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        For Brianna, my little dog lover, whose doggie dreams will one day come true.
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      Introduction

      
        “He is your friend, your partner, your defender, your dog. You are his life, his love, and his leader. He will be yours, faithful and true, to the last beat of his heart. You owe it to him to be worthy of such devotion.”
      

      
        Unknown
      

      Upon turning eighteen recently, my eldest grandson used his birthday money to buy
two items that, as a minor, he’d been forbidden: a tattoo and a dog. The tattoo surprised me. Scott, an honor student and athlete, doesn't strike me as the tattoo type (whatever that is). The dog, though, had been a long time coming. Scott has longed for a dog since he was a toddler. From the age of five, he even knew which dog he wanted: a Siberian husky. Only a husky would do … until his 18th birthday, when he met, fell for, and bought an English bulldog. That surprised me a little too. Nash's price tag flat-out floored me. The pup cost more than my daughter's (Scott's mom's) first car!

      Nash was worth every cent. Scott adores him, and so does Scott's adorable girlfriend, Amanda. Scott's mother, Jennifer, on the other hand, was not so enamored. A drooling, loose-skinned, slack-jawed, sixty-pound puppy is an acquired taste, even for some dog lovers. Jennifer is not a dog lover.

      Then one day, Nash plopped down next to Jen on the sofa, singling her out from the other six people in the room, including Scott and his crazy-for-dogs, ten-year-old sister, Brianna. Heaving a big love sigh, Nash then rested his head on Jen's knee, where it remained for the rest of the movie. A few days later, he rested his big slobbery jaw on Jen's shoulder as she was driving.

      “That was it,” Jen told me later, “I was a goner. Couldn't help it. He's so sweet.”

      I wasn't quite the pushover. Though I loved dogs as a young child, I became fearful of them after a stray German shepherd attacked me while I played in our backyard. Our tiny terrier mix, Tally, came to my defense before the shepherd could seriously hurt me. Tally jumped up, sunk her teeth into the big dog's neck, and wouldn't let go. I ran into the house for help. When my mom, armed with a shovel, and I reached Tally, she was lying on the grass, bleeding, and the shepherd was gone. The stray apparently had distemper, and Tally succumbed to it several weeks later. I was heartbroken, but from then on, I was leery of dogs.

      As the mother of three kids and the wife of a “dog person” who felt that kids and dogs go hand-in-paw, I welcomed … well, allowed … several dogs into our family. But I didn't really love them.

      When my kids were all grown and gone, I relished the freedom of being pet-less. No fish. No birds. No lizards. No dogs. Then I fell in love with, you guessed it, a dog lover. When we met, Nikk was dog-less, still mourning the loss of his beloved pit bull, Baron (short for The Red Baron, after the Peanuts character Woodstock's alter ego). Apparently, our romance helped heal his heart, because before long he wanted another dog.

      I protested: “Look, I'm just not a dog person.”

      “Well, I am,” he insisted. “He'll be an outside dog,” he said. “I'll train him and take care of him,” he promised. “All you'll have to do is love him.” He grinned.

      “Don't hold your breath,” I said.

      Not long after, Nikk came home with a six-week-old border collie/Australian shepherd mix — with a beautiful, silky coat and the most intelligent and expressive eyes I've ever seen in an animal. Nikk considered naming him Linus, another Peanuts character. (Before Baron, there'd been Snoopy.) But to honor me, the writer, he named our new pup Woodstock (“Woody”), after the character who typed his masterpieces atop Snoopy's doghouse.

      True to his word, as he always is, Nikk took full responsibility for Woody's care and trained him to be an obedient, quiet farm dog. He comes inside the house only if invited — when the weather is bad or when he's under the weather. Even then, he has to be coaxed, and he always stays in the laundry room — without being commanded to “stay.” He is quite the gentleman.

      Very smart. Extremely athletic. Highly skilled. Affectionate. Devoted.

      Goodness, I'm bragging about my dog. Yes, my dog. Somewhere along the way, Woody became mine, too, and true to his breed, guarding me became his most important “job.” For nine years, he has been my walking buddy and fierce protector. To think of life without him brings tears to my eyes, so I push those thoughts aside and think, instead, of all the “Woody stories” that brighten our days.

