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Dog:  A kind of additional or surplus Deity designed to catch the overflow and surplus of the world’s worship.

Ambrose Bierce – The Devil’s Dictionary

The Zohar Chronicles

How I Met Zohar

In a way it seems that Zohar and I were fated to meet but in the beginning I fought against the meeting.  It was around the time I was laid off from my job and was trying to do something positive to keep my spirits up.  My dog, Sam, a good and true companion of 15 years had passed away in the winter and now, in late summer I found myself with lots of time on my hands, so I decided that since I had so much free time, it was time to get a puppy.  

Sam had been a compromise dog – my husband at the time had wanted a Golden Retriever while I had wanted a Standard Poodle.  Finding Sam, a Poodle/Retriever crossbreed had satisfied us both.  Sam had the fur of his mother, a white standard poodle with a penchant for jumping fences when in heat, and the conformation of his father, a beautiful Golden who lived not far away.  He was one of seven in his litter and they all looked pretty much the same.  But Sam crawled right into my lap and I was hooked – I could pick him out of all the others easily after that, and we took him home right away.

Sam was brave and strong and made new friends with people easily.  We had gotten him for my birthday and after my divorce, when I found a suitable place for him, I took him with me.  His passing had been peaceful – he was 105 in human years and he did not linger or suffer, but went quickly as if in answer to a knock at the door.  

When I saw the add for a litter of puppies in the paper that summer I called right away and was told that they were all white.  I told the owner that I didn’t want a white poodle puppy because it would look too much like Sam and my friends and I would compare the two dogs and it would be fair to the puppy as Sam had been such an exceptional dog.

Now as I said, I had been laid off from my job so it was a stressful time for me and money was tight.  The litter in the paper had been asking a fairly reasonable price for poodle puppies but even reasonably priced puppies were expensive to me.  Still, I had the time to lavish on a puppy and I wanted a poodle so I kept looking.  There were other litters of course, but all at over $500 and I didn’t feel in my circumstances that I could spend that much.  

About this same time, a friend called to ask a favor.  He had a young girl coming over from France to stay a month and practice her English.  The girl was the daughter of a business colleague and was arriving in two days.  She was supposed to stay with an American family that also had a 17-year-old girl, but at the very last minute this family had declined to have her.  It seems my friend had made his arrangements with the father of the family who had neglected to tell his wife until the last minute and was then informed the wife’s plans didn’t include a month with a French houseguest.  While I didn’t speak French and was a middle aged single woman, my friend felt that I was young enough at heart to entertain the girl, and my lack of daily employment insured that I had more than enough time to spend with her.

And so, in August, Maia came to stay with me.  She was a beautiful girl, physically beautiful – tall thin young and pleasant.  She was artistic and loved to sketch.  She wanted to know the word for everything and I do believe that her English improved greatly during the month for, as I said, I knew no French.  Maia was with me as I searched for a poodle puppy.  We went to the pet stores and we searched the classified ads.  She was with me when the owner of the all white litter called back.  

All the puppies had found homes but one.  She didn’t want to run a new ad in the paper.  She had kept my phone number and now wanted to offer me this last remaining puppy at a dramatically reduced fee.  I had originally spoken to her when I had a job but now that I was unemployed the money was starting to be a factor and besides, it is hard to resist something on sale.  Still he was white and I patiently explained to her about Sam being white and how it just wouldn’t be fair to the puppy to have to follow in such noble paw prints.  I told her that tempting as the offer was I was going to have to decline.  

She persisted.  She gave me directions to her home and asked that I just come and take a look at him.  I wrote them down while telling her that I didn’t think I would be able to come.  She said she would be home all week, just to stop by and see him if I could.  She didn’t have anyone else interested.  We hung up.  

Mia, always interested in the puppy quest asked me about the call and I explained to her what the problem was – how the two dogs would look alike in so many ways and how comparisons would be made and how Sam would be too hard an act for any other dog to follow.  She understood.  She was working on a sketch as I recall and I was reading, it was late afternoon on a hot August day in Florida and the afternoon rains were closing in on us.  We worked each on her own project for about 15 minutes when Mia looked up and asked when we were going to go see the puppy.  I assumed some failure on my part as a communicator.  I had thought she understood that we weren’t going to actually go see the puppy; I had just taken down the directions to be polite and had told the owner not to expect us.  She understood.  We went back to our projects.

I have to admit that in my own mind I was still thinking about this puppy – now all alone with no littermates.  I was wondering if perhaps the fact that he was now so much within my own budget and that owner keeping my phone number and calling back might now constitute a sign of some sort – but no.  I was right not to get another white dog… wasn’t I?  My arguments were sound.  No dog could possibly live up to Sam and it wouldn’t be fair to submit one to such obvious comparison.  I went back to my book – ten or fifteen minutes slowly passed.  Suddenly Mia put down her pencil and looked up at me from where she was sitting on the floor, “Are you ready to go?” she asked.  I considered trying to explain it again but then said “Oh, hell!  Let’s go!”  Knowing full well that if would be coming home with this puppy if I went.

