

[image: Image]



[image: Images]





[image: Images]


Changing the world one story at a time®


www.chickensoup.com




[image: Images]


Foreword


Many dog lovers, including myself, have asked the proverbial question: The dog really did that? As pet parents, we marvel at the miracles, the mischief and the mayhem caused by dogs we love so much.


Our best friends are a bundle of personality traits. They can be dog-gone silly; they can be so smart; and they can be our therapists, and often, our heroes. Sometimes they’re naughty but we love them anyway. And sometimes they can be so kind and protective and intuitive that they make us want to be better people. They’re one-of-a-kind and they’re family as much as anyone else is family.


How did humans get so lucky to have dogs as our best friends?


Dogs throughout history have gone above and beyond the call of duty for us, saving lives on the battlefield and here at home, comforting the ill, aged and afflicted, and bringing hope to those who have lost it. That powerful, age-old bond between dogs and people is so deep, and so profoundly important to so many of us, that it’s hard to imagine mankind without our canine companions.


This new Chicken Soup for the Soul collection includes such a variety of amazing tales that I couldn’t put it down. Many of them made me laugh out loud, a few made me tear up, and all of them made me nod my head in recognition, agreeing that there’s nothing better than adding a dog to your family. I hope the stories will encourage you to open your heart and home to adopt a new best friend from your local animal shelter or rescue group. There are millions of animals right now waiting for a forever loving home and a second chance at life. And if you can’t adopt a new best friend right now, please consider volunteering at an area shelter. Dog walkers are always needed!


You’ll read all about the miracles and lovable mischief of rescue dogs in this new collection from Chicken Soup for the Soul. When I think of miracles and mischief, I remember fondly my very special Weimaraner, Ashley. She was rescued from the streets of Ashland, Kentucky, and had a heart two sizes too big for her body. One day, I was defrosting hamburger meat in the kitchen. When I came back to the kitchen, nothing was left of the frozen meat, including the foil and plastic wrap it was in, but there was one happy Weimaraner! It was a miracle she didn’t get sick. Despite her heart defect, I had some glorious years with Ashley, and I fondly recall the mischief she caused, not only with hamburger meat, but with sofas and shoes too!


Sometimes it seems that our favorite stories about our dogs involve mayhem. Have you ever taken your dog through the car wash? I am not that brave! If you are ready for a laugh, you will so enjoy the mayhem in “Canines and Car Washes!” in the chapter called “Crazy Canines.” Heading into a car wash with Westies turned into seven long minutes of crazy, hyperactive madness for Sherri Goodall, who vowed to never bring her dogs to the car wash again! While the outside of the car sparkled, the inside looked like a tornado had hit.


Our family has a Daisy, so I got a kick out of the fact that five of the stories in the book feature a dog named Daisy. Debby Simon’s story called “Our Daisy” really hit home for me. She tells us that when her family goes to check out a rescue dog, the woman fostering her warns that she may not warm up to them right away. However, that supposedly aloof dog, Daisy, runs to Debby’s daughter and makes it clear that she has found her forever family. My Daisy did the same thing!


Then there are the dogs who exhibit such empathy and intuition that it makes you wonder how anyone lives without one. Gwen Cooper’s story, “What a Buddy,” is about how her little Terrier walks on only three legs the whole time that Gwen is recovering from foot surgery. He doesn’t resume walking on four legs until Gwen is off crutches. He also acts as a service dog for her the whole time she is recuperating, knowing just what to do without any training.
 

It is remarkable how dogs gravitate toward the role of therapist. You’ll read countless stories in this collection about dogs intuitively helping children and adults with autism, epilepsy, cancer, and other medical conditions. Amazingly, most of these dogs were rescued from shelters, some on the verge of being “euthanized” because they were senior dogs or large, black dogs, and thus considered undesirable.


My friends at Chicken Soup for the Soul share my passion for saving these dogs, and the millions of others who are in shelters right now, waiting to go home with humans whose lives will be immeasurably enhanced by these new family members. At American Humane, we care deeply about these family bonds. I hope you enjoy my story, “Keeping Friends Together,” about how we help to make a difference, one animal at a time. I tell you about a beautiful Golden Retriever who was found shot amid a major flood disaster. The dog was rushed to American Humane Rescue’s mobile veterinary clinic where our veterinarian and first responders saved his life, at no charge to his human family! Even though that family lost everything they owned in the flood, the only thing that mattered to them was their dog.


We have had a long and fruitful partnership with Chicken Soup for the Soul, and they are generously donating a percentage of proceeds from your purchase of this book to American Humane, allowing us to save more lives of our animal friends. Thank you for making a difference and for helping us to build a more humane world!


While this book features 101 heartwarming and hilarious stories about our best friends, there are at least a million more good reasons to consider adopting a dog. If you’re thinking about getting a dog, be a hero and consider adopting a dog from your local shelter or rescue group. You’ll be saving a life and greatly improving yours! Dogs are amazing, supportive, and heroic companions who can make a huge difference in your world as a best friend, an exercise buddy, or simply a furry face ready to greet you when you come home after a hard day at work.


Your local shelter is the perfect place to find dogs of every type, size, age and personality — all waiting for a loving home. Or if you prefer a particular breed that isn’t at your local shelter, go online to find a legitimate breed-specific rescue group in need of adopters like you.


