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There is a dog sitting behind me on my chair1 as I write right now. He’s been behind me for every word of this book so far; he sits there whenever I write. He’s not very big—he weighs about ten pounds soaking wet, and most of that weight is in his ears—but somehow, he always manages to take up more of the chair than I do.

His name is Rupert. I can feel him breathing against my spine; occasionally he lets out a contented huff to let me know I’m doing a good job of keeping him warm, though he’d really prefer if we’d go cuddle on the bed now, pretty please. I tend to write late at night, tapping away at the keyboard until the early hours of the morning. Rupert wants to crawl beneath blankets and nestle between pillows starting at 9:00 pm on the dot, but he compromises by keeping me company instead. Rupert came into my life as a teeny-tiny Rat-Terrier-mix puppy just a few weeks after my heart dog,2 Roland, died unexpectedly in early 2021, right before the pandemic began. Rupert isn’t my only dog, though the whole pack would probably tell you I spoil him the most (especially since he’s the youngest).

If they were given the option, all my dogs would somehow manage to sit in my lap while I write—or really, while I do anything sedentary at all. Bashi, the probably five-year-old Papillon mix who is slightly bigger than the rest, curls his blond body into the smallest ball possible on the dog bed that lives permanently under my desk, tucking his nose beneath his feathered tail. Beside him, Ezra stretches out more languidly. He’s a shadow in Terrier form except for the smattering of white dots over his right eyebrow. We think he’s about eight, but that number could be off since he’s only got seven teeth left in his head. Old man Henry, the last dog in the pack—incontinent, wearing a diaper, either pacing incessantly or snoring so loudly I can hear him all the way from the living room through the mostly closed office door—is somewhere between thirteen and eternal. He’s the only one more fond of food than my company, but I don’t take that personally at his age—I’d feel the same.

All four of them are rescues. The bright flash of Bashi across the Oakland road in front of us had my husband and me slamming on the brakes and throwing open the car doors on the way home from date night, cornering and ushering Bashi into my waiting arms so he wasn’t hit by a car. Rupert was found wandering the streets of Miami with his mom right after we moved cross-country back to my hometown in South Florida, my heart newly broken by the death of Roland and terrified by the way the world was changing. Ezra was the smallest, grouchiest rescue left at my local animal shelter in December, the year Roland died; I thought he might bite me when I tried to say hello, but he was too scared to even move. Now I can’t get him off of me. As for Henry, well, I met Henry while dropping off donations at another local shelter. (I couldn’t leave without taking a look around, even though I knew it would break my heart to not be able to bring everyone home.) I came back after a long weekend of thinking about him. Almost everybody comes to the shelter looking for a puppy. Nobody wants the rickety bag of bones who looks like he’s already lived a rough life. He was the only dog left after everybody else had been adopted. I couldn’t just leave him. I couldn’t leave any of the dogs in my pack behind.

I am, one might say, a sucker for animals in general, dogs clearly included. Rescues are my particular forte; my household menagerie currently contains three jumping spiders, seven ball pythons,3 three cats,4 the aforementioned four dogs,5 and more isopods than I can count.6 After a few years of thinking I might become a veterinarian (even sitting in on a spay surgery!), I married one instead.7 My veterinarian-husband, Dr. Derek Calhoon, spends most of his time working emergency locally here in South Florida, though we also co-own a veterinary practice called Harper’s Promise (HP). HP is focused on in-home visits for hospice, palliative care, and euthanasia. We’ve been running since 2017, back when our dog Harper (who started out as my dog, before Derek fell in love with her) got sick with congestive heart failure. Derek has read this book front to back through all sundry drafts, which makes it veterinarian approved. Besides proofreading and fact-checking, he also helps make a dent in our prodigious vet bills… but doesn’t exactly stop from adding to the menagerie when he texts pictures from the office of broken babies who desperately need help and a loving home.

Although I’d spent my whole life with dogs, Harper’s illness was the first time as an adult that I was in the position of making decisions about a dog’s death. At the time, I was on the tail end of six years working as a mortician, licensed in the state of California as a funeral director, embalmer, and crematory operator. I’d spent plenty of time with death. I knew I didn’t want Harper dying in an austere medical setting, paws scrabbling against a stainless-steel exam table and the smell of other dogs’ fear the last thing she remembered. So instead, we euthanized her at home after a too-short day hiking at the park, eating hamburgers and a Puppuccino after we finished. Then we went to the pet store and let her pick out a toy before adding Derek’s name to the last tag she would ever wear on her collar.

