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        To Sasha

        Who fills so many hearts

        with sunshine and joy

        And for epileptic dogs everywhere

        With special thanks to the veterinary surgeons, nurses and administrative staff at the Doncaster, Yorkshire branch of Vets 4 Pets who have proved to be Sasha's lifeline in her darkest times.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SHORT GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mostly for our American friends, a short explanation of a couple of language differences.

      
        
        Epi-dog = a term used by many epileptic dog owners to classify their dogs.

        Lead = leash

        Dry food = kibble

        Staffy = Staffordshire Bull Terrier

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Sasha is, at the time of writing, a five year old Staffordshire Bull Terrier, who is quite simply one of the most amazing animals it has been my privilege to know in my lifetime. Abandoned in a gutter at just six weeks old, she was almost dead from hypothermia when she was found by a passing dog warden. One week later she became a part of our family and what follows in this book is quite simply the story of a brave, resilient, and most importantly exuberantly happy dog, who despite the many and varied trials and tribulations that life has thrown her way, remains, in my estimation, 'the happiest dog on the planet.'
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      Where do I begin to thank all the people who have been of help, not just in creating this book, but in helping Sasha live the most normal life she can, despite the multiple setbacks she's suffered in her life?

      First and foremost, my undying thanks go to Rebecca, Bernard, Ben, John and all the other vets who have helped Sasha over the years, through her original hypothermia, subsequent broken legs, skin allergies, and multiple epileptic seizures. At one point, not long ago, after a series of non-stop seizures which you'll read about in this book, we honestly thought we were losing our brave little dog. Thanks to the dedication, care and love given to her by all the vets, nurses and staff members at our veterinary surgery including Lynne, Suzanne, Sarah, Isobel, Diane, Karina, Claire, Lisa, Sam, Kirsty, Sharon, Charlotte, Camilla, Helen, Becky, Carl and anyone whose names I may have missed out, she survived and was returned to us against all odds.

      I'm also grateful to the staff at the emergency veterinarian hospital who provided her with in-patient care most recently after her multiple seizures and of course, to the specialists who treated her and rebuilt her leg joint not just once, but twice in her early months of life. Without their dedication and expertise we wouldn't have the pleasure and the joy of sharing Sasha's life as we do.

      Thanks also to my fellow author and dear friend Ed Cook who surprised me one day by announcing he had started a Facebook page for Sasha. 'Sasha the Wagging Tail of England' gathered over one hundred followers in its first twenty four hours and her followers continue to grow.

      One of Sasha's most ardent followers is her 'Aunty Carole' otherwise known as bestselling horror author Carole Gill. Carole has always followed Sasha's life and long ago fell under her spell and loves her dearly, so much so that she recently named her new kitten, 'Sasha' what else? Carole has been so supportive through some of the worst moments in Sasha's life, always there to offer words of comfort and helpful advice when I've been so worried about my 'baby girl.'

      Thanks go to Miika Hannila at Next Chapter Publishing, who is not only my publisher but yet another dog lover and an ardent follower of the life of Sasha. Thank you for publishing her story, Miika.

      My novels are usually subjected to the skilful Beta reading of Debbie Poole, who agreed to give this manuscript her attention when I told her about it. Not only that, but her creative skills were so vital in helping me to produce the final cover design for the book. Thanks again Debbie, for everything.

      My cousin, Barbara Francis spent many hours on her knees in church, despite her age and infirmity praying for Sasha and lit candles for her and added her to the church's 'sick list' for additional prayers. Thank you so much my wonderfully loving and caring cousin and also everyone else who prayed for Sasha in her darkest moments, including Lorna Donaldson in Scotland who cares so deeply for Sasha, and Jakki Barlow who lost her own dear Ramsay to the same illness and who now follows Sasha's life closely.

      My wife, Juliet of course shares in the daily task of caring for Sasha and all our other dogs, as groomer, carer, and dog walker. She also shares in the worry and the fear that go hand-in-hand with life with Sasha. Thank you Juliet, we couldn't manage without you.

      There are so many people who have helped along the way that I know I must have left some out of this list of acknowledgements. If I have, please accept my apologies and know that I appreciate every bit of help that has been offered both in creating this book and in helping Sasha to live a normal life. I thank you all and can only hope she goes on to enjoy many more years of happiness and keeps that tail wagging more and more every day. Perhaps we'll see you on her Facebook page one day. You'll be very welcome.

      See Sasha's Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/groups/270003923193039/
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            PUPPY POWER!

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas had come and gone, and winter was proving a difficult adversary for anyone looking forward to a break in the icy cold weather we were facing. My wife and I, together with our two girls, decided, one cold, bleak January morning to pay a visit to our local dog pound. Let me explain here that my wife and I are what might be described as 'dedicated' dog rescuers. Our home was, and still is, home to a number of wonderful dogs, all of whom have been subjected to abuse or neglect in their previous lives. We have adopted each one with a view to providing them with the care, love, affection and security and every one of them is an important member of our family.

      From the worst case of abuse, Sheba, once used as bait to train fighting dogs, to Dexter, thrown from a moving car at high speed on a busy motorway, Dylan, beaten within an inch of his life as a puppy, or Penny, abandoned on a railway line when her 'family' of travellers moved on, these and all our dogs have responded to our care by rewarding us with the unconditional love that only a dog seems capable of giving to its owner.

      So, returning to our visit to the dog pound, we'd adopted a number of dogs from there in the past and knowing and appreciating the hard work that the staff there put in to their care for the often pathetic and unwanted dogs that found their way to the pound, we arrived with a gift of a large box of chocolates for the girls who cared for the dogs on a daily basis. While there, one of the girls took us into the rear office where, in a small dog crate, we saw a tiny, white puppy, with black markings, a Staffordshire Bull Terrier no bigger than a small rabbit. As soon as she saw us, the puppy went straight into 'take me home' mode, her tiny tail wagging at about a hundred miles per hour and her little tongue hanging out in anticipation of some treat or affection. We were instantly smitten, even more so when the lady at the pound took the puppy out of the crate and placed her in my wife's arms. After a minute, Juliet passed the pup to me, and it was clear to see; we had to have this little bundle, so small she was able to comfortably fit in the palm of my hand.

      The whole decision-making process had taken no more than two minutes and we began filling out the paperwork that would allow us to adopt the puppy, who we placed on the floor and watched as we filled in the forms. The tiny pup dashed here and there, ran in circles, then back and forth over the length of the office floor, her tail never still as it wagged with happiness.

      Paperwork complete, we now faced an agonising wait as the rules relating to stray dogs meant the dog had to be held in the pound for seven days, just in case the original owner turned up to claim their missing dog.

      The chances of that happening in this case, were, we were assured virtually zero as the puppy had been found in the gutter on a lonely street, shivering and almost dead from hypothermia, by a passing dog warden who did in fact think it was a dead rabbit lying in the gutter as she drove along the street. Thankfully she pulled up to investigate and found the tiny puppy, barely alive and took her straight to the pound where she was gradually warmed up, examined by their vet, fed and watered and soon seemed none the worse for her ordeal. The warden estimated the pup as being no more than six weeks old and certainly too young to have left her mother. The staff at the pound explained they were feeding her on puppy milk bought from a local pet food specialist as she was too young to have been fully weaned on to solid food.