      I used to wonder how dog lovers could sit around talking about their pets the way other people tell stories about their kids and grandkids and the good old days. Having truly loved a dog, I no longer wonder. Oh, the stories I could tell about my Woody!

      How he jumped a ten-foot fence to reach me after I'd done a face plant while hoeing my vegetable garden, a no-dog zone he'd never before breached. I woke up to Woody licking my ear, nudging my arm with his paw, and whining pitifully.

      How he chased away a big brown bear that had rumbled across our path during a walk.

      How he wailed outside my bedroom window as I wailed on my bed inside, the day I received the devastating news of my son's neurobiological disorder and the grim prognosis it entailed. The sound of his sympathetic howls snapped me out of my keening and made me smile.

      He makes me smile often and enriches my life in countless ways. I've got so many Woody stories to tell, I could fill a whole book with them.

      But this book isn't about my dog. A Cup of Comfort® for Dog Lovers is filled with heartwarming stories about the canine companions of other dog lovers. I hope you'll enjoy these stories as much as I enjoy my dog, Woodstock.

      
        ˜Colleen Sell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Bloodlines and Heartstrings
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      There's no denying the beauty of purebred dogs — the perfection of lines, the even coloring, the uniformity of features. Lovely. I also strongly believe in obedience training, whether that consists of formal classes or extensive home training, to teach pets social manners and to make them easier to live with. It's a tenet of good pet ownership. But sometimes bloodlines and training take a backseat to good, old, scruffy mongrel love. Such is the case with our much-adored pound puppy, Frinkle.

      Frinkle? Um, yeah. The name conjures up images of a prissy toy poodle or a yapping bichon frise, doesn't it? However, Stinky Frinky, as I like to call her in criticism of the perfumes she rolls in, is our huge-as-a-bear rottweiler-cross. Maybe it will help if I explain she was named by our four-year-old son, Liam, who has Asperger's syndrome.

      Liam is our special child, in the same way Frinky is special. Sometimes it takes the eyes of love to see unusual value. Asperger's, like other forms of autism, reduces a child's ability to relate to others. Though his Asperger's is fairly mild, it was enough to make him incredibly lonely and isolated as a young child, which is why we'd decided to visit the pound for some permanent pet therapy. Who says money can't buy love?

      “A small dog,” I insisted, as we wandered through the cages of forlorn canine faces. “Something my son can handle and nurse in his lap.”

      Liam and his dad nodded and stared at the overfull cages of unwanted beasts. I'm sure if Liam had been allowed, he would've taken all the dogs home. They looked like they needed someone to care. Then he laid eyes on Frinkle and stopped walking. With a soft yip, she galloped over to stick her velvety muzzle through the bars, her tail wagging in circles so quickly it was a wonder she didn't take off. Liam's eyes grew as round as two full moons.

      “I want this one,” he yelled, stroking her floppy ears and being licked like the world's last lollypop.

      I glanced at the Godzilla-sized paws, the broad head that spoke of her rottweiler blood, and the wonky back leg that looked suspiciously like an expensive vet-care-requiring hip dysplasia.

      “Honey, you want a small dog that will fit in your lap,” I reiterated.

      “She's small,” he argued.

      Compared to what? Mount Everest? Okay, so the puppy would fit in his lap at the moment, but she was barely eight weeks old. Anyone could see this creature would shoot up faster than Jack's magic beans and be fe-fi-fo-fumming around my kitchen in no time. I'd be the no-gold goose for agreeing to this purchase, and we'd have to extend our mortgage to feed her. Besides, didn't rottweilers have a bad reputation for turning on their owners? I think they were once used for hunting bears. That's not what the mother of a young child wants roaming freely with her unpredictable offspring.

      I firmed my lip and shook my head no. End of discussion, right? Um, no. That was logic talking. Try explaining those reasons to any four-year-old, much less one with Asperger's. The inevitable happened. My son squatted by the cage to hug Frinkle through the bars. She whimpered in an I-was-made-for-you puppy voice. I stared at the two lovers locked in their fast embrace and caved faster than a spelunker. It likely saved us all time, effort, and tears, anyway, because Liam was determined not to look at any other dog and would have worn me down eventually. Love never gives up, the Bible says. So true. Especially when it's driven by a preschooler's tenacity.

