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Foreword


What’s your favorite stage of dog parenthood? Is it when you first bring home your new dog and he looks up at you with those innocent, loving puppy eyes — and then chews up your favorite pair of pumps? We’ve all been there. Or is it when he turns into a “teenager” and his full-sized, often-naughty personality pushes your buttons — until he collapses exhausted next to you needing a snuggle — with those sleepy eyes you can’t resist and that gentle snore that doesn’t seem to bother you at all? Maybe it’s when your dog has hit her prime and settled into adulthood. Both you and she have a good sense of each other and your daily rhythms have adapted into a peaceful routine. Or is it the senior stage when your best friend has slowed down, and you can be quiet together and simply enjoy each other’s company? And then there are the twilight years, when, as pet parents, we feel so needed. We realize that those tables are turned, and that we need to pay our best friends back for all those years of licks and unconditional love.

How can we choose our favorite stage? Well, we don’t have to! We all know that every age and stage is special in its own way, and this book has unforgettable stories about every one of those special ages and stages.

Since I rescued Lucky as a puppy some ten years ago, and though she does not discuss her exact age, we have been through a lot of wonderful ages and stages together. Like many of us who get a dog for the first time, it’s fair to say that adopting Lucky changed my life. I had never felt unconditional love like that before. And after I saw how bad many animal shelters were, and how much love I felt for her, I knew I had to do something. Since then I have been truly blessed — I’d go so far as to say lucky — to be able to serve as an advocate for homeless animals.

What I do every day stems from that day I found Lucky. But as every dog parent knows, we are all lucky, and this book illustrates so well the many blessings we have been given by our dogs. Every story in this Chicken Soup for the Soul book reminds us how our dogs have changed and positively contributed to our lives. The stories also remind us of the great gift it is to have our dogs in our lives, the friendship we share, and how the human-animal bond makes us better people every day.

I promise you that in every chapter of this book you will love the stories. Imagine reading about a woman who adopts a puppy to find out a couple of years later that it is a coyote pup! After years of trying to get her puppy to bond with her and her family, author Andrea Peebles realizes that her “pet” is a wild animal — a wild animal that teaches her a lot. I love Meg Stragier’s story about how her husband forgot to close the back door after she left the water on in her rose garden. Their Newfie puppy goes out to play and then comes back in unnoticed. Their entire house is covered with mud! Meg employs “instant forgiveness” toward their puppy, she and her husband laugh it off, and the two of them spend hours cleaning up together. Talk about inspiring! In Shirley M. Corder’s piece, she recounts the stressful evening when she found out that her puppy had eaten toxic fly-killing powder. From training mishaps to delinquent obedience school “students” — every story embodies the essence of dog parenthood.

Then the teenage dog stories remind us of how sometimes our four-legged teens are kind of similar to the two-legged variety! Like some teenagers, dogs don’t understand that their crazy antics have consequences! Co-author Jennifer Quasha tells the story of her dog, a naughty teenage Bichon Frise, who eats a corncob… whole. J.J. Kay tells her story about trying to rein in her eager teenage dog in an effort to become a therapy dog. Like so many overactive young pooches, his kindness and kisses are so effusive they can knock people down. One of my favorite stories is written by new mother Michelle Sedas. She shares her heart-wrenching story about almost giving up her beloved dog when he was a teenager because she was overwhelmed by his unruly behavior. She tells us how she and her family were able to solve this unfortunately very common problem.

In our adult dog chapters you will read stories about how our dogs help us: to love, to exercise, to be heard, to be strong, and to laugh. Chicken Soup for the Soul editors have selected amazing stories, such as Robbie Iobst’s story of their family dog, Scooby, who realizes her son is having an asthma attack and alerts her. You’ll find a story about a dog named Rudy, who on a walk hears a strange noise that his pet parent can’t hear and leads her to a house where an elderly woman had fallen and broken her leg. On the lighter side you will read about Sam, a Black Lab who loves to play jokes on his pet parents, but who himself can’t stand being laughed at. There’s also a great story about a service dog for a blind woman who leads his pet parent down the pet food aisle in the supermarket because he can’t resist smelling the dog food!

In our senior dogs and twilight years chapters you will read stories which will prove to you why older dogs really can make the best friends and why you should definitely consider adopting an older dog from a shelter next time you are in the market for a new friend. Dawn M. Hesse adopts a senior dog and then wonders why on earth she chose to adopt him — until he breaks through two doors to save her when their house catches on fire. In a story by Saralee Perel you’ll read about how she lives with a spinal cord injury and is grateful to her aging Shepherd/Collie mix, who still acts as her protector. You’ll love the wonderful story from Rachel Neumeier about an old agility dog who is deaf but ends up winning a competition since he is the only contestant not bothered by the noise of a thunderstorm raging outside!

