Lessons from Benny

In the days following Benny’s passing, I felt like I was just exist-
ing, not really living. I simply couldn’t believe or accept that he
was really gone, and I continuously struggled to focus on anything
other than memories of my sweet baby boy. Brad could usually
find a way to make me smile and even laugh, and walking, getting
out of the house, and attending virtual pet grief support groups
helped (the closest one to Indianapolis was nearly an hour away).
I certainly wasn’t happy that the people in these groups had also
lost a beloved pet, but there’s something deeply comforting in com-
munal grief. Hearing the group members’ stories helped me realize
that other people felt exactly like I did—that their fur babies were
akin to children and they were grieving them as such. It made me
feel seen and heard, like I wasn’t alone and that nothing was wrong
with me because of the intensity of my grief over losing Benny.

Day by day, a slideshow of Benny memories clicked through
my mind as if [ were peering at them in a ViewMaster, so I began
writing them down so I wouldn’t forget. I’ve always wanted to con-
sistently keep a daily journal, but there never seems to be enough
hours in the day. But in the spring of 2024, all I seemed to have
was time—time to grieve, time to write, time to heal.

As the weeks crept by, I realized that my journaling could be the
outline for a memoir about my time with Benny, so I sifted through
photos and the recesses of my mind and started making notes to
chronicle our journey together. Brad wholeheartedly supported my
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endeavor, even though, to really commit to it, I'd have to forgo
taking on any editing projects while I was writing, which would
prevent me from contributing to the household finances.

As soon as I started writing the actual manuscript, the words
effortlessly flowed out of me as I typed them on the keyboard.
Instantly, a sense of peace radiated through my body, like that’s
what I was meant to do. Reliving my time with Benny—especially
when he was younger and more playful and energetic—was cer-
tainly therapeutic, but there were moments when uncontrollable
spasms of grief racked my body, causing me to tremble as I let out
an anguished wail from the depths of my soul. When that hap-
pened, Brad would question whether writing was helping or hin-
dering my healing process, so I’d reassure him that I knew from
experience that I had to feel the pain in order to heal the pain.
Whatever traumas we’ve endured, we need to take the time to
properly grieve and feel those feelings—no matter how difficult
it is and how much it hurts—because if we purposely suppress or
unconsciously repress those emotions, they will manifest in other,
unhealthy ways. In other words, as famed psychiatrist Carl Jung is
attributed as saying, “What you resist persists.”

D IATN)

While researching for this memoir, it became evident to me in hind-
sight that after his first hospitalization in September 2020, Benny
never fully bounced back. That summer, despite the chronic diar-
rhea and tummy troubles he was dealing with, he was still very
vibrant, spunky, and energetic, vigorously squeaking his toys
and dragging me on walks to chase squirrels and chipmunks near
Brad’s condo. But after recovering from his bout of pancreatitis, he
lost some of his mojo. He was no longer interested in his toys or
chasing varmints—although, in his defense, after we moved to our
subdivision in the burbs, we rarely saw squirrels and never chip-
munks. We certainly had many more good times as a family after
that, but I’ll always look back on the summer of 2020—when we
were living together at Brad’s condo as a blissful family of three and
Benny was his chipper little self—as the last of the halcyon days.

Benny may have slowed down a bit and lost that puppy playful-
ness, but his love for Brad and me never diminished and his desire
to be right next to us only increased. I never wanted to be away
from him either, so I often joked that Benny and I had separation
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anxiety for each other. It was true, though. That’s why I know in
my heart that Benny did not cross over to the Other Side willingly;
he wouldn’t have left me unless he had no choice. His physical
body may have been taken away, but his soul is still here with me.

