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      François de La Rochefoucauld wrote in 1650 that “the only thing constant