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Foreword

What have I learned from my dog?

Everything.

I live my life side by side with my pets—they are an integral part of everything that I do—and yet after all these years (animal or human), I still learn from them every day. Dogs can be the best teachers and the best teachers make learning painless and fun, heartwarming and always rewarding. That’s what my dog does. I don’t remember my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Googleman, making learning that fun.

I love my dog, and I love yours too. I’ve spent my whole career trying to keep all of them safe and happy. A reward for all the love they’ve given us. I am so excited that Chicken Soup for the Soul has put together another one of their fabulous books for dog lovers, and this one is on such a special topic, with 101 true tales offering insights about life, love, and the fundamental wisdom we can learn from our dogs. It’s a real-life, dog-lovers Holy Grail! This book makes me smile, laugh out loud, cry, and pick up the phone to share my favorite stories. Lucky likes the extra hugs she is getting too and is trying to get me to help her pen our very own.

What do we learn from our dogs? Perhaps the most important thing is to enjoy life and take each day as it comes. Victorian novelist Samuel Butler said, “All of the animals except man know that the principal business of life is to enjoy it.” Although times have changed since the Victorian era, humans are still slowing figuring this out.

That’s what this book is for. You will read about Elizabeth Cutting, who reluctantly took over the care of her grandmother’s Golden Retriever. She had no idea that the dog would change her life by teaching her about integrating her “inner dog.” But over the years, through the ups and downs of her life, that priceless dog taught her through example, showing her how to approach every day with “gusto,” “live in the moment,” “forget the bad, remember the good,” and most important, “forgive mistakes—every one of them, every time.”

Our dogs help us put things in perspective and give us a reason to keep going. Their love is unconditional for us. Do dogs ever have a “bad day?” In Sean Sellers’ story, he details his experience after personally witnessing the events of September 11th, and says, “I might have gone out of my mind if it wasn’t for that dog... she has taught me to concentrate on the rhythm of my heart and to remove the wishing, the wondering, and the worrying from my head.”

Carla Andrews-O’Hara’s dog helped her live through chemo. In the depths of her sickness, Chaco was “a constant reminder of the wonders of life... Chaco is blessed with the knowledge that the world is magic. His heart overflows with unconditional love. I’d reject him and he kept coming back—determined to help me fight. It’s almost as though he’d look at me and say, ‘Get up. Don’t give in. Let’s go for a walk.’”

Stacy Murphy has a powerful story in this book about overcoming her alcoholism after adopting the “runt” of a purebred Labrador Retriever litter. Ruby was destined for the pound, but Stacy took her home and writes that “with Ruby by my side, taking those first steps towards a fulfilling life was no longer such a daunting prospect... she taught me to love myself. To Ruby, I was always beautiful and fun, always smart and strong. Her love was unwavering even when I didn’t feel deserving of it... In my darkest of days, I hung on for no other reason than for the love of Ruby.”

That brings me to the subject of pounds and adoption. You all know how passionate I am about animal rescue. I rescued my Maltese, sidekick, lap-dog, partner-in-crime, Lucky, and my Russian Blue, Pasha, from pounds. I proudly support many animal rescue organizations and am happy to report that the tragedy of abandoned dogs and cats is steadily being addressed. Chicken Soup for the Soul shares in this passion, and this book is filled with stories of rescued dogs... and rescued people!

Belle, a long-hair Chihuahua born with a curved spine, was destined for euthanasia at the pound when Al Seradell rescued her. Belle had clearly been abused, but despite her fear she turned right around and rescued Al! He writes that “a slew of personal and career disappointments had left me depressed and very distrustful” and points out “Who says a therapist has to be human? Inspired by Belle’s renewed faith, I have abandoned my own reticence and no longer wait until someone shows me a bit of kindness. I now feel confident that I can trust again. Because of Belle, I am back in the game, ready to take risks and enjoy life to its fullest.”

The lessons learned in this book range in size and scope, just like the dogs. Do you feel you need to look perfect all the time? “Pooper scooping” is the great leveler, as Nancy Berk points out when she says, “Ever since the dogs came into my life, my flawed self has been on display for the world, or at least the neighborhood to see. I’ve been half dressed, overdressed and badly dressed, all for the sake of two sets of big sad eyes... I like to think that God made dogs so that we could escape our self-absorbed lives.” I couldn’t agree with Berk more. Ever since rescuing Lucky, I ditched all my expensive bags for the only one that could hold Lucky.

I hope you will enjoy this book as much as I have. The Chicken Soup for the Soul team is so dedicated to our dogs and their wellbeing, and it is a pleasure and a privilege to introduce this book to you. As Amy Newmark, Chicken Soup for the Soul publisher and co-author, says “Our dogs teach us so much about how to live our lives—sometimes we just have to stop and listen.”

So live large, love your dog, love yourself, and learn from each other, whether four paws or two.

~Wendy Diamond
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Canine Lessons

If I was anything like my dog

I’d greet everyone I know
With sheer enthusiasm.
I’d consistently react with joy
to a smiling face
or a simple treat.
And I’d ride through life
With the window wide open
And gleefully welcome the breezes of experience in my face!

