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dedication

			For everyone who has ever connected with and loved an animal.

			


	

epigraph

			“The meaning of life is to find your gift. The purpose of life is to give it away.”

			- Pablo Picasso
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preface

			Growing up as a young boy in Philadelphia, I had always wanted a dog. Frankly, it didn’t matter to me if it was a specific breed, a purebred or a mutt. All I know is that I just wanted a dog; small or big, long-haired or short, fat or skinny. I recall my dad sharing my sentiments. Growing up, his family raised a small cream-colored Cairn Terrier, “Sport”. Throughout my dad’s teenage years, Sport proved to be his constant loyal companion. From the few stories that he shared with me about Sport, it seemed the small cream-colored pooch was beloved by everyone that came in contact with him. Since Sport taught my dad the very important lesson about unconditional loyalty and companionship, my dad envisioned a similar relationship for me -- a boy and his puppy growing up together. With the hopes of making his vision a reality, he would periodically come home with a dog hoping I would find my loyal canine companion.

			On more than one occasion, my dad would say to me, “Every boy should have a dog.” As an only child I did not have siblings to bond with, and because of this I really wanted my dad’s words to become a reality. I knew that if I had a dog I would have a living being that I could connect with and form a bond of loyalty that would last forever. Unfortunately, my mother developed an unhealthy fear of animals, creating a strong dislike for them, which meant that having a loyal canine companion would not be possible for me.

			Growing up, I never quite understood why she had that trepidation, but I could only assume she never had the exposure to the loyal companionship and unconditional love pets could ultimately give to a person. As quickly as my dad introduced a puppy into our household my mother just as quickly insisted the puppy go anywhere else besides our home. She made up one constructive excuse after another without fail.

			I still can still vividly recall the first dog to make an appearance in our home a rust-colored Airedale. It spent no more than two days there. A young and excitable Boxer was the next dog to be introduced to our home and once he left, two more dogs came to us. Both were lovable mutts with perky ears… one black-and-white, the other brown. Somewhere in between the Airedale, the Boxer, and the two lovable mutts was an adorable cream-colored puppy that lasted less than one day and one night, alone in a little box crying his heart out.

			“Yes, it’s cute” my mother said on more than one occasion. “But just not in this home,” she added. She would hide behind the contention that I could never be counted on to take care of an animal. That served primarily as a reminder for my dad, who always wanted the best for her, always taking a backseat to my mom’s desires and dictates. Despite his love for dogs of all breeds and sizes, he would not challenge my mom in that regard. Needless to say, three days represented the longest time I ever had a dog to call my own.

			Soon after I married and moved out of my parents’ home, my wife and I wasted little time acquiring our first dog. Despite our apartment building maintaining the strictest regulations regarding pets, we dared to roll the dice and decided on a small dog for our humble residence.

			One of my wife’s co-workers, a nurse, owned a female dog which had recently given birth to eight puppies, five of which lived. She gave us the last one, a delightful little pup, the runt of the litter. Predominately black with a tinge of brown coloring on his face, legs and paws, Murphy joined our household that summer. The timing was particularly important because of some serious issues I encountered that year and fast became my best friend. For the next 12 years of my life, Murphy brought me nothing but joy and unconditional love, companionship and unwavering loyalty. To this day, I thank my lucky stars that we found each other, but most importantly, he found me.

			During his life, Murphy managed to get into all sorts of shenanigans! Unfortunately, he also encountered a few mishaps from getting struck by a car after accidently dashing into the street to munching on a packet of sewing needles. On another occasion, our dog sitter let him get loose in an area 50 miles from home where he roamed for four days before being found. In another unfortunate incident, an angry Chow attacked him, but I was able to defend Murphy and he escaped virtually unharmed.

			Sadly Murphy was euthanized in early autumn of 1989. As the years passed on, I didn’t give much thought to the quality of our relationship until I discovered a most remarkable website. Suddenly it put all the right things into perspective for me. In early 2012, I decided to seek out a charity which was specifically founded to benefit animals. While browsing the internet, I discovered a website for Brown Dog Foundation, a charitable organization headquartered in Nashville, Tennessee. The organization’s home page featured a heartwarming picture of its founder, Carol Smock, with her arms around a handsome brown dog. As I scrolled down the page, I came to read “Chip’s Story” and I sadly learned he lost his battle with cancer.

			In 2006, six years to the day that Carol rescued Chip from Labrador Retriever Rescue of East Tennessee, she founded Brown Dog Foundation. Brown Dog has a fascinating approach to providing donations for the sake of animals, while helping their humans at the same time. The Foundation dedicates itself to raising funds to assist families who cannot afford the cost of life-saving medical treatment for their pet. With the economic difficulties from 2008 onward, an even greater strain has impacted some families as they attempt to balance putting food on the table with unanticipated medical problems experienced by their pets. Even today, some families face the decision of whether or not to prematurely euthanize a pet simply because their finances stand in the way.

			The Foundation specifically focuses on those families experiencing a financial setback at the same time a medical problem affecting their beloved animal arises. Carol dedicated herself to finding financial solutions for these pets. She knows all too well of the scenario of losing a job at the time when treatment could not be delayed, as this was her own story with Chip.

