
Reminiscences of Shyla 
 

May 16, 1995 – October 18, 2008 
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In the spring of 2001 I became acquainted with Sharlene Wills, a remarkable woman of approximately my 
age.  I met her one Sunday while volunteering for the Achilles Track Club, a sports club for people with 
disabilities.  As I am a runner I was paired off with Sharlene to be her guide on a 5 mile run on Santa Monica 
Beach that day. During the run Sharlene and I discovered our common experience of having once lived in 
Germany and both being fluent in the German language.  Further into the conversation I mentioned to 
Sharlene that I was training for the Berlin Marathon which was to take place in early October that same year.  
To my amazement I learned from Sharlene that she, too, was planning to run the Berlin Marathon in October.  
We decided to meet once a week at Palisades Park in Santa Monica for a training run together.  From that 
experience Sharlene and I came to be good friends.  Over the next 6 years we were regular running 
partners, participating together in some of the most challenging marathons and ultra marathons I’ve ever run. 
 
Through my getting to know Sharlene I came to know her guide dog, Shyla.  When I met Shyla that spring in 
2001 she was 6 years old and in the prime of her life.  Energetic, alert, smart, curious, playful, loyal, 
obedient, mischievous and as beautiful as they come - this is how I remember Shyla from those early days of 
our relationship.  Shyla frequently came with Sharlene and me as we went on runs together up in the Santa 
Monica Mountains.  Whenever Shyla caught sight of my Nissan Pathfinder she got very excited.  Just for her 
I had put the back bench down, put cushions in the back so as to create a large, comfortable bed for Shyla to 
enjoy while driving about town or on road trips to various out of town marathon events.  She loved going 
places and she traveled around in style on her comfortable bed in the back of my Pathfinder.  I began to call 
Shyla “Her Ladyship” because I tended to treat her as my princess. 
 
Sharlene, although sightless from birth, is an unusually independent woman.  She is a frequent traveler, 
often flying on her own to Las Vegas for a weekend of slot machine fun.  Frequently when she traveled  
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I would take care of Shyla in her absence.  Through these visits Shyla and I built a strong and enduring 
relationship.  She loved her Uncle Marky and was overjoyed when I picked her up for a stay at my house.  
These visits were a very special time for Shyla as she was out of harness the entire time at my house.  This 
gave her the rare opportunity to just be a dog to run free and play as much as she wanted.  I spoiled her 
rotten, but Sharlene never complained about that.  When returning home to Sharlene Shyla instinctively 
knew that it was time to go back to work and fulfill her serious duties as the eyes and ears for her blind 
guardian, Sharlene.   
 
Once while Shyla was staying with me while Sharlene was out of town I asked a few Friends at my Quaker 
Meeting for advice as to whether I might bring Shyla with me to Meeting for Worship on First Day (Sunday).  I 
received only words of approval.  So I brought her to Quaker Meeting for the first time in 2004.  She loved to 
come to Quaker Meeting with me because she received so much loving attention from my Quaker Friends.  
During our silent Meeting for Worship Shyla would obediently lie down on a blanket that I had spread out on 
the floor and sleep throughout the entire one hour Meeting.  Before long Shyla became a regular visitor at 
Meeting for Worship.  One time during the announcement period at Meeting I thanked Friends for the love 
and welcome that was always given to Shyla when she came with me to Meeting for Worship.  I jokingly 
mentioned that as a regular attender Shyla was considering becoming a member of Meeting.  Member or not 
I think she turned out to be a very good Quaker dog! 
 
