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This book is dedicated to

my dogs,

your dogs,

and all dogs

who desperately need a home





Introduction
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Who would have thought I’d write a book about a dog named Sprite? Well, actually, about a dog named Pepsi, too, and another one named Griffen.

Every dog lover has a dog story. This is mine.

For most of my life, my passions have involved big goals and big thoughts. I’ve spent my career as a lawyer and broadcaster working on constitutional issues, writing about public policy, and talking about current events. I’ve served at the highest levels of our government, and I’ve even written a book about the Supreme Court. So why write this book? Because I am, first and foremost, a dog lover. Few things in life have given me the kind of joy and, frankly, sorrow, as my relationships with my dogs. And this is especially so with an older dog we rescued from a local shelter. We called him Sprite.

Sprite was found one day roaming the streets of Silver Spring, Maryland. We believe he lost his original family—or they lost him. He was taken to a local shelter and later handed over to foster parents while awaiting a family to adopt him. We were lucky to be that family.

Sprite was so beautiful. He had big brown eyes and the softest fur I’d ever touched. As we soon learned, Sprite also suffered from serious and ultimately debilitating health problems, but he never let any of it get him down. Despite life’s curveballs, he was a dignified, graceful, and courageous dog. He was friendly to all, humans and canines alike.

Sprite touched me in ways I could never have expected. He taught me to better appreciate the simple and more important things in life. He quickly became an irreplaceable member of our family and a fixture in the neighborhood. Even with all his setbacks, Sprite was full of life. He appreciated life. He cherished every moment, seeming to understand that his time left on earth would be too brief.

I loved this dog. Writing this book was both painful and cathartic for me. Reading it may be emotional for you. I hope it brings you some smiles. I know it will bring you some tears. I hope, when you’re done, that you are moved to hold your dog closer in your arms—or in your memories.








ONE
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Let’s Call Him Pepsi




1966

I have always loved dogs. I love to look at them, to be around them, and to play with them. We grew up with dogs. When I was eight, my parents bought a puppy from a friend of a relative. He was a mixed breed, mostly black, with a little white on his chest. We named him Prince.

I remember the first time I walked Prince. He was nine weeks old or so. I put the leash around his neck and at first he wouldn’t budge. I had to drag him for a bit until he (and I) got the hang of it. It didn’t take him long. And he also was housetrained in no time. Prince was a very sharp dog. He brought great pleasure to the family. His only vice, if you want to call it that, was his occasional desire to run free. And when he had the urge, nothing could stop him. He’d sprint through the front door no matter how narrow the opening. He might return in a few hours, or the next day. It upset us to no end when it would happen. We were very lucky he always returned home.

Not long after we got Prince, another dog came into our family—along with a grandfather. I was taking my piano lesson when my teacher and I were interrupted by a tall man who had swaggered into the house. He was wearing a Stetson and a long leather coat. I thought he was John Wayne. My mother, Norma, said to me, “This is your grandfather, Moe.” He was my mother’s father, but I’d never met him before. In fact, up to that point, I don’t remember anyone saying much about him. My grandmother Rose had divorced him many years earlier. He had been estranged from the family for some time. I would later learn that Pop-Pop Moe, as we called him, had served in the Marines during World War II, where he fought at Iwo Jima and Guam. The war took a toll on him. He suffered a nervous disorder that had taken most of his voice, and he strained to talk. But as I later learned, he was a lot of fun. He took my brothers and me to our first pro-wrestling match, and he took us to the racetrack, where he placed some bets for us.

On that first day he walked over to the piano, reached into his coat pocket, and pulled out a tiny Chihuahua. She was mostly black and brown with a little white. I’d never seen anything like her. My mother named her Lady Duchess of Hawthorne. Lady would be the first of three Chihuahuas in the Levin household, all of whom were closest to my mother. A few years later, Lady died from a tragic accident. As my grandfather was getting out of his car, Lady unexpectedly jumped out of the car as Pop-Pop Moe was shutting the door. Her injury was fatal, and we were all devastated, especially my mother and grandfather.