~Beverly F. Walker
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Learning about Family

Call it a clan, call it a network, call it a tribe, call it a family. Whatever you call it, whoever you are, you need one.

~Jane Howard
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The Rescued

The hunger for love is much more difficult to remove than the hunger for bread.

~Mother Teresa

Panda was not an ordinary dog. He was the favorite Border Collie of our rancher friends, Pat and Sharon. Panda was much more than a favorite pet. He was a highly trained sheep dog that could herd a flock or a single sheep based on a series of varying, whistled commands. That made him a very valuable dog: several thousand dollars if he were sold, which he would never have been. Panda’s real value went beyond his skills. Those who have loved pets know what I mean.

Pat and Sharon came to the city to visit. While staying at a relative’s home, Panda disappeared. There was a frantic, ever-expanding search of the yard, the neighborhood, and a large park nearby. They called us to assist in the search, which we did, but there was no sign of Panda.

The next day we repeated the search, but Pat and Sharon had to return home that evening. Pat’s sister and my wife agreed to split the duty of checking the city animal pound and Dumb Friends League each day, which they did for three months. We printed flyers and posted them throughout the neighborhood and the park, but to no avail.

As the months slipped by, the thoughts of Panda became more and more infrequent. We had long ago given up hope of finding him, and shifted our hopes to the unknowable—hoping instead that somehow he was in a new, loving home.

Nearly two years later my wife and I were driving along a parkway near the downtown area. We passed an obviously homeless man lying fifty feet away on a sunny, grassy spot. Next to him was a Border Collie. My wife shouted, “That’s Panda! Go around the block!”

“What? Panda?” I said blankly.

“Panda! Pat and Sharon’s Panda! Go around the block.”

I said, “What? You glimpse some guy with a dog from fifty feet, and think it is a dog you’ve seen only a dozen times in your life, the last time two years ago? You have to be kidding!”

To humor her, I turned and we made a loop and drove by again. My wife became more certain that the dog was Panda and I became more certain that she had just made a leap into some alternate, delusional state.

When we got home, she immediately called Sharon. As luck would have it, Pat was going to be in a nearby town that weekend, and decided to drive the extra seventy miles into the city.

We explained to Pat the area where we had seen the pair. He went there and quickly spotted them. Pat parked nearby and walked over to them, stopping about twenty feet away.

So there they were—the dog, the homeless man, and the rancher, face to face. Pat whistled a command and the dog raced immediately to Pat’s feet and sat, wagging his tail furiously. Even after two years of separation, Panda’s reaction to the command was instantaneous. Panda had been found!

The homeless man was clearly surprised at the dog’s response, as evidenced by his shocked look, which quickly turned into a concerned look.

Pat said, “Is this your dog?”

“Yeah, I found him a couple of years ago,” the man said. “But he looks like he knows you.”

“Yep, and I know him,” Pat said.

There were a few seconds of awkward silence. The grizzled man cleared his throat and rubbed his chin as Pat knelt down and stroked Panda’s muzzle and shoulder. Panda wiggled from the tip of his tail to his middle, licking Pat’s hand and arm.

“I know that dog is yours,” the man said, “but you gotta know that he is my life. He is my only friend in this world. I found a vet who gives him free care, and the store downtown gives me dog food for him. I take care of him and he takes care of me.”

“I’m sure that is true,” Pat replied. “Where did you find him?”

“Down by the park. He wasn’t very streetwise. He almost got hit in traffic, so I rescued him.”

Panda then wandered back over to the man and sat beside him, but didn’t take his eyes off Pat.

“What are you gonna do,” the man asked?

“I don’t know,” Pat said. “Panda’s a great dog, and great with the sheep. He and I traveled a lot of miles together.”

“I knew he was smart and well trained,” the man said.

Another long and awkward silence followed. Pat stood up, and Panda immediately came to him and sat at his feet, looking up expectantly.

Far too many dogs have no one to love them, while other dogs are lucky enough to have someone who does, but it is the rare dog that is truly loved by two unconnected people. Panda was fortunate enough to be one of those dogs.

We saw the homeless man walking or lying with Panda quite a few times over the following years. I am still not sure if the homeless man rescued Panda, or if Panda rescued the homeless man.

~Daniel James
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Coal

The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances: if there is any reaction, both are transformed.

~Carl Jung

In the spring of 2000, I met my new partner. I was one of the old guys, with eighteen years on the job in a local police department, and he was another rookie to train. On his first day I drove thirty-five miles to pick him up for work. My first thought when I met him was that he was such a skinny little guy, kind of skittish and shy. But I’d seen worse. My new partner was a two-year-old black Lab named Coal, and he was going to be trained for drug detection. The canine trainer, who was a retired police chief and a salty no-nonsense fellow, introduced me to Coal and said, “Here he is, now go give him a bath.” A little different from the usual introduction to a new partner.

