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Spaghetti can be eaten most successfully if you inhale it like a vacuum cleaner.


~Sophia Loren





I arrived home to the loving, spastic antics of our beloved two-year-old Bloodhound. He ran around, brought me one of his plush toys, and leaned up against me to enjoy some ear rubs.


“Did you have a good day at Grandma and Grandpa’s house today, Hunter?” I asked, as he grumbled lovingly and leaned his head into my hand as I continued scratching behind his ears.


“Hi, baby!” my husband called as he entered the living room. “Your mom said he played well with Lily all day, but he did get into a little bit of mischief just before I picked him up.” He looked affectionately yet sternly at our oversized baby of a dog.


Lily was my parents’ Rhodesian Ridgeback who happened to be the same age as Hunter. We were lucky my parents were retired and watched Hunter during the day while we were at work so the two pups could play and burn off their endless energy.


“Uh-oh, buddy. What did you do at Grandma’s house today?” Hunter looked up at me with his sorrowful eyes, his wagging tail slowing down a little as he sat down in front of me.


“Your mom made spaghetti for dinner. While they were eating, Hunter ate the extra noodles out of the colander in the sink,” my husband explained.


“Hunter, is this true? Did you eat Grandma’s pasta?” He lowered his head, avoiding eye contact with me. “Bubba, you know you aren’t supposed to do that.” Poor Hunter slinked over to his living-room bed, lay down, and put one of his paws over his eyes, indicating he knew he had made a mistake.


“Aw, I think he really understands what we are talking about,” my husband chuckled, as he went and sat over by Hunter and consoled the poor puppy. “It’s okay, buddy. We all make mistakes. You just have to maintain some control and try not to do this again,” he explained as he cuddled with our pup. Hunter rolled over and showed my husband his belly to be rubbed. We both laughed.


That weekend, a few days after the spaghetti incident, we planned to head over to my parents’ house for a barbecue. I was gathering up the cheesy potatoes and fruit we had cut up to bring over as our contribution; my husband was playing with Hunter and getting him ready for the car ride.


“Are you ready to go to Grandma and Grandpa’s house, Hunter? You’ll get to play with Lily!” he told him, as he grabbed his leash. Hunter came bounding over to my husband, settled his bottom on the floor, but got up again immediately and bolted into the kitchen as if he had forgotten something.


“What do you need, buddy? Don’t you want to go play?” my husband inquired, as he walked after Hunter to see where he had run off to. With potatoes and fruit piled in my arms, I followed as well, and we both watched as our beloved Bloodhound trotted over to the counter by our sink where we had some dry ingredients from the weekly meal kits that had been delivered to our house. One of the meals for the week included pasta — spaghetti, to be exact. Hunter poked his head onto the counter, retrieved the spaghetti, and trotted back to the front door, ready to leave for the barbecue. My husband and I giggled in disbelief as we followed our intelligent dog back to the front door.


“Are you returning Grandma’s spaghetti, Hunter?” I asked him. He lifted one of his front paws, placed it on my arm and looked up at me with his loving eyes as if to tell me, “I am going to make this right, Mom.” I could not believe what I had just witnessed, and I patted him on the head as I set my food platters on the couch for a moment.


Hunter held that package of spaghetti in his jowls the entire drive over to my parents’ house. When he got out of the car, he was on a mission to get to the front door. When my mom opened the door, he dropped the package of spaghetti at her feet, looked up at her with his tongue hanging out, and put one of his front paws on her as if asking for forgiveness.


We laughed about the spaghetti the entire evening, but my mother couldn’t help but hug the well-intentioned puppy and show him forgiveness for his mistake. Hunter reminded us all that day that while no one is perfect, it is always best to ask for forgiveness and try to make things right with those you love. It has become a running joke in our family: After any argument, we present a package of spaghetti to the other person. It always lightens the mood and makes us laugh as we remember one of the many adventures we have shared with Hunter the hound.


— Gwen Cooper —
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Dogs travel hundreds of miles during their lifetime responding to such commands as “come” and “fetch.”


~Stephen Baker





One summer day, I went out my back door and found a medium-sized dog sitting in the grass. The dog stood up and wagged his tail when he spotted me. I petted his short brown-and-white coat and checked him for a collar or an ID tag. He had neither.


“Where did you come from?” I asked. I lived in a small, rural town in upstate New York. I knew all the dogs in the neighborhood, but I’d never seen this fellow before.


Halfheartedly, I told him to sit. To my surprise, he sat obediently. “Stay,” I said, as I made my way into the garage where we kept the dry dog food for our Beagles. I really didn’t expect the dog to stay because he seemed anxious to be with me.


When I returned, he was sitting in the exact spot where I had left him. “Wow! You sure are trained,” I told him. I set out a bowl of water and a hearty helping of food, and the dog started eating.


I left him in the yard and went inside to read through the newspaper’s “Lost and Found” column. Unfortunately, nobody had reported a missing brown-and-white dog.


An hour later, my brother came home and asked why there was a strange dog in the yard. “I don’t know where he came from,” I said. “But he belongs to someone. Maybe he’s just lost and will find his way home.”


Later that afternoon, my brother and I went outside and found the dog lounging by the back door. When he saw us, he jumped to his feet and started wagging his tail. My brother tossed a stick across the yard, and the dog raced after it.


“He looks like he wants some exercise. Why don’t you play with him while I go to the store?” I suggested.