Not long thereafter we got another Lady, my favorite of the three Chihuahuas. She wasn’t your typical Chihuahua. She was less yappy. She was always a puppy to me, even as she got older.

Prince welcomed the Chihuahuas into the family. He was a happy-go-lucky dog. Even when the first Lady would growl or nip at him, he thought nothing of it. Prince could have crushed any one of them in his jaws, but he’d just walk away.

Prince added so much life and joy to our family. My two brothers and I grew up with him, from elementary school through college. I will always love him, and I will never forget him. The third Lady, who we didn’t own during Prince’s life, died in 2000. I didn’t know her as well, but I suspect she was my mother’s favorite. She lived for fifteen years.

September 1998

I didn’t want to deny our kids the wonderful opportunity of growing up with a dog. My wife, Kendall, wasn’t so keen on the idea. She grew up with two “outside” dogs: Hobo I and Hobo II. She loved her Hobos, of course, but living with an “inside” dog is a different experience. I spent a year or so wearing Kendall down, with assistance from my two kids.

There was a storefront pet shop called Just Pets not too far from our home. For months I’d walk by the window fairly frequently to see if any of the puppies caught my eye. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, only that I’d know it when I saw it. And one day, that’s exactly what happened. There he was, playing in the window. A little black pup with a white left paw and a white chest. He was the runt of the litter of six puppies and the only male. He reminded me of my beloved Prince. From the moment I saw him, I knew he was mine.

I went into the pet shop. The sign on the window said the dogs were half-border collie and half-cocker spaniel. They were asking $225. I picked him up out of the window display, held him to my chest, scratched him with one finger, and inhaled that beautiful odor of an eight-or nine-week-old puppy. After five minutes I turned to the shop owner and told him, “I want this dog.” He said he could hold him for twenty-four hours. I put down a deposit, told the gentleman I’d be back with the family, and on the way out the door said to him, “Now, don’t sell this dog.” He said, “Don’t worry, mister. I won’t.” I then headed straight home.

It was 1998. My daughter, Lauren, was ten years old and my son, Chase, was seven. The time was right.

As long as I can remember, Lauren has been innately sensitive to other people’s feelings. She’s genuinely caring and thoughtful. Lauren’s face falls naturally into a smile. And she mostly sees the good in others. Lauren is a perfect companion for a dog.

Chase has always adored animals. He has no apprehension around them and they bring out his playful personality. He bonds with them immediately. Animals sense the sincerity of Chase’s affection and his complete lack of reserve. They love his company.

I described the dog to Kendall and the kids. Lauren and Chase could barely contain themselves. And Kendall was excited, too. Rather than wait until the next day, we decided to go to the pet shop before it closed. Kendall invited our neighbor, Linda Levy, to come along. Linda owned a black Lab named Honey Bunch, who was six or seven years old, a gentle and mature dog.

Linda seemed to have a special knowledge about dogs. I figured it couldn’t hurt. I just wanted the dog. So we piled into the car and headed for the pet shop.

Everyone oohed and ahhed over the puppy. The kids couldn’t handle him enough. I could see that Kendall was smitten, as well. Linda suggested that we place the puppy on his back and see how he would react. She said that if he struggled a lot, chances are the dog would be hyperactive. So we put him on his back and he didn’t do anything. He passed the test, although it really didn’t make any difference to me. I paid the balance of the bill, signed various papers, collected the medical information, and we took him home.



What were we going to name this dog? Kendall liked Jet. Lauren and I liked Sporty, which had been the name of a dog my grandmother Rose owned years ago. There was Oreo and Coke. But Lauren came up with Pepsi because, she said, he was dark like the soda. Chase also liked it. Well, that was good enough for me, so he became Pepsi.

For the first few weeks, we kept Pepsi in a crate in our basement when it was time to go to sleep. This helped house-train him. For a while I slept on the sofa right next to the crate. Every time he made a noise as if he needed to go to the bathroom, I’d jump up and run him outside. And every time he did his business outside, I heaped praise on him. In no time at all, Pepsi was house-trained.