Lastly, I promise, the stories on grieving and recovery will not depress you! They will inspire and empower you during a time that every pet parent dreads, the death and subsequent recovery from the passing of a beloved dog. Read about how, the day after Kathe Campbell’s beloved Keeshond died, she randomly picked up a newspaper and saw an ad placed by a hard-to-find Keeshond breeder in another state with one last puppy. Learn about how the Birnsteel family decides to deal with their dog’s death. They hold a wake and invite friends over to share their memories and funny stories. And, lastly, amazing animal communicator Dawn E. Hayman shares with us her incredible story about her beloved dog who tells her how he will come back in a new body.

As you can see, so many wonderful writers have opened their hearts and shared their stories with us about their beloved dogs. So whatever your favorite stage of dog parenthood is, one thing is for sure: dogs don’t go off to college, get married or fly the coop so it’s important to be the best dog parent you can be at all times. Relish every moment of pet parenting and relish these magnificent stories as I did. Each one is a reminder of how powerful, magical and life-changing being a pet parent really is.

~Wendy Diamond
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A Bundle of Fur
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Not Your Typical Puppy

Any glimpse into the life of an animal quickens our own and makes it so much the larger and better in every way.

~John Muir

Upon returning from a week’s vacation we found our two-year-old Doberman Pinscher sitting outside his doghouse growling. When I looked inside I saw the ugliest puppy that I had ever seen. She was scrawny, bloated and wormy, with mangy sprigs of wiry rust-colored fur that stuck straight up all over. Though she looked to be no more than six or eight weeks old, when I reached in to pull her out she snarled and snapped like a badger. I assumed abuse and neglect were to blame for her bad attitude. I decided to feed her and leave her alone, and when she calmed down she would come out on her own.

Three days later she was still cowering in the back corner of the doghouse, so I decided to try again so I could bring her to the vet. Slowly I pulled her out, but as soon as I started to lift her up she snarled and snapped again. I put a towel over her and picked her up. At the vet’s office, I warned them that even though she was small and frail she was a Tasmanian devil in disguise. They gave her the first dose of treatment for worms and mange, and sent a second and third dose home with me. As she began to feel better and calm down, I managed, without losing any fingers, to slip a small collar around her neck.

Several weeks later, as my husband held her by her collar to sponge on the final dose of her mange treatment, something spooked her and she began to jump wildly. She flipped, causing her collar — with my husband’s hand on it — to tighten around her neck. In a panic, she bit his hand, down to the bone, in four different places before he could get untangled and out of her reach. We had tried to be patient with her, but for him, that was the last straw. Bleeding and angry, he said we were going to have to put her down.

“We cannot have a vicious dog like this around kids,” he said. “She is dangerous and she’s only a puppy. Imagine what may happen when she has size to back up that temper.”

I understood his concern but felt that the only reason she bit him was because she thought he was choking her when his hand got twisted up in her collar. If I promised to keep kids away from her, would he give me a chance to try something else first? Maybe I could call someone in authority to come and get her? He agreed.

The next morning I called the Department of Natural Resources, explained the problem, and asked if they could please send someone to remove her and take her to an animal refuge. The man on the phone laughed and said, “Lady, are you living in a Disney movie? We are going to put that dog down. And that is all we are going to do with her.”

Kill her or keep her. Those were our choices. When the bleeding had stopped and the scars were healing my husband agreed that she could stay, for a while. Before her arrival we had huge catfish in our lake that used to eat from my hand, hummingbirds that let me hold the feeder while they zoomed inches from my head, and feral cats that I had loved into family pets. I was certain that with a little patience I could have this ugly little dog sleeping at the foot of the bed. It had become a personal challenge to win her over.

Before I knew it, a year had come and gone, and I had lost all hope and most of my patience. A.J. wouldn’t love us, but she wouldn’t leave us either. As long as we never tried to bother her, she never bit or even growled, and seemed timid and docile. Like a teenager, it just wasn’t in her to express love, affection or appreciation for her never-empty bowl.

When we came home from work our Doberman and our little Pekingese mix were always excited to see us, wagging their tails, jumping and vying for our attention. A.J. stood back, bewildered. She had no idea why they would be so happy to see people. A.J. liked the dogs, but they did not like her. They never wanted anything to do with her. A.J. just sadly followed along behind them while they shunned her. Even as a puppy A.J. was different. She didn’t want to play, she never went through the “chewing stage,” and although well fed, much to my dismay, she killed every small animal that happened to appear — squirrels, possums, raccoons — anything that moved.

After two long years of trying to win her over I had finally given up. She had made very little progress. She would let us pet her on the head for about two minutes, she would very cautiously eat treats from my hand, and she followed us everywhere we went — although always at a safe distance. But unlike our other dogs she displayed no love, loyalty, or affection.

