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      This seventh book in my Family of Rescue Dogs series, is dedicated to the memory of Sasha, who’s story was the first in the series, and who sadly crossed the Rainbow Bridge in the summer of 2020, and also to the memory of Dexter, our beautiful ‘bird-dog’ who gained his wings one year before Sasha. Both are still much loved, sadly missed and they both definitely left their paw prints on my heart.
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        Sasha and Dexter, now together forever
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        Petal, Muffin and Digby on their 4th birthday

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Book 7 of my Family of Rescue Dogs series. Readers of previous books in the series, all of which have featured the stories of individual dogs, might be wondering why this seventh book in the series contains the life stories of not one, but three dogs. The answer is really quite simple. The three dogs featured in the following pages are two sisters, Muffin and Petal, and their brother Digby, all the product of one litter of pups.

      How we came to adopt three puppies from one litter will be explained at the beginning of the book and as their story progresses, I’m sure you’ll realise why it would have been simply impossible to separate their stories into three individual books and why it made logical sense to combine their three stories into this one, longer than usual volume.

      While I have your attention, (at least I hope I have), I’d like to take this opportunity to say a massive thank you to all my loyal readers who voted for Remembering Dexter in the two most recent book awards. Thanks to your support, the book, which was written in tribute to the life of Dexter, who passed away after a long illness, not only quickly became a #1 bestseller in the UK and the USA, but went on to win, first of all, The Best Indie Book of the Year, 2019, as voted for by the subscribers to Readfree.ly, from over two thousand entries, and then was the winner of the Best Nonfiction Book of 2019 award in the Critters.org (formerly Preditors & Editors) Annual Readers Poll. The book then became a three-time award-winner by winning the Best Non-Fiction Category in the 2020 Reader Choice Book Awards. Dexter had quite a following on Facebook, and I received many messages of love and condolence when he died in June 2019. Thank you to you all, your love and support was greatly appreciated.
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        Remembering Dexter
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            2012, NOT A VINTAGE YEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      How often in our lives do we find something good coming from something tragic or unpleasant? 2012 was just such a year for us, especially for my dear wife, Juliet. It began well enough, when she saw an advertisement in the local newspaper offering Staffy puppies for sale. I’d promised her that if she found a suitable puppy, we could add one to our family of rescue dogs, so having seen the advert she drew my attention to it, and I made a telephone call and we arranged to go and see the puppies for sale.

      Of course, it’s not too difficult to fall in love when faced with a litter of beautiful little puppies, and Juliet, (and me of course), were no different from anyone else. Having seen the pups, and played with them in the owner’s garden, it quickly became a matter of choosing which one we would take. Although I fell for a little one that was black with white feet and chest, this was to be Juliet’s puppy, so I left the decision to her. She eventually chose a tiny, brindle coloured pup, and after the required cost of the little dog was handed over, we went home with the latest member of our ‘doggie family’.
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        Chudleigh

      

      I can’t really recall how we came up with a name for Juliet’s new ‘baby’ but eventually we settled on ‘Chudleigh’. The puppy soon settled into our home and family and in no time at all he became ‘Juliet’s baby’. He followed her everywhere and was like her second shadow. He was a fast learner and was soon house trained and loved going for walks with his new human ‘Mummy’.

      Sadly, our time with little Chudleigh was all too brief, as at the age of eight months, we were to lose our little boy in particularly harrowing circumstances, which I won’t put in print, as the loss of her baby boy was to have a devastating effect on Juliet. Even now, seven years later, she finds it impossible to get rid of the T-shirt I had made for her with his picture on the front and printed with ‘Chudleigh’s Mum’, and she still sheds a tear from time to time, at the memory of that gorgeous little boy. (I’ve still got his name tag in a box, too).

      All I knew at that time was my dear wife fell into what could only be described as a time of deep depression. Although we still had the rest of ‘pack’ to love and care for, I’d often find her tearful and sad, and it didn’t take a brain surgeon to work out that the loss of her special puppy had totally devastated her.
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        Juliet with Chudleigh

      

      Weeks passed and my poor Juliet seemed to be slipping further and further into a morass of depression. Wherever she went, whatever she did, she couldn’t get poor Chudleigh out of her mind. Even a visit to the doctor, which I virtually pleaded with her to attend, did little to help, despite him prescribing anti-depressants to help her.

