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DEDICATION

To the memory of my mom and dad:



Your love and positive energy continue to inspire me every day. To Buji:



Thank you for teaching me to listen to those who needed to be heard, myself included.



To the two-legged and four-legged teachers, past and present:



Thank you for being the light on my journeys way.



To the late great Macho Man Randy:



Thank you and Lynn for your love and support. You taught me how to rise to my own occasion. Ooooooooooh yeahhhhhh-hhhhhh!



To my family and friends:



Thank you for loving me beyond reason for all the right reasons.



To Helen:



Thank you for believing in my message and helping me share it with others.



To my Anam Cara:



You have been a home to me always 


Understanding both ends of the leash

Our end of the leash:

A place to belong, to simply be,

To love and be loved, and forever be free.

Their end of the leash:

To belong, to behave as bred,

To lead, to be safe, to be fed.

Pet Peeves Animal Training Inc. mantra
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FOREWORD

When I met and got to know Wendy Kelly, I immediately recognized something in her that I know about myself. Animals communicate. We listen. Like Wendy, I learned just how clearly and intelligently animals can tell us what they know and want us to know. The following is how I learned.

Several years ago, I had a serious stroke. Mercifully, I recovered with no neurological deficits, but psychologically I was devastated. I had just finished a long course of chemotherapy for my second bout with breast cancer and feared illness was now a fact of life that would seriously slow down my extremely active lifestyle. I became so depressed I couldnt even get out of bed. And then Simone entered my life.

My best friend and horse trainer, Ruth, knew exactly how to help me. It would definitely involve an animal. I adore my horses and have always considered them the greatest of spiritual healers, but she couldnt get me out of bed to get me to the barn, and she couldnt get a horse up the stairs to my room. A pitiful meowing in the bushes in her front yard solved her problem and saved my sanity.

With my daughters aid, Ruth rounded up the six feral kittens, put them in a box, brought them to my room, and put the box on the foot of my bed. Pitiful mewling immediately perked me up. I sat up so I could pull the kittens closer and have a look at them. But one was already up and over the edge, climbing out. A tiny gray tabby. She landed on my leg and ran on it straight up into my lap. She didnt stop there. Reaching up toward my chest with her front paws, she begged to be held. A feral kitten. Her siblings, terrified, remained curled in their box.

I obliged the kitten and tucked her into my embrace. She started to purr.

Eventually, the other kittens were moved to another part of the house to begin their lives as more of my adopted feline children. Simone, as she was now called, never left my bedroom. Seldom since she crawled into my arms has she left my side.

Simone has a gift. One night with her and the next morning I nearly bounded out of bed. In following weeks, she continued to demonstrate her talents. When I was upset and my blood pressure, always a problem, was elevated, Simone would climb into my arms, purr, and touch me, and my pressure was demonstrably lowered.

I told Wendy about my remarkable cat. She asked if I would like her to assess Simone for therapy work. Yes. I knew she would pass, which she did. With flying colors. She subsequently earned her badge and vest and now travels about the country with me doing her lifes work.

Simone always knows when someone is in need. And she alerts me.

At horse shows, occasionally when I greet a friend, Simone will try to climb out of my arms and into my friends. I always allow her. Then she does her job, purring and touching, and reaching a human soul. Tears follow. And confessions of recent trauma or heartache. And when Simone climbs back into my arms, I know she has helped to heal another heart. It is always affirmed by the person healed.

If we are in a crowd and Simone detects someone who needs her, she alerts me by meowing insistently until I spot what she has seen. Once it was a woman in a wheelchair at a public event. Simone moaned until I brought her within reach of the disabled older woman, who looked up at me questioningly.

My cat, Simone, is special, I told her simply. She would like to give you a gift. Is it all right if she touches you?

The woman nodded slowly. Her four attendant family members crowded around us anxiously. Simone reached out and gently touched her arm.

Ohhhh, the woman sighed. Then she smiled. Grinned. Beamed. Her family burst into tears.

Im so sorry, I said quickly. Are you all right? Whats wrong?

Mom, a young woman said, my mother, she  she hasnt smiled in months.

Simone and the older woman enjoyed a good, long cuddle. She finally left with her family, not only smiling but laughing with joy.

Communication of the heart. More than words can ever express.