			With Carol’s never-ending hard work and the assistance of many others, both individuals and companies alike, Brown Dog Foundation was nurtured and grew with each passing year. The legacy of Chip has now resulted in providing assistance to families across the nation. What Carol had started as an organization at the local and statewide level in Tennessee has now become a national operation, affecting the lives of animals from the streets of New York City to the farmlands of mid-America, from Florida and Texas to Washington and New Jersey, and beyond.

			For five years of her life, Chip brought Carol the same joy and love, trust and companionship that my little dog Murphy had brought me. When she first adopted Chip, already a one-time cancer survivor, she explained to Labrador Rescue of East Tennessee that she would have traveled around the world to adopt him. After speaking with her numerous times over the past year-and-a-half, I do believe she spoke the truth. She too thanked her lucky stars that she found Chip. He taught her how great life could be with a really good friend. Once adopted by Carol, Chip never wanted for anything in his life, least of all for attention. In turn, he put her life in a different perspective. She preferred to cuddle with him on the couch than to go out, learning to slow down and reevaluate her priorities.

			Carol also learned that animals rely on humans to make sure they have what they need. Good care. Plenty of nourishing food. Fresh water available at all times. Medical attention whenever necessary. Lots of love. No matter how hard things may get, when we adopt a pet we are making a commitment to provide for them for the rest of their years.

			Just as Murphy found me, Chip found Carol.

			The heartwarming story of Carol and Chip and the purpose of the charity’s work that ensued so moved me that I became a regular contributor to the Brown Dog Foundation. Reading that story reminded me once again of how much my dog had meant to me, and I make those contributions in Murphy’s name. I was very pleased to learn that funds donated in the name of my little mongrel helped Roxy, a small, white terrier from my home state, to help finance her tumor surgery.

			For many people who have lost a pet, they grieve its passing, taking time to recall the many precious moments shared with a beloved dog or cat. Scrapbooks brim with pictures of these wonderful companions from the time they first touched our hearts as a puppy or kitten through their active years and then to the twilight days of their relatively short lives. Often times their presence in a photo represents a reminder of how they shared the years and the events of our collective lives.

			It has been said that angels are our friends in disguise. From time to time, we encounter a beacon of light in the form of Carol Smock. I am privileged to count her as friend. As long as people like Carol continue to shine in this world we will continue to be blessed. Carol could have grieved about the loss of her beloved Chip and gone about her daily life thereafter without leaving that legacy behind. It’s a good thing for many families that she didn’t.

			At the time this book headed for print, more than 900 animals, mostly dogs but with some cats mixed in as well, have benefited from the work and donations of Brown Dog. These families can thank their lucky stars that a person like Carol Smock crossed their paths. This story deserves to be told, just like all the other stories of kindness, generosity, empathy, hope, compassion…

			And above all, love.

			Len Napoli

			May 2015

			


	

surrender

			“Somebody’s been poisoning all the dogs. All the dogs in our neighborhood. And I sure don’t want anything happening to my dog. That’s why I’m planning on bringing him in. I certainly don’t want…”

			A click sounded and the phone line abruptly went dead, ending the conversation before she even finished her statement. Still seated at his desk, Andy Hitchens listened to the message on the answering machine. He paused, giving some thought as to why the woman on the other end of the line so strangely and quickly ended the call. Perhaps she had had some second thoughts about what she was planning. Maybe she became too embarrassed to leave any contact information or maybe the whole thing was a prank or a hoax. The center had fielded its fair share of silly and meaningless calls without any real purpose, but the woman, middle-aged at the most, spoke the words with a little crack to her voice. It was as though she was struggling with a decision she felt led to make.

			An intuition led Andy to believe this call was not a joke. As he put the phone receiver down he was sure to save the message he just heard. Now in his mid-forties, Andy had fared poorly with his diet and his now sedentary job continued to foster his growing girth. After lab studies and medical tests, he visited an internist from Nashville who managed to frighten him. It was something he definitely needed, however, the doctor didn’t frighten him enough. Andy developed just enough bad unhealthy habits to make the goal of improved health slightly beyond his reach. Still mindful of that weakness, he took the last bite of a powdered sugar donut. The white powder fell from his lower lip to his chin and then rained down on the Johnson City Animal Control logo on his cream colored shirt.

			Andy surveyed his work station, eyed his morning coffee and drained his cup in one big gulp. With his less-than-healthy breakfast finished, he swiveled his chair near the waste basket and clapped his hands twice. The excess of white powder tumbled into the trash receptacle. He pinched and pulled a few times on the fabric of his shirt and still more white powdered specks and flakes fell. As he tried to attend to his early morning paperwork, the message he saved earlier from the middle-aged woman still occupied his mind. Reverting back to the answering machine, he swiveled his chair close to the edge of his metal desk and pressed down on the green square on the lower right corner of the phone.

			“You have one saved message… first saved message…”

			“Somebody’s been poisoning all the dogs. All the dogs in our neighborhood. And I sure don’t want anything happening to my dog…”

			He stopped the message abruptly, took a pen that sat on the blotter and was about to make a note on a small blank tablet of paper, but then it occurred to him… what would he write? The female mystery caller left no name, no phone number, nothing to identify herself. He simply sat there, befuddled by the message, tapping the pen nervously on the corner of his desk.

