BRAVO’S CHRISTMAS
He was barely six weeks old when he was taken from his mother and his brothers and sisters and handed to a man in a heavy overcoat. He was too young to be taken from his mother, but the people who owned her didn't want to miss the chance to sell during the Christmas season when they could get more money for her puppies. It was cold and the puppy shivered, but the man didn't put him under his overcoat.  Instead he carried him to an automobile, opened the back door and tossed the puppy onto the floor. The puppy cried and the man shouted, "For Chrissake, shut up!" It was the day before Christmas.

He was like a little teddy bear, a bundle of soft cinnamon fluff, with a black nose, a squashed in face with a black tongue, dark brown eyes, a big head and ears with rounded tips. His legs were short and stubby, with big paws and his tail was like a feather duster and wagged when they brought him into the living room and put him under the Christmas tree. A little boy, just learning to walk, screamed with delight and hugged the little puppy. His parents took pictures of him sitting on the floor with the puppy in his lap, then the little boy's mother screamed, "He's peeing on my carpet. Get that goddamned dog outta here." The little boy was crying when the man picked up the puppy, opened the door to the back porch and threw the puppy out.

Later they gave him a saucer of milk and he was so hungry he drank it all. Just a short time after that he threw up. When she saw the mess, the woman screamed again, "You brought him here, you clean up the mess." The man cursed, picked up the puppy, took him outside and put him in the garage. The puppy was cold and hungry and cried. The next morning was Christmas day, but the puppy didn't know that because he spent the whole day in the garage. He was so hungry that his little legs were weak. That night the man put a plate of cold scraps from the dinner table down for him. The puppy had had nothing to eat or drink all day and gulped down the food. It stayed down but he had stomach pains and cried. Later the man put a dish of water down for him. He drank the water and the pains subsided. It was bitter cold in the garage and there was nothing but cold concrete to lie down on. He crawled back in a corner under the work bench and went to sleep. 

In the next month he never left the garage. They tied him to one leg of the work bench so he couldn't leave when the man backed his car out. They brought the little boy out twice to see and pet him, but said no when the little boy wanted to take the puppy in the house. Both the little boy and the puppy cried when they took the little boy back in the house. When he said he wanted to stay with the puppy his mother told him it was too cold for him to stay outside. Each time the man cleaned up after the puppy, which was only twice during the month, he cursed and mumbled under his breath. During these times the puppy stayed back under the bench. He frequently went days without food or water.

Then one day he heard the man and the woman arguing outside the garage. He didn't know about people arguing, but he knew he didn't like the sounds, so he crawled back under the work bench. He was getting bigger and had to squeeze under. The man came in the garage, dragged him out from under the work bench and put him on the floor in back of the car. It seemed an awful long time to the puppy before the car stopped. They were out in the country. The man got out of the car, opened the back door and dragged the puppy out. There was snow on the ground and it was so cold the puppy had difficulty breathing. The man got in the car and drove off, leaving the puppy standing by the side of the road. The puppy was shivering and his paws hurt, but he was so thirsty he ate some snow. It eased his parched throat and he started walking down the side of throat. He didn't know where he was going but he did know that he couldn't stay there.

That night he slept in an old abandoned shed, but he didn't go to bed hungry. There were mice in the shed and he caught one and ate it. There was plenty of snow and, for the first time in his life, he wasn't thirsty. In the next few weeks he used the old shed as home base, but ranged out into the countryside looking for something to eat. The second day he caught a rabbit. In a strange way, he began to feel better. He was always cold but he wasn't always hungry or thirsty.

His supply of mice was exhausted, but the rabbit lasted a couple of days. He began to range more widely, catching an occasional field mouse or a ground squirrel. One day he got lucky. Hearing a slight rustling in a snow covered bush, he froze instantly, eyes, nose and ears exploring the bush. He sat patiently for fifteen or twenty minutes, not moving, then he saw something in the bush flutter. He charged and came out with a partridge. He carried the partridge back to his shed and that night enjoyed the best meal he had ever eaten.