Listen to them. Hear them.

Let this wonderful book help you learn how.

Helen A Rosburg


INTRODUCTION

Ask the animals, and they will teach you.

[image: image]Job 12:7, NIV

In the twenty years that I have worked as an applied animal behaviorist, Ive discovered an amazing truth: pets have more to teach us than we have to teach them. Their perspectives, unencumbered by the busyness of human existence, tend to be more focused on what is really important in life. They fully participate in their relationships, always expect the best out of every situation, and never get too little sleep. With animals theres no pretense, no excuse, no baggage, no worries concerning what happened yesterday or anxieties about what might happen tomorrow. They simply live every minute to its fullest.

I believe that if we take the time to listen, our pets can offer us some valuable keys to getting the most out of this earthly existence. If we will simply pay attention, our pets can be guides to being, well, better beings. How do I know? My dog, Buji, taught meand all he had to do to get my attention was save my life.

For pets, there are no prerequisites to getting the most out of life. Animals do happiness well because they know how to simply be. It is never about how they will be happy when they get a certain thing or accomplish a certain task or get that next promotion. They celebrate wherever they are with everything that is within them. They know that fulfillment is not a destination to labor toward but exists all around us every day: all we have to do is embrace it. Pets are content to enjoy each step of lifes journey. They do whatever is before them with all their hearts, and just by being around them we are lucky to catch a bit of their joy in that moment.

In the following chapters I want to share with you what Buji and many other animals have taught me over the years about living life to its fullest. As I have worked with two-legged and four-legged animals alike, I have seen the principles I am about to share with you bring fulfillment and satisfaction. I have summed these up in what I call Bujis seven lessons: discoveries I have made along the way to help humans and pets in the arts of healing and personal growth. The principles incorporate what I have found to be the dynamic, life-changing force that occurs when we allow our pets to become our teachers. Its a philosophy that, once embraced, is sure to wag your soul.

While we will explore each of these principles in depth in the chapters to follow, I want to briefly introduce them here so that you can begin to recognize them in your own pet as you read this book. My hope is that they will sprout into life-enhancing guidelines for you as you grow in the days, weeks, and years to come. Buji was my tipping point: the bark that finally broke through to reveal these seven secrets to living a pawsitive life.

[image: image]1. Our pets can teach us how to be here now. They are open to the endless possibilities in every moment and never come with an agenda. From a pets perspective, being is as important as doing. Their minds, bodies, and spirits share a balanced awareness in each and every moment.

[image: image]2. Our pets can teach us how to be true. They are congruent and true to their emotions and the emotions of those around them. Their behaviors always match their thoughts and feelings. They never hide behind layers of falsehoods or rely on carefully crafted faades regardless of the circumstance.

[image: image]3. Our pets can teach us how to be aware. They are able to perceive life as it truly is. They are free from the pull that judgments, perspectives, and egos have on bending the reality we experience. The reality they see is as real as they are in each and every moment of their lives.

[image: image]4. Our pets can teach us how to be focused. Pets are naturally able to access and utilize the power of intention. They are instinctively good at focusing their attention on what they want without being overly concerned about how they will get it. Pets enact the law of intention, which is as real as the law of gravity. Simply put, thoughts create things.

[image: image]5. Our pets can teach us how to be light. They dont concern themselves with past hurts or grudges but come to every moment with an open mind and heart. Their lighthearted nature enables them to connect fully with others in moments of pure joy, spontaneity, and fun. Traveling light allows them to spread that light to others.

[image: image]6. Pets can teach us how to be kind without expectation or condition. They know the power of what I call overstanding. This is the highest level of understanding, which goes beyond merely knowing what another feels but involves accepting and connecting with another from his unique perspective. It involves the act of helping unconditionally. If a dog has ever rested her head in your lap and just seemed to know about your bad day, then you have been what I call overstood.

[image: image]7. Our pets can teach us how to be one with love. They recognize and embrace the universal love that connects us all and brings us home, a place where everyone is part of the pack in the journey to wholeness, contentment, and true happiness.

When people ask me about my approach to working with animals, I summarize it by simply saying, I listen to the animals and teach people to understand their messages. Thats why I am not so much a pet whisperer as I am a pet listener.

