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Introduction 

“The one absolutely unselfish friend that man can have in this selfish world, the one that never deserts him, the one that never proves ungrateful or treacherous, is his dog . . . He will kiss the hand that has no food to offer; he will lick the wounds and sores that come in encounter with the roughness of the world . . . When all other friends desert, he remains.”

—George G. Vest 

My dog, Woodstock, loves me. With all his heart. Unconditionally. I know that, just as surely as I know my name, because he shows me every chance he gets. No matter how little attention I pay to him or how grumpy I am, the Woodster always greets me with a spring in his step, an “I’m interested” cock of his head, a glint of pure happiness in his eyes, and the sweetest smile.

Woody would defend me with his life. He would chase off a bear, face down a cougar, take on a pack of coyotes, or take out a raccoon to protect me. I know, because he has.

If he sensed that I was sick or hurt or that my heart was broken, that little border collie–Australian shepherd mix would jump an eight-foot fence to help me or run to my husband barking and pulling at him to come quick or sit outside my window howling in commiseration. I know, because he has.

He’s never too tired or too busy to go for a walk or to play catch with me. And never complains or sulks when I’m too tired or too busy to go for a walk or to play catch with him.

He’s got my back and he’s there for me, 110 percent, no strings attached, no matter what.

As friends go, you can’t get any better than that. 

I like to think that Woodstock is an exceptional dog. That his bravery, devotion, friendliness, intuitiveness, and intelligence are unique to my wicked-smart sweetheart of a dog. That his connection to me and to my family is extraordinary. In fact, I was convinced of that . . . until I read the tsunami of stories we received for this book and its predecessor, A Cup of Comfort® for Dog Lovers (2007). Now I know better. Now I know that the bond between humans and dogs runs long and deep, extending far back in time and to millions of people and dogs the world over. That the friendship between people and dogs is so prevalent does not make it any less special. Indeed, it is something to celebrate.

So we decided that one anthology of stories celebrating the special relationship between dogs and humans wasn’t enough, and A Cup of Comfort®  for Dog Lovers II was born. I hope you’ll enjoy it.

—Colleen Sell 
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Penny’s Protection 

I heard the kitchen door slam and then Dad’s clunky footfalls. I lay there in the dark trying to sleep. At seven years old, I was afraid, mostly of the dark, but I also imagined mean, awful men breaking in and hurting me. If only my dog Penny could sleep with me. Penny, my black Lab, was outside in a cold, concrete pen all by herself. If she’d been in bed with me, I’d have snuggled with her and stroked her head. If Penny were there in my room, she’d protect me, but I was alone.

My brothers, Jeff and Barry, and I had just gone to bed. Mother was in the kitchen folding laundry.

Dad yelled, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Laundry,” mother explained in a low voice.

My bedroom was the closest to the living room and the kitchen. I heard everything. I heard fear mixed with anger.

Dad slurred his words. “That’s a stupid thing to be doing at this time of night.” He fumbled over “time of night.”

“You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?” Mother said more forcefully.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you. How about fixing me something to eat?”

Dad’s fist slammed down. I imagined the terror on Mom’s face and how cautious her next move might be. Or was I planning my own next move?

I lay in bed, petrified like a mummy, unable to move, unable to scream. Why wasn’t Penny allowed in the house? I slid down under the covers and rubbed my lips back and forth over the ribbon trim of the blanket. It was comforting. Then I found the place where the ribbon trim had torn away from the blanket. I rubbed the ribbon between my fingers over and over and slid the silkiness and smoothness across my lips. I pretended that the silkiness was Penny’s ears and that I was safely snuggled next to her.

Mother tried to stand up to Dad, even though he was drunk. “I’m not fixing any more dinner tonight. If you want something you’ll have to fix it yourself.”

Dad’s voice thundered. “When I ask for something, damn it, you’d better get it. Do you understand? I’ve had it with you.”

He stumbled into the hallway outside my bedroom door. I huddled down deeper into my covers.

Dad kept yelling. “You’d better listen to me and get damn used to it too. I’m the boss around here and what I say goes.”

I could hear his body thud against the wall. There was shuffling and banging, and then pow! The wall next to me shook. The noise was deafening. I could hear Mom scoot the metal kitchen chair away from the table. Her footsteps got louder, as if she were walking toward the hallway.

