My George
I started renting a house in March of 2007. I wanted another dog,
as Lynne kept our two labs for Morgan and that they couldn’t
be separated.
In August, I did a search – Lab Rescue Tampa and there was a site for
rescuing Labrador retrievers. I searched and found a yellow lab, but she
was in Miami. The woman I was in contact with, convinced me to go
see “Noozle.” Called such because of an oversized nose for what should
have been a “pure” breed. He was just too big. Ears, nose and legs. Just
like me. He was out in Valrico, more than hour drive. But I took the
chance, found the house and there was this nine-month-old black lab
racing, from the house 200 feet away, right up to me. I was hooked.
Born January 24, 2007 he had moved from shelters to a kill facility
and now into this rescue organization. I was there on a Monday.
The Saturday before, was the first time:
1. He had been out of a cage,
2. He had been around people, and
3. He had been in a car.
They said he did well with people, but didn’t like a car. But I had an SUV.
So, I paid them, opened the back door, with the backseats in the down
position, he
jumped in,
and looked
around.
I got in,
he put his
head on
my right
shoulder
and we
would wind
up driving
thousands
of miles
together
that way.
But this
day, we
stopped at PetSmart on Dale Mabry Hwy. Wendy behind the counter
said, “What’s his name.” I had given this a lot of thought, but arrived at
Buddy. (Still better than Nozzle, for his big nose. Wendy stopped still,
pointed her finger at me, and intensely said, “You give that dog a real
name.” So, more thought and extrapolation: My childhood friend, Chris
George’s brother is Buddy. So, Buddy George. Then my father’s father
(who I never knew) was also, George. George, it was.
So, no sooner did George come into my life, that I fell into nine years
of depression. It was George who helped me every day to get up
and do something, if nothing else than feed and love him. It worked.
I survived. George went everywhere with me. If they didn’t want
George, we didn’t want them.
In March 2008, Bill Marcey, the
father of a childhood friend
died. They lived in Tolchester
Maryland, where I had spent
summers from ’63 to ‘’71. George
jumped in the back of Bubba
(my Landcruiser is Bubba, a beast)
and we drove 1,050 miles up, spent
3 days and drove back. He was
on leash 5 times, purely for show.
He never left my side. Ever.
The apex of my trust in George was
on this trip. The memorial service
was in the closest town, Rock Hall,
which had one flashing light. We had
taken lefts and rights to get to the
VFW for the gathering for Bill. The
building is an original block building
with the bar, but a large metal
meeting hall had been added.
We were there early, and parked in
the middle of an empty field. George would sit out front as I went in
and out for beers or conversations. Then there was a film and memories,
and I had left George for 20-30 minutes. I go outside, and the smokers
who never left, hadn’t seen him. I called and called. The field and entire
parking lot is now filled with cars. I panicked. I hadn’t had him that very
long. We are in the middle of nowhere. So, I walk over to Bubba and
there’s George lying in the grass by the driver’s door. He sat up, wagged
his tail, and we went back to the party. He found my car. He waited. He
had a plan. He didn’t go running blindly into the night. No, he waited.
Amazing. I trusted him more than me, from then on.
While in Tolchester, George and I were on a walk with a longtime
friend and her small terrier. Down near the Chesapeake Bay, we were
talking and not paying attention and her dog was 50 yards behind us
and facing a large black angry dog. In a heartbeat, George went from
my side to standing between those two, saying, “not on my watch”.
Everyone walked away. George just knew what to do. Before I said
anything, he did the right thing.
The first night George spent in the house, he pooped during the night.
The next night I left the back door sliding door open. He never had a
problem again.
He barked when needed. Never when out in public.
George came home weighing 47 pounds and showing bones. But he
was fast. He loved to run, and run, and run. He kept his speed, but over
the next five years, gained 60 pounds. He was a large boy.
The first week I was going to go through the training ritual every new
dog needs. Not George. I had the choker collar. I had 10 lessons in 1980
teaching me how to train my dog. We went outside. I went through
heal-to-toe, stop, stay, come and sit. We went back inside. That was it.
We could walk around the block. His
collar in my hand, but in
that heartbeat, he would be
at my side. He never crossed
a street without me.
George loved his treats.
So, getting in the car meant
going somewhere that had
food for him. So, we went to
Mellow Mushroom, Winners
(the previous location on
Anderson, in the shopping
center), but his favorite was
the Dubliner. He had full
freedom of the patio area.
Everyone knew George
and fed him. George never
approached anyone who
didn’t want to be approached. He just knew. At the Dub, people would
come running up, “Your dog just went out the back gate.” I would thank
them, and by that time, George will be returning from his “pee.” He
never left my side. Everywhere we went came with bowls of water and
many times bacon. Bacon. But he deserved it.
We’d be sitting outside at Winner’s and many, many times people
would tell stories of how well behaved their dogs are and the tricks
they do, but if the front door opened all good behavior would be lost.