After I got back from the store, my brother called me out into the yard.


“Watch this,” he said. “The dog knows tricks.”


Sure enough, the dog would fetch, sit, stay, roll over, and lie down on command. He also loved jumping to catch a tennis ball in midair. I was impressed — and a little suspicious. This was no ordinary dog. Someone had trained him extremely well. So, I had to wonder: Why weren’t his owners looking for him?


When my parents came home, we showed them the dog and all his tricks. The “mystery dog” obeyed every command. My parents were stunned by his skills as much as we were. None of us had ever seen a dog so well-trained before. The dog got along well with our Beagles, and we gave him a comfy place to sleep in the garage.


The next day, I checked the “Lost and Found” column again, to no avail. I called the newspaper and ran a “Found” ad describing our new friend. If his owner didn’t claim him after a month, he’d become a member of the family.


A little while later, I went outside and watched my brother playing with the dog. Suddenly, it dawned on me that the dog was quiet — too quiet.


“You know what?” I said to my brother. “Despite all the tricks he knows, this dog has never barked.”


“What do you mean?” he asked. “He must have barked. All dogs do.”


“Not this one. He doesn’t bark. Tell him to speak,” I said.


My brother told the dog to “speak.” The dog just looked up at him and remained silent. My brother made a few barking noises at the dog, hoping that would make him understand what we wanted. The dog never uttered so much as a “woof.”


“Maybe he can’t bark,” I mused. This super-dog was becoming more of a mystery each day. He could walk on his hind legs, balance a ball on the end of his nose, and give a paw for a “handshake,” but he couldn’t bark. I had never known a dog like him before.


Three days later, we got a call from a woman who had seen our “Found” ad in the newspaper. She said the dog sounded like hers and gave us a perfect description of his markings. I asked her if the dog knew any tricks. She laughed and said that he loved to catch tennis balls. I gave her directions to our house, and she said she’d be there within the hour to get the dog.


I told my brother that the dog’s owner was coming to get him, and we played with the dog for a while. Neither of us wanted to admit that we had secretly hoped we’d be able to keep him.


When the woman’s pickup truck pulled into the driveway, the dog raced to greet her. He wagged his tail and licked her face — but he never barked.


The woman explained that she and her family had gone away on vacation for a few days, and the dog, Peanut, had gotten out when a neighbor came over to feed him. I told her that we had never seen such a well-trained dog or one who knew so many tricks.


She chuckled and said that Peanut used to be a clown dog. He’d worked in a circus for years, and she adopted him when he retired from circus performing. The clowns had trained Peanut to do a vast assortment of tricks as part of their act.


“But why can’t he bark?” I asked.


“Oh, he can, but he was trained not to,” she explained. “Clown dogs have to be silent. The clowns don’t want their dogs barking and scaring children at the circus.”


The woman was extremely relieved to get Peanut back because her children were heartbroken without him. Finally reunited with his owner, the ecstatic Peanut jumped into the truck and wagged his tail at us as he headed for home.


I had never encountered a clown dog before, but I’m sure Peanut could have told us interesting stories about his years in the circus — if he could talk.


— Kelli A. Wilkins —
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The dog lives for the day, the hour, even the moment.


~Robert Falcon Scott





Rascal jogged beside me, the clasp on the leash jangling and wiggling like a loose tooth. His momma was a scruffy white Bichon. His pops must have been a Terrier. Rascal had the energy of both breeds put together.


Rascal was named for his temperament, and although I loved his zest for life, he drove me batty at times. He wanted to do things his way, which meant altering my way. I had to pause in the middle of my jog so he could investigate the trail of a squirrel or consider six different places before settling on one to do his business.


That spring afternoon, Rascal pitter-pattered along, finding new ways to delay me as I tried to get my daily exercise. He pulled ahead, lagged behind, and stopped to sniff at every scent of another dog.


Rabbits were everywhere on the trails that wound through our suburban Seattle neighborhood. A brown flash of movement caught my eye as a baby bunny darted off the trail and scooted under the brush. Rascal jerked at the leash, and in an instant, snapped free of the broken collar clasp and sped after the rabbit.


“Rascal!” I scolded. “Where are you? Come on.” I jogged ahead and called again. My mind was on other things: what to make for dinner, which lesson plans to teach, and what time the twins would arrive home from school. A couple minutes passed before I realized Rascal hadn’t caught up. Now I was going to have to stop running and backtrack to wait for my little scoundrel.


“Come on, Rascal. Here, boy.” Typical Rascal behavior, I thought.


But a few more minutes passed with no sign of his furry face, and I grew concerned. I called for him with my alpha voice. That didn’t work. I offered treats in a high-pitched, happy voice. That didn’t work either. After ten minutes of fruitless calling, I began to panic.


I ran along the trail, crossing the road and worrying that Rascal might have done the same. As cute as he was, Rascal was not the brightest bulb in the chandelier. He’d been known to chase a frog into a swamp and whine when he found himself stuck in the mud. What if he tried crossing a street and got hit by a car? We were already about two miles from home in unfamiliar territory. By now, he’d probably covered another mile… but in which direction? As I called for him, my hopes began to dwindle. I decided I needed help.


Many folks were strolling or jogging the trails that sunny spring afternoon. I stopped each person I passed. “Did you see a little white dog?” In turn, each one gave me a sad shake of the head. I gave out my cell number and asked them to text or call if they spotted him. I worried that Rascal was getting farther and farther away.