      Confident that the puppy would soon be joining our family we drove home and spent the next few days preparing for our new arrival. We visited the pet store and bought her a nice soft, warm dog bed, with a lovely fleecy blanket to go in it to make sure she was warm in her bed. Dog toys came next, together with an adequate supply of puppy milk and a bowl for her food. It would be a while before she could go for walks in public, as she would have to have her inoculations beforehand, but we did invest in a collar and lead for her, ready for the first time she went out for a walk in the big, wide world. Having measured her neck at the pound we found she was far too small for even the smallest dog collar available, so we eventually purchased a small cat collar with a little bell attached. At least our new puppy wouldn't get easily lost once she came home. The bell would make sure of that.

      Perhaps the most important decision we made in the days leading up to her coming home for the first time was in deciding on her name. After numerous suggestions were put forth by my wife, me and the girls, we finally reached a decision and the next day I ordered a new shiny name tag for our puppy. Henceforth she was no longer 'the puppy.'

      Her name was Sasha!
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            'BABY GIRL'

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally, the waiting period was over and we motored across town to collect our new 'baby girl' from the dog pound. Full of excitement, we parked the car in their car park and walked into the office where we were met by smiles from the two girls on duty that day. One of them went to fetch Sasha as the other young lady filled out the remaining necessary paperwork and took my adoption fee and gave me the receipt which meant that Sasha was now legally ours.

      Louise came back into the office with little Sasha in her arms and handed her to Juliet. Sasha's tail just never stopped wagging, much as she'd behaved the first time we saw her. Little did we know that cold January day that Sasha's wagging tail would prove to be her 'trademark' over the coming years and would even inspire an American friend of mine to create a webpage for her on Facebook, but more of that later.

      For now, we were delighted to have our new puppy and Juliet sat in the car's passenger seat, cuddling Sasha, wrapped in a fleecy blanket as I drove home.

      If we'd harboured any fears or worries about how our other dogs might react when we arrived home with this new tiny interloper on their territory, they were dispelled within minutes of Sasha being introduced to them. We let her roam around in the garden and allowed the other dogs to come and see her a couple at a time. It was obvious she was a hit with the other members of our 'pack' as the only reaction we got from them was that they all seemed to want to play with her. That tail of hers wagged and wagged as she went from one dog to another, indulging in what we saw as 'doggie introductions.' She looked so small and frail next to our other dogs, but she held no fear of them and immediately made herself at home. We allowed them all to get to know each other before eventually allowing Sasha into the house for the first time.

      The next hour or so was hilarious as she went everywhere, exploring her new home and surroundings. Like Goldilocks, she tottered around the kitchen, trying out each and every bed, sniffing at the two large water bowls we always keep filled for the dogs, and as we allowed her to progress from room to room her inquisitiveness saw her sticking her head into every nook and cranny, under chairs, tables, behind the TV, and taking great interest in every new sight, everything being new to her, the start of life's great adventure for little Sasha. Already, it appeared as if our eldest Staffordshire Bull Terrier, (henceforth referred to in this book as 'Staffies'), Sheba, was showing great interest in Sasha, following her around like a canine chaperone, and it has been no surprise over the years that the two of them have become firm and fast 'best friends'. I'll tell you more about the breed make-up of our pack a little later,

      It wasn't long before tiredness began to catch up with our baby girl, a term of endearment that has stayed with her to this day. If we're talking to Sasha it is quite normal for us to refer to her as 'Baby Girl' and she responds to that name in the same way she does to her true name.

      My wife picked her up and placed her gently in the cosy new bed we'd bought especially for her. As well as a nice fleecy padded cushion, the bed contained a couple of dog toys we'd bought in readiness for her arrival. Almost as if she knew it was hers, Sasha sniffed at the toys, then promptly ignored them and fell fast asleep. The other dogs must have sensed she was young and vulnerable because, until she woke naturally after sleeping for almost an hour, not one of them disturbed her. One or two walked up to her bed, sniffing at the tiny bundle lying there, her eyes tightly closed, but not one dog did anything that might have woken her. Even then on that first day, we should have realised there was something special about Sasha.

      Feeding time soon came round as Sasha woke up and being so young, we knew she needed feeding little but often. Having purchased a supply of puppy milk from our pet store prior to her arrival we were ready and waiting to feed our hungry puppy. Sure enough, she lapped it up and was then ready for playtime, which involved me, my wife, Sasha and most of the other dogs. They all loved running around and playing with the new addition to the family, though a couple of them were a little suspicious of the fact that the new puppy gave off a ringing sound as she ran. The bell on the cat collar had much to answer for. Being so young, she quickly grew tired and much to our surprise, she went directly to her own bed, flopped onto her cushion and was asleep in seconds.

      Later still, when it was time to feed the rest of our dogs, despite her tender age and the fact she wasn't really ready for solid food, Sasha decided she wanted to know what the others had all got and so inquisitively ran up to where Sheba was eating and began sniffing at her bowl. Rather than snapping or growling at her as we might have expected, Sheba allowed the tiny pup to sniff at her food, and then tentatively, Sasha took a tiny mouthful and wow, she simply devoured it. From that day we made sure she received a small portion of 'grown up' dog food each day to supplement her puppy milk and so began the process of weaning her, right from day one.

      As is normal with the arrival of any new dog in a household, the first day seemed to fly by, and before we knew it, bedtime had arrived. Being so small, we'd decided to have Sasha in our bedroom and so carried her bed up the stairs to our bedroom where we placed it beside the bed near to Juliet. At that time we had another dog, Dinky, who was relatively new and who also slept in our room. Before we knew it, Sasha had curled up with Dinky and the two little dogs were soon fast asleep. I fully expected to have to get up in the night to let Sasha out to do her business, or take a pee, but the puppy slept right through the night and held on until we rose in the morning and let her out in the garden. The other thing we found that first morning was that between them, Sasha and Dinky had somehow pulled the big blue blanket from Dinky's bed out onto the floor where the pair of them had made a kind of 'nest' and were happily snoring together as we awoke.

      The first day and night had come and gone and passed like a dream. Sasha had made a real impression on all of us, human and canine!
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            DISASTER LOOMS

          

        

      

    

    
      The first couple of weeks of Sasha's life in our home went as expected, with much fun, laughter and excitement at watching our new puppy integrate herself into life with the other dogs as well as with us. From day one, this beautiful little foundling impressed us with the fact she didn't have one single toilet 'accident' in the home, dutifully toddling after any of the other dogs who went out into the garden and doing whatever she had to do in the area where our dogs had been trained to 'do their business.' We were astounded at this fact, as in all the years my wife and I had been keeping dogs, we'd never yet come across one that required no specific training in toilet matters.