When I gently lowered her body into her casket and tucked a blanket around her that was the same turquoise color as her collar, her long white fur was still soft from the kitchen-sink bath I’d given her the day before. I surrounded her with roses and alstroemeria and tucked a treat shaped like a bone beneath her paw before we drove to the crematory, where I placed her body inside the retort and, an hour later, gently swept out her bones to bring her home in an urn. Throughout Harper’s death and dying, I was able to make the best decisions I could for both of us, and I’ve since had the privilege and honor of guiding hundreds of other pets from life through the same processes of death and dying. Each and every one is special in their own way, from their scales to their whiskers to their claws to their hooves, but there’s something distinctive about dogs that makes them incomparable. Of course, many of those dogs I’ve helped die have been my own.



My mom frequently muses that “life is a series of dogs,” and my life has certainly always been that way. While my mom was pregnant, there were two Golden Retrievers watching over me. I can’t remember Justin and Goldie very well, but I definitely recognize them in pictures. One of my very first memories is digging in the dirt at my Mama Jo’s, feeling curled white fur beneath my palm while petting her dogs, Cuddles and Twinkie. (I also remember that stink of their dog breath—and, I admit, to kinda liking that particular grossness.) I was a military brat with a fighter pilot dad, and my family moved to England when I was a toddler. Our first Christmas there, my parents took me to pick out a puppy from a litter of Cavalier King Charles Spaniels. In the cloudless night sky, the stars twinkled bright as the lights on our tree—which, of course, seemed like the perfect name for my new pup. My parents both swear that their new English neighbors must have thought the Americans who had moved in were absolutely out of their minds, standing in the backyard and yelling, “Tree! Tree!” at all hours to get the dog to come back inside.

We eventually moved back to the States and settled in Florida, where mom brought home a tiny Weimaraner puppy named Sophie. That dog was a bundle of berserk energy who desperately needed a daily five-mile run to maintain sanity. Another Weim joined the pack when mom decided Sophie needed a friend. When we got to the house that had advertised puppies for sale, they were all gone. We went home with the neglected momma dog, Jade, instead.

Growing up in a house that always had dogs, I have found it nearly impossible to function without one as an adult. On my first solo trip as a tween to visit my paternal grandparents in Colorado, they borrowed a big dog from a neighbor so I could actually get some rest in their guest bedroom. Without a dog’s steady breathing to lull me to sleep, I simply lay there in the dark, staring at the ceiling. Once I finally left for college, I didn’t last a single semester without a dog. I had been eyeing want ads before my professors even started talking about final exams. Admittedly, the purchase of Roland was rather ill-advised, given that I was a nineteen-year-old living in student housing (where dogs weren’t allowed), but I’d spent the last few months absolutely miserable without one. I drove out to the middle of nowhere, Central Florida, “just to look” at the Chihuahua puppies, and I was absolutely smitten with the lot of them. After the runt of the litter sat down beside me and carefully placed his tiny paw on my thigh before looking up at me with his strangely human eyes, I simply had to bring him home with me. The universe clearly commanded it, housing rules be damned.

After Roland came Harper,8 then Bashi, and on and on and on till the present day. My home altar has far more pet memorializations on it now than it did when I was a teenager—in part because Derek and I tend to bring home the dogs with the worst health problems, given our unique capacity to make the end of their lives not just manageable but full of love, joy, and kindness—and I know that the rest of my life will mean loving more of them and having all of them eventually break my heart. I truly believe that the furry (usually) four-legged9 creatures we’ve been lucky enough to invite into our homes10 are saints. In my opinion, sainthood requires one to become the embodiment of love, and I dare you to find me a better description for dogs.

Dogs love you. They don’t just love you; they downright adore you. They desperately want to be around you, even if all you’re doing is staring at a tiny, bright screen and bashing away on a keyboard to line up words in sentences that mean nothing to them. You walk through the front door and your mere presence is proof that the universe is in order once more, because it all went to hell the second you left. Is this dog perhaps not your dog, but a dog you’ve never met before? That’s fine. You’re best friends now! Every meal is the best goddamn meal they’ve ever had. Crumbs on the floor? Divine cuisine. Every pee is a bathroom break made of magic. Dogs bring their entire selves to each and every experience, and usually that self is one made of bliss at the absolute delight of existence. Every dog I’ve ever met has been like this.

