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PREFACE


When talking about dogs, there are three main things I think everyone can agree on. The first is that your first dog will always hold an unforgettable place in your heart; the second is that you can plan all you like for a new addition, but you almost always end up with the least expected; and the third, and perhaps the most important, is that we learn deep and invaluable life lessons from our four-legged friends.


In my early twenties, I moved into a house with a friend—the first time I had left home. While I was busy learning about all the things that meant, we were burgled. Twice. My friend, wanting some sort of security at the house, suggested we get a dog. I had always been a dog person, so I did not need to be convinced. My friend wanted a guard dog, like a German shepherd or a Doberman or a Rottweiler. I just wanted a dog. So off we went one day, my friend insisting that we were only going to look at some puppies and that nothing had been decided yet. Yes, yes, I remember saying, brushing him off. I was just excited to spend the day surrounded by puppies.


We arrived at the farm and greeted the owner, who led us to her barn, where the puppies were playing. The moment we walked in, eight balls of fluff went into hyper mode, each of them eager to greet the strangers. There was running and bounding and lots of excited puppy barking. My friend started a conversation with the owner, asking lots of questions about German shepherds as a breed. Meanwhile, I sat down and began to play with seven definitions of cuteness. However, it was the eighth puppy, the smallest of the pack, that caught my attention. Unlike his brothers and sisters, this particular puppy waited. Instead of jumping all over me, he took his time before taking his moment, when the others were distracted, to sit down in front of me and stare right up into my eyes. You can imagine how I felt as I stared back down into those big brown eyes: there was not a single reason on earth that I would walk away from this dog. This dog, after all, had just picked me. So, I announced to my friend, “I’m not leaving without him,” and promptly spent the last remaining funds I had in my bank account on adopting him.


In the car on the way home, we picked the name Hero, but he went on to become more than that. Hero was and still is special, because Hero was my first dog. We learned much about life together during this time, we moved at least four times in three years, and we used to walk miles and miles together. On these walks, I used to deliberate on the various challenges I was experiencing in my life, and Hero, I am sure, listened. We went on to navigate these life things together—like the time he rescued a baby bird, the various road trips we took, the hours I spent teaching him how to swim in the ocean, the way he would calm me down before every job interview and in the months following a breakup that nearly destroyed me. At some of my lowest points, Hero taught me what it meant to find light in our darkest hours. And for this, I cannot ever thank him enough.


Many years on, Hero and I still pacing ourselves through life, I met my wife. She was the only woman I had ever brought home that Hero didn’t obnoxiously bark at. (He did turn out to be a rather good security dog.) When your dog likes them, keep them. Around two years into our relationship, she expressed wanting another dog, hinting that she wanted her first dog. Excitedly I rattled off some breeds: German shepherd, Saint Bernard, golden retriever, pit bull, Great Dane, border collie—but my wife shook her head and said, “I would like a Pomeranian.” A Pomeranian. She wanted a Pomeranian. Well, we argued over this.


 “German shepherds,” I would say every night at the dinner table, “they’re the best dogs. We should definitely get another one.”


“You’ve never had a Pomeranian,” she would reply. (And isn’t it annoying when partners are right?)


Browsing through adoption notices one day, I came across a particular ad for the adoption of Pomeranian puppies. A young woman had taken two puppies off her parents, an accidental mishap from their dogs; however, she lived in an apartment, and her landlord discovered the puppies and told her either they went or she went. So, feeling a little sorry for this young woman and for the puppies, I suggested to my wife one evening that we go and have a look. Just looking, I remember saying at least seven times in the car. I think you can probably guess what happened next. When we arrived at this apartment complex, it was around 9 p.m. and dark. I am not certain my wife could even see the tiny little ball of fluff in the young woman’s arms as she stood on the curbside. But even so, as we pulled up in the car and my wife opened the door, she announced, “That’s my dog.”


My friend, having come along for the ride with us, turned to me with a grin from one ear to the other. “Sound familiar?” he asked.


Obviously, we brought that puppy home. My wife named her Dakota, and it soon became clear she didn’t really look like a purebred Pomeranian, leading us to believe she was mixed with something, although over the course of the next three years we’ve never managed to find out what. But that doesn’t really matter. What matters is that I love that little dog, more than I can even put into words some days. She is what it means to find joy and laughter and light in even the littlest of things.


The most important things I’ve learned from my dogs are actually rather simple. They have taught me to live in every moment and follow my heart (and my nose) to the things that bring me happiness. I appreciate little things more than I did before having a dog, like sitting on the balcony in the early morning sun, slowly drinking a cup of coffee; or the first sign of fall, how the weather turns a little cooler and the leaves change, bright and colorful; or a Sunday-afternoon nap, stretched out, toes facing the fading afternoon light, daydreaming about supper. Now, as I watch them get older, I try not to think about a life without them around, and instead I think about the life that I have with them now, how lucky it makes me to know and to love two beings in this world who unconditionally and wholeheartedly choose to love me.


I dedicate this book not only to my dogs, Hero and Dakota, but also to all of yours. I hope that you find the same joy through reading these pages that I found while writing them.






[image: Image]


PAWPRINTS





It is dawn, and so it is time to rise


to start a day filled with adventure,


perhaps leave you a little surprise.


And while you have slept,


a weathered eye on you I have kept.


For it is my duty to remind you


from dawn to dusk each day


that by your side, I shall stay.


For now, I am only a puppy,


and some days my paws feel too big.


There are so many things to play with


and so many holes to dig.


There is a whole new world to learn—


no biting, scratching, or eating the maidenhair fern,


no chewing on shoes or toilet rolls, or stealing socks,


and no surprises on the rug while you’re at the shops.


And so, on my first night in this new home,


I look up and stare out at the moon,


bright and full just outside the window.


You are sleeping soundly, snoring into your pillow.


And even if there is this warm, fluffy bed—


picked out especially by you, just for me—


being in your arms is the best place to be.


Curling up next to you makes everything better,


knowing we get to be best friends forever.


It began in the middle of a storm.
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