We had about a 40-minute drive to the owner’s house.  And a huge electrical storm began to rage around us as we traveled.  When we got there the owner opened the garage door and there he stood – shaggy, skinny scared and alone in his crate.  Who wouldn’t have wanted to take him?  He so obviously needed rescuing.  We spoke briefly with the owner – wrote down the AKC registration information, his parent’s names, date of birth, etc. – bundled him into the car and began the drive home… thunder and lightning and torrential rains all around us.

On the way, Mia and I talked about what to name him.  Here I felt that I was very lucky – I had a French poodle and a French girl to help me think of names for him.  But I had not considered my very American tongue.  Every time I would think of a name in English and ask Mia what the French would be, we came up with a word that I could not pronounce properly, much less holler if he were running down the alley after a cat.  I can’t tell you all the words I tried to say, but my tongue wouldn’t cooperate  - the nuances of the French language eluded me, the vowel sounds and the nasal sounds got all tangled up in my tongue and sounded like the ravings of a woman with a head cold and a speech impediment.  As we laughed over my horrible attempt at French the puppy sat shaking in Mia’s arms in total fear and the thunder crashed and the rain continued to beat down on the car roof. 

At last we arrived back home.  A towel was produced and he was dried off – he was so tiny, bedraggled and scared you almost had to laugh at him.  Mia and I kept trying to find some nice French name that I could pronounce, but the words that fit my tongue, didn’t fit the puppy and vice versa.  I had been carrying on an affair for several years with a married man who I only saw in conjunction with my job.  Now being laid off, I realized that I would not be seeing him again – his name was Zohar.  It is a Hebrew word meaning light or sunshine and I had always loved the way he pronounced in with his European accent, so soft as it was Sohar, the Z taking the S sound.  I would name the puppy after him – and as he was AKC potential I thought I would give Zohar a more fancy sounding name by adding to it La Blanc.  

And so he became Zohar La Blanc or White Light but he was really like sunshine in my life.  Suddenly I again had someone to walk with and to snuggle with but he wouldn’t lick my face.  This seemed strange to me as all the dogs I have previously known would give me little dog kisses, but not Zohar – he would turn his head sharply away as if to indicate that it was my breath that was offensive to him – Human Breath, Ugh!  But he would lick my hands or feet – I ascribed this to his French ancestry – a continental hand kisser was what I had and I loved every inch of him.

Autumn in St Petersburg is a lovely time.  Oh, not as lovely as in New England where the leaves burst into colors – here you have to look harder to see the season change, the days stay warm, even hot but the mornings and evenings are cooler.  Different plants come into bloom and in the late fall, certain of the summer vines die back.  The leaves don’t fall however, they will hang on until the new growth of spring forces them to make way – In Florida, at least in south Florida, spring is the time for raking leaves.  But fall is the time for planting snapdragons and impatients that will bloom all winter long providing a riot of color.  The native Gloriosa Lilly which pushed up in July will have almost finished its blooming – a strange flower that looks as if it came from outer space.  If you garden, fall is the time to plant the green vegetables, cabbage and collards planted now will grow and produce food through January.  I believe one could even grow tomatoes now though I haven’t tried.  In any case, autumn is a perfect time to have a puppy.

In those days St. Petersburg did not have a dog park at least not an official one – there was, however, a section of park on Tampa Bay that at low tide boasted a small strip of beach and here dog owners would gather in the late afternoon and evening and let their dogs off the leash to run together in a pack – it was her that Zohar and I would walk in the evening.  We lived about a mile from this section of park but to get there we could stroll along the bay together and sometimes we would see dolphins swimming right beside the sea wall.  

The city of St. Petersburg in the downtown section where we live is along the Tampa Bay side of the peninsula and some brilliant long forgotten city father must have decided that all the land immediately bordering the bay and running for some few miles, would be given over to public parks.  I toast this long forgotten person for it makes our city a lovely place where anyone can sit along the sea wall and look off across the bay at a large expanse of water.  There is something so soothing in doing this.

Our house was up the hill from the bay about 5 blocks and then the rest of the way we could walk beside the sea wall – the exercise was good for both of us.  People who see poodles walking so calmly beside their owners may get the idea that these are naturally calm animals but it is not so… Poodles and especially poodle puppies have limitless energy and need a good deal of exercise.  Given proper exercise they can be quite calm during the rest of their day – it is only when the pent up demand for stimulation isn’t met that they may resort to destructive behavior.  As a puppy, Zohar got lots of exercise and so was never a problem.  

When we arrived at the strip of land favored by the dog owners I would let him off his leash and he was free to run with the pack.  This was heaven for him as he tried to keep up with the bigger dogs running up and down at the edge of the water.  Like all puppies it seemed that his feel grew first and the rest of him followed in time and he was often tripping over these big feet as he tried to keep up – Then he would somersault, head over tail, filling his furry coat with the beach sand and looking up to see the pack racing far ahead of him and so he would right himself, looking somewhat dazed and confused and take off again in pursuit.