“Now, look at what you’ve done,” she was saying. “There’s a hole right through the wall. I’m telling you, the drinking has to stop.”

There was more scuffling and a bump against the wall. I imagined Mom lying on the floor, bleeding. Now I was really afraid. What if he killed her? Then he could do whatever he pleased to me. At least with Mother around he had somebody else to pick on.

I couldn’t count on Mother for much protection. She was too afraid of Dad herself. I wanted her to protect me. I really did. But she never kept Dad from bullying, especially when he was drunk. I was too young to understand all that was wrong in our house, but I knew one thing: Penny loved me. Penny would protect me. I lay in bed barely breathing, wishing my dog lay next to me. I cried softly, knowing she was shivering in her pen, alone.

Mother had given up her religion, her family, and her future to marry Dad. My grandparents came from Italy, where Grandpa worked in the Washington coal mines until he died from black lung. Grandma died when Mother was four, and her older sister had raised her. The Catholic Church had been the center of Mom’s life. At one time, Mother had even wanted to be a nun. She told me that. I could hardly believe she’d given up so much to marry Dad. 

Under the covers, I curled into a ball and waited. My baby brother must have stayed asleep, because I didn’t hear crying. Were my two older brothers asleep or awake? Jeff was just a year ahead of me, Barry three years older. They must both have been awake too.

The arguing and yelling continued, swelling into a rage that filled the whole house. I tried not to listen, but I couldn’t stop myself from hearing. I held my hands over my ears, trying to muffle the shouts. Just like every other time, I felt helpless. Like all the other times, there was no escape.

I couldn’t stop thinking of Penny. “Penny, Penny, I need you,” I whispered. I was glad she wasn’t in the house. She hated yelling. But I also felt desperate for Penny’s warm fur and comfort.

Dad’s heavy, unstable steps clomped toward the back door. “I should just kill you, poison you. That’s what I should do.” Mother didn’t answer Dad’s threat. 

Then I heard sobbing. Mom’s cries went on and on, interspersed with wails and gasps, like someone trying desperately to catch their breath. I was sure Mom had slumped to the floor or the couch. I could hear Dad pacing as the sobs continued. As long as Mom was crying, she was still alive.

But she couldn’t help me. A chilling thought entered my mind. What would I do if he came into my room? There was no escape route. Would he hit me? Would he kill me? My thoughts tumbled over and over. Fear touched every bone, every muscle, and every cell in my body. I lay there very, very still, almost not breathing. All I could think of was that if Penny were there, she would attack him. If necessary, she’d sic Dad good.

The sobbing continued. I pictured Mom red-eyed and lost, lying on the couch in her crumpled house dress. I pictured Penny trying to break out of her pen to get to me.

My brothers’ bedroom door opened. Dad bellowed, “Wake up, wake up. Get up now and get out in the living room.”

I knew I was next. My door opened. “Wake up and get out here right now.”

Dad half-pushed, half-shoved the three of us into the living room. He stood before us, swaying unsteadily. “If you’ve ever prayed, you better pray now,” he said. “Get on your knees. You’d better pray that your mom makes it through this.”

I glanced over at Mom on the couch, unable to stop sobbing or even notice us. Dad said something about her having a nervous breakdown.

My brothers, in their flannel pajamas printed with cowboys on horses, got on their knees. I followed in my red flannel nightgown. We knelt around the big, bulky, maroon overstuffed chair. The upholstery’s paisley pattern was raised. Over and over, I followed the pattern with my finger.

Tears ran down Jeff’s cheeks. Barry and I both fought back tears. My insides churned, and I told myself, Don’t cry, don’t cry. I knelt on one side of the chair, Jeff on the other, and Barry in the middle. Each padded arm had a wooden center on its front with a fluid design carved in it. I ran my hand down the side, feeling the wooden design and thinking how different the upholstery felt.

Dad interrupted my thoughts. “Your mother could die tonight. Pray and pray hard.”

We all bowed our heads. The room was absolutely silent except for mother’s moans. Would he really kill Mom? With Dad, you never knew. Dad forced us all to belong to the Southern Baptist church. Sometimes my dad was saved and sometimes he wasn’t. Tonight he wasn’t.

