
  
  
      
        
          Pawprints On Our Hearts 

          How A Few Incredible Dogs Changed One Life Forever

		      
          KERK MURRAY

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2021 by Kerk Murray           

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests (other than for review purposes), please contact info@kerkmurray.com. 

Magnolia Press
785 H King George Blvd
Ste D-1016
Savannah, GA 31419









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Praise for Pawprints On Our Hearts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Before You Begin...
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epigraph
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dear Reader
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part 1: A Daring Adventure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Living Room Wall
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        "Trust Me."
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        An Unlikely Friend
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        "Bad Dog!"
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Bubble Gum and Soda
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        "Her Name's Lexi."
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part 2: The Storm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Two Scared Kids
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        A Breath of Fresh Air
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Lantern in The Darkness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Last Walk
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Michael
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Thanksgiving
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part 3: A New World
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        This Sudden Urge
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Blaze
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Mister Max
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        A Lesson in Love
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        In the Passenger Seat
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Caught in the Middle
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        This Dream
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Love this book? Don’t forget to leave a review!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Life You've Changed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Giving Back
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Visit Lexi On The Rainbow Bridge
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Read More Books By KERK MURRAY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Praise for Pawprints On Our Hearts


2022 Royal Dragonfly 4x Book Award Winner
2022 The BookFest 3x Award Winner
2022 Reader’s Favorite Book Award Winner
2022 Reader’s Choice Book Award Finalist





“Animal lovers will feel connected to Murray’s almost spiritual awakening and admire his devotion to following his heart, even in the face of tremendous sacrifice. This touching memoir overflows with intense emotion.” — Booklife by Publishers Weekly



“The author is a natural storyteller, so much so that although this is his first book, he has complete control of his style and story.” — Readers Favorite



“A deeply moving memoir... one of the best books that capture the connection between human beings and dogs... Pawprints on Our Hearts inspires a love for animals while exploring the painful edges of the human heart in need of love and healing.” — The Book Commentary



“A powerful and emotional story.” — Alyson Sheldrake, Bestselling author of “Kat the Dog”



“Heartfelt... Whether you love dogs or not, you’ll enjoy this book and learn much from it.”— R. Janet Walraven, Award-winning author of “Rainbow of Promise”



“There is so much hope, courage and love poured into these pages and I am so thankful this found its way to me. It’s one of my 2022 favorites and one I highly recommend.” — Reader Review



 “This is a book I will continue to recommend to others and I can see me going back and reading it again and again.” — Reader Review



“So normally it’s hard for me to rate a memoir or personal story as it’s someone’s journey. Not this time. Pawprints On Our Hearts by Kerk Murray is a five star read all the way.” — Reader Review



“This book will touch your soul and make you question your beliefs about love for humanity and animals. The author’s raw and honest depiction of human struggles and the undying bond with a dog will leave you in tears and fits of laughter.” — Reader Review



“This book made me laugh, cry, and think about all the furry friends who have moved for a season through my heart.” — Reader Review



“This story had powerful moments that brought me to tears.” — Reader Review



“It draws you in on such a deep level, touching chords that we can all connect to, moments and memories that we’ve all experienced in our own lives.” — Reader Review













  
  










To all the animals who were forced to endure
cruelty in the hands of evildoers. Your innocence
will never be forgotten—this one’s for you.
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN…
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You’re invited to join my private Facebook Reader Group, where you’ll make new book friends, meet other animal lovers, and be the first to know about new releases, book clubs, and special deals.




Join here :




Kerk Murray’s private 
Facebook Reader Group






















  
  













“Love of animals is a universal impulse,
a common ground on which all of us
may meet. By loving and understanding
animals, perhaps we humans shall
come to understand each other.”
—Louis J. Camuti












  
  
Dear Reader,



We often remember the story of our lives as a blur of a million moments, sloppily compiled into the scrapbook of our minds. As the days become months and those months become years, the details of these moments slowly fade away and are buried in some distant place that even the most skilled cartographer would never find. But among the blur are those few defining moments we could never forget—some that made us smile, and others that made us cry. Whether it’s the nostalgia of a childhood Christmas morning or the trauma endured while we held an animal we loved as they took their last breath, these moments have the power to change us from who we are into who we’re meant to be.

