That’s what I tell Nicky when he finds something disgusting on his walk 
and tries to eat it. He obeys. It’s also what I say to Elaine when her cell phone rings 
for the fifth time when we’re together in the car and she reaches for it. Sometimes she 
leaves it, but more often she doesn’t; apparently the need to pick up a ringing cell 
phone is an uncontrollable instinct in humans, stronger than a dog’s need for food. 

•	 You Do It! Nicky intentionally knocks his toy off the ottoman and wants me to get 
it so we can keep playing. I do it a couple of times, then get tired of it and tell him 
this. When I ask Elaine to go through all the empty boxes stored in the attic and 
throw away the ones for devices we haven’t had for five years, she says this in the 
same tone we use with the dog and I head off for the attic.

•	 Come here! On our walks, Nicky will be off his leash and fixated on something 
when we need to move on, so I say this, and accompany it with the gesture of 
extending my arm and then thumping myself in the chest. (No, it doesn’t make me 
look like a gorilla; more like a Roman soldier saluting.) He understands. So does 
Elaine when we’re at a noisy party and she’s across the room and I’m ready to go 
(which is usually a couple of minutes after we arrive).

•	 Stay. Works best when we make Nicky sit first, then give the command. He’s good 
about staying, even when we’re out of sight. Unfortunately, that’s where it breaks 
down with us. If we’re sightseeing and I want to walk around the corner and take 
one more picture before we go, I tell Elaine to stay. (I don’t get her to sit first.) But 
when I’m out of sight, she’ll see something in a store window and go investigate, 
which leads to another store. When I come back, she’s gone. We clearly need to 
work on this one.

•	 There It Is! That’s what we exclaim every morning when we find the thing Nicky’s 
looking for, like the toy we put peanut butter in or the plastic milk carton he 
wrestles with. He gets all excited and happy. One of us will say it to the other when 
we find whatever thing we’re looking for—which doesn’t happen often. That’s why 
we get just as excited and happy as the dog when we hear this. 

•	 You are such a drama queen. We say this to Nicky a lot, especially when he 
squeals like a little girl before we even start to comb him. We call it pre-squealing. 
Elaine says it to me when I complain on the rare occasions when I actually have to 
leave my office and meet with another human somewhere. I’m still looking for an 
occasion to say it to her. 

So next time you’re having trouble getting through to your spouse, just imagine you’re 
talking to a dog and simplify your message accordingly. As a rule, spouses, like dogs, 
want to please you. You just need to make it clear what you want them to do.
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