(Of course, this outlook tends to focus on a happy dog versus an unhappy one, but trust that I’ve met enough dogs at this point to know plenty of them bring anxiety, stress, fear, and sometimes what feels like anger to living, too. I’ll be damned if they don’t bring those feelings 110 percent, though. Problematic dogs happen, yes, but usually it’s our fault, not theirs.)

Although dogs might have us beat in embracing the divine ideals of love and joy, they’re also not that much different from us humans in many ways. They feel emotions the same way we do, from love to fear to anger.11 They need care the way we do, like well-balanced meals and regular exercise. They have to see doctors for regular checkups like we do—and sometimes they even need to make a visit to the ER. The commonalities we have with canines are part of why they slot so easily into our lives and our hearts.

If you’re reading this book, either you’ve got a dog, you’ve had dogs, you’re planning to get a dog, or you have friends who are talking about bringing a dog into their lives. Maybe you want to know the basics of loving and caring for your pooch. Maybe you want to level up to meet the needs of your pet in a way you didn’t know how to before or simply couldn’t when you were younger. Maybe you’re thinking about a dog but want to know exactly what you’re getting into before you commit. Maybe you love dogs and you want to learn more about them. Whatever the reason, friend, I’m very excited to be along for this dog journey with you. I’ve learned so much about dogs through my lifetime with them and I’m lucky enough to learn more about them with every dog I meet, whether because I’ve brought them home as a new puppy or because I’m stroking their ears as their family says a final goodbye. Every day, I learn how to be a better owner for my dogs. I also learn a little more from them about how to be more present in each moment, more excited about the mundane experiences that make up my day-to-day, and more willing to live my life through their guiding principle of unmitigated joy. I hope that after reading this book, you’re able to do the same.
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The most important step in this book—the singularly focused, inherently crucial, can’t-do-the-rest-until-you’vemanaged-this absolute necessity—is procuring a dog. This is actually a lot easier than you might expect it to be. Well, let me rephrase: this can be a lot easier than you expect it to be. Being married to a veterinarian certainly means I have a direct source,12 but you don’t have to become a part stakeholder in your partner’s copious scholastic debt in order to acquire a dog. That’s just a bonus.

I’ll run you through the how and where (and how much) of acquiring a dog in this chapter. There are pros and cons for each approach. Generally speaking, my household now only acquires dogs as rescues. I am of the opinion that the world is full of dogs who desperately need homes. Purchasing a dog via a breeder can be both an ethical dilemma and the root of medical complications. However, I fully expect that you’ll want to do research beyond this cute little book—you need to figure out all the details about the dog who’s going to be right for you, even beyond how dang adorable they are.

Let’s get to it.



Choosing the Dog Who’s Right for You

All right, friend, let’s talk about the things you need to think about when selecting the dog who’s right for you. One of the biggest topics to rise to the top of the list is the size of your dog. In our house, we have a strict limit of fifteen pounds or under. Do I absolutely adore giant Pit Bulls with heads the size of small cars and bodies that can destroy living rooms in a single tail wag? Yes, more than anything. I am fortunate that I live in a three-bedroom house with a fairly large, fenced backyard, which is great for big dogs. But I also have a degenerative disease that makes my joints easily dislocate and I weigh ninety-five pounds on a good day, so managing a dog who can drag me down the street if they get too excited is something I have to think about when adopting. Size and weight are necessary considerations about the dog who’s going to be right for you.

One of the big issues with the hunt for the perfect dog (especially if you’re looking for a smaller pup) is running into the term “teacup.” As someone who adores Chihuahuas, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve read the phrase “teacup Chihuahua for sale!” Synonyms include “pocket-size,” “toy,” “tiny toy,” or “miniature.” Often breeders use these terms to market the smallest dog in the litter as something special or particularly valuable. There’s no such thing as a teacup Chihuahua, though, y’all. I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but it’s a marketing ploy.

Next up on the list is energy. Of course, dogs are going to need some kind of exercise on a daily basis, even if it’s just a quick jaunt outside to potty. Most dogs need more than that, whether that be playtime, brain stimulation, or straight exercise.13 Almost all of my pack of fifteen-pounds-and-under do two miles of fast-paced walking daily, and if they had their druthers we’d do it twice a day.14 Henry is the singular exception; due to his age, he has fairly gnarly arthritis in his spine—but you best believe he gets taken in a doggy stroller so he, too, can enjoy the mental stimulation of being outside the house. What kind of dog is going to fit into the lifestyle you’re currently living? Do you have time to walk a high-energy breed multiple times a day? Or are you looking for someone who spends more time in couch potato mode? Are you willing to commit to hours of intense training regularly, or is mastering sit, stay, and shake enough?