One afternoon while I was walking with A.J. at her usual ten paces behind, I ran into one of our neighbors who made a comment about my pretty “red dog.” I began to relay some of my frustration with trying to get her to bond with us.

“I bet she’s one of those coyote pups that the old man up the road found in the woods behind his house,” she said. “He said he had found the mother dead and heard whimpering nearby. And in a little dug out hole there were four reddish brown cubs that he thought might have been part dog.” When my neighbor had asked him what he had done with the cubs, she said he laughed and told her that he had “found them all homes.”

“I knew he meant that he had dropped those pups at neighboring farms,” she added.

Suddenly, it began to make sense: A.J. wouldn’t bond with us, the other dogs didn’t like her, and she showed no affection. No wonder she bit like a crocodile and wouldn’t play or act like a dog. She wasn’t a dog. She was a wild animal. Instantly, my frustration with her melted into complete wonder as I realized that what had looked like two years of zero progress with a bad-tempered, stubborn dog was in fact a near miracle with an animal that was doing exactly what she was designed to do. I no longer saw her as an ungrateful, unloving dog but as a wild animal that had grown to love us as much as she was capable of and showed more trust and affection than she was ever supposed to. The problem all along had been with my perception. When I began to see and accept her for what she was, instead of what I expected her to be, I was amazed at the things we had accomplished, not what we had not.

We lost A.J. this year and buried her in the woods behind our barn alongside our other beloved family pets. Although she wasn’t your typical “pet,” she was a very real part of our family, and I still catch myself waiting for her as I go on my daily walk. In the ten years we shared our life with her I learned a little bit about living with a coyote and a whole lot about living, period. I was able to look past my own expectations and accept her for the truly amazing creature that she was.

~Andrea Peebles
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Never Tuckered Out

There is no hope unmingled with fear, and no fear unmingled with hope.

~Baruch Spinoza

“Don’t worry,” said Dee, tickling Tucker’s smooth pink belly. “We’re going to have a good time; you go do the same.” She winked confidently at me.

Three months into our puppy parenting, my husband announced that he and I were going on a business trip. Finding a place for my nine-year-old daughter, Zoe, to stay the weekend was easy, but finding a place for our nine-month-old, four-pound Yorkie was a different story. Tucker had never been away from us and I hated the thought of putting her in a kennel, so when I heard that my husband’s receptionist had doggie-sat another Yorkie for six months, I was relieved. Dee was great with Tucker and as much as a mom could feel “comfortable” handing over her baby, I felt confident that she would be safe.

After the first nervous night of checking in with Dee, I finally relaxed and enjoyed my carefree morning at the hotel while my husband went off to business meetings. I’d just returned from a beach walk and was ready to shower when my cell phone rang.

“Tucker’s gone,” Dee sobbed. “She got out the front door and we’ve been looking for her. She’s been gone about an hour,” she said, trying to compose herself. “My daughter’s looking everywhere.”

“I’m on my way,” I said frantically, and grabbed my car keys.

I sped along the freeway with my heart pounding as I gripped the steering wheel repeating the mantra. “I’m gonna find you Tucker. I’m gonna find you Tucker.”

Memories flooded my mind on that hour drive. I hadn’t willingly become a dog owner. I’d been worn down by eight years of Zoe’s begging. My mind wandered to the first day we took our puppy home.

“Tucker,” said Zoe from the back seat of the car. “Let’s call her Tucker.”

“Cute,” I said turning around to see the little black ball of fluff nuzzled protectively in her arms, “but everyone will think she’s a boy.”

“Mom, it’s like Tuck Everlasting,” she said definitively. “She’s going to be with me forever, plus look — I can ‘tuck’er’ under my arms.”

“Oh, that is sweet,” I said. “Okay, Tucker it is.”

Despite weeks of nighttime howling, many potty-training mistakes, and one chewed cell phone charger cord, Tucker and I became inseparable buddies. She’d dive under the covers and snuggle by my side, she’d sit on my lap while I wrote at the computer, and she followed me everywhere. Tucker loved playing with Zoe, but when it was time to eat she knew who her meal ticket was. I was smitten with this dog and now she was gone. I trembled and tears rolled down my face while I tried desperately to steady the steering wheel.

By the time I arrived, a search party of five had already assembled and dispersed with handwritten signs announcing “Lost Dog.” Tucker had a nametag and was micro-chipped. Surely we’d find her. For hours I walked with food in one hand and a squeaky toy in the other. As the sun sank my spirits followed. I’d have to return to my husband empty-handed and break the news. I told Dee I’d come back the next day. All we could do was pray and stay by the phone.

Despite the next day’s even bigger search party, Tucker was nowhere to be found. We were going to have to tell Zoe. Alarmed that we picked her up early from a sleepover party, Zoe collapsed into a heap of wails when she heard.

“We’ll keep looking for her,” I said stroking Zoe’s hair. “We won’t give up.”