When I recall the defining moments in my life, I can’t help but think of the animals who changed me.

This may surprise some of you, but I wasn’t always the animal lover I am today. For the longest time, I thought caring for animals was just another responsibility of humankind, an act that only benefited the animals. Looking back, I couldn’t have been more wrong. Today, I believe God desires for us to extend compassion to all animals, but not solely for us to change their lives. I suspect His principal reasoning is for these animals to change us—that their capacity to love and be loved may one day awaken the possibilities living within us all.

I’ve read touching stories highlighting the powerful bond between humans and animals ranging from cats, dogs, horses, goats, pigs, chickens, and even snakes. Although I love all animals, my experiences have always been with dogs—Chelsea, Lexi, Maximus, Spartacus, and Gunner, to name them all.

In this book, I unpack my life’s journey alongside these incredible dogs, whose immeasurable impact led me to founding a nonprofit organization that advocates for animal welfare. I’m neither a natural writer nor an orator. I’m nobody special—just a guy with a story who learned about love, friendship, and forgiveness from some unlikely heroes. I say “unlikely” because, at the end of the day, they’re dogs—they slobber, chew up shoes, and poop on your new hardwood floors even after you’ve taken them outside. But there’s something more to these intricate beings that draws us closely together—a force that exists in an invisible realm beyond the grasp of our understanding. It’s a phenomenon that isn’t easily explained, yet it’s undeniably felt. There’s little in our human experience that compares to the joys of loving and being loved by an animal.

Whether your animal companion is still with you or has passed, I hope as you read my story you’ll envision yourself in your own story and recall those defining moments that changed you. And afterward, you’ll arrive at this inexorable truth: as much as your beloved animal needed you, you also needed them.

C. S. Lewis writes to his goddaughter Lucy in his dedication of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe,

“Someday you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again.”

For reasons beyond my understanding, I’ve been fortunate enough to have lived my own fairy tale. It’s altogether ugly and beautiful, sorrowful and hilarious, fearful and courageous, despairing and redeeming. Despite life being painful at times, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. It’s made me who I am today—flaws and all. Although I’ve been alive for thirty-three years, I’m realizing that my story has just begun. And with some help from these beautiful creatures, both those of my past and present, I’m slowly discovering who I’m meant to be.

I wish for the day to arrive when you’ll bravely embrace your own fairy tale that was lived alongside the animals in your life—with all of its joys, sorrows, love, and loss. And in that moment, you’ll truly understand that these animals live within us forever—leaving behind their pawprints on our hearts.

Your friend,
Kerk
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Chapter 1

The Living Room Wall





On the morning of March 15, 2020, it was still dark outside when I pulled the covers over my head, as if it would somehow deafen me to the echoes of reverberating barks throughout the house. It was the familiar sound of our dogs, Maximus and Spartacus, engaging in their morning ritual. I suppose this early morning barking was their way of letting us know it was time to get up. Or, better yet, it was their way of disregarding our attempt to sleep in after checking off several items from the never-ending list of to-dos after a long workweek. 

Maximus is a thirteen-pound, dark-haired Yorkie-poo with an attitude, but he has moments when he can be sweet. His counterpart, Spartacus, is a thirteen-pound, white and copper Morkie—a peacemaker—who mostly follows Maximus’s lead. While their statures are small, their persistence is not. My wife, Crystal, and I tried our best to ignore them, but as we lay there, the decibel levels of the barking only intensified.

This is a normal occurrence for us.

There was nothing special about this day, except that it was Sunday—the one morning I looked forward to all week, mostly because it didn’t require me to set an alarm. Yet, here we were, all at once exhausted, but fully alert, resisting the demands of our four-legged furry companions. It was a battle of wills we were convinced we’d win if we could do one thing: simply wait it out.