My old dog Sam had never really explored the retriever aspect of his pedigree – that is to say he would not retrieve – or more accurately, while he would retrieve, he would not give the object retrieved to me.  No, “keep-away” was his game of choice for he loved to be chased so that he could show his great skill in eluding his chaser.  I was resolved that Zohar would fetch.  Whenever he had something, therefore, I would simply hold out my hand for him to give it to me.  If he did, he received lavish praise if he ran away for me to chase him, the game simply stopped and I would ignore him.  This outcome not being desirable he would eventually bring the object back to me, sometimes dropping it at my feet.  After a few minutes I would pretend to rediscover it and would throw it again for him to fetch.  Poodles are indeed smart dogs and it didn’t take him long to learn the rules of the game, but young dogs, like young children like to see if the rules can be broken and so many a battle developed between us as he entered the terrible two’s – but as a puppy he was very good about fetching.

As he grew I learned that I could not throw far enough to give him the work out he craved and so I got a tennis racquet and would lob the tennis balls out into the water for him to retrieve.  Soon there were two Labradors one blond and one chocolate who wanted to play too.  Zohar was delighted as they were full-grown male dogs and he was running with them.  We had a good game – I would point to the dog whose turn it was and would hit the ball out to sea they all would run after it but only the one pointed out would actually get the ball – they became quite gentlemanly at taking turns.

Here I should probably say a word or two about his temperament at this time.  It was sweet and shy, almost timid.  As we walked in the alleys on our way to the park he would become apprehensive if a plastic bag blew in the wind across his path – if another dog barked from behind a fence he would turn tail and run.  He was not the brave dog my Sam had been.  I felt in my heart that if trouble came our way Zohar would run away and leave me or stand bravely behind my skirts and bark at best.  Because he was afraid, he over compensated.  If a larger dog came up to him to sniff, he would immediately start to growl and act like an ass, the other dog might be wagging its tail and wanting to play but because it was larger and he was afraid he would go on the offensive.  All the while I would make nice sounds to sooth him and let him know that it was OK, but to no avail.  The problem rarely developed if the dog was smaller.  It bothered me then, it still does, but it is just his way and there is nothing that can be done about it and though he is no longer afraid of plastic bags he will never be fearless.

We played happily along that little strip of beach for about a year.  Sometimes there were as many as 30 or 40 dogs running free.  But we were illegal (as the rules stated that dogs in the park must be on a leash) and the large number also the large size of some of the dogs alarmed the non-dog owners who liked to stroll along the waterfront in the evening.  And then there are always some owners who don’t seem to be able to think.  So one owner brought her dog infected with ringworm and soon other dogs were infected – then another brought a dog with kennel cough and soon a half dozen dogs were coughing, one of them was Zohar.  At this point I decided that I could walk to some other section of the park where Zo and I could play ball together.  He was well socialized by this time and I didn’t think he would miss running in the pack that much.

Puppy Love

And so, when we walked down the alley to the bay, we turned south rather than north so that we passed by the yacht club and crossed the bridge into Daemons Landing.  Daemons’ Landing is a little spit of a park with one road leading in that loops around and returns back out again.  The park has few buildings around it, just a public restroom, a Marina office and a parks department storage building.  Many live aboard yachters have anchorage in this marina and in spring our local equity theater presents Shakespeare in the Park here.  I suppose it is really an island now that I think of it – connected by a very short bridge to the wide, main sidewalk that runs along the waterfront.  On the bay side of this little island are some picnic tables and a boat ramp but most of the land mass is a park with soft green grass and a couple of little knolls.

One day as I was walking along the main sidewalk toward the bridge to the Landing I became aware of a man in a car cruising just slightly behind my view but obviously slowed to match my walking speed.  Being a single woman walking with a less than fearless dog, I became a bit apprehensive and turned to see who was in the car.  There was an attractive young man (too young for me, I thought) and I was somewhat flattered until I noticed that his eyes were on Zohar.  

“Nice dog.” He said with a smile.  “Have you considered breeding him?”  

“I haven’t had him fixed yet” I said, “I was thinking about it but he is rather a small standard and most people now want the really big ones.”

Ours is a small standard too, he said.  We live on a boat over in Daemons Landing.  

How old is your female I asked

Just over a year he replied.

So is Zohar I said, who were your dog’s parents?

Jobets was the Mother, he said.  

And was she born in May?  May 7th? I asked.

His affirmative answer clearly revealed that this affair could never be – they were littermates but we agreed to set up a play date for them at the Landing.  

Early on Zohar sported the Town & Country cut while the other poodles in the neighborhood sported their neatly trimmed noses.  When the date for Zo’s play date with his sister, Lilly Lamb arrived I was delighted to see that Lilly also wore a mustache and so they looked almost like twins.  