      From the moment we brought the over-pawed puppy home, she was my son's dog. She followed him around, sniffing his heels, stealing any sandwiches he waved too low, and resting her brown eyes on him with such adoration that we expected her to melt into a large chocolate pool at his small, dirty feet. Anywhere he went, she followed. Anything he did, so would she. It was like rearing conjoined twins. Never did I see the slightest sign of aggression from her. She had to be the sweetest-natured dog on God's green earth.

      But despite her dedication to Liam and hours of frustrated lessons from both of us, her leash technique left much to be desired — much. Like Pooh Bear's Tigger, Frinky loves to bounce. Leash, no leash, it's all the same to her. When you weigh as much as she does, one bounce does the trick. Everything attached to you bounces too, and keeps bouncing like a series of seismic shocks. Taking her for a walk is hazardous to dentures. Even half an hour after her spaying operation, the vet couldn't stop her from almost leaping out of her stitches in the recovery cage. He said he'd never seen a dog do that before.

      Then he saw Liam bouncing with excitement to see his dog when we came to pick her up. He smiled at me and said, “She's his, isn't she?” No denying that, no matter whose name was on the ownership papers.

      So where do purebred dogs come into this story, you ask? Well, one day when Frinky was about three years old, my son read in the newspaper that a new vet surgery center was setting up in our area, and as part of their opening celebration they were having a “top dog” competition, open to all hounds in the community.

      Liam tapped his finger on the ad as he slurped his glass of milk at the kitchen table. “I'm going to enter Frinkle,” he said confidently.

      I almost choked on my tea. I squinted at our shaggy mutt and her clumsy disproportioned body. Though she ate everything not nailed down and was the size of a small airliner, she never quite grew into her paws. Sure, we loved her, but form? Grace? Style? Those were mere words in the dictionary and not appropriate here. The tutu-wearing hippos of Fantasia sprang to mind. Frinky noticed me looking and wagged her tail. It thumped the floor. China rattled in the cupboards.

      Liam's eyes were bright. He didn't have a doubt in his body. “She's sure to win,” he said with an enormous grin.

      Oh, brother! I looked at Frinkle again. Win? Only if she ate the competition. I tried my best, but nothing would dissuade or distract Liam from his purpose.

      The day came. There we stood, holding the end of a lead with a huge bouncing dog on the other end. We tried to wend our way through the crowds of beautifully coifed, pure-bred, perfectly behaved beasts. Outclassed? You bet. The noses around me might have been cool and wet and stuck up in the air, but mine was red hot and wrinkled with embarrassment as I tried to whistle and pretend I wasn't being dragged up to the registration desk by a canine yo-yo. If I could have sunken into the grass I would have.

      “We want to enter my dog, Frinkle,” Liam said as soon as his turn came to talk to the woman jotting down entrants.

      “Sorry,” the sweet-smiling receptionist said into his eager face, “but only adults can enter the dogs.”

      “Oh.” His face fell. My heart twisted. Frinkle spun her head to look at me, goad me, shame me into giving her a chance. So I did. I signed her up. I figured I was already so embarrassed at the leap-and-drag display through the crowd that having her run amok in the obstacle course couldn't make it any worse.

      We took our position as part of the crowd at the side of the track and stood watching a series of stunning dogs. They jumped through hoops, walked across beams, and slithered under tarps. No way would Frinky do any of that. She'd never even seen half of this equipment before, much less done an obstacle course. The only thing I knew she'd excel at was eating the bowl of dog food they were promoting. They'd be lucky if she left the placemat it rested on.

      Our turn came. The judge called our name. The people around us parted. I was Moses, and my face was the Red Sea — or should that be a sea of red? Oi. My heart pulsed in my neck. I stepped forward. Why had I agreed to this? Humiliation has never been my thing. I would probably insult these pedigree pooches and their owners just by being there. I wanted to turn tail and run. Only my lack of a tail and the look of absolute confidence on my son's face kept me from following my base instincts.

      Then I had a brain wave. I edged up to the judge and whispered in his ear, while Frinky bounced excitedly beside me and nearly jarred my arm off.

      “This is my son's dog, and I know that, for insurance purposes, you need an adult to show her, but would you object to him being involved by running with her?”