			The morning would move along like any other day, the warm September sun of Tennessee migrating through the large glass pane windows into the front of the building blanching the pale gray walls. The Center had become a second home for Andy, who had worked twelve years at the facility, beginning in 1988. He had his start as a bashful, unassuming animal control officer. The locals simply preferred to call him the “dog catcher”. Not exactly glamorous. Within a decade, he had experienced the gamut of emotions that came with working every function in each department. From the distasteful animal capture to the caging of strays and quarantined, he experienced the sadness of animal surrender and the joy of pet rescue and subsequent adoption. Eventually came the inner satisfaction of helping reunite a lost pet with its grieving, but relieved owner. Sadly, in so many cases, came the finality of euthanasia.

			Andy began his morning as he always did, taking the short walk to his favorite department, reaching the door where the large amber sign with the words “Save a Life, Adopt a Pet” hung prominently on the outside wall. The moment Andy stepped into the long corridor marking the adoption wing, the symphony of early morning commenced. It was a special cacophony of barks, howls and cries. The smells inside the room were as diverse as the sounds and ranged from pungent and acrid, to medicinal and musty. Even with the strange new air freshener the center’s management insisted on using, the odor was less than agreeable with humans and dogs alike. None of the workers cared much for the odd scent that somehow permeated every nook and cranny of the wing.

			Once inside the corridor, Andy promised himself he would not tarry this time. He remembered that a co-worker once went so far as to tell the Executive Director that Andy enjoyed lingering there, in somewhat of a surrogate pet owner role. Andy consciously started his walk rather briskly on the walkway adjacent to the cages. He managed to pick up his pace, but in very short order he slowed to a leisurely stroll as he always did to greet and acknowledge the canine inhabitants who knew him and welcomed him. All orphans, each dog had entered the facility with its own special story and each one of them managing to tug at his heart.

			Macy and Magnus, two good-sized, look-alike Irish setters with rich reddish fur, raised together since birth, occupied adjoining cages. Their owner’s staggering personal medical bills required him to relinquish both as casualties of economic woes. Andy recalled the day the two beautiful animals were surrendered and the owner expressing the wish they might be adopted as a twosome. That idea had merit, but the center might not be able to hurdle that challenge. Ten days had passed since the setters had been kenneled. Sensing his arrival, each dog gravitated toward the front of his cage. The dogs pressed against the cage’s framework, noses squeezing through the diamond grate, just enough for Andy to touch. He stopped and offered the scent of his fingers, sliding two of them inside the metal separation of the partitioned kennel so they could feel the warmth of his touch.

			“God, I hope somebody takes both of you,” he said. “Wouldn’t want you separated from one another. It’s bad enough the way they’ve got you here.” One dog to a cage so read the rules and despite his emotional appeals to his superior, the bonded setters were granted no exception to the rule.

			Andy proceeded with his walk, which slowed considerably. Hercules, the mastiff-mix, greeted him with a single, gruff, deep tone bark as he did every morning. The landlord at his owner’s new apartment had prohibited dogs in the complex let alone one well in excess of a hundred pounds. Two weeks now, the size of Hercules no doubt lessened the number of interested adopters. Drawing close to the large canine, Andy again managed to insert two fingers into the metal grid framework of the cage to let the mastiff lick and slobber on them. It backed away for a moment, let out another solitary bark, then stepped forward and repeated the loving gesture.

			Daisy, the dachshund, with those sad and endearing eyes, sat on an embroidered pillow, the last vestige of her past family. Unfortunately, they were not able to not pay for her recent surgery. She had only been a resident there for five days, but upon seeing Andy she would pick her little body up from her seat, stand at attention, and her small legs motioning like a soldier marching in place. When she sat, her large ears rested on either side of the long face appearing like an ancient headdress of a royal Pharaoh.

			Lucky, the Dalmatian, good fortune compromised, his one-time owner now lived a thousand miles away. Freckles and Jaz, Pebbles and Moe, all bewildered and befuddled by recent events over which they had no control, their owners collectively were unable to keep them. All of these beautiful, loving, orphaned dogs longing and wanting a new home.

			Andy then slipped into the cat adoption room and, by comparison, was far more quiet and serene save for a few whines and meows. Half of the felines remained in their traditionally couchant positions and the other half lounging as if on a sunny beach. Their very supple bodies pressed and contorted against the metal framework of captivity while their small heads leaned up against one wall positioned at nearly a ninety degree angle to the rest of their bodies.

			Unnamed sibling kittens in a single cage playfully tumbled over one another. Yuli, the gray tabby, slid her paw between the posts of the metal slats, offering a swat as if trying to catch hold of Andy’s shirt as he passed. Every once in a while she would cling to his shirt, requiring Andy to carefully remove the sharp claws from the fabric.

			Rusty, the intense tri-colored calico, a mix of brown, black and rust on a beautiful canvass of white fur, sat motionlessly yet vigilant. Despite her head remaining motionless, her pale emerald eyes with intense black slits of color running down the center, followed Andy as he moved about the room. “I wish you could take me home… and make me safe,” the eyes of the calico pleaded.

			You could not help but give a quick glance to the stocky American bobtail, Oz, the “all-knowing and all wise Oz” as his classic movie namesake suggested. Andy enjoyed conjuring up a homemade fantasy in which the wise Oz might one day figure a way to escape the confines of his entrapment. Wizards could do that, he fashioned.

			Andy wished he could take them all home with him, dogs and cats alike, but that might cause fireworks with the two territorial bulldogs manning his small home. More importantly, another pet might just force his wife, Donna, to show him the door. Quickly. Very quickly.