About the time Shyla reached her 10th birthday Sharlene began talking about Shyla’s retirement.  Knowing 
how much I loved Shyla she asked me if I would be willing to take care of Shyla during her retirement years.  
My heart leaped for joy as I answered that I would love to have Shyla live out her retirement years with me.  
Finally Shyla indicated to Sharlene that she was ready to retire and near the end of 2006 at the age of 11 ½ 
years Shyla came down to San Pedro to live with me.  I had moved from the San Fernando Valley to San 
Pedro 6 months earlier and found a home near the beach with a large front yard and an even larger back 
yard for Shyla to enjoy.   
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Shyla’s retirement years were wonderful and she loved her newfound freedom from the daily life or death 
responsibilities as a guide dog.  I was truly amazed by her immediate adaption to retirement.  There was not 
the slightest sense that she missed the harness and her guide dog work.  While her life as a guide dog had 
been strictly inside, in retirement I found that she preferred to be outside.  She would spend hours and hours 
out in the front yard watching the pedestrian traffic in my quiet neighborhood near Cabrillo Beach. Neighbors 
began to greet her by name as they walked by.  Neighborhood children came by to play with her.  She loved 
the attention.  Shyla was a toy lover.  Stuffed animal toys were her favorite, but she could not resist an old 
tennis ball either.  Her favorite game was ‘keep-away’ with one of her favorite toys.  I used to chase her 
around the yard as she diligently kept her toy from my hands.  She was also a prancer.  When she had one 
of her favorite toys in her mouth she would prance around the yard and shake her head quickly back & forth 
as if to dare me to try to get it from her.  In her front yard with her toys and people playing with her – that was 
for Shyla the ‘good life’.   She enjoyed much contentment, human attention, love and affection and lots of 
excursions around town while living with me in San Pedro.  She enjoyed a very happy retirement.  
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I loved Shyla’s eating habits.  Her feeding was once a day in the evening.  She never begged for food.  She 
never reminded me that it’s dinner time.  In fact, I often delayed her dinner time because she was not ready 
to come inside.  She loved hanging out in the front yard.  Dinner could come later.  She didn’t care.  Once 
she did have her dinner she made a game of it.  First she would eat a little bit to appease me. Next, if I were 
in the living room she would always come out to play after taking a few bites of her food.  She would prance 
around the living room with a mischievous look in her eyes, shaking her head back and forth.  Then she 
would prance into the bedroom, hoping I would follow her.  I think her game was ‘catch me if you can, old 
man’.  I would grab at her every time she got near me and then she would make her escape by prancing 
back into the bedroom.  This game would go on for 10 minutes or more before she decided to go back and 
finish her dinner.  Other times she would interrupt her dinner by playing with one of her many stuffed animal 
toys.  I’ve never known any other dog that enjoyed playing while having dinner as Shyla did. 
 
Not long after coming to live with me Shyla met Snoopy.  Snoopy is a beautiful male German Shepherd Dog 
half Shyla’s age.  He was very fond of Shyla.  When Snoopy’s guardians Dave or Janine, who live 3 houses 
down the street, would take Snoopy on a walk Snoopy would always want to stop at Shyla’s house to play 
and just hang out for a while.  They were good friends.  One time when I was out of town on a 2 week 
vacation I had asked a friend to stay at my house to take care of Shyla. Unbeknownst to me my friend 
became ill and had to be hospitalized while I was away.  This friend was unable to contact me as I was deep 
in the Costa Rican rainforest where my cell phone was useless.  When I got back home I found out that my 
good friend Janine (Snoopy’s Mom) noticed that my friend’s car had not been at my house for two days.  So 
Janine went over to my house to check on Shyla.  Janine recognized that Shyla was without care and made 
the decision to break into my house to help Shyla.  She took Shyla over to her house where she and Dave 
pampered her for the next 10 days until my return.  Snoopy was in heaven as his girlfriend Shyla was with 
him every day.  Mo, the cat, also became a good friend of Shyla during that stay.  Thus began a friendship 
with Janine and Dave that I treasure to this day.  They are ‘my kind of people.’  Whenever I planned to go out 
of town Janine and Dave welcomed Shyla into their small home. Shyla was visibly delighted when she got to 
go visit her Auntie Janine.  Their house is just oozing with love for our animal friends.  Shyla knew that and 
always enjoyed being there. 
 