He had honed his hunting skills to a sharp edge, but was finding that he had to extend his range further and further to find game. There was a farmhouse and a barn in the vicinity, but he had always made a wide track around them until one fateful day. He had not eaten in two days and was beginning to feel the pangs of hunger. The farmer had chickens and to the puppy, remembering the partridge, that meant dinner. The chickens were enclosed in a yard behind the house so he approached the yard from the back, crawling along the side of the barn until he could look around a corner into the chicken yard. He studied the yard very carefully and finally decided on his method of attack. The yard was surrounded on three sides with a chicken wire fence. On the side closest to the house there was a gate and he studied the gate carefully before deciding it was too close to the house.

Very slowly, crawling with his belly close to the ground, he approached the fence on the side away from the house. The snow had melted and the ground was rocky but not frozen. He started digging a hole under the fence. Toughened up with his hunting expeditions of the past weeks, his paws didn't make much headway in the rocky ground, but he persisted, pausing occasionally to rest. There had been a flurry among the chickens when he first started digging but they had calmed down by the time the hole was big enough for him to crawl through. Once he was under the fence he made a dash for the nearest chicken, closed his jaws down in its back and turned to go back under the fence. The yard erupted into a mass of cackling hens and the farmer came out the back door with a shotgun in his hands.

The dog had squeezed through to get into the yard, but hadn't counted on getting out with a chicken in his mouth. He dived for the hole, but couldn't get through going forward so he turned around and, twisting his body from side to side backed through the hole, taking the chicken with him. This maneuver cost him just enough time for the farmer to get him in his sights with the shotgun. He felt sharp, searing pain, shoot through his rump, but kept running.  That night he dined on chicken, but sleep was impossible because of the pain in his rump and back legs. He didn't cry. It had been only a few weeks, but the puppy was growing up.

The next day the pain was even worse and his instincts told him he couldn't stay there. He made his way back to the road and, moving very slowly, started walking along the side of the road. He heard a car coming and started to move toward the fence, but the effort was too much. He laid down and waited for it to pass. The car passed him, but the driver caught a glimpse of the dog by the side of the road, stopped the car and backed up. He got out of the car and started walking toward the dog, expecting to find it dead. The dog didn't move but kept his eyes on the man as he came nearer. Seeing that the dog was alive and alert, the man spoke to him softly and held out his hand for the dog to smell. The dog didn't growl and the man put his hand on the dog's head, asking, "Are you hurt, old boy?"

He moved his hand along the dog's back and felt the swelling in his rump. The dog yipped when the man touched his sore spots, but still didn't growl. He seemed to know that this was the help he needed. The man very gently lifted the little dog and put him on the front seat of his car, talking to him softly, assuring him that everything would be all right. As he drove, the man continued to talk to the dog and put his hand under the dog's chin. He was rewarded with a slight movement of the tail. 

The vet gave him something for pain and, one by one, removed the buckshot from his rump and back legs. The dog didn't struggle and when the girl who was assisting the vet reached over to pat him on the head, he licked her hand. The doctor gave him an antibiotic and they put him in the recovery room on a soft blanket. The exhausted dog promptly fell asleep. The vet went out to talk to the man who had brought him in, told him the dog would be all right, but should probably be kept quiet for the next few days. The man explained that he had found the dog by the side of the road and brought him in for treatment. He assured the vet that he would pay all the necessary expenses, but that he had no place to keep the dog, as much as he would like to have him. The vet agreed to keep the dog for a couple of days after which he would turn him over to animal control.