During those nights and early mornings, I spent a lot of time bonding with Pepsi. I played with him, let him rest on my chest, and had long conversations with him. I knew he was special. I could tell from the movement of his eyes, ears, and head in response to my voice that he was exceptionally intelligent. He was able to quickly pick up words and commands.

During his first year, the border collie part of Pepsi’s personality took over. It caused him to race around the house, chew on furniture and clothing, and even nip the kids now and then—especially Chase. Since Chase was still quite young, it was as if Pepsi considered him part of the litter. Besides, if Pepsi didn’t have sheep to herd, kids were the next best thing. When neighbors came to the door, and Pepsi was in one of his mischievous moods, we’d have to apologize for his behavior. We used to tell them, “He really is a good dog. He’s just a little excited.” Frankly, I wondered to myself, When is he going to grow out of this?

One day, when he was around a year old, Pepsi’s wildness stopped cold. He still had lots of energy, got into the pantry and trash now and again, and liked to sprint around the house when he was happy, but there was no more gnawing or nipping.

Pepsi was also lucky to have a wonderful friend in the neighborhood. Linda’s dog, Honey Bunch, was like a big sister to Pepsi. She wasn’t in the best shape, but when she saw Pepsi, her tail would wag with joy. And Pepsi loved her. He was always thrilled to see her. I believe that relationship, early in Pepsi’s life, taught him to be tolerant and friendly to other dogs.

This would become crystal clear to me six years later when we adopted our second dog, Sprite.



I’ve never liked exercising, but I always like walking Pepsi. I walk him every morning and night, but the weekends are the best. I walk him several times around the neighborhood and we greet everyone we see. We also learn a lot about our neighbors—which kids are heading to college, who just had an operation, which family is moving—the usual stuff. Sometimes we cross the busiest street where there are several baseball and soccer fields. I check out the games while Pepsi checks out the kids. We have a good time and, for the most part, our walks are uneventful.

But there was one occasion when fate put Pepsi and me in the right place at the right time. I decided to take Pepsi on a different route, and we turned right on a road where we normally would turn left. We walked to a heavily traveled intersection. Then I saw a young girl running and screaming. It was Fran, a friend and schoolmate of Lauren’s. She was holding her poodle, Dusty, in her arms. She cried out that someone had run over Dusty and drove off without stopping. The dog was in extreme pain, yipping and struggling. Fran, who was about twelve years old, was having difficulty holding him.

I held Pepsi’s leash with one hand and took Dusty from Fran with the other. As I put him under my arm, I could see the problem: his front right leg was broken clear in half and was hanging by the skin. I cringe at the sight of someone else’s blood or bad injuries like this, but I managed to put all of that out of my head and held him tightly so he wouldn’t fall. I knew if he got to the ground, he’d do even more damage to himself.

Dusty kept struggling. It didn’t take long for my arm to start aching. I needed to find someone to take Pepsi so I could hold Dusty with both arms. Thankfully, I saw a teenage neighbor, Garrett, down the street and called to him. He knew who I was and where I lived and took Pepsi home.

In the meantime, I needed to get Fran and Dusty to their home, which wasn’t very far. We needed to get help—and fast (this was before cell phones were generally available).

A car with a young couple drove up to us. The guy jumped out of the car and asked me if the dog was okay. Fran told me it was the car that had hit her dog. I couldn’t believe it. I guess after leaving the scene of the accident ten minutes earlier, they decided they’d better return. It was obvious to me that they were more concerned about being reported to the police for a hit-and-run than helping Fran and her severely injured dog.

I told him, “Get the hell out of here. We don’t need your help now.” And that’s what they did. I wanted nothing to do with such heartless jerks. I had to get Dusty to a vet.

I banged on Fran’s front door. Her grandmother answered. She didn’t speak English and Fran’s father wasn’t home. I called out to Fran’s mother, who I knew in passing. She ran to the door. When she saw Dusty’s condition, she became nearly hysterical. Who could blame her? I told her in a stem voice, “You need to get ahold of yourself. We need to get your dog some help.”