      The judge looked at my unruly dog, then at my hyperactive boy, then at me. His face crinkled with compassion. “Guess so,” he said with a smile. “This is supposed to be a family day, after all.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief and walked back to the starting line. I patted my son on the back and brought him forward with me. “Did you see what the other dogs did?” I asked him.

      He nodded vigorously.

      “Think you can do the same?”

      More nodding.

      The starting horn hooted. Liam was off, legs chugging as fast as I'd ever seen him run. I released Frinky's leash. She bounded after Liam, shadowing his every move. Where he climbed, she followed. Where he wriggled, so did she. When they got to the food dish, she needed no demonstration. She sucked up the mound of special dog food in a single gulp. The crowd went silent. I think they were in shock. When Frinky and my son came galloping over the finish line in record time, having not missed a single obstacle in the course, a collective cheer went up! Frinky leapt for joy! Her boy leapt too! Me? I was too teary and choked up to say anything. When it came time to accept Frinky's trophy, Liam didn't hesitate to step forward and to say thank you. My throat was constricted with emotion.

      In the car on the way home, Liam and Frinky cuddled up and looked at their trophy. I swear that dog was smiling. Of course, it might have been because she was anticipating the huge bag of promotional dog food that she'd won as a prize.

      Some nine years later, I'm happy to say that both dog and boy are doing well. Liam has quite a few friends these days, having learned ways of working with his challenges. But none of his friends could ever replace the puppy who loved him through the hard years, the dog who would follow him to the end of the earth and who did for love what breeding and teaching never could.

      
        ˜ Lyndell King
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Sisters
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      I don't know if Mom instinctively chose a puppy that was like her, or if the puppy chose her for the same reasons, or if it was all a coincidence. What I do know is that the tiny mixed-breed puppy Mom named Simba looked much like a lion cub, with reddish-gold fur and a black face, and had pride and personality to match. She was a formidable lady, benevolent but alpha, exactly like my rock of a mother.

      My family had moved from a Massachusetts suburb to the wild Vermont countryside, settling on a long-defunct farm complete with old wooden wagons and spiked metal tines hidden in tall field grasses, a decaying barn full of mysteries, and woods full of once lively logging trails. There were endless opportunities to run and explore. I stayed outside for hours on end, my mother knowing I was in good hands with Simba.

      Although we found Simba at a shelter, there was no question in her mind that she was a queen, and at four years old, I was already clear who was the wiser of the two of us. There was something almost magical to me about the dog's confidence, and I can recall thinking of her as an older sister. By the time I was five and she was just over a year old, I was following her about and learning valuable lessons under her guidance. I trusted her wisdom, because no one had taught me not to. No one had said, “She's only a dog.” No one filled my head with ideas of animals being any less than me or of animals lacking intelligence and running through life as near robots, functioning on rude instinct alone. I saw only the wise sister's confident dog grin and Simba looking back at me to make sure I wasn't lost. I knew if she told me something, it was true.

      Dogs can't speak like we can, but I understood what Simba communicated to me. She put her nose to the ground and moved with purpose, telling me there was an interesting animal ahead and I must be quiet. Sometimes it was a woodchuck we'd spy in a field. Other times she'd lead me to partridges and flush them, leaving eggs by a tree base to investigate. Once, Simba inadvertently led me to a skunk, and by the way she had barked from a distance, I knew it wasn't anything I wanted to be close to. By watching her and learning from her, I became a crafty hunter in my own right, observing and approaching snakes, frogs, and birds with stealth until I could grab them with as quick a move as Simba's snapping jaws. I'd let my prey go after looking at it a while, though, while Simba sometimes killed hers. That was the one point we didn't agree on. Still, whenever I caught something, she'd sit back and look at me with a wide dog smile and squinted eyes, as if I'd learned my lesson well and she was satisfied. I lived for that look.