      Knowing what was causing her depressed state of mind, I decided that there was only one thing that might help her become more like herself once again.

      “You need a new puppy,” I said to her one day, completely out of the blue.

      “What for?” she asked.

      “Because unless you have a puppy for you to give your love to, you’re never going to get over losing Chudleigh. A new puppy isn’t a replacement, you can never replace him, I know that, but you will have a new pup to focus on and that way you won’t be thinking about him all the time.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she replied, and I left it at that. I didn’t want to push her into it. When and if it happened, it had to be Juliet’s own choice, her decision.

      It was four or five weeks later before anything was said about my offer of a new puppy. I’d noticed that Juliet had been buying our local newspaper more frequently than usual, and I’d thought she may be looking at adverts for puppies for sale. On this occasion she confirmed my suspicions.

      “There’s some puppies for sale in the paper,” she said one day as I walked into the house with two dogs after we’d been for our afternoon walk.

      “Really?” I said, trying to sound both innocent and surprised at the same time.

      “Yes,” she replied, sounding brighter than she had in a long time. “It says here there’s a litter of five puppies for sale, staffy/springer crosses, fifty pounds each.”

      I could sense a new enthusiasm in her voice, and I commented,

      “Staffy/springers? I bet they’re unusual looking pups.”

      “Please, can we phone up and find out about them?”

      “Of course,” I responded. “Pass me the paper.”

      She did so and I saw she’d drawn a big ring round the advert.

      I picked up my phone and dialled the number given in the advert. The lady who replied sounded very nice, gave us the address and said, if we were interested, we could call anytime to see the pups. Knowing how much this could mean to Juliet, I told her we’d be there in ten minutes, as the address she’d given wasn’t far away from our home, and was located very near the town’s racecourse, and would be easy to find.

      Juliet’s excitement was palpable as we drove towards the puppies’ location. As we pulled up on the street close to the address, she was out of car almost as soon as I turned the ignition off.

      We were greeted at the door by the lady I’d spoken to on the phone and after introducing ourselves she led us into the lounge, where her husband sat, with two dogs at his feet. These turned out to be the parents of the pups. The mother was a beautiful white and black Staffordshire bull terrier, and the father was a very handsome-looking red and white springer spaniel. Both dogs were calm and extremely gentle as they both greeted us with licks and allowed us to stroke and pet them. We saw that as a good sign. If the puppies had inherited their parents’ friendly natures, they should make excellent family pets.

      “Well, I suppose you’d better come and see the puppies,” the lady, whose name was Jane, told us, after we’d spent a few minutes interacting with the adult dogs. Jane led us through to the kitchen, where there, in a large dog bed in one corner, the five puppies were located. That is, they were until they saw Jane and us, and suddenly we were surrounded by five little balls of fur, full of excitement, their little tails wagging furiously and a couple of them making little puppy noises. Jane’s husband, John, joined us at that point and the four of us spent the next few minutes picking up and fussing the five tiny pups.

      “They’re all gorgeous,” Juliet said, with a big smile on her face as she stroked one of the pups as she held it in her arms.

      “They certainly are,” I agreed.

      “I have to tell you,” Jane then pointed out one of the pups, a black and white one with striking markings, “this one is reserved for our son. He saw them and instantly asked if he could have it, because of its markings.”

      “And this one,” her husband said as he picked up the smallest puppy, “is staying with us. He’s a little runt and we don’t feel it would be right to sell him in case his owners don’t give him the extra care and attention he’ll need. You’re welcome to choose from the other three.”

      By reducing our choice from five to three options, you could be forgiven for thinking this made our task easier, but no, the more we interacted with the three remaining puppies, the harder the decision became. They were all so lovable, cute and cuddly. I personally liked a little black and white girl puppy, with very pretty markings, like the petals on a flower, while Juliet was leaning more towards another puppy, smaller than my choice, black with a white chest. The one remaining pup was a little boy with an attractive brindle coat covering most of his body, but with a white head and chest and a patch over one eye.

      “Well, my darling, which one is it going to be?” I asked, and Juliet finally decided on the little black one, who she was cuddling in her arms as she spoke.

      “I’d like this one, please,” she replied, and I nodded in agreement.