We knelt for what seemed like hours, each of us afraid to move, afraid to get up and go to bed. Finally, Barry’s head slumped down on the chair’s big, squishy cushion. He’d fallen asleep, right there on his knees. I leaned my head against the chair’s arm; it smelled like Mom’s face cream. As the minutes wore on, the sobbing quieted. Dad sat on the floor next to Mother. He told us to go to bed. I nudged Barry, and all three of us shuffled down the hall and into our rooms.

I lay awake for what seemed like forever, listening, waiting. Finally, I heard Dad coax Mother, and they both went to bed.

The house fell silent. The silence felt heavy, like a weight pressing down on me. When I was sure everybody was asleep, I got up and tiptoed to the back door. I turned the knob very slowly, making sure it made no sound.

When I got outside, I looked up at the explosion of stars in the sky. The slight breeze raised my nightgown like an umbrella around me, and the grass was cool and slightly wet between my toes. There was a sliver of moon on the horizon. I stood still for a few moments, looking up, and then I hurried to Penny’s kennel and let her out. I didn’t dare take her into my bedroom, so I tiptoed in the back door and led her down the stairs into the basement.

The basement staircase was pitch-black. I felt around for the switch, and one bare bulb lit up at the bottom of the stairs. Penny and I made our way down. The furnace wasn’t on, but its huge belly cast spooky shadows everywhere. I made my way behind the furnace, where the washer and dryer stood. I found a pile of old blankets in the corner and sat down. Penny laid her head in my lap, and I caressed her behind the ears.

Finally, my eyes closed and I felt my body relax. Penny snuggled close to me, and for a minute, I felt small and yet so peaceful.

Dad’s drunken rages worsened as the years went by. Penny spent her life by my side. She waited at the corner for me every day after school. She knew exactly when I would arrive. We raced down the hill together and shared our afternoons in each other’s company. She was my confidant, my best friend. When the words ripped my self-esteem to shreds, she was there embracing me with her presence. She built me up with her love. Because of Penny, I survived. Eventually, I grew old enough to stand up for myself and I left.

In the basement corner, Penny was my comfort. She loved me more than anybody else. I stroked her glossy black coat over and over. I kissed her between her big brown eyes. I told her how much I loved her and how scary the evening had been. She licked my hand and my face. Her eyes full of compassion and kindness, she promised she’d never hurt me. I was absolutely sure of that. The night we prayed for Mother’s life, Penny saved mine.

—Linda Stork 
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Blue Ribbon Winner 

Life among a family of storytellers guaranteed that our collie would not become the neighborhood dog who had lost his leg to cancer. Sure, we had started with the truth, but the medical jargon and depressing details exhausted us. Not to mention, we are narrators who take pleasure in weaving extraordinary stories, so Dexter’s tale of survival would be no different.

Catching a glimpse of Dexter, others would say, “Oh, how sad,” or “Poor dog,” and these responses grew tiresome, even a bit annoying. As a stray dog and a scrapper who’d survived on the streets before we adopted him, Dexter was far from sad or poor. We knew that he deserved to be held in wonder, not smothered in pity, when people discovered the reason behind the missing leg.

“Why does your dog only have three legs?” the boy asked, pointing over the fence.

Our family looked at one another to see who would tackle the routine question. My daughter, Piper, stepped forward. Sitting on the patio, I leafed through a magazine while waiting to hear Piper’s account of the cancerous tumor that had led to the removal of our beloved pet’s leg. To my surprise, Piper swiftly substituted the words bear trap for tumor—and so began our family’s quest for the most creative narrative.

My mouth gaped open then snapped shut like the steel jaws that had apparently left Dexter in peril. Drawing upon details from our recent trip to the Smoky Mountains, Piper wove her tale of deception, using the mountainous landscape as the setting. The boy clung to my daughter’s words as she described Dexter’s numerous attempts to free himself from the deadly trap. Piper challenged the limits of credibility by claiming that Dexter kept warm in the cold, dark woods overnight by digging a hole and covering himself with fallen leaves, until he could be rescued the next morning.

“But how did he dig a hole with the trap on his leg?” the boy asked.