I have come to realize that if we will listen to our pets, if we will watch and learn, our pets will teach us how to be whole. Through our interactions and relationships with them, they will bring out the potential within each of us to be happy and healthy; they will teach us about spirituality and about being home in a world that can seem harsh and unforgiving. If we pay attention, our pets can help us to stay on the right path toward knowing and becoming complete and fulfilled beings. They will teach us how to love and be loved, belong and connect, and be in the moment rather than going through the motions only to wake up later and realize we have forgotten to live. They can help us fully be what we were placed on the earth to be, if we will just stop and pay attention.

Im excited to share with you what I have learned from one unforgettable companion, Buji, as well as the many animal teachers in my life. Our pets know the path; the universe has built it into them. Are you ready to embark on the journey?

[image: image]


1

Embark on the Journey

When you want to learn something about yourself, start by listening first and barking last.

[image: image]Buji

Something miraculous happens when we step outside ourselves enough to connect with an animal. It is as if somehow, even if only for an instant, we come into alignment with the way things are supposed to be. When we do, we find our place. In that moment, we get a glimpse of what was intended when the earth came into existence, the harmonious occupation of time and space for various species together, each bringing out the best in the other, partnering on the great adventure of life, blessing every day with fulfillment and joy, making a difference one little ripple in the great pond of the universe at a time.

Over the last twenty-five years, science has quantified the significance of the connection between people and their pets. Research has shown that interacting with animals, whether petting a cat, playing fetch with a dog, or watching a goldfish swim in a bowl, raises our serotonin and dopamine levels (the neurotransmitters in our brains that signal well-being).

One study showed that stockbrokers with high blood pressure who adopted a dog or cat had lower blood pressure readings during stressful situations than did those who had no pets at all. Several studies have shown that heart patients who have pets tend to live longer than those who dont.1 A Study in Belfast found that dog owners suffered less from sicknesses, had lower cholesterol levels and lower blood pressure in addition to increased survival rates after suffering a heart attack.2 A ten-year study of four thousand three hundred Americans revealed that owning a cat could cut your risk of heart attack by almost one-third.3

There is no question in my mind that pets increase our well-being and longevity, and sharing our lives with animal companions does something beyond whats measurable. Interacting with animals, particularly ones that have become our pets, inspires wholeness within us, and the connection has a spiritual dimension as well.

The power of this connection is woven into the very fabric of our beings. Traveling lifes journey with an animal companion contributes to a full and happy life. If we will pay attention, we can catch a glimpse of the universe smiling back at us through the eyes of our pets. Its as if somehow, even if only for an instant, we come into alignment with the way things are truly supposed to be. We find our place in the universe where being and belonging have always been our home.

It is not always easy to explain, but it is tangible: pets have a way of making us better at being human and humane if we will let them. As we move through life, its a clue the universe gives us about why we are here and what we are supposed to do to make this journey worthwhile for all.

Meeting Buji was the spark that helped me awaken.


If you want to get back to the place where you belong, you must learn, once again, what you knew all along.

[image: image]Buji



All my life, I have sought out the companionship of the natural world around me. As a child, I befriended mammals, birds, bugs, and trees. It may sound strange, but they all made me feel like I belonged, that I was a part of something bigger, that I could understand and be understood without uttering a word or doing a thing, that I was complete just by being in their presence. It is something I still feel today.

This connection has led me to my current path. It is why I chose to work with animalsor why they choose to work with me. Perhaps it is my Native American heritage that runs deep in my soul and reminds me of the energy we share with all living things, the energy that welcomes us home unconditionally, regardless of who we are or what we do in this time and space. It is this connection that shapes my journey and has undoubtedly been the source of my sanity and wholeness.

Animals can teach us that we belong to something greater than ourselves. Maybe this is why I have always known that at the heart of our existence, we are all one.


Breathe. Let go. And remind yourself that this very moment is the only one you know you have for sure.

[image: image]Oprah Winfrey



I remember spending hours of my childhood waiting and hoping to get a brief glimpse of understanding into the animals around me. I would round up the dogs in my neighborhood for a town meeting of sorts just so I could study their interactions.

I learned that I could accurately predict their behavior in future meetings: who would sniff whom, who would stake claim to a toy or territory with hackles up, who would make friends with blurred tails while others sheepishly displayed their soft underbellies.