The tendency to anthropomorphize the feelings of pets is a very strong one and much counted on by the marketers of pet products.  For after all does the dog really care if the biscuit is shaped like a bone or a mailman?  No.  He just wants to eat it – it is we, the owners who like the shape and buy it.  Knowing this I try to guard against making emotional judgments for Zohar but in the case of Lilly Lamb, the recognition was so instant and the joy with which they greeted each other was so apparent it could not be denied.  They ran together and played instantly in a way Zo had never done with other dogs; they wrestled and ran some more – they ran far away from us the owners, not choosing to play directly under our feet as was the case with other dogs – it was a great reunion.  

With Lilly Lamb to play with and the various other small dogs that walked with their owners in Straub Park (another of the many beautiful parks along the St Pete waterfront which we passed through in route to Daemons Landing) to sniff and leave dog messages for, Zohar didn’t seem to miss the pack from the dog beach.  I was glad I had made the change as the walk was also much more pleasant for me.  A routine appeals to an animal, especially when it involves them.  Zohar liked the idea that when I put his leash on the time that followed would be devoted exclusively to him.  His internal biological clock would go off at the same time each day and he would look to me to get up and get going.  Monday through Friday I walked him to the Landing after work.  Saturday and Sunday I walked him there in the morning but in the afternoon he would come and put his wet nose on me again as if to say, “Where is my evening walk – isn’t it time for us to go out?”  I often agreed and too a second walk on the weekend but only down to Straub Park.  Straub Park is a lovely shady park that the park service grooms and manicures to perfection on a weekly basis.  It comes in a north and south version, the two being separated by Second Avenue.  We would enter the park by the northwestern path and stroll south until the path cut a diagonal to the east – from here we would stroll by the rear of the Fine Arts museum and peer into their courtyard.  Crossing Second Avenue we kept to the east side until we reached the fountain just to the north of the yacht club.  From there we crossed over to look at the boats in the marina and to better keep an eye out for dolphins which we usually managed to see at least once a week.  Past the marina was the bridge to Daemons Landing that was also ringed by boat slips.  Here we could play ball in the park at the center of the little island landing and if our schedules coincided we would see Lilly Lamb – though this did not happen as often as Zohar would have liked.  Then we would retrace our steps re-crossing the street at the same place each time to walk back by the fountain.  If it was a hot day, Zohar liked to jump into this fountain.  It was round with a tall cylindrical statuary in the center that was carved in great detail in bands each different, but the whole effect was slightly reminiscent of a wedding cake - the water sprayed from the top where the bride and groom should be and shot in the air for about two feet.  It was made of a light yellow/white stone.  The outer circumference was about two and a half feet high and within this enclosure the water formed a pool the depth of which only reached to Zo’s shoulder.  Once inside this rim one could only see Zohar’s head and being white, even that did not show up dramatically against the light stone.  I have a silly picture in my mind of him as three black dots against a white background – two eyes and a nose.  

If we had been to Daemons Landing and had there played a good game of fetch he was usually hot when we passed this fountain returning home and I would let him off the leash as he made a straight run to the fountain where he would simply stand and cool off for a minute or two before leaping back out, shaking off the excess water and standing for his leash to be hooked up, we would proceed back to north Straub Park and up the Avenue to our home -Just slightly over a mile round trip.

It was spring and Zohar was just a bit past his second birthday.  We were on our after work walk to the Landing.  We had crossed the bridge and crossed the little road that ran around the park when we noticed that there was another dog in the park and one we did not know.  And so it was that Nikka came into our lives.  Nikka was a Schipperke, a Flemish breed, originally used on barge and canal boats as watchdogs and to catch vermin.  Her breed name means Little Captain and she lived aboard a trimaran anchored in one of the Daemons Landing slips.  Nikka lived aboard with Sandra and Frank and I believe she actually was the captain of that boat.  She was about a foot tall and all black with a solid and extremely compact body balanced on legs that seemed too thin somehow.  To me she was a cinderblock perched on chopsticks.  I knew she was a cinderblock because occasionally in running around she would crash into my legs and I could feel the full impact of her thickset body.  Her nose was moderate in length and pointed so as to give her a pert look combined with her oval brown eyes and her triangular ears.  She was a no nonsense dog.  She knew what she wanted and from the moment she saw him, she wanted Zohar.  