			The cast of characters at the center changed a little each day. Someone was always surrendering a pet for any number of reasons. Likewise, someone else was choosing to adopt one of the live-in treasures. Then there were those who could not fetch an interested party and those dogs and cats… well, they were a subject for more saddening thoughts. Andy could spend much more time with them all, but that would draw him away from all the sundry duties that awaited him that particular morning. Furthermore, Cora, the college sophomore working to bolster her resume for veterinarian school, had an orientation this particular morning and Andy had already agreed to cover for a few hours at the surrender center.

			As the morning proceeded, paperwork occupied most of his efforts, including final processing for those strays picked up the day before. He checked on the three dogs and a single cat kept in the quarantine block, hoping that his worst fears would not be realized that the animals would need to be destroyed.

			At the center, Andy had learned that only through multitasking could he ever hope to achieve his daily work tasks. And balanced with the duties that the position had required was the human compassion that often times had taken the breath out of him.

			With his sundry tasks completed, he walked into the surrender unit and sat at Cora’s desk, taking a quick look at the overhead clock that read 11:30.

			The front doors to the surrender unit parted, revealing a small-framed, middle-aged woman dressed simply in a cotton tee, jeans and sneakers with her hair fastened tightly into a bun. With her right hand wrapped by the loop of a long, worn leash, she coaxed a Labrador Retriever trailing behind her. The door remained open just long enough until his thick tail cleared its closing. Once inside, the dog advanced a little and wheeled, circling in confusion. His circling motion managed to wrap the leash partially around his owner, causing her to change hands to straighten the entanglement. She motioned to the dog and he righted himself, proceeding straight ahead without further problems.

			Andy waved them on, wondering if the dog’s slightly open mouth and heavy breathing was caused by its excitement or nervousness. With almost a show dog quality, the chocolate lab pranced with a spirited gait catching Andy’s eye. As they approached, he watched carefully. The dog’s smaller frame suggested he might have been of a mixed breed, perhaps a lab-pointer. By mere observation he guessed the animal to be about fifty pounds, less than most retrievers, and a bit shorter, as well.

			As the woman and her dog neared the surrender desk, Andy took special note of the dog’s squared head. It suggested the blockhead version found among labs, unlike field retrievers which had a longer face.

			“May I help you?” Andy asked politely.

			“I’d like to give up my dog to you,” she said, drawing closer to Andy, but seemingly detached and trying not to look down at the brown lab. The dog stood loyally by her side, tail wagging, eyes fixed on her, and then opted to sit on its hind legs.

			“You’re surrendering him?”

			“Uh, yeah. I guess so,” she said almost tentatively. “That’s what you call it?”

			And with those words, her voice began to sound vaguely familiar to Andy. The woman paused, gave a quick look at her dog and added, “Don’t you find ‘em homes?”

			Andy had heard that question countless times; a reminder that people relinquishing their pets were prompted by a sense of complete confidence the animal would be placed in a loving home. People remained assured that regardless of the surrender, the animal control centers and rescue facilities would always find someone to adopt their pet. Regrettably, for any number of reasons, some dogs would never be adopted. Size, demeanor, and first impressions all impacted if an animal would be adopted out. Unfortunately, in cases like Pit Bulls, the breed itself worked against adoption because of negative preconceived impressions.

			No one ever thought of the consequence of their pet not finding a home and being adopted.

			“Well, we certainly try, ma’am, but you see, we have limited space here at the center. So if they don’t find a family within a few days…”His voice trailed off as he instinctively reached for a clipboard thickened with papers. “Then we often have to euthanize them.”

			All the woman could do was offer a blank stare for a few moments.

			“You mean… put them down?”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			Andy picked up a pen and stared down at a blank “Pet Profile” form on the top of the stack of papers. He rested his arm across the blank top page.

			“Any reason in particular why you’re doing this?” asked Andy.

			She paused, trying to maintain a stoic exterior, finally offering up a reason.

			“Well, we’ve been having some problems in our neighborhood,” she said, her tone was somewhat unconvincing. “It seems that somebody’s been poisoning the dogs. I sure don’t want anything like that happening to him.”

			Andy paused. He took his eyes off the paper in front of him and focused on the woman standing in front of him.

			“So it was you who left the message earlier today?” he asked.

			“Yeah, that was me. I don’t want my dog getting poisoned, ya know?”

			“Of course not,” he said. “Strange, though. I hadn’t heard about that. You would have thought the local media would have run that story.”

			Andy began to write, and thought her reason for relinquishment to be a rather odd one, even after having heard so many other surrender stories. Trouble with neighbors or another dog. A family moving away or entering a “no pets” apartment. Illness. Injury. Incontinence. Ripping up upholstery. Aggressive behavior. Age. Medical bills confronting the family. Someone poisoning the local dogs represented a new one. These were just a few of the many reasons he heard when people decided to relinquish their pet.

			“What do you think his chances are? I mean, of getting put down?”

			“Well, there are plenty of factors. The vet will need to take a good look at him. Do you have any of his medical records?”

			“Got ’em at home. Didn’t think to bring ’em,” she said with a shrug. “But he’s never been sick. Just that cherry eye thing.”