 

 
Shyla resting on her bed in the living room 

 
Shyla did not like for me to leave in the morning when I went to work.  She was quite talented at giving me a 
guilt trip.  When I was leaving and saying good bye to her she would sit on her bed in the living room and 
give me a look that said:  “How could you just leave me alone like this?”  I would without exception leave the 
house with a tinge of guilt.  Finally at the end of 2007 Shyla got her way.  I became unemployed and 
suddenly I was home every day, all day long.  She loved it.  Actually, I did too.  I took a full 2 months to enjoy 
my new freedom, doing nothing, absolutely nothing without Shyla at my side.  She was in heaven.  So was I.  
We took frequent long walks on Paseo del Mar along the beautiful Pacific Ocean coastline, in Point Fermin 
Park, at Cabrillo Beach and at Cabrillo Yacht Marina.  Every Sunday she accompanied me to my Quaker 
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Meeting.  During these 2 glorious months with Shyla at my side I began to envision my future as a provider of 
animal care.  From that vision I created my pet sitting business and opened the doors of my new home 
based business, Animal Friends Professional Pet Care, in April of 2008.   
 
As she began to show her age Shyla’s hearing diminished gradually to the point where she was only able to 
hear high pitched sounds.  We found that to be no problem, though, as she quickly learned to obey my call to 
come when I motioned with my hand.  What was certain to become problematic at some point was the 
weakening of her hind legs, a common problem affecting many older German Shepherd Dogs.  It is 
progressive and eventually debilitating.  In mid September I had to take Shyla to the veterinary due the 
sudden onset of urinary incontinence.  Tests indicated that she had kidney disease.  From that day onward 
for the next month Shyla commenced a rapid decline in her health. The trouble came on two fronts: she 
completely lost the use of her hind legs and simultaneously her appetite changed for the worse.  She refused 
to eat the kidney disease prescription food that I purchased from the vet.  Then she even refused her regular 
diet. I was only able to get her to eat certain dog biscuits or just a few nuggets of her regular food. By 
Tuesday, October 14th she was clearly weakened by malnourishment.  I took her to the vet, who gave her 
appetite stimulants, but they had no effect.  By Thursday morning Shyla had stopped taking water.  I knew 
she was dying, but I did not want to let her go.  I called Sharlene and discussed Shyla’s condition.  Sharlene, 
too, believed that Shyla was dying and suggested that I proceed with euthanasia without delay.  I thought 
about it and by afternoon I knew what I had to do.  I called Sharlene back and asked her to come down to 
San Pedro to say good bye to Shyla.  A number of my friends came by to say good bye.  Shyla had a lot of 
friends in the neighborhood.   I took great pains to keep Shyla as comfortable as possible during her last few 
days.  On Friday I took her to the vet for a final evaluation.  The vet confirmed that Shyla was at end of life 
and agreed with us that helping her to the other side was the most merciful thing to do for Shyla.  I asked the 
vet to give me a medication that would help her be comfortable without the effects of sedatives. I spent my 
last night with Shyla close to her side, stroking her, talking to her, reading to her and praying for her.  It was a 
good night.  Sharlene came down to San Pedro on Saturday morning to say good bye to Shyla.  It was odd, 
but Shyla did not recognize her.  We noted that Shyla did not attempt to catch her scent and we concluded 
that Shyla’s sense of smell was substantially weakened, though we didn’t know why.  Shyla passed on with 
Sharlene and me holding her.  She was surrounded by deep love and she knew it.  Shyla was calm and 
peaceful to the very end.  Her bravery, courage, and acceptance were remarkable.  I, too, had come to 
complete acceptance that Shyla was no longer attached to this world and that she was completely ready to 
make the journey to the other side.  I had no choice but to pray, “Father, let Thy will be done.”  And so it was. 
 
Shyla is now gone.  Or is she?  Upon reflection I realize she is not gone at all.  She is alive and well in my 
heart.  There she will live forever.  That’s for sure.  But more than that, she has given her wisdom to me, 
which I would do well to apply to my own life.  This smart, brave, noble animal taught me better than any 
human animal about love, about sweetness, about patience, about courage, about fidelity, about acceptance 
and about the joy of being alive.  I will always be grateful for her unselfish gifts.  Yes, she lives on.  And if 
there is a place called heaven then I know that she waits for me there.    
 

 
Shyla, my precious jewel 