I also borrowed my canine friends for one-on-one meetings. I delighted in teaching them a trick or two and returning them home with their heads as full as their bellies and their tails wagging, to the joyful surprise of their families. Like a thirsty sponge, I soaked up every moment as I learned to understand and hear what my animal friends were communicating.

It wasnt just dogs who captured my attention. Some days I could be found on all fours peering closely into the volcanic mound of an ant colony. I would take my primary color paint set and color code individual ants so that I could track their business matters and social interactions of the day, all of which I would carefully document in my double-lined writing tablet after paying for my colorful intrusion in fine grains of sugar currency.

There was not a creature in my neighborhood who escaped my curious gaze. Tadpoles, birds, squirrels, and spiders got equal attention in my backyard summer research projects. I guess, in all fairness, you could say I was a bit different from the other kids in my neighborhood. As a matter of fact, you could say the same of me now, and that would be true. As a student of life, I know one thing for sure: I am grateful to be surrounded every day by the greatest of all teachers.


This process of the good life is not, I am convinced, a life for the faint-hearted. It involves the stretching and growing of becoming more and more of ones potentialities. It involves the courage to be. It means launching oneself fully into the stream of life.

[image: image]Carl Rogers



All my life, I have been drawn to animals, perhaps instinctively knowing that I needed them to teach me, heal me, and help me learn how to heal myself and others. Perhaps being an animal behaviorist is what I was meant to be all along, but I didnt set out to become one.

I started my career as a psychotherapist, working with college athletes as well as students and faculty, in the University Counseling Center at Wichita State University. Having been a collegiate athlete myself, I knew the importance of the mind-body connection in achieving outstanding performance. I routinely took clients through hypnotherapy, solution-focused therapy, and creative visualization exercises.

I had track athletes lie on the floor, close their eyes, and run their races entirely in their minds. I would time them with a stopwatch, and astonishingly enough they would repeatedly finish within hundredths of a second of their actual race times. I was amazed to witness the accuracy and power of the mind. Not only were they able to run their mental races with precision, but by utilizing the power of their minds they were able to shave seconds off their actual performance times. That may not sound like a lot, but in track one second is often the difference between first place and not placing at all.

Additionally, baseball players who were in batting slumps improved after visualizing hitting home runs: feeling, hearing, and seeing their ultimate success at the plate in their minds eye.

It all worked like a charm but still failed to answer some of the deeper questions that constantly poked at my mind. It turns out that the mind is a very sharp tool and an excellent servant, though a terrible master. We can think ourselves into feeling good, miserable, scared, successful, or unsuccessful: the possibilities are endless.

My dad, a wise man with a keen wit and a knack for saying the right thing at the right time, used to tell me before I would line up for a grueling quarter-mile sprint over hurdles, Wendy, youre better than you think. You run. Ill think.

He was wise beyond any education or degree one could attain, and he was right. When I let go of worrying, second-guessing, and hounding myself about my performance, I was able to excel by being in the moment and allowing my mind to be my servant, not my master.

I remember the story my dad once told me about Roger Bannister, the first athlete to break the four-minute mile, which many considered an impossible feat at the time. When the media asked Bannister how he was able to do it when no one else ever could, he responded, I refused to believe that it wasnt possible. Our minds can create wings or barriers for us depending upon what we choose to think.


Minds are like parachutesthey only function when they are open.

[image: image]Thomas Dewar



The more I worked with athletes in this way, the more I wanted to learn about people beyond how to improve their performance in athletic arenas. I wanted to know, really know, what made them tick far beyond the pace of any stopwatch. I wanted to understand the concept of being versus doing. I wondered how behavior plays a role in our happiness and how we arrive at defining happiness in the first place. Of course, this was much trickier to grasp and even more difficult to measure.

This curiosity and the nagging necessity to answer these questions was the reason I became a psychotherapist. Humans fascinated me, and I wanted to contribute something that would change lives for the better and also find the answers I so desperately sought.

So I started out at the university, then worked for the Cayman Islands government (a story I will tell you in chapter five), then settled in Florida to work as a psychotherapist. I loved helping people uncover, unravel, and mend the fabric of what made them who they were, while encouraging them to be what they hoped to become. This was what I was meant to do, or so I thought.