      The choice made, I took out my wallet and handed over the fifty pounds to Jane, who in turn passed the cash to her husband who put it safely in his pocket.

      “We need to go and get a few things for her before we can take her, new bed, collar and lead and so on, so if it’s ok with you, I’ll call tomorrow morning to pick her up.”

      “That’ll be perfectly okay,” John responded, and with our business done, his wife offered to make tea or coffee for us.

      “Coffee for me please,” I said, while Juliet opted for tea.

      We spent a convivial half hour chatting with the couple, while the puppies were placed back in their bed in the kitchen. We explained to Jane and John about our family of rescued dogs, and they seemed impressed with our love and devotion to our animals. They also told us how their own dogs had managed to ‘come together’ accidentally and the puppies hadn’t been planned, but they were happy that when they arrived, they were all fit and healthy and were pleased that the little black one now seemed to have found a perfect home. Jane then asked Juliet if she had any ideas on what she was going to name the puppy and Juliet instantly replied,

      “I want to call her Muffin.”

      “That’s a lovely name,” Jane exclaimed, obviously loving the name.

      “Yes, it’s unusual too,” was my response. “Okay, Muffin it is.”

      Juliet was delighted and after we’d said our goodbyes, for now, to the couple, we immediately drove into town to buy everything we’d need in order to be ready for Muffin’s arrival the following day.

      There was a large pet store close to the market in the centre of town, and after finding a space in the nearby car park, we soon found all we needed in the store, and happily set off for home. Later that day, when our girls arrived home from school, we told them about the puppy, and they were both delighted and excited at the prospect of new puppy arriving the next day. They’d had no idea we were even thinking about getting a puppy. Juliet’s depression had been kept from them as far as was possible, although they knew their mum was still unhappy about losing little Chudleigh.

      Later that evening, as we were relaxing in the lounge, and the girls were in bed, Juliet suddenly said,

      “Are you sure I’ve made the right choice?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked her.

      “The puppy,” she said. “I know you preferred the little black and white one. I’m not sure now.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I smiled and sat beside her with my arm round her shoulder. “This is supposed to be your puppy, and I left the choice entirely up to you. I’m sure little Muffin will be a perfect addition to our family. Stop worrying about whether or not you made the right choice. Of course you did.”

      “It’s just that they were all so gorgeous. I’d have liked to bring them all home with us.”

      I squeezed her hand, reassuringly.

      “I know you would have,” I said, “but you’ve made a choice and we’ll stick with it. Just look forward to tomorrow and your new puppy.”

      “I really do wish we could have taken them all,” she replied. “But I know that’s not possible.”

      “I wish we could too, but we can’t afford to buy an endless stream of puppies,” I said, as an idea began to form in my mind. The idea grew stronger in my mind overnight and in the morning, when Juliet went up for her bath after we’d fed the dogs, I quietly picked up my mobile phone, went to the back door where she couldn’t hear me from upstairs and made a ‘secret’ phone call to John and Jane’s number.

      Jane answered her phone on the second ring, and I explained, quietly, the reason for my call.

      “Good morning, Jane. It’s Brian, calling about the dog. Don’t worry, we haven’t changed our minds or anything, in fact, quite the opposite. I want to surprise Juliet and I’m hoping that since yesterday, you haven’t sold the little black and white one I liked.”

      “No, we haven’t. Do you want to take that one instead?” she asked.

      “Oh no, not at all. I’d like to take the little black and white one as well as the black one Juliet picked. She was wittering all evening, wondering if she’d chosen the right puppy. This way, the problem is solved to everyone’s satisfaction.”

      Jane laughed and agreed that I could have the black and white puppy as well. I quickly ended the call, just in time as it happened, as Juliet came down the stairs a couple of minutes later.

      “Were you on the phone just now? I thought I heard you talking to someone when I came out of the bathroom.”

      “Yes,” I replied, thinking on my feet to come up with a believable response. Keeping as close to the truth as possible, I explained that I’d called Jane to confirm that I’d be calling for Muffin at around ten a.m. and wanted to make sure that time was still okay with her and John.

      “Oh, right. That was a good idea,” Juliet agreed, and inwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d got away with it and my secret was safe. The time flew that morning. We walked our dogs as normal and before we knew it, the time had come for me to drive the few miles to collect what Juliet believed was the one puppy, little Muffin.