If you’re thinking about bringing an adopted dog into your family, here are some things to consider:


• Like children, dogs are completely dependent on their owners for all their needs — food, water, medical attention, exercise, shelter, and most important… companionship.


• But unlike children, dogs will never learn to pour themselves a drink, fix breakfast, or clean up after themselves.


• Dogs never learn to look both ways before crossing a street and they can’t stop and ask for directions.


Opening your home to a dog can be highly rewarding, as long as you understand and accept the daily responsibilities and routines that come with owning a dog.


And remember that the qualities and personality you want in a dog are more important than size and appearance. For example, an older Shepherd mix might do better in an apartment than an energetic Terrier.


For many, the years of companionship and unconditional love and devotion they receive from their dog far outweigh the daily responsibilities.


And you may be the perfect dog owner if you…


• Believe caring for a dog for fifteen years does not seem like a lifetime.


• Look forward to big wet kisses when you come home each day.


• Like sharing your house with someone who sheds, tracks dirt occasionally and possibly drools.


• Don’t mind sharing your house with someone who will never clean up after him or herself.


• Want to take care of someone every day.


• Love a playmate who likes to chase balls and drag off shoes.


• Don’t mind a playmate who likes to slobber on balls and toys.


• Would like to spend your extra money on pet food, toys, veterinary care, chew bones and more chew bones.


• Want someone to adore you even on a bad hair day.
 

• Believe that spaying and neutering pets will help solve the pet overpopulation problem.


• Can’t imagine leaving your devoted pet behind when you move.


• Want to keep an ID tag on your pets, so they can always get back to you no matter what.


• Enjoy unconditional love and constant companionship.


What a good deal for us humans — unconditional love and constant companionship! If inspiration strikes after enjoying these stories, please visit your local shelter to adopt a new best friend. Remember, there is no greater love than that of a dog.


~Dr. Robin Ganzert
President and CEO, American Humane
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One of a Kind
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Geometry Dog


I think dogs are the most amazing creatures; they give unconditional love. For me, they are the role model for being alive.


~Gilda Radner


Our miniature Dachshund, Maggie, was a people magnet. Cute as a button, she weighed only eight pounds. Everywhere she went, she was the center of attention, especially with children. Her love for the limelight came in handy the year she became a local celebrity known as Geometry Dog.


As Curriculum Specialist at Margate Elementary, I taught a short math review every morning on closed circuit TV for the students at Margate. I used creative props, charts and on-air activities to focus the attention of 1,000+ children, ages six to eleven, as I taught about number sense, measurement and problem-solving.


One day, as I played with Maggie I noted that her long nose resembled a cone shape. And her long body appeared to be somewhat of a cylinder shape… well, Geometry Dog was born. On mornings when I would demonstrate topics related to Geometry, my husband would bring Maggie to the TV studio.


“What are some things you can think of that have a cone shape?” I would ask the audience-at-large.


“Cone shapes are a flat circle at one end, and the opposite side comes to a point.” I would demonstrate this on an ice-cream cone, a funnel, a birthday-party hat, and… Maggie, as I pointed her cone-shaped nose toward the camera.


And cylinders? “A cylinder has long, straight sides with a circle at each end.” I would hold up a can of tomato soup, a can of tennis balls, a paper-towel roll and… Maggie, modeling her sleek cylindrical body at all angles as though she were a canine Cindy Crawford.


Maggie helped demonstrate “sphere” with her favorite red rubber ball. And chewy sticks lined up next to each other became examples of parallel lines. (Chewy sticks were also effective for perpendicular lines and angles.)


Soon, I discovered Maggie could be utilized effectively for measurement study as well. On the air, we used a tape measure to measure the length of a wiener dog (with and without her tail), the length of her conical nose and her short, stubby legs. Her weight could be measured on a portable scale. Measurement could be done in standard units as well as metric. Teachers assured me that the children were mesmerized when Maggie came on camera. Even the wiggle-worm kids could sit still and watch the entire Geometry Dog broadcast.


It was no wonder that Maggie became somewhat of a Dog Diva. After the broadcast, it was not unusual for Maggie’s appearance to be requested. A couple of students would hurry to the studio to plead for Maggie to visit their classroom before she left for the day.


Maggie’s popularity made her very useful as a reward. “The first class that gets ten behavior points in the cafeteria gets a visit from Geometry Dog.” Or, “Children who read more than fifteen books this semester get to have lunch with Geometry Dog.”


Geometry Dog was also called in, on occasion, to help support a child who had recently lost a family member. It seemed that holding Maggie and petting her helped those children who were experiencing sadness or loneliness. Maggie was glad to be there for them.


Geometry Dog became somewhat of a local legend. Because she was so portable, we took her with us to places like Home Depot and outdoor flea markets. We consistently ran into children from Margate Elementary School who wanted to pet Maggie and show their parents the famous “Geometry Dog.” One afternoon, we had her riding in our shopping cart in a garden shop. Two children from my school noticed her immediately and got terribly excited. The next thing I knew, they were belting out the school song, feeling a burst of school pride, I guess, at seeing Geometry Dog right there in the flesh, er… fur.