Its time to trust my instincts. Close my eyes, and leap!

[image: image]Stephen Schwartz



One day a cat named Brie came into my life. She was a brown, black, and white calico with a dark furry spot on her nose that looked much like a sailboat in a sea of white fur. She was a shelter cat, a stray who couldnt find a home. I regularly went to visit her at the shelter in Grand Cayman until one day she communicated that she wanted me to take her to my home, so I did.

Soon Brie started hanging around my office while I worked. As it happened, one of my clients who was sitting in the waiting room scooped Brie up and placed her on her lap. When I came out to greet my client, even before I had a chance to speak, I saw something in her that I hadnt in all the weeks I had known her.

As she sat stroking Bries soft fur, completely absorbed in the moment, I saw wholeness. I continued to watch her, unnoticed, as she tilted her head and leaned forward to listen more closely to the rhythm of Bries purr. She smiled as her fingers traced the outline of the sailboat spot on Bries nose. In that moment, she was happy, genuinely happy, and it had nothing to do with psychotherapy and everything to do with connecting with this purring bundle of fur. She was completely immersed in the moment in which everything was right with her and the world.

Brie had helped this woman connect in the present to be here now. She learned what she always knew instinctively but had forgotten along the way: that wellness is a state one achieves not by doing but by simply being.

After witnessing this magic, I realized that the healing connection I have always felt with animals was something others could feel as well. I began to explore the use of animals in the field of psychotherapy. Through my research, I found that animals had a profound effect on our physical, mental, spiritual, and emotional well-being. I discovered that people were starting to recognize and tap into the healing energy that animals have to offer.

It all made perfect sense to me. Being with animals allows us to simply be. Somehow hang-ups get shelved when we pick up a cat or watch a gerbil running on a wheel. We are drawn into the here and now, and the here and now is a very healthy place to be.


There is no psychiatrist in the world like a puppy licking your face.

[image: image]Ben Williams



I began working with animals in my spare time, volunteering at the Humane Society and the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA). I studied animal behavior with the same passion I had studied the cognitive behavioral processes in humans. I began training animals in shelters so they would be more likely to be adopted. I also learned how to prepare proper candidates for hearing, sight, balance, or emotional assist canines. These therapy animals provided emotional support and healing to those in rest homes, hospital wards, and other institutions. It was miraculous to witness how they used their charms to help those who most needed their unconditional companionship.

As I observed these pets interacting with humans, I learned new and different ways to facilitate growth and understanding. I began to recognize a natural congruency with animals that was infectious. As people allowed themselves to connect fully with animals, the barriers that I had found so difficult to breach as a psychotherapist seemed to melt away with ease. People acted emotionally healthier, and the more they interacted with the animals, the more they seemed to be able to tap into an ability to heal themselves, something which had always been available to them but had seemed just beyond their reach. When they let go of the distraction of trying to fix themselves, they became aware that wellness had been there all along: a constant companion waiting in the here and now for an opportunity to emerge and reunite them with wholeness.

As an animal behaviorist, I never have to guess what an animal is thinking or feeling because they show me freely in the honesty of their behaviors. Animals live truthfully. They are always genuine and congruent inside and out. Pets are real and never apologize for it. They are not attached to outcomes or events. They hope and want, but they can just as easily let go. Pets live their inner world and their outer world seamlessly, which allows them to plug in to a way of being that celebrates similarities as well as differences. Theres no bottling up of emotions, burying hurts under years of pretending that everything is fine, no lying to self and others. Animals, unlike humans, never pretend.

This congruent nature of an animals behavior facilitates understanding, and understanding leads to healing. An animals behavior always mirrors the inner workings of the mind and heart. For example, when a dog feels threatened, she snarls. When a cat feels content, he purrs. When a horse feels spry, she gallops with her head held high and her mane whipping in the breeze. Birds will dance and squawk to show they are happy or sound an alarm if it fits the occasion. There is no faade between animals and their world. Pets dont put on airs or repress motives or feelings.

The truth doesnt require many words. In fact, it requires no words at all. Animals live harmoniously with what is in and around them. Instinct tells them they are connected to it all.


One of the most appreciated qualities of animals is that they are beyond language. That they feel but do not require conversation is a great relief to most people.

