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      I lovingly dedicate this anthology to Rozanne Reynolds and Brenda Compton, two women with huge hearts and soft spots for dogs. Not only do they take in abandoned and abused dogs, they take excellent care of them and shower them with love. If truth be known, Rozanne is quite the unheralded dog whisperer — there's not a dog alive she can't charm.

      And to a little cocker spaniel named Buffy, who left this world years ago but will always be remembered as the sweetest and perfect dog for Brooke and Brett from the day he joined our family on December 25, 1987.
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      Introduction

      Welcome to My Dog Is My Hero, a cornucopia of stories about the most unforgettable dogs you'll ever want to meet. While all the stories honor those beloved pets that bring so much to our lives, you'll find marvelous diversity — lots of heroic deeds, humor, and sweetness, with a touch of nostalgia and sadness.

      You'll laugh along with Paula Munier when she recounts the story of how her dog protected her against an intrusive neighbor; with Dennis C. Bentley, whose ever-affable George plays a game of catch unlike any other dog and brings endless fun to his loving family as well as to the foster dogs that George unwittingly mentors; and with Roxanne Hawn, as her reluctant border collie, Lilly, makes a big splash in behavior training.

      You'll fall in love with Rye, a gentle golden retriever who repeatedly rescues a baby bird by capturing it in his mouth and transporting it to safety; Jeeves, a huge, lumbering mixed breed of Anatolian shepherd and Great Pyrenees who protects a wounded fawn; and Turbo, a crusty old rez (reservation) dog that nurses a sick cat and guards a wounded sparrow.

      You'll celebrate the rescue of Obie and Skip and Princess, three lucky dogs who find a loving home — with Sky, a spunky blue rat terrier, and her owners, Rozanne and Brenda — after being badly abused. You'll marvel at the escapades of The Amazing Boodini, a Yorkshire terrier who defies his master's every attempt to contain him. You'll cheer the heroism of Kodiak, a malamute who unwittingly rescues his master lost in a blinding, driving snowstorm.

      You'll read about Sheena, a ranch dog in New Zealand who forms a special bond with her owners; the antics of Goofy Willy, a half hound dog and half husky in Alaska; Sheri, a dog in India who steals a young girl's heart and helps her survive her parents' separation; Roy, a cross between a collie and an Alsation in Scotland who still lives in his owner's heart fifty years after his passing; and Totó, a roving mutt in Brazil that weasels his way into Lucille Bellucci's heart.

      And, of course, we have a-boy-and-his-dog stories, including Logan Branjord's Red Dog, who skidded on and fell through ice to save another dog, and Stephen Blackburn's nostalgic Sunday Mornings with Duke that rings true to many.

      We also have dogs such as Shadow, a rescued three-legged mutt who helps Andrew McAleer's dying parents feel comforted in their waning days, and then helps Andrew as he struggles through debilitating cancer treatments; and Mozart, an American Eskimo puppy who tricks his master, who has debilitating heart problems, into exercising.

      We even have a famous dog — Honor, the golden retriever who dialed the hospital when her wheelchair-bound master was injured by a falling beam.

      Although it's always sad when a beloved dog leaves the world — our world — it's something all pet owners face someday. Without dwelling on the pathos, we included a few farewell stories, including Judith Gille's Tribute to Katy, which offers a lovely, eloquent tribute to her unforgettable golden retriever, and Jessica Barmack's The Chase, which says an elegant farewell to her beloved and resilient Sam.

      All this and so much more awaits you. Enjoy!

    

  
    
      

      
      The Ballad of Casey

      WILLIAM SCHMITT

      I used to tell people that my first child had four legs and pointy ears. This distinguished him from my later children, who had two legs and pointy ears. Like many childless couples, my wife and I treated our dog, Casey, more like a person than a pet. He was a spirited little guy whose personality won me over when I had intended to purchase another puppy. Not long after we brought him home, however, we discovered that “spirited” was another word for “having a mind of my own.”

      Casey had a real thing about being left behind. The first time we had the audacity to do this, he literally chewed a windowsill off. Because we were renting an apartment at the time, this posed a problem. The next time, we thought we might as well take the little rascal with us; unfortunately, we again had the audacity to leave him in our car while we visited with friends for a few hours. He ate the driver's seat. He didn't chew it up — he ate it. There was nothing but springs and a few leather shreds left when we returned. Somehow, we still loved him, which said a lot for his personality most of the time. Casey was a little, cocky mutt with a Type A personality, and this eventually brought him into direct conflict with our neighbor dog.