      She knew from day one which bed was hers and unlike the other dogs who kind of 'shared' the beds in the kitchen during the day, Sasha would unerringly home in on her own bed when she wanted to rest or sleep, and curl up contentedly.

      A visit to the vet for a health check and her first round of vaccinations not only went well, it marked the beginning of a life-long love affair between the staff and vets at the practice and Sasha, a dog who even at her tender age had found a way into the hearts of everyone she came into contact with.

      Very early in life, Sasha developed a love of what would become and still is her favourite dog treat, so we always have a supply of 'gravy bones” handy.

      Around this time, Juliet and I were seriously considering the possibility of owning our own kennels, a long-held ambition for both of us. It was our dream to run such an establishment and at the same time, Juliet could use her dog grooming experience to offer a grooming facility and our friend, a qualified canine behaviourist was keen to rent space from us where he could offer dog training sessions in a secure and protected environment. We also hoped to have a small on-site shop where we would sell dog food, accessories and anything dog-related. We saw a suitable business advertised for sale a few miles from our home and made arrangements to go along to view it. Not wanting to leave Sasha at home while we visited the property, we loaded her into the back of the car along with a couple of our other dogs for company and enjoyed a great visit to the kennels, where the owners fell head-over-heels in love with our gorgeous and exuberant puppy, whose antics and personality succeeded in captivating them from the minute we took her out of the car and allowed her to run around in their exercise area.

      Before we left that day, having arranged to go back for a second visit later in the week to examine the kennel's financial records, there were lots of jokes being thrown around about the kennel owners 'kidnapping' Sasha, so greatly had they fallen for her. The little puppy simply loved riding in the car, even though she was so small she couldn't actually see much out of the window, even standing on her hind legs, but she tried, she really tried.

      When we arrived for the second visit a few days later, the owners seemed more delighted to see Sasha than us, and I'm sure we would have got round to viewing the books much sooner if it hadn't been for the constant attention she was subjected to. Eventually we took our leave once again and it would be some weeks before we finally decided not to proceed with the purchase of the kennels. Sasha enjoyed her tea that evening and as usual slept the sleep of the innocent later that night, curled up on the blue blanket together with Dinky. It would prove to be the last good night's sleep she, or any of us would enjoy for quite some time.
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            ACCIDENT!

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning after the visit to the kennels saw everything begin as normal. There was no hint of the tragedy to come as the girls got ready for school and Juliet and I did our usual early morning dog walks with the other dogs.

      Sasha was her usual self, bouncing around with joy and happiness, playing with Dinky as she always did first thing in the morning. With the girls gone and Juliet walking four dogs, I was upstairs, getting washed in the bathroom, leaving the door open so I could keep an eye on the puppy as she played.

      The thing none of us had considered was that the upstairs landing which ran from the bathroom to each of our three bedrooms, and joined the stairs in a junction close to the bathroom, though railed off from the stairs side, contained a small gap, no more than four inches high, between the landing and the descending stairs.

      As I was getting ready, I checked every ten seconds or so to see that all was well and that Dinky wasn't becoming too rough in her play with Sasha. Suddenly, I heard a squeal, a loud one, and when I turned to look, I saw no sign of the puppy.

      Running from the bedroom, I looked but couldn't see Sasha anywhere. I heard another squeal, this time more of a whimper and realised it was coming from downstairs. How could it be possible?

      I'd fitted a baby gate at the top of the stairs to prevent her accidentally falling downstairs, but to my eternal regret, neither I nor Juliet had thought that the tiny gap on the landing would prove to be so calamitous.

      Sasha had clearly been playing with Dinky and had managed to somehow fall through that tiny gap and had landed at least twelve feet below in the hallway. I reacted instantly and ran downstairs to check on my baby girl. Poor little Sasha was lying on her side with her right leg sticking out at an impossible angle!

      I stroked and loved her, feeling wretched and blaming myself for what had taken place, but this was no time for such thoughts. I gently picked her up, and her little tail as usual started wagging despite what must have been the terrible pain she must have felt. Thankfully, Juliet arrived home a couple of minutes later and together, we examined her closely. We both realised her injury was serious and I phoned the vet and was instructed to take Sasha there as soon as possible.

      Within minutes, I was on my way. Due to her injury, there was no way she could be placed in the back of the car unattended and Juliet quickly found an old ladies wicker shopping basket, one of those with the handle that goes over the top from side to side, and lined it with a blanket. She placed Sasha so gently into the basket and put both dog and basket on the passenger seat of the car. Though she wanted to come with me, I told her to stay and look after the other dogs, not wanting her to be there if the vet gave me really bad news. The possibility existed in my mind that they might not be able to operate on a puppy so young and that we might lose little Sasha before she'd had a chance to enjoy life at all.

      A quick but thorough examination by Rebecca, who has been Sasha's vet since day one, confirmed our fears that she'd suffered a fracture to her elbow joint. For those unfamiliar with canine anatomy, that's the joint at the top of the leg where it joins the shoulder. They would have to x-ray the joint to assess the extent of the damage and I had to leave Sasha at the vet's while they carried out the procedure, having given her a painkilling injection before I left her in their care.

      Arriving home, both Juliet and I found ourselves barely able to function as we worried and fretted about what was happening to our baby girl, our gorgeous Sasha! We were grateful the girls had been at school when Sasha's accident occurred. At least they'd been spared having to go to school feeling upset and filled with the fears and worries we were sharing at that time. Juliet refused to blame me for the accident, and in truth, that's what it was, an awful, tragic accident that nobody could have foreseen. We simply hadn't taken into account just how tiny Sasha was and the thought that she might actually fit through that miniscule gap at the top of the stairs hadn't entered either of our minds for a second. To fill in some of the waiting time, I went to the local shops and bought a piece of hardboard which I painted with quick-drying woodstain and fitted it to the existing rails along the length of the landing. It may have been a case of shutting the stable door after the horse had bolted, but at least I'd made sure such an accident could never happen again in the future. We could only hope during those terrible hours of waiting that Sasha would actually have a future. Thoughts of the cost of any treatment Sasha may need came to mind and we were grateful that when we'd adopted her from the pound we'd been issued with a certificate granting her six weeks free pet insurance, so at least we could feel secure in the knowledge that her injury would be covered by the insurance. We always insure our dogs anyway, and it was obvious we'd have to stay with the same insurer when the free period expired as no other company would henceforth cover her for previous injuries such as this and it was very clear that her treatment would be ongoing and go on long beyond the six weeks free period. Unfortunately, though the company providing the free insurance was a large and reputable pet insurance company, it was also known for being expensive by comparison with other similar companies, but we knew we had no choice, and Sasha would have to stay covered by the company concerned for the remainder of her life, a small price to pay, we decided. I mention this here because as time went on we grew more and more grateful for that insurance and can honestly say that all pet owners should ensure their dog, cat, rabbit or whatever pet it may be is insured, as we have learned over the years the value of having our pets and Sasha in particular, covered by the best insurance we can afford.
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        * * *

      

      A very long four hours slowly ticked by. Juliet and I continued to worry, wanting to pick up the phone and ask how she was doing, but we knew they would call as soon as they had something to tell us. Eventually, the phone rang. My hand actually trembled as I picked it up, the caller I.D. function informing me it was the vet calling. What would they say?

