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I remember the first time I laid eyes on Titan. It was during one of my after school trips to the local animal shelter. A day never went by that I didn’t stop and look at the new arrivals.

The kennel caretaker, Mr. Jackson, stopped working when he saw me come skipping into the shelter. He glanced at his watch, even though he didn’t need to, to confirm it was 3:15 pm. I always arrived at the same time each day.

“Hi, Tommy,” Mr. Jackson said. “Ready for your guided tour?”

“Oh yes,” I said dropping my book bag with the others by the checkout counter.

“You’re in luck, Tommy,” Mr. Jackson said guiding me to the viewing room. “We just got a litter of eight shepherd puppies in.”

There were already a bunch of kids in front of the glass window with their parents. They were all saying in unison, “I want that one!” 

All the puppies congregated in front of the kids. That is, all but one. He just sat in the back watching his sibling’s trip and fight for position in front of the squealing kids.

I walked up to the end of the glass and stared at the seemingly bored puppy. I heard one of the kids ask why the other one didn’t come over. A parent said he was probably sick. Mr. Jackson assured the parent that all the puppies were healthy or they would not be in the room together.

At that moment the puppy noticed me at the end and came running over. He stood on his hind legs and started pawing at the glass. I started mimicking his action. He started licking the glass where my hand was. Another child saw the activity and came over. The puppy looked at her and went back to where he was previous sitting and laid down. As soon as she frowned and left, the puppy ran back over and resumed pawing at the glass.

“Why, I’ve never seen anything like that,” Mr. Jackson said. “He’s created a natural bond with you.”

“What does that mean, Mr. Jackson?” I asked.

Mr. Jackson told me that it usually takes puppies a few weeks to bond with their new owners after leaving their mothers. Sometimes even longer. But he said he’s heard of rare of occasions where a dog will bond instantly with an owner. The bond can be so strong that if the owner dies before the dog, the dog will die shortly thereafter.

“I don’t want to think about him dying, Mr. Jackson,” I said solemnly. 

“I know you don’t, Tommy,” Mr. Jackson said patting me on the head. “These dogs live 10 to 13 years. You’ll be well into your twenties by then. But let’s not worry about that right now. You have to worry about convincing your mom to let you have a dog. And you better hurry because German shepherd pups tend to go fast.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Jackson,” I said. “He won’t let anyone adopt him but me.”

I grabbed my pack and ran home; all the while praying my mom was in a good mood. I knew convincing my dad would not be an issue. He loves dogs as much as I do. Mom, however, was not as supportive. For the past three years she always said I was too young for the responsibility. But now I’m 11 years old and ready for it.

I found her in the kitchen preparing dinner. I could tell she was cooking my favorite; delicious lasagna.

“Mom, Mom!” I yelled.

“What is it, Tommy?” she asked while turning quickly, nearly dropping her ladle.

“Mom, I found the perfect puppy,” I blurted out.

“Now , Tommy,” she started, “We’ve had this conversation before.”

“But, Mom, that was last year,” I countered. “I’m eleven now. I’m almost a teenager. You said it’s a big responsibility. I know about responsibility. I keep my room clean. I study and keep my grades up. And you never have to remind me to do my chores. Don’t you think I can handle it now?”

Mom let out a sigh while examining my face. She could see the desperation on my face. She knew that her refusal to agree this time would be devastating to me after making such a valid argument.

She stroked my cheek and said, “Ok, we’ll give it a try, but if you don’t keep up your end we’ll have to take him back to the pound.”

“Oh thank you, Mom,” I said giving her a big hug.

I was half way down the block before I realized that I needed Mom to sign the adoption papers. I ran back in and found her standing in the kitchen doorway smiling at me.

“Did you forget something, Tommy?” she said.

Mom said she would take me to the shelter after she finished cooking dinner. The minutes seemed like days as I waited for her to finished cooking. We then jumped in her car and drove to the shelter.

Mr. Jackson smiled as he saw me dragging Mom into the shelter.

“Look, Mom,” I said. “That’s Mr. Jackson. He knows everything about caring for and training dogs. He’s taught me a lot.”

“Please to meet you, Mr. Jackson,” Mom said shaking his hand. “Where is the little puppy you picked out, Tommy?”

“I didn’t pick him out, Mom,” I said. “He picked me.”

I pulled Mom to the room where the puppies were. There were still lots of kids by the glass with their parents. Only now there were only two puppies left. One was scratching at the glass where the group was. My puppy was lying in the back with his head between his paws.

“Watch this Mom,” I said.