IRE

In reliving my time with Benny, I realized that, in many ways, [ was
reborn when he came into my life. The magnet I have that says:
“Who rescued who?” is so true (albeit not grammatically correct).
In her book The Memoir Project, Marion Roach Smith says, “Dogs
do things for people that people cannot do for themselves.” That’s
exactly what Benny did for me. He was a beacon of light in a storm,
entering my life during a sad, lonely, and dark period. When I was
drowning in the depths of loneliness and lacking self-confidence,
Benny was my savior, a furry little paw reaching out to pull me
from the abyss and lift me above the water and into the light. He
was my security blanket and a source of emotional support, but
at some point, without either of us really noticing, he helped me
brave the world and embrace love and life on my own, without the
encumbrances of the anxiety and shyness that had held me back
for so long.

All my life, I believed I couldn’t be happy unless I got married
and had children. Benny made me see that I most certainly could be
happy without those things—that although I wanted them, I didn’t
need them. Taking a cue from The Beatles, he taught me that all I
need is love.

From Benny’s example, I learned to be my goofy, silly self, nap
when I need to, love without limits, and enjoy my favorite things
in life. Not only did he fill my life with unlimited unconditional
love and unbounding affection, he also made me realize that I was
worthy of love and taught me how to accept it. In all those ways,
Benny literally changed my life because he helped me become the
person Brad—my human soulmate—fell in love with and married.
As a result, my lifelong dream of becoming a wife and mother
came true—albeit not in the traditional sense. But Benny helped
me see that being a dog mom can be every bit as fulfilling as being
a mother to a human child.

At times I still feel like I don’t know how to live in a world
without Benny. I got 3,653 days with him (exactly ten years,
including three leap years), but it was nowhere near enough. The
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time Benny and I spent together blew by in a blur, like an IndyCar
speeding by at 200-plus miles per hour. Benny gave me a purpose
and a reason to get out of bed in the morning. Even during times
when I was in between work projects and didn’t have much to do,
I felt useful because I had to take care of him. And just like my
friend Nicole had predicted more than a decade earlier when she
suggested I get a dog, I had to get dressed to take him outside, so I
couldn’t mope around all day in my PJs.

As these memories and realizations hit me, the most difficult
thing for me to process was—and still is—the moment he passed
away. Even though I can picture myself in the SUV, holding Benny
in my arms as the light went out of his eyes and his soul slipped
from his bodys, it’s still difficult for me to comprehend that it actu-
ally happened. It feels surreal, like I watched it happen to someone
else. And when I picture it in my mind, it’s like I’'m looking at us
from above, as if I had an out-of-body experience. It’s like 72y soul
also slipped out of my body and hovered above, while his soul
departed and ascended to heaven, taking a piece of me with him.

D IATN)

I’ve always believed that everything happens for a reason. I know
now that the Desi Debacle and not being allowed to adopt other
dogs I applied for in early 2014 happened because I wasn’t meant
to adopt them. The universe was waiting for me to find Boo/Benny
because he and I were destined to be together. I firmly believe that.
What I haven’t been able to reconcile is why Benny was taken from
us so soon. Why couldn’t I have more time with him? What is the
lesson there? To cherish each and every moment? I would’ve done
that whether I had ten days with him, ten years, or a hundred. 1
know ten years is much more than a lot of people get with their
pets, and I'm truly grateful for every single second I had with
Benny, but I wanted more. If that makes me greedy or selfish, so be
it. It’s only human nature to want more time with our loved ones,
especially after they’re gone.

What I have realized is that time slips through our fingers like
grains of sand. Losing Benny has made me keenly aware of how
precious life is—and it’s even more so for our beloved pets—so we
need to suck the marrow out of each and every day. I’ve started
making a concerted effort not to put things off and to start checking
things off my bucket list. Since you’re reading this, I’ve obviously
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checked writing a book off that list, and Brad and I are finally plan-
ning to take a honeymoon. ’'m making an effort to meet up with
my best friend from high school more often too. We lost touch
for decades and reunited a few years ago. Although she only lives
an hour away from me, we don’t see each other often, so I’d like
to remedy that. I think it’s important for me to make some new
friends as well. T also need to get back to taking photos and videos
of the people and events I want to remember and hold on to for
posterity. And I always say “I love you” to my loved ones before
hanging up the phone or going our separate ways—even if I know
they know it—because you never know when it’ll be the end of
tomorrows.