She even lent a paw in school and community events. It was not unusual to find Geometry Dog at school events, such as the Character Parade and the Holiday Shoppe. (“Take your picture with Santa and Geometry Dog!”)


Maggie also played a starring role in the faculty-and-staff talent show. She performed in several acts, including the role of Chastity Bono in “Sonny and Cher” and her own “Oscar Mayer Commercial” complete with a Wienermobile.


That year, the PTA had a number of extra yearbooks that had not sold. They wanted to sell the rest of them before summer vacation. Maggie “volunteered” to assist with the sales.


Yearbooks were once again advertised on TV, along with Geometry Dog. “Get your Margate yearbook and meet Geometry Dog! As a special treat, when you purchase your yearbook, Geometry Dog will ‘sign’ your yearbook free of charge.”


A table was set up in the center of the school. The next morning, a line of waiting students stretched around the courtyard. Of course, Maggie could not really sign the yearbooks, so I signed them: Woof — With Love From Maggie, along with a stamped paw print. But the best part was that the kids each got to pet Maggie and have their pictures taken with her, a lasting keepsake for them to have along with their yearbook. Every yearbook was sold, and Maggie had a great day!


The year of Geometry Dog was also the year I had the honor of being Teacher of the Year for my school. Traditionally, the Teacher of the Year was asked to ride in a car in the city’s Fourth of July parade. This year, Maggie was included as a celebrity to ride in the parade. We arrived at the parade site to see a Hummer limo decked out with a huge banner proclaiming:


Jeanne Krauf — Teacher of the Year


Featuring Maggie as “Geometry Dog”


Yes, my name was spelled wrong. Maggie’s name, however, was spelled correctly.


Once the children saw Geometry Dog’s cone-shaped nose sticking out the window of the limo, they got excited and called to her, raising quite a ruckus in the crowd. No one noticed me, the Teacher of the Year, holding her. One parent walked alongside the window and chatted a bit with me.


“So, this is the famous Geometry Dog we have heard so much about! My daughter loves that dog. It’s all she talks about!” the parent said.


“Yes, this is Maggie.”


The parent looked at me curiously at that point. “Do you work in the school, too?”


~Jeanne R. Kraus
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Pal, a Working Dog


There is no faith which has never yet been broken except that of a truly faithful dog.


~Konrad Lorenz


“Better to shoot him and be done with it,” Gramps said. He hadn’t much use for dogs, and even less for people who dropped them off on country roads. This dog had just come to their farm from nowhere, apparently. Whoever abandoned him must have done it Saturday night because the next morning, Sunday, he was there by the back door, wagging his tail, letting Gram know he’d be pleased to have any breakfast scraps she might wish to toss his way.


As far as Gramps was concerned, an animal had to earn its keep by producing meat, milk, or eggs, or by pulling a plow or killing mice. A dog did none of those.


We grandchildren who came to visit that day were delighted with the new playmate and named him Pal. He looked like a Pal. A black-and-white Shepherd, big enough to withstand our roughhousing, but gentle enough to play with the smaller children, he romped with us all day until he disappeared at 5 p.m.


We ran to the house. “Pal’s gone. We can’t find him anywhere.”


“Good,” Gramps said.


“Hey, look what’s coming down there!” My little cousin Don pointed to the pasture behind the barn.


We all looked. Daisy, the ornery old Guernsey, was running toward the barn with her tail in the air. Following her at a more leisurely pace were Betsy, Brownie, and all the others. A few yards behind the last cow, Pal trotted back and forth, ready to nip the heels of any laggard.


“Why, that’s a trained stock dog,” Gram exclaimed.


“Should have trained him not to bring a milk cow to the barn on the run,” Gramps muttered.


In the days that followed, Pal proved his usefulness around the farm in many ways. On Tuesday, Gramps sold Daisy to Mr. Anderson, but when they tried to load her into the trailer, she refused to go up the ramp.


“Put her in, Pal,” Gramps ordered. Pal barked and snapped at Daisy’s hind leg. She lowered her head and started toward him menacingly, but he moved too fast for her and nipped the other leg. After a minute or two, Daisy charged up the ramp and out of range of her yapping assailant.


Then on Thursday, Gram looked out the kitchen window and saw Pal trotting back and forth in front of the half-open gate to the barnyard. “Oh, my soul and body,” she gasped. “Dad, Boris is out!”


Boris was their registered Holstein bull, and any other time he discovered the gate unhooked he would have been out. Not this time, however. Pal had seen the open gate, too, and it was a standoff. Boris stood in the opening, and then headed toward Pal. The dog ran at him. Boris retreated. This happened several times. Finally, Boris lumbered off to a shady spot behind the barn to get away from Pal’s flashing teeth and incessant barking.


Pal barked so loud and long on Saturday night that Gramps swore he’d get rid of him the next day. Their neighbor Helen Johnson came over the next morning, however, with the news that something, a weasel probably, had gotten into her chicken coop and killed three of her Rhode Island Reds.


“My stars, that’s what all the barking was about then,” Gram said.


By the end of the first month, Gramps realized he had himself a dog. Pal was devoted to his new master and never strayed far from his side. He appreciated Gram as the source of his food supply, and he enjoyed tearing around the yard with any children who came to visit, but his life, his very existence, centered on Gramps and the work of the farm. Occasionally, he’d go with Gramps to help neighboring farmers when their stock got out or they needed help in loading or unloading an animal, but Pal knew where he lived and to whom he belonged.