As we trained, Coal amazed me with his ability to do his job. I quickly learned that we were a team and that if we weren’t performing up to standards, the problem was usually me. With the proper diet and exercise, Coal filled out and became a very handsome and fit animal, drawing the attention of everyone around him. He also became a friend to the community, visiting schools, church groups, and civic organizations to help build relationships with the citizens we serve. Those relationships served us well when the mayor decided he that he was going to disband the K-9 program. The townsfolk overwhelmed the municipal offices with calls and visits to ask for reconsideration. Fortunately, Coal’s friends in the community did change the minds of those in charge and we spent eight years and seven months as a working team.

During our time together I realized that I had become one of those grumpy old cops who make people roll their eyes. Coal, however, became my icebreaker. He was a conversation starter, and he helped me to interact with the people I met rather than just command them. Don’t get me wrong. There are still plenty of humans among us who could take behavior lessons from our pets, and they, on occasion, still need to be commanded and corrected. In retrospect I would say that my partner didn’t weaken me, but he softened me. This “animal” made me a better human.

Our bond grew steadily as we spent all of our time together, and before I knew it Coal had become a huge part of me. I learned very quickly that my thoughts and emotions traveled from my head and my heart, down my arm, through the lead, and into my partner. He knew if I perceived that the person in front of me was going to be a problem or a threat, and he was immediately on guard without command. He would also sense when the person who I was interacting with was okay, and he would relax. On the rare occasion that he wasn’t by my side, I would find myself talking to him, or reaching for him and getting a handful of air.

Coal retired two months ago and now he stays home while I’m at work. He is slowly getting used to it, but he has aged quickly since his retirement. Coal is not the only one having difficulty with the adjustment. Now I don’t know what to do with the last bite of my lunch, and on several occasions I found myself parking by the woods where he used to run while he was on duty. I open the back door to let him out just to find that my partner is missing and there is nothing in the back of the car but a cold, empty seat.

About a month after Coal retired, we learned that he had cancer. That news was devastating for my wife and me, although Coal has no idea that he is sick. He still plays, cuddles up on the couch with me, and gets excited when he sees the old camouflage bag that we carry back and forth to the boat. With aggressive treatment he seems to be doing alright, and there is a strong chance that he will live a long and happy life.

I have learned from Coal each and every day, and I feel extremely lucky to have been blessed with an incredible teacher. He was once a skinny, skittish black Lab, and he grew into an icon of the community and the best buddy I have ever had. If we could just take an example from man’s best friend and be honest and true to those around us, we would have better relationships that last a lifetime.

~Sgt. Ed Geib, MBPD K-9
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My Mother the Bear

The world is hugged by the faithful arms of volunteers.

~Everett Mámor

My wife pulled the blankets and scornfully turned her back to me when I whispered that I’d brought a kitten home and put him in the downstairs bathroom. I knew she would not appreciate my 2 A.M. announcement about a new kitten. We already had two cats—one dysfunctional cat that taxes us with her occasional “accidents” and a replacement cat for the other crazy stray cat we lost to FIP. We also have a black Lab. Oh, and three boys. We’ve had other pets too—fish, hamsters, other rescued dogs and cats. And we’ve taken in stray humans. Yes... we’re a regular zoo at times.

But I hadn’t been able to deny the bold kitten when he approached me and my Styrofoam to-go box as I walked to my car after a night out. Completely unafraid, the tiny kitten was begging for whatever I had. The special that night was chicken wings and he tore them apart. Clearly we were meant for each other. I had to take him home. So I settled in behind the wheel and he stood in my lap with his front paws on the steering wheel. Together we drove home from our night out.

My wife begrudged him and she let me know it every chance she had. We kept him in the garage for the first six months of his life until he was old enough to be vaccinated and neutered. That cost something like 600 bucks. Nina reminds me of that also.

The kitten was completely content in the garage, however. Leaping from the spare insulation in the rafters of the dusty old garage, he’d come to greet me and our black Lab, Bear, each morning. He was perpetually filthy and had cat acne on his chin. So we named him Smudgie. And each morning, Bear would give Smudgie a bath, cleaning him from head to toe and often swallowing Smudgie’s head completely. Returning the affection, Smudgie would dig his claws into Bear’s neck, grip Bear’s jowls with his teeth, and allow himself to be toted around the garage.

Smudgie lives in the house now. He is an endless source of entertainment. Oddly enough, he looks like a Bulldog.

Smudgie was not more than a month old when I brought him home, and I think he believes Bear is his mother. From Bear, this cat has learned the way of the dog. Smudgie eats dog food, begs for chicken wings and roast beef, plays fetch, and challenges Bear to play tug of war with a shoelace. When he’s tired, he grooms Bear and kneads him like a kitten does its mother in the deep of the night. Smudgie is always game for a windy-night adventure in the garage and an exploratory escape. Bear knows that and guards the door, herding him back inside if he sneaks out.

It is need that drives animals of different species to form strong bonds. You see the occasional news story featuring a dog nursing kittens, or even tiger cubs. Smudgie needed Bear, and Bear responded. I have always adopted strays—people and animals. It is difficult, foreign, challenging, sometimes a source of regret, but I need it. I am filled with love and reward whenever I observe my family—er, the zoo—loving and nurturing, and fighting with one another.