I dialed my husband Steve’s cell number. I hoped he could bring the car and help me look. The phone rang and rang. Then I remembered that he planned to mow the lawn. He would never hear the phone over the racket of the mower.


A half-hour passed. Nobody had seen Rascal. Then forty-five minutes went by. I was near tears. I ran farther along the five-mile loop. I crossed streets, my legs straining, my lungs aching, calling Rascal’s name and stopping to question each passerby. An older gentleman meandered in my direction. Red-faced and out of breath, I asked, “Have you seen a little white dog?”


“Oh, sure,” he said. “Back by the farm stand. Had to be about twenty minutes ago.”


“Thanks!” I called over my shoulder. I was off like a shot. The farm stand stood at the corner of a four-way stop — the intersection of heavily trafficked streets. It would take at least ten minutes to race there — if I pushed myself. I went for it at top speed and soon spotted the barn-red roof in the distance.


At the intersection, I looked around frantically, but my hopes crumbled. No Rascal. I waved down motorists, motioning for the drivers to roll down their windows. A few refused — I must have looked like a crazy, beet-red lady as I asked folks if they’d seen him. Those who did stop replied, “No. Sorry. Good luck.”


By now, an hour had passed. I decided to try a new tactic: run home, get the car, and solicit my husband’s help. My legs pumped up the steep hill homeward, not my usual trudge up that final half-mile. From the edge of the cul-de-sac, I heard the hum of the lawnmower in our back yard and sensed the imminent arrival of our twins on the school bus. I imagined breaking the news and the hearts of my children. I took the corner at a clip and rushed down the sidewalk toward our house.


Then I noticed movement on our driveway.


Rascal sat on the edge of the drive, his white fur dirtied, matted and peppered with burrs. He was wagging his tail feverishly and he looked scared, relieved and apologetic all at once. I shouted with relief, lay flat on the driveway and pulled him on top of me for a hug. He danced on my chest and licked the sweat off my face.


After our happy reunion, I grabbed my cell phone and took a snapshot of my naughty, clever boy. I texted, “Found his way home!” to the many kind neighbors who’d pledged to keep a lookout. Their replies came back to me all afternoon. “So glad to hear it.” “Good news.” “Happy he made it.”


Rascal had found his own way home! He’d traveled two-and-a-half miles, crossed five streets, and navigated his way back all by himself. Rascal was pretty smart after all.


— Ilana Long —
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Dogs got personality. Personality goes a long way.


~Quentin Tarantino





Nothing brings a home to life like a new puppy. The companionship. The laughter. The snuggles. And the incessant ringing of bells.


When we adopted Parker, she was eight weeks old and smaller than the cat. Today, she’s a sixty-pound, life-sized cartoon — a big, floppy mass of fun who has an abundance of love to share. Her loyal companionship and silly personality bring more happiness into my world than I ever thought possible. But, like any kid, she tests my patience daily.


A few days after bringing her home, I came across a YouTube video of a dog ringing a bell to go outside. I was game for anything that would assist in housebreaking our new family member. So, I visited a pet-supply website and ordered a small silver bell. When it arrived, I hung it next to the back door at puppy level.


Following the video’s instruction, I took Parker to the back door, lifted her paw, and touched her toes to the bell. “Jingle. Jingle.” Then I led her outside. If she did her business, I gave her a treat. This process was repeated every hour throughout the afternoon. By nightfall, on the following day, she was ringing the bell on her own. Wow! I thought. My dog is a genius!


The next morning, after a bell-ring, I walked to the back door to let Parker outside. There was a puddle on the floor. “Oops,” I told her. “You’re supposed to do that outside.” She caught on quickly, and within a couple of weeks, accidents were rare. But it didn’t take long for my dog-genius to learn that ringing the bell brought me running. It became unclear who was training whom.


The bell is no longer a simple signal, telling me she needs to go potty. It is a form of communication, alerting and informing me of a variety of Parker concerns. I work from a home office and try to be mindful about distractions. I turn off my phone, mute notifications on my computer and don’t look at e-mail before noon. But the chorus of rings, dings and jingles that beckons me from down the hall creates more distraction than any smartphone could.


On most days, she has rung the bell and been outside at least five times by 7 a.m. — twice to go to the bathroom, once to dig a hole in the snowbank, once to stand at the gate and bark at a bird, and then to play with a frozen poop she carried onto the back porch.


I try to start work by 7:30 each morning, but at that hour, Parker’s antics have just begun. Approximately nine minutes into a project, I’m beckoned by the bell. I traipse down the hall, let her out, and then go back to my desk. Before my hands have touched the keyboard, I hear her barking at the door.


Because it’s only four degrees outside, I make my way back down the hall to let her in. She races past me and across the living room, and then onto the couch, leaving a trail of muddy black paw prints. In the short three minutes she was outside, she found time to dig in a flowerpot and wet her feet in the snow before barking to come in. I carry Parker to the bathtub and spend fifteen minutes bathing her, and then another ten minutes wiping down the muddy tub. An additional half-hour is invested in spot-cleaning black paw prints from the carpet and furniture, and then sweeping the porch and removing the half-empty planter.


