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When an energetic eight-week-old albino Great Dane came into our lives one freezing January day, we didn’t realize that our future business advisor and spiritual guide had arrived. She was deaf, and partially blind in one eye. She had a delicate constitution. But her tenacious and generous spirit would soon reshape our ideas, our careers, and our destinies. She would inspire us to believe in ourselves.


People know us best for our entrepreneurial success as the founders of Three Dog Bakery; what they don’t know is that we owe it all to a gigantic deaf dog named Gracie. But even though Gracie sowed the seeds of our success, this isn’t a book about “making it.” This is the story of a dog who was born with the cards stacked against her, but whose passionate, joyful nature helped her turn what could have been a dog’s life into a victory of the canine spirit—and, in the process, save two guys who thought they were saving her.


—Mark Beckloff and Dan Dye
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Kansas City Blues


Blue is a nice word for how I felt. I must have looked like a cliché of mourning: gray late-November Sunday afternoon, me in raggedy sweats and a two-day beard, slumped down in a Sears Barca-Lounger that looked almost as good as it had the day I rescued it from a Dumpster my freshman year in college. All I needed was a half-empty bottle of whiskey, a crow on my shoulder, and an ashtray full of unfiltered cigarette stubs to finish the picture: MAN GRIEVING LOST LOVED ONE. It didn’t make it any easier that the loved one was my childhood best friend of eighteen years—my dog, Blue. The phone could ring all day; I just sat and stared at it. I wasn’t trying to avoid people. I just didn’t have anything to say. Except to Blue. And she couldn’t hear me anymore.


There aren’t any diplomats or charm school graduates among my friends and family members, so their attempts to comfort me about Blue usually had the opposite effect. “She’s probably happier now” was a favorite, along with “you can always get another one”—though nothing could top “thank God it was only a dog!” Only two people managed not to make me feel worse. One was Anne, my friend and fellow copywriter at Midwestern Company, who had lost her beloved golden retriever, Arthur, only a few months earlier. The other was Mark, my best friend, new housemate, future business partner, and generally the soul of good sense, skepticism, and bad taste.
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Mark Beckloff and I had just gone in on a house together, a dilapidated “mansion” on Holmes Street in the heart of Kansas City. We planned to fix it up and sell it for a cool profit that would let us bankroll our business idea—as soon as we came up with one. For now it was our home until we did well enough to live somewhere else, or one of us pulled a Double Indemnity on the other—something I almost never considered. Blue’s passing hadn’t left us entirely dogless, because there were still Sarah and Dottie, aka “the girls,” Mark’s canine contribution to the household. He likes to think he’s their human companion. Reality check: The girls are Mark’s proud owners. Sarah’s a two-year-old black Lab mix who’s always in a good mood, especially when she’s eating something Mark has to wear the next day. Dottie is an uncontrollable force of nature in the deceptive form of a year-old Dalmatian. Dottie wreaks havoc when she’s in a good mood; only her spots keep people from mistaking her for a tornado.


Sarah, Dottie, Mark, and Anne gave me the most valuable gifts you can offer someone who’s grieving: solitude and, occasionally, quiet company. Then one frigid morning a few weeks later, Anne added another great gift to quiet caring: distraction.
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It was one of those bitter late-January days when you start wondering if a foot of snow might take the edge off the cold, and Anne, who always says her blood is too thin for Missouri winters, came into the office looking unseasonably happy. The fun-loving, energetic mom of two kids, Anne has the kind of call-’em-like-I-see-’em honesty that people associate with Harry S. Truman, who came from the same hometown. She’s also a former prom queen with a way of flirting that always reminds me of a waitress in a greasy spoon—you know she doesn’t mean it seriously, but it still makes you feel special. And once in a blue moon I get the eerie feeling she can read my mind.


I was a little suspicious about her good mood despite the single-digit temperature, and asked what was up. “Nothing!” she said brightly. How was her weekend? “Fine!” When I finally demanded to know what was going on, she pretended to be indignant: “Can’t a gal be happy for no particular reason? Is there a law against being happy around here?” I knew better than to keep trying and went back to my work, which was just as well since we were up against a tight deadline on a new print-ad campaign for the Oh, So Delicioso! account.