      When I arrived at the home of John and Jane, they welcomed me as if I was an old friend and insisted I had a cup of coffee with them before leaving with the two puppies, who they had in the lounge, ready and waiting for me on my arrival. I didn’t mind staying for coffee as it gave me a little time to play with the two puppies before taking them away from the only home they’d known up to this point in their lives. I handed over the money to pay for the second puppy and when I was ready to leave, Jane carried the two puppies to the car for me, and gently placed them in the bed that Juliet had placed in the rear of our Ford Mondeo estate car to make it a nice, comfortable and cosy means of transporting the puppy, (remember she was only expecting one).

      As I pulled away from John and Jane’s home, the couple stood on the pavement outside their front gate and waved me and the puppies off. As I reached the end of the street, I gave them a quick toot on the horn to say goodbye and was quickly on the road to home. I couldn’t wait to see Juliet’s face when I turned up with not one, but two new puppies to add to our doggy family.
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            MUFFIN, PETAL AND A SURROGATE MUM

          

        

      

    

    
      The two puppies were extremely well-behaved on the journey to their new home. Although they were too tiny to climb up and look out of the car windows, they made no sound at all, so they weren’t whining or showing any signs of distress as far as I could ascertain. When I pulled up outside our house I quickly exited the car and went to the rear to lift the tailgate to see how they were. As I reached the back of the car, Juliet came out of the house and made her way towards me, anxious and excited to see her new puppy, her little Muffin. As she drew near, I took a step backwards to give her a clear view into the rear luggage compartment.

      A few seconds later, her face was an absolute picture as she took in the sight of the two tiny tail-wagging puppies in the bed in the back of the car.

      “There’s two!” she exclaimed, looking at me as if to ask me how and why one had become two.

      “That’s right,” I said grinning from ear to ear. “You said you weren’t sure last night, so I called Jane this morning and arranged to get them both.”

      “You sneaky sod!” she laughed. “That’s what you were talking about on the phone this morning. That was so thoughtful of you. Thank you, my darling,” and she gave me a big kiss.

      “That’s alright,” I replied. “Now are you going to stand here all morning, or shall we get our new babies into the house?”

      “Of course,” Juliet was so excited, as she picked up the two puppies, who were both wagging their tails and quickly smothered her face in little doggy kisses as she held them close to her face, kissing them in return. “And we need to think of a name for this little one,” she indicated the black and white puppy.

      “I think I have a name,” I said, as we walked down the garden path towards the gate to our back garden. “Look at her markings. They’re like flower petals, so I thought we could call her Petal.”

      “That’s unusual,” Juliet replied. “I like it, and anyway, as I named Muffin it’s only fair you should name the second pup. Petal it is, then.”

      We then followed our usual routine, which had proved successful in the past. Juliet handed the two pups over to me and she went indoors to get ready to allow our dogs to meet them. I carried them into the back garden, where I gently placed them on the ground and gave them a few minutes to explore their new surroundings before allowing the rest of our dogs to meet them. The puppies loved the open space they discovered in our quite large back garden. In typical puppy fashion they ran around, stopping and sniffing at all the different scents they encountered, which of course, included the scents of all our dogs. Then, they decided on a spot of puppy play, jumping up and down and climbing on each other, until I decided the time was right for them to meet ‘the pack’.

      Juliet had been watching us through the window and was waiting for me to give her the thumbs-up signal which would tell her to allow a couple of the dogs out, as we wouldn’t want to overwhelm the puppies by allowing them all to come out at once and overpower or frighten the babies. Having received my signal, Juliet proceeded to let the first two dogs out to meet the puppies. Sasha and Sheba came running out as she opened the door for them and almost immediately saw the two tiny bundles in ‘their’ garden and came to a crashing halt in front of them. Far from being frightened or the slightest bit nervous, Muffin and Petal just stood their ground and wagged their little tails excitedly at the two big, fully-grown staffies that had just run up to them like a pair of express trains.

