                                        NIKITA (Nikki)
Nikita’s story is unfortunately short and not filled with the happiness she deserved.

She came to the shelter I worked at, I believe as a stray picked up by Animal Control. She was a beautiful two-year old black lab/shepherd(?) mix, loving and playful. She immediately became one of the volunteers’ favorites, and we knew that it would not be long before she was adopted.
Sure enough, a very nice young gentleman came in one day, and was immediately smitten with her, and adopted her. We were happy but not surprised, and wished them both well and a happy life.

A month or two later, the man came back with Nikita to return her: something had prompted him to take her to the vet, perhaps just a checkup, and she unfortunately was diagnosed with terminal kidney disease. The young man was either financially or emotionally, or both, unable to deal with a dog that he knew would die on him, so we took her back.

We had our vet run tests and confirmed the diagnosis, that she might have at best between six months and a year to live. There were things we could do to prolong her life but the end result would be the same.

So, our goal became to make her as comfortable and happy as possible. We for months tried to find her a foster that would be able and willing to give her a loving home for the short time we had left, but those kind hearted souls that would be willing to do so, already had their own animals, many with medical or behavioral issues, and it is quite a lot to ask anyone, even those special individuals who volunteer at shelters, to take on. And so Nikita patiently waited…..
Through all this time, she never let on one bit about the discomfort she had to be going through. It was difficult to get her to eat her prescription food, and she lost weight. But, her demeanor never changed, she was always upbeat and loved the attention and walks that our wonderful volunteers showered on her. Potential adopters would be drawn to her, she showed so well, but no one was willing to take on a dog where the outcome was predetermined in such a short time span. Still, she patiently waited.

At the time I was fostering Barney, who I since adopted, a strong-willed Chihuahua with his own problems of a behavioral nature, but I wanted to get Nikki out of the shelter, so I decided to foster her if Barney and her got along. I brought Barns in one Sunday for a dog intro with Nikki; I released Nikki into the yard with Barns, she ran up to him to try to engage him in play. Barns turned to her, gave her a warning “back off!” growl and lunge, Nikki respected it and went to investigate the yard, so I knew we could make this work.

That afternoon leaving work I leashed the both of them up to walk the block or so to go home. What fun! Barney as always leading the way, now protecting not only me but Nikki too! 
Imagine a 13-lb. Chi “protecting” a rather tall man and a 35-lb lab mix! And Nikki, I never saw her so happy; she KNEW she was never going back to the shelter. Tail wagging, body upright, erect and proud: I will never forget that walk home.

We got home, and I gated Barns in the bedroom so Nikki could get the feel of the apartment. After awhile, I lay on the couch; Nikki jumped up beside me, nestled herself on my side and chest getting as close to me as she possibly could. She gave a contented sigh, as if to say, “THIS is what I have been waiting for!”, and we both napped.

She still would not eat nor drink any water.  We went for our walk that night, and I saw that she was not as bouncy as in the afternoon, she seemed to want to cut the walk shorter than even Barney wanted.

It was a beautiful early summer night, when we got home I laid some blankets on the balcony for Nikki to lay on, and the three of us just sat on the balcony in the soft night air, Nikki very happily dozing while Barney and I watched over her.

That night Nikki began vomiting, great amounts. She would look at me sheepishly, and I would tell her it was okay, I knew she was not feeling well. I knew the end was approaching.

The next morning we woke, and went for our walk, and she was even less interested in walking than the night before. Still no interest in food or water, and at this point I was trying everything to get food in her, specialty foods, boiled chicken, nothing. We all three laid on the balcony for a couple hours before the sun got too high, Nikki in some distress, but I think still, happy to be at a home and out of the shelter. Barney knew that she was not doing well, he would go over to her and nuzzle and sniff her. We made it to evening.

I gated her in the kitchen for the evening due to her frequent vomiting. It was a terrible night for her. She vomited constantly all night long, and I no sooner would clean up the kitchen then she would retch again. And yet, through it all, she would look at me apologetically, like, “you took me in, and here I am messing your home.” I could not but admire and love her, for all she was going through, and still not a complaint, not a whine. I knew that the end was near.
The next morning we walked and she could not go more than a few steps. I arranged to have someone take us to the vet. When my friend arrived, I had Nikki wrapped in a blanket, I had to carry her into the car as at this point, she would not walk anymore. We took her to the vet, who was very compassionate. We made Nikki comfortable, I held her as she passed to the other side, my friend leaving to cross the Rainbow Bridge.
She taught me so much, in such a short time, about dignity, patience, and belief that something good will happen to those who ARE good. The strength that she taught me: she was determined she was not going to die in that shelter, I have no idea how she could have held on so long, never giving us an inkling of what she might have been going through, but knowing that someone would take her out of there, so she could pass in a home, being loved, laying on a couch, enjoying the feeling of the warm sun, and the cool night breeze, just one more time, being free.  I am honored and privileged to have been able to help her on her journey June 13, 2006.
