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Chapter 1

The Best Christmas Present

 


A few weeks prior to Christmas, Drew and I
thought about a special addition to our family. Drew, my son, was
then six years old—old enough to help care
for a dog, keeping it well groomed and making sure it had enough
food, water, and exercise.

We asked a friend who worked with the dog
rescue programs in our local area, when the next visiting day would
be. We learned the rescue program offered several days each month
for the public to meet the dogs that were ready for adoption. We
set our calendar for the big day.

The day arrived, and that evening, we were
ready and excited.

“Drew, let’s go pick out a rescue dog at the
local store.”

“Yes, Mum!” Drew yelled as he took off down
the hallway to get his shoes.

This was going to be our special Christmas
present to each other: a new member of the family.

Drew and I arrived at a local pet store
chain. We walked in through the sliding doors and were amazed at
how many dogs were there. First, we walked around, looking at the
wonderful dogs. They were from the local pound, and some were
strays, while others where dropped off. All needed good homes with
lots of love. The store smelled fresh and clean. The cages the dogs
rested in were well maintained, and each had a bowl of water and a
toy or chewy.

Drew and I met several types of
dogs—big dogs like the Great Dane and small
ones like the Yorkshire Terrier. The handlers walked the available
dogs around, showing off how well mannered and friendly the dogs
were. The dogs listened well to the commands to sit, stay, and
come, and some even shook hands. But none seemed to really fit our
family needs. Some of the dogs had too much energy, or the breed of
dog was not suitable because it was either too big or too small.
One of our preferences was for a quiet dog that did not bark very
much. Age was important, because a puppy would require more work
than an older dog. We needed a dog that was past the puppy stage,
yet still young enough to adapt to our young family lifestyle. Our
backyard had shade and a doggy door, so we would not have to worry
about messes in the house, and an older dog may be housebroken. Our
backyard was completely fenced in, so the danger of a dog going
into the street could be avoided. While Drew was at school, I
worked part-time, so the dog would have my company until Drew got
home from school. We wanted this dog to be a family member.

We enjoyed meeting each dog. Each had its own
personality and was very happy to meet each visitor.

Several dogs were waiting in the portable
kennels for a turn to meet the visitors. Quietly lying down was a
big dog with brown eyes and an unusual coat—a sable red color with markings like a husky. He was a
handsome male mixed breed with a kind expression on his face.

The volunteer explained to us the dog’s
story: He was about a year old, and they had found him at the pound
several months prior. Darby placed with foster parents, who were
taking care of his daily needs. The volunteer then explained that
this dog is kind, good with children and other animals, and, most
importantly, housebroken. “Darby is smart and very trainable; that
means he’s a good student.”

“May my son and I visit with this one?”

"Yes," the woman replied.

She brought Darby out, and we greeted each
other. Drew and I lowered our hands for Darby to smell, and once
Darby felt comfortable with us, we petted his head and ran our
hands down his red, soft back. Darby displayed a warm, giving
nature and an easy disposition. The other dogs were nice and
friendly, but there was a special connection between Darby, Drew,
and myself. I was seeking a specific temperament—a combination of a certain kind of personality and
behavior. For our household, a relaxed temperament was ideal. The
looks of the dog or the special breed did not matter. After many
licks, Darby just brushed up against me, as if he were giving me a
hug. Drew, almost the same height as Darby, gave Darby a hug. In
return, Darby gave a very wet lick up the side of Drew’s face.
Those watching laughed at the surprise on Drew’s face and at the
warm connection, we seemed to share with the dog. We knew he was
the dog to bring home.

“Yes, we'll adopt this dog.”

With the adoption papers were completed, with
Darby’s vaccine chart and dog license. We decided to purchase
Darby’s supplies after we knew we would adopt a dog that day. The
pet store provided for all our pet needs. I asked Drew to pick out
a collar and leash, suitable in size and length for a big dog.
After considering several color choices, we decided that green
suited Darby the best. We asked the adoption staff what type of dog
food would best suit his breed and age. From a wide selection of
bowls, Drew picked out a large water dish and a food dish. With
Darby's new collar, dog license, and leash on, and carrying our new
purchased items, we thanked the staff with wide, happy smiles and
headed to the car. We loaded up the car and drove home with our
family Christmas present. Our family had one more special, and very
much wanted, new member.