      The first time I laid eyes on this neighbor dog, I had just stepped outside on an early October morning. We had rented a really old farmhouse, with windowsills that looked like they came prechewed. There, in the foggy mist of a crisp, clear autumn morn, standing about fifteen feet away, was this huge wolflike creature, staring at me with one eye. I say one eye, because his other eye was all white, most likely blinded in a vicious street fight. If a dog as big and mean-looking as this dog was on the losing end, he must have tangled with a grizzly bear.

      I quickly stepped forward, took a commanding, authoritative stance and sternly pronounced, “Get out of here.” Neighbor dog showed no signs of being intimidated. In fact, he never moved a muscle; he simply glared at me, as though he was trying to figure out whether he could eat me in two bites or three. In another stern, authoritative voice I blurted, “Welcome to our yard.” Apparently, he was so well-trained he was not disposed to spoil his own yard with his necessary duties. Our yard must have seemed like a giant outhouse to him, as that appeared to be the main reason for his regular visits.

      Our little Casey would never be in the neighbor dog's size category. In fact, Casey wasn't very big at all. But when he looked into a mirror, he didn't see a little, white, pointy-eared mutt — he saw a bull mastiff, the terror of the neighborhood. So Casey had no trepidation about visiting this neighbor dog's yard. When I let him out, he went sniffing about the bushes on the border of old one-eye's yard. I could see old one-eye lying under a tree observing Casey. He didn't bark (the grizzly could have ripped his tongue out for all I knew), but I could see him as he tensed his body, preparing to strike. I realized what was coming, even if my little Captain Oblivious couldn't, so I called for Casey to come back. This occurred many years before I knew anything about dog whispering, so an undisciplined, insensitive Casey felt no obligation to heed my call. The one-eyed werewolf continued to quietly fix his steely gaze on my dumb dog, but he didn't move until Casey uncorked his John Hancock on the bush.

      Jack Nicholson's Joker character in Batman warns Bruce Wayne to “Never rub another man's rhubarb,” and Casey had just done this. The one-eyed hound from hell took off after our little mutt, no doubt figuring this would be a one-bite lunch. Now Casey was nothing if not fast, and he whipped across the road, darting and dodging in every direction, dashing madly toward the relative safety of our yard. Almost made it, too. But just as he cleared the road to our yard, the big bad wolf gave him a good sharp chomp on his butt. I worried that Casey's time had come, but the big dog decided to let the little whelp off with a warning: Just because I mess in your yard doesn't mean you can mess in mine. I began to suspect that he worked for our government.

      My wife and I treated this situation like we would treat similar situations when we had real children: We looked over the boo-boo to make sure he wasn't really hurt, fussed over him for a few minutes until he felt a little better, and then we laughed and made fun of him. I was so impressed by the little guy's gumption that I wrote a little song called The Ballad of Casey, which I sung, with apologies, to the tune of Johnny Cash's Folsom Prison Blues.

      
        
          I see my dog a'comin'
 He's comin' round the bend
 The one-eyed dog is after him
 Biting his rear end.
        

      

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      WILLIAM SCHMITT lives with his wife in Upstate New York. He teaches English by phone to European businesspeople, and writes part time under the name The Hermit Crab. He has four sons and one grandson.

    

  
    
      

      
      Rye to the Rescue

      JUDIE FREELAND

      Rye loved sparrows, robins, barn swallows, pheasants, ducks, and every other kind of bird. She was a retriever, after all, a golden retriever with a very soft mouth. That meant that she could pick up a bird — a sparrow, a robin, a barn swallow, a pheasant, or a duck — so gently that it would be held but never hurt.

      One spring, a young robin appeared in our yard. His mother was trying to teach him to fly. She sat with her baby near a corner at the top of the chain-link fence around our dog yard. Then she flew just past the corner to perch again on the top of the fence. She coaxed the young robin to fly to her. He tried, but not hard enough. He fluttered to the ground.

      Rye had just gone out into the dog yard with me. She saw the bird sitting on the ground and did what any good bird dog would do: Very gently, she picked up the young robin and wiggled her tongue so he could sit on it, gently caged between her teeth, then brought him to me.