Speaking of fighting, Nina has long since forgiven me for that 2 A.M. announcement.

~Brian Taylor
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Bojangles’ Teachings

A dog is the only thing on earth that loves you more than he loves himself.

~Josh Billings

When my stepdaughter, Amanda, was near ten years old, she and the school crossing guard discovered two abandoned puppies in hedges near the elementary school. The puppies were huddled together, scared and alone. The crossing guard was willing to rescue one of the puppies, and took both for a short period of time, giving Amanda the opportunity to plead with my husband and me to adopt the other. Once we saw the tiny little puppy fitting into the palms of our hands, and gazed into her big brown eyes, the decision was obvious. And so, Bojangles (BJ for short) became part of our family.

Two years later we were expecting a new baby... our daughter, Elizabeth. We had recently moved into a larger home to accommodate our growing family so BJ, like all of us, had some adjustments to make. What I wasn’t sure of was whether the addition of a new family member would be too much adjustment for BJ to tolerate.

As Elizabeth’s birth date drew near, I became anxious. I had read and heard of many instances where dogs displayed jealousy and aggression toward new babies. Simultaneously, I knew that Amanda would be devastated if we needed to find another home for BJ should she not adjust to the new addition.

Elizabeth was born on December 20th and we brought her home two days later. My husband Ted and I hesitantly walked in the door. Ted stooped down next to BJ and gently introduced Elizabeth. BJ did the courteous sniffing and then wandered away, seemingly disinterested.

I had Elizabeth by C-section and was dealing with some complications. In order to avoid multiple trips up and down the stairs, we kept a stroller next to the couch in the family room. During the day, Elizabeth and I could both rest, yet be near each other. The very first time that Elizabeth was placed in the stroller, BJ jumped on the end of the sofa, looked inside at Elizabeth resting, and laid her own head down on the edge of the stroller. And there she slept. At least, BJ slept until Elizabeth made any little sound. With that, BJ was alert and made sure that I, too, knew that my baby was stirring.

Being near Christmas, and with a brand new baby, there naturally was a parade of visitors. Family and friends would drop by to admire this miraculous new baby girl. BJ remained steadfast next to the stroller. Her beautiful brown eyes were glued on my daughter’s equally beautiful blue eyes. There were visitors to whom BJ gave a nod of acceptance and those who were met at the stroller with a low growl. (While BJ probably thought she was menacing, she was merely a fifteen-pound ball of fur!)

I began to notice BJ’s remarkable ability to “read” the visitors. She absolutely would not tolerate certain individuals coming near Elizabeth unless I, myself, picked Elizabeth up so that they could get a better look.

BJ was equally protective when Elizabeth was in her crib overnight or taking a nap. While we, like many parents, had installed a baby monitor, it was actually quite unnecessary. Each time Elizabeth was put up in her nursery, BJ was right there, under the crib. Since the floor was hardwood, we even placed a nice comfy bed under the crib for her. One tiny movement and BJ would quickly alert us that Elizabeth needed attention. I believe that is why Elizabeth was not much of a crier... she didn’t need to be. BJ had her covered.

This protection and the adoration between BJ and Elizabeth continued as Elizabeth grew. BJ would rest in the shade of a tree next to the swing set as Elizabeth played. Many times I watched as Elizabeth ran around the backyard with BJ running right beside her. BJ even tolerated the dress-up stage, wearing Elizabeth’s small purses hooked over her neck and bows stuck on the top of her furry head.

Watching BJ’s protectiveness and clear love for Elizabeth, I wondered why I was even worried about any jealousy. This was pure instinct and I learned as I watched. BJ somehow showed me who to watch out for, what to watch out for, and how to meet Elizabeth’s needs whenever necessary. BJ also showed me how important quality time with your kids is as I watched not only BJ and Elizabeth but BJ and Amanda grow so quickly.

Sadly, BJ began to slow in the races around the yard with the girls. She began sleeping or resting much more often, yet still while keeping one eye open on the family. BJ began needing help with stairs and rarely barked when she, herself, needed attention. I then watched both of my girls give the same loving care to BJ that BJ had given to them. I knew that I had learned some motherly instincts from BJ, and I also was learning how to grow older with pride and dignity.

In the end, as BJ slowly drifted off to eternal sleep at the ripe old age of seventeen (isn’t that 120 years or so in “dog” years?), watching the gratitude in those beautiful brown eyes, I learned how to be truly grateful for my life and all those who share my life with me. BJ in her own way told me that her work was now done. Each time I pass the stepping stone in the backyard dedicated to our beloved BJ, I know that while she still watches, she trusts me to have learned her instincts, protective nature, and unconditional love.

~Lil Blosfield
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Another Door Opens

Scratch a dog and you’ll find a permanent job.

~Franklin P. Jones

On a gray afternoon in September, he came limping up to me on a street near my house—completely trusting me, with his kind face, and sad brown eyes... no tags, no name, and a story he couldn’t tell.