With as much curiosity as the boy, I waited for Piper’s response.

“He had three other legs, remember?”

Her simple answer made sense in a way, considering the miraculous feats Dexter had accomplished since his surgery. Like how he now managed to run up and down the stairwell, following his initial game of doggie pinball in which we all held our breath while he slammed from side to side. Or how Dexter had learned to avoid lifting his hind leg on the same side of his missing front leg, lest he topple sideways like a cow in a pasture filled with bored teenagers. We thought it best for Dexter to figure things out, forgoing modifications to our household such as a lift, special bed, wagon, or ramp. Dexter’s tools of survival consisted of his raw determination and inner-strength. I suppose these heartwarming details could have been added to our stories, but we preferred epic tales filled with adventure and excitement.

The boy seemed satisfied with Piper’s answer and left. Once home, he would surely retell the story to his family, perhaps adding a thunderstorm or pack of wolves to heighten the suspense. Where the deceit would end was anyone’s guess.

Now, don’t get me wrong, our family never encouraged blatant lying just for the sake of lying. We considered such untruths to be a form of entertainment for the inquisitive. Over time, the stories became a family contest, and a blue ribbon awaited the person who concocted the most entertaining tale.

The following week, my son, Holden, tried his hand at storytelling. To Holden’s disadvantage, his audience was an adult; more astute than a child, thus harder to convince. I listened as Holden provided the details for the curious passerby.

“The gun went bang, bang, bang! While the robber shot Dexter in the leg, Frodo hid in the corner.” 

Credibility points for adding our other dog into the story, I thought as Holden continued.

“And then Dexter lunged at the man with the gun, knocking it out of his hands. Dexter growled and snarled at the robber, protecting us until the police came to arrest the bad guy.”

“Really?” the woman challenged as her belief in the story appeared to wane.

“Yep. The robber’s still in prison, you know.” Pride splashed across Holden’s face, and he looked at his sister, who nodded assent.

“Hmm, interesting,” the woman said as she left.

Now, my husband Michael held a closer relationship with the truth than the rest of us, convincing me that he couldn’t stray far from reality. He looked at our neighbor and smiled.

“Well, an old college buddy of mine likes to sail the Eastern Coastline each summer. I joined him and took old Dex along, thinking he’d enjoy the fresh air.” Michael pointed to Dexter. “So, I’m heading below deck for a minute, and the next thing I know, a shark jumps up and snatches the leg clean off. And just like that, it was gone.”

Unbelievable, I thought. Not the outlandish story, per se, but rather my husband’s reckless abandonment of the truth. Clearly, he would have said anything to garner the blue ribbon.

“You’re kidding me, aren’t you?” the neighbor said, chuckling.

“Have you ever known me to lie?” Michael asked. 

Our family shook our heads in unison.

“And, you’ll never believe this,” my husband started again, and I immediately flashed him the don’t-go-over-the-top stare. Michael settled for the story he had presented and merely added, “Dexter can still play ball.”

Over the next several weeks, the pressure mounted as I tried to imagine a story that would beat the previous tales spun by my children and husband, but my accounts of the missing leg seemed silly or contrived. Frustrated, I nearly gave up.

“Hey, what happened to your dog?” the teenage girl said while standing with her younger sister.

“What?” I asked, secretly hoping they’d lose interest and move on.

“You know, the leg . . .” she said.

My family turned to me and waited for an answer. I sighed and resigned myself to the truth of the cancerous tumor for lack of a more creative response. “Well,” I started.

My son patted my arm in encouragement, prompting me to switch course.

“Our dog has always loved the children’s birthday parties,” I continued. “So, when the magician at Piper’s party asked for a volunteer from the audience, we offered up Dexter.” I smiled wickedly as I pictured my husband pinning the blue ribbon on my blouse. “The magician placed our dog in the metal box and then pulled out his long saw.”

I looked at my family, noticing the twinkle of deception in their eyes in recognition of my efforts. “You can imagine our surprise when the magician opened the box and the leg was gone.” I briefly lowered my head for dramatic effect. “How were we to know that he was an apprentice magician? The man didn’t know whether to be terrified or proud of his performance.”

The girls looked at one another in dismay, then turned their attention back to me.

