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As agility exhibitors we celebrate the qualifying scores and the 
championships. We focus on yards per second, employing any 
new technique we’ve read in books and magazines, dead-set for 
that next title. We focus so much on the championship picture 
that we sometimes lose sight that we live for our dogs, and our 
dogs live for us. However, I am privileged to have one person 
in my life who has never lost sight of that, and she was greatly 
rewarded with one of the penultimate 
titles an agility team can achieve—
national champion.

In January 2009, Merinda Tiffany 
was just 32 years old when she was 
diagnosed with breast cancer. Even 
though she had no family history of 
the disease, she tested positive for 
the BRCA1 gene mutation. (The rest 
of her family later tested positive as 
well, including her mother who was 
diagnosed with breast cancer after 
Merinda finished treatment.) We are 
part of a close group of friends known 
in our area as the “Small Dog Posse,” 
and we came together to support her 
through the treatments. Each of us of-
fered to handle her Cardigan Welsh Corgi, Porter, at agility trials, 
but she wanted every Q he earned to be with her.

Merinda underwent six rounds of chemotherapy, as well as a bi-
lateral mastectomy. Every three weeks she’d go in for her treat-
ment, then return home to recover with Porter and her fiancé, 
John. She scheduled trials around the treatments, figuring out 
how long she’d be sick and when she would have the energy to 
run a course. Once the chemo was complete, she endured six-
and-a-half weeks of radiation therapy, followed by a hysterec-
tomy to prevent continuation of BRCA1 gene. She considers Oc-
tober 2009 as the month she was officially cancer-free.

From January to October, Merinda competed with Porter in 10 
trials, including their first trip to the NADAC Championships. 
On each course you would see a happy dog running beside his 
equally happy handler. You would never know that under that 
knit cap was a bald head from the cancer treatments. Merinda 
never let on that she was sick, not once. Through it all, she per-
severed. Porter would pop out of his weaves, she’d go home and 
train some more, taking breaks when she tired. Knocked bars? 
Oh well, he still tried for her, and that’s all she asked of him.

To help raise funds toward Merinda’s mounting medical bills, 
a friend and I created a shirt with the silhouette of Porter jump-
ing through the pink breast cancer ribbon with the slogan, “No 
obstacle too big!” Word of the shirts spread, and I was shipping 
them across the country to anyone who wanted to share Merin-
da’s message. The agility community came together for someone 
they didn’t even know.

Five years later, Team Porter is still 
going strong. In 2013, Merinda com-
peted in her first AKC National Agil-
ity Championships in Tulsa, Oklaho-
ma, and while she didn’t earn a single 
clean run ribbon, she was happy to  
be there. 

The Posse returned to the AKC Na-
tionals in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 
in March, looking forward to an 
adventure-filled week. The best part 
was watching Merinda and Porter 
run a clean, fast round in the Clean 
Run Challengers’ Round to earn the 
right to compete in the Finals for 4" 
Preferred dogs. We all knew they had 
a chance to win, but we didn’t share 

that knowledge for fear it would make her more nervous. But 
how can you knock the confidence of a young woman who has 
overcome so much?

I can’t even begin to describe the moment it was certain that Me-
rinda and Porter had won the championship—I might have been 
crying and screaming the most out of anyone in that arena. I was 
breathless as if I had just run that difficult course with her, cheer-
ing on Porter through the serpentine and the chute. I have never 
been more proud of someone in my life—not because she won, 
but because I knew her struggle to get to that point. 

Five years ago it wasn’t about accumulating the most MACH/
PACH points or QQs, it was about just trying to accumulate the 
days in her life and the life in her days. Merinda never let on 
that she was nauseous or exhausted when we were at trials or 
practice. I never once saw her cry or ask, “Why me?” when it 
came to her diagnosis—whether she did that behind closed doors 
is her business, not ours. To know how much strength she had 
to push through those miserable months, a missed Q seems so 
menial now.

Winning Is About  
More Than Championships
By Megan Arszman
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If you have a crate platform in your car, 
make sure your spare tire, jack, and lug 
wrench are accessible! If not, and you 
ever find yourself with a flat tire, you’ll 
need to remove dogs, crates, and the 
entire platform before you can change 
your tire. It’s much easier to have your 
“donut tire” and tire changing equip-
ment easily accessible at all times.  
(I experienced not having my spare tire 
accessible years ago in a snowstorm 
and it was a nightmare! The donut 
has been accessible since then.) D

Marcy Rauch

Megan Arszman

We might get frustrated with our dogs, or even at 
ourselves, for missed opportunities on the course, 
but Merinda has reminded us to appreciate the op-
portunities we have right now. The chance to run 
with our dogs, whether sick or healthy, is a big one. 
I know the bond that Merinda and Porter have—
if she didn’t have him to keep her going for walks 
every afternoon, herding, and agility lessons, and 
trials through the months, maybe she wouldn’t have 
fought so hard. Her laidback personality and posi-
tive spin on life is one of the many things I admire 
about my friend, and I wish I had even a sliver of 
that. Maybe it’s just something that comes from bat-
tling inner demons. Maybe she was strong before 
the cancer, but she’s certainly stronger now.

Megan Arszman is a freelance writer based in Lexington, KY, where she lives with her husband and 
two dogs. She competes in AKC and CPE agility with PACH Frontiers HonkyTonkBaDonkADonk RN, AX, 
AXJ, MXP5, MXPS, MJP5, MJPS, PAX, NF (“Dally,” Pembroke Welsh Corgi) and Mill Creek’s Chyna Rust 
RN, AX, AXJ (“LaMesa,” Swedish Vallhund). Growing up showing horses, she’s thankful for her family’s 
love of all animals being passed down to her. You can reach Megan at MLArszman@yahoo.com or 
http://meganarszmancommunications.com.

Through the chemotherapy and 
radiation treatments, Merinda 
continued to compete in AKC  

and NADAC trials with Porter as 
motivation to keep going. 
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