It sounds silly to say that they fell in love, but they did.  He tall, over 15 inches at the shoulder, and white, she short (about half his size), black and spayed to boot – they were an unlikely couple.  Sandra, Frank and I often marveled at them in the months to come.  Sandra could not even mention Zohar’s name on the boat with out Nikka going absolutely crazy and expecting Sandra & Frank to take her out to meet him.  I would call them as we were about to leave the house – they would delay about 10 minutes and then take Nikka out for a walk.  They would wait for us on the top of the small knoll – we would cross the bridge and appear coming over a little rise  - once across the road, I would let Zo off his leash and Sandra would release Nikka.  What followed next deserved a soundtrack – I hear Rachmaninoff's 'Piano Concerto #2' as I recall it now.  The two dogs rushing together, leaping up as they met and then running together, not actually chasing each other, but just exalting together in a burst of speed.  They would race around like that as I covered the ground between the road and the knoll.  They would continue their rambunctious play while we owners chatted about the day or the weather or the news.  Eventually we would notice that the play had stopped and would turn to find them snuggled together, often his foreleg and paw wrapped around her – their faces close together as they nuzzled each other and made soft mouth movements together not chewing each other or biting, no, it was more like caressing or kissing.  It was so touching and affectionate that we three humans could hardly believe it.  We wondered the first time if it was just a fluke – that he seemed to want to hold her in his arms, but it happened time and again and each time it happened we began to believe more and more in their mutual affection.  

Zohar and Nikka were in love and I had made two wonderful new friends, for Sandra, Frank and I did continue on as friends long after the puppy love faded.  And it did fade.

In the fall Sandra & Frank moved into a condo and their walking schedule altered to such an extent that they were seldom at the landing when we were.  In the void created by Nikka’s absence, Zohar became totally dedicated to his tennis ball – chasing and retrieving it and then chasing it again became the great joy of his life.  Around this time I also decided that he would not be a stud and had him fixed.  So it seemed that he gave up females and took up sports  - and that made sense to me.

The Terrible Twos

If some one asked me my opinion as to whether to get a puppy or an older dog, the only advice I could give is get one or the other, but don’t get one that is between 1½ and 2½ years old.  Just as with children these are known as the terrible twos.  If you started with an adorable puppy who loved you madly and followed you everywhere – being sooo good, suddenly you are living with a jackass that won’t do anything without a fight.  You must begin serious training at this point if you haven’t already, but even so the little donkey will push you to see how far he can go and will get away with murder if possible.

This was true of Zohar.  As a puppy we had begun his training and, as I said, he was so very good.  Before his first birthday he could sit on command, heal, and stay as well as come.  This last one is by for the most important as there is nothing more frustrating to a dog owner than to call you dog to you only to see him run in the opposite direction, glancing back occasionally over his shoulder to be sure you are following.  And you are following, getting redder in the face and angrier by the minute as your darling adds additional blocks to your walk.  You call louder and louder, “Zohar, COME!”  To no avail.  The little darling is now practicing selective hearing and though he looks back he seems to be saying, “What was that?  I couldn’t quite hear you…”  

Another of Zo’s terrible two maneuvers was to anticipate you.  In this maneuver Zohar would also attempt to run in some familiar direction and fail to return when called as if to say, “I know we are going to this place because we have gone there before… see I am saving you the trouble of giving me a command by anticipating your wishes and acting on them in advance.”  Two-year-old dogs believe they can read your mind.  To some extent, Zohar has never outgrown this belief.

Then there is the belief that all walks are their walks.  This is reminiscent of the Duchess in Alice in Wonderland when Alice claims to have lost her way.  “Tut, tut, my dear,” said the Duchess.  “All ways here are my ways!”  Zohar felt that on his walks healing was not strictly necessary.  He had a retractable lead (I don’t recommend these for any serious training) and he felt it his right to always be at the extreme end of its span.  Should I shorten it and request him to heal he would pull constantly and a battle of wills would follow… My donkey and me.

Oh, and one time he chewed on a shoe…  

Like most women, I love shoes.  My mother sold shoes for 20 years and retired with a $68.00 per month pension from selling shoes.  I like to say that I am descended from a long line of shoes.  So when I cam home one day to find that my two year old Zohar had chewed one of my shoes, I determined this was a battle that I would have to win.

Years before this event, my cousin Dennis had given me a book on dog training called The Kohler Method.  This method advocates fear as your main training tool.  If your dog digs holes in the yard and won’t stop, fill the hole with water and hold the dog’s head under this water until he believes he is going to drown while telling him NO DIGGING!

I decided to try a variation on the Kohler Method, which I have come to think of as the William Shatner Method.  William Shatner, or Captain Kirk as we all still think of him, made a very successful career out of over acting in the extreme (is that redundant?).  I decided that over acting might be the best solution for my shoe issue with Zohar.  I began by grabbing the shoe and asking in a very loud voice filled with anger, “WHAT IS THIS?”  Then I banged the shoe on the floor several times until I determined just how to hit it so the noise was the loudest.  Zohar immediately caught on that something was amiss.  He began to hide behind the chair… so I asked again, “Zohar, WHAT IS THIS?  Who did this?”  All the while smacking the shoe on the floor loudly.  Then I walked away and went about my activities around the house, leaving the shoe right where I found it.  Zohar began to relax and I am sure he thought, “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”  But I wasn’t finished.  Ten minutes might have passed when I passed the shoe and began again my dramatic horror at finding the shoe; asking what is this and banging the shoe on the floor before walking away.