D IATN)

Every night after Benny’s passing, I’d look at his picture and tell
him how much I love him, remind him how he changed my life,
and ask him to send me a sign about which dog to adopt next.
About a year after we lost Benny, Brad and I decided it was time
to open our hearts and our home to another dog. As I dipped my
toe into the search on Petfinder, I focused my attention on female
dogs. I didn’t want our next pooch to remind me of Benny in any
way (other than in color so I could keep my business name: White
Dog Editorial). Plus, Benny had indicated in a dream that our next
dog would be a girl.

I also wanted an older dog because it’s often more difficult for
them to get adopted. When Brad saw my search parameters, he
surprised me by saying he’d like to get a puppy. But I put my foot
down and said, “Uh . . . no. You’re not the one who’ll be home all
day and will have to potty-train a puppy!” He knew it was true, so
that was the end of the puppy conversation.

Recalling Benny’s severe separation anxiety, Brad and I also
decided to get two dogs this time, hoping that having a sibling
would make it easier for them when home alone. So, I kept an
open mind about getting a male dog, as long as he didn’t look like
Benny, aside from the white fur.

In late March 2025, Brad and I were approved to adopt two
female Maltese through a rescue group near Indianapolis. They
weren’t biological sisters, but they’d spent their entire lives
together, so even though the organization didn’t require them to
be adopted together, we felt they should be. Besides, I’d always
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dreamed of having twin girls. We set up a meet-and-greet with the
girls for a Sunday afternoon. I was so excited that I brainstormed
a dozen possible girl names and ordered pink and purple collars,
leashes, and harnesses in anticipation of bringing them home. But
I refrained from buying cute little dresses until I knew their sizes.

The day before the meet-and-greet, Brad and I had to make a
trip up to South Bend for a family function. Not wanting to risk
missing our appointment to meet the girls, we weren’t planning
to stay overnight. However, on the two-hour drive to the family
function, we received word that we’d been approved to adopt
Cassidy, a two-and-a-half-year-old male Bichon in Fort Wayne,
which is about two hours northeast of Indy and two hours east
of South Bend. We’d been applying for dogs for a few weeks with
no responses, then suddenly, we were approved to adopt three in
a matter of hours! Brad and I talked it over and decided to stay
overnight in the South Bend area, then go meet Cassidy on Sunday
morning. If we didn’t adopt him, we’d still go meet the Maltese
“sisters” in the afternoon.

When Cassidy came out to greet us, he warmed up to me right
away, but he was a little skittish around Brad. That reluctance
evaporated when we took him for a walk around the property. As
he zigged and zagged back and forth across the sidewalk, I said,
“Maybe we should name him Ziggy.” I liked the name Elliott, but
Ziggy seemed to suit his personality much better.

By the time we finished our walk, Cassidy and Brad were
buddies, so there was no doubt we were adopting him. But while
we were signing the paperwork, my eyes fell upon a white puppy
on the other side of a glass-enclosed room.

“Oh my God,” I gasped, staring into a pair of soulful brown
eyes that were so familiar to me. “He looks just like Benny!”

“Would you like to hold him?” the adoption coordinator asked.

Completely entranced and feeling like a powerful, invisible
force was pulling me toward the pup, I replied, “Yes, please.”

As we entered the room, my heart began to pound. When a vol-
unteer handed me the twelve-week-old furball, he snuggled in my
arms and licked my face. He was so calm and chill—just like Benny.

“I want him,” I whispered to Brad, my heart overflowing with
so much love for this tiny Benny doppelganger that I was practi-
cally choking back tears.
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“Both?” Brad questioned, somewhat shocked and undoubtedly
worried that I’d changed my mind about Cassidy.

“Yeah,” Tassured him. “You said we could adopt two this time.”

“I know, but I thought you wanted a girl and you said you
didn’t want a puppy,” Brad reminded me with a laugh.

“I'know ..., but forget what I said before. I truly believe Benny
sent us here to find this little guy. And you know I always wished I
could’ve gotten Benny as a puppy.”