			She motioned to the small bright red prolapse that bulged in the corner of the dog’s right eye. It was a minor abnormality on an otherwise healthy-looking lab.

			“And right now, I sure can’t afford going to the vet,” the woman said.

			There was a protracted pause.

			“You think somebody’ll want him?”

			“Maybe. We don’t get a lot of people looking for pets in here. We’ve got about fifteen dogs sitting back there waiting for adoption. The Humane Society down in Knoxville has better results than we do,” stated Andy.

			“Gosh, maybe they do, but I ain’t even got the money to drive him all the way to Knoxville.”

			“Is he neutered, ma’am?”

			“No, he’s not fixed.”

			“How old is he?”

			“Four, maybe four-and-a-half.”

			“And the dog’s name?”

			She stalled, looking down at the dog with deep remorse.

			“Why ya gotta know that?”

			“It helps people relate to the animal when they have a name.” After a brief pause, Andy added, “Certainly, if someone comes to adopt him, we’d like that person to know his name.”

			She hesitated.

			“Chip. His name is Chip.”

			The handsome dog reacted excitably upon hearing his name. His body was wiggling and his tail was sweeping back and forth. He raised his head and gestured by pressing his frame against the woman. Then he lifted his front paw, and she cupped it in her open hand. She brought her face near to the dog and kissed his head, stroking it with an open palm afterwards.

			“Oh, Chip, ya always have loved yer mama,” she said.

			The moment revealed a heartwarming sensitivity. Andy continued the questioning and was obligated to address each item on the pet profile form with information on her dog. All the standard questions were asked and answered, though most of her responses were very short and most just a single word.

			Had he ever bitten anyone? Was he prone to aggression? Was Chip an outdoor or indoor dog? Was he good around children, adults, other dogs, or other animals? When he went to the vet, did he need to be muzzled? Was Chip raised with other animals? Were there any old injuries, health problems or nagging conditions? Good points? Bad points? How many hours was the dog generally left alone during the typical day?

			On and on and on the questions went. The pet profile form was nearly two full pages long.

			“I’ll need your name, ma’am.”

			She could only offer a blank stare, as if wondering why would he need to know that, for God’s sake? Before she had the chance to speak, Andy offered an explanation.

			“Ma’am, any animal control center in the state requires us to ask that question if a person is surrendering an animal just in case we find evidence of abuse. Can’t be too sure these days.”

			“It’s Maddy Evans,” she said softly, spelling “…M…a…d…d…y.”

			She gave him her phone number as well, permitting Andy to complete the top page on the clipboard. He then swung the form around to face the woman and offered her his pen.

			“This here’s just an acknowledgment of what you’re doing,” he explained, having said it a thousand times or more, adding, “…that you’re agreeing to surrender him, giving Chip to us…”

			She shook her head.

			“I really don’t know why I have to sign, mister.”

			“Well, ma’am, we’ve had some cases where people change their minds and it causes all sorts of problems for us, but especially when the dog has to be put down.”

			She gave a quick scan of the document without really reading it, took the pen and scribbled a near-illegible signature. The woman shook her head, biting her lower lip, raising her arm and passing the leash to Andy.

			“Here ya go.”

			She gave the handsome dog a final fleeting look, no more than a glance at best, unable to keep her eyes on the animal.

			Neither Andy nor the dog earned any goodbye from her. She said nothing as she turned and walked quickly toward the front door. This caused Chip to motion as if he was to follow. He stood up on all fours and took two strides after her, the leash pulling nearly taut behind him. The dog half-circled, then sadly whined.

			The woman heard his sounds and was overcome with tears, bringing her one hand up to clutch her face. She then opened the center’s door to the outside and disappeared from view. Andy stood up from his seat and looked just above the brim of the wooden wall that revealed the parking area through the large glass panes of the building. He watched her as she made for an old dilapidated car, head dipped down in grief, and her hand still pressed against her lower face.

			He sat back down. The dog was still looking at the door, the wagging tail beginning to sweep the tile floor. Chip whined and tapped his front paws reflecting his anxiousness and bewilderment of what just happened. With great sadness, Chip whined once again.

			Andy had painfully watched this so many times before.

			Chip then neared Andy’s partially open hand. The dog began to lick the ridge of the hand just above the ring finger. Perhaps the vague scent of the sugar donut still coated his fingers. Andy looked down at the befuddled dog, keeping his hand still, watching the canine intensely, and trying to guess the real circumstance that triggered the surrender.

			“Darn shame there, Chip. I don’t know what the problem was, fella, but you’re a good looking boy.”

			Andy focused on the dog.

			“And you sure look like a keeper.”

			He leaned forward at the edge of his chair and ran his open left palm over the back part of the lab’s head and neck and petted him softly. The dog acknowledged the action, turning just enough to raise one front leg so his paw draped over the midpoint of Andy’s left forearm.

			“Making friends, eh?”

			The dog was neither reluctant nor intimidated, but loving and friendly.

			“Yep, you are a keeper.”

			


	

the brown dog

			Andy could have stayed there with Chip the rest of the day since the dog wowed him rather decidedly. Handsome and alert, Chip had that stately walk, obviously trained, loving, and of even temperament. The Labrador Retriever breed had always been a favorite, both at the local and statewide levels. Rarely were they put down for personality issues. Chip just had a very genteel nature about him, but without sacrifice of any dignity and nobility.

			Nobility.