I was in my car at the time, and had stopped to reach my hand out the window and pat him on the head. He liked that, so I got out to get a better look at him, leaving the door wide open. The next thing I knew he was in the car. The big mook had known me for ten seconds and just jumped in, with no invitation, climbed over into the passenger seat, sat down and looked at me. Apparently he expected me to take him to his home, but since I didn’t know where that was, I really didn’t know what to do.

First we sat on the lawn in front of my house for awhile. Surely someone would come rushing up, so glad to find him and take him home.... No one came. Then we walked around the neighborhood. Then we drove around in the car, in wider and wider circles. “Anybody lose a dog? Do you recognize this pooch? Anybody? Anybody?” Nobody. Next I tried putting “Found” ads in the newspapers, on craigslist.com... no response. What about the shelters? No, they didn’t know about him. I checked the “Lost” ads everywhere, put up color pictures of him all over the neighborhood, posted information at the nearby dog park, rec center, vet clinic. Nothing.

The dog would stay with me until someone claimed him. Days went by, and I kept looking into those sad eyes, learning more and more what an extraordinary creature he was. So gentle, so very patient, and so lonely. Can you imagine finding yourself living in a different house, different neighborhood, with a different person, never hearing your name spoken, your people nowhere to be found, and having no idea how any of it happened? I want so much to know his story, to know his name....

What is your name, gentle one? What is your name?

The middle of October came, and still I had questions. How did you get separated from your family? How did you get from there all the way to here? And why—why didn’t anyone call to claim you, come over and get you, take you home? Imagine the depths of his confusion. Imagine him answering—“I don’t know... I don’t know.”

It’s painfully sad to see how far a dog will go to adapt, adjust, and accept. Maybe it’s an example for us, though, how an animal moves on, lets go of his past, his habits, his will. He’s out there on my back porch, wishing he were inside... he looks up at me through the window, turns away, and puts his chin on his paws. A surgery has come and gone, to remove some benign lumps—he put up with days of soreness, stitches, and difficulty eating, and when I pushed the awful lampshade (the plastic collar that keeps dogs from picking out the stitches) over his head every night, he hated it vigorously, yet in time he would actually stretch his neck forward a little, to help me put it on. When we’re out walking, I go right, or left, or straight, and he goes with me, whether that’s the way he wants to go or not.

Ironically this species of person we call The Dog, who so gracefully accepts one disappointment after another, still manages to hope, still looks out longingly at all horizons. Although the dog endures all things, he also believes in all things, hopes for all things. By now we’re going on walks around the neighborhood in the afternoons. With a front-left leg problem, and something wrong with his back (was he hit by a car in his former life?), he still lives for his walks, because that’s when he gets to meet everybody. Believing, as he does, that all people are friends he hasn’t met yet, he looks longingly at every passing car, every front porch, every house—no stone unturned, in his endless search for his friend and soul mate, the human. He sees a mom and dad up ahead, pushing baby in the stroller. Away we go, me in tow. He greets them with wild affection, and they are immediately won over. He is everybody’s buddy... ninety-two pounds of unconditional love—pretty hard to turn away from that. Pretty hard to... how could anybody just... well, I guess we’ll never know.

Eventually it was time for him to have a name. I guess I liked how people often greet an animal they don’t know by saying, “Hi, Buddy.” So “Buddy” it is. Now this lost dog whose name nobody knew has a name everybody seems to know: “Hey, Buddy? How ya doin’, Buddy?” the strangers say, trying to get out of their cars while he charges up and smothers them.

Weeks went by and I gave up finding his former home for him. I tried to find him a new one. It was getting harder and harder to think of giving him away, but my house and yard were not right for him, and with me being the only one here... I just couldn’t. But his new family would have to be just right... they would really have to love him, and have the perfect house and yard for a dog. A difficult search began. We met with many people, made lots of phone calls, sent lots of e-mails. I sent his picture all over the place. No takers.

Then one late-October evening we walked over to a pet adoption event held by the nice folks at Planet Pethood a couple blocks from my house. They put a bright orange vest on him that said “Adopt Me,” in big black letters. Dozens of people came by to see all the dogs, and Buddy had the time of his life. He wagged and nuzzled and looked everyone in the eye. Everybody loved him. Nobody took him.

Let us all learn from the unshaken faith, the quiet perseverance of the dog, for on this day Buddy would find a place he could call “Home.” He had trusted me from the moment I opened that car door when we first met. Now, standing in a crowd of nice people who didn’t want him, this sad, sweet animal, this long-suffering friend of humanity, pressed his soft muzzle into my hand and looked up. I couldn’t take it any more. Good night, everyone. The adoption event was over for us.

I hooked the leash to Buddy’s collar, and he shuffled down the sidewalk and around the corner, leading me gently. He knew the way, and the look on the face of this accepting, trusting animal told me he was happy—happy to be going home.

~Marty McGovern

[image: image]


[image: Image]


When Teenage Years Hit... Try Puppy Love

Adolescence is perhaps nature’s way of preparing parents to welcome the empty nest.