      I answered with great trepidation, saying a small prayer as I did so.

      “Mr. Porter?”

      “Hello Rebecca,” I replied, nervously. “How is she?”

      “Sasha's x-rays show that she has sustained a fracture to her elbow joint as I thought this morning. We can repair it, but she'll need to be transferred to a specialist veterinarian hospital in Manchester where we have the services of a consultant orthopaedic surgeon on hand. He can operate on her tomorrow, and Sasha will need to have the joint pinned and have a plate inserted to hold the joint in place, which will be screwed in place and will then require a long period of rest and recuperation.”

      Although this wasn't exactly good news, it was far better than the worst case scenario Juliet and I had been terrifying ourselves with.

      “Okay, thanks, Rebecca,” I replied. “What happens now?”

      “Can you come in to the practice now and fill in the necessary forms which will give us permission to go ahead with the operation?”

      “I'll be there within half an hour, Rebecca,” I said, and hung up and quickly explained everything to Juliet before jumping into the car and driving to the vet's surgery as fast as the speed limits allowed.

      On arriving at the surgery I was taken through to the treatment area where little Sasha was in one of the large cages used for in-patients. She looked so tiny and pathetic, and yet as soon as she saw me she began wagging that amazing little tail of hers. Rebecca came to me and quickly ran through everything she'd told me on the phone for a second time, just to be sure I was fully aware of what needed to be done. I signed the necessary documents that would allow them to carry out the operation on her broken leg and Rebecca explained that Sasha would be taken the fifty miles to Manchester by pet ambulance and would spend the night at the pet hospital there before the surgeon would carry out her operation the next morning. If all went well, they would wait until she'd recovered from the operation and the effects of the anaesthetic had worn off before transporting her back to the surgery, after which I could collect her and take her home.

      Amazed and impressed at how fast they were going ahead with everything, I asked if I could spend a few minutes with Sasha before leaving her in their care again.

      “Spend as long as you like,” Rebecca replied, kindly. “She's such a beautiful little puppy, and so happy despite her pain.”

      Even at this early juncture in her life, Sasha was making her way inexorably into the hearts of the staff at the veterinary practice, a place she's held ever since, even with the changes to personnel that inevitably occur over the years in such businesses.

      Leaving Sasha there soon afterwards was a heartbreaking necessity. I knew she was in good hands and would be well cared for, but, even in her sleepy state as a result of the sedatives she'd been given before her x-rays, she seemed to know I was going away and her eyes virtually pleaded with me to take her with me, her tail wagging as always, though not quite as fast as was usual. I stroked her, bent into the cage and kissed the top of her tiny head, and said a quiet “bye for now, I'll see you tomorrow” to her and then turned away with a tear in my eye.

      “She'll be fine, Mr. Porter,” Rebecca the vet said to me as I stood a little forlornly at the door to the vet's surgery, not really wanting to go home and yet knowing I was doing no good by just waiting there, achieving nothing.

      Clinging to those words from Sasha's vet, I drove home very slowly with tears pricking at my eyes as I did so. Not normally given to such emotional displays, I still felt responsible for the accident and knew I wouldn't feel myself again until I knew the following day's operation had been successfully completed and Sasha was home with us once again, where she belonged.

      By the time I arrived home, the girls had returned from school and as usual, looked for the puppy. Juliet told them what had happened and their fears and worries were now added to those of me and my wife. That evening was one of the longest I can remember and the night even more so, as sleep evaded me, Juliet too, as we both continued to think about Sasha and the ordeal that awaited her the next day.

      The morning of Sasha's operation dawned, with Juliet and I looking and feeling drawn, exhausted and filled with trepidation for what lay ahead that day. There are always risks attached whenever a dog has to be given anaesthetics prior to an operation, hence the consent form the owner has to sign to give the veterinary surgeon permission to carry out the procedure. With Sasha being so young and knowing the weakened state she'd been in just a few short weeks previously, our fears were naturally heightened.

      “When will Sasha be coming home?” Victoria, at 11 years old, our youngest girl asked as soon as she came downstairs for breakfast.

      “We won't know until the vet calls us later,” Juliet told her.

      “They're operating as early as possible this morning,” I added, “to give her as much time to recover afterwards before they bring her back to our vet's surgery sometime this afternoon. Once Rebecca has checked that everything is okay, she'll let me know when I can go and pick Sasha up.”

      “She's going to be okay, isn't she?” Victoria asked me.

      “I hope so, Victoria, I really hope so,” I replied. What more could I say? I tried to be as honest as possible with Victoria, without worrying her unduly. There was no need at that stage to place any more fears or worries in her young mind. Rebecca, the eldest who shared her name with Sasha's vet, said very little, keeping her fears for our puppy very much to herself.

      Both girls went to school that morning as usual but I'm sure neither of their minds was on their lessons throughout that day. Like mine and Juliet's they were focussed solely on events outside our control, taking place over fifty miles away.

      The day wore on relentlessly, each hour passing interminably slowly, as Juliet and I waited for news. We walked the other dogs in shifts between us, a couple at a time. Juliet drank tea, I drank coffee, lots of it. We stared at the phone, willing it to ring. We walked from room to room in an aimless quest to try to make the time pass quicker, with no discernible success.

      Even the other dogs sensed something was wrong. Sheba and Dinky in particular were extremely restless, each of them periodically walking up to Sasha's little bed, sniffing it as though looking for her. They couldn't work out where their new little friend was.

      I'm sure we've all had certain moments in our lives where we've been so agitated and so hyped up with emotion that physical symptoms begin to manifest themselves. That was certainly the case that day as both Juliet and I began to suffer intense headaches and had to take tablets to counter their effects.

      Two o'clock came and went; then three o'clock and still no word. How many times did I contemplate picking up the phone just to call the vet and ask for news, but I stopped myself, knowing that even if Sasha had been returned to them, she would in all probability still be under the effects of anaesthetic or being monitored to ensure all was well, so any calls from me would merely serve as unnecessary interruptions.

      Four o'clock had just registered on the clock when the phone began ringing. Juliet and I engaged in a race to pick it up and Juliet, not hindered by physical disability as I am, was the obvious winner. When she looked at the phone however and saw the vet's number on the caller I.D. screen, she 'chickened out' and passed the phone to me.

      “It's them,” she gasped. “I can't talk to them, here, you do it.”

      Sure enough, it was Rebecca.

      “How is she, Rebecca?” I blurted out, breathlessly.

      “Sasha's fine, Mr. Porter.”

      I gave Juliet a thumbs-up sign to say all was well as I listened to the rest of Rebecca's news.

      “The operation went well, and she's been back here with us for about an hour and a half. She's still a bit dopey, but if you want to come in, in about half an hour, I can go through everything with you and then you'll be able to take Sasha home.”

