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Springfield, VA -  She came to us in the middle of winter in early 1992.  Friends had found her near Spokane, and arranged with the airlines to ship her across the country to Virginia.  We picked her up at a cargo terminal at Dulles International Airport.  Her breath was visible in the frigid January air.  It was love at first sight.

We decided to call her “Sydney” because she was an Australian cattle dog, - a red heeler.  She was very much a puppy, about 8 weeks old.  We had brought along some hot dogs to introduce ourselves.  After a few bites, Sydney decided that her new life on the East Coast had some possibilities.

As we grew to know each other better over the next several months, Sydney and our family developed close bonds.  She learned who was the soft touch for table scraps, who was best for rough-house playing, and we learned that she was very “opinionated,” that is, she was stubborn and tough.  It was love at second sight.

Within two years, our two older children headed off to college, and I headed to the hospital with, what was then diagnosed, as a potentially fatal cardiac condition.  My wife and younger daughter brought Sydney to the hospital garden to visit me.  I would watch her from my wheelchair, IV pole in hand, as she raced toward me with her tail wagging 1000 beats per minute.  We were thrilled to see each other, to spend precious moments together, not knowing if it would be the last time.  

I ultimately recovered, thanks to the wonderful gift of a new heart from a donor named Monica.  But it was a long recovery, and Sydney was home with me, every minute at my side.  I took my first walk with her pulling me along, willing me to become myself again so that we could play “just like old times.”  

Sydney was so much a part of my illness and successful recovery that I included her photo on the cover of Life Row, a book about my experiences.   Her role is discussed throughout the book, because she was an invaluable member of my support team.  She gave unqualified love every day, no matter whether the rest of us were “up” or “down.”  Sydney was the constant we could always count on in a very variable equation.  Her only request was that she always wanted to be wherever we were.

In the following years, Sydney provided daily joy in our lives.  She traveled with us to the beach, racing into the ocean to chase sticks (while taking frequent gulps of “devil water”).  She went canoeing with us down the rapids of the Shenandoah River; she easily logged over 100,000 miles in our van as we traveled all over the U.S. together. She barked like crazy to protect us whenever anyone came to the door.  She endured two leg surgeries and a bite from a copperhead snake due to her devil-may-care bounding through the woods on our nature walks.  This past summer, although suffering greatly from arthritis in both knees, she walked alongside as we hiked bear country in Maine.  Her face said it all, “Don’t worry, I will protect you if we see any bears.”  And she would have.

Sydney passed away in her sleep this past week after battling cancer for the better part of the past year.  She was still red in color, but with considerably more gray and white due to her 13 years.  We miss her terribly.  

Is there any creature like a good dog?
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