Figuring out the specifics of your life is important in these considerations, too. Do you have kids? Obviously, you need a dog who gets along with littles. Do you have cats or other pets in your house? You need a dog who isn’t going to try to chase and/or eat other family members. Do you have a backyard your dog can use to toilet, or do you have to walk down a set of stairs every time they have to pee?15 Like with the rest of life, you can’t control for all variables, but making sure they’re forefront in the decision-making process will make your life easier down the line.

Energy levels tend to bleed into age, too. Many people who read this book are probably intent upon acquiring a puppy, but you don’t have to start with a young dog. There are plenty of geriatric dogs out there who need homes, trust me. A puppy or younger dog is (usually) going to have more energy. Middle-aged and old dogs (usually) have slowed down a bit, which tends toward a different lifestyle and commitment. Geriatric dogs may also have a host of other health issues, depending on the breed. Also, you’re typically going to have more time with a puppy than you do with a geriatric dog, simply because the world is cruel and dogs don’t live long enough.

The breed of your desired dog is going to play a part in many of the characteristics described. (See: my sadness at not being able to provide the right home to a massive pit bull.) Obviously, a Chihuahua (or Chihuahua mix) is going to fit my necessary characteristics better than a Golden Retriever. Again, I have an ethical and medical preference for rescues and mixed-breed dogs, so I tend toward Chihuahua and Terrier mixes instead of purebred pups. Breed characteristics will also help with preferences for characteristics like coat. I’ve owned long-haired dogs, and I find that it’s a lot of work, both the shedding and the grooming. In the future, it’ll take a lot to tempt me into adopting a long-haired dog over one with short fur.16

It’s important to note here that many people start their search hunting for hypoallergenic dogs, or dogs who have little likelihood of causing an allergic reaction in someone who is allergic to dogs. Somewhere along the road, “hypoallergenic” became synonymous with “doesn’t shed.” There are types of dogs that shed less fur than others, but research has found that some of the breeds advertised as hypoallergenic have some of the highest levels of the primary dog allergen.17 While there are dogs who shed less than others (a hairless breed may be the right call for you, versus a Husky), there is no guarantee that these breeds mean you won’t have an allergic reaction. Allergies can sometimes be managed via good housekeeping, having hardwood floors instead of carpeted, and even immunotherapy shots administered by a doctor, but some people are allergic to dog spit as well as dog dander (their skin cells). It’s more about your immune system than the dog. Every dog sheds. Every dog produces dander. If, during your search for the perfect dog, you run into the word “hypoallergenic,” whoever is using it wants to dupe you with false advertising.18

The last thing you’re going to need to consider when bringing a dog into your life is the cost of actually adopting them, but I’ll talk about that in the next section as I discuss options for where you adopt your dog from.

You may find that you have other expectations for the dog who’s coming into your life. That’s fine, baby. This is your dog. You’re going to be living with them for up to fifteen or more years. Do the work of making the right decisions before you’re already committed. You and your dog will appreciate it.




Where to Find Your Dog

Typically speaking, there are a few major ways to go about bringing a dog into your life: through a shelter or adoption agency or via a breeder or storefront. You may not find the perfect place right away, but that’s okay. Be patient. The wait for the right pup can be tough, but it will pay off. I promise! Where a dog comes from is important. Your commitment in time, energy, effort, and love is more important.



Shelter Adoption


As I’ve said a million times before, our house strictly adopts rescues. Overpopulation is a huge issue around the world, and there are more dogs than ever who desperately need someone to spoil them rotten for the rest of their lives. There’s something about a rescued dog (of any age!)—the gratitude and joy at having a home, regular meals, and love is truly present in every interaction you have with them.

If you’ve decided that adopting from a shelter is the best call for your family, I encourage you to seek local shelter adoption first. This gives you the opportunity to make a difference directly in your community. It also means that you can visit in person, to meet your dog and interact with them one-on-one. A quick Google search should bring up shelters that are near you. You may hear about your local ASPCA (American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, which was established in 1866)19 or the Humane Society.20 There may be a shelter with a different name or association near you that makes a huge impact, like local animal control. Do some research and be ready to visit more than one place in the great search for the right dog. Maybe even check out Pets and People Together21, a collaborative effort between leading animal welfare groups focused on ensuring potential adopters turn to shelters first when trying to find a pet.