      I really can't remember what I said after that but after completing my conversation with Rebecca, I told Juliet what she'd said and we hugged each other as a sense of relief flooded through us both.

      The girls arrived home from school as I was leaving in the car to go and collect Sasha and were excited and relieved and couldn't wait for me to return with what would still be our still very poorly puppy.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha looked so vulnerable when Rebecca carried her in to the treatment room soon after my arrival at the surgery. Her right leg was fully encased in a veterinarian bandage and another smaller bandage was in place on her left leg where they'd shaved it in order to fit her with a catheter for the administration of drugs, drips or whatever they had to do before, during or after the operation.

      Despite still being rather doped up from the effects of the anaesthetic, as soon as she saw me her tail wagged, slowly at first and then with more vigour as Rebecca placed her gently in my arms. Before going into the details regarding her treatment, Rebecca told me that the surgeon in Manchester had commented on how brave Sasha was, and that as they'd administered the anaesthetics to knock her out for the operation, her tail had continued wagging, getting slower and slower until she was fully under. Even more remarkable, he'd told Rebecca, was that as she began to come round in the recovery room the nurse who was with her reported to him that as consciousness began to return, that tail of hers had begun to wag, very slowly at first, and then by the time she'd woken up fully, it was wagging furiously. Despite all she'd gone through and even though she was still feeling the after-effects of the anaesthesia, Sasha's natural happiness, her verve and enthusiasm for life just shone through in that display of incessant tail wagging.

      Next came the details of the operation itself. Rebecca explained that because Sasha was a mere ten weeks old, the surgeon had been very careful in terms of anaesthesia, giving her the bare minimum necessary dose, not wanting to add to the risks normally associated with anaesthetising an adult dog, which had also meant he'd had to work as fast and as accurately as possible. As she explained, the surgeon, whose name I can't recall, but will refer to as Mr. Burnside, was one of the best men in the north of England at doing these operations and he'd encountered no problems in completing Sasha's operation without any complications.

      He'd used a series of screws and metal bolts in conjunction with an aluminium plate to rebuild Sasha's joint, which had been seriously damaged in the fall. It was going to take quite some time for her to recover and she would have to be kept in a dog crate and immobilised as much as possible until the joint was fully healed. All the time Rebecca was talking to me Sasha's tail was, yes, you've guessed it, wagging furiously as I cradled her in my arms.

      “Keeping her immobilised will be the single most important factor in her recovery,” she explained. “The quieter you can keep her, the quicker she'll heal. She can go out in the garden to go to the toilet, but you must try to keep her as still as possible. Rest is now the most important thing for Sasha.”

      “Thanks, Rebecca. It's going to be very difficult keeping an exuberant puppy cooped up for hours on end. How long will it be before she can walk on it, properly, I mean?”

      “If all goes well, then maybe in two or three weeks the leg will be strong enough for her to have short periods of exercise, maybe ten minutes or so at a time in the garden.”

      “I'll do my best, Rebecca. We all just want her to be well again.”

      “I know you will, Mr. Porter. Let me go and get Sasha's tablets and then you can take her home.”

      Rebecca left me and Sasha while she went to fetch the medications, and while we waited, Sasha's eyes never left my face, the look she was giving me was pure love and devotion. Rebecca returned with the medications. She explained that Sasha had received a large dose of painkillers by injection so would need to begin taking the liquid painkilling medicine the next day, once in the morning, once at night, and she also had a course of antibiotics to help prevent any post-operative infection. I had to take her back for a post-operative check up in five days and after thanking Rebecca profusely, I carried Sasha to the car, where I gently placed her in the same wicker shopping basket I'd used to ferry her there in the first place just a couple of days before, though it seemed a lifetime ago at that moment.
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            POST-OPERATIVE CARE

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet had prepared the dog crate for Sasha while I was out, but it took some time before the puppy saw the inside of it. Juliet of course insisted on giving her lots of love and cuddles, as did I, and the girls were allowed to stroke and pet her as one of us held her. Poor little dog was still so sleepy from the anaesthetic she just fell into a deep sleep within half an hour of coming home so we took the opportunity to place her in the dog crate in a special little bed I'd gone out and bought that fitted perfectly in the crate while still leaving her room to move around a little. The other dogs were all so interested in what was happening and all crowded round the crate. They could obviously smell 'vet' emanating from Sasha and we will always swear they knew Sasha wasn't well, as, after they'd sniffed at the crate and taken a good look at the sleeping little puppy they all left her alone to rest and not one dog made any attempt to disturb her.

      A couple of hours later, Sasha woke up and as would become a habit over the coming weeks, I carried her into the back garden and placed her gently on the ground. It was quite heartrending to see her hobbling round on three legs, carefully ensuring she didn't put the injured, strapped up leg on the ground. How she did it, I'm still not sure, but somehow she managed to squat and do a little wee, and then limped to the bottom of the garden to the place where our dogs had all been trained to go to do their poo, Sasha included, even at that young age. It must have been difficult for her to retain her balance but she did it and looked up at me as though to say “haven't I been clever?”

      Not wanting her to do too much, I picked her up, and made such a fuss of her and then allowed her to spend the rest of the evening curled up in a blanket spread across my knees. This would become a feature of our evenings, with either me or Juliet having her with us in this way in order to reduce the amount of time she spent 'imprisoned' in her crate.

      We'd tried offering her some food but as the vet had warned us, she was still quite drowsy and refused to eat. We hoped she'd feel hungry the next day.

      Bedtime approached and once again I took her out into the garden and once again she 'performed' and hobbled back to me to be picked up and carried indoors.

      All through that evening and every subsequent one during her convalescence, our other dogs were all superb, as if each one of them knew Sasha needed special care and not one displayed an ounce of jealousy such as we might have expected when dogs see another of their kind receiving extra special attention.

      Thus began what was soon to become a regular ritual as I carried her crate upstairs and placed it beside our bed. Juliet brought Sasha upstairs in her arms and she was gently laid on her little bed in the bed where she soon fell fast asleep.

      Just as had been the case before her accident, Sasha slept through the night, probably aided by the residual effects of the anaesthetic, and again, her crate was dry in the morning; no toilet accidents!

      The following morning, we were so pleased when she appeared hungry and on being offered her usual breakfast, she eagerly lapped up the puppy food she'd now graduated to. In what would become quite a hallmark of Sasha's life, she readily swallowed her antibiotic tablet, wrapped in a little dog meat. To this day, Sasha, unlike some dogs, has never presented a problem in taking any form of medication. The painkilling Metacam was in liquid form and so administered by being mixed into her regular food, no problem!

      At her first post-operative check-up at the vet's surgery, Rebecca expressed her pleasure at Sasha's progress and she carefully removed the full length bandage strapping her leg and I was able to see for the first time, the operation scars and stitches that still needed to be removed. Whilst the wound were healing well, it would be another week before the stitches could be removed but thankfully the leg was left unstrapped and it would at least make moving around a little easier for her.
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        * * *

      

      We all settled into a new routine in our home which was basically one hundred percent Sasha related, as everything we did, everywhere either Juliet or I needed to go, had to be worked around the two of us giving our poor puppy what amounted to round the clock care and attention. The biggest problem we faced was that Sasha soon let us know, rather verbally, that she hated being left alone. She must have felt so isolated in her crate, where she had to spend most of her life over the following three months, toilet breaks and evening cuddles aside.