It took a while, but Gramps actually seemed to take pride in his dog, grinning when he heard others talking of Pal’s work with livestock.


The years passed. Then one hot summer day in the midst of haying season, Gramps fell ill. The doctor told him his working days were done. He and Gram sold the cows and other stock, keeping only a few laying hens. There was no longer much work for Pal to do. He began going across the road to help the Johnsons, and soon they were thinking of him as their dog. Every day, he brought their cows up to the barn. Every night, Helen put out a pan of food for him.


On warm, lazy autumn afternoons, he’d come over and snooze on the porch beside Gramps’s rocking chair as long as Gramps stayed out. Then he’d leave and go back to round up the Johnsons’ cows at milking time.


In October, Gramps’s tired, old heart gave out. With funeral preparations and all the people coming to the house, none of us gave much thought to Pal.


Pal knew his master was gone, and his job was done. He moved across the road for good. After that, if he spied Gram out working in her flower garden or one of us kids in the yard, he’d lope over to sniff a greeting but never stayed long.


A working dog to the end, Pal never retired. One afternoon, about ten years after he came to my grandparents’ farm, Darwin Johnson found his lifeless body stretched out beside the barn.


It was the first time since we’d known him that Pal missed bringing the cows up to the barn for milking at 5:00 p.m.


~Marie Latta
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My Dog Sees Dead People


I have found that when you are deeply troubled, there are things you get from the silent devoted companionship of a dog that you can get from no other source.


~Doris Gray


“Sallie, get out of those pajamas! Retirement doesn’t mean lying around,” my husband Paul said.


“I’m bored,” I replied, yawning.


“That’s it, come on. I’m going to fix this right now. We’re going to go get that new dog that you’ve been talking about adopting.”


“Today? I can’t. I’ve got the California Women’s Governor’s Conference tomorrow, and I need to pick my break-out sessions,” I replied, stalling.


“You can do that later. Let’s go!”


Within the hour, we were at the Orange County Animal Shelter, wandering around the concrete rows of caged dogs. I brought a box of tissues because I knew I would cry when I couldn’t save them all. There were so many sad faces in those cages, some hiding in corners, and others jumping around as if to say, “Pick me! Pick me!”


We took several out in the yard to get acquainted, but none of them seemed right. As we turned to leave, I passed a cage with a tiny, black nose peeking out.


“Paul, come see this one. She’s adorable, and she’s in cage 220, my birthday! It’s meant to be.”


She was a cute Beagle/Dachshund mix — and the tag said she was not available until the next day when her ten-day hold was up.


“Oh, Paul, I have to have her. She’s perfect, but how can I do this? I have to be at the conference at 7:00 a.m. tomorrow and the shelter opens at 7:00!”


“Okay, I’ll come get her for you, but let’s let the office know we want her,” he acquiesced.


The women in the office cautioned, “She’s been very popular. You’d better be here early and take a number. First come, first served. We open the office at 7:00 a.m. but we don’t start adoptions until 10:00.”


“I’ll be here,” Paul said. I knew this was a big sacrifice for him. He had never been a pet lover and he had only tolerated all the strays we had adopted when the kids were young. That he would do this for me touched my heart.


I was so excited that I was up at dawn the next day and coaxing Paul up, too. I was afraid he’d miss his 7:00 a.m. appointment. I left for the conference with a spring in my step.


At the noon break, I called him. “Did you get her?” I asked anxiously.


“Well, barely. I got there early and took a number, but the lady next to me wanted her, too. I had to produce my #1 to prove I was first in line. She’s yours now!”


“Oh, babe, thank you, thank you!”


So Mollie came to live with us, but a strange thing happened. Mollie must have belonged to a man before she was found wandering the streets of Santa Ana, California, because she only had eyes for Paul. It was like a boy and his dog. If Paul went out to the gazebo, Mollie followed. They went “gopher hunting” in our back yard together; Paul manning the hose while he yelled, “Get ’em, Mollie!” They napped together as Paul started becoming tired more easily. He was the only one she would play ball with. She was definitely Paul’s girl.


Then Paul died suddenly. We all grieved heavily, even Mollie. She moped around and wouldn’t eat or play, so I started sending her to doggie daycare.


Meanwhile, I gave Paul’s car to my granddaughter. She lived in San Diego, and the family would come up to visit frequently.


One day, soon after Paul died, Mollie became animated and ran to sit by the front door. I couldn’t figure out her sudden exuberance. Up pulled my granddaughter in Paul’s car. When the family came through the door, I could see Mollie’s ears lower, and she was visibly disappointed. Then it dawned on me: She thought Paul was back. My heart broke for her.


Every time that car showed up, Mollie ran to sit by the door. And every time, she was disappointed.


The first two years rolled by, and we both grieved and held each other tight. One night, I called into a show on LA Talk Radio called “Dancing with Ghosts” where Rebecca Fearing is a well-known psychic medium. The next day was my birthday, 2/20, and I needed to hear from Paul.


“What’s your name, and where are you calling from?” came the voice on the phone.


“Sallie from Los Alamitos,” I replied.