Shelter pets often get a bad rap for having behavioral issues, but most of the animals who come to shelters end up there through no fault of their own. Moving and landlord issues are top reasons people give up their pets.22 Also, shelters will often include the cost of many health firsts, like their neuter, their vaccinations, or even their microchipping. In fact, many shelters won’t let you bring home a dog without neutering them first, to ensure that breeding and overpopulation stops then and there. Shelters often run drives where they lower their adoption fees in order to get more animals in loving homes, so the cost for your pet may be minimal. (Geriatric dogs are often discounted because it’s so hard for them to find homes since almost everybody wants a puppy. Of course, saving on adoption fees doesn’t necessarily mean that pet care is less expensive throughout the life of your dog, but nobody argues with saving some money up front.)

Shelters also can have puppies as well as purebred dogs available for adoption. Usually, 25 percent of the animals in shelters are purebred!23 That means if you have your heart set on a specific type of dog you can still adopt a shelter pet. Many shelter pets even have full histories available, so you know what kind of animal you’re bringing home before you sign the papers. Pets at shelters often undergo a variety of behavioral tests to see how they interact with other dogs, cats, and even small children.

One of the things that can be tough about adopting a shelter dog is their adjustment period once they come home with you. Unfortunately, because of the high levels of overpopulation, shelters around the nation are bursting at their seams. This leads to shelters full of too many dogs, dogs who are often dealing with anxiety as a result of not having regular, focused attention, or even enough exercise. It can be scary, living at a shelter. Sometimes it takes a bit for them to emotionally settle and realize that they’re safe with you. This adjustment period can last from weeks to months—which sounds long but really isn’t in the big scheme of things. Also, not all dogs deal with this. Plenty of them settle in just fine with zero issues whatsoever.24

Shelters also will conduct interviews with you and your family to make sure the dog is a good fit. If you rent instead of owning your home, many shelters will contact your landlord to ensure the pet will be allowed. If you already have pets at home, some shelters will require your new dog meet your other dogs to make sure there are no issues. Some shelters will ask questions about your lifestyle and dog care knowledge to get a feel for whether yours is the right home for this dog. Be honest, be patient with people who are simply doing their jobs, and know that these questions are all about making sure the dog gets placed in the best home possible.

Take a few minutes to bust through the misconceptions you may have about shelter animals; I speak from firsthand experience when I say they make incredible pets. More than a million animals are euthanized in shelter and rescue groups each year in the United States, mostly as a result of limited rescue resources.25 The more pets that are adopted, the fewer that are euthanized. By adopting a shelter animal, you’re making room for other pets to have safety, food, love, and maybe (eventually!) a loving home of their own.




Small Rescue Agencies

You may find in your research for a dog that you stumble upon people who run small rescues. These organizations aren’t associated with the bigger names, like the ASPCA. Rescues like this are almost entirely private ventures; owners answer only to themselves. Small rescues may have different missions. Often they’re focused on a specific breed, size, or type of dog. (Think a small dog only rescue, for example.)

Rescues and shelters both use what’s called the foster network, where volunteers give adoptable animals a safe home until they’re paired with their forever families. Since many rescues don’t have formal space in the same way a shelter does, they may be more dependent on the foster network.

Make sure you do your research and avoid any red flags when using a smaller agency. If a small rescue has a website, give it a good look-see, and make sure the info looks legit. See what their reputation is when you search online. What do the reviews say? Small agencies should be registered as nonprofits, or 501(c)(3)s. This is to ensure you’re not buying from a puppy mill posing as a rescue group. Note if they’re eager to give their dogs to anyone without any vetting first. Pay attention if their adoption fees are exorbitantly expensive, especially in excess of $500. If they conduct no interviews whatsoever, you should feel a red-flag tingle. If their dogs are only puppies—and especially if they’re only purebred puppies—you should ixnay the plan entirely.

Though small rescue agencies may require a little more work to ensure you’re adopting from the best place possible, you don’t have to strike them entirely from the list simply because they aren’t huge. In many cases, you can work directly with the owner to let them know you’re looking for specific characteristics. I’ve adopted from small agencies before; it’s how Rupert came to live with us. I told the owner of the agency that I specifically wanted a small-breed puppy under six months old, and boy, did she deliver. Just like with shelter adoption, if you’re willing to commit the time, it can be worthwhile.




Breeders

Since this book is written primarily about companion animals, I’m not going to spend a lot of time talking about breeders. Breeders can be the right call for people who are hunting for a very specific breed or a working dog. Buying a dog from a breeder can be a loaded topic nowadays. There is a mindset that all breeders are inherently bad: that they all sell to puppy mills; that they don’t health test their pups; that they simply breed their dogs as often as possible without any care in the world. Up front, this isn’t true of everyone who breeds dogs.