      We'd thought that having her crate in the kitchen so the other dogs could 'visit' and be around her most of the time would help to alleviate her loneliness, but we soon learned that it wasn't canine company Sasha craved, but that of either her human 'Mum' or 'Dad' and she would whimper and howl in a plaintive, sad and sorry voice if neither of us was in the room with her.

      Thankfully, for once, my own disabilities allowed us to come up with a workable solution. As I can't get around much anyway, we brought one of our garden chairs into the kitchen, where I could sit in relative comfort beside her crate. Result? Instant silence and a contended though still very much restricted puppy. I must have read upwards of a hundred books in those weeks sitting beside her, making sure she wasn't trying to move around too much as there was still a danger of her injuring herself as the joint healed.

      My life and hers began to gradually meld into one as we began a routine of me sitting beside her, taking her out to go into the back garden, where she was soon able to spend gradually expanding periods of time out there, exercising her leg and gradually building up the strength in her rebuilt joint. From an initial five minutes or so, these periods grew to ten, then fifteen minutes, her limp gradually reducing, especially once her stitches had been removed. She received her second round of vaccinations during one of her regular check-ups and if it hadn't been for her accident, by now she would have been running around on the playing fields where we took our other dogs and enjoying the life of a fast-growing puppy.

      Sadly, it wasn't to be for our little baby girl and it still strikes me as quite miraculous in light of subsequent events, that Sasha grew up as well-adjusted as she did. All those weeks when she should have been chasing balls, playing with squeaky toys, rolling around in the grass and play fighting with the other dogs, Sasha was cooped up in what was essentially a small cage, with usually just me for company, and with a couple of toys she could play with in that small enclosed space.

      As her leg began to gain full strength however, I allowed her short periods of 'playtime' in the garden, which became therapeutic exercise periods and the vet eventually told me on one of her regular check-up visits that Sasha's leg had healed beautifully. A new set of x-rays were taken that showed everything was fine and three months after her horrific leg break, Sasha was given the all clear. The crate could be mothballed, hopefully never to be needed again.

      She was cleared to go for walks, to run and play, and much to our joy we celebrated the fact that our beautiful little Sasha could be a real puppy at last. It was time for her to start enjoying her life again!
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            DÉJÀ VU

          

        

      

    

    
      The following two weeks were sheer joy for Sasha and all the family. We were able to take her out for walks, indulge in some basic dog training which she responded to as though she'd been taking secret lessons from Sheba or some of the other dogs in the home. We'd purchased a harness for her expecting her to be something of a 'puller' when out walking due to her not having had much chance to go for dog walks prior to her accident but she actually walked well and displayed a wonderfully happy, jaunty way of walking, with what could only be described as a big 'staffy grin' on her face as she virtually jogged along on her walks. We were so happy to be able to allow her to run free on the playing field near our home where she loved running and chasing a tennis ball, which she'd happily bring back to us without even being trained to do so. She loved simply running around and generally interacting with whichever dogs shared her walk. Of course, all the time she was running and enjoying herself; that tail of hers wagged and wagged and wagged.

      In all honesty I can say that I'd never seen a dog, puppy or adult, display such a love of life as Sasha displayed in that period after she'd been given the all clear to resume normal life.

      Our friends, many of whom were fellow dog owners, had missed seeing the little puppy we'd first shown them some months earlier, and expressed such delight in seeing her again and joined in our joy at seeing her displaying such happy puppy behaviour. Sasha truly brought immense smiles to so many faces and laughter too as they enjoyed her antics as she'd leap and run around, totally in love with life, almost oblivious to anything else happening around her.

      Her home life was now that of a normal four month old puppy. She could play in the garden with the other dogs, climb the stairs at bedtime, though she was always a lot slower and rather careful on the way down, as she remains to this day. By now of course, she was eating the same diet as all our dogs and possessed a healthy appetite and was growing into a beautiful young dog, as fit and healthy as she could possibly be, taking into account the terrible start she'd experienced in life.

      Being a multi-dog household it's worth explaining at this point that we have always used a series of baby gates in the home that allow us to ensure the dogs are where we want them to be at any given time. This arrangement has always worked well both before and after Sasha's arrival in our home but would play their part in the next event to strike our baby girl's fledgling puppyhood.

      Just over two weeks had passed since Sasha had received the all-clear from the vet. One morning, Juliet was in the utility room, adjoining the kitchen, preparing to take three of our dogs out for a walk. Sasha must have sensed that Juliet was about to go out for a walk without taking her along.

      Before either of us realised what was happening, Sasha decided to try and jump over the baby gate to try and reach Juliet, but didn't quite clear the top of the gate and fell awkwardly over the top, landing badly on the utility room side and crying out in pain as her right leg collapsed under her body. We realised right away what had happened and a quick look at the leg told us, without needing a definite diagnosis that she'd broken the leg yet again!

      We could hardly believe it. Her right leg was once again sticking out at an impossible angle just as before. Sasha lay there looking up at me, wagging her tail as though nothing had happened, but both Juliet and I felt like breaking down in tears as we saw the leg, so recently healed, in that state once more.

      Within minutes, after a phone call to the veterinary surgery, Sasha was once again on the passenger seat of the car as we sped along the road for immediate attention from the vet. This time she was too big to fit in the wicker basket so Juliet had quickly placed one of the dog beds on the seat and Sasha dutifully lay there, her right leg sticking out over the side all the way to the vets.

      Less than twenty minutes after sustaining the new injury, she was being examined by an incredulous Rebecca, who as luck would have it, happened to be on duty at the time. Like Juliet and I she could hardly believe it.

      “We'll need to x-ray the leg, Mr. Porter, but I'm ninety-nine percent sure she's broken the leg again in the same place.”

      “We couldn't believe it, Rebecca,” I replied. “She's been so happy since you gave her the go ahead to live a normal life again.”

      Rebecca carefully made sure there were no other injuries immediately apparent and in a state of shock and with a terrible feeling of déjà vu I watched sadly as Rebecca carried Sasha through to the treatment area of the surgery where they would carry out the x-rays on her leg. Once again I was subjected to a pair of sad eyes watching me as I stood in the examination room as she disappeared from view. It was all happening again. My heart felt heavy, my emotions in turmoil as I walked out of the surgery and called Juliet from my mobile phone to give her the news she was already expecting. I drove home and as before, spent the next couple of hours nervously awaiting Rebecca's phone call.

      Sure enough, when she called it was to confirm that Sasha's leg had indeed been broken in the same place, the elbow joint.