That night I prayed, “Dear God, please keep Tucker safe and let her find her way home.”

I allowed Zoe to miss school on Monday so we could print 500 flyers and post them. We visited every shelter and pet store in a twenty-mile radius. By the day’s end we were exhausted. The house was eerily quiet and our hearts ached.

Months went by and every so often someone would call with a sighting, and our hearts would soar with expectation, but it was never Tucker. While our grieving deepened, I continued to pray. At the suggestion of a pet psychic, I left Tucker’s crate outside on our front porch hoping one day I’d find her in it.

After six months, we adopted “Lucy,” another Yorkie, and she kept us happy and busy with her own special puppy antics. While Lucy tempered the grief of our loss, my heart still ached for Tucker and I continued to pray that she’d find her way home.

“How will Tucker find us when we move out?” asked Zoe as we packed for a nearby apartment in anticipation of our eight-month home renovation.

“We’ll leave the crate here,” I said. “I’ll check on it every day, and we’ll keep our same phone number.”

Another six months went by and still I looked and prayed for Tucker. I was cooking dinner when the phone rang.

“Is this Mrs. Tanzman?”

“Yes,” I said a bit impatiently, expecting a phone solicitor.

“This is the Blue Shield vet clinic. We have your dog Tucker.”

“What?” I gasped, nearly dropping the boiling pot of water. “Is she all right? She’s been lost for over a year.”

“Well she’s got two bad cuts under her eyes and she’s infested with fleas, but other than that she seems okay. Can you be here soon? We close at six.”

“Zoe,” I screamed, “they have Tucker!”

We both burst into tears as we fled the apartment, putting Lucy safely in her crate and barely remembering to turn off the stove. The vet was an hour away and it was five o’clock.

How did Tucker get there? Where had she been all this time? Would she remember us? Here I was on another white-knuckle drive flooded with anticipation, fear, and excitement. Had Tucker searched for us as we had for her?

We were laughing and crying as we raced up the steps of the vet and they brought Tucker out. She leaped into my arms climbing all over me while licking away my tears.

“She definitely remembers you,” smiled the vet.

As we drove home, I looked in the rear view mirror. Tucker was once again protectively nuzzled in Zoe’s arms. It had been a year and twenty-three days since Tucker went missing from our lives. She wasn’t that cute ball of fluff anymore. In fact she was fat, smelled horrible, had a bizarre haircut, oozing wounds, and a cone around her head, but we thought she was the most beautiful dog in the world.

“See Mom, I knew Tucker was a good name for her.”

“Why’s that?” I asked. “Because she’s everlasting?”

“No, because she never got tuckered out looking for us.”

~Tsgoyna Tanzman
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Brave Susie

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

~Gilda Radner

“Donna, did you see the news tonight?” asked Ramona. I hadn’t. It was another late evening and I was packing up to leave the hair salon that I had owned for the last sixteen years.

“A puppy was dropped off at the shelter, and it had been beaten and set on fire,” she said. Ramona was nearly in tears telling me the horrific details. My heart sank. I didn’t understand how people could be so cruel. The wounded Pit Bull mix puppy had suffered second and third degree burns over sixty percent of its body, the dog’s jaw was broken and the tips of its ears were singed. Everyone assumed the injured animal would be put to sleep, but at the shelter, in spite of its pain, the dog continued to wag its tail and lick anyone who came close.

In the weeks following, Ramona was chosen to foster the four-month-old puppy until a permanent home could be found. The courageous dog had been named Susie and had already endured a number of surgeries. Susie needed around-the-clock medical care. Ramona was scheduled to go out of town one weekend so I volunteered to bring Susie home and care for her. When I walked in the door, my husband Roy looked skeptical.

“It’s a Pit Bull. Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

His concern was legitimate. A year earlier I had been attacked by a Pit Bull and Roy knew I still had nightmares from the incident. A family in our neighborhood had moved, leaving behind their dog chained up with no food or water. I was appalled and was trying to find the animal a home. Every evening I filled up its empty food and water bowls. But on this particular day I turned around and the dog clenched down on my calf. He shook his head back and forth, gnawing into my skin. His strength knocked me to the ground where he let go of my leg and began biting my neck. I could see the blood pouring onto the ground beside me. With all my might I pushed the animal off with both of my hands and began running. Doctors would later tell me I was lucky to be alive. I endured forty stitches and was unable to walk for six weeks.

But Susie was different. There was nothing intimidating about her big brown eyes or her always-running wet nose. We welcomed her into our home. And within a few weeks, Ramona helped us make it official. We adopted her.