[image: image]Mary Allen



As these realizationsmy initial noodling that would be the groundwork for this bookwere coming together, I decided to incorporate pets into my clients therapy sessions. The animals helped the clients to focus on being well rather than on what was not working in their lives. It was in perfect sync with my solution-focused approach to working with clients in psychotherapy.

It is a simple behavioral principle that whatever you focus on, you will get more of. If you focus on and reward a wanted behavior in a pet, then the pet will repeat that behavior more often. If you ignore it, then you will get less of that behavior. Similarly, clients who learned to understand and embrace a solution-focused model instead of a problem-focused model were quick to see healthy thinking paving the way toward healing.

To help clients start thinking with a solution-focused perspective and to halt their steady march down the problem-focused path, I would ask them what is called the miracle question: If you went to sleep tonight and the problems you have right now were gone when you woke up the next morning, how would you know a miracle had happened? How would your life be different? What would people be saying to you? How would you look? How would you feel? What would you be doing?

By focusing on being healthy rather than on not being sick, we will begin to find better solutions for ourselves. Naturally, we will begin to heal, become whole, and literally live the life we imagine.


Happiness is a how, not a what; a talent, not an object.

[image: image]Hermann Hesse



One of the four principles I use in working with animals and people is Thorndikes law of effect, which states, Behaviors that are reinforced tend to increase in frequency. This principle is based on positive reinforcement: rewarding the subject in a manner that is meaningful to them when they engage in the desired behavior. Following this principle in training animals, I focus on reinforcement and not on correction. The axiom is you get more of what you focus on.

It has been well documented that correction-based training is not an effective means for fostering any desired target behavior but rather produces fallout behaviors that are undesirable. Most importantly, correction-based training does not teach the animal the desired behavior in the first place. The principle of Thorndikes law is an effective method for shaping behaviors that are desired by incrementally rewarding close approximations toward the end target behavior. It is far more effective to catch a mammal engaging in the right behavior and reward it than to catch the mammal doing something undesirable and correct it. Attention in and of itself is a reward, regardless of whether that attention is negative or positive. Behaviors that we would like to extinguish are best ignored.

Thorndikes Law works for any mammal, whether a dog, dolphin, horse, or mouse. The animal learns very quickly which behaviors are rewarded and which behaviors are not. This involves a good deal of patience on the part of the trainer but is highly effective and ensures that a positive relationship is maintained.

It is my belief that the method should always match the mission. If you want a positive relationship with your pet, then the manner in which you interact should be positive as well. Training should always be enjoyed at both ends of the leash. Great leaders demonstrate in their actions that they are kind, consistent, and patient and that they will always choose motivation over manipulation. When you are a leader worthy of that title, then you will discover that most any animal, whether two-legged or four-legged, is more than happy to follow you.


Be content with what you have; rejoice in the way things are. When you realize there is nothing lacking, the whole world belongs to you.

[image: image]Lao Tzu



When we focus on what is wrong in our lives, we pull more of what we dont want into our experiences, or at best we get really good at telling others what is wrong. Focusing on past hurts will not lessen their impact, because we get more of whatever we focus on, good or bad.

When we arrive at the realization that the only time we have ever lived is now, we are able to render our past hurts or our future fears powerless over our present existence. Animals understand the power of living every moment in the moment with all that a moment has to offer.

It is helpful for us to let go of the past in order to welcome what is good in the present. Then we are able to imagine a life that is healthier, happier, and more fulfilling than we first dreamed possible. It is the power of imagination that enables us to summon the energy necessary for creation. And it is this energy that helps us be all that we ever hoped to become.

The more you focus on something, the more of it you get. Our minds are always listening to what we say and working to bring those things into our lives. If we want positive things to happen, then we need to think positively. The more negative our overall demeanor, the more negativity life will seem to bring us.


A Native American elder once described his own inner struggles in this manner: Inside of me there are two dogs. One of the dogs is mean and evil. The other dog is good. The mean dog fights the good dog all the time. When asked which dog wins, he reflected for a moment and replied, The one I feed the most.

[image: image]George Bernard Shaw



Being around pets helps us naturally focus on the positive. The more I worked with pets in my clinic, the healthier it felt.


Theres just something about dogs that makes you feel good. You come home; theyre thrilled to see you. Theyre good for the ego.