~Karen Savage and Patricia Adams

My daughter entered high school this fall, and she has started showing signs of independence. Hugs and kisses are few and far between. It’s no longer “cool” to be seen in a movie theater with one’s parents.

Even shopping in the mall turns ugly. “You can’t wear that,” she tells me. “It’s so 1970s.” “Don’t greet me next time... just wait in the car.” “You treat me like a baby.” “Don’t talk to my friends.” “You don’t listen.” “I know how to iron; I just don’t want to.”

The dreaded curse is upon me. I am the mother of a teenage daughter. Suddenly, I’m a total embarrassment.

In order to feel appreciated and loved once again, I must find a substitute, possibly a pet.

My husband isn’t particularly pet-friendly and I attribute this to the fact that as a child, he never had a dog. Years ago, when I brought home a parakeet for my daughter, he took one look at the bird and asked, “How long do they live?”

Three days of the cold shoulder routine. That’s all it took to convince my husband that we needed a new addition to our family.

Not to show disrespect, I did give him three choices in the decision-making process. They were: an affair, a divorce, or a pet. Being a wise man, he opted for a dog, and that’s how Tanner, a cross between a Golden Retriever and Standard Poodle, came into our lives.

What I failed to realize is that raising a puppy is much like raising a child. They come with advantages and disadvantages.

I get barking instead of crying in the middle of the night. Fortunately, the food preparation technique and cleanup time is a lot easier with pets. Food goes from bag to bowl and is devoured in thirty seconds. There aren’t any sterility concerns—no boiling of bottles and nipples, no fixing of formulas. Best of all, breast feeding isn’t an option.

Not only does a puppy lick his plate clean, but also the floor. On the contrary, babies have to be hand-fed. They leave morsels of leftovers smeared everywhere; on the high chair, under the high chair, in their hair and in every orifice. And I never have to ask, “Did Tanner eat his squash today?”

Puppies and babies pee and poop quite frequently, like it or not. Babies need their diapers changed but potty training Tanner involves taking him out, day and night, in all sorts of inclement weather.

And there’s nothing like a puppy to take my mind off world troubles. I have more pressing issues to contend with, such as: take the puppy out, feed the puppy, tire out the puppy, take the puppy out again. I remember reading books as a child that read, “See Spot run. Go Spot go.” Now, when the puppy pees on the carpet, I yell, “Here’s a spot, there’s a spot, everywhere a spot spot.”

The greatest advantage is that Tanner, unlike my daughter, is always happy to see me. I can kiss and pet him all day. He follows me from room to room. He seeks my affection and gives unconditional love.

Will this last forever? To my dismay, I heard that dogs go through a teenage phase themselves. Will he be ashamed to be seen on the other end of a leash with me? Can he get too sexy for his tail? Dog-gone-it, I guess I’ll have to wait and see.

~Karen Adragna Walsh
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Unrealistic Expectations

Just because somebody doesn’t love you the way you want them to, doesn’t mean they don’t love you with all they have.

~Author Unknown

I love dogs! I have had either one or two or three at a time around me since I was a little girl. They have always been a part of my family. There have only been a few times when our house has been dog-less, and that happened to be the case when the call came that night.

The voice on the other end of the phone line was desperate. “Mom, I need you. Summer and Ernie got into a terrible fight. They can’t stay together. Please, please let me bring Summer over to your house to stay for a few days until we figure out what to do.”

Summer and Ernie are my granddogs; they belong to my son, Mike, and his wife, Crescent. Although Mike has always had dogs around, Summer was the first dog that he got on his own after he and Crescent got married. He absolutely loves that dog like he has loved no other one. She has a special place in his heart. And my husband and I love Mike and Crescent and would do anything for them. So of course I told him that he could bring Summer to us that night.

She arrived around midnight looking like she had been in a fight. Mike didn’t look too good either. He had to literally throw himself in the middle of the fight to break it up because neither Summer nor Ernie would back down. We know it would have been a fight to the death. Even though Ernie is bigger than Summer, Summer is the more agile of the two so I’m not sure who would have won.

Summer is a Jindo. We had never heard of the breed until Summer came into our family. She is a medium-sized dog that originated in Korea. The breed has only been in the United States since the 1980s but is known to be very protective and have a high prey drive instinct. What that means is—don’t have a Jindo around other animals or those other animals will wind up dead! That instinct has been bred into them and is almost impossible to change. Jindos do get along well with people and are not at all aggressive towards them. Summer is very smart and her sense of hearing is amazing.

Summer has settled into our home and since we were dog-less when she came, she fills a void for us and we are happy to have her around. Her needs are few and she is a very easy dog to care for. But it seems as if something is missing. Every other dog we ever had was loving and affectionate. Summer is very solitary. She is happy and excited to see us when we come home but that happiness only lasts for about thirty seconds. And then she’s done. She wants to be where the people are—but not in the same room. When we are upstairs, she is upstairs, but in a different room. When we go downstairs she follows us. But does she lie at our feet and look at us with adoring eyes? No. She is usually in the next room... all by herself. Near, but not too close.