      Sheba was a little unsure of the newcomers, which was normal behaviour for her, and we watched her closely as she sniffed at the pair of them, checking them out. Sasha, on the other hand, walked up to one, then the other, her tail wagging in welcome, and both puppies reacted by jumping up at her with excitement. Sasha hadn’t quite reached her second birthday and hadn’t yet been afflicted by the canine epilepsy which would later cast a permanent shadow over her life.
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        Puppy Muffin

      

      Once she saw how well Sasha was getting along with the puppies, Sheba joined in the welcome and was soon touching noses with our new babies and making friends with them. I nodded to Juliet, and she proceeded to let the rest of the dogs out, two at a time, a couple of minutes apart and very soon the puppies were having great fun chasing the bigger dogs around the garden. This was the first time we’d introduced puppies to our pack and the result was a pure joy to behold. All our dogs seemed happy to find two babies amongst them and with the exception of Penny who remained slightly aloof from the newcomers, they were all keen to get to know these two new tiny packmates.

      It wasn’t long before the two pups, without any encouragement from us, began following Sasha round the garden and when Sasha decided to go back into the house, they trotted along happily behind her, though when she went in through the back door, they needed a little help from us, as their little legs couldn’t quite negotiate their way over the doorstep. They now proceeded to explore the utility room and the kitchen, all the time keeping close to each other. They checked out the various dog beds in the kitchen, their little noses appearing to be doing a lot of sniffing at the blankets in the beds. Perhaps they were seeking the reassuring scent of their mother and father, and perhaps their siblings with whom they were used to cuddling up with in the big bed in the kitchen at John and Jane’s house.

      After leaving them to investigate their new home for a few minutes, Juliet and I were happy when the two pups settled down in one of the beds and curled up together. It had been an exciting morning for them so far, and it wasn’t a surprise to see them apparently tired out and in need of some puppy sleep. Imagine our surprise, when, a few minutes later, we checked on the sleepy pair and found Sasha in the bed with them. There she was, sitting up proudly, with a look on her face that seemed to say to us, “These are my babies and I’m taking care of them now.”

      We could hardly believe what we were seeing. Sasha had been spayed when she was around nine months old, but it appeared to us that she hadn’t lost her natural mothering instinct.

      “Are you looking after the babies, Sasha?” I said and as if she knew just what I was asking her, she continued sitting protectively with ‘her’ puppies, but wagged her tail as if in answer to me.

      “That’s incredible,” Juliet exclaimed, as a smile spread across her face. “Who’d have thought that Sasha would take over the puppies like that?”

      It might have been a one-off occurrence, of course, but Sasha would go on to prove us wrong and as the puppies first few days with us seemed to fly past, it became clear that Sasha was taking her new role as ‘surrogate Mum’ to the puppies very seriously.
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      Sasha simply refused to leave ‘her’ babies and literally devoted herself to taking care of little Muffin and Petal. She did such a marvellous job that we found ourselves having very little to do when it came to house training the puppies. They quickly learned to accept Sasha as their ‘new’ mum, and they followed her everywhere. When Sasha went outside to go to the toilet, Muffin and Petal dutifully trotted after her and they too went to the toilet. They seemed to learn in no time at all that they weren’t allowed to do wees or poos in the house, and neither Juliet nor I can honestly remember ever having to clean up even once after the pair of very good puppies, the first time we’ve ever experienced such a thing.

      At night, Sasha slept upstairs in our bedroom as she’d done since she was a puppy herself, so naturally we fixed the puppies up with a bed in our room as well. Sasha had a large dog bed and when we went to bed, we found the two puppies tended to ignore their own bed and they would snuggle up together with ‘Mummy’ Sasha. The puppies are now over eight years old, but Muffin and Petal still liked to cuddle up with or close to Sasha at night, so we think it’s quite obvious that whatever Sasha did with those two tiny puppies obviously imprinted itself on them to such a degree that they still relied on her to be their comforter and protector even after becoming adult dogs.

      So, the two new additions to our doggie family probably settled into our home and its daily routine better than any previous new additions to the family, thanks to Sasha. That’s not to say they didn’t have a sense of independence and curiosity. In typical puppy fashion their little noses were into anything and everything as they explored their new world, first of all the house and garden and, after having visited our vet, where the staff instantly fell in love with the pair of them, and having their necessary vaccinations, they were ready to explore the big wide world. Before then, however, events were to take place that would add yet another puppy to our happy family of dogs.
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