“If you’re sure, then let’s do it!” said my awesome husband.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t take the puppy home that day, so
I agreed to pick him up four days later, after he’d been neutered.
However, before then, he was exposed to parvo and had to be
quarantined for two weeks.

In the meantime, when we got the newly christened Ziggy
home, it was as if he’d always lived there. He made himself com-
fortable on the couch, right between Brad and me, and gratefully
licked our hands in exchange for rubbing his belly. Like Benny,
Ziggy was terrified of our stairs and insisted on being carried up
and down them. It also took him a couple days to accept the toys
and treats we offered, but eventually he did and his kooky person-
ality emerged. One night, just after he and Brad returned from a
walk, Ziggy began barking and yapping as he enthusiastically ran
laps around the kitchen and living room. The elation on his giddily
grinning face was contagious as he spun in circles on the hardwood
floor like a whirligig.

Brad and I just stood and stared at him wide-eyed, wondering
what had gotten into the sweet little guy. “I’ve read about dogs
doing ‘zoomies,”” I said. “Maybe that’s what this is?”

Brad replied with a laugh, “Either that or he’s gone com-
pletely loco!”

When Puppy was finally in the clear, Brad, Ziggy, and I drove to
Fort Wayne and brought him home. Ziggy had enjoyed his time as
an only child, so at first he wasn’t pleased with the idea of having
a baby brother. But once they started playing, they quickly grew
to love each other, albeit in a Wrestlemania sort of way. Ziggy
showed him the ropes and taught him where to potty outside and
how to play with toys, bark at the doorbell, and lift his leg to pee.
(Although in his own unique fashion, Puppy preferred to lift his
front leg rather than his rear one.)
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Puppy taught Ziggy a few things too. Unlike Ziggy, Puppy had
no fear of the stairs, hopping up and down them like a kangaroo.
After a couple days watching the little tyke navigate the stairs with
ease while he was being carried, Ziggy faced his fear and followed
in Puppy’s footsteps.

We named the puppy Joey due to the aforementioned kangaroo-
like antics and because, when we first brought him home, I
occasionally carried him in a little pouch strapped to my chest, like
a kangaroo and her joey. Plus, he was born around New Year’s Eve
like Joey Mclntyre from New Kids on the Block.

Joey and Ziggy reignited a spark in me that was extinguished
when Benny passed. Sometimes I still do a double-take, thinking
Joey is Benny. Like Benny, Joey is very affectionate and loves to
smother my face with kisses. But the calm and chill demeanor
he displayed when we first met, which reminded me so much of
Benny—it’s gone. With his boundless energy, Joey bebops around
the house like Tigger, loves to eat paper, and plays in his water
bowl as if he’s bobbing for apples, even blowing bubbles through
his nose. I’'m amazed at the wonder in his eyes as he discovers new
things, and as a puppy, literally everything is new to him. I can’t
wait to see how he reacts when he encounters his first squirrel.

Every day, Brad and I still wish Benny were here with us, but
it’s so wonderful to be dog parents again and be on the receiving
end of the unconditional love they offer so willingly. I truly believe
Benny is here with us in spirit and that he guided us to Joey and
Ziggy. I didn’t think I wanted a puppy, another male dog, or one
that reminded me of Benny, but, as always, God and the universe
provided exactly what I needed.
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Welcome home, Little Boy Boo!
March 9, 2014
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Watch out, Bono—there’s a new kid in town.



Benny’s first haircut. Mommy and her
March 2014 baby boy.

We're getting married!



Basking in the sun and about to do roly-polies.
Summer of 2020

Benny and Braddy, Our handsome boy in his
soon-to-be Daddy. wedding suit.
Summer of 2020 September 25, 2020



Showdown with a squirrel.
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Rub my belly! Rub my belly!



I’'m watching your

speed, Dad!

Benny and Monkey.



The day Benny walked through the snow tunnel.
February 20, 2021
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Mommy gets Benny kisses.



Hi, I'm Benny and I'm a Pisces.
I like chasing squirrels, eating, sleeping,
and cuddling with my parents.