When I return to my desk at nine o’clock, I stare at the screen and try to get back into the zone. Just as words begin to dance across the page, I hear, “Ringy, dingy, ding.” I stop typing and holler down the hall, “Give me a break, dog. You were just out. Go lie down.”


“Ding, ding, ding. Woof!”


Obviously, she means business this time, I tell myself. When I open the door, she barrels off the porch and squats. “Good, Parker,” I praise her for making a piddle outside, but what I want to say is, “Why couldn’t you have done that the first time, you plant-digging, muddy-pawed, pain in the neck?”


When I turn to walk back down the hall, I hear a soft “jingle” from behind me. When I turn around, she is standing there with her tongue hanging out, smiling. In dog talk, she is saying, “Ha-ha. Just kidding.”


The bell-ringing escapades have been going on for two years now, and I’ve become bilingual.


A loud, single ring followed by a groan means, “I really have to pee.”


Two jingles and a bark: “There’s a deer in the yard.”


One ring: “Someone pulled into the driveway.”


Three jingles and the sound of a bowl being flipped over: “Isn’t it dinnertime?”


One jingle, a pause, and two more jingles: “The cat is playing with my tennis ball. Make him stop.”


A series of soft ting-a-lings and a sigh: “I’m bored.”


It’s important not to get the signals confused. Without fail, she’ll ring the bell just as I’m stepping out of the shower. Getting “I really have to pee” confused with “There’s someone at the door” can be quite embarrassing.


Although the trips I make up and down the hall every day are a distraction, there is a bright side. Every time a bell rings, this pet parent gets her steps in. According to my Fitbit, I walk about four miles per day — sometimes, without ever leaving the house.


— Ann Morrow —
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Dogs do speak, but only to those who know how to listen.


~Orhan Pamuk





“What in the world, Bailey!” Eight months pregnant with our first child, I was standing outside our new home meeting our new neighbors when our five-year-old Cattle Dog/American Eskimo mix relieved himself on my leg.


Our first attempt at caring for a living, breathing creature had been successful until this point, not counting the time Bailey used our baseboards for teething. It had been five years without one potty-training accident. But now, only a few days after moving into our new home in the Ravenswood Manor neighborhood of Chicago, Bailey was treating me like a fire hydrant.


I removed my shoes and socks — no small feat at thirty-five weeks’ pregnant — and headed inside to clean up. We went about our day, opening boxes, unpacking, and making plans for setting up the nursery. We decided to stay up late in our new back yard, taking advantage of our last few weeks of alone time, talking about everything and anything.


Around midnight, we headed up to our new bedroom, stepping around boxes along the way. After a couple of hours of sleep, I woke with the need to use the restroom. Just as I was about to head back for a few more hours of restless sleep, my water broke. I stood stunned, alone in the bathroom that we’d owned for only seventy-two hours. I’m too early, I told myself. The doctor had said I was “locked up tight.” I’m not ready, the house isn’t ready, and we don’t even have a car seat yet to bring our son home.


After convincing my husband that I did not wet myself, we headed to the hospital in the middle of the night. Lake Shore Drive never looked more deserted. It was a city of close to three million people, and no one was on the road. Fourteen hours later, we were the proud parents of a healthy but tiny baby boy.


Bailey adjusted well to the chaos of a household with a small child. The only toy he ever chewed on was a wooden name puzzle.


Eventually, I was expecting again. We were taking a walk on a beautiful spring day in Chicago, perfect for a long walk with Bailey and our son in his stroller. I was thirty-seven-weeks along and the doctor saw no reason why I would deliver early again.


But then, Bailey peed on my foot, something he hadn’t done since that last day of my first pregnancy. We went home and I got in the shower, and then it dawned on me: Could I possibly go into labor tonight? There are dogs that predict seizures. Why not labor? I called my neighbor to arrange a plan for the care of my older child and made sure my hospital bag was packed.


As I lay resting on the couch that evening, my water broke. This time, I was ready, thanks to Bailey.


Bailey is still with us, now sixteen. He has slowed down and sleeps more. He is grayer around his muzzle and has lost his hearing. He has endured the noise and love of two little boys, now eleven and eight. And he has never again peed on me or anyone else.


— Jill Ann Robinson —
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When I look into the eyes of an animal, I do not see an animal. I see a living being. I see a friend. I feel a soul.


~A.D. Williams





What do you give a person who has everything? I’d never been to Susan’s house before, but I knew that she didn’t need anything. I went over a mental checklist of my new friend’s tastes. She had horses. She loved art. Her home was surrounded with flowers, and she wore stylish but understated clothes. She had two Corgis….


Ah-ha!


I’d get a dog toy for each of her Corgis! She spoke of them often, so I was sure that would be more appreciated than anything I could get for her. I stopped at a pet shop the next day and found two items that were identical except that one was red and one was blue.


On the day of my visit, I was greeted by Susan and her two Corgi dogs, Caspar and Lily. “Oh, how nice!” Susan smiled as Caspar and Lily took their toys. Lily, a quiet girl, took hers to another room to enjoy. Caspar followed Susan and me to a sitting area with his blue toy in his mouth. I saw a large basket overflowing with stuffed dog toys, dog ropes and pulls of different kinds, and what looked like a few high-quality chewies. I should have known she’d have more than enough, I thought with an inward grimace. Well, I supposed, it was the thought that counted. I pushed my disappointment to the side and watched Caspar, who stayed by our sides, as he nibbled in an almost thoughtful way at his blue gift.