“What can I do for you?” Rebecca asked.


“I wondered if you have any messages from the other side.”


Rebecca told me how Paul had died, about our missed anniversary trip to Hawaii, and other things only Paul and I would know. Then she asked a question, “Who’s the little black dog he’s referring to?”


I thought she was speaking of dogs on the other side and started naming all the deceased black pets we had owned.


“No, he’s insisting she’s with you now.” Mollie was lying beside me.


“Oh, that’s Mollie. He adored her.”


“Well, he said he loves her and talks to her every day.” My heart did a flip-flop.


“Oh, that’s so sweet,” I mumbled, sobbing.


“Mollie can see him, Sallie, so when she’s sitting and just staring at something, know he is with you both. She sees him, Sallie.”


We ended our conversation, and I was glad that I had called. I know now that Paul is still looking out for Mollie and me, just like he did the day he fought to make her mine at the shelter.


~Sallie A. Rodman


[image: image]




[image: Images]


Simba’s Friend


The deepest kind of peace and faith are represented by the dove. It is thought to quiet our troubled thoughts and renew our mind and spirit.


~Author Unknown


Simba was our first “rescue” dog, and I do mean that in the truest sense of the word. He was about three months old, skin and bones, half wild, and as homely as they come. He resembled a mangy coyote. He was nervous, scared and would shy away if anyone came near his head to pet him. But my daughter saw him at the shelter and said, “He’s the one.”


He vomited all the way home and had diarrhea for days. However, with time and patience, Simba blossomed in our home, and he made us laugh and cry more times than I could count.


Simba’s wild side remained with him throughout his life. I watched as he plucked a crow out of the air that was dive-bombing him. He came home with a wild turkey dangling from his mouth and made us cry each time he chased off coyotes that came near our property. We never knew if he would come back alive from those encounters.


When Simba was two years old, he was hit by a motorcycle and sustained a hip fracture. They removed the head of his femur (the ball of the hip). He healed quickly and never let it slow him down. Then he came home one night with a three-inch hole in his abdomen from an animal that had taken a big bite out of him. The wound had to heal from the inside out and took three months to do so, but it did.


Even with all those adventures, Simba survived and he was still with us at age fifteen, with a white face and paws. Then he developed Canine Vestibular Syndrome, and we thought we would lose him. We had to puree his food and feed him by hand. We carried him outside when he had to eliminate. He was unable to walk alone for two weeks. His recovery was slow, but the only residual effect was his head remained slightly tilted to the side. Simba was back to running wild and loving life.


In Simba’s final months of life, he developed hyperthyroidism. His appetite was ravenous, but he was unable to keep any weight on and was slowly growing weaker. We had to stand beside him and support him to prevent him from falling. My husband and I had the “how long do we watch him decline before we do something” conversation every other day. Because Simba was still eating, drinking, and wagging his tail, we felt he still had quality of life.


Eventually, Simba spent his days just lying on his rug in the back yard, watching the birds in the feeder. We were wintering in Arizona at the time so the days were warm and sunny.


One morning while I was painting the house with Simba lying nearby, a white dove landed on the wall next to the house. The dove walked back and forth along the wall and watched us for hours. By the end of the day, he was eating out of my hand. He stayed until sunset, flew away and returned every morning thereafter.


That dove was intrigued by Simba and spent most of the day prancing around his bed, chasing the other birds away from the feeder, and sitting in the bushes above Simba’s head singing his dove warbles. This sound greeted us outside the window every morning and remained until sunset. The bird became very friendly with the family and would often land on our backs or heads and crawl over Simba while he rested on his bed. He ate birdseed while Simba ate his dog food. He drank water out of Simba’s dish. The dog and the dove were mesmerized with each other.


We never gave the dove a name and just assumed it was a “he.” We called him “Simba’s friend.” We would hear him outside the window in the morning and tell Simba, “Your friend is here.” The day would begin again with the two of them watching each other until the sun set. The dove returned daily for four months.


After seventeen blessed years with Simba, the day came when he died peacefully. It was one of the saddest days of our lives. Two days later, Simba’s friend flew off at sunset and never returned. I always thought that he came for the food and stayed for the friendship that he developed with Simba, but I think he really came to bring peace to Simba in his final months of life.


~Dawn Hendricks
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The Cycle of Life


No animal I know of can consistently be more of a friend and companion than a dog.


~Stanley Leinwoll


Spring came late to my home this year. It usually begins in mid-March, but this year it did not come until May fourth. But then, I have a different way of measuring its arrival. Years ago while driving through New Mexico, my wife and I were taken by the local tradition of cow skulls as decoration. They are a ubiquitous artifact of the Southwest. We returned home with one of our own.


We hung it over the door to the garage as a simple decoration, but within a week, two ambitious sparrows had moved in and began to build a nest. The large eye sockets made a perfect picture window for them with a view of our entire back yard, and the roof overhang protected them from cats and squirrels. That was in early March, fifteen years ago, and ever since then we have measured the arrival of spring by when a new family of sparrows moves into the skull.


They are industrious little critters that build a new nest in a couple of days. The male collects materials, and the female expertly weaves them into a comfortable home. With a two-week gestation and another couple of weeks for birth and flight lessons, the family will be gone five or six weeks after starting construction.