      “Can you come back right away?” she asked me. “I've spoken to Mr. Burnside and if we can get Sasha across to Manchester this afternoon he can fit her in tomorrow. He stressed that the operation could be more complicated this time, as Sasha has grown significantly since the first one and he may have to remove the original plate and screws etc, and fit a new one in order to repair the damage if it's possible. There is a slight chance, if the joint is too badly damaged to be repaired, that he may have to consider amputating the leg. The important thing for now is to get her over there so he can examine her thoroughly. If he needs to speak to you in the morning we can give him your number, with your permission.”

      “I'll be there right away,” I replied, “and yes, of course you can give my phone number to Mr. Burnside. We just want Sasha to be okay.”

      The word 'amputation' resonated in my brain and both Juliet and I just looked at each other in shock after I'd briefly told her the gist of my conversation with Rebecca.

      I was soon back in the surgery, signing yet another consent form for Sasha to be anaesthetised and operated on.

      “Can I see her for a few minutes, Rebecca?” I asked.

      “Of course you can. The pet ambulance won't be here for about twenty minutes. Just take your time. Sasha's a little dopey, from the sedative we had to give to take the x-rays, and from the strong dose of painkillers I've given her by injection.”

      I spent around ten minutes with Sasha before leaving her with that plaintive, pleading look in her eyes as she realised I was going away again without taking her with me. I felt like a mass murderer, but didn't want to be there to see her being driven away in the ambulance. That would have been too emotional for me. Sasha had become such an important part of my life and the lives of all the family. I could only drive home and yet again, the whole family spent an awful, worrisome evening and Juliet and I shared yet another sleepless night.

      Our conversation during those sleepless hours mainly revolved around the potential prognoses for Sasha's future.

      “What will we do if they have to amputate her leg?” Juliet had asked at one point.

      “More's the point, what will Sasha do?” I replied. “Mind you, dogs can be very adaptable, and we've seen enough three-legged dogs over the years to know she would probably cope quite well if the worst case scenario happened.”

      “Let's hope the surgeon can re-build her joint again, so we don't have to worry about that option,” Juliet replied, her voice tremulous with fear and emotion for Sasha.

      “I agree. Hopefully, he'll call me in the morning and we'll know more then.”

      While it's true that many dogs cope admirably with three legs, we felt that Sasha was so young and vulnerable and had so far had such a little time to enjoy her puppyhood, that it was almost unthinkable for us to imagine our baby girl having to spend the rest of her life limping around on three legs.
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        * * *

      

      Sure enough, quite early the following morning, my mobile phone rang. On answering it, I heard the voice of Mr. Burnside, the specialist veterinary orthopaedic surgeon who'd performed Sasha's operation on her original leg break.

      “Well, Mr. Porter,” he said in the calm and quiet voice I remembered from before. “Sasha certainly knows how to do things, doesn't she? Not content with once, she had to go and do it again, eh?”

      “I know, Mr. Burnside. My wife and I just couldn't believe she'd done it again. The baby gate is three feet high and God knows how she thought she could jump something that tall.”

      “Typical puppy behaviour,” he replied. “Inquisitive and adventurous to a fault, though I have to admit, in all my years as a vet, I have never known a dog break the same leg in the same place twice in the space of four months.”

      “Yes, I can imagine it's a rare occurrence, but please, is there anything you can do to save the leg?”

      “I think so,” he said, and a sense of relief instantly washed over me, even at the hint of being able to save her from amputation. He continued; “However, I must point out that this time the operation will be rather more complicated than the previous one. Because Sasha has grown considerably, there's no chance of using the original plate and pins etcetera to repair the joint so I'll have to open her leg up and first of all remove all the previous inserts and then put in place a new, larger metal plate, with correspondingly larger pins and screws to hold it in place. I have to point out that this involves quite a bit of reconstructive work and it's fair to say that if she does manage to somehow do this again in the future, it will be almost impossible to save the leg and amputation would then become a necessity in order to give her a decent quality of life.”

      Mr. Burnside checked that I fully understood his words and the possible implications for Sasha's future, and then promised to phone me personally later in the day when the operation had been completed.

      I thanked him and wished him good luck with Sasha's operation and before he hung up he did add; “I will do everything I can for Sasha, Mr. Porter. She does seem to be a very special dog. Not that I can put my finger on why, it's just something that comes across to me while interacting with her. Please try not to worry. She's in safe hands, I assure you.”

      I think that was the first time anyone had referred to Sasha as being a 'special dog,” a sentiment I agreed with of course, but then again, I was biased. With the progression of time, it certainly wouldn't be the last time such a phrase would be used in people's descriptions of my baby girl.

      The hours that followed became a sort of 'groundhog day' experience for Juliet and me as we relived all the fears and worries that had beset us during Sasha's first operation such a few short months previously. After walking the dogs, we did our best to keep busy by retrieving the dog crate from its place of storage in the garden shed, and Juliet once again prepared it to make it as comfortable as possible in readiness for Sasha's homecoming. I had to go out that morning to buy our regular two large sacks of dog food, which would usually last our 'pack' around two and half weeks. While I was at the pet food superstore, where I was a well known regular customer, I told the staff who all knew Sasha after she'd paid numerous visits there with me of her latest injury and all of them wished her luck and offered their best wishes for her speedy recovery. While I was there I bought her a new, soft cuddly toy, a little puppy she could snuggle up to in her crate at night.

      There was little more we could do but wait for the promised phone call from the orthopaedic surgeon. Eventually, at around one p.m. Mr. Burnside called me.

      “Sasha's fine,” were his first words to me and relief spread through my tensed up body before he said another word. “It was a long operation, over three hours, but we were successful in removing the previous internal supports and fitting the new plate, bolts and screws. It will be necessary for her to be kept as immobile as possible as before, but she should make a full recovery.”

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice choked with emotion.

      “It's a pleasure,” he replied “and my nurses have asked me to tell you that Sasha has an incredible tail.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes,” he said with a slight hint of humour in his voice. “Just like the first time, her tail continued wagging as she went under the anaesthetic, slower and slower until she was fast asleep and as she was waking up it was like a machine being switched back on as it gradually began wagging again, getting faster and faster until she was fully awake.”

      “That's my Sasha,” I said, “always happy, no matter what.”

      We shared a laugh, a welcome moment in the midst of a very serious situation.
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      He went on to explain the full details of the operation and ended by telling me they would be transporting Sasha back to my own vet's surgery within the hour, and that my vet would call me as soon as it was possible for me to collect her and take her home.

      That call came around five thirty p.m and soon afterwards, I arrived once more at the surgery. Sasha's leg was once again strapped up from toe to shoulder and true to form, her tail wagged furiously as Rebecca brought her into the consulting room and she caught sight of me. After another lecture on the after care required for my baby girl, and armed with more liquid painkiller and antibiotics, we journeyed home where Sasha received a rapturous welcome from Juliet and the girls.

      The next few weeks were very much a repetition of what had gone before, with the garden chair again being employed as I kept my usual daily vigil by her side and my reading increased once again to take in novel after novel, with an occasional factual historical volume thrown in for good measure. Once again she would spend the evenings either on Juliet's knee or on mine, and her only exercise consisted of her short trips in the garden for toileting at first and then for actual exercise periods as her leg gained more strength.