I slowly rolled over to squint at the alarm clock—as if I would have been able to see it. It was only sitting a few feet from me, but my vision is so poor that I couldn’t see what time it was without my glasses. I surprise myself each morning because I always seem to forget this fact. As I reached over for my glasses, I found myself disappointed once again. They were on the nightstand; but about two inches out of my grasp.

Frustrated, I thought to myself, Dammit! I’m too blind to see but too tired to get up.

I rolled back over and put my arm around Crystal. It didn’t take long for us to realize that the fortifications of our human will were no match for the siege of our dogs’ barks. Their constant barrage of high-pitched yelps forced us to wave the white flag of surrender. After fully accepting defeat, Crystal and I both stared at each other, eyes half-open, wondering the same thing.

Are you gonna let them out?

We both paused, waiting for the other to budge. Usually Crystal would concede first if I lay there long enough, but that day, something overcame me, quickly forcing me up and out of bed. It was my bladder screaming at me to find the nearest toilet—and by some miracle, I made it just in time.

Stumbling out of the bathroom, barely holding my eyes open, I fought the temptation to lie back down.

“Well hell, I’m already up. Might as well get the day started,” I grumbled to myself, but not silently enough.

“What was that?” Crystal mumbled.

Surprised that she’d heard me, I responded, “Nothing at all. I suppose I’ll get the boys ready this morning.”

“It’s about time you do something around here,” she said, half-joking.

I laughed, acknowledging the truth in her statement, and walked out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind me. As I headed down the hall toward the kitchen, their barking ceased. The very moment they saw me, Maximus and Spartacus sprinted toward me with a familiar excitement that never fails to make me smile. Even though it’s only been a handful of hours since they last saw me, I was greeted like a long-lost friend they hadn’t seen in years.

Still half-asleep, I squatted down to embrace them as they jumped all over me and smothered me with their kisses. Unable to contain their joy, they ended up scratching me—as usual. Forget coffee; there’s nothing like getting clawed by an animal early in the morning to completely wake you up.

With every bit of willpower left in me, I restrained myself from cursing—a vice I’ve tried to eliminate over the years, although I still slip up every now and then.

“Dang it, boys! Watch your nails. That freaking’ hurt!”

I knew they meant well, and I wasn’t really mad at them. It was just a knee-jerk reaction to the pain. If anything, I should’ve been grateful that they help me practice self-control.

But that morning, they didn’t just scratch me. Their paws found an old tear on my favorite pajamas I was wearing, and they had made the tear even larger.

I let out a sigh. “Why am I even surprised?”

Noticing the severity of the rip, I doubted these pajamas could be saved—hell, the left pant leg was barely hanging on. I began to wonder if I could find another pair that I’d love just as much. It’s funny to think I had become so attached to a pair of Budweiser pajamas, considering I hate beer, but they were just so comfortable.

When the dogs finally calmed down, I held together what was left of my favorite pajamas and headed toward the kitchen to cook their breakfast. As strange as that may sound, we do cook meals for our dogs—even though we rarely cook for ourselves—and they think we’re the best chefs in the world. By simply combining peanut butter with beans, rice, and blueberries, they’re as happy as can be.

As the stove was heating, the familiar sound of coconut oil sizzling in the pan got them excited once again. They paced hastily back and forth, paws pattering on the kitchen tile, knowing it was almost time to eat. While their food was cooking, I took a moment to make myself some tea in the microwave. I grabbed an old mug from the cupboard printed with faded text, “Enjoy the little things”—a reminder to love the present moment so I don’t miss out on the real treasures of life.

When the kitchen timer went off, I grabbed their bowls and set them on the counter. The scraping of the spoon against the pan as I filled their bowls really got their attention. Anticipating their upcoming meal, they began jumping around and all over me, as if they hadn’t had food in days.

In my attempt to take control of the situation, I gave them the command, “Sit, boys. Sit.”

They rarely ever listen the first time, and that day was no exception. I had to say it once again but differently. This time, I took a deep breath and held it out a little longer.

“Siiiiiit.”