The joy we experienced as Susie became a part of our family was short-lived when we heard that under North Carolina animal cruelty laws, Susie’s attacker wouldn’t receive jail time. I was disgusted. What type of message did this send to other abusers? Attorneys shook their heads and apologized, but their hands were tied and nothing could legally be done. The injustice fueled a passion in me that I had never felt before. I refused to let Susie’s story be swept under the rug. With Susie by my side, I rallied friends, family and anyone who would listen and began a grassroots effort to tell others what had happened months earlier. Our team quickly grew from a handful of animal advocates to thousands. Within weeks, our humble Facebook page had 24,000 followers. We spoke at rallies, local events and inundated our communities with Susie’s story.

Our hard work paid off. After long meetings with our local representatives, they agreed to speak on our behalf. Our state legislators decided that anyone who tortures, starves or kills an animal would face jail time. In North Carolina, the malicious abuse of animals would be deemed a Class H felony, punishable by up to ten years of prison, even for first-time offenders.

On June 23, 2010 I woke up with a spring in my step and whispered to Susie, “Today is the day.”

We traveled to our state capital. Susie enjoyed the car ride with her nail polished paws on the door and head hanging out the window. I watched her from the corner of my eye as I steered. She was a far cry from the scared puppy who been beaten, burned and left for dead. When we arrived, I smiled at our governor as she approached, but before I could shake her hand, she wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered “Thank you.” But it was I who was thankful that day. Thankful for a little burned puppy that had the will to survive and who change my life — not to mention other lives in the years to come.

~Amanda Dodson
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A Little Thing Called Sisterhood

How do people make it through life without a sister?

~Sara Corpening

Nineteen ninety-six was a big year for my husband and me. We finished school, got our first real jobs, bought our own house, and yes, decided that we needed a dog. In fact, I had told my husband that as soon as we returned from our two-week post-graduation vacation, we were getting a puppy. I even wrote on the calendar in our kitchen “July 14, buy our new friend.”

My husband tried as hard as he could to put off the puppy purchase date. After all, we would both be working full-time and our house wasn’t that large. Who would take care of the puppy when we were gone all day? And, where would the puppy run around? Yet I completely ignored my husband’s practical perspective in exchange for my emotional one. And, on July 14, I forced him into the car with me in search of our new family member.

As soon as I saw Snickers, I was instantly in love. A tan-and-white Sheltie, just twelve weeks old, she was frisky and energetic. I knew that she was destined to be mine. My husband was hard pressed to disagree, as the tiny ball of fur licked him furiously, with a look in her eyes that practically begged him to take her home.

As certain as I had been that we had found our dog, I began to have doubts on the half-hour car ride home. The entire way, as I held my new baby in my arms, she shook, shuddered, and looked simply terrified. My husband reassured me that her fear would subside once she got used to us and her new surroundings. Still, for the next twenty-four hours, Snickers shook, moped, whined, and cried. Something was wrong and we felt helpless. Despite treats, toys, and lots of petting, Snickers was unmistakably miserable.

Then, without warning a thought sprung into my head.

“Maybe she misses her sister,” I announced.

“Are you suggesting…” my husband began.

“I’m simply saying that I think I know how to make Snickers happy,” I informed my husband. “Now, get in the car.”

I picked up the sad mass of fur that had been drooping around all day and put her in the car. Less than an hour later, we were back at Snickers’ original home. I set my lonely puppy on the ground, and within seconds she was romping and barking and even chasing her tail. In an instant, my woebegone pup was vivacious and animated. Minutes later, the breeder came out with the other female from the litter. The two animals ran toward each other like a scene out of a movie. Once they began frantically chasing and licking one another, my husband and I looked at each other. That evening, we relaxed at home, curled up with our two happy Sheltie puppies.

Snickers and Skittles were completely inseparable from the beginning. They ate together, played together, and even got into trouble together. When one of them sucked down a pair of knee high stockings, leaving us wondering which dog had actually committed the unthinkable act, they were even forced to vomit together. The point was, though, that they were twin sisters with an invisible bond so strong that attempting to break it would also, as we’d seen in the beginning, break their spirit.

When our canine children were three years old, I gave birth to a beautiful baby girl named Hannah. I’m pretty certain that the dogs thought of her as their human sister, because they refused to leave her side. They licked her tiny toes as she sat in her bouncy seat and watched her closely as I’d feed her. They even slept beneath her crib at times. My dogs knew who was in their pack and were aware of their family responsibilities.

But pregnancy with Hannah had been difficult for me. I was nauseous and tired and even had to go on bed rest for almost a month. Thus, the thought of having another baby made me nervous. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go through all of that ever again. One night, as I was telling my husband my reservations about getting pregnant again, he looked at me sternly and said, “So you want to deprive Hannah of the joy that Snickers has?” I had never thought of our situation in that way. However, my husband was right. Snickers loved having a sister to share her experiences and play. How could I possibly deny my daughter that same happiness and contentment?