      Probably because we'd gained such valuable experience in 'managing' Sasha's condition from the previous instance, this time her convalescence and recovery seemed to go far more smoothly and we soon settled into the routine and the regime we'd instituted previously.

      Because she'd grown considerably since breaking her leg the first time it did however prove a little more difficult to keep her 'quiet and immobile' this time round, and it was evident from her behaviour that Sasha wanted to be out of the crate and back in the swing of things much sooner than before. Thankfully she proved a fast healer yet again and after regular trips to the vet for check-ups and with gradually increasing exercise periods in the garden helping her leg to gain strength, it seemed to us that the time passed much faster this time. Sasha had become adept at walking in such a way that she put minimum weight on her leg as she placed it on the ground and almost miraculously, even with the strapping still in place for a longer period than previously, she actually tried to start playing with the other dogs when they were allowed in the garden with her. We felt it the right thing to do to allow her (and them) to carry on as normally as possible during this second period of recovery and convalescence. I'm sure it helped both her physical and psychological recovery to enjoy that degree of normality with the other dogs. The last thing we needed at that time was a depressed dog, something that could easily have happened without sufficient mental and physical stimulation.

      Despite the greater complexity of the second operation, Sasha's quite remarkable ability to heal herself saw her receive the all-clear just ten weeks after undergoing surgery, a full two weeks less than the first time.

      This time we made sure she was given no opportunity to repeat her previous performance of trying to jump over the baby gate, keeping her under very close supervision at all times as she began to enjoy her much delayed puppyhood once again. It was quite incredible to realise that though she was now eight months old, she had spent almost five of those months as a virtual prisoner in her crate, all for the best possible reasons of course, but she really did have a lot of exploring, playing and general life experiences to catch up with.

      Over the following months we made sure she had every opportunity to indulge in every pleasurable experience we could provide her with, interrupted only by one more experience of surgery as Rebecca, her vet had recommended that we have Sasha neutered at the earliest time possible. This time, the short operation was carried out by Rebecca at our local surgery and Sasha was admitted and returned to us within the space of one day. Sasha had become so used to visiting the veterinary surgery by this time that when we walked in together early in the morning she automatically tried to walk through into the main treatment area before waiting to go through the usual admissions process.

      One of the veterinary nurses later told me Sasha was the 'perfect' patient, as she seemed to know the procedures involved in terms of pre-op medications, having her leg shaved for the insertion of the catheter, and just like at Manchester, the staff at my own surgery commented on her wagging tail while going under and during the waking process. Rebecca, who had seen Sasha probably more frequently than any of her other patients in the last six months became the next person to remark to me, when I went to collect her, that there was 'something special' about Sasha.

      As we enjoyed her development over the next few months, we were yet to discover just how 'special' our lovable Sasha really was. Her first birthday came and went, (we'd given her a birth date based on the approximate age at which she'd been found by the dog warden, and going back eight weeks from that date), and life was at last looking up for Sasha. She was happy, playful and everyone who met her when she was out walking or playing on the nearby field remarked on what a beautiful dog she was growing into.

      Whether it was running free on the field chasing her ball, or just play fighting or running around with the other dogs, Sasha seemed to be making up for lost time, literally by leaps and bounds, (excuse the analogy), and everything in the garden of her life looked rosy.
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            GOOD TIMES, BAD TIMES

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Sasha's leg was fully healed, autumn had crept up on us and the weather, though still warm and sunny for the most part, had turned changeable, so much so that for the first time, Sasha's nemesis suddenly reared its head during a particularly unsettled weather week. Though we hadn't really taken much notice of it previously, occasionally thinking she might not want to go out for a walk if she was suffering some residual pain in her joint perhaps, we now found out the true reason for her periodic reticence to leave the house…RAIN!

      Sasha absolutely hated getting wet. Every time we tried to take her for a walk in the rain, and that week we had rain every day, we'd get as far as the tall, five foot gate that led from just outside our back door to the garden path and the outside world, and she'd dig her heels in and refuse to go any further. We tried and we tried, first Juliet, then me, all to no avail. We'd have to wait until a break in the rain and then try to take her for a walk in the hope it stayed dry long enough to give her the exercise she needed. If it began to rain while out walking with her, she was intelligent enough to know digging her heels in would only cause her to get even wetter, so her tactic in that case was to simply turn in the direction of home and literally drag the unfortunate walker along the path at the best speed she could muster, bearing in mind one of us was hanging on to her lead for dear life!

      To this day, she simply will not go for a walk in the rain, though she has gradually deemed it acceptable, over the years, to go for a very short one in the lightest of drizzle. So just when you were all thinking we had this wonderful, perfect amazing dog, I've gone and shattered your illusions haven't I? Even our wonderful Sasha has her idiosyncrasies, with rain being right at the top of her list of 'pet hates' (excuse the pun).

      Rain aside, Sasha was loving life, living it to the full at long last and sharing time with her was a sheer joy. She was certainly growing into an extremely good looking dog, and drew admiring comments from many people we met while out walking with her. It was while she was playing with two of our other dogs on the playing field one day that we discovered yet another of those idiosyncrasies; small fluffy dogs! If Sasha saw a small fluffy dog, for example a Shih Tzu or Maltese terrier, she'd immediately make a bee line for it. At first we thought she was going to actually attack such dogs, but then we discovered she thought they were large dog toys! Seriously she would run up to them, bowl them over, start leaping around like a demented, whirling dervish, or to be more accurate and precise, like a very large overgrown puppy. Of course, most dog owners who didn't know Sasha understandably found her behaviour rather scary and they too believed their dogs to be under attack by this rampaging 'monster' that would come running across the field towards their poor little darlings. We soon realised we'd have to keep Sasha on her lead if small fluffy dogs were around, and still have to do that today. She's now a full grown Staffy of course and strong enough to knock almost any dog down if she runs into it like a battering ram at full speed.

      In fact, her antics with small fluffy dogs tended to mirror certain behaviour at home, where she has always been rather…let's say, clumsy. If she wants to get from A to B, Sasha tends to be quite single minded about it and will often almost knock me or Juliet down as she clumps past us, banging into our legs in her determination to get where she wants to be. Over the years, she's walked into doors, chair legs, and even an occasional wall. 'Bull in a china shop' would be an apt description of Sasha on a mission! Or should that be 'Bull terrier in a china shop?'

      As most of the current staff at Sasha's veterinary practice can testify, Sasha can be so excitable when I take her in for regular check-ups that she howls if she sees other dogs in the waiting room, so I usually wait outside until it's her turn to be seen.

      But, to return to our story, life for Sasha had now become just what it should have been from the beginning. It was not long after her first birthday however, that we noticed she was continually licking at the pad of one of her front paws. At first, thinking it was a minor irritation caused by walking in something on the field or something picked up during a walk, we didn't give it too much attention but as the days turned to two weeks with no sign of the problem going away, I once again made a phone call and arranged an appointment for Sasha to see the vet.
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