The shoe stayed on the floor for two days and several times during those days I repeated my performance.  It was hard not to laugh when I looked at Zohar and asked again, “What is this?”  I could almost see his brain saying, “Oh no, not again, not that shoe thing again.”
But he has never chewed another shoe.  He has picked them up and moved them from the closet to the living room rug, but never has he chewed one.

And so the terrible twos finally came to pass and as suddenly as he appeared, the little donkey disappeared and my sweet tempered, almost timid dog returned.

A Dog Should Have a Sport

Many people seeing a Standard Poodle walking majestically and calmly by his owner’s side might think that they are a naturally docile and calm breed of dog but this is not necessarily true.  There exist in St. Petersburg a group called Poodle Rescue that has come into being partly as a result of this fallacious assumption.  People seeing the poodle walking beside his owner imagine how cool or elegant they, too, will look and so they purchase a standard poodle puppy expecting it to immediately become the dog of their vision.  NOT!

Poodles are first and foremost, dogs.  And like all dogs they need training, exercise and grooming.  How much of these three ingredients you put in, determines how much dog and what kind of dog you get.  Neglect the training and you will get a dog that either rules you or drives you crazy.  Neglect the grooming and you will get a dog subject to ear and eye infections.  But I should also say that you don’t have to spend a fortune at the groomers to have a poodle, only if you want a real poodle cut.  Poodles can look equally cute with no topknot and no long fluffy ears.  An all over cut with a #5 blade produces a dog that looks like a regular dog but is secretly a poodle.  A pair of good clippers and a #5 blade isn’t a big investment when you amortize it over the life of the dog, especially vs. the $40-50 a groomer will charge per visit.  It is also important to get the hair out of the ear canal, so if you can’t do that you need to go to someone who can every three or so months.

But training and grooming are only part of the story.  Exercise is the thing that can really make a good dog good.  A poodle likes and craves exercise and giving it to them allows them to work off frustration, pent up energy and burn calories.  And so I say that a dog should have a sport.  Some poodles like to chase squirrels, some catch Frisbees and some jog.  Zohar took up tennis.

More properly, I should say Zohar took up fetch because he will fetch most any toy you throw for him, but with a tennis ball he will plop it squarely in the palm of your hand, or at least in my hand.

When he was a puppy at the dog beach, he would play with the two Labs, I told you about but when we left the dog beach he only had me and I needed to teach him to plop the ball in my hand or else I would be bending over 50 or 60 times a day picking it up.  While I admit that I probably could have benefited from this exercise I still thought I had better teach the plop method to him early on.

Poodles are indeed smart and can learn most anything you want to teach them within reason.  Zohar understood the plop in hand part of the game right away, but alas, the terrible twos hit at about this same time and the donkey in him liked to see if he could just drop it at my feet every third or fourth throw, just for fun.  Oh we had some spirited contest of will then and several balls were left on the ground where Zohar dropped them.  Still time passes, and today as I write this, Zohar is  closing in on his 10th birthday and we haven’t had to fight over a ball for many years now.

We play almost every day, unless it is raining or I am sick.  We get up early, generally just before dawn and walk down to the park.  As the sun rises out of Tampa Bay we play our version of tennis for about 20 minutes, non-stop.  Zohar loves this time.  We have a whole ritual built around it.  Let me describe one of our mornings for you.

We sleep together, me in the traditional posture, head on pillow and feet toward the bottom of the bed.  Zohar generally sleeps at a right angle to me and prefers to take his half of the bed in the middle.  This has been known to create problems and I have had to reconfigure him in the middle of the night on many occasions.  But when it is time to wake, he comes up to the top of the bed and we have a little snuggle.  Sometimes I sing to him.  I often think he likes the singing because I use his name and make up lyrics to some tune that is in my brain but perhaps he only tolerates my songs while he waits for the big question.  Eventually the time comes for the question and it doesn’t matter what tone of voice I use, he knows these words by heart, “So, what do you think, Zo?  Do you want to get up?”  at this point I have his complete attention… “Well, let’s do it!”  This is what he has been longing to hear me say and now he springs from the bed in a state of what can only be pure joy.

He watches me as I use the bathroom, make the bed and begin to dress as if he isn’t sure we are really going to the park, even though we went the day before and most all the days before that, still this might be one of the rare days when I do something different.  When I get to the shoes, if I choose the official dog-walking shoes he begins to believe and gets very excited.  If I get up and walk to the back kitchen door he becomes quite euphoric… but sometimes nature calls me back…”Oh my god”, he can’t believe it!  He rushes to my side and looks at me with hopeful eyes as if to ask me “Are we really going?”  I reassure him but he says, “Talk is cheap.”  Until he sees me up again and moving toward the kitchen; buckling on my belly bag (filled with pick up bags and the all important ball), and talking the leash he does not believe we will really go.

