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Introduction


I used to walk home from school. There was a shortcut that snaked through the woods, emptying out into the turn-around at the top of our gravelled, dead-end street. My house was to the right, and it had large picture windows in the front. There was always one thing I could count on, no matter what kind of day I’d had at school: my dog, Ruby, would be staring intently out of the window, waiting for me to come home.


She’d watch me emerge from the woods and make my way across the gravel. I could see her black head and red tongue even through the reflection of the trees that painted the surface of the glass. She would time me, making sure there were as few seconds as possible where I was out of sight. She’d bolt for the door just as the doorknob turned.


Then I’d watch her motor go. When she was extremely happy, she didn’t just wag her tail, she’d wag her entire back end, as if her poor tail didn’t have a prayer of containing all the enthusiasm she felt at my return.


I can’t remember a time when I was a kid that we didn’t have a dog. They were such a vital part of my family’s life, and are intricately woven into my memories of that happy time.


I was quite young when Pepper joined my family. My memories of her aren’t as clear as they are of the effervescent Ruby. But her gentleness and her sweet, loving nature stand out clearly. She was the perfect dog for a house full of young kids. She played with enthusiasm, but never nipped a clumsy childish hand. She had a calm, nurturing strength, as if we were her puppies and she our mother. I learned the meaning of a broken heart when she passed away.


After I moved away from home, my Mom got Barney. He was part wolf, born in the mountains of Colorado and transplanted to our home in Wisconsin. Barney was a superb hunter, and had the pack mentality of the wolf firmly in his psyche. Mom was the alpha leader, and he was devoted to her with a single-mindedness I’d never seen before.


I lived far away in California at that point, so I was only able to visit once or twice a year. Yet Barney never greeted me as a stranger. I was part of his pack and, therefore, much celebrating, licking, leaning, jumping and petting would ensue. He was always blissful when we were together.


One of his favourite pastimes was to be brushed, and I would spend long sessions with him. He was such a large dog, but when he was brushed, he would loll on the carpet, legs every which way, quietly tasting nirvana.


He, too, had a gentleness that was belied by his size. Wolves allow the pups in their pack to do anything they please. Barney was incredibly tolerant of my family’s new generation, as they passed from fur-grabbing toddlers to enthusiastic playmates. Kids and dogs at play – is there anything more fun to watch?


I began learning from my dogs at a very young age. Pepper, Ruby and Barney were all great teachers, as they showed me the importance of loyalty, enthusiasm, affection, honesty and obedience. They showed me how to be patient and to pursue my dreams. They showed me how to fall instantly in love, and how to deal with my grief when an old friend passes away.


This book is my way of passing on these valuable teachings. Dogs have so many positive and enriching characteristics. If you pay attention to what they are saying, they have a lot of answers to life’s questions.


If you’re like me, your dog is a very special presence in your life. He is a member of your family, a trusted friend and a source of infinite, selfless love. I hope these lessons from my dogs will help you in your spiritual journey, as they did me. And if you have any questions on the material, just ask your pooch.
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If you’re familiar with Greek mythology, you probably know the story of Odysseus (Ulysses). After the Trojan War ended, Odysseus sailed the seas for 20 long years, trying to return to his kingdom on the island of Ithaca. Finally, the odyssey ended and he was ashore.


Arduous suitors, thinking Odysseus was long dead, filled Ithaca, all vying for the hand of Odysseus’ wife and queen, Penelope. Odysseus, changed beyond recognition by his travels, disguised himself as a beggar, fooling everyone he met, including his wife and son.


But there was one in the kingdom who recognized him: Argus, Odysseus’ aged and dying hound dog. Unable to stand, Argus greeted the return of his master with perked ears and a wag of his old tail. His own journey of waiting completed, Argus died, happy at last.


That’s how it is with dogs, isn’t it? People will change, relationships fail, children move away, but your dog – well, your dog is loyal to their last breath. Imagine what the world would be like were people as loyal and steadfast as your canine companion. It’s quite possible that many of the world’s problems would evaporate.






LOYALTY, REAL AND IMAGINED



What if every person you met was dependable and constant? What if no one would willingly deceive or betray you? How many of your relationships would change? How many would stay the same?


If your answers are weighted towards the former and not the latter, perhaps it’s time for a change. If you surround yourself with disloyal or deceptive people, how can you invest them with the trust necessary for a healthy relationship? Mistrust chips away at your spirit, leaving you forever wary, on edge, and projecting motives on to those around you.


Everyone projects sometimes. You can’t help it, because your past and your own experiences colour your reactions to new situations. If, for example, your spouse cheated on you, always giving you an excuse about working late, it’s difficult not to worry about a new partner who also claims to be working late. It’s easy to begin projecting your ex’s behaviour on to this new person, jumping to conclusions without any real information.


Challenges come if you spend all your energy projecting, and reacting to the ‘reality’ you just invented. Do this too often and there will be nothing left in your ‘trust fund’. No one likes to appear stupid, and no one wants to be fooled by the same ruse twice. But it is important to see the world as it is, not just through the distorted lens of your own issues.






TRUST WITH AWARENESS
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