Today, as my puppies approach their fourteenth birthday, I am heavyhearted as I watch them limp with arthritis and ignore my commands due to failed hearing. Still I get so much joy from watching them play with my two human daughters, Hannah and Jordyn. The dogs taught me how to love and laugh. They showed me how to play hard and how to relax. Yet most importantly, they taught me the importance of a little thing called sisterhood. And for that, I will always be grateful.

~Sharon Dunski Vermont
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Delilah, Take a Bow

A dog is the only thing on earth that loves you more than you love yourself.

~Josh Billings

Have you ever felt totally unappreciated? Have you ever needed support and your loved ones were not there for you? Dog School graduation was one of those times when I felt very alone in the world. It seemed as if no one cared about all the hard work I had done. Aside from being disappointed, something else happened that night of a positive nature. I had an awakening that completely changed my perspective about reveling in my own personal glory.

We brought Delilah, our new Doberman, home at eight weeks old. She had a wonderful temperament. Over the first six months, she grew to a generous seventy-five pounds. She was basically good, but a bit unruly being her puppy self. Our two adolescents were behind many of her shenanigans. She was both high-spirited and headstrong. Our home was not spacious. She was a large “house dog” who definitely needed to be controlled. It soon became apparent she had to have some training. I was the only family member with tenacity enough to tackle the rigorous ten weeks of daily dog training sessions. Delilah’s predecessor had been a huge, energetic, male Doberman. I had taken him though obedience training with good results. He became an enjoyable member of our household, a great pet, and we missed him terribly. We had gotten Delilah hoping to fill the large void left when he died. We immediately fell in love with her and anticipated she would be the same kind of wonderful pet he had been. She quickly worked her way into our hearts.

Classes began in late May. It was already hot and ten more weeks would take us into August, the hottest month of the year. Although I knew my artificial limb was going to be a problem for me with the intense heat, I was determined to get through it. It had to be done. I had expected Delilah to be stubborn and difficult, but as we worked together I saw a different side to her temperament. She had an innate desire to please me. The only problem was the long hours of training in the dreadful heat.

Although she learned quickly, it was necessary to repeat the exercises over and over until she could do them by rote. There were times I became frustrated and impatient, and I yelled at her. I felt bad about that because once she understood what I wanted her to do, she never forgot the command or what I expected of her. She was attentive and not easily distracted. Our male Doberman had been far more interested in anything and everything but the commands I was trying to teach him. She was a delight by comparison. Nine weeks of training had passed and it was the week before graduation. There was a final rehearsal before we actually faced the judge. Delilah did beautifully and I was proud of her. I was even prouder of myself for my major accomplishment. Graduation week arrived. I asked my husband if he wanted to go to the graduation. He said his allergies were bothering him and he felt he would be miserable sitting outdoors for that long.

“I am disappointed,” I said. “But you might be right. I don’t want you to be miserable for my sake.” Truthfully, I thought it was just a lame excuse. I was certain that the children would be anxious to go, but I was mistaken. They had gone to a couple of sessions and sat sweating and swatting mosquitoes. They hesitated when I ask them if they wanted to go, and I could tell they really didn’t want to.

“Mom, do we really have to?”

“Of course, you don’t have to,” I said.

Foolishly, I believed some of the family would simply “want to” for my sake. I had worked hard all summer and wanted their support during the trials. It became apparent that none of it mattered to anyone but me. Graduation night was long and hot. Even though I knew my family would have been uncomfortable, it still hurt that no one had wanted to come. Out of the twenty-seven dogs, Delilah was one of the last to face the judge. The auditorium was stifling and we were both hot and weary by the time we started the drill. Delilah responded to every command to perfection, but lagged slightly on the turns, losing a couple of half points. We formed a straight line across the floor in front of the judge awaiting her decisions. She announced first place, then, second place. I was looking down at Delilah when I heard, “The Doberman, Delilah, third place.” I felt the blood rush to my face. Reaching down, I encircled her big head with a hug. The crowd applauded as we stepped forward to receive the trophy. I knew Delilah had done well but I never expected to be in the top four.

On the drive home, I chattered incessantly at Delilah who was curled up in the seat, trying to sleep. She was relieved to be back in the air-conditioned car, headed for home. I was bubbling over with the excitement of winning third place. I could hardly wait to tell the family. It was eleven o’clock when I arrived home. The family had all gone to bed. I felt yet another pang of disappointment that no one had waited up to see how I had done. I put the trophy in the middle of the breakfast bar and stepped back to admire it. I walked back to living room to sit down and unwind a little before turning in. Delilah was curled up at my feet, her shoulder leaning against my lower leg. I stroked her head and she sleepily wagged her stubby tail. My good girl. She had worked so hard for me, every night for ten weeks, and performed like a real champion when it mattered most. What a wonderful dog.