We take the alley to the park.  Many dogs are walked in the alley and there is a lot of scent for a dog to explore as he goes.  Since I quit smoking when I first got Zohar, I can now pick up a little scent myself and often it is delightful, sometimes merely interesting and occasionally disgusting.  In February and March, the air is pungent almost intoxicating, with the citrus in blossom everywhere.  In spring the climbing jasmine blooms and again the air is fragrant..  Occasionally someone has a big feast on shrimp or other shellfish and then the air is rank with the smell of shrimp shells.  After Christmas when the real trees are put out for collection, the air smells like evergreens.  The “punk” trees (a type of eucalyptus) stink, though some people say they smell like potatoes, they aren’t like any potatoes I know.  What scents Zohar enjoys are beyond my knowing… sometimes I think of it as pMail instead of email…

At the park I unsnap the leash and get out the ball.  Every time Zohar makes two spins in a circle before running out to get a head start on my throw.  For the first seven years of his life I threw over hand like a baseball pitcher.  But by the seventh year my shoulder began to ache so I switched to the underhand softball pitch and the problem went away.  

When Zohar was young I could throw the ball forever before he showed any signs of tiring but in recent years he begins to walk to get it and bring it back, instead of running, after about 20 minutes.  I use this as an excuse to end our game though I know in my heart that if I gave him even five minutes rest he would be good to go for another 20 minutes.  But I have to get on with my day and so does he.  While he was anxious to get to the park, sometimes pulling the leash always in the lead, on our return he dawdles and lags behind.  

This is typically how we begin each day.  Zohar doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him and maintains a calm yet youthful demeanor.  I ascribe this to our form of tennis and I strongly believe that every dog should have a sport.

Zohar is a Pack Animal

As I mentioned Zohar means light or sunshine and I like to joke that he only sings two songs:  When I am with him he sings You Are the Sunshine of My Life and when I am away, he sings Ain’t No Sunshine When She’s Gone.  But that isn’t strictly true.  

Just as my friends comprise the major part of my family, so too do they make up a pack to which Zohar and I belong.  Next to me, the most important members of Zohar’s pack are Tim and Mary and though Mary has been his primary care giver for the last five years during my travels, I think Tim may still hold the #2 position (after me of course) by virtue of the fact that they bonded when he was a little puppy.  Even now all I have to say is, “Zohar, guess who is coming?  Uncle Tim is coming” and he will sit looking out the front door attentively until he arrives.  I have tried this same announcement with Mary’s name, but it fails to get the same response (sorry Mary).  Others in the pack include Uncle Jerry, Uncle Ed and Uncle Paul but there are some other dogs too.

The original other pack dog was Pele who is gone now but who lived with Uncle Paul and Aleth.  A beautiful black Labrador retriever, Zohar loved to play with Pele when he was a pup and still looks for him in every black Lab that he meets.  Then there were the two Labs he played with at the dog park along with a beautiful bullmastiff, named Sophia.  Sometimes I think Zohar would like to be a Lab.  

Zo gets along very well with little dogs.  For three months one summer we puppy sat a little long haired dachshund named Lizzy.  Lizzy was fearless.  From the moment this little 6 inch high female met my  30 inch tall guy, she was in complete control.  She would jump on him, bite his ear and he would just love it.  Each day when she arrived they would rough house around until they were both exhausted and then lay down and chew on each other’s faces.

Zohar really likes female dogs – his current favorite is his snowbird buddy Ruthie.  Ruthie is a beautiful Boxer who is just finishing her passage through the terrible twos.

For the last couple of years, whenever she is in town, we have met Ruthie and her Mom, Maureen at the park for a game of ball.  The dogs don’t play together and at first this frustrated Ruthie.  She wanted Zohar to chase her and play with her (she was still a puppy after all) but Zohar, the dedicated athlete only wanted to play ball.  Originally we tried to teach Ruthie to play ball too, but with only limited success.  What did get Zohar’s attention was one day when Ruthie came with a rubber ball that squeaked.  Zohar immediately had to have this ball and ignored his old tennis ball completely.  So complete was his love for the new ball that he insisted on carrying it in his mouth until it was time for us to go our separate ways.  Sometimes Ruthie would walk him home and he would try to sneak the ball into the house, other times they would turn off before we reached home and he would be forced to give it up.  We began to call it the Jewel of the Nile.  If Ruthie had the Jewel, he would shadow her until she dropped it and then quickly scoop it up and parade home in a high-stepping strut with if in his mouth.  Over time, Ruthie gave up and let him have it.

Eventually Ruthie learned that if she played ball with Zohar, then he would take turns and let her catch the ball too.  Ruthie still has a little to learn about giving the ball back to Maureen or I so that the game can continue, but Zohar stalks her until she puts it down – he then returns it to us.