As they sat in complete obedience, a false sense of confidence came over me. I felt just as capable of training dogs as Caesar Milan, the famed Dog Whisperer.

“Good boys, good boys,” I reaffirmed, careful to use positive reinforcement.

Feeling satisfied with their compliance and in myself as the new unofficial Dog Whisperer, I rewarded them by placing their food bowls on the kitchen floor. Maximus and Spartacus spared no time reconnecting with their wolf ancestry, ravaging the food as if it were the spoils from their hunt in the wild.

Though, let’s face the facts: they wouldn’t survive a day out in the wilderness, despite the ferocity they display during feeding time.

We have to supervise them during this daily event. Maximus always finishes his food first and often finds himself slowly creeping toward Spartacus’s bowl. He appears innocent but really is waiting for his opportunity to get more than his fair share. Although this has caused some issues between the dogs in the past, it’s been easily corrected with some coaching.

“No, no, Maximus.”

Most of the time he listens, even when I use a tone that sounds like he’s being rewarded rather than reprimanded. My wife often reminds me of this, telling me to be more firm with him.

The thing is, Spartacus won’t stand his ground. He’s just a kind, down-to-earth homebody. A pacifist, even to his own detriment. Maximus, on the other hand, is also kind, but mischievous. He’s always ready to push the limits of any boundaries. If we’ve learned anything from them, it’s that they’re two different individuals—and we treat them as such.

After Spartacus finished eating, I grabbed my tea from the microwave and opened the back door to let them run in the yard. Leaning against the door frame, I inhaled the wonderful scent of my peppermint tea, slowly sipping and watching them play. The steam from the mug dissipated into the air, but the scent of peppermint continued to linger, initiating a sense of gratitude for all simple pleasures in life.

It was just past seven in the morning, the perfect time to witness a spring sunrise over the South Georgia horizon. Beams of sunshine peeked through the gaps in our fence as they magnified the morning mist on the grass. The dogs were chasing each other and prancing around without a worry in the world, the dew splashing on them. I couldn’t help but smile.

Upon glancing back inside, I looked at what was hanging on the living room wall, which caused me to pause in reverence. It’s a hand-painted portrait of Maximus and Spartacus. To the left of it hangs Lexi’s pink bandanna along with Chelsea’s green collar. And to the right is a photo of me holding Gunner the day I rescued him. All of these things—the portrait, the bandanna, the collar, and the photo—are reminders of the brevity of life.

More often than not, I’m overwhelmed with emotions when I look at what’s hanging on the living room wall. It captures what has passed and what cannot be again—this fact is a hard pill to swallow. Some days, I’ll look at the wall and smile, thinking of all the wonderful moments we shared together. But other days, I break down and sob uncontrollably. In those distressing moments, one particular line from Brushstrokes of a Gadfly, a novel written by E. A. Bucchianeri, resonates so deeply: “So it’s true, when all is said and done, grief is the price we pay for love.”

Although it’s painful to view at times, those things that hang on the wall force me to slow down and consider what’s really important in life. I’ve wasted countless years chasing things that ultimately didn’t matter. But life will always find ways to compel us so we can be still and look up from its distractions for even a moment. This is what it takes for us to leave behind who we are so we can arrive at who we’re meant to be.

What I’ve discovered matters most to me in life has certainly changed over the years. I’ve lost all ambition toward the empty pursuits of money, status, and approval. Alternatively, I want nothing more than to become a person who views others through the lens of compassion. To guide me, I’ve adopted this lyric by the late River Phoenix as my life mantra: “Run to the rescue with love, and peace will follow.”

That’s what these dogs did for me, and it’s what I set out to do for all living beings—humans and animals. I often fall short of exemplifying this lyric and realize I have much to learn about love from these beautiful creatures.

Perhaps I was mistaken earlier when I claimed there was nothing special about that particular March day; for that was the day I finally picked up a pen to write the fairy tale I lived alongside these incredible dogs—the ones who changed me forever and left their pawprints on my heart.
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Parc 1
A Daring Adventure

“Life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all.”

—Helen Keller