I'm all ready for bed.
Goodnight!
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irst and foremost, to my husband and soulmate, Brad Schaeffer,

I extend all my love and heartfelt thanks for your unwavering
support and encouragement, not only while [ wrote Mommy’s Boy,
but also while I grieved (and continue to grieve) the loss of our pre-
cious Benny. You are my rock, and I truly would not have made
it through this most difficult time without your constant love and
emotional support. You championed this book from the moment I
first pitched the idea to you; you held me when the writing became
so difficult that I sobbed while typing; you offered feedback on
my early drafts and helped me fill in some memory gaps; and you
never once complained that I’d taken a sabbatical from my edito-
rial business to pour my heart and soul into this project. You’re
the best thing about me, and our love is bigger than anything in its
way. I love you, always and forever.

To my sisters, Lori Bonnici and Denise Berkland, life made us
sisters, but love made us friends. I may not enjoy talking on the
phone quite as much as you do, but I love spending time with you.
Thank you for the many times you babysat for Benny. I’'m so lucky
to have the two of you in my life and in my corner.

To my dad, Jim Huston, you instilled in me a love for dogs,
helped me convince Mom to keep any stray that found its way
to us, and ’m sure were instrumental in Mom allowing Arnold
to be an inside dog. Thanks for watching Benny when Brad and I
couldn’t take him with us on our travels. I know it wasn’t always
easy following his feeding instructions and keeping “Hoover”
away from Lulu’s food.

Many thanks to my cousins Rich Deuitch and Jim Pauley—my
brother from another mother—for graciously allowing us to stay
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with you when we’re in town. We always have a blast with you
guys, but when are you gonna get another dog?

I’m forever grateful to Ann and Dick Schaeffer for raising Brad
to be the loving, supportive, and amazing man that he is; for wel-
coming Benny into your home; for immediately putting me at ease
and making me feel like part of the family; and for always inquir-
ing about the book.

My sincere appreciation to the friends and family members who
offered condolences after Benny passed away and showed genuine
support for this book by asking for updates, following me on social
media, and sharing my posts. It means more than you know.

To Bill Taylor and Kathryn K. (“Nicole”), thanks for encourag-
ing me to get a dog, even before I was ready. You were right, but
so was I. Haha! Special thanks to Karen Soll Aleo, who was there
when I brought Benny home and spoiled him like a good auntie
should. I'm deeply grateful to the Davila family, for allowing me
to have a dog in my apartment, encouraging me to get one, and
taking Benny out and watching him before I got home from work.

Heartfelt appreciation to my dear friends Margaret Hartsough
and Scott Hampton for your unwavering support and friendship
and for doting on Benny as his aunt and uncle. You two com-
forted me during my many heartbreaks, were there when I met
Brad, came along on our first few dates, and stood by us during
our “first wedding” in Vegas.

Profound thanks to Michael Acres who introduced Brad and me
to each other—not once, but twice—and encouraged me to keep
the lines of communication with him open. When we met outside
the Bradley Center in Milwaukee on September 25, 2005, I never
would’ve imagined in my wildest dreams that you’d introduce me
to my soulmate and I’d marry him exactly fifteen years later.

Of course, I must give a shout out to U2, those incredibly tal-
ented men from Ireland, who led Margaret and I to Scott, then to
Mike, and ultimately to Brad. Your music has inspired me, been a
balm to my soul during the darkest times, and brightened my days
in countless ways.

I’m indebted to my editorial team, Debbie Almgren-Horwitz
and Steve Grundt, my former coworkers and two of the savviest and
most detail-oriented editorial professionals I’'ve had the pleasure of
working with and proudly call my friends. 'm beyond grateful
to my beta readers, William Croyle, Anna Dergan, Lisa Rimmert,
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and Dan Schaeffer, for finding the time to offer invaluable feedback
and encouraging me to go even deeper. Your thoughtful insights
tremendously improved my manuscript.

