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	At 5 a.m. Feb. 23, a very special heart beat for the last time. It was on this date that Muffin, my Airedale/Afghan daughter/dog, died at the age of 15. Ordinarily the death of a dog doesn't warrant an obituary, but Muffin was not the average dog. Being "double royalty" (the Airedale is the Queen of the Terriers and the Afghan is Queen of the Hounds) meant that Muffin was a unique genetic specimen. What Muffin did in her life was a testament to her heritage and to her environment. 

My late wife, Ruthie, and Muffin selected each other in July 1989. After two trips to the dog pound in Portsmouth, we hit pay dirt on the third visit. It was on the third visit that two sets of brown eyes met. 

Ruthie uttered the following immortal words to me, "You can bring home any dog you want, this is the dog that I want." Our daughter/dog was about 4 months old. The rest, as they say, is history. 

Ruthie drove home while I held Muffin on my lap. Muffin marked me en route home. By the time we had arrived at home, the bonding was complete. A friend of ours commented, "You are Muffin's pet humans!" 

Our threesome lasted four years. Ruthie died in December 1993 of kidney cancer. After Ruthie's death, Muffin became the alpha female. I am convinced that Ruthie communicated with me through the dog. If, after a long day at the atomic plant I had come home in a bad mood, Muffin would recognize this and she would work me over until I started to relax. 

As many people in southern Ohio know, Muffin and I were inseparable. She would be at my heels whenever I got near the car. Her travels throughout our country were extensive. My Mom commented Muffin had visited more states than she had visited. 

When I was eating, the laser-like brown eyes were a constant presence. It was as if Muffin was saying, "I've eaten my food, now it's time to share your food!" If the staring didn't compel me to share, the head on my lap or a "woof" ensured Muffin ate more of the "people food" than what had fallen on the floor. 

Reader's Digest ran a piece several years ago called, something like, "Is Your Dog A Genius?" Muffin's typical responses to the situations described enabled her to score 41 out of a possible 44. This score placed Muffin at the cusp of canine genius. The indication was that Muffin must have had special training. The special training was called her Mom, our beloved Ruthie. 

The four-legged manipulator was always looking for ways to get my attention. This activity was so clever and endearing that it was impossible to get upset or to stay upset at her. Muffin learned that it was easier to climb up than to climb down. I think Muffin actually looked forward to me finding her and then carrying her back down. Muffin hugs were special and they are missed. 

Almost nine years ago I became a mentor in our Big Brothers program to a fine young man in Pike County. Clyde, at the time of our match, was petrified of dogs. Of course, Muffin cured him of his fear of dogs.

Shortly after we were matched, Clyde became ill with appendicitis. One day I went to visit him in the hospital and his doctor asked me, "When had Clyde last seen Muffin?" I told that doctor it had been a week or more. 

The doctor reached into his lab coat, he took out his prescription pad, and he indicated Muffin was allowed to visit Clyde in his room. I presented the prescription at the desk, I went out to the car, and I brought in the best medicine I knew of into Clyde's room. Muffin jumped in Clyde's bed, sidled up next to him, and gave him a big doggie smooch! To this day Clyde refers to Muffin as his "first girlfriend." 

Muffin's favorite people food was pizza. For the past several years Clyde and I had been celebrating her birthday on the last Saturday in February by sharing pizza slices from Little Caesar's with her. The precious look on Muffin's face indicated she knew she would have her favorite food. This year Clyde, his sister, and his niece insisted we celebrate Muffin's birthday in our customary way. We did and I know Muffin knew we had. 

I was confident she would pull through her final illness, just as she had all previous illnesses. When blood tests were performed, there was evidence for illness. Muffin started to turn her back to me. It was as if to say, "Dad, I don't want you to see me this way." The veterinarian thought her condition could be treated. After 36 hours, Muffin's condition did not improve. I brought the "Boss Doggie" home and she passed away in my arms the next day. 

The outpouring of love for Muffin has been extraordinary. There have been many telephone calls, people are still sending sympathy cards, and my Inbox has many e-cards in it. A neighbor, whose grandchildren adored Muffin, brought over two white roses. One of Ruthie's uncles told me, "Muffin had it better than 80 percent of the children he knows." A cousin of mine exclaimed, "You did everything for her except put her through college and pay for a wedding!" 

Life is a series of beginnings and endings. I was blessed to be there for the ending of an extraordinary life. Muffin packed a lot into 15 years. As difficult as it is to deal with her death, it is more important to celebrate her life. For the people who knew her, there are always going to be "Muffin Tales." A tear shall always form just thinking about my good fortune to have been part of her life. Muffin is going to be missed and Muffin is not going to be forgotten. 

(Manuta, of Waverly, is president of Manuta Chemical Consulting, Inc. and a member of the Gazette's Board of Contributors) 
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