Sparrows build a new nest every year and will not re-use an old one, so every year I carefully remove the old materials. Right from the first year, I noticed that the nest was composed mostly of dog hair from our Labrador, Layla. Labradors shed like a snowstorm, and their hair is soft and pliable, an ideal material for a bird’s nest. For fifteen years, our baby birds came into the world on a bed of our dog’s hair.


Layla would always station herself on the patio as the monitor and guardian of the sparrow families. At the slightest activity, she would charge into the house to alert us. The best times were watching the chicks being pushed out of the nest to fly for the first time. They would plummet like a rock, frantically flapping their little wings, and then at the last second pull up out of the crash dive to fly back home. That usually brought a dog dance of joy.


Only once do I recall a little fellow not pulling up in time and crashing hard. Layla slowly walked over to the tiny bird and sniffed it. When it did not move, she prodded it with her nose and turned to me as if to say, “Do something!” I have rarely felt so helpless, but at the same time, I felt immensely proud of my dog’s empathy for another living creature.


The birds became an important part of Layla’s life, and some inner clock always alerted her to their annual return. When they were in residence, she watched them day and night. And when they left each year, the removal of the old nest became a ritual for both of us. She would bury her nose in it, making sure everyone was gone while taking in their scent, sensing that a part of her had kept them safe and warm. Over the years, I estimate that Layla mothered and guarded at least 100 sparrows and thought of each of them as her own pups.


We lost Layla a few months back, and maybe that is why spring did not come in March. But we have a new puppy now who is trying to fill some very large paws. On May fourth, she rushed into the house to alert us that something was happening. Outside, she had taken up her station on the same spot where Layla had kept her vigil for so many years, and the three of us watched two sparrows build a new nest in the skull.


Witnessing new life being born in the remnants of an old one is a profoundly thought-provoking experience, especially when I realize that for fifteen years I have been gifted by the cycle of life playing out in my own back yard.


And since the new dog automatically took up the station of the last, I choose to believe it is not a coincidence. Since all dogs go to heaven, I am sure Layla sent this puppy to keep watch over her birds.


~James Michael Dorsey
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Tough Love


I can train any dog in five minutes. It’s training the owner that takes longer.


~Barbara Woodhouse


“We’re returning Henry to Dachshund rescue!” I declared to my husband, Ed, when he returned home from work. “I’m fed up with his barking and snapping every time someone comes to the house. I’m beside myself with what to do with him.”


“No! He’s not going back. We adopted him, so we’re responsible for making it work,” Ed replied firmly.


I felt stunned. In sixteen years of marriage, Ed had never said “no” to me. Tears welled in my eyes from a mixture of frustration and guilt.


We’d formed a strong bond with Henry in just five months, so it would be heart-wrenching to send him back. Nevertheless, I was at my wit’s end with him terrorizing our visitors.


Ed defended him. “He’s a loving dog and smart as a whip. We just have some kinks to work out. As we’ve discussed, it’s hard telling how many foster homes he’s already endured in his young life.”


“I know you’re right. He’s a sweet boy, but he’s only sweet to us!” I responded. “Are we going to gate him in your office every time we have company?”


“If that’s what it takes, then that’s what we’ll do. I don’t like the feel of returning him like a piece of damaged merchandise,” Ed said.


I had an idea. “What would you say about finding a good trainer for him?”


Ed smiled. “I think that’s a great idea.”


Within two weeks, our seventeen-pound dynamo was receiving in-home doggie training. Natalie, Henry’s trainer, came highly recommended. She explained, “I’m not here to train Henry; I’m here to train you so you’re able to train Henry. Your sausage dog will be going through what I call Canine Boot Camp. Are you still ready to sign up for this training?”


We agreed.


“To begin,” Natalie said, “Henry needs to learn that Ed and Cindy are the top dogs in this house, not him.” She said we’d work with him to create a dedicated time-out area called “place” to use when we needed to manage his behavior. Henry came to us with a healthy ego, so busted to third in line was going to be a jolt of reality for him.


Natalie continued, “For three weeks, he’s not allowed on the furniture, and he is to learn, without hesitation, to go to his ‘place’ when told to do so. He must work for his treats by using interactive toys. That means no tidbits pass his lips for simply being his adorable self! He only gets treats when he obeys your commands and properly uses his toys.”


“So there’s no cuddling on the couch while we’re watching TV?” Ed asked.


“Not during the three weeks of boot camp. And after that, he’s only allowed on the furniture when he’s invited,” she explained.


“Cuddling seems so essential in the bonding process. Withdrawing affection seems stern,” I said.


Natalie explained that we were to take him on at least three walks every day, which would replace the bonding time. “Walking a dog is the best way to bond,” she said. “If you walk him, he won’t think affection is being withheld. In fact, in his view, he’ll be getting more love and affection.”


“What about getting him to accept visitors? He’s totally okay with us, but he goes completely out of control, barking and nipping at everyone who comes to the house. We can’t trust him, and we’re afraid he’s going to bite someone,” I said.


“We’ll cross that bridge later. The problem might resolve itself once his behavior is managed,” Natalie said. Her rules sounded harsh to Ed and me, but we knew a good dose of tough love was necessary.