“Caspar has something about him,” I observed. “He’s very Zen, isn’t he?”


Susan smiled. “He’s special. I bring him with me when I counsel some of my clients. He makes everyone feel so much more comfortable.”


It was months before I visited Susan again. Caspar and Lily were there to greet me as they had the first time. And, like the first time, we moved to the windowed sitting area that overlooked a pasture. Again, Lily gently licked me hello and went to a quiet location, while Caspar looked up at me for a long time, taking me in with brown eyes that seemed knowing and perhaps wise. He’s an old soul, I thought. After I spent some time patting Caspar while Susan and I caught up, that Zen dog rose and walked slowly to the basket. I didn’t think much about it then, but I knew he was ever-so-slowly nosing through the items in it.


Susan and I talked about our work and a charitable project we had decided to take on together. My thoughts were interrupted when I felt a pressure on my leg. It was Caspar, and he was holding something in his mouth, pressing it lightly against me. When he had my full attention, he backed up and looked me full in the eyes with his own wise brown ones. He was showing me the stuffed blue toy.


“Oh, my. It’s the toy I brought him the first time I came,” I said.


“So it is!” Susan laughed. Caspar never looked away but held the toy toward me until I reached for it. He released it slowly, keeping his gaze fixed the entire time with what I can only describe as calm recognition. “He’s letting you know he remembers who you are,” Susan continued.


“Thank you, Caspar,” I said. “I’m glad you remembered me.”


I only saw Caspar a few more times before he passed on, way too young. But there was something about the way that old soul communicated with me that I will never forget.


— Tanya Sousa —
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What’s one thing we have in our lives that we can depend on? A dog or cat loving us unconditionally, every day.


~Jon Katz





I whipped my head around. “Jackie!” I shouted. “Jackie! Come!” I stared open-mouthed as my fourteen-year-old dog sprinted away down the forest trail in the direction of my car. Her leash flopped on the ground behind her, scattering leaves and twigs as she ran. I clapped my hands sharply — one of the few sounds my elderly Australian Shepherd could still hear. She skidded to a stop, looked over her shoulder, and barked once.


I motioned to the ground and softened my voice. “Jackie. Come.” I crouched to meet her, and she nosed my knee and looked up guiltily. I cupped her face in my hands and stroked her copper eyebrows and silky black ears. I was mystified. This was the dog who rarely strayed more than a few feet away from me, who had been aptly nicknamed Shadow.


“What was that about, pup? Surely you’re not scared of a banana slug?”


A far different creature had actually caused her to flee, but I didn’t realize it at the time. The mottled yellow banana slug I had stopped to inspect, prompting me to drop her leash, was not what had alarmed her. Jackie had tried to warn me repeatedly with her slow gait, her manic sniffing of the air, and her intense gaze. But I had been committed to a vigorous hike before sundown and ignored all the warning signs.


Our hike had begun happily. At fourteen, Jackie was no longer able to run long distances, but a brisk walk in the hilly, forested area of Sea Ranch, on the Northern California coast, worked well. These walks pumped up our heart rates and transformed my gentle, old dog with her ailing hip into a pup again.


When I had parked at the trailhead, she bounded out of the car, her arthritis forgotten. She danced around me, eager to be off. A half-mile later, her behavior changed abruptly. She jerked to a sudden stop, tilted her nose up and spun in a circle. I glanced around but saw nothing awry and tugged gently on the leash. She braced her legs and stared at me imploringly.


I’d run this old logging road many times and knew the area was home to many creatures. But the resident bobcats, raccoons, and foxes keep to themselves. And while mountain lions are occasionally reported, it’s rare to see one. As long as I stayed on the main trails, these solitary treks were uneventful. The deep quiet of the redwood forest was broken only by the soft thud of our footfalls and the occasional call of a Steller’s Jay. It was sublimely peaceful.


But now, Jackie’s forty-pound body was stiff with tension. She sniffed the air anxiously, her eyes large and round. My senses switched into high alert as I peered at the flora lining the trail and wondered what might be hidden behind it, watching us. But we were only a mile in, and I was determined to double that distance before turning around. I sized up the lengthening shadows and set off at a faster pace, intent on making up time. It can get dark quickly in the forest.


We hurried up and down the hilly trail until we arrived at my two-mile turnaround point, a broad clearing with clay soil. As we grew closer, I noticed a section of the ground that wasn’t covered with forest debris. It was damp and shiny from the previous day’s rain, making it a perfect spot to check for animal tracks, a favorite part of these excursions. And I could see, even from a distance, distinct imprints in the soil.


When I reached the area, I froze. I gaped at the oversized animal tracks pressed into the clay. I knew immediately they weren’t made by raccoons, deer, or any other common forest creature. They didn’t look feline, so at least they weren’t from a mountain lion. But that didn’t mean they weren’t from a very large mammal.


I bent to examine the tracks, and my pulse thudded in my ears. The prints were huge, twice the size of my outstretched hand. The mud was still soft to the touch even though the area was in direct sunlight. These tracks were fresh.


Quickly, I took some photos with my phone. My fingers trembled as I sent a text to a naturalist friend.


“Dale, are these what I think they are?” The foot pad was about six inches across, with five distinct toes, two of which included visible imprints of long curved claws. Fortunately, my friend replied right away.


“They’re definitely not feline. They’re either from a really, really big dog or a bear. Probably a black bear.”