The next few weeks were happy ones for Bravo, the name the Animal Control girl gave him when they brought him in. The other dogs were friendly and he was fed twice a day. The vet had given him his rabies shot and his first seven in one shot and told them he would neuter the dog for no fee when the time came for him to be neutered. The vet had estimated him to be about six months old. The animal control people could only keep him for three weeks, but in that time he seemed to have grown much larger, the ruff around his neck was light gold, his body a dark red and his tail, curving up over his back was the same color as his ruff, as were the "feathers" on his back legs. The girls at animal control had bathed and brushed him. When they turned him over to the Humane Society, the girls cried. He had become their darling.

The next two months were pleasant. Twice a day, the dogs were taken out and allowed to run in a big grassy yard. Bravo gained almost twenty pounds and, to the casual observer, looked full-grown. During the time he was there, he saw people come in and look at all the dogs, then pick one out to take home. Many of the people who came in looking for dogs would look at him and remark how beautiful he was, but when asked if they would like to take him home would mumble something about Chows and what Ann Landers had said about them. Other dogs that had been there when he first got there were taken into a back room and were never seen again. If a dog hadn't been adopted after 60 days it was taken into the back room. Bravo didn't know about euthanization, but he knew he didn't want to go into the back room. However, time was running out.

With only four days to go before he would be going to the back room, a girl came in specifically to see Bravo. They took her to his pen and she talked to him. He wagged his tail and she asked them to open his cage and let her look at him more closely. She talked to him while she opened his mouth and looked at his eyelids. He licked her hand and she hugged him. A half hour later, after she had signed the necessary papers, she put a collar on him, fastened the rabies tag to it and led him out to her car. When she opened the door he jumped in and sat up in the front seat, looking out the windows as she drove away. The girl talked to him and he lay down and put his head in her lap. She told him that she was with Chow rescue and that she wasn't his family. She explained that she would take him to his family in a few days. He listened and his tail wagged,

She brushed the tears from her eyes.

Dan Norton had brought Kate, his wife, home from the hospital just a week ago. The hardest part of coming home was telling Jimmy and Cathie, eight and ten, that they wouldn't be getting a baby brother after all. The four of them had sat down and talked about what they could do. The kids were all for adopting another child. Jimmy wanted a boy and Cathie wanted a girl.

Katie shook her head. She had been a legal secretary before she married Dan and knew how slow the adoption process could be.

"That would take too long." She remembered her dog, Teddy, who had been her constant companion from the time she was Cathie's age until she had been in high school. "How would you like a Chow Chow?" Dan started to object, but she shushed him. The kids were excited. Cathie asked, "What's a Chow Chow?" and Jimmy scornfully answered. "It's a dog, dum dum." Kate walked over to the big armoire and opened it up.

"Come here, I'll show you." She took a photograph album out and started flipping over the pages. "Here's a picture of a Chow Chow." They looked at the pictures of a young girl about Cathie's age with a half grown red and gold dog at her side. She showed them other pictures taken as she was growing up, and as she grew, the dog grew. She told them his name was Teddy and that he had always slept on her bed at night. She told them she had lost Teddy the day before graduation from high school and that she had been so upset she hadn't gone to the graduation ceremony. She promised them she would start looking for a Chow Chow the next day. They were excited and asked if they could go with her to look for the dog, "We'll see " was all she said.

That night, after the children had gone to bed, Dan asked if she thought she was doing the right thing. She assured him the children needed a pet and she thought it was time to get them one. He countered with,

"But a Chow Chow? They are vicious dogs."

"If you think that you have a lot to learn about Chows." She told him that Chows were very reserved, very dignified dogs, but not vicious by nature. She told him they were loyal and highly protective, but once they accepted someone, that person had a friend for life. Their discussion lasted into the wee hours of the morning and he finally agreed, reluctantly, to go along with her idea. She spent most of the next day on the phone, eventually getting in touch with someone in Chow rescue. She had to answer a lot of questions about her family, their home, their yard and if they had any other pets. Kate understood the reason for the questions and answered them. She then told him about Teddy. He seemed satisfied and asked for her number, saying he would call her back.