I walked to the end of the glass, furthest from the group. The puppy’s head shot up and he ran to me and started pawing at the glass.

“See, Mom, he wants me,” I said.

Mr. Jackson pulled Mom to the side and said, “You better go and fill out the application for him. I’ll take him out so no one can apply for him.”

Mom thanked him and went into the office to fill out the adoption forms. I stayed with the puppy while the other kids pleaded with their parents to adopt him.

My heart pounded as I saw Mr. Jackson pick the puppy up. Then it calmed down when he looked at me and gave me a wink.

Before I could take the puppy home, Mr. Jackson gave me a list of things I needed to get to make the transition less traumatic for the puppy. He told me the first thing I would need is a crate to put the puppy in. They had several sizes to choose from. He told me that German Shepherds in the wild lived in caves and trenches, and that’s why a crate would give them a natural feel.

He also suggested putting a nice comfortable blanket on the bottom of the cage. He also said the cage should be big enough for the puppy to be able to stand up and move around freely in it. He said we needed to get a large one because from the looks of the puppy he will grow fast.

Mr. Jackson then asked me where I was planning on putting the cage. I told him I would put it right outside my bedroom so I could watch him. He said that was a good idea and would aid in the puppy having less anxiety know I was near. We then went and picked out a few more items including a leash and collar. I promised Mom I would pay her back with my allowance.

We arrived at the house. Dad was just parking and came to help me carry the cage inside. He asked me if I had thought up a name for him as we set the cage down by my bedroom. The puppy was standing on his hind legs as if shadow boxing.

“I’m going to call him Titan, dad,” I said proudly.

“That’s a good one son,” dad replied.

“Dad, can I call Lisa over to see Titan?” I asked.

“Sure, son, if it’s ok with her parents,” Dad said.

Lisa Hunt and I have been friends since third grade when she and her family moved to our town. None of the other kids would talk or play with her because they had never seen an African American in person before. But I immediately took to her. I thought she was the prettiest girl I had ever seen. She had long braids down past her shoulders, bright brown eyes, and she wore a gold necklace. She looked like a princess when she walked. 

She was helping her parents bring in groceries when I walked up, put out my hand, and said, “Hi, I’m Tommy, would you like to be my friend?”

She giggled and said yes. After that we were always together when we were not in school. It wasn’t until the fifth grade that I got up the courage to ask her to be my girlfriend. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and told me she was my girlfriend since the third grade.

I was playing with Titan in the backyard when Mom opened the door and said, “Tommy, Lisa is here.”

Lisa came running down the back steps when she saw Titan. Her braids were bouncing higher with each downward step. Titan tilted his head as she approached.

She knelt down on one knee and began petting his head saying, “Oh, he’s adorable.”

Titan responded by standing on his hind legs and licking her face. Then he did something unexpected. He grabbed a couple of Lisa’s braids and began playfully tugging on them. This caused Lisa to let out a gasp. 

“No, Titan,” I said firmly.

Titan turned and looked at me with Lisa’s braids still in his mouth. He then opened his mouth and released her braids. 

Lisa said she was not hurt, just more surprised than anything. Titan then walked over and gave her a couple of apologetic kisses.

“He’s really smart,” Lisa observed. “Can he do any tricks?”

“Not yet,” I said. “He’s too young. I’m working on house breaking him and getting him used to his new family. Maybe in a few more weeks I’ll start obedience training him.”

“Can I help?” Lisa asked.

“Sure, Lisa,” I said. “It’ll be fun.”

I gave Lisa a hug and kissed her head where her braids were.

“What did you do that for?” Lisa asked.

“To make your booboo feel better,” I said.

Lisa giggled and grabbed my face with her two hands. She then kissed me with those beautiful full lips of hers. They tasted like strawberries, but I didn’t know she had strawberry flavored chewing gum in her mouth. 

“That’s how you make a booboo feel better,” she said giggling.

Lisa wasn’t giggling about the kiss. She was giggling because she had never seen a white person blush before.

“Do you feel ok?” She asked touching my face.

“I feel great,” I said sounding a little goofy. “Why do you ask?”

“Because your face looks like a tomato,” She said.

“Oh, that,” I said. “That happens whenever Mom kisses me in front of other kids.”

“I wish I could turn red like that,” Lisa said.

“No,” I said, “I like your color just the way it is. Let’s take Titan for a walk.”

I put his collar and leash on and told Mom that we were taking Titan out for a walk. As soon as we were out the yard I grabbed Lisa’s hand and off we went with Titan
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