“But, needless to say, we got a refund.”

The two girls scurried off without a rebuttal, so my family gave me a bonus point for credibility.

In hindsight, perhaps our storytelling eased our pain after Dexter’s cancer diagnosis and helped to offset the ongoing fear of having to euthanize him if the cancer returned. The first few weeks after the surgery, we helplessly watched Dexter hop from place to place. His inability to fetch a ball and his need to eat while lying down left us wondering if we had made the right decision. But when such actions became commonplace, we no longer grieved. Instead, we rejoiced in his resiliency and wove our peculiar yarns to match his bravery. Our family believed that Dexter enjoyed the stories of his heroic deeds and narrow escapes from death during his spectacular adventures.

As for Dexter, well, he had his own story to tell—one of simple truths. Given his ability to overcome adversity, to courageously explore unknown territory, and to remain flexible in the throes of life’s challenges, it became clear to us that it was our stalwart dog who deserved the blue ribbon.

—Cathi LaMarche 
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The Recruiting of Sergeant Berg 

My father leaned against the kitchen counter, waiting for my mother to finish the phone call from Maggie, a widow who lived a mile west of us. His hand went from his winter-coat pocket to the doorknob and back, because he was impatient to start the farm chores. He would have left once he had eaten breakfast if Mama hadn’t motioned for him to stay and added a frown as an explanation point.

“What’d she want?” he asked when Mama hung up the receiver.

“To know if we’d gotten a dog to replace Lady. There’s a stray in her garage, and she’s afraid to get it out by herself. She thinks it’d make us a good watch dog.”

“Or to get rid of.” He looked at me. “We’ll need dog food. And Lady’s old leash.”

I pulled on my overshoes and hurried out into the frigid February morning. The year before, my brother, Craig, had joined the Army to avoid the draft and beat the odds of ending up in Vietnam like the other farm boys in our community. When Uncle Sam’s letter arrived, Daddy and a recruiter advised Craig to enlist for an extra year’s service and to receive training in aircraft mechanics instead of infantry. This resulted in his being stationed in Panama and in my promotion from fifteen-year-old kid sister to my father’s weekend and summer farm hand.

After Daddy and I scattered hay in the pastures for our cattle, we stopped at Maggie’s early 1900s Oklahoma farmhouse. Her car was parked in the open-ended shed she used for a garage.

As Daddy peered into the unlit building, I asked, “See him?”

“No, probably scared.”

Most strays were timid. The sad fact city folks didn’t understand when they dumped a dog in the country was that their pet would either starve, be killed by coyotes, or get shot for chasing livestock. Few found a home.

“Morning,” Maggie called from her back door. “You want him?”

“Haven’t seen him yet,” Daddy said.

“He’s there. Growled when I went to back my car out. Scared the living daylights out of me. He’s got a collar, but I couldn’t see a tag.”

“What kind is he?”

“Don’t know. Too dark in there to tell.”

“Joanie,” Daddy said. “Get the dog food and the leash. We’ll see if we can coax him out.”

We inched our way toward the back of the shed until a dark shadow stood and rumbled like a semi headed down the highway. I jumped behind Daddy.

“Easy, boy,” Daddy said quietly as if he were talking to a nervous mother cow. “Bet you’re hungry. Come here.”

With Daddy’s enticing, the shadow emerged as the biggest German shepherd I had ever seen. It stretched halfway across the garage to sniff the bowl of food Daddy set on the floor, but when Daddy clicked the leash on the collar ring, the menacing dog wagged its tail and looked up at us with an open mouth I would have sworn was a grin.

“Hey, you’re a good boy,” Daddy said as he ruffled his fur.

We searched the newspaper every day for a lost pet ad, because Mama insisted a German shepherd that big and good-looking belonged to someone, her way of saying he scared her. But after a week’s worth of loveable tail-wagging, he won her over and she suggested, if we planned to keep him, then we’d better name him. It took Daddy less than two seconds to come up with “Sarge,” which made me think he had it picked out the morning we coaxed the dog from Maggie’s garage.

“If there ever was a dog that looked like a sergeant, it’s him,” Daddy said with a single nod.