And there was George, never on a leash, just behaving. People would
come up and ask what tricks he did. I would say, he can go to a bar and
behave.
How many times I found him sitting, just sitting an arms-length from a
group eating. He doesn’t beg per se. Just sits that respectable distance
away, with these pleading eyes begging for something to eat.

Winner’s was
located in
a shopping
center in
those days
and had four
or five tables
outside for
smokers. We’d
sit outside
all the time.
Every knew
us. By the
time we’d sit,
there would
be a bowl
of water
for George.
Everyone
knew
George. I’m
6’6’’ 250 lbs
with hair
to my butt,
but people
remembered
George. He
was that
special. He
had two
friends at
Winner’s, Kitty
and Karen,
who would
go next door
to the Dollar store and get him treats. They gave Christmas gifts to him.
Over the years, George and I would visit my longtime friend and his
family in Tallahassee. He lived north of the city, but had a cottage down
in Saint Marks on the river. One Saturday, Jim and I are sitting outside
the bar, with George just hanging around. No traffic. There is only one
stop sign. And this group of 10-15 women bikers come roaring up. They
all gather ‘round a table with beers. One says hello to George and off
he goes for attention. Round the group, from person to person, he gets
his rewards. Jim and I talked, and lost track of time. The women were
all saying goodbye to George and roared off again. So, the next day,
Jim and I are at a fishing camp/bar, 15 miles north of his home near
the Georgia border, which is the closest place for Georgia residents to
buy alcohol on Sundays. We pull in to the dirt parking lot and there are
bikes of all sizes, lots of pick-ups, and the music is blasting southernrock. We park and walk toward the wood frame and floor bar, when
everyone in the place hears a group in unison yell, “George.” Gathered
round a table at the far end of the room were the bikers from the day
before. Now 50 miles from where we met the bikers the day before.
None the less, who do they remember? George makes his way through
a rough crowd, and everyone at the table gives him pets and treats. He
was a star. Jim and I could come and
go, inside or outside, and so could
George. Everyone just opened the
door for him.
In 2011, I took George over to
friend’s house for a visit. I’m
walking outside and miss a step.
I’ve got two ruptured quadriceps.
Ambulance comes, and takes me
to the hospital. My buddy gets
George to ride in his car back to
my house. Takes George inside,
then comes to meet me at the
hospital. George was no problem.
Just ask and he does it. Needless
to say, my friend stepped-up
huge.
I’m not putting a number
on how many words he
understood. But he understood
whoever was speaking. It was
effortless with him. Trusted and dependable. Just ask him and he did it.
Outside Winner’s, with a group or not, I could go inside to the restroom,
and he would just sit there by the door waiting. Every time. People
would pass by all the time. George
never moved to approach. Parents
would ask if he was friendly before
their kids would embrace him. He was
never bothered. Cats and dogs have
come and gone through this house
and George is always George. Tolerant
and understanding. Kittens would
hide and attack him. He just let it go
on by.
We’d be outside Winner’s, and I’d say,
“George, stay”. I could go into the
Dollar Store two doors away and get
stuff, and he would be there waiting.
Excited, with his tail wagging. But right where expected.
His tail is legendary to many a man. Many men have come through
our front door, and George would get excited. And his tail would wag.
Except if it hit you in the genitals, then many men crumpled on the
ground. The tail that wagged the dog. He was strong, but his tail was
stronger. Boom, and you’re down. Before you know it.
George and I were at Lynne’s place one night staying with Morgan
while she was out. We’re watching TV. There is glass of water on the
coffee table. George comes wagging between the couch and table.
His tail hit the glass perfectly taking out just the center section, while
the top dropped directly down into the bottom. Morgan and I were
awe struck. Just the center. In one pass. Like Karate Kid.
His tail was so raw after years of hitting everything, that it stopped
healing. The vet lobbed of a portion but even the stub would never
heal. Each wag of his tail spayed blood on the walls and door jams.
Our walls look like I’m a torturer.
In the spring of 2016, his arthritis was keeping him from jumping in
bed. That summer he went blind from diabetes. Now, 16 months later,
still blind, he gets two shots of insulin a day, has very large deposits
under his skin, he’s crippled with arthritis so it’s difficult to squat and
in recent days, has started that old-folk shake. Being as stoic as he is,
I don’t know how bad the pain has been. But he’s telling me he’s in
pain now.
His tail issues preceded his present litany of problems. He has carried
on admirably, but in the last few days, he has a shake that old people, I
have known, get when pain is greater than living. How much off can I
be in letting go now than in days or weeks? It is time.
I have no idea if I would have lived
these last ten years without my
George. He made it all worthwhile.
George was a pure soul. He loved
me without any doubt. I loved
him without any doubt.
I have come to believe there
are thoughts after death.
How “real” or tangible, is for
individual beliefs. And if this
next step is an eternity, then I
would take George’s love and
companionship in a heartbeat,
and hope he would take mine.
A true friend.
George Funds, Jan. 24, 2007 –
November 16, 2017