She isn’t terribly fond of being groomed or loved either. When we want to hold her, she tolerates us, just barely, and then gets up, shakes and leaves at the earliest opportunity. Mike says she shakes because she is shaking off our cuddles! Why doesn’t she act like every other dog we have ever had? She is very much like a cat. We think that maybe she is really a cat in a dog suit!

Summer is territorial and protective. If someone parks in front of the house she lets me know it. If someone is walking a dog, even if it’s across the street from our house, Summer goes into protective mode and barks and barks. We will never, ever be attacked by birds or butterflies; Summer is constantly on guard to make sure that doesn’t happen. I know when the mailman is three houses away because Summer starts her mailman bark to alert me. Guests coming into our home get barked at and inspected and then she leaves the room and has nothing more to do with them. Will she fetch the ball? No. Will she play tug of war? No. Will she shake paw? Well, maybe if she feels like it. Will she lie out in the sun, by herself over there, and not pay any attention to you even if you call her and offer her a treat? Yes. That’s just the way she is.

Even after all of these years of having dogs as members of my family, Summer has taught me some very basic lessons. She has taught me that not all dogs are alike, just as no two people are alike. To expect every person to behave in the same way in all situations is just unrealistic. And the same goes for dogs. You will always be disappointed if that’s what you expect. Some dogs are outgoing; some are introverts. Some are outwardly affectionate; some are standoffish. Just because Summer doesn’t behave in the way that I had come to expect a dog to behave doesn’t mean that there is something wrong with her. It doesn’t mean that she doesn’t love me.

That terrible fight happened two years ago. Having her stay here for a “few days” until we could figure out what to do with her has turned into a permanent arrangement. These days many grandparents have taken on the responsibility for the care for their grandchildren. That is what has happened to us. The only difference is that our grandchild is a dog... our granddogger. She has fit into our lives and has made our house her home. We love her and have learned to accept that her behavior is just the way she is. We know that, in her own way, she loves us and that she is doing the best she can with what she has. Summer has taught us that we had unrealistic expectations about how she, or any dog, should behave. Now that we understand that, we have accepted it. We are comfortable... and so is she.

~Barbara LoMonaco
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“Daddy’s Girl”

Properly trained, a man can be a dog’s best friend.

~Corey Ford

It was the day before New Year’s Eve and my husband Ed said, “I still need a little more time to finish grad school before starting our family.” I cried for hours, unable to fall asleep. I even called the Crisis Center and poured out my emotions for about three hours. (While he snored.) We had already been married four years, my “baby hope chest” of Golden Books was full, and there was a hole in my heart.

Books do not cry, wet, sleep, cuddle, or need you. So I decided to adopt “our first baby” at the pound. Ed would just have to understand.

I expected to pick a young pup, not more than two months old. I viewed cage after cage and petted yipping, yapping, jumping, snapping puppies of all kinds. Then my eyes locked with the sweetest and saddest brown eyes I had ever seen. Brown eyes just like “Daddy Ed’s.” A paw squeezed through the chain link. The fur and toe pads were baby soft. My hand was repeatedly kissed. I whispered, “Don’t worry, Mama’s here!”

The Humane Society attendant noticed my interest and said, “That’s Princess!”

Princess was a little over six months old and was nearly full grown at thirty-something pounds. She looked as if she should be wearing dangly rhinestone earrings and a diamond studded collar. She was glamorous, with long black fur that framed her face and was crowned with upright pointed ears. Princess resembled a giant Pomeranian, but was in fact a hybrid of Spitz and Chow. When she stood up, her back hind leg haunches revealed a petticoat of whitish gray hair that continued under her tail. One could not help but smile because she looked like she had just unknowingly sat down in wet white paint and walked away.

I proudly purchased her and agreed to pick her up the next Saturday morning. I broke the news cowardly over the phone to Ed’s voicemail, “We are now the proud owners of a precious puppy!” Click.

He took me first thing Saturday to buy ALL the things the new dog would need and announced them one by one in his parental tone: bowl$, lea$h, something to $leep on, collar$, $tuff to eat, chew toy$, etc. He was a natural. He smugly enjoyed watching me $quirm as I $pent about $200 on dog care purcha$e$ with my own money, which did not even include the vet and groomer vi$it$ yet to take place. I suddenly felt nauseous and had morning $ickne$$.

With the trunk packed with the pup’s nursery-to-go, we arrived for our long awaited special delivery. Ed was surprised when he saw what a “big puppy” she was. She trembled as he carried her in both his arms threshold style to the car. That was the first time Daddy and his girl bonded.

That first night and every one after, she slept on the top basement step because that was as close to us as she could get once we turned in. We also soon named her Ed’s favorite name for a future daughter, “Sophie.” (Which can also be written: $ophie.) Sophie was often the topic of our dinner conversations. Like proud parents, we talked about her latest milestones and naughty chewing habits. We marveled at how she would walk up the driveway like a bear on back legs growling at the mailbox or recycling cart. We talked about how she loved to be held. She was amazingly quiet, probably because of the Chow in her, but the vet assured us that she had the cordial mentality of a Spitz.