I should have known. Daddy had been a sergeant in the Air Corps during World War II and sometimes had these cloudy-eyed moments when he wished he had stayed in the military instead of returning home to farm. He had come down with that same look the day my brother left for the Army.

We soon learned Sarge was an obedient stray, trotting beside us as we walked, sitting at our feet when we stopped, and lying down on command. Every morning when Daddy went to feed, Sarge rode in the back of our old ’57 Ford pickup and not once did he bark, snarl, or make a run at the cattle, which would have been unforgivable on our farm. I loved his perpetual “grin” and his nuzzling me until I scratched him behind his ears. Mama called him the biggest baby of a dog that she’d ever owned.

During June, we left Sarge at home while my mother and I helped my father harvest the wheat crop. Every morning, I’d fill the pickup’s gas tank before I headed to the field by the unpaved back roads to avoid getting caught for underage driving. With the sun still nested on the eastern horizon one morning, I hand-pumped fuel from a fifty-five gallon drum Daddy kept behind the barn. Half asleep, I had left the truck door open to listen to the radio and didn’t notice Sarge until he had jumped into the cab. I scowled at the dewy brown paw prints he’d stamped on the new seat cover Mama had put over the frayed original, and I sensed a lecture coming when she saw the damage.

“Out,” I said. Sarge grinned and ignored the command from someone he probably considered a mere private in rank. After I topped off the tank, I tried to convince him again.

“Out of there. Now!”

I reached into the truck to give his collar a good yank, straining my elbow but not budging him from the bench seat. Since Daddy and Mama had gone ahead and would worry if I didn’t follow soon, I grabbed the fur of either side of Sarge’s neck, braced my foot on the running board of the pickup, and heaved.

“Come on,” I groaned as I pulled him across the seat. “I have to get to the field.”

Without warning, Sarge surrendered in our game of tug-of-war, and I fell flat on my back, dazed and looking up at his open mouth.

“Get off of me!” I yelled. “Beat it! You’ve got dog breath.” I scrambled into the pickup, only to have him rest his paws on the door and stick his nose through the window. I shoved his head away and rolled up the glass. Our last watchdog, Lady, had lived up to her dignified name. It appeared Sarge’s getting in my face was his way of living up to his.

In Oklahoma, drought usually begins at the end of harvest. With it too dry to work the fields, Daddy caught up on chores around the farm while Mama and I canned beans and tomatoes from our garden. We lived at a slower pace and ate Mama’s “gourmet” meals instead of sandwiches gulped on the run. After Daddy said grace over supper one evening, Mama started passing the mashed potatoes and fried chicken around the table.

“I had to read the meter for the electric company,” she said. “I heard honking and went to see what was the matter. It was a new man, and he claimed Sarge wouldn’t let him out of the truck. You’d think OG&E’d hire somebody that wasn’t afraid of dogs.”

“Arthur said the same thing happened to him a couple of weeks ago,” Daddy said as he glanced at me. 

The pickle I was eating hit the back of my throat. “But that’s what Sarge is supposed to do,” I said between coughs. “Scare people.”

“Not neighbors.” Daddy set his fork and knife beside his plate. “I saw an ad in the paper the other day. The military is looking for dogs to train. They’re offering up to a hundred and fifty dollars.”

“A hundred and fifty dollars for a dog?” I asked.

“That’s what the ad said.”

He would know. Everyday, he read the newspaper from front to back, including fillers, obituaries, and want ads. Still, I couldn’t believe it, not even for a German shepherd as good as Sarge.

“We can’t have a dog that might bite somebody,” he said.

“He isn’t mean. He just acts that way. He wouldn’t bite a flea.” After all, I practically had skinned him alive trying to get him out of the pickup.

“If they took him, he’d be in the Air Force,” Daddy said as a cloudy-eyed look came over him. “What better life for a dog?”

Once Daddy mentioned “Air Force,” I knew I had a better chance of changing the wishbone on my plate into a wing than changing his mind.

On Saturday, we dressed in the same town clothes we wore the day we’d left my brother on the steps of the federal building. This time, I hoped Mama wouldn’t cry. Daddy had Sarge tied in the pickup bed for the long ride to Tinker Air Force Base in Midwest City, an hour and a half from home.

