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      In Memory of All the Angels with Paws, Wings, and Hearts

      I don't remember a time in my life without dogs. They were a constant presence throughout my childhood, loyal companions who were always around and deeply loved. Growing up, animals were never just pets; they were a member of our family. Both my mom and dad were devoted dog lovers who filled our home with beloved pets my whole life, teaching me that the bond between humans and animals is something sacred and enduring.

      My aunts and uncles had dogs. My cousins had every kind of creature imaginable. My siblings have also filled their homes and hearts with beloved animals who've become an essential part of their lives.

      To my husband Sean, thank you for understanding my bond with Abbey and for sharing in both the laughter and the grief that came with loving her. You saw her heart from the very beginning and gave me the space to cherish her the way she deserved.

      To my family, who get it, thank you for never needing an explanation. You've loved your animals the way I've loved mine; that shared understanding means more than words can say.

      To my nieces, Loni, Brittney, and Kaylee, and to my nephew Billy, who's now in heaven playing daily with all our beloved pets who've crossed over the Rainbow Bridge: I love you all so much. I am incredibly proud of each of you. You have, and always will, hold a considerable part of my heart.

      When my sweet Tigger died, Billy called me to tell me he was sorry for my loss. He didn't say much, but in a way only Billy could, he said something I'll never forget: "When you get a dog, you have to know they'll most likely die before you do. You need to be aware of that going into it. If you can't handle that loss, you shouldn't get a dog. But if you can, they're worth it. You're missing out if you don't get another dog because you're afraid of losing them."

      Billy loved his family. He loved his dogs. He was a man of few words, but that day, his words changed something in me. He helped me understand that the heartbreak is part of the price we pay for a kind of love that's pure and rare. His wisdom didn't make the pain hurt less, but it helped me open my heart again because he was right. They are worth it.

      To every animal I've ever loved and to the ones I'll love in the future, thank you for showing me what it means to live fully, love deeply, and never give up.

      And to Abbey… this book is yours.
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        “Dogs are not our whole life, but they make our lives whole.”

        ROGER CARAS

      

      

      

      Before Abbey came into my life, I was unraveling. I had spent nearly two decades working in a career I once loved. I worked a job that required me to be on my feet for 8-10 hours a day, leading a team and contributing to the profitability of my business. I needed to remember numbers, analyze data, and make decisions that impacted the overall performance of my business. I also had an hour commute each way, on a good day, sometimes longer when traffic turned my drive into a crawling nightmare of brake lights and frustration.  But somewhere along the way, my body began to betray me.

      I began to experience bone-deep exhaustion that no amount of sleep could fix. I remember having to pull over on the side of the road more than once to rest my eyes because I just couldn't keep them open. I'd sit there in my car, hazard lights blinking, gripping the steering wheel and wondering if this was how my life would end—not in some dramatic way, but simply falling asleep at the wheel doing 65 mph on my way home from work. I lived on over-the-counter drugs. I kept Advil and Excedrin Migraine everywhere—in my desk drawer, my purse, my car's center console, and my kitchen counter. I'd pop pills like they were vitamins, counting out the maximum daily dose and then taking more anyway because the alternative was unbearable. The pain in my legs was so bad that I couldn't get through a single day without pharmaceutical intervention.

      My head would pound with such intensity I feared the worst. The migraines came in waves, starting as a dull ache behind my eyes and growing into a throbbing force that made me nauseated and light-sensitive. I'd find myself squinting under the fluorescent store lights, trying to appear normal while feeling like someone was driving an ice pick through my skull.

      I began forgetting things—important things. Numbers I'd known by heart for years suddenly vanished from my memory. I’d find myself standing before my team, speaking one moment and totally lost the next. The sharp, analytical mind I'd always prided myself on was becoming unreliable, clouded by pain and exhaustion. Each mistake felt like another piece of myself slipping away.

      Worse than the physical symptoms was watching my personality change. I became irritable and lost patience with my team, which had previously been one of my strongest leadership qualities. I'd snap at people over minor issues, then regret it later. I felt like everyone was walking on eggshells around me, and I could see the confusion in their eyes. They knew this wasn't who I used to be, but they didn't know what was happening to me. Neither did I.

      The nights were the worst. I spent them pacing the floor because my legs wouldn't allow me to sleep. They ached with a deep, relentless throb that no position could relieve. I'd walk circles around my house at 2 AM, 3 AM, 4 AM, sometimes until dawn, my legs screaming but refusing to let me rest. There were nights I wanted to jump out the window, not from having suicidal thoughts, but from the desperate need to escape a body that had become a prison of pain.

      On my days off, I visited doctors' offices, chasing specialists and searching for answers, hoping for relief. When I wasn't visiting doctors, I was sleeping, or at least trying to. I'd collapse into bed for 12,  14, 16 hours and wake up feeling like I hadn't slept at all. My husband, Sean, would find me still in bed at noon, then again at 3 PM, unable to summon the energy to participate in my own life.

      One evening, I perfectly captured how far my mental clarity had deteriorated. I was working late, trying to catch up on tasks that should have taken minutes but now took hours. When I finally decided to leave, I locked my keys in my office. I had to ask one of my associates to climb through the ceiling from the unlocked office next door to get them out. Embarrassing, but these things happen. Twenty minutes later, I did it again. Same associate, same ceiling crawl, more embarrassment on my part. He was gracious about it, even made a joke to lighten the mood.

      Then, less than an hour later, I locked my keys in that office for the third time. I stood there staring at my keys on my desk through the glass door, and I wanted to disappear into the floor. When I approached him again, the associate didn't say a word, just smiled and headed for the ceiling tiles. Honestly, if I were him, I’d have assumed I was drunk, high, or wildly unqualified to be in charge of anything. But he was kind and never made me feel worse than I already did about my complete mental collapse. I never forgot his kindness during one of the most humiliating moments of my professional life. It was a stark reminder of how far I'd fallen from a sharp, reliable leader to someone who couldn't complete the simple task of leaving work without assistance.