I inhaled sharply and tapped my reply. “No dog I know has two-inch-long curved claws. And these prints are fresh.”


His response was immediate. “Where are you? Are you alone?”


“I’m two miles up the old logging road. Near Timber Ridge.” My eyes flitted around the clearing, and I blew out a breath to calm myself. “Just Jackie and me.”


“Okay. Keep her on leash. You should be fine, as long as you don’t corner the bear. He doesn’t want to be seen.” A pause. “Unless…”


“Unless what?”


“Unless he is a she and has cubs.”


I stared at my phone. It was April. “Aren’t black bear cubs born in the winter?” I tapped Send.


“In January. Just checked. You know what to do, right? Walk slowly, stay calm. You’ll be fine. Black bears are usually pretty shy.”


“Unless,” I typed. “Thanks. Call you later.” I clicked off.


I surveyed the clearing one last time. The wind had picked up, and the trees and underbrush were now in motion. In my hyperalert state, every shifting shadow in the scrub seemed to hide something. I walked backward and then forward, trying not to hurry and appear like a threat to a black bear’s cubs.


My eyes swept my surroundings obsessively as I fought the urge to flee. I made my way carefully, moving as fast as I could without running. About a quarter-mile from my car, I paused for breath and stroked Jackie. She wriggled happily, the strain now gone from her eyes and body.


“How about a good run, pup? For old time’s sake?” She nosed my hand.


That was all the permission I needed. My limbic system kicked in, and we took off. Jackie and I set a personal land speed record, leaping over fallen branches and dashing around muddy dips in the road until we arrived, panting but safe, at my car. I threw my arms against the hood and stretched until my breathing slowed. After Jackie noisily emptied her portable water bowl, I boosted her into the back seat.


When I slid the seat belt through a loop on her harness and snapped it shut, she gazed at me, unblinking. I had to wonder what she was thinking. So, now you’re worried about my safety?


— Maureen Simons —
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If there are no dogs in Heaven, then when I die I want to go where they went.


~Will Rogers





Uncle Homer had a Collie named King, a very good dog who taught me how to walk when I was a baby. He would nudge me up, allow me to clutch his fur, and walk me around the house. Uncle Homer lived with my grandparents and we lived close by.


As my brothers and I grew, King became our guide, confidant, and even our partner in crime. We played with him for hours every day. I was the oldest child in my family, and I was excited to be starting at school until I realized how many hours I’d be away from King each day.


When summer came, Uncle Homer graduated from high school and announced he was joining the Marine Corps to fight in World War II. He gathered my little brothers and me and explained that he was going to California to learn to be a Marine. Would we take care of King for him until he came home?


Well, of course, we would. Poor King was very sad after Uncle Homer left but we kept him company. He played with us and showed us pretty places we’d never seen in the woods before. He even knew where blueberries grew. King didn’t seem to like the berries much, but he knew we did.


A couple of weeks after Homer left, Grandma got a letter from him. He said that California was beautiful, and the Pacific Ocean was right there. Training was hard but that’s what you had to do if you wanted to be a Marine. He wrote about King, too, and King thumped his tail up and down when she got to the part about him.


After Christmas, Uncle Homer wrote thanking everybody for the cookies, but he was really writing to say his unit was being deployed. He couldn’t tell us where he was going.


Uncle Homer wrote just before school was out with some suggestions for things we could do with King that summer. He said he had seen some dogs recently and felt so bad for them. They looked hungry and alone wherever he was. King looked sad when he heard that. Uncle Homer went on to tell King to be a good boy and take care of us. He hoped maybe to get some furlough time before school started.


That was the last letter we got.


School was out, and we went to our grandparents’ house nearly every day to play with King. One day, he wasn’t there. We looked for him for two days.


On the third day, Grandpa found King under the house. He wouldn’t come out even though he hadn’t eaten for three days. Grandpa was sure King was sick. He questioned us about where we had been the past few days. Could King have eaten something that made him sick? We couldn’t remember him eating anything.


Every day, we sat at the edge of the house and talked to King, but he wouldn’t even look at us. It was almost the Fourth of July when a car pulled into the yard. Two men in Marine uniforms got out. They asked if our grandparents were there. I said yes. They went to the door and knocked.


Just then, King started howling. It sounded like he was crying. The one Marine said, “What is that?” I told him it was Uncle Homer’s dog. The two Marines looked at each other sadly and shook their heads.


When my grandparents answered the door, the Marines asked if they could come in. Of course, they could. Inside, they revealed that Uncle Homer had been killed in the Battle of Saipan on June 18, 1944.


Once they were gone, Grandpa crawled under the house and hugged King a lot. He and King cried together and finally came out. Grandpa said he should have known about Uncle Homer. June 18th was the day King crawled under the house.


— Charlotte Lewis —
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The bond with a dog is as lasting as the ties of this earth can ever be.


~Konrad Lorenz





Skyler, a seventeen-year-old longhaired Dachshund, has been the only “child” of my son and daughter-in-law throughout his life. As such, he has been the sole recipient of all the adoration and attention that any pet/child could ask for. In return, he has, for the most part, been a great pet.