I groomed her myself weekly, with tub, shampoo, and toothbrush. Once I was blow-drying her hair as we sat on the back deck while roofers were working next door. Can you believe the hammering stopped when the “brrrrwhrrrr!” of the blowdryer started? We must have been quite a sight. Every evening, I would pull in the garage after a long day’s work, and I’d see Sophie stand up with pricked ears looking out the basement door window. Her dark silhouette looked like Batman and she would jump with excitement as I approached, humming the theme, “Daaa, daaa, daaa ,daa ,daaa, daaaa... Batman!” Late at night I rocked her and sang a favorite lullaby, “You are my sunshine!” She was loving and loyal.

Until one weekend morning. Something changed. Sophie bypassed me and ran to Ed first, licking his ankles constantly. Future mornings and evenings she greeted him most affectionately and vied for his attention. I might as well have been an empty food bowl. She was acknowledging me less enthusiastically. I had no idea why... but she suddenly preferred him. I admit I was privately jealous and puzzled. After all, I was the one who rescued her, fed her, walked her, brushed her, bathed her and changed her newspaper! I told myself that the loyalty switch was just a gender thing. Girl-dogs like boys. I put my frustrations aside and unconditionally doted upon her. I still loved her tremendously even if she seemed to love Ed more.

One Saturday during dinner I nonchalantly asked, “Have you noticed how much Sophie adores you?” Ed’s eyes darted away. No comment. I continued, “I can tell that she likes you better. Have you noticed?” He deflected my remarks by shrugging them off and quickly changing the subject. Obviously, he knew I was hurting and wondering. How sweet... but he didn’t offer any reason why or speculate. The only thing I was certain of was that she and I had good taste in men. I just had to accept that he was her favorite parent despite the fact that he did less for her.

The next afternoon I had forgotten my wallet before running an errand and entered the kitchen through the back door because it was faster than garage entry. At the time I didn’t realize it was also quieter. And there they were... caught in the act! “Grrrr! Grrrrr!” Both Ed and Sophie were growling, positioned opposite each other; on all fours, rear ends high in the air, sharing a dish towel in their mouths. They were playing tug of war!!!

I stood there watching in disbelief. Amused, amazed, and betrayed.

Then Ed’s alpha male primal animal instinct sensed my presence. He turned his head and caught a glimpse of me in his peripheral vision. His end of the rag dropped from his mouth as his face full-blushed red in seconds. I believe at this point I won the dominant stare-off. Sophie jumped on him repeatedly trying to get back in the game. But the game was over. It was clear to me now why Sophie was indeed Daddy’s Girl. A “Daddy’s Girl” who would forever have her father’s eyes and mother’s heart.

~Lisa Plowman Dolensky
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Almost Human

On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.

~Peter Steiner

“To the parents of PHOEBE CHESLER!” the headline blared. “We want YOUR daughter for our Young Miss Preteen Pageant!!” The slick glossy mailer went on to tell us how we could prepare Phoebe for a glamorous, successful life as a model/actress/pitchwoman simply by taking advantage of this fantastic opportunity! All we would have to do, we were informed, was send in a $150 entry fee (apparently the old adage “you’ve got to spend money to make money” can be applied to those not yet in puberty), procure a formal “party” dress for the pageant, and have some professional headshots taken. For a nominal fee, the company hosting the pageant would be delighted to provide this service for us.

You might think that visions of my child becoming the next Brooke Shields danced tantalizingly in my head. Was I tempted, even for a minute? You bet I was. The image of someone looking in disbelief at a picture of my Border Collie wearing a taffeta petticoat made me dissolve into laughter. You see... Phoebe was a dog. A beautiful dog, yes, but a dog nonetheless. And the thought of her in a party dress still makes me smile.

We adopted Phoebe when she was just three months old from an animal shelter in Auburn, California. I took one look at the black and white puppy yapping her head off, determined not to be overlooked amidst the chaos of the shelter, and fell completely in love. She was the first dog my husband and I had together, and was as smart as they come. In retrospect, perhaps she was a little too smart, but her Mensa-level intelligence was perfectly offset by the innate sweetness of some Springer Spaniel blood. We forgave her for doing things no dog should really know how to do, like opening the door that leads from the kitchen to the garage, then leaping up and hitting the garage door opener button that allowed her to escape, on her way to freedom.

My husband and I had a good laugh over this first letter, and briefly wondered how a dog got on a mailing list obviously intended for children. We figured it was a one-time deal, and had fun sharing it with a few friends. Then, we forgot about it—until the deluge began.

“HEY!” the next mailing trumpeted. “We’re looking for Hollywood’s NEXT CHILD STAR! We think that child could be PHOEBE CHESLER! You owe it to HER to sign up NOW for our series of acting/modeling workshops!” All this company needed to secure my child’s wildly successful future was a check for $500. They assured me it was just too good to pass up.
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