[image: image]Janet Schulman



It turned out that training animals offered me a better path to changing peoples lives than being a psychotherapist ever had.

In fact, when I realized pets were essential to health and wellness, I decided to change careers. I left my job as the director of a counseling center and opened Pet Peeves Animal Training, my own animal therapy practice in Clearwater, Florida. I dedicated myself to working fulltime with pets and, thus, their parents. This gave me new inroads to continue to train rescue dogs, service pets, and therapy animals and provided me with a whole gamut of ways to help people.

My decision to shift careers, though perfectly logical in my own mind, was met with its fair share of raised eyebrows and behind-the-scenes chuckles. When asked my reason, I simply said, Ive discovered that, unlike dogs, people wont change for a biscuit. With the corners of my mouth turning slightly upward, Id say, Ive never actually tried using this technique with clients, but Im certain Im onto something.

Little did I know how much that decision would change my life.


Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.

[image: image]Helen Keller



It was during one of my forays into the local animal shelter around this transitional time of my life that I met Buji. I first noticed him sitting alone in a kennel, separated from all the other dogs. He was a Staffordshire bull terrier who looked as if hed had a rough life. His face was marked with cuts and scratches, physical scars that were a testament to a life of abuse and cruelty. He barked and growled as I approached him, jumping viciously at the kennel door. It was startling, but my heart went out to him.

I soon learned that it was impossible for anyone on the staff of the shelter to go near him and that he attacked any dog who approached him. His aggressive behavior had put him on the short list to be euthanized, and he was scheduled to be put down in the next twenty-four hours.

Despite all this, the minute I had set eyes on him, something inside had told me I had to help him. It was the oddest feeling, but I couldnt shake it. Everyone thought he was a dangerous animal, unredeemable and better off exterminated, but every instinct in me said there was hope for him and I needed to save him.

So with the stealthy hands of a magician, I snatched the card off his cagethe one that sealed his demise and quickly tucked it in my pocket and peeled out of there. He would be spared another day, and that allowed me time to try to understand the strange pull he had on me.


He has achieved success who has lived well, laughed often and loved much  who has left the world better than he found it, whether by an improved poppy, a perfect poem, or a rescued soul.

[image: image]Bessie Stanley



That night I couldnt sleep as I thought about Buji and what his life must have been like prior to his ending up on the shelters short list. His scarred muzzle told a story of possibly being forced to fight, exploited at the hands of ill-intentioned humans, and then thrown away.

The notion of bringing a dangerous bull terrier home was not one of my most welcome ideas. My roommate had two small Maltipoos, Idgy and Dagney. As the two pairs of trusting eyes stared up at me through fuzzy white fluff, I thought, How can I consider bringing this dog home and putting them at risk of injury?

Had I lost my mind? My roommate was certain I had, and secretly so was I.

As I assured her that it would be fine, I so wanted to believe the comforting words I was carefully crafting to persuade her. However, I realized they werent really reassuring me. Perhaps morning would bring clarity and a bit more sanity or at least a better plan for all concerned.


The little furry buggers are just deep, deep wells you throw all your emotions into.

[image: image]Bruce Schimmel



The next morning I walked into the shelter with nervous anticipation. I hoped my card trick from the night prior had worked. I held my breath and rounded the corner to the row of kennels where Buji had been.

My heart sank as I stood in front of an empty kennel. He was gone. I had failed him!

As my tears welled up, I heard a menacing bark two rows away. I ran and slid around the corner as if I were on my way to home plate.

It was him. He was still alive! They had moved him to sort out his situation and look for the missing card that I had crumpled in my pocket the day before.

I knew then that I had to move quickly. After pulling a few strings, I was signing his papers.

Meanwhile, the shelter staff members were raising their eyebrows.

It didnt matter. He was mine.

Oddly, as I snapped a leash to his collar, he didnt object or even snarl as he had before. Somehow he must have realized this was his last shot at freedom.

I marched somewhat triumphantly out to my car, handling with confidence and pride an animal no one else was able to approach. I let him into the passenger side of my two-seated convertible, a surge of accomplishment filling my soul. I had saved a life. I was the animal rescuer who would save the one all the rest had labeled a lost cause.