There are a few things to remember when buying from a breeder. First, depending on where you’re located, the animal you purchase must come with a current health certificate signed by a veterinarian. At minimum, you should have access to their veterinary background and any medical needs they may have. If the animal has no evidence of veterinary care (the vaccines and treatments were all administered by the breeder without even a single complete physical exam being performed): red flag. Your pet should be bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, and shiny coated when you interact with them. Dogs who look sick may actually be sick. Some breeds have breed-related health problems, like German Shepherds having terrible hips or Frenchies not being able to breathe due to their flat faces. Do your research! Know what you’re getting into!

If you’re dealing with a breeder, you should insist on seeing the dog’s parents as well as their living facilities. If someone looking to rehome or sell a pet asks you to meet them behind a store, your red-flag meter should be dinging. Most breeders specialize in one or two breeds max, and produce a limited number of litters annually. You may have to wait on a list for a period of months to years before you can bring home your puppy. Puppies being perpetually available are a red flag. Also, exclusivity and high price don’t necessarily correlate to quality.

Compared to shelters and small rescues, purchasing a dog from a breeder is going to be a significant financial investment. Usually, a shelter adoption will cost less than $200. Adopting from a small rescue may cost between $250 and $500, but not typically more than that. A breeder will charge thousands of dollars, depending on the type of dog and the dog’s lineage. Also, you may not be able to find a dog available in your own state, so you’ll have to include the cost of transportation (whether that be via shipping or a road trip to get the dog).

Most importantly, good breeders are dedicated to matching dogs with the right family. Make sure you’re working with a reputable breeder if you decide this is the path for you.




Pet Stores, Puppy Mills, and Backyard Breeders

My friends, there is no ethical debate about buying puppies from pet stores. It’s simply a big ol’ no-no. The prevalence of pet stores that sell puppies is a huge issue, because they have wildly inhumane practices at their core. (Petland is the largest chain of puppy-selling pet stores in the country.) Pet stores get their puppy supplies from what’s called a puppy mill. Really, 90 percent of puppies in pet stores come from these puppy mills.26 Puppy mills are commercial breeding facilities that mass-produce dogs for sale through pet stores or directly to consumers via classified ads or the internet. There are approximately ten thousand puppy mills in the United States, and many puppy mills are not inspected at all, which means there are no verifiable records on their conditions.

In most states, these puppy mills can legally keep hundreds of dogs in cages their entire lives for the sole purpose of producing puppies for sale. These animals are overcrowded; their conditions are unsanitary; they often sit and sleep in their own poop and pee. Animals suffer from dehydration and malnutrition. Sick or dying animals receive minimal veterinary care, if any. Adult animals are bred through their entire lives and then euthanized when no longer “useful.” Puppies are often taken from their mothers too soon, leading to behavioral issues. Puppies may have serious health issues once they come home. Puppies in pet stores perpetuate the cycle of puppy mills. Everyone suffers.

The Humane Society keeps a list known as the Horrible Hundred,27 a collection of known, problematic puppy-breeding or puppy-brokering facilities, in an effort to inform the public about the scope of the puppy mill problem in the United States. This list is horrifying.28 Truly, reading it requires an iron stomach. I wish I could rescue all of these babies and show them what love feels like. You’ll note that many of the breeders on this list are affiliated with the American Kennel Club (AKC), which is why it is so important you do background research before buying from a breeder.

Similar to the puppy mill is the backyard breeder. Essentially, this is someone who is also motivated by profit when creating puppies for sale. They may seem to be well intentioned, but continuously breeding animals for years to produce for-profit litters jeopardizes the animals’ welfare. Backyard breeders usually aren’t knowledgeable on responsible breeding; they rarely screen for genetic defects. They choose profit over welfare, and again, everyone suffers. When I first wanted a puppy of my very own as a young adult, I believed many of the untrue stories about dogs from shelters: that they would have behavioral issues, or I wouldn’t be able to find a puppy. Roland, my first dog, came from a backyard breeder. He was an amazing dog. He also had a lifelong history of health issues and died young from cancer. Please don’t make the same mistakes I made as a nineteen-year-old.

Backyard breeders, puppy mills, and pet stores flood the market with animals, reducing home availability for animals from reputable establishments, shelters, and rescue groups. Please, do right by your future dog and by yourself. Don’t support pet stores, puppy mills, or backyard breeders. Dogs deserve better.
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