I called 911. The operator said there was nothing they could do. I asked, “Well, who do I call?” “You can call a veterinary hospital,” she answered. Boy, that was helpful. I turned to Fran’s mom and said, “Grab your keys. You need to drive us to the closest vet.” Although no more than fifteen minutes had passed since I first came upon Fran and Dusty, the dog was suffering and my arms were becoming numb. I had to hold him in the same position to ensure that no more damage would be done to his leg.

It seemed like we were hitting every red light. Fran was in the backseat, her mom was driving, and I was sitting in the front passenger seat holding Dusty tightly. It took twenty minutes to get to the veterinary hospital. I’d never been there before, but I’d passed it many times on my way to work.

I jumped out of the car with the dog, hustled through the door, and rushed up to the receptionist. “I need help. The dog was hit by a car and his leg is nearly severed.” The receptionist said, “We’re closing and the vet has already gone.” “You have to be kidding,” I said. “Do you have a technician who can help us?”

A technician appeared. She looked at us from a distance. “The vet is gone and his condition is too severe for me to handle.” This was an animal hospital! I was appalled by their heartlessness. These are people who are around animals all day. “You mean to tell me that you can’t even sedate the dog so I can get him to another vet?” I asked. “We can’t help you, sir.” I looked at them with disgust and stormed out the door.

I got back in the car. “Okay,” I said, “let’s go to Pepsi’s vet.” Fifteen minutes later, we arrived at the Clocktower Veterinary Hospital. I was exhausted. I could barely move my arms, and I was in a cold sweat from the exertion. I wasn’t in the best shape—I’m still not. I prayed the hospital was open, as it was now getting late.

We received a completely different reception from that at the other hospital. The technicians moved quickly. They took Dusty from me, immediately sedated him, and began making a splint for his leg. They said Dusty needed surgery, which required a specialist. They assured me they would stabilize him and prep him for yet another trip to another town. By now Fran’s mom had called her husband. I waited until he arrived. As I was leaving, one of the technicians said, “Mr. Levin, thank you for what you did.” I answered, “Thank you, but I didn’t save the dog. You did.”

Dusty is still alive. He recently survived cancer. Six months after the ordeal, he was walking again with a slight limp, as if nothing had happened.

When I got home that night, I told the family that Fran’s dog had been hit by a car, had his leg broken, and that I helped them get him to the vet. Lauren later learned the details from Fran. She was very proud of her dad. The truth is that I did what every other dog lover would have done. There was nothing special about it. But it reminded me how fragile life is, particularly a dog’s life. That day Dusty survived a car accident, a life-threatening injury, and delicate surgery. Another day it might be Pepsi. The experience brought me even closer to Pepsi, if that was possible.

The next day I saw Garrett. I thanked him and asked him how Pepsi had behaved. “Well, Mr. Levin, he nipped me once, but only because I tried to pick him up. It wasn’t anything serious.” I laughed. “I guess he doesn’t like to be picked up by strangers,” I replied.



Pepsi is the perfect family dog. He’s fun-loving, affectionate, and more obedient than your average teenager. And speaking of teenagers, he behaves like one of the kids. He thinks he’s one of the kids, and so do we.

When Lauren and Chase have friends over, Pepsi joins in. He’s part of every birthday party. During Christmas and Hanukkah, Pepsi looks forward to opening gifts like the rest of us. And when Kendall and the kids are sitting on the floor in the family room playing a board game, Pepsi makes his presence known by walking all over the board—messing up the cards and game pieces. I can hear them yelling at him now, “No, Pepsi!”

Pepsi has a very expressive face. He’s a happy dog and he shows it. His eyes are big and bright. His ears rarely droop. He’s almost always wearing a big smile, and his long, furry tail is constantly wagging. Well, actually, when he’s really happy, his tail moves in a circle much like a propeller.

Pepsi’s happy when we walk him, feed him breakfast and dinner, give him a treat, or just give him attention. He loves taking drives in the car. He sits quietly on the front passenger seat (sometimes on the backseat), looking through the window as the world passes by.

When any of us comes home, as soon as we walk through the door Pepsi greets us. He becomes wildly excited and turns into what we call “devil” mode, sprinting around the house at warp speed, dodging the walls and furniture and us. We’re always amazed at how he avoids slamming into something. I figure he’s got some kind of built-in radar.