True, he has been known to bite someone now and then, but in his defense, he has never caused serious injury and has only bitten when a stranger reached out to pet him too quickly. And true, there was that one entanglement with a skunk, who sprayed his scent all over Skyler. It caused a frantic midnight run to an all-night pharmacy for skunk-repellent bath wash and a trip to the vet the next day to ensure that he didn’t suffer any permanent damage. But despite these and a few other mishaps, Skyler has remained a king in his own castle his whole life (albeit a four-legged king, and a very short-legged one, at that).


His advancing age, however, has brought about numerous changes in Skyler’s life. First, he has become increasingly hard-of-hearing, which is more of a problem for his owners since he no longer responds to their commands. Also, he has gradually become blind, often bumping into furniture and getting stuck in corners. As he is unable to get himself out, one of them has to stay nearby to help him. And, most upsetting, he is now incontinent. Even though he wears doggie “diapers,” he often has accidents and requires almost daily bathing.


As troubling as all these realities are, what may be saddest, at least to the kids, is that they’ve lost their fellow adventurer. The three of them have always loved to explore the many hiking trails all around them and take road trips to nearby lakes to enjoy their canoe, with Skyler in tow outfitted in his own little blue life vest. But as Skyler’s condition has weakened, these excursions have become impossible. Now, he spends most of his time sleeping.


This situation has led them to face the inevitable question all pet owners will face at some point: “Is it time to give my beloved pet a peaceful and painless death, when he or she has virtually little or no quality of life?” As hard as this dilemma is, what complicates it even more for them is that despite his limitations, Skyler doesn’t seem to be in pain and is still eating and drinking. When he’s held and cuddled, he responds with a sweet, wet kiss.


This has been the situation for several months, and though my kids live in another city, they have kept me updated almost daily. If they have been able to sleep uninterrupted for the whole night, without a distressing accident to greet them first thing in the morning, then they decide optimistically that they (and Skyler) can struggle along for a while. If they have a bad night, they are back to the turmoil of facing the inevitable.


One Sunday morning about a month ago, my son called me, obviously upset. “Mom,” he said, “I just want to let you know. We’ve decided the time has come. We’ve called our vet, and she’s coming over this afternoon to put Skyler down.” That whole day, my heart sank every time my phone rang, as I didn’t want to face the fact that my “grand-dog,” whom I had loved for so many years, was gone.


Eventually, late that day, my son called again, and I answered reluctantly. “How did it go?” I asked, tears already streaming down my face as I braced myself for the dreaded report. He started laughing! “You’re not going to believe this, Mom, but we didn’t go through with it!” He went on to describe what had to be an unbelievable turn of events. It seems that as soon as the vet entered the house, carrying her medical bag in one hand and a crate in the other, Skyler lifted his head from his bed in the corner and immediately became agitated. As they watched, he began pacing back and forth, howling “soulfully” every few steps.


My son, daughter-in-law and the vet sat in stunned silence, unable to believe what they were witnessing! How had this blind and deaf dog somehow sensed what was about to happen? Even more importantly, how had this dog, who hadn’t barked in over a year, worked up enough energy to howl in protest, letting them know, in no uncertain terms, that it was not his time to go.


Yes, Skyler saved his own life that day, if only in the form of a reprieve. Though the end will come for him eventually, my kids now realize that Skyler will let them know when the time is right. In the meantime, without the pressure of having to make an arbitrary decision, they are enjoying Skyler in a whole new way and making his remaining days the very best they can be.


— Sandra Martin —
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Animals can communicate quite well. And they do.


~Alice Walker





“Honey, do you want anything from the kitchen?” I asked my husband, Eric. He shook his head, so I got off the couch and headed to the fridge. Our Pomeranian/ Poodle mix, Piper, followed me into the kitchen. “I’m just getting some water, sweetie,” I told her. “No snacks. Nothing for you.”


I sat back down on the couch, and Piper curled up beside me. She laid her head down on my lap and closed her eyes.


“Honey, can I…” Eric started to say, and then he started laughing.


“What’s so funny?” I asked.


“I was going to ask you for a sip of your water, but as soon as I started talking, Piper opened her eyes and looked at me as though I was talking to her.”


I chuckled. “Of course. Who wouldn’t want to talk to her?” I stroked her head. “She’s fascinating.”


Piper laid her head back down and closed her eyes again.


Moments later, Eric said, “Honey, I…” Immediately, Piper lifted her head and looked at him.


We both cracked up.


“Do it again,” I said. He waited for her to lay her head back down, and then he said, “Babe, can I…”


It happened again. Immediately, she looked at Eric as though he’d said her name.


My kids heard us laughing and came into the room. “What’s going on?” they asked.


“Watch this,” Eric said. “Every time I talk to Mom, Piper thinks I’m talking to her.”


“Sweetheart, I…” Immediately, Piper lifted her head and looked at Eric.


The kids laughed. “Let me try,” said our youngest son, Nathan.


He waited for Piper to put her head back down, and then he said, “Mom, can I have a million dollars?”


Piper didn’t move at all. She didn’t even open her eyes.


“Oh, it didn’t work when I did it,” he said sadly.


“Baby, it’s…” Piper looked up, and everyone laughed.


“She was talking to me, sweet girl,” Nathan said, and Piper immediately turned her head to look at him.


“It’s the pet names,” I said. “That’s why she thinks we’re talking to her.”


“A pet name? Like Piper?” Nathan said.


I laughed. “Piper is our pet, and that’s her name, but a pet name means a sweet name that you use instead of someone’s actual name to show them you love them.”