      Rye sat in front of me, looking like she had a hot potato in her mouth. I held out my hand and asked her to “Release.” She tried, but it was impossible to just spit the baby robin out. She looked up with a “Help me, Mom” look in her eye. So I cautiously opened her mouth wide and saw the baby robin sitting on Rye's tongue. I also saw the mother robin in great distress, fluttering from one fence post to another and cheeping frantically.

      I lifted the baby robin from Rye's mouth, carried it out the gate, and set it on the ground away from the fence. Mother robin swooped down, chirping loudly, as if scolding her baby (as mothers will do when convinced that their babies are in danger) and scuttled it away into the tall grass.

      There were more flying lessons. And Rye retrieved the young robin four more times. I had named him Robbie, since by this time he was almost part of the family. Four more times I put Robbie outside the fence. And mother robin fussed. I thought she was afraid the chick would never learn to fly and some other creature would eat her baby. Perhaps she trusted that Rye would rescue Robbie and would not hurt him. But still she had to scold. Maybe she told him that not all creatures would cradle him between sharp teeth on a warm, wet tongue. That some creatures would eat him, as he ate worms.

      Finally, Robbie got the necessary skills to fly from one part of the fence to another, then he learned to fly longer and longer distances.

      Some weeks later, Robbie had an accident. He was now big and a good flier. He looked almost like his mother, but his breast was still baby-speckled. He had learned to find worms and to find water in puddles on the ground after rain. He also had learned where to find water when there was no rain — in a big tub in our horse pasture that was always full of water. He could perch on the edge of the tub and lean over just a little bit to get a drink. Rye and I had seen him several evenings when we went to the pasture to check the fences and get some exercise.

      One evening, when there had been no rain, so there were no rain puddles, Robbie flew to the big tub. The water was not as close to the top as he may have hoped. The horses had been drinking it, and it had not yet been refilled.

      Later, I could imagine how it happened. He leaned over. He leaned over farther. Not quite close enough. He leaned over more. He fell in! He could not get out! The top of the tub was too far to reach. His feathers were getting waterlogged. His head was in danger of going under. He was going to drown! He probably cheeped in panic. But his mother was not near enough to hear him, and she could not have helped if she had heard. Robbie was probably trying to flap his wings, kicking his feet in terror, and struggling to hold his head up.

      Rye and I had just come through the pasture gate. I didn't hear anything, but her keen ears did. I watched her run to the water trough and stick her head over the rim to pick something out of the water and set it on the ground. Then she looked at me and barked, shrilly, insistently.

      I ran over to where Robbie crouched, bedraggled and dripping. I pulled tufts of grass and tried to pat him dry before making a warm little nest of grass. I laid the tiny body inside and set it outside the fence, knowing that Rye would retrieve her little friend again if she could, and right then was not a good time.

      Rye and I watched as Robbie sat in his makeshift nest and shivered. Slowly, his feathers dried and he began to flutter his wings. Finally, he launched himself. He could fly again! Just as he rose into the air, he turned and chirped as if to say, “Thank you.”

      Although Robbie had evidently learned his lesson and didn't return to the trough, Rye checked it every evening for the next few days, ready to rescue her feathered friend yet again should it be necessary.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      JUDIE FREELAND has authored two scholarly books and numerous articles, a critical bibliography of Tolkien criticism, and a memoir about her father. She is a retired English professor living with her therapy dog, Echo. The heroine of this story has gone to the Rainbow Bridge.

    

  
    
      

      
      Gypsy Gets Her Man

      LIBBY SIMON

      Little did I know when I started out on an ordinary family vacation it would end with guns and police, and at the center of it all would be a little miniature black poodle called Gypsy. It all began with an invitation from my brother Sam and sister-in-law Katie to come for a visit. I jumped at the opportunity and soon found myself on a flight to Fort Lauderdale, Florida.

      When I arrived at their front door, I was “attacked” by this unexpected new addition to their family. Midnight black with two piercing brown eyes, this little dynamo zinged like a lightning bolt right to my heart. A mischievous, playful bundle of fur, Gypsy had boundless energy that never seemed to wane. We took to each other right away, and she quickly taught me to play her favorite game: “catch the Frisbee.” Every day she led the way to the local park to play. In the apartment, she entertained herself by clenching the Frisbee between her teeth, vigorously shaking it with her head and flinging it into the air. Off she scampered following its flight, over and under the furniture, wherever it took her. The days flew by quickly, and Gypsy had me pretty well trained by the time I was to return home.