As I said, he likes the females and is pickier about the males he likes – a new dog in the neighborhood is a huge German Shepard names Trouper.  Trouper is a puppy who is so big he makes Zohar look small but somehow they have hit it off and it makes me very happy to see the two of them playing together.  There is also McDuff who lives down the street, but we don’t see enough of him for he and Zohar to form a friendship.

Zohar is a Hunter

It is hard to imagine that Zohar is a hunter.  At times he seems to be an abject coward.  He will still on occasion become very wary of a plastic bag blowing down the alley and may refuse to pass a helium balloon tied to a stick in the ground, but yes, he is a hunter.  

He is not the main hunter in the family.  That distinction goes to his brother, Mister E. the cat.  Mister E. has been a hunter all his life, bringing me home a bird or the occasional rat and woe to any cute little lizards that take up residence in the house.  I like having house lizards but now I worry about them for it is certain that someday I will find their little heads (minus their bodies) lying around some spot near Mister E.

But Mister E knows his limitations and when the game afoot is too large he brings in the help of Zohar.  They especially like opossums, but have been known to go after raccoons too.  I wouldn’t have believed what I am about to tell you  except it has happened too many times now to not believe it.  In the night, Mister E will enter the house and let out with a specific one of his cat yowls (they all sound the same to me pretty much but I am sure I miss certain subtleties that only other animals can catch, as not all yowls get this same reaction ) and Zo will leap out of bed.  He and Mister E will proceed to the back yard and I will attempt to go back to sleep.  My attempt will be futile, however for in about 10 minutes Zohar will begin to bark…and bark…and bark.  Fearing the wrath of my neighbors on the one hand and the possibility of an axe murderer hiding in the bushes on the other, the first time this happened I proceeded cautiously out the back to see what the matter could be.  There they were:  Zohar with a terrified baby opossum in a corner and Mister E sitting just looking on (with glee?).  Now did that cat tell him the baby opossum was there I wondered?  No, I concluded, I must be imagining it.  But it has happened too many times now not to take it seriously.  Mister E finds the larger game and wakes Zo every time – just last week it was a raccoon, but the result is the same, Mister E is always sitting near by watching as Zo madly tried to bark the game to death.

St. Petersburg like most southern cities is alive with wildlife.  We have gators and snakes to be sure and bugs as big as mice; and we have mice too and fruit rats and lots of typical neighborhood creatures including raccoons and opossums.  Our back yard is home to a family of raccoons and opossums.  The raccoons worried me because they can carry rabies and they had lived among people so long that they had lost their fear.

I have come to respect opossums.  They are ugly as sin but they eat a lot of snakes and bugs, they don’t carry rabies and do little harm.  For years one would climb up into my bathroom plumbing under the house and have her babies… 3 or 4 months later I would see them in the back yard cringing  from Zohar  and Mister E… but this opossum may have passed on because I haven’t heard her banging the pipes for two years now.  They usually are only seen at night and they are quick to hide, as they are very wary of us people.  They do play opossum as I discovered when Zohar managed to catch one.  He threw it dramatically to the ground where it landed with a thud of what I believed to be dead weight.  I made him come back into the house and I steeled myself to go out and pick up the dead carcass.  I put on my plastic gloves and headed out to do my duty only to discover that the carcass had gotten up and walked away.  After that the opossum stayed on the fence and Zohar looked up at it and barked until he drove me crazy.  

It was during one of these opossum barking fits that I noticed tat Zohar’s face was as narrow and pointed as the opossum and it was then that I decided he should have a 1950’s poodle hair cut with a mustache known as the Town & Country.  Now that he is older, his snout is broader and he looks fine with the shaved face, but as a puppy he was decidedly opossum-like in appearance.
My Best Friend

So it is that I am fortunate enough to pass my time working from home in the company of my best friend, who even now is sleeping not far away from me.  If I leave the computer and move to the living room couch, he will follow.  If I nap, he will curl up next to me and put his head on my legs.  He is fascinated by my every move as if I was the most interesting person in the world a guru in fact, and Zohar is my disciple who attends me in the hope that I may utter some sage word or reveal the meaning of Life.

Zohar Passes Away

In the spring of 2006 Zohar was running for the ball and pulled up lame.  At first it was thought that he had torn a ligament, but later that was ruled out.  I tried to let him heal on his own for a while but then went to the Vet only to learn that he had chronic kidney disease ( they vets never could actually tell me what was wrong with his leg.

I began a course of fluid injections and a low protean, kidney disease diet and at first it looked as if he was progressing.  I was feeling optimistic.  

Today we went for a relatively long walk, he was walking at a trot.  I was very encouraged… looking forward to seeing the vet on Monday and getting an even better report of his kidney function.  But this afternoon, he was worse.  He had lost function in both right limbs.  A trip to the Vet did not promise any improvement.  I made the hard decision.

I have loved Zohar for so many years and if anyone knew him, it was I.  He would not have wanted to be carried outside to relieve himself each day.  He, like I, would have wanted to go while he still had his dignity intact… and so he did.
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