      I was misdiagnosed over and over again (MS, lupus, fibromyalgia). Nothing helped. The treatments failed me, and I kept getting worse. Several doctors asked if I had ever been bitten by a tick or had a rash. I didn't remember either, though I loved the outdoors and spent hours in my yard. Doctor after doctor told me my tests looked fine. "You're just stressed," they'd say. "Maybe you need to exercise more." "Have you tried getting more sleep?" Each dismissal felt like another weight added to an already crushing load. I began to doubt my own experience, wondering if I was imagining the severity of my symptoms.

      My body had turned its back on me after years of faithful service. The legs that had carried me through decades of work suddenly refused to cooperate. The mind that had been sharp and reliable became foggy and unreliable. The energy that had sustained me through challenges large and small vanished, leaving me a shell of who I used to be. I was disappearing, one painful day at a time, and no one seemed to understand that the person I had been was slowly dying inside this failing body.

      Years passed on this medical merry-go-round until one day, everything changed. My doctor called and said, "You tested positive for Lyme disease and several co-infections. You need to see a Lyme specialist." I sat in my car and cried. For the first time in years, I felt a sense of relief. There was finally a name for what I'd been fighting. The specialist believed I had been living with chronic Lyme for over fifteen years, and the damage it had done was extensive. We began an aggressive antibiotic protocol. But the treatment made me feel worse than the illness itself. I was sick, weak, and worn out. In my darkest moment, when I was barely holding on to hope, something extraordinary was about to enter my life.  Little did I know that healing would come not from medicine alone, but from an unexpected source—a tiny creature who would teach me that sometimes the best therapy has four paws and an unbreakable spirit.

      THE BOND THAT CHANGES EVERYTHING

      If you’ve ever whispered your secrets into floppy ears, cried into soft fur, or blamed a suspicious household sound on the dog without missing a beat, you understand. We pet lovers are a special breed. We spell out W-A-L-K to avoid spontaneous chaos, sing made-up songs about our pets, and talk to them like tiny, furry therapists. We celebrate their best yoga pose, cheering them on with a heartfelt BIG STRETCH.  We trust their judgment of people more than our own and rearrange our whole lives around their routines.

      There's something about the bond we share with our pets that goes beyond companionship. They walk with us through life's hardest days and best moments, offering love that asks for nothing in return. Ask any pet owner, and they'll tell you: their animals are family. They see everything, including our laughter, struggles, and tears, and stay by our side through it all.

      Science backs up what we already know in our hearts. Pets can ease stress, lower blood pressure, and even boost our immune systems. However, the most significant changes aren't found in the data. Pets change us in ways we can't fully explain. They stay close when others drift away. They love us without question and sometimes carry us when we're barely holding on.

      Charles Schulz famously said, "Happiness is a warm puppy." It may sound simple, but it's beautifully true. Sometimes joy is just a soft body curled beside you during your hardest days.

      A family friend once told me that every pet we love helps our heart grow bigger, making space for the next one. I didn't really understand what that meant until Abbey came into my life. She didn't just help my heart grow, but she helped it heal.

      I believe animals come into our lives for a purpose. Sometimes it's to bring us joy. Sometimes it's to teach us something. And sometimes, it's to help us survive. I thought I was saving Abbey, but the truth is, she was saving me.

      ENTER ABBEY

      Sean and I are both dog lovers, but he has a particular passion for Rottweilers. He'd always dreamed of having a litter of his own, and when he brought up the idea, I said, "Whatever you want, babe, it's fine with me." How hard could it be?

      We bought an incredible momma dog named Julie, pronounced Yulie. She was sweet, kind, and so stinking cute. She obeyed immediately upon receiving any command. I fell in love with her instantly, though I had no idea what I was getting into. One day, I came home from work to the sound of an electric saw working hard in the basement. My husband peeked over a wall in what looked like an addition to the room, and I said, "What in the world are you doing?"

      With a grin as big as can be, he said, "I'm building a whelping box for the puppies!"

      The plan was straightforward: all the puppies were intended to go to good homes. We would keep one as my "personal protection dog". But when Julie gave birth to four precious little puppies while we were at dinner celebrating Sean's birthday, we fell in love with every one of them. Arnie, the only boy, was supposed to be the house dog. But his partner in crime, the most fragile of all, had other plans.

      This isn't just a collection of sweet dog stories. This is about fighting for life when you're tired of the struggle. It's about finding light when everything feels dark. It's about recognizing that strength sometimes means just showing up and trying again. Each chapter shares a part of Abbey's life and the lessons she left behind. You'll see her challenges, joy, resilience, and how she changed my life. At the end of the book, you'll find a recap of those lessons in one place, so you can return to them whenever you need a reminder of what it means to live fully and love deeply. You will also find Reflection Questions for each chapter to help you implement Abbey's wisdom biscuits in your own life. Woven throughout Abbey's story, you'll encounter Daily Motivations—short, powerful reminders inspired by her most transformative moments. Whether drawn from her struggle with malnutrition, her triumph over hip dysplasia, or her unwavering loyalty during my darkest hours, each motivation is designed to help you face your own challenges with Abbey's spirit of resilience and joy.

      Abbey's story is personal, but her wisdom is for everyone. Whether you're facing your own health challenges, grieving, feeling stuck, or just looking for a bit of hope, this book is for you.

      Thank you for being here. I'm honored to share Abbey's world with you. Our journey together starts at the very beginning with a puppy so small and fragile that survival itself seemed unlikely. Yet from these humble beginnings would emerge lessons that would sustain me through my darkest hours.
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