      On my last day, Gypsy lured me to the park one more time to play Frisbee. We returned home to rest before a planned evening I was to spend with my hosts. Gypsy devoured her dinner before we left and, almost purring like a cat, curled up in her favorite easy chair with her precious toy. She had the run of the house when her “parents” went out, and we had every reason to presume she would be a very responsible, reliable watchdog.

      After a pleasant evening, we arrived home quite late. As the three of us started up the stairs, we could hear Gypsy snarling and growling ferociously. This was strange! She rarely barked, especially with such vigor, unless something or someone triggered her. Something was very wrong! Sam cautiously opened the front door a crack. Three pairs of eyes peered inside to see Gypsy on her haunches, nose pointing at the center of a bifold closet in the entryway, yipping incessantly, her paws scratching on the doors in a wild frenzy. She was so engrossed she remained totally unaware of our presence. We looked at one another with one thought but not a word: A thief had obviously come into the house and had been caught in the act. He must have hidden in the closet and was now trapped by Gypsy. Sam closed the door quietly, and we sneaked back down the stairs. While Sam ran to the neighbors to phone the police, Katie and I hid under the staircase to watch in case the robber managed to escape his yappy but determined captor.

      Within minutes, the police arrived. Two big, burly police officers approached silently.

      “No one has come out yet,” I whispered. “He must still be in there.”

      “It's a two-story drop from a second-floor window because this is a duplex,” added my sister-in-law in a hushed tone. “There is no other way out.”

      The two officers, with the three of us in tow, stealthily climbed the stairs and opened the door just enough to reveal Gypsy still wildly barking and scraping the bifold wooden doors. The police stepped inside and positioned themselves on each side of the closet. With guns drawn and pointed at the tiny prison cell, they signaled to each other with a head nod and flung open both doors — simultaneously Gypsy pounced! Instantly her teeth sunk into … the … Frisbee!? We all watched in disbelief as Gypsy bounded across the room, Frisbee clenched tightly between her teeth, and jumped into her easy chair with the quiet satisfaction of a mission accomplished. We were stunned, speechless, and redfaced — but not as crimson as the police.

      How did that Frisbee get into the closet? We later surmised that she must have been playing her usual game of catch by herself. She likely flung it up and on landing, it slid under the doors. She was unable to retrieve it, and hence the scene we had witnessed upon our return.

      I would have loved to read the incidence report the police filed that night. They really didn't need to worry about us revealing the embarrassing incident, because to expose them would also have implicated us.

      It was best to let sleeping dogs lie.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      LIBBY SIMON is a retired social worker living in Winnipeg, Canada, who has become a freelance writer. Her works include humor and slice-of-life stories that have been published in newspapers, magazines and anthologies in Canada and the United States.

    

  
    
      

      
      Not in the Beagle's Neighborhood

      PAULA MUNIER

      In most every neighborhood, there's one neglected house that all the other homeowners on the street complain is bringing down their property values. On the isolated road that runs along the lake where we live, that house was a tiny cottage with peeling paint, junk cluttering the driveway, and thigh-high weeds for a yard. Worse, the tenants were often seen being escorted from the property by local law enforcement, only to return a few days later. But to our collective relief, eventually they disappeared for good, and a “for sale” sign went up on the lot. Not that we could imagine anyone actually buying the house in its unkempt condition.

      The little cottage stood empty for months. Then one happy day, a truck pulled up, a guy got out, and the renovation began. He gutted the place and transformed it from derelict cabin to lakeside jewel in a matter of weeks. We were thrilled and predisposed to like the bachelor who'd cleaned up the worst house on the block.

      He was a friendly, attractive guy, happy to discuss the details of the cottage's rebirth. I met him as I walked my dogs, Shakespeare and Freddie, down the road to the bogs for our daily excursion into the great outdoors. Shakespeare, a big, cheerful mutt from the pound who liked everyone, wagged his tail. Freddie, a small beagle suspicious of any man outside our immediate family, growled and barked, lunging on the leash. I held the aggressive little dog back while I shouted a welcome to our new neighbor over Freddie's loud howls, then moved quickly on my way.