She got a call about an hour later from a lady who identified herself as Barbara Costa with Chow rescue in another state. Barbara told her about a Chow, in one of the local shelters.  She said she had not been able to check out the dog, but read the description she had been given. She added that the dog was described as being gentle and good with other animals. The description sounded so much like Teddy that Kate discarded any reservations she might have had and said. "We'll take him, we'll take him." Barbara told her not to get her hopes up too high, that she would check the dog out, and if he matched the description, she would take him out of the shelter and call them.

From the time Dan left for work until four that afternoon, Kate and the kids never got out of hearing distance from the telephone. Barbara called at four and told them she had Bravo with her. She said he was a sweet dog and that she wouldn't mind keeping him for herself. She agreed to deliver Bravo the next day. It was a two-hour drive and she arrived at the Norton’s a little after eleven. Kate and the two children were out the front door and on the driveway before the car came to a stop. Barbara rolled down the window and told them to take their time getting acquainted with Bravo, to give him time to get acquainted with him. She got out of the car, walked around to the other side and Bravo jumped out. He got acquainted with them fast. In less than two minutes Kate was on her knees and all three of them were hugging him while he favored them with kisses. His tail didn't stop wagging. Kate was crying and laughing at the same time and Barbara had tears in her eyes as she watched the happy scene.

Kate gave Barbara fifty dollars and signed some papers. Barbara told her that ordinarily Bravo would have been neutered before being turned over to the family, but time had been too short for that and if they wanted to take the four hour round trip drive, the neutering wouldn't cost them anything. She reminded Kate that in the papers she had signed she had agreed to have the dog neutered in the next 90 days. Kate nodded agreement but didn't take her eyes off Bravo and the children. This was, indeed, a match made in heaven. Barbara left with that glorious feeling of contentment that all rescue workers know when they have found a loving home for a dog in need. They work for nothing but there is a very high level of job satisfaction.

It was the day before Christmas and Dan left work early. In the lobby of the building where he worked a group of carolers were bringing glad tidings to all who would listen. They had a large, appreciative audience. Outside the snow was falling over the city, turning streetlights into dazzling stars and neon signs into Christmas decorations. For the past two weeks the family, individually and together, had been shopping, mostly for Bravo. All day long Dan had had the feeling that something was missing, but he couldn't think what it could be. For the fourth time that week he went into PetSmart, not even knowing what he was looking for. He wandered around the store for about fifteen minutes and was just about to leave when he saw what he had been looking for. He bought it and the clerk apologized because he couldn't gift wrap it. Dan said that was okay and hurried home.

There was a large wreath on the front door and the doorway was ringed with Christmas lights. When he opened the door, he was greeted with the sound of Christmas music, two enthusiastic children and one Chow, trying hard not to look enthusiastic. Kate was putting a last minute decoration on the Christmas tree and turned to smile, a wisp of hair had fallen over her eyes and they were sparkling. Jimmy and Cathie tugged at the package under his arm, but he wouldn't let them have it, telling them it was a Christmas present for all of them.

That night, after dinner, they all gathered around the Christmas tree, Bravo in the middle, and Dan told them the story of the first Christmas. They had all heard it many times before, but were always anxious to hear it again. Then they opened presents of which Bravo received most, finding himself literally covered with toys and chewies of all kinds. They got down to the point where there was only one present left. It wasn't even Christmas wrapped, but sat under the tree in a PetSmart plastic shopping bag. Dan picked it up and said, in his most serious tone, "There have been entirely too many presents bought for a certain dog in this household. I decided it was time to buy one for us. From Cathie there came a tiny, "From PetSmart?" and he looked at her sternly.

"Quiet, girl, if you want to know what the family is getting for Christmas." She hushed and he opened the bag and took out a book. It was "The World of Chow Chows." He told them he thought it was about time they all learned about this wonderful breed that had brought so much happiness into their lives. Then they all sang Christmas carols.

Bravo went to sleep under the Christmas tree,

-Burt Barrows