      She gave me sharp stares if I did something she wanted me to stop, and she refused to go where there was danger. On the second winter at the farm, snow pelted our rural north country and built up in record levels. It was days before I could look out and see more than a few feet ahead of me, but when the sun finally came out again, the world was a wondrous vanilla-milkshake-coated land. Simba said this stuff was marvelous to play in, and she asked me outside by jumping and snapping at the snow and then play-bowing before me with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. Since I always listened to Simba's good ideas, my human sister, Karin, and I raced out together. Bundled against the cold, holding sleds, and laughing wildly, we plummeted down fresh drifts as Simba ran alongside, grabbing our boots and pulling them off. It made me furious, in a way, when I was left with stocking feet in the snow while Simba raced away, tail waving and thoroughly pleased with her catch, but I never thought of punishing her. She held rank, after all.

      Later, after retrieving our boots, Karin and I decided to spend some time exploring the barn. There seemed to always be a new discovery in there — stalls and mangers where horses once fed, bits of metal that had unknown purposes, leather straps, piles of hay, dark corners and places you feared to walk because the boards creaked and groaned even under small feet. We had explored the barn many times, with Simba leading the way and telling us where we should step and where we shouldn't. Mom always said, “If Simba won't go there, then don't go.” Simba wisely picked the best paths and enjoyed the forays as much as we did, even though she had to be the responsible one at all times.

      This snowy day was different. With Karin and I encrusted with balls of ice and with Simba's leg feathers similarly encumbered, we approached the barn doors only to have Simba erupt in a flurry of angry barking. We stopped dead in our tracks and turned to see Simba facing the doors, hackles raised and practically frothing at the mouth with fury. When we moved to open the door, Simba snarled and snapped at the door, and we both stepped back from whatever was agitating her so.

      Our parents were on the house roof, shoveling snow piled at least two feet deep. “There must be an animal or something in there!” Our mother called down to us, “Stay out!” She didn't have to say another word. We knew better than to disobey both Mom's and Simba's directives.

      The moment we turned from the barn doors, Simba stopped barking, but she continued to pace and to behave like she was worried. I didn't know what awful creature could be inside the barn, but I knew it was nothing I cared to face. I wondered aloud whether there were mountain lions here.

      “Maybe it's a rabid raccoon,” my father suggested.

      Karin and I carefully climbed the ladder to be closer to our parents on the roof of the house. The only sound was their shovels phloofing into the snow, scraping along shingles, and then the snow floating and landing almost silently on a growing pile in front of the house.

      The view was incredible, and I'd almost forgotten about Simba pacing at the foot of the ladder when a thundering crack pierced the air and then rumbled, vibrating through my chest. Our heads snapped up just as the sound faded, and we watched in awe as the roof of the barn collapsed, the sound proceeding the fall, caving in almost slow motion, with some of the walls following, until what was once a majestic old building was nothing but a crumpled heap of old lumber and a milk house standing alone.

      No one said a word for the longest time — at least, that's how I remember it. None of us had any idea the barn would collapse, but Simba had known. If we hadn't listened to what she told us, Karin and I would have been inside at the very moment the beams gave out, with no chance of getting out in time. I can't recall what we did for Simba that night, but I'm sure we recognized her good deed. You see, my parents were never the kind of people who thought animals were less than we are. Simba was part of our family. She was my wise sister, and I'm thankful with my very life that I didn't grow up with the notion that she was anything else.

      
        ˜ Tanya Sousa
      

    

  
    
      

      
      A Gift Returned
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      Don't worry, Mom. You'll never have to do a thing for this dog.”

      Those were the exact words that came out of my fourteen-year-old son's mouth as he toted his twenty-four-pound Dalmatian puppy down the hall. Bringing the pup home that evening marked the culmination of years of Jamie's begging and writing letters to me, pleading for a dog. I had always resisted, as I was never much of a dog person, and I was also a young widow raising two sons. The last thing I needed was a dog, but I finally gave in one Christmas and presented Jamie with a three-month-old spotted puppy, which he himself had chosen and named Chaz. As my son carried his furry gift to his room that first night, he vowed he would take full responsibility for the new member of our family.

      For several months, Jamie didtake very good care of his Christmas present, proudly taking his dog on walks around the neighborhood and making sure he always had food and fresh water. He was elated to return home from school each afternoon, giving his new buddy a big hug upon entering our house. I frequently picked Jamie up from school, and I would occasionally take Chaz with me. As Jamie approached the car, he and Chaz would break into two very different grins at the sight of one another.

