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This page is for you, Odie Michael—
because you will always be part
of my story.
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			Preface

			Why I Had to Write This

			*

			When I look back on my life, I often find myself asking, When did one dog turn into two? Two into three? And somehow, seven into eight?

			Have you ever looked around and wondered, How did I get here?

			Not in a bad way—just in that quiet, reflective way that catches you off guard.

			I never meant to become the woman with a pack of dogs.

			There was no big plan. No grand vision.

			It just…happened.

			One wagging tail at a time.

			One little rescue.

			One sad soul that needed a place to land.

			It was love.

			Simple. Unassuming.

			

			The kind of love that sneaks in and stays—through every season, every loss, every change.

			Dogs have always been my safe place. My constants. My calm in the chaos.

			But no dog changed me quite like Odie Michael did.

			This book isn’t just about a stubborn little dachshund with a silky silver coat and a larger-than-life attitude.

			It’s about healing.

			It’s about losing yourself in the depths of grief—and finding your way back, slowly, carefully…sometimes with four little paws leading the way.

			It’s about what happens when you give your whole heart to a dog…and what happens when you have to say goodbye.

			It’s about the silence that follows.

			The emptiness that moves in.

			The ache that lingers.

			And it’s about what happens when—despite all of it—you choose not to close your heart, but to leave the door cracked open…just wide enough for something new.

			

			Maybe as important as what this book is about is what it’s not about. You see, when I lost Odie, my world, not the world around me, but MY world, shattered.

			My friends didn’t understand.

			My family didn’t understand.

			My husband of forty years didn’t understand. And honestly, neither did I.

			This book isn’t about the five stages of grief management. This book isn’t about “dealing” with grief. It isn’t about “getting over it”. Instead, it focuses on living through it. Surviving the journey with a new understanding and, dare I say, appreciation, of loss.

			At sixty-two, I realized something: The pages of my life were turning faster than I wanted. More were written than blank.

			Do you ever feel that way? Like time just…sped up? Like one day you woke up and realized you weren’t making plans anymore—you were reflecting on all the ones you made (and didn’t make)?

			From a young age, I loved to write. But life had other plans—practical ones. Safe ones. So I spent over thirty years working as a legal assistant to two attorneys—who, as fate would have it, became two of my dearest friends.

			

			When they both decided to close their practices, I thought retirement would feel like freedom.

			You know the vision: waking up refreshed, sipping coffee on the porch, soaking up the quiet.

			But the truth?

			Retirement wasn’t what I expected. It wasn’t peace—it was a kind of restless waiting.

			In February 2022, with zero tech skills and a whole lot of nerves, I launched The Barking Blogger—a tiny blog that felt both exciting and terrifying.

			Have you ever tried something so new and so foreign that you wanted to quit five minutes in? That was me. SEO? Huh? Instagram? What even is a reel?

			I could draft a trust, navigate court systems, research like a pro…but trying to figure out WordPress made me want to throw my laptop across the room.

			So I quit.

			I packed up the dream and tucked it away like so many others I’d buried over the years.

			Until one day in October 2024, I woke up and thought: Enough.

			

			Have you ever had a moment like that—where you just knew something had to change?

			This was my moment. I opened my laptop, leaned on my lifelong research skills, and started learning. YouTube became my classroom. I built a website. I made mistakes. I cried. I laughed. I kept going.

			And The Barking Blogger came back to life.

			I started with one follower.

			Now, ten months later, I have over 14,000 people walking this journey with me.

			And what do I write about? Dogs, of course.

			But here’s the twist I didn’t see coming: in building a blog about life with dogs, I uncovered grief I thought I’d neatly packed away.

			Odie Michael.

			My Heart Dog—the one animal connected so closely to you that your life and theirs are one.

			Have you ever cleaned out a closet and realized the real mess was in the hallway after?

			That was me.

			

			I thought I was organizing my life—writing, connecting, starting something new. But suddenly, he was everywhere. In every word, every memory, every pause.

			And I didn’t know what to do with that kind of ache.

			So I wrote.

			Just for me.

			Just to breathe.

			I wrote this book for me—because my grief needed somewhere to land. Because a love like Odie’s deserves to be remembered.

			At first, I laughed at the memories—the way Odie would dart out the front door the second it opened. The way he’d burrow under the covers at night because he hated the cold. The way his eyes lit up when I came home, no matter what mood I was in.

			And then came the tears. So many tears that I had to put this book away for months. I didn’t think I could finish it.

			But I knew I had to.

			For Odie.

			For me.

			

			But I also wrote it for you.

			If your dog is curled up next to you right now, stop reading for just a moment.

			Run your hand over their fur.

			Take in their scent.

			Look into their eyes.

			Really look.

			That’s what you’ll want to remember most. I wish I had written it down. I wish I had taken the time to stop and inhale his presence. I wish someone had told me to do it.

			And if the chair beside you is empty, I want you to know something with all my heart: They see you.

			I see you.

			There is still hope.

			There is purpose in your grief.

			You are not alone.

			Odie will always be my Heart Dog—not because he was perfect, but because his soul felt tethered to mine in a way I still don’t fully understand. I believe he was sent to guide me—to teach me how to love with everything I had…and how to survive the heartbreak of goodbye.