      That evening the new neighbor knocked on our door, prompting the usual cacophony of growls and barks and howls from Freddie. I'd done everything to train Freddie to respond better to strangers at the door. Once he'd actually snapped at a longtime family friend — a gentle man who loved dogs and whom Freddie should have recognized — as the poor guy entered our home. We went to obedience classes — where we were asked to leave. We tried special collars — which Freddie chewed to bits. We consulted the vet — who prescribed puppy Prozac. Nothing worked. Freddie was a sweet and loving dog to women everywhere and the few men whom he deemed family — and an aggressive and unpredictable hound from hell to most every other man on the planet, neighbors included. I was thinking about building a fence around my property; with Freddie around, maybe good fences did make good neighbors. Not to mention then I could add a doggie door, giving Freddie twenty-four-hour access to the outdoors, which might cut back on his “accidents.” But I hated to ruin the view.

      I held Freddie back as I answered the door.

      “Hi,” said the neighbor we'll call M.

      “Hi,” I said, holding on to Freddie for dear life. “Sorry.”

      “No problem, I like dogs.”

      “Yeah, well, he doesn't like men much.”

      M looked at me and grinned. “That's not good.”

      “No.” I laughed. “It's not.”

      “I'd love to come in and see your place.”

      “Oh, of course.” I backed away from the door with Freddie. “Sure, come on in.” I pulled Freddie into the living room, and with Shakespeare on my heels, pointed to their doggie pillows in the corner.

      “Bed,” I said. Since sleeping is Freddie's favorite pastime — after eating, that is — he curled right up next to Shakespeare, keeping one eye on M as he did.

      I turned to M. “Would you like a beer or something?”

      “Sure. Thanks.” M sat down on my couch in front of the fire-place as if he owned the place. “This is a great house.”

      “Thanks. You've certainly done a lot with yours.” I handed him a beer and sat down at the other end of the L-shaped sectional.

      With that opening, M was off and running. He told me how he'd inherited some money, checked out the local foreclosures, and found the house on our street. What a mess the place was, the complete remodeling he had to do, how much hard work it took to make it a habitable home. “But it was all worth it,” he said. “I always wanted to live on this lake.”

      “Yes, it's lovely here.”

      “So,” he said, suddenly switching gears and leaning toward me. “You're single, aren't you?”

      “Uh, yes.”

      “Wow, what luck.” He leered at me. “I move into my new place, and right away I meet a babe.” And with that lame preamble he fell on me, all tongue and hands and heavy breathing.

      I pushed him off me and stood up. “You need to leave now.”

      He held his hands up. “Hey, just being neighborly, you know?”

      “You need to leave now,” I repeated.

      He started toward me, his arms open now in a welcoming embrace. “I mean, you're single, I'm single — ”

      “Now,” I said, with a firmness that brought Freddie to his feet. The fierce little beagle rocketed across the room, fangs bared.

      “Whoa,” called M, backing up.

      I caught Freddie by the collar as he zipped past me, just as he lunged at M's crotch. I jerked him back just as his jaws began to close around M's hands, which the terrified man had cupped around his private parts. “You can let yourself out.”

      “Maybe another time,” M said, regaining his composure as he slipped out my front door, Freddie howling and growling all the while, Shakespeare's deep baritone bark now adding to the din.

      “I don't think so,” I said as I locked the door behind him.

      “That's enough,” I told the dogs, and Shakespeare stopped barking. Freddie, naturally, did not.

      “Enough,” I said again. Freddie quieted down, gazed up at me with those big, innocent brown eyes and then looked down, penitent, ready for his punishment. This is the part where I usually chastised him with more than one “Bad dog! Bad dog! Bad dog!”

      But tonight I surprised us both by going to the fridge and pulling out two slices of American cheese, Shakespeare's and Freddie's favorite “people food” treat.

      While the dogs chomped down dessert, I poured myself a glass of wine and raised it in a mock toast to the world's worst beagle:

      “To Freddie, who knows a good neighbor when he sees one — or not.”

      Freddie wagged his tail in acknowledgment of my praise — and promptly lifted his leg against the kitchen cabinet.

      Time to build that fence.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      PAULA MUNIER has been a dog person her whole life. Raised by a man with a penchant for Weimaraners, vizslas, and Great Danes, on her tenth birthday she got her first dog of her own — a black miniature poodle named Rogue. Since then she has shared her life with numerous dogs, cats, fish, and a bearded lizard, all of which together caused far less trouble than just one small beagle named Freddie. This story was excerpted from her memoir, Fixing Freddie, published by Adams Media in Fall 2010.
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