      Initially, I felt pretty good about the gift I had bestowed upon my elder son. During those critical early months of training, however, the dog had some “accidents” in the house, causing me to question whether I had made a huge mistake. Seemingly overnight, my clean, dander-free home was transformed into a kennel of sorts, with the faint whiff of canine chow emanating from the laundry room and a fine coating of white hair glazing my hardwood floors. The dog was cute, but he certainly hadn't won my heart … completely. Thankfully, Jamie crated his pup, trained him to take care of his needs outdoors, and showered him with loving hugs. My duties were limited to paying for the food and veterinary expenses.

      As school and sports began to require more of Jamie's time, he spent less and less time with his dog. Like most Dalmatians, Chaz would get into things if he didn't have his daily walk, so I started taking him for afternoon jaunts. I had always been a solitary walker, and the companionship of the growing creature proved a bit of a challenge for me. I discovered that squirrels and rabbits were highly desired objects, and I can't count the times I had to let go of the leash and chase the dog through the neighborhood.

      Being a dog owner was no fun for me, and after paying a few thousand dollars for a fence and an obedience trainer, I was certain that buying the dog had been a major mistake. My son was happy with his dog, but he was no longer living up to his promise of taking care of him. I, however, was quite miserable. I had spent some serious dollars on Chaz, and my home had turned into a petting zoo, with a dog, two cats, and a ferret. Was I crazy?

      I considered giving the dog away. I knew Jamie's heart would be broken, but he had not kept his word. Chaz was lucky if he received an occasional pat from his master, and I was frustrated, dreading the years of living with the dog. When talking with friends, I heard myself uttering the words “that stupid dog” on an increasingly frequent basis. Something had to change.

      As I sat on my screened porch pondering the situation one morning, I arose to let Chaz inside. Not paying attention, I accidentally shut the door on his tail, resulting in a loud yelp from the victim, whose chopped tail splattered blood on the carpet and all over the walls of my foyer, dining room, and hall. An hour later, he was in surgery, having part of his tail removed. As I paced the floor of the veterinarian's clinic, guilt flooded me. This dog had constantly shown me affection, but I had resisted it, and now I had inadvertently lopped off his tail. When I thought about the joy he had brought to both my sons and the ways he happily bounced around when he saw me, something in my heart changed.

      That incident sparked a turning point. Over the next couple of months, Chaz and I began to bond rather well. I cuddled with him a lot and took him to the veterinarian twice a week to soak his tail. Due to continued infection, we decided to have the tail amputated. Every time our tail-less, brown-eyed pooch looked helplessly at me, I realized I was becoming quite enamored with him. At the same time, I became less frustrated with Jamie for relinquishing his duties. I started to fall in love with the spotted bundle of playfulness.

      Shortly after the tail catastrophe, Chaz began sleeping at the foot of my bed. Our daily walks became more enjoyable for me, and I was always happy to return home in the afternoons to see that smiling face at the dining room window, eagerly awaiting my entrance. He was becoming for me a welcomed friend and family member, and he was gradually becoming my dog.

      During my son's high school years, his dog and I continued to grow closer. At various times, Jamie took him for runs in the neighborhood and would give him a pat on the head, but that was the extent of his involvement. I knew he recognized I was becoming the dog's master when he presented me with a photograph of Chaz in a heart-shaped frame that reads “My One and Only.”

      When Jamie went to college ten hours from home, he apparently missed his dog a lot. He'd email me a few times a week, always adding, “Give Chaz my love.” Upon arriving home for the winter holidays, the young army cadet would gleefully give his four-legged friend a huge hug, rolling around with him and reminding the family that this pet was the best gift he'd ever received. One evening as Chaz, Jamie, and I sat on the sofa, I asked Jamie if he planned to take his dog when he graduated from college. My son looked me in the eyes and said, “Mom, I could never do that to you. I love Chaz, but he's really your dog now.”

      Jamie is now a married military officer who has another dog. He rarely asks about Chaz these days, but I'm certain he has a special place in his heart for this animal that he wanted so badly many years ago. It was a gift I reluctantly gave to him, and the gift has been returned to me. His dog is now my constant companion, who runs to me when he's frightened, licks my face when I'm having an occasional cry, and frequently places his head on my shoulder in the middle of the night. It's difficult to think of life without him, yet I know pets are placed in our lives for only a limited time. In our years together, Chaz has given me the gifts of learning to find the joys in each day and of attempting to practice unconditional love.