			That word served the brown dog well.

			Andy surveyed the responses he had prompted from the woman, scanning the one page filled with her replies. He made sure that no answers remained blank or reflected something of concern that would raise a red flag. According to the woman, no instances of biting were ever noted, nor were there any inabilities interacting with humans or other animals. Children did not constitute a problem for the dog, nor did she disclose any major sickness.

			Illness had always been a concern to those at the center, especially when surrenders were potentially motivated by the inability of dog owners to pay for veterinarian bills. Maddy did not bring any medical records to validate the dog’s good health, except for the full disclosure of the cherry eye and that medical condition did enter into Andy’s mind.

			“Come on, Chip,” Andy said, giving two quick tugs on the end of the leash, which prompted the dog to follow him. Chip wasted no time getting onto all fours and followed the man who walked him through large double doors and a network of small rooms. Andy proceeded with Chip to a side door that opened to a small patch of grass near the adjacent outside wall. To the rear of the compound was a cluttered cyclone fence filled with plush animals squeezed into many of its diamond-shaped patterns. Amidst a few other canines roaming about the area, Andy walked the brown lab from one corner to the next. Chip sniffed around with head lowered, taking in all the scents around him, some acrid, some not. After a few minutes, Chip found a spot and proceeded to relieve himself.

			“That’s a good boy, Chip,” Andy said in a whisper.

			Andy removed one of the midsize biscuits he had stuffed in his pocket. He set the treat down on the small concrete pad near the back door. Once Chip was done gobbling up his treat, Andy gave a very slight tug on the leash.

			“Come on, Chip, come with me now.”

			The handsome lab trotted alongside his new keeper.

			As much as Andy wanted to spend more time with Chip, the center maintained strict regulations regarding surrenders and the rules were the rules, with absolutely no exceptions. You could not alter the procedure that had been put in place for all surrendered animals, and Andy was well aware of them since he had lived by them for many years.

			When a pet owner relinquished a dog or a cat to Johnson City, it needed to spend the first night or two in a cage set apart from the other confined animals. This was an effort to curtail any potential contagious condition, such as kennel cough or parvovirus. Maddy Evans had furnished no vet records so it was impossible to validate any vaccinations or any other medical conditions. She claimed Chip had been a healthy dog, but not until Chip was checked out physically could the center be certain.

			Chip and Andy took a few more short walks in the courtyard area throughout the day. Then, before preparing to leave later that afternoon, Andy led the handsome chocolate lab into a holding wing adjacent to the surrender unit. 

			CLACK.

			Once the large, steel door slammed shut behind them, the sound of howls and barks from other dogs occupying the one corridor became overwhelming. Andy led Chip to a large, empty cyclone cage (he despised that word) and unhooked the latch sitting at the top of the metal door.

			“Okay, Chip,” he said, leading him into the darkness of a cage serving as his short-term home. Four or five empty units separated him from Braddock, a brown and white boxer, at one end of the wing. Braddock had been surrendered earlier in the day and had already been placed inside his cage.

			“I really hate doing this to you, fella,” Andy said, as he removed the leash from Chip’s collar and squeezing two fingers under the thin leather strap enveloping the dog’s neck. Andy felt safe with the dog, given the personality he had demonstrated earlier. He began prompting the canine into the close quarters with the roof of the metal enclosure no more than a half-foot or so from the crown of his chocolate head. Andy held the dog back a bit by pressing on top of his front quarters. This enabled him to gain enough latitude to keep Chip in the cage as he managed to free his hand and close the cage.

			Once the metal door shut, Chip moved forward to the front of the cage tilting his head from side to side. He then uttered one long single whine. Andy stepped away, took a large clean stainless steel bowl and filled it to the top with water and slid it through the three inch aperture at one corner of the cage. Chip gave the bowl a long sniff, then chose to sit on his hind legs without drinking. For most dogs, being surrendered is a confusing, sad and befuddling moment in their lives. Braddock let out two sharp barks, distracting the brown lab for just a beat, but the brown dog looked directly at Andy on the other side of the metal confinement.

			“I know, I know…strange, isn’t it, Chip?”

			With the metal door now separating them, Andy extended his fingers with an open palm, but the gesture did not alter the manner in which Chip maintained his fixed posture.

			“We’ll get you some food. Though I doubt if you’ll be interested in that right now.”

			Chip’s fate, like so many other surrendered dogs, represented the greatest of heartaches for Andy. Each dog inside those metal cells remained completely bewildered. One minute they were enjoying the warmth and familiarity of its owner’s home and the next minute everything they’ve ever known was snatched from them without any comprehension of why it was happening. That was the grief Andy had learned to endure and nothing, save euthanasia, caused him greater frustration at the center.

			Andy returned to his station feeling compelled to listen one last time to the message saved on his answering machine.

			“Somebody’s been poisoning all the dogs. All the dogs in our neighborhood. And I sure don’t want anything happening to my dog. That’s why I’m bringing him in.”

			The beep sounded once more.

			The message triggered an idea in Andy’s head as he swung his swivel chair toward the credenza sitting adjacent to his desk. He rolled out the computer keyboard and flipped on the monitor, pulling up his email.

			Andy’s fingers raced across the keyboard as thoughts filled his mind faster than his hands could move, propelling his message across the screen. The brown dog fascinated him; it captured not only his interest, but also his heart. Having punched out the email address for Jack Conner of the Lab Rescue of Eastern Tennessee, he crafted his message without any interruption.