To the world you are a rescue person. To the rescued animal, you are the world.

[image: image]Unknown



Holding my head high, I felt the eyes of the staff on me as I rounded my car to get into the drivers seat. Buji had been cooperative enough as I had led him out of the shelter, but I should have known it wouldnt be that easy.

Now he decided my car would be his new home to defend and protect with his life. As I put my hand on the latch to open the door, he launched himself against the window, barking ferociously.

I jumped like a startled rabbit, my eyes as wide as dinner plates. I flushed, almost hearing the snickers from inside the shelter. As I crossed to the passenger side, Buji lunged at me again, no less enthusiastic in his determination to keep me out.

A thought occurred to me: I might never be able to get into my car again.

Then it began to rain.

For the next half hour or so, circling my car, cajoling, using every trick I had learned during my lifetime of working with animals, I tried to negotiate a way into my car.

For his part, Buji was a blur racing from one window to the other as I circled.

If anyone was really watching from inside, it must have been a hilarious sight: the expert animal behaviorist who knew better than they did about this dogs potential was now trapped outside her car, dripping wet, foiled by the very creature whose cause she had championed.

It was my first lesson from Buji: humility.


I am I because my little dog knows me.

[image: image]Gertrude Stein



After nearly forty-five minutes, I wore Buji down, got into the car, and sheepishly pulled out of the parking lot, hiding behind the steering wheel to avoid the eyes I still felt following my every move. I dont think I have ever had the question What was I thinking? pop into my head so many times in such a short period at any other point in my life!

After witnessing his behavior, I first took Buji to the Pet Peeves kennels for the welfare of my pack at home. I knew it would be the best place to start his training. Once he grew more comfortable with me, and I with him, I would take him home. I got him into the kennel without much trouble, but then he guarded it just as he had my car.

Any doubts I had, however, were still overpowered by my desire to help. For some internal reason, I just couldnt give up on him as others had. Something in the universe had drawn me to him.

Even if it seemed crazy, I knew I didnt want him to be put down. I just couldnt give up on him like that. I sensed I needed to help him somehow and that my doing so was just as important to me as it was to him.


Isnt it wonderful how dogs can win friends and influence people without ever reading a book?

[image: image]E. C. McKenzie



I believe we as pet parents draw into our lives pets who may have characteristics we aspire to or who will help us heal something in us that is out of alignment.

One of our shortcomings is that we tend to look at situations from our own vantage points but never truly see them. Rather than taking in moments for what they are, we weigh, judge, and sentence them before we truly understand them.

We all have the potential for change and healing built into the very essence of our souls. The truth is that we tend toward being healthy and fulfilled both naturally and spiritually, but pain and hurt can clog that natural flow of energy. We make the mistake of trying to get healthy instead of just being healthy. We dont recognize the true potential or inherent worth of something, whether its an idea, a conscious being, or a certain set of circumstances. We think we know the outcome before we even engage, and in that process we often give up too soon on ourselves or on someone else. We lose our way.

From my Native American heritage, Ive learned that animals are, in many ways, our guides. They show us the way along lifes path. While any animal you see may be a sign, I believe it is the animals we pull into our lives who have the most meaning and impact.

Ive repeatedly observed that we find the pets (or they find us) who will help us expand our souls in significant ways or, as in my case, who hold a key to some future situation we will be forced to face. As most animals do, Buji had things to teach me about myself.


Of all the animals, surely the dog is the only one that really shares our life, helps in our work, and has a place in our recreation.

[image: image]Ferdinand Mercy



I have never really believed in coincidences. If youve fallen in love with a pet, there is a reason beyond reason.

On a conscious level, I chose Buji because I knew he needed me, but I believe that subconsciously I pulled Buji into my life because I needed him. He had lessons to teach me, things I needed to learn to survive the difficult times ahead.

Though I didnt know it that first day with Buji, he had a lot to share with me. He started by teaching me that the present is the gift life wants us to unwrap.

Paws and Reflect

When contemplating any decision, ask yourself these five questions:

[image: image] 1. Is it what I believe?

[image: image] 2. Is it necessary?

[image: image] 3. Will it bring joy to my life?

[image: image] 4. Will it bring joy to others?

[image: image] 5. Can I do it with unconditional love?

[image: image]




End of sample
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