      I sometimes think about that chilly December evening when Jamie chose Chaz from among his canine siblings. He could have opted for any of them, but Jamie told me there was just something special about the rather hyper one. I now say a daily silent prayer of thanks for the slightly overweight vessel of unconditional love that has made such a difference in the life of this single mother.

      In stepping back on his promise to take care of his Christmas present, my son ultimately returned his gift to me — and my life has forever changed.

      
        ˜ Amy Walton
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Converting Ray
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      Want to pet Lucky?” I asked, smiling up at my new boyfriend, Ray, as I stroked my neighbor's Australian shepherd. “She's so soft.”

      “I'm not a dog person,” Ray said matter-of-factly.

      Bad news. The man of my dreams absolutely loves dogs. But Ray had such a terrific smile.

      Ray and I quickly found that we shared many interests: biking, hiking, ballroom dancing. He was gentle and sweet with his adult children and mine. Within weeks, we were spending all our free time together. When Ray tolerated my yellow Lab, Isabelle's, frequent goosing the moment he came in the door and included her in our walks and hikes without objection, I decided that he was a dog person after all. He just didn't know it. Yet.

      The day that I had to put Isabelle down because of an aggressive lung tumor, Ray held me as I cried. I knew in his heart he must be grieving too. We were talking of marriage by then and planning to buy a house together. I broached the subject of a new dog.

      “Let's talk about it later,” he said.

      Out of respect for my loss of Isabelle, he waited several months before reminding me that he'd clearly said he didn't care much for dogs.

      “You know, honey, you actually are a dog person,” I said. “Look how much you enjoyed Isabelle.”

      “She was part of the package. And sure, she was a lot of fun. But now we're going to have a new home. Dogs track in a lot of dirt. They get hair all over.”

      “You could go running with a dog.”

      “I can also go running without a dog. Sorry, babe. I just don't get jazzed about looking into their eyes and carrying on whole conversations with them like you do.”

      Dogs do track in a lot of dirt. Most breeds do get hair all over. And I had never seen Ray look into Isabelle's eyes. Because Ray was by far the best of the men I'd dated in the ten years following my divorce, I would try living without a dog.

      I tried for six months, devoting myself to planning our wedding and house shopping. I had plenty to keep me busy: caterers to call, invitations to address, wedding cakes to sample. Still, I felt a physical ache when Ray and I were walking or hiking and passed someone with a dog. I wanted to please Ray, but I needed a canine buddy.

      I mailed the invitations, and we hired the minister. We found a house and began packing our respective things. The ache deepened.

      A month before the wedding, I subscribed to a community newspaper where ads for dogs free to good homes frequently appear. I fully intended to read only the local news until at least after the wedding. My rebellious fingers opened to the classifieds. I scanned the ads, and felt mostly relief when nothing jumped out at me. For several weeks, just reading those ads pacified me. Then, Annie, a golden retriever, jumped off the page.

      “You know how desperately I miss having a dog,” I told Ray. “I've tried living without one, but I just can't resist going to see this golden retriever. Please, will you go with me?”

      “Isn't our wedding in two weeks?” he asked.

      “I know the timing's lousy. I won't get her unless she's absolutely perfect. If she is perfect, I'm sure my friend Lynn will keep her while we're on our honeymoon. We've traded dog sitting before.”

      “I thought you wanted new carpet for the house. We could never keep it clean,” he said gently, his expression clearly pleading, “Be reasonable.”

      I couldn't be reasonable. “I need a dog,” I said, my voice breaking and tears smarting my eyes. “I wish I didn't, but I do.”

      “Go see her then,” he said with a tone of resignation.

      As I drove to see Annie, part of me hoped she wasn't perfect. I didn't want to add stresses to a new marriage. Another part of me danced.

      Eighteen months old, her coat as red and rich as a chestnut mare's, professionally trained so that she heeled like a champion show dog, just the right height to pat without bending over as we walked, Annie was perfect. She came complete with a crate and a tracking chip in her shoulder.

      “She's awfully big,” Ray said when I brought her home.

      Big dog, big mess,I knew he was thinking.
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