They were expanding their “authentic sauces” line beyond “a bit o’ Italy in every drop!” to “a bit o’ Spain” and “a bit o’ the Orient.” Anne guessed that the company’s authenticity experts must have logged grueling months of fieldwork in taco-terias and chop suey joints across the Midwest. (Market research had just told us that our leading contenders, “Oh-so es buen-o!” and “Ah, so—it’s Oh-so!” didn’t have the authentic foreign feel so prized by regular consumers of exotic canned goods.)


Anne left for lunch with a breezy “later, handsome!” but more than an hour later she wasn’t back yet. I ran out to grab a slice at La Pizzateria Rusticana.


When I got back I found Anne crouched under her desk. I was just starting to think that the pressure of the Oh-So account had finally pushed her over the edge when she stood up, staggering under the weight of what looked like a small pony. She was beaming at the creature in her arms: a puppy. A squirmy and, for the moment, little Great Dane named Merlin.


He was a funny-looking guy, blue merle coated except for his cocoa brown eyes and the dark mask around his mouth that looked like a purple puppy version of Fred Flintstone’s five o’clock shadow. His ears had just been cropped, and they were taped flat over his head with a bandage that reminded me of the bonnet on Whistler’s mother. The way he was squirming around, you would have thought Anne had doused his fur with itching powder. Everything tickled him—if a puppy could laugh, Merlin had a case of the giggles. As it was Anne was doing enough giggling for the two of them, dropping barmaid lines like “baby, where ya been all my life?” in her husky alto. It was as if someone had taken my mature, wisecracking, accomplished colleague and replaced her with a wisecracking seven-year-old girl. If Merlin had been a man, I’d have worried about the spell he was casting on her, but it’s hard to doubt the intentions of a puppy. Watching them, the Oh-So deadline vanished.


He wasn’t even two months old and there wasn’t much dog body to speak of yet, but he was bursting with puppy energy, all excited about being alive. As I cradled him in my arms, all the wonderful things I missed about Blue melded into one amazing and ineffable force I felt thrumping away in Merlin’s heart—dog spirit. I wondered if I’d ever feel that force in my own life again.
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Anne was transformed. Every day for the rest of the week she came in bubbling with stories and Polaroids of Merlin in action—getting a bath, wrestling with the dirty laundry, gnawing on his own tail, eating, sleeping, breathing . . . The temperature hadn’t clawed its way above the twenty-degree mark in five days but Honolulu Annie hadn’t even mentioned it, let alone taken personal offense the way she usually did. The reason was obviously Merlin. I could see how cute he was, and how much joy he gave her (“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Right in the middle of the rug. Adorable.”), but by the end of the week I realized that I just wasn’t sharing her joy. I was starting to narrow my eyes and grit my teeth whenever I saw her smiling. It was a subtle change, but she picked up on it.


“Something bothering you, hon?”


“Ha. Me, bothered? Never.”


“You sure about that?”


“Yep.”


“Maybe something you can’t put into words?”


“Look,” I snapped. “If something was going on in my subconscious, don’t you think I’d know about it?”


“Hmm. Well, let me know if anything does bother you, okay?”


Not likely. I felt the way you do when your best friend falls in love, and suddenly the running buddy who gave you all that no-strings attention is focusing the spotlight on someone else—in this case, someone who generally has his face in a bowl of soggy kibble. Merlin was a walking reminder of everything about Blue that was gone. It seemed like everyone I knew had a dog, and they were all so darn happy about it. I couldn’t even get away from it at home, since Mark had the girls, who might as well have been his shadows the way they stuck to his side. (Of course, real shadows don’t shed, or beg for treats whenever you’re cooking.) The girls were great in their way, especially if you have a soft spot for hyperactive narcissistic adolescent canine maniacs—which the historical record seems to suggest I do. And even though Sarah and Dottie hung out with me more and more, I could never shake the thought that they weren’t Blue, and they weren’t technically mine, even if we were living under the same leaky roof.
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At the stroke of noon, my phone rang. “Listen, Dan, I hate to bother you . . .” It was Anne, calling from the other side of the office. “. . . but I have a problem, and I really need your help.”