Many thanks to my designer, Michelle Argyle Park of Melissa
Williams Design, for working your magic to bring my vision for the
cover to life, for sticking with me even after I changed the subtitle
three times, and for your patience when my perfectionism caused
me to make numerous changes after the book was in layout. I’'d
also like to acknowledge Barbara Delage of Springboard Literary
for your expert marketing and PR advice as we consoled each other
over the loss of our fur babies.

Endless thanks to Benny’s care team: Dr. Steven Nichols,
Dr. Lori Thompson, Dr. Timothy Hui, Dr. Timothy James, Dr. Carl
Budelsky, Dr. Jessy Leto, Dr. Gina Santiago, Andrea Tillison, Karen
Dietrich, Jessie Brown, and all the other techs and staff members at
the VCA in Fishers, the Integrative Veterinary Clinic in Westfield,
and the Animal Allergy & Dermatology Center of Indiana. You
all provided Benny with the best possible medical care and treated
him like part of the family. For that, I will always be grateful.

To Heather Owen, Anna Friedman, and all the foster parents
and volunteers at One Tail at a Time, who rescued Benny so he
could rescue me: thank you for the wonderfully compassionate
work you do to help animals find their forever homes.

Much gratitude to Anne Strohm for encouraging me not to give
up my dog search and to check out OTAT. I hope you know what
a profound impact you had on my life.

To the rescue groups that wouldn’t let me adopt because I
worked full-time outside the home: you were right, those dogs
weren’t right for me, and in the end, it all worked out for the best
because it led me to Benny, the best dog in the history of the uni-
verse. But let’s be honest, you could’ve handled the situation better.

I’d also like to acknowledge Jessica Ricker of the Michigan State
University Pet Loss Support Group. Thank you for all you do to
help grieving pet parents during a most difficult time of their lives.
You provide an invaluable service, and your work is appreciated
immensely. To all the other grieving pet parents I’'ve met through
this group and other online support groups, I offer my sincerest
condolences and hope this book helps you find some comfort on
your healing journey. You are not alone.
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I’d also like to thank my English and creative writing teachers
through the years, including Cathy Connell, Ada Barr, Ann Orth,
and Tracey Thompson, for praising my writing and encouraging
me to stick with it, despite my lack of self-confidence. It took more
than three decades, but I finally did it. And to Nancy Hain, who
expanded my reading horizons—although she was scarily strict and
required her third-grade students to read books with an eighth-
grade reading level. However, I do blame my need for glasses at age
eight on reading so many books with tiny print.

To Jane Friedman, Marion Roach Smith, Mary Karr, Polly
Campbell, Ann Kroeker, Myra Levine, Brooke Warner, Jane Roper,
Shayla Raquel, Angela Ackerman, and Becca Puglisi—your collec-
tive expertise in creative writing, memoir, and publishing provided
a creative spark and helped me dig deeper as I poured out my mem-
ories and emotions.

Heavenly thanks to my dad’s beloved dog Sweetie and all
the dogs I’ve had throughout my life: Arnold, Snoopy, Candida,
Mopsy, Fezzy, and Gigi, my first dog, who may have actually been
my imaginary dog since nobody else in my family remembers her.

Love and gratitude to my guardian angels who are always
watching out for me and are surely showering Benny with cuddles
and kisses: Margaret; Dr. Bob Fenstermacher; my brother, Steve
Klopfenstein; my brother-in-law, Bernie Berkland; my grandparents,
aunts, and uncles; and my mom, Judy Huston who fostered in me
a love for reading at a very young age and always encouraged me
to follow my dreams.

And last, but certainly not least, Benny, my sweet baby boy,
you enriched my life in countless ways and filled my heart with
more love and joy than I ever could’ve imagined. Your love truly
rescued me, and you were and always will be my sunshine.
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If you enjoyed Mommy’s Boy: How My Doggie Soulmate’s Love
Rescued Me, please leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads.
It would mean the world to me because it helps other readers
discover the book, builds my connection with readers like you,
and motivates me to keep writing. Thank you for taking the
time to share your thoughts.

With gratitude,
—Jennifer Huston Schaeffer
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