			Jack, I have a chocolate Labrador Retriever here. His name is Chip, four years old or so, not full bred, a bit on the small side, no doubt the blockhead variety. He just was surrendered to me earlier today. I’ve got no medical records, though the woman who brought him in claims he has no medical problems. He’s obviously been highly socialized, well-behaved and very alert. Groomed and responsive. Just a lovable creature. I just can’t get this one out of my mind. I thought of you immediately, so we’re getting him over to Oak Ridge as fast as possible, so I can confirm his health status. Please keep me posted by email.

			He punched the enter key and sent the electronic transmission on its way. As his shift at the animal control center was coming to an end, Andy stepped away from his station and returned to Chip’s containment unit. When he entered the holding area, the handsome dog lay flat on the floor of the cage with his head motionless. Andy peered through the metal slats and mesh.

			“Hey, boy, how are you, fella?”

			The dog offered no reaction at first, save for his sad, expressive eyes, which followed Andy without distraction.

			“God, if it was up to me, I’d let you out and take you home, Chip, but believe me, that won’t work. Donna wouldn’t appreciate a third dog. She already struggles with our two.”

			Chip lifted his head and began to lift his upper body off the floor as Andy spoke. Andy pushed the bowl sideways at the aperture, providing him just enough space to wedge half of his finger length, and the brown dog leaned his head forward. Chip licked the two fingers, laid back down on the floor with his head resting on the floor of the cage. His eyes still following the man in front of him.

			Johnson City did not have a resident vet so all cases requiring exams or procedures by a veterinarian were referred to Oak Ridge Animal Center. Andy wanted to believe that the woman spoke truthfully about the dog poisonings, but a part of him still wavered. Stories about illness brought about by poisoning had a tendency to make the news, and the fact that Andy recalled no such media attention had him question Maddy’s comment. He just hoped that the animal could hurdle the customary adoption process rather quickly and be placed quickly in a loving home, but an examination needed to be completed first. The mere thought of destroying such a dog had no merit, unless there was something seriously wrong with Chip medically.

			He spent the next half-hour with the brown dog, keeping him close company, finding himself pulling up a folding chair and sitting alongside the caged canine. Then he placed his fingers partially through the grid of the cage and the brown dog began to lick at his fingertips. By the time he had returned to his computer work station, Lab Rescue had already replied to his message. Andy quickly opened his email from Jack Conner.

			Got your message. If you think the dog is special, he probably is, so please stay in touch. I certainly trust your judgment. We’ve got a few chocolate labs here but no blockheads. None. Hopefully your boy Chip gets a clean bill of health with the exam. Everybody loves the labs. We would have no problem moving him and placing him in a good home. So we’ll talk soon. Best regards, Jack.

			The process moved quickly and with purpose. Prompt. Deliberate. Precise. Despite the distance of over 100 miles, the center transferred Chip to the Oak Ridge Animal Shelter. There, the veterinarian who handled most of the Labrador Retrievers coming out of Oak Ridge, would examine Chip at the sprawling facility at the University of Tennessee Veterinary School in Knoxville.

			Amazingly, only four days had transpired from the morning of Maddy Evans’ surrender.

			


	

imperfection

			In the examining room, two individuals stood on either side of the narrow table, the one a small statured woman wearing a clean white lab coat, her stethoscope partially draped about the neck. Opposite her stood a thin male garbed in a solid blue technician outfit. Chip sat between the two of them, resting lengthwise and rather imperturbable to say the least. The dog looked from side to side, head turning left to right to left again, watching as they gestured near to him.

			The dog had already been exposed to plenty of different people, each with his or her own brand of human personality but none particularly threatening. The hours spent cooped up in a cage represented a dramatic change for him, and Maddy had not yet returned. Now, two new faces confronted him.

			Where are you, Maddy?

			“I don’t think we’ll need to use that,” Doctor Melanie Williams said to technician Earl Carter, motioning with her head at the wire basket contraption her assistant clutched. The doctor had that genuine sixth sense knowing when a strange dog’s behavior might dictate the restraint. She had spent only a few moments with Chip and she knew otherwise. No need for that.

			“You are a handsome fellow, Chip.”

			No muzzle.

			Doctor Williams stood no taller than five foot two, thin and small, her white coat open at the waist. She wore her hair tastefully in a bun, her dainty hands having a wonderful genteel nature about them. Over the course of her career, Williams had mastered a keen sense of putting each animal at ease, often times disarming the most cantankerous of canines. This docile creature would not cause her any issues whatsoever and his temperament proved her correct.

			The doctor had watched and enjoyed the rapid growth of both the Knoxville animal clinic and the University’s campus. Those who worked as staff veterinarians likewise benefited from that growth, their practices swelling accordingly. The third largest city in the state, Knoxville’s southern charm, big city elements and wonderful network of trails, rivers and lakes combined to make it a wonderful place to live and work.

			Doctor Williams ran her narrow fingers and an open palm over the crown of the brown dog’s head, then down the length of the back of the neck, repeating this three times in rapid fashion. She detected no sense of apprehension nor trepidation with the dog.

			Carter set the metal and leather muzzle down on the examining table at the foot of Chip’s one leg, then repositioned the overhead LED lamp to better illuminate the brown dog. Chip gave a quick look upwards sensing the movement above him, then looked straight ahead as before.