I turned halfway around to look at her, but kept talking into the phone. “What kind of problem?”


“Well,” she said, with a serious look. “It’s Merlin’s sister. She needs our help!”


It sounded like a call from the Justice League. I tried to swivel all the way around but ended up dropping the phone on my foot. “Oww—Merlin has a sister?”


Five minutes later we were in my car.
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Finding Grace


As we drove shivering to the breeder’s house in my five-year-old, partially heated (driver’s feet only) Hyundai, Anne told me that Merlin’s sister was the last of the litter, and because she was deaf, no one wanted her. I don’t know anything about Anne’s family tree, but it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that she had missionaries swinging from every branch. Her eyes burned with the fiery zeal of the righteous, and I felt like the heathen locked in her sights.


Picturing a Great Dane breeder I half-expected to see a rambling and weather-beaten old farmhouse, maybe with a barn ingeniously converted into a state-of-the-art kennel, all the furnishings in (what else?) Dane-ish Modern. One of the farmhands—Clem—would eye us suspiciously until we mentioned dogs, and then his leathery skin would soften with a warm smile as he asked if we’d come “to speak a whelp from the last litter” then send us “up the road a piece to see the old man”—Zeb. All right, maybe I watched too many episodes of Lassie when I was a kid. So I was surprised to crunch up a long gravel driveway and pull up in front of a tiny 1950s ranch-style tract house. As I put the car in park, I could see that the attached garage had been turned into some kind of rec room, and the garage door replaced with sliding glass patio doors.


I turned off the engine and tried to make sense of the strange picture in front of us. Hanging inside the patio doors were pieces of fabric that ended in tatters three or four feet from the floor, as if hungry sharks had shredded defenseless curtains in a feeding frenzy and would soon be coming back for more. I’m not sure what expression was on my face (probably the one I save in case an elevator cable snaps), but I’m certain that Anne was studiously ignoring it. As we got closer to the house I realized that the grime on the glass doors was actually a million slimy nose and pawprints, which covered the glass like a camera lens smeared with butter to shoot the close-ups of an aging star.


Anne motioned to the doors. “Don’t be shy—have a look!”


Peering inside, I could make out a herd of very large animals in various states of repose around what looked like Ozzie and Harriet’s living room on bad acid. I was about to ask Anne where the dogs were kept when I realized—these were the dogs!


I’d always known that Great Danes were big, but in the same way I knew it about dinosaurs—I’d never actually seen a grown one in person. These were the biggest canines I had ever seen, and there seemed to be dozens of them! Great Danes the size of small cows sat up quickly on couches and chairs. I wouldn’t have been entirely surprised to see one of them set down his pipe while another peered at us over a pair of reading glasses. When they saw us, some twelve angry hellions kneed and elbowed each other to get closer, crashing against the glass. A couple of them propped themselves upright, standing more than seven feet tall on their hind legs, looking down at me and howling for flesh. I thought of those amazing aquariums where you can go almost nose to nose with a creature that could be Jaws’s delinquent nephew while some smart-aleck tour guide announces, “Just think—all that stands between you and three thousand pounds of prehistoric death drive is a flimsy little piece of glass!”


A deafening roar arose from behind the glass. The word barking does as much justice to the sound they made as crunching does to the noise of a jackhammer. If you haven’t spent time around this giant breed, the first time can be a frightening experience. I expressed my fear with a three-foot backward jump—right into Anne.


Luckily, that flimsy glass was tempered against even the kamikaze attempts of raging Great Danes. As I helped Anne to her feet, she batted her eyelashes and said, “I like a man of action.”


“Yeah, well,” I said, brushing the gravel off my jacket, “if you meet one, say hi for me.” She responded with a succinct punch to my shoulder, walked to the front door of the house, and rang the bell. I walked backward. If the glass doors didn’t hold, I wanted to see ’em coming.