Chapter 2

Getting to Know You

Having grown up with big dogs, I learned the
care and joy of having them around. Sharing the potential joy with
my son was my hope, for great memories to come. Over the next
several weeks, Darby, our new family member, was teaching us where
he liked to sleep and what special treats he preferred. Darby
thought my bed suited him just fine. I walked into my bedroom, and
there he was, spread out across my bed, asleep.

“Darby, this is not your bed. Yours is here,
next to mine. Get down.”

Darby looked at his new
owner, as if to say nope.

“Darby, get down.”

Nope.

“Okay, I’ll try another method …” I went to
the kitchen and cut up a few small pieces of Swiss cheese and went
back into the bedroom.

“Darby, want some Swiss cheese?” Oh, his
soft velvety ears perked right up. He was very interested in
whatever I was holding that smelled so good. That was the trick. I
led him to his own bed on the floor next to mine and asked him to
lie down there, and then I gave him his treat … magic.

Each morning, the family would greet each
other. “Good morning,” we would say, with a hello to Darby too.
This was a common practice as the house woke up to another day. We
noticed one morning that Darby had made a sound, a mumble of sorts,
to our amazement. Drew and I looked at each other in surprise.

“Mum, did Darby just say ‘hello’?”

"Yes, I do believe Darby said that."

We asked Darby to repeat his trick, by
commanding him to "speak."

"Hello," Darby seemed to reply.

We laughed and smiled,
because we had a talking dog that sounded like the dog from the
cartoon show The
Jetsons. Every morning, Darby expressed
his greetings to his family. Our new morning practice became a
usual occurrence. The joy we shared was rewarding. To achieve his
“dog talk,” Darby had an uncanny way of making noises in his
throat, with the ability to sound out syllables to say “haa–llo”
and “guu-od moorn-ing,” which always brought smiles to our faces.
After “speaking,” Darby enjoyed his favorite treat, Swiss cheese,
and our loving praise: "You’re such a good boy."

At first, no one would believe we had a
talking dog, until Drew’s friends would come over on the weekends.
Drew would bring out the Swiss cheese. The super way Drew handled
the stage performance brought so much joy. He would ask Darby to
speak, and Darby would speak, right on cue. The children would
laugh in delight and ask Darby to speak again.

I learned over the years, by asking other
dog owners, what special breed or quality might have inspired Darby
to speak this way. Most husky owners have told me that the husky
breed just has a knack for “speaking” this way.

The boy and his dog had found one thing they
enjoyed doing together: eating Swiss cheese and talking up a
storm.

Co-Pilot

Car rides were very fun
with Darby. He would want to sit in the passenger seat, looking out
the windscreen and window while observing the driver's technique.
His uncanny way of looking at you and then out the car window made
it seem as though he were having a silent
conversation with you. Darby might have been saying
I like how you did that right turn. Well
done. Sometimes I felt like I was taking a
driving test for my license.

When we were on the
highway, he appeared to be looking at the speedometer, and then out
at the posted mileage sign, saying, Mum, I
think you are going too fast; you need to slow
down. Many times, friends would call and
ask me who the other person was in the car that day they saw me.
Well, no one other than Darby. He held himself with great pride and
stature, and he was tall enough while sitting in the car to look
like a person.

In the mornings, we would
both drop Drew off at school. For a little bit longer, Drew was
required to sit in the backseat, buckled up for child safety
reasons. So Darby was in front seat, taking his position of
co-pilot. Once Drew was able to sit in the front seat, the game was
on. The race to the passenger door occurred often. Darby tried
every trick he could to keep his co-pilot seat. Like with two
siblings, the “shotgun” rule applied. Some days, Darby probably
thought he had won by jumping into the driver’s side door and then
into his co-pilot seat, or slipping in while Drew opened the
passenger door; I imagined I could hear Darby saying
I won. Darby, with his
uncanny way of expressing himself, would sit proudly in the seat
and smile at his success.

I practiced being fair with Drew and Darby.
Drew, when in the car with me, sat in the front, and while Drew was
in school or at an activity, Darby had his co-pilot seat. On days
when Darby was directed to sit in the back, the dog would place his
head on his paws and just pout with a very sad look on his face.
The expression was so funny we just had to laugh.

Once Drew stepped out of
the car, Darby would jump onto the front seat. His sad expression
would turn to one of pure joy. He would look at Drew, maybe
thinking have a good one at
school, or
I got my seat back, ha ha. Darby then would look at me, taking his place as co-pilot,
as if to say What are you waiting for?
Let's go.
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