Like many dogs, Pepsi is no fan of the postman or any other person delivering something to the house. He barks at them, leaving evidence of his breath on the glass windows around the front door, but he would never harm them. Pepsi’s all bark but no action.

When he was young, Kendall taught Pepsi to fetch sticks and balls and play catch. He loves it. I don’t think there are too many dogs who can catch a tennis ball as well as Pepsi. But once he catches the ball, he’s not so willing to give it back. It takes a lot of coaxing and cajoling, but he eventually coughs it up.

In some ways Pepsi is still a puppy, especially when it comes to food—human food. I don’t care where in the house he is, if he smells something going on in the kitchen, Pepsi shows up in a split second. He’s looking for a scrap of food that may have been dropped on the floor or a chance to lick the dirty plates as they’re loaded in the dishwasher. And, yes, I must confess, I toss him something from my dinner plate when no one is looking.

One time, when my parents were visiting, we were eating breakfast in the kitchen. My mother was talking and holding a piece of toast in her hand, waving it over the side of the table. Like a great white shark, Pepsi leapt for the toast and grabbed it out of my mother’s hand. It only took a split second—and it was a clean grab! He never so much as brushed the skin on my mother’s hand. She thought it was the funniest thing she’d ever seen. I was stunned. Pepsi had never been so brazen.

Since then, Pepsi has devoured a couple of hot dogs, slices of pizza, and a whole chicken. Once I found him with his face buried in a honey-baked ham, which had been left on the edge of the counter. Pepsi’s also been known to eat candy. The evidence is usually found in the kids’ bedrooms, where the empty wrappers are found on the floor. But the dog has an iron stomach. He can eat anything and rarely gets sick.

I know some perfectionists may find all this very disturbing, but Pepsi isn’t always hunting for human food. His appetite is usually satisfied by the time he’s done rummaging through the kitchen trash can for leftovers. And this is no small feat. The trash can is built into the cabinets, and you have to open a drawer to get to it. Pepsi figured this out right away. He pulls the drawer open with his paw and pulls the trash bag out of the can with his mouth. We’ve put magnets and child guards on the drawer, but none of it works. If we’re not home to stop him, no obstacle is too difficult for him to overcome.

I see this as Pepsi training us. So now we clean up better after we eat and take the trash out more frequently. I really don’t mind it very much, except for the occasional, inevitable gastritis attacks that hit him in the middle of the night. Good Lord! And he has no shame about it.



Pepsi receives a great deal of love and attention. Kendall takes him on car rides and to local parks, where she lets him run and plays catch with him. Every few months, she also takes him to be bathed and groomed. He comes home looking like a new dog. And Pepsi follows Kendall around, staying right on her heels as she moves from room to room.

Lauren and Pepsi have a special relationship. Lauren spends a lot of time with him when she’s home. She cuddles with him on the sofa, talks to him in a sweet voice, and is always taking photographs of him. And Chase adores his “little brother,” too. Pepsi often rolls on his side or back when he sees Chase approaching as he knows Chase will sit next to him and rub his chest and belly.

I hear people speak of the human-dog relationship as that of owner and pet. Of course we are the legal owners of Pepsi and he is technically our pet. But as any dog lover will attest, this doesn’t accurately describe the relationship. Pepsi is an indispensable part of our family and our lives. His life is intertwined with ours.

When I take a ride down memory lane, Pepsi is there.

When I think about the future, Pepsi is part of it.

Goldfish, turtles, and hamsters are pets.

Dogs are family.








TWO
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With Pepsi at My Side




February 2000

One winter day, during a lunch break, I was having Chinese food at a local restaurant with my dear friend, Eric Christensen. Eric and I grew up together in Elkins Park, Pennsylvania, just outside of Philadelphia. We’re like brothers. I hired him as vice president for Landmark Legal Foundation, the public interest legal foundation where I am president.

In the middle of lunch I felt a sudden, sharp, intense pain in the center of my chest that literally jolted me. Eric said, “What’s wrong?” “Hmmm, I’m not sure,” I said.
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