With that in mind, and a bag of healthy training treats in hand, Ed and I put Henry on a schedule and then followed it to the letter. It was a grueling routine, which took dedication on Ed’s part and mine.


Henry embraced his training with gusto, and, fortunately for us, he responded well to the new structure. He was clearly a quick study and appeared eager to please us. Learning his “place” seemed simple enough for him, and he marched like a trooper during our walks. He was all business and on a mission to take direction.


Henry received high marks on his progress, and with each visit, Natalie praised all three of us on his improvement. On Henry’s graduation day, I told Natalie that we couldn’t be happier with her training techniques, and we felt his progress was largely due to her expertise. “His behavior is probably 90 percent better now than it was six weeks ago,” I said to Natalie.


“He’s done remarkably well, but why only 90 percent improvement?” Natalie asked.


“He has to be in a gated area whenever we have visitors. We’re still fearful he’ll bite someone, not to mention scaring the heck out of people when he charges them without warning,” I replied.


“It sounds like it’s going to take a long time for him to trust others. My guess is that in his previous family, someone loved him and treated him gently, while someone else in the family taunted and teased him. It’s going to take him a long time to get past that kind of mistreatment. I think, too, excessive teasing might contribute to his nervousness because Dachshunds aren’t usually this high-strung,” she added.


“Keep using some of the techniques I showed you throughout training. Try to remember that he strikes out because he’s frightened. It’s a fight-or-flight situation, and he chooses to fight. Sadly, you might have to gate him until he adapts, if that ever happens. Remember, too, that there are usually some kinks with rescue animals that can stay with them indefinitely,” Natalie said.


Some semblance of order has crept back into our home in the two years since Henry’s training. Although the boot camp rules have softened, he remembers them quickly when they’re enforced, and then he showers us with loads of kisses once he’s released from his “place.” We figure he’s now approximately three years old; there are signs of him calming down and evidence of some maturing.


He’s a charming, happy boy with healthy self-esteem who still spends his time in a gated area when we have guests. We sometimes allow him to mingle with visitors, but only when he’s already met them a few times. He’s learned the meaning of a water-filled spray bottle, which helps keep him under control around others. He seems to feel safe when he’s in a room separated from strangers. Getting him accustomed to others is a slow, on-going process, just as Natalie predicted.


I’m so thankful Ed put down his foot and refused to return Henry, because now it’s clear that his good qualities far outweigh his bad. He’s a funny and lively little guy who brings joy to our lives.


~Cynthia Briggs
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Mandy’s Story


Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened.


~Anatole France


A number of years ago, while working as a preschool consultant for a local hospital, I had a client named Debbie who was visually impaired. She was a single parent, and on one visit she informed me that her guide dog, a beautiful ten-year-old yellow Lab named Mandy, was “retiring.” My client had a new guide dog, and was looking for someone to take home for Mandy.


My husband and I had been thinking about getting a dog, but we couldn’t agree on when. I said I would take Mandy, but I told my husband and our eight-year-old daughter that I was just caring for her for a few weeks until Debbie could find her a new home.


Mandy settled in very well, although she continued to guide for us — getting up every time we did and following us around the house, and stopping at each curb when we took walks. She wouldn’t let us cross if any cars or obstacles were approaching.


We made her part of our life, and she joined us for trips to our cottage, long walks, and cross-country skiing. After a number of weeks, my husband and daughter voiced their sadness that she would some day leave our home to live with someone else, so I confessed that Mandy could live with us permanently. I was greeted with whoops of joy, and Mandy was given many loving hugs.


It took Mandy over a year to stop guiding all of us, and to fully retire and just become a well-loved family pet. We kept in contact with Debbie and even went once to visit her at her apartment. As soon as we got to the front of the building, Mandy knew where to find the elevator, which way to get off the elevator, and which door was Debbie’s. They had a wonderful reunion.


As Mandy approached her twelfth year, she started to really slow down, often just lying outside my husband’s home office, or by the fireplace or the back door. Mandy was not eating very much, so we had the feeling that her end of life was near. I called Debbie to ask her what she wanted me to do. She said that Mandy was our dog now, but she really would like her ashes to be spread outside in nature.


One morning, Mandy could not get up. I called our veterinarian, and she advised us to bring her in. She felt it was time for Mandy to go. My husband was away on a business trip, and my daughter was at school. I was so upset and didn’t know how I could handle this alone.


So, I called Debbie, explained the situation, and asked if she would like to say some final words to Mandy. She did. I held the phone to Mandy’s ear, and Debbie started talking. I did not hear everything that she said to that beautiful dog, but Mandy was wagging her tail back and forth across the floor as she heard her beloved Debbie talk to her. Oh, how I cried as these two beings who loved each other for so many years said goodbye to each other. After Debbie stopped talking, I told her that all her love had reached Mandy, and I would cover her with more love when I brought her to the vet.


Mandy died peacefully with my arms around her as I whispered all the names of the people who loved her. Because we live in the country with a very peaceful tree-lined back yard, we buried Mandy’s ashes under a pine tree outside our kitchen window.


We’ve had a few other dogs enter our life over the past fifteen years, but that beautiful yellow Lab, who gave so much of herself to others, still holds the most precious place in all of our hearts. Gone, but never forgotten.