			“He looks pretty healthy, doesn’t he?”

			“Yes, doctor, he does.”

			“Except for that prolapsed eye in the corner,” added Williams, looking at the cherry eye afflicting Chip.

			“Makes him look a bit funky, don’t you think, Earl? But we can take care of that without too much trouble.”

			“Okay, Chip, let’s have a further look, should we?”

			With that, Williams ran her thumb and middle finger behind Chip’s ears, applying a gentle massage, followed by stroking the top of the dog’s head. Chip’s eyelids closed somewhat and he licked his chops.

			She stopped that motion for a few seconds, causing him to open both eyes fully, then repeated the stroking and the dog’s eyes narrowed once more.

			“Oh, he likes that,” Carter said, reacting to the dog’s disposition. “Don’t you, Chip?”

			Williams gently but firmly brought her hand under the dog’s snout with one hand, the other positioning the thumb on top of the right eye lid. The dog offered no resistance, nor did he attempt to pull away. The doctor proceeded, pulling the skin carefully upwards revealing the area sitting above the eyeball.

			“Sclera looks real good. No discharge, no discoloration, so I don’t think we have any concerns about possible infection.”

			She then continued the process using her thumb to pull down now on the skin beneath the eye. By contrast, the lower portion presented in the normal pinkish hue, but the red bulging prolapse became more visually prominent.

			“Just a simple eversion of the nictitating membrane. We’ll probably just remove the eyelid there. An easy correction, I believe.”

			From the breast pocket of her lab coat, Williams removed her otoscope and did a brief exam of the ear canals. She then massaged the back of the ears, feeling for any lumps or bumps that might be encountered in the rear of the dog’s head.

			“Okay, let’s get him up,” Williams said.

			Carter took a small treat from his pocket, raising it above Chip’s head, prompting the dog to rise from the resting position. Once the dog stood on all fours, Williams gave a quick inspection under the dog’s thick coat, which revealed no loss of hair or cracking of the skin. She then stood behind the canine and ran both cupped hands across the plane of the back. She lifted each of the back legs and moved them in a rotating, bicycle motion.

			“No popping. No cracking. Good.”

			Williams introduced her fingers to the rear of the abdominal region, exerting just enough pressure to palpate the area, each digit intermittently touching small swatches of the belly.

			Carter still moved tentatively, and that bemused and befuddled the fearless doctor, who continued to feel about the dog’s abdomen.

			“Don’t be so frightened, Earl.”

			Williams cracked a slight smile, just shy of a smirk, and gave a look of assurance to her technician.

			She repositioned the stethoscope that enveloped her neck inserted its tubes into her ears, bringing the bell into contact with the dog’s belly. She began moving the bell of the scope in different spots, then shifted it forward to hear the heart. For a few seconds, she focused on that area.

			“Normal rhythm.”

			She moved the stethoscope somewhat.

			“No arrhythmia.”

			She moved the instrument a little more.

			“And no heart murmur.”

			Then she applied the bell of the instrument against the front of Chip’s chest to assess both the lungs and the trachea, again finding the internal sounds acceptable. Williams repositioned herself and stroked the good-looking canine across the flank. They managed to keep the brown dog in a standing position with a few more treats and the doctor ran her dainty fingers across the plane of the skin.

			“What have we here?” Williams murmured in a half-whisper as her two fingers encountered a lump sitting under the skin on the right side of the thorax. She ran her fingers over the nodule a second time, the dog showing no apparent sign of distress or discomfort from the doctor’s digits.

			“Here, Earl. Run your fingers right here.”

			The technician did likewise.

			There was a decided change in the doctor’s facial expression, a small crease forming in the center of her forehead.

			“Well, we certainly need to check that out.”

			More rubbing.

			“I need for Carly’s team to schedule a fine needle aspirate biopsy, probably no later than tomorrow, even if you need to squeeze him into the schedule. A CAT scan of the right thorax region, too. White count, protein level and an ALKP, just to be certain…”

			Carter turned to the adjacent table, drawing a pen from his pocket, one hand racing across a small notepad that he used to transpose Williams’ orders. Then the doctor looked at the alert dog and ran her hand across the top of his head.

			Williams took the notepad and scanned the length of the memo, as if giving further thought to adding even more testing.

			“We need a full profile. I’ve seen things like this turn out to be nothing. But then again, sometimes they can reveal an aggressive tumor.”

			Then she turned her attention to that docile dog.

			“Aww, you are a good dog. I like you,” she said lovingly, in almost a childlike tone.

			Chip’s tail wagged from side to side.

			“I sure like this animal!”

			She took hold of the collar and leash that sat on the adjoining table, affixing it onto Chip’s neck and prompting him down off of the examination table.

			The examination complete, Williams returned to her small office and sat at her desk, dictating the summary of the findings for Chip.

			This report dated as of 10 September 2000 deals with Chip, surrendered to the Johnson City Control Center and comes to us via the Oak Ridge facility, yours truly, Doctor Williams, resident veterinarian.

			This dog named Chip presents as a non-neutered male mixed breed, most likely a Labrador Retriever and Pointer mix, of the blockhead variety.
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“The heartwarming story of a Chocolate Lab
whose untimely death has saved the lives of hundreds.”