When we arrived, we followed other owners leading their collies, poodles, and mutts to a table set up in an empty field. Daddy signed the waiting list. One by one, a sergeant summoned owners, gave their dogs a fleeting look, then promptly sent them home. A Doberman managed to make it as far as the physical exam before he failed. All the while, the sergeant and an airman kept eyeing us and studying the list.

“Berg?” the airman asked, as if not quite sure how to pronounce our name, but he smiled when Daddy approached the table with Sarge. “Sir, may I?”

The airman took the leash from Daddy and led Sarge to the veterinarian. Once Sarge had passed the physical, the airman gave the collar a tug and they marched in lockstep toward a large oak. Ten feet away, Sarge’s ears perked. The airman unsnapped the leash. When a fat man in a padded suit ran from behind the tree, the fur on our German shepherd’s back rose higher than a razor-backed hog’s. Then Sarge lunged, and Mama and I, along with the rest of the crowd, pulled back in awe as he worried his prey around like a cotton-tailed rabbit. The fat man finally yelled to call off the dog.

“I want him, sir,” he said, struggling to his feet.

A lieutenant with a clipboard walked over to Daddy. “We’ll be proud to have your dog. Full price of a hundred and fifty dollars. If you’d sign these papers, I’ll get you the money.”

“Sir?” the airman asked when Daddy’s hand shook taking the offered pen. “Didn’t you know you had a trained attack dog?”

Daddy stuttered, “I figured he had been trained, but . . .” His voice fell away.

That’s when I remembered how I’d grabbed that lovable dog’s fur to pull him across the seat of our old ’57 Ford pickup. That lovable trained attack dog. The hair on my neck twittered.

As Sarge trotted past us to join the Air Force, he gave us one last knowing grin. Mama stood there wiping her eyes while Daddy watched Sarge with that cloudy look in his. I returned Sarge’s grin and waved goodbye.

—Joan King 
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Eric’s Champion 

At age seven, my son got the foolish notion that what he really wanted for his fast approaching eighth birthday was a dog. Even more foolish, I got him one. At the time, I thought it would help. He was homesick and unhappy about our cross-country move to California and was becoming a stubborn and combative discipline problem.

I wanted to go about this pet selection in a sensible manner, so I asked Dr. Mitchell, our cats’ veterinarian, to suggest a good breed of dog for an almost eight-year-old boy. He recommended a trip to the pound, where the child could choose the one he liked.

“Children generally select a pet that mirrors their own personality,” he said.

I should have paid more attention to that remark. 

We went to the pound, where Eric chose a black and white puppy, quite small but still too big for its funny little legs. We paid the pound their suggested donation and headed for the veterinarian’s office to make sure that this was a healthy animal. Champion, Champ for short, received his name en route to the vet’s and was ready for his physical—we thought.

Champ did not agree and, after meeting the veterinarian, bit him. Just as Dr. Mitchell had predicted, Eric chose a pet to match his personality and now I had two behavioral problems.

While the nurse applied the band-aid to his bleeding finger, Dr. Mitchell pronounced Champ a healthy animal but an unfortunate mixing of breeds. He was part terrier—note, the small sturdy body and typical black and white coat. This is a breed known to be feisty, originally bred to ferret out small prey, bite deep, and hold on tight until their masters could dispose of the catch. In other words, terriers tend to be chasers and biters. The other part of Champ was dachshund—note, the short stubby legs and splayed “Charlie Chaplin” front paws. The prevailing trait of dachshunds is that they’re stubborn. So we had a feisty, stubborn dog who would fight a lot and be difficult to make behave. Champ and Eric were soul mates for sure.

I didn’t need another discipline problem around the house. I needed an obedience school for boy and dog. I reasoned that enrolling Champ in the local park’s dog-obedience class, with Eric responsible for putting his dog through the required steps of the training, would benefit them both.

And so we arrived at the park early one evening, an enthusiastic mother dragging a reluctant boy and dog to the registration desk. I admit Champ looked out of place and a little ridiculous amongst the purebred Afghans, German shepherds, and Great Danes in line ahead of us. Eric’s eyes wandered longingly over to the adjoining ball field, where a baseball game was in progress. Champ tugged at his leash, eager to sniff up the other enrollees.
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