~Carol Bromby
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The Three-Legged Wonder


You think dogs will not be in heaven? I tell you, they will be there long before any of us.


~Robert Louis Stevenson


When we announced that we were moving to another state, our three boys were not happy. But we were smart and played the trump card. “We will get you guys a dog,” my husband announced proudly. And as though a magical fairy had appeared, sprinkling happy dust all over the room, the mood lifted and the boys cheered. “A dog!” they shouted. “Yay!”


Two months later, before we had even unpacked the pots and pans, there were not-so-subtle reminders about the promise. “When is the dog coming?” they asked anxiously. And we always responded, “Soon. Very soon.”


As luck would have it, one of my husband’s co-workers was trying to find a home for a foster dog, a black Lab named Man. I eyed my husband skeptically when he came home, whispering the details so that the boys wouldn’t hear. I had visions of a cute, fluffy lap dog, one that would be easy to contain. A sixty-pound, jet-black Labrador Retriever wasn’t what I had planned to add to our already crazy household. But then came the vivid reminder: I was always outnumbered when the males voted in solidarity for anything.


Man arrived two days later like a bull in a china closet, knocking over lamps with a wag of his tail and jumping into our laps with wild abandon as he showered us with kisses. The boys were smitten. They immediately took off on adventures, exploring the new neighborhood with their buddy in tow, even sneaking him into the neighborhood pool for a swim. And if I ever needed to locate them, I simply had to look for Man, who would park himself outside of the homes of their playmates, sitting like a proud sentinel as he guarded his charges.


We soon learned that Man had a bit of wanderlust himself. He would stand at the door, whining pitifully to be released, where he would romp in the back yard, chasing squirrels and then jumping the fence as soon as we turned our backs. I think he enjoyed those moments of hide-and-seek, a game he played with regularity, much to our frustration.


One morning he jumped the fence as we all rushed around to get ready for school and work. Like most tragic accidents, it happened in a second. As we heard the screech of tires and the yelps that followed, we knew with alarming certainty that he had been hurt.


As the boys stood in the driveway crying, my husband sprang into action to get Man to the vet. Within hours, we received the news. His leg had been badly injured; it would need to be amputated.


Over the next few days, we feared for his future and the quality of his life. We tried not to joke about the fact that his fence-jumping days were over. But any concerns went by the wayside when we went to pick him up following his surgery. During his stay at the animal hospital, he had managed to charm the doctor and the rest of the staff, who were sad to see him go. And as he limped into the waiting room, his torso bandaged, his tail was frantically wagging a greeting for us, his family. We breathed a collective sigh of relief as we carefully put him into the car and headed home.


Man healed quickly, adapting to things like climbing stairs and jumping on the sofa. He learned to lean against the tree when he needed to raise his leg to pee. And we watched his spirits soar, ears flapping, as he half limped, half ran, keeping up with his beloved boys.


The years with our tripod redefined for us what it meant to be handicapped, as he inspired us with his strength, determination, and boundless love. During that time, we taught him how to retrieve the newspaper in the morning and delighted when he happily brought it to us as we rewarded him with a treat. And after we canceled our subscription we laughed as he made his way through the neighborhood, collecting papers from the neighbors and depositing them on our front porch. He showed us that he needed a job that provided him with a purpose.


Man was always resourceful. When the boys were too occupied to feed him, he would make his way into the pantry and pull a can of food off the shelf, following one of us around until we noticed. But his true culinary weakness was dog biscuits. We had taught him to sit and say “please” in his own unique doggie way, as he sat proudly waiting for one, drooling in anticipation. But between those rewards, we could often hear him sneaking into the box, crunching two or three at a time, much like a child steals cookies on the sly.


Because of his affinity for them, we were excited when the makers of Milk-Bone sponsored an open casting call for pets, along with ideas for a commercial. The boys brainstormed their pitch, finally deciding that Man should sit, stately and proud in front of a big box of biscuits. The caption would read, “I’d give my right arm for a Milk-Bone.” He didn’t win.


We were fortunate to have had Man for sixteen years, sadly watching him grow old, arthritic, and incontinent. The boys, who had grown into men, sat with us as we made the painful decision to help him cross over the Rainbow Bridge. And as we stood as a family in the vet’s office, tearfully whispering our goodbyes, he thumped his tail one last time in response. He was our once-in-a-lifetime pet. Mighty Man, the three-legged wonder.


~Paula W. Millet
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Disappearing Dave


None are as fiercely loyal as dog people. In return, no doubt, for the never-ending loyalty of dogs.


~Linda Shrieves


He was named “David Letterman” by the teenage son of the first family that owned him. And like David Letterman, he was a rogue through-and-through, a rogue in a tuxedo — all black with a white beard and a white ruff at his neck. When he ate spaghetti, his beard would turn orange. I was told there were ten puppies in his litter, and they all looked alike, except Dave.


We lived down the street from his original family. The children were away at college and returned only sporadically, so the mother had given her blessing for Dave to come and live with us. My brother and I were in elementary school, and we couldn’t wait to get home every day to play with Dave. But Dave always knew when his first family’s son was home on a break from school, and he would run away from our house and drop by for a weekend visit with them. We speculated on how he knew the son was home. Could he distinguish among the sounds of different car engines?
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