I began to think back over those weeks of training. Suddenly, I sat straight up. It hit me like a bolt of lightning. What was wrong with me? It was Delilah that had learned all those many commands and it was her score that won the trophy. I had won absolutely nothing. I was self-indulgent enough to believe that graduation was “all about me.” The truth was, I was only a small part of it. The training sessions must have been just as stressful, frustrating, and tiring for her as they were for me. She did her best out of love for me and to please me. She never cared about trophies or winning. The only reward she wanted was to hear me say to her, “Good girl, Delilah!” and pat her on the head. I stood up and walked to the breakfast bar, took out a marker and a big piece of paper. Smiling, I wrote: “WAY-TO-GO, DELILAH!” in large, black letters. I stood the paper up in front of the trophy and went to bed, a little less full of myself.

~Joyce E. Sudbeck
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A Puppy Named Runt

When the world says, “Give up,” Hope whispers, “Try it one more time.”

~Author Unknown

He was just a small bundle of dark fur, not even breathing. So small and helpless that I didn’t think he would survive, but Pepper kept licking her puppy and my son, James, gently nudged the puppy’s lifeless body.

“I’m sorry, honey,” I said. “He’s probably the last one and he’s the runt of the litter. I don’t think he’ll make it.”

James looked up at me for a moment, his jaw set in quiet determination as he refused to give up and continued to nudge the puppy’s limp form, as if willing him to live. Suddenly, the little body jerked and you could see his small chest rise and fall with spastic breaths as he struggled to move his body around. He was so tiny that you could hold him in the palm of one hand. Gently, James laid him down with the rest of the puppies. Pepper was exhausted and lay down beside them. She had given birth to seven puppies and all of them were alive.

As the days passed, I noticed that something seemed different with Runt. James had already named most of the puppies: Bear, because he was so big, Romeo, because he was so handsome and loveable, Sad Girl, because, well, you get the picture. Yet we continued to call the last puppy, Runt. Somehow, it was the only name that fit. We decided to find homes for all but one of the puppies and I was letting James pick which one we would keep. He wanted to keep all of them, but of course that was impossible. I grew up always having a dog around, and if it was left to me, we probably would have kept two or three, but then I was always a sucker for dogs and especially puppies or any helpless animal. That’s probably why I felt compelled to look after Runt.

Pepper would not feed Runt and didn’t seem to want him around. All the other puppies were bigger and stronger and pushed him off during feeding time. I started taking Pepper and Runt into my home office, away from the other puppies so he could nurse. It was the only way he could get any food. I had to stay with them though, or Pepper would not lie down to feed him. As the puppies grew, they seemed to be twice Runt’s size. When they were six weeks old, we gave five to a placement service and kept Romeo and Runt. One of the neighbors wanted Runt and James wanted to keep Romeo. My aunt was going to keep Pepper until we could find a good home for her.

I had delayed weaning Runt until the other puppies were gone. As soon as I started, the problems began. When Runt ate his puppy food, he threw it up, so I bought soft food and whipped it with the fork. For a while this worked, and then he started throwing up again. Watching his little body spasm as he threw up was like a knife through my chest. He didn’t want to eat, only nurse, and I was getting very worried. He was almost eight weeks old and had hardly grown. I took Runt for his puppy shots and described his problem to the vet.

“Runt has a constriction in his esophagus. He may need surgery to correct it,” he said, after he examined him. When he told me how much it would cost, I dropped my head. I did not have the kind of money he was talking about.

“What other options do I have?” I asked.

“You could try a liquid diet for a while,” he said.

“Or you could put the dog food in a blender and see if he can digest that. If that doesn’t work, he may have to be put to sleep.”

I felt my chest constrict. Runt looked up at me with brown trusting eyes that seemed to say, “Make it better, Mommy Person.” Mommy Person was a joke between James and me that started when Runt was very little. I would tell James to bring Runt to me, and he would say, “Come on Runt, Mommy Person wants you.”

Standing in the vet’s office, I blinked back the tears that filled my eyes. Runt deserved a chance to keep living. Even when the other puppies were walking and his little body was too weak for him to stand, he would drag himself around. He pushed under the other puppies if they didn’t get out of his way and kept trying until he was able to limp around. Runt was a fighter, and since he wouldn’t give up on himself, I wasn’t giving up on him.

The puppy and dog food didn’t blend well and he continued to throw up. The more helpless I felt, the more upset I became. One day at work, I told my friend Denise, “I’m so worried about Runt. I’ve mashed up the puppy food, whipped it, blended and pureed it. Nothing seems to work. He still throws it up. He’s hardly grown at all and if he doesn’t keep some food down soon, he’ll die.”

That’s when she said two simple words, “baby food.” I was silent for a moment, and then I repeated her words.

“Baby food?” So simple, yet I had never thought of it.

“That’s what we feed our dog,” she continued. “She’s old and can’t digest anything solid, not even the very soft dog food.”