			But most of all, he taught me how to live life to its fullest.

			To pause.

			To breathe in the sunlight.

			To rest on the porch and let the day be enough.

			There is still hope.
There is purpose in your grief.
You are not alone.

			So, as you read, I hope you remember what your dog has taught you.

			And if you’re lucky enough to have one beside you now—listen closely: they’re always teaching.

			For anyone who has loved and lost a dog so profoundly that their absence still echoes.

			For those who’ve tried to explain that pain to someone who didn’t get it.

			For those who know, deep in their bones, that dogs are not “just dogs.”

			They are healers.

			

			Companions.

			Keepers of secrets.

			Soft places to land when the world feels hard.

			They are living, breathing proof that real love doesn’t always need words.

			I hope you find pieces of your story in these pages.

			I hope you feel seen.

			I hope you feel comforted.

			And above all, I hope you’re reminded that grief—real, soul-deep grief—is just another form of love.

			And love, especially the kind we share with our dogs, never truly ends.

			Thank you for holding space for Odie.

			And for me.

			

			


Part One

			Your Leash, 
My Lifeline
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			Chapter One

			The Ones Who Find Us

			*

			Have you ever met someone and, in an instant, felt like you’d known them forever? That strange and beautiful sense of recognition—like your souls had met long before your eyes ever did. The kind of connection where you laugh at the same things, you get mad at the same things, and you protect each other without question. That’s not just a friend—that’s a lifeline.

			That’s who Odie was to me.

			That’s not just a friend—that’s a lifeline.

			In my forties, my life looked full from the outside—maybe even enviable. I worked full-time for two busy attorneys, ran an online soap business in the evenings, and balanced the everyday chaos of raising three boys—all of them either in high school or newly in college. My husband was working long hours running his own business, and while we shared the same roof, we were living parallel lives.

			Life was changing faster than I could keep up with, and to be honest, I didn’t like the direction it was heading. I felt lost. Overwhelmed. And worst of all—unseen. Midlife, as people gently call it, is a strange place for a mother. You’re no longer needed in the same way. You go from being on-call twenty-four-seven to “I’ll let you know if I need something.” That shift? It can quietly break your heart. Surely, I am not alone in this feeling.

			After more than twenty-five years of marriage, everything felt…familiar, but hollow. I still did all the things—keeping the house together, checking in on the boys, managing the daily grind—but conversations with my husband were often reduced to passing updates. I didn’t recognize the woman in the mirror anymore. I wasn’t sure where she had gone, or how to find her again.

			I had poured so much of myself into raising kind, capable, independent boys. I had done my job—and they were doing exactly what they were supposed to. But no one tells you how hard it is to let go. No one prepares you for the ache of becoming obsolete in the lives you once centered your world around.

			There was pride, of course. I was deeply proud of them. But behind that pride was grief. I missed their constant questions, story time filled with hugs, and the chaos of having all three at home. My husband beamed with pride as they grew into capable young men, and the bond between them strengthened daily. And while he flourished in that closeness, I found myself shrinking.

			I withdrew slowly, quietly, and honestly; no one really noticed. There wasn’t a lack of tasks or responsibilities—I had more than enough to keep me busy. What I lacked was purpose. I didn’t need something to do—I needed something to need me.

			I had never felt more invisible. I know this must seem a little dramatic to anyone who hasn’t experienced this, but to those of us who have, drama is the last thing we were looking for.

			As my forty-second birthday approached, I remember thinking—I just need something of my own. Something that wouldn’t grow up and leave. But what?

			I would sit alone in my office, praying for an answer to my grief. Yes, I said grief. When life changes so drastically, we grieve for our past and the memories we made. Grief isn’t reserved for loss of life. It is a powerful force that is always waiting, watching for vulnerability, sadness, or even for a mom who longs for the laughter and chaos of her now-grown little boys running through the house.

			When life changes so drastically, we grieve for our past and the memories we made. Grief isn’t reserved for loss of life.

			As I look back on this time in my life, I realize that God always sends us exactly what we need. We need only ask.

			Have you ever stumbled across something and just knew it was meant for you?

			

			That’s what happened the day I saw the post saying: Miniature Dachshunds for sale. Out of nowhere. A whisper, a nudge, a knowing.

			A God thing.

			That’s what I call those little divine moments when you feel, without a doubt, that something was placed in front of you on purpose.

			I had always dreamed of having a little dog—one that would be mine. Completely mine. My first attempt had been a Cairn Terrier named Nitro, and despite my hopes, he had bonded instantly with my husband—the very same man who initially protested getting him at all. Nitro chose him—and I learned my lesson.

			This time would be different. This time, I would choose. I would be the one to pick up the puppy, to feed him, to hold him close and create the bond I’d longed for.

			When I brought it up to my husband, his response was typical: “Your boys love you and need you every day. I don’t know why you feel like that. You’re being silly.”

			How could he not see me? Have you ever felt so alone that you wondered if you were losing your mind? That was me. I thought maybe I was depressed. Perhaps I needed medicine. It turns out that I just needed a purpose.

			

			I came to realize it wasn’t silly. He couldn’t see it. He had everything he needed in those three boys—his pride and joy. And truly, they adored him. Their bond was strong and beautiful, and I never begrudged him that. Yet I couldn’t
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