“Like when you call me ‘honey’?” Nathan asked as Piper turned to look at him.


We all laughed again. “Exactly,” I said. “But let’s make sure that’s what it is.”


I waited until Piper put down her head and closed her eyes again. Then I said, “Nathan, did you finish your homework?” Piper didn’t open her eyes. “Jordan, do you have to work tomorrow?” Piper didn’t move at all. “Julia, what do you want for dinner?” The dog was practically snoring.


Then I said, “Honey, do you…” Piper looked at me, alert instantly.


Everyone cracked up.


“Let me try now,” Nathan said. He talked to each person by name, and Piper didn’t respond at all. “Mom, do you love me?” he said. “Dad, do you want to have a lightsaber battle?” he asked. He said something to each of his siblings. Piper snoozed away. But the minute he said, “Sweetie,” she was awake and staring at him.


“I can’t believe Piper knows all of our names,” Nathan said, talking quickly. “She’s so smart! She’s a pet, and she knows what pet names are. She knows that when we use our real names, we aren’t talking to her. But when we use pet names, we might be talking to her because we love her. So, we call her pet names and not just her real pet name that’s Piper, but a sweet pet name. That’s why she looks at us. She’s like the smartest dog in the world.”


I laughed at Nathan’s very specific explanation. He was so excited and proud of Piper. It was adorable.


I rubbed Piper’s silky fur. “You’re such a good girl, honey,” I said. She looked right at me and definitely knew I was talking to her.


— Diane Stark —
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It’s just the most amazing thing to love a dog, isn’t it? It makes our relationships with people seem as boring as a bowl of oatmeal.


~John Grogan





The second the phone rang, I knew we were going to talk about the dog. “I’m calling because it’s your brother’s birthday, and you didn’t even call him,” my dad said.


“Dad, Ernie isn’t my brother,” I retorted. “He’s a dog.” Growing up, I was very attached to our family dog, Odie. Still, I’ve never considered myself a “dog person.” I’m allergic to most hair; I don’t like to clean up or spend money needlessly; and the thought of taking a pet outside several times a day (during Wisconsin winters) seems insane to me. Who would sign up for that?


My single dad, though, was a dog person. And although pets aren’t my thing, I was in full support of him having a companion that made him happy.


The dog’s birthday phone call became one of many family traditions — most of which revolved around Ernie, my dad’s Standard Poodle, purchased soon after my youngest brother left for college.


At first, only my dad played these jokes. Since I was away at college and only home on the weekends, Dad said it was important that Ernie and I “bonded” as siblings. Dad would call so I could talk to Ernie. He’d bring the dog to visit me at college. And my birthday cards were always signed “Love, Dad and Ernie.”


During one visit home, I discovered that the framed photos on Dad’s wall had been rearranged, with Ernie’s photo now above my brothers’ and mine.


“Seriously, Dad!” I yelled. “I know some parents have a favorite child, but it’s usually a HUMAN!” I said, rolling my eyes. Then, he giggled. I could tell he’d been planning the prank for a while and was pretty proud of himself. He never got around to fixing it — ever. On Dad’s family photo wall, Ernie’s 8x10 photo stayed at the top of the picture pyramid.


After a year of these pet-themed jokes directed solely at me, it seemed that even Ernie was in on it.


One Christmas, my brothers and I each received a wrapped box of cereal treats to take back to college. Ernie unwrapped my gift and then each of the forty-eight individually wrapped treats. Ernie didn’t even eat the treats; he just made a mess. He left them all over the couch where I slept. There was even one under my pillow. The boxes with my brothers’ names on them remained untouched. It was then that I knew: The dog was messing with me. If he wanted me to change my mind about being a “dog person,” he was going about it the wrong way.


On my next visit home, I joked that I had to take my dad to a public place where dogs weren’t welcome in order to get top billing. When we returned from our errand, Ernie had not only overturned my laundry basket in the kitchen, but he’d also unzipped my backpack and scattered my books and notebooks around the living room.


“Aww, your brother is happy you’re home,” laughed my dad. “He helped you unpack.”


“You aren’t the least bit shocked that a dog managed to unzip a backpack?” I asked.


“Family finds a way, Holly,” he said with a smirk.


A few years later, I was pregnant and very sick. My husband was out of town working. We were living in a city where we had no family. Not wanting to be alone, I packed up the car and drove a few hours home to my dad’s house for a prolonged visit. The next day, while out for a walk with my grandmother, Ernie managed to get sprayed by a skunk.


“He can’t come in here!” I pleaded. “The whole house is going to smell for weeks!”


“But this is his home,” Grandma insisted.


I cried as the two of us, one elderly and one pregnant, tried to hoist a traumatized dog into the bathtub. The smell of him turned my already distressed stomach. As we tried to scrub away the stink and calm Ernie, I started to feel protective towards… a dog! Ernie was gentle and intelligent, not one for getting into mischief (unless it involved me, of course). I knew the reason he got sprayed was likely because he’d been trying to protect my grandma.


Three dog baths later, I was exhausted. I curled up on the floor, nauseous from the skunk smell. Ernie snuggled up next to me. For the first time, I didn’t move away. As smelly as he still was, I was glad to have the comfort. Bedtime came and went, and so did his normal bedtime routine and sleeping locations. He slept by my side until I couldn’t stand the smell anymore and moved to another room.
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