That evening I picked up some baby food on the way home. When I fed it to Runt, he licked the bowl clean. I waited, dreading the usual convulsions that shook his tiny body after he ate, but nothing happened. I continued feeding him baby food and he started getting stronger and even gained a little weight.

When he turned three months old, he was a little ball of energy. He continued to grow, although slowly. When he reached six months, I decided to try small amounts of soft dog food again. I whipped it until it was smooth as pudding.

“Mom,” James protested, “he’s not a baby. Why are you doing that?”

“Honey, he’s only had baby food for the last four months and this is a lot thicker,” I answered. “I’m trying to make sure he doesn’t choke.”

I gave it to him in small quantities, even coming home on my lunch hour to feed him. As he was able to eat more of it, I decreased his baby food and finally stopped it altogether.

When Runt turned nine months old, I bought him puppy biscuits and fed him one with each meal. He was able to eat it with no problem, and I gradually gave him a few more. I had to be careful not to let him eat when he was excited since he would choke. One time I had to do the Heimlich maneuver on him. When he turned a year old, we had a birthday party for him. I got his favorite treats and even made him a little puppy cake, which he gulped down in a few seconds.

Runt will never be as big as his brothers and sisters and his legs may not be as strong as they could have been, but he never gave up, no matter how hopeless things seemed and for now, I’m content to have him hopping around the yard barking and chasing James.

~Brendalyn Crudup Martin
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Treat, Pray, Love

You may have a dog that won’t sit up, roll over or even cook breakfast, not because she’s too stupid to learn how but because she’s too smart to bother.

~Rick Horowitz, Chicago Tribune

I opened the cupboard door under the sink and reached for a sponge. Ginger, our six-month-old Boykin Spaniel, darted in, grabbed something and disappeared, her nails scratching along the tile as she scooted away from the scene of the crime and crouched under the coffee table.

“She’s got a Brillo Pad!” I yelled, in hot pursuit. “Drop it, Ginger! Right now!”

Richard blocked one end of the table while I blocked the other. Ginger darted out between Richard’s legs, over the sofa and into the bedroom.

“Richard!” I screamed. “I can’t take it anymore! This dog has got to go!”

Ginger was the devil in disguise. As she grew, I waited for horns to sprout behind her soft silky ears. The amazingly cute, chocolate-brown puppy with a gleaming smile and sparkling eyes had captured my heart the minute I saw her. I soon tired, however, of chasing her around the kitchen table to retrieve socks, towels, eyeglasses and everything else she snatched when I wasn’t looking. Only a biscuit would make her relinquish her prize. I kept the treat jar filled at all times in order to retain my sanity.

I stomped my feet in frustration. “Take her to the pound! I’m done with her!”

Richard calmly snapped the leash on her while I picked pieces of steel wool out of the carpet. Ginger trotted behind him as he headed out the door. My heart began to pound. I leaped up and ran after them.

“She can stay,” I sobbed. Richard laughed. He knew full well Ginger wasn’t going anywhere. Ginger, oblivious to her close call, sniffed the garbage can.

“She’s going to obedience school,” I decided. Obviously I couldn’t train her myself and I certainly couldn’t let her get the best of me.

“Whatever you say, honey,” Richard answered with a grin.

I immediately signed her up for school at the local pet store. The instructor billed himself as a world-renowned dog trainer who could cure any behavioral issues. I laid down my credit card without hesitation.

On that first night, we were six women gathered in the pet store parking lot. The drill sergeant, Gordon, barked orders at us.

“Wear flat shoes to class. No spike heels. No stopping at happy hour. If I smell alcohol, I’ll tell you to leave. And absolutely no smoking,” he said, emphasizing every word with his hands on hips. “Does everyone understand?”

We nodded in agreement.

“I’ve trained dogs for years and it’s the owner that needs the training,” Gordon bellowed. “No treats! Dogs can’t be trained with treats.”

On week two, owners and dogs lined up in the parking lot. Big scraggly-haired mutts of various shapes and colors towered over tiny Ginger. Not the least bit intimidated, she immediately stuck her nose in the pile of bags and purses lining the sidewalk. I jerked her away before she had a chance to steal a set of car keys.

“Sit!” yelled Gordon.

On command five dogs landed on their rumps. Ginger darted off to chase a squirrel dragging me along with her.

“Obviously you didn’t do your research on this breed before you bought her, did you?” said Gordon.

“Why do you think I’m paying you?” I snapped back. “When are we going to learn ‘drop it’?”

“That’s in the advanced class,” replied Gordon. “She has to learn how to sit first.”

I took Ginger to school the next week full of hope. We had worked on sit and stay every spare minute I had. She didn’t seem to get it but I had a feeling it would sink in soon. If she could learn one simple command, I hoped that “drop it” wouldn’t be far behind. The biscuit jar verged on empty.
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