The door was opened not by Clem or Zeb but by a short, squat man named Al, who grunted and let us in. With his sleeveless undershirt and unlit cigar, he could have been Danny DeVi-to’s uncouth older brother—not exactly what I was expecting. The other thing I wasn’t expecting was the smell.


Imagine walking into a solid wall made of all the foulest odors you’ve ever smelled. Let it ferment for about thirty years and you’ll have a mild sense of the stench that occupied Al’s house and pressed the walls outward. I could tell that Anne wasn’t exactly enjoying the experience either, but she was having a good old time watching me. My eyes teared, my nostrils burned, and my inner ear seemed to think I had been launched into weightless orbit around the earth.


After quick introductions and small talk about Merlin (Al’s side of the conversation consisted mostly of nodding and the occasional “yup”), the breeder extended us a grumbling invitation to have a look at the creature he called “the little mistake.” When Al opened the door to the rumpus room the dogs exploded in our direction like a multiple-warhead missile. I could tell now that they were less intent on devouring us than on bathing us, sniffing us, and then reporting the results. After about a minute of slobbery pandemonium I noticed Al pointing at something and trying to shout over the noise. He was saying either “Dasher threw up and a goner” or “That’s her—the runt in the corner.”


There, in the farthest corner of the room, all by herself, was the loneliest little dog I ever saw: a snowball of white and gray fur in that rolling sea of black-patched harlequins. Anne had never told me that this puppy was albino to boot. Merlin’s sister was lying on the bare cement floor facing the wall, oblivious to the mayhem surrounding her. The other Danes seemed to sense that something wasn’t quite right with her. Maybe it was her color, her floppy un-cropped ears, the way she didn’t respond to the sounds they heard bubbling around them—but they left her alone. All of them—even her own mother. All she had for company was a dirty, gnawed-up tennis shoe and the threadbare terry-cloth belt from an old bathrobe.


A dog big enough to bear a saddle mistook Anne’s pocketbook for a chew toy, and while Anne tried to reason with him I knelt down next to Merlin’s little sister till we were almost eye to eye. It was a face I would never forget. She looked at me with huge blue eyes (think Paul Newman or a cloudless sky on a summer day, only bluer), the right one rimmed in black as if she’d gone just a bit overboard with the eye liner. Like most Great Dane pups she hadn’t begun growing into her skin yet, and it hung on her tiny frame like an oversized velvety jumpsuit. Her ears hung down like the flaps on an old aviator’s cap, making her whole head look heavy with the burden of sad secrets. She raised her eyebrows as if to ask, Can I tell my story to you? Then she barked—a short, quick bark, not loud at all but deep, like it was coming from way down.


“That’s a new one.” Al was still standing in the doorway. “Never heard her make a peep before. Dumb albinos.”


She seemed startled by my close presence, but she got to her feet like a clumsy young foal and sniffed me. When I smiled, her short little tail went up like an antenna and started wagging, though she stayed a couple of inches away. The second I began petting her, though, she came right up and started licking my face, my hand . . . every part of me she could reach. Just as I was wondering if anyone—human or canine—had shown her any affection at all in her short, lonely life, she did something unique in my experience of dogs. She raised her forehead to mine and very deliberately nuzzled my nose. Then she stepped back, looked into my eyes, came forward, and did it again.
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I don’t claim to be Dr. Dolittle, but I felt I could hear in my heart what she couldn’t put into words. You know I’m the one. Now stop fooling around and get me outta here!


Anne had just wrestled back her pocketbook, and chose this moment to tell me that the puppy was scheduled to be put to sleep the next day. She didn’t say another word; just gave me her own version of sad-puppy-dog eyes. As if she still needed to convince me. I scooped up my new friend from the cold floor and held her in my arms. Anne smiled a sweet smile of victory. If she was a missionary, there wouldn’t be an indigenous religion left in the world.


I thought Al would be happy to see the little gal get a home, but it didn’t look that way. “She’ll be a lotta trouble, y’know,” he warned us. “You’re probably not doing her a favor. I mean, it’s no kind of life.” He gave us some brochures about caring for Great Danes almost as an afterthought, and we sprinted back to my frozen Hyundai. I was happy to leave Al, his hounds, and their collective aromas far behind.


I told Anne that I would hold the dog so she could drive and at least warm her feet, and she was happy to accept. When we’d settled in I looked over at her and saw not a victory smile, but the same goofy seven-year-old-kid grin she was wearing the day she got Merlin. It still looked goofy to me, but as I turned back to Merlin’s sister I felt the corners of my own mouth turn up in an unfamiliar (and possibly goofy) way of their own. My fuzzy pal looked up at me, sniffed me with the power of an industrial vacuum cleaner, and wiggled from nose to butt until she found just the right spot in my lap. This time the message was loud and clear: I knew you were the one, too.
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Here Comes Trouble


The sun lit up the inside of my mobile deep-freeze unit. Anne drove as I held the towel-swaddled bundle in my lap. Instinctively seeking heat, the puppy rolled around to press her nose against my belly. I could feel the car and my heart filling up with the warmth of dog soul. Until I got a twinge of guilt. What about Blue?


I don’t gamble, but I like to think that if I did, my James Bond–like ability to conceal my thoughts and feelings would soon have me puffing a Havana in a Monte Carlo casino. I’d have a moniker that reflected my cool demeanor and my rivals’ grudging respect: “Cool Hand Dan,” or maybe “The Silent Americano.”


Anne reached over and gave my blanketed bundle a rub. “Thinking about Blue, hon?”


My Monte Carlo career went up in smoke.


“All right,” I said. “Yes. I feel guilty. She only died eight weeks ago yesterday and I just—” Anne was giving me such a strange look that I stopped in midsentence. “What? What’s the matter?”


“Eight weeks ago.”


“Yeah,” I said, a little impatiently. “Eight weeks ago yesterday.”


That strange look again. “Dan, Merlin and his sister were born eight weeks ago.”


Dawn was rising slowly over my brain. “So that means . . .”


She squeezed my arm. “The week Blue passed away.”


“I, uh . . .” For some reason my throat got tight. I’d had a pang of worry that my taking Little Miss Nosy home was somehow betraying Blue, or her memory. Now I felt like this was a sign from Blue, her way of letting me know that she didn’t want me to be alone. That is, without a dog in my life.


Anne touched my arm.


The puppy, completely unmoved by our conversation, had fallen asleep in my lap.


Anne smiled. “Hey, who knows? Maybe she’s a blessing.”


I looked down at the round-bellied baby dog. “Maybe.” I sure hoped so.


Back at my place I whisked Merlin’s sister past a napping Sarah and Dottie and put her in the big back bedroom where all my prized personal possessions (Matchbox cars, comic books, beer can collection) were still safely boxed and stacked away. I set her up with bowls of food and water, plenty of paper on the floor, and a big old blanket in the opposite corner. I felt bad about locking her in, but the old door wouldn’t close unless it was locked, and I couldn’t give her the run of the house because of what Sarah and Dottie might do to her, especially before they’d been properly introduced. Seeing me about to leave, she raised her head and furrowed her brow: Are you leaving me already?


I reassured her with a bunch of kisses, which she seemed to take as proof of my honorable intentions. To keep her company I plugged in a radio tuned to a mellow-music station, locked the door, and hightailed it back to the office. Anne and I were halfway back before I remembered that the puppy probably wasn’t a fan of any music, let alone “Soft Sounds to Cushion the Hard Knocks,” as the deejay promised. But I wasn’t worried about leaving her there. A tiny dog in a room full of sealed boxes—what trouble could she possibly get into?
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I rushed through the rest of my workday and flew out of the office at 5:59. A few blocks from home two police cars sped past me on the road. I didn’t give it much thought until I pulled up to the house and saw the patrol cars in my driveway. I raced up the front steps, heart pounding. I couldn’t imagine what was happening, but the girls were going berserk and it sounded like Mark and a dozen other guys were yelling at top volume. A couple of our neighbors were huddled on the sidewalk, no doubt discussing how the neighborhood had gone down the tubes since we’d moved in.


Inside, things looked as bad as they sounded. Despite the bitter cold outside, Mark was as flushed and sweaty as if he’d just run a marathon. He was struggling to hold the howling Sarah and Dottie back from the stairs and at the same time shouting at the policemen on the second floor, who couldn’t hear him. They were busy yelling things like, “Just take it easy and open the door very slowly,” and, “You don’t want to make us open that door!” It had the unmistakable ring of NYPD Blue, but it looked way too real.


I had to call Mark’s name three times before he registered that I was there. “What the hell’s going on?”


“Somebody broke into the house!” he yelled back. “I must have walked in on him! He locked himself in the back bedroom and now he’s tearing it apart! I called 911—” The dogs kept lunging forward, trying to get out of Mark’s grip. “No, Sarah! No, Dottie!”


I clenched my teeth. It couldn’t have been hard to break into the house. If I described the place as “ramshackle,” I’d be letting you think it was in better shape than it really was. We’d been there only three weeks when we found out the roof was not what experienced homeowners call “rain resistant.” Still, with all the house’s faults, I couldn’t believe someone had broken in. I shouted to Mark, “Are you kidding me?” He was starting to answer when we heard the crash of falling boxes.


“See?” Mark yelled. I saw, but I wished I couldn’t. Some maniac was in the house, locked in a room with all my prize possessions and destroying the place. Then it hit me—my puppy was in there, too! What if he hurt her? My God, what if he killed her? I had to protect her.


“Listen up,” one of the policemen was yelling. “You got five seconds to come out with your hands over your head, or we’re coming in, door or no door!” I could hear two of the other officers—one of them either a woman or a really high tenor—barking into walkie-talkies, and for a second I wondered if they were talking to each other, even though they couldn’t have been three feet apart in the hallway. Maybe it was some strange police regulation we civilians wouldn’t understand, but they could have talked to each other till doomsday for all I cared.


“The dog!” I grabbed Mark’s shoulder. “What about the dog?”


Mark’s left hand was holding Sarah’s collar and his right hand was holding Dottie’s. “Fine!” he yelled. “They were barking their heads off when I got in, so they—”


“No, no,” I yelled, pointing frantically toward the stairs. “My dog!”


A mysterious series of thoughts flashed across Mark’s face—we’ll never know what they were. He must have settled on one like, Dog? Dan doesn’t have a dog anymore. Okay, he’s losing it. I’ll just keep him calm until the proper authorities arrive . . . He gave me the most condescending look I’d seen since the nuns in Sunday school. Nodding sadly with one eyebrow raised, he said, “Listen, Dan, why don’t you go for a walk or something, since—”


I cut him off. “Mark,” I yelled louder. “I have a dog! A new one. A puppy. She’s upstairs. In the back bedroom. With all my stuff!” Mark looked even more baffled than before. “I was gonna tell you. I just got her this afternoon at lunch. She’s deaf. She’s—”


Before I could finish explaining that she was a pedigreed descendant of champions regardless of her disability and, by the way, one of the cutest dogs who ever lived, Mark shot past me and flew up the stairs yelling, “Wait! Wait!” Sarah and Dottie did a synchronized double take from Mark, to me, to Mark, then flew after him. Mark was shouting, “Don’t break the—” when I heard a loud long crrrr-AAACCCK! that was the unmistakable sound of a heavy boot kicking through a brittle antique door. There was a second of silence followed by an explosion of laughter, which I chased up the stairs two at a time.


Framed by the shattered doorway to the back bedroom was the strangest sight I’d ever seen, not counting the costumed reenactment of the Missouri Compromise at last year’s Fourth of July RiverFest. In the center of a completely trashed room, surrounded by Sarah, Dottie, Mark, a policewoman, and three policemen holstering their guns, was my unnamed, unarmed little puppy—more to the point, her snow white rear end. Her little rump was up in the air, wiggling with a glee seconded by her tail, and she was making small snarling noises that could only have intimidated something smaller than, well, an eight-week-old puppy. She was totally impervious to the sharp barks of disapproval coming from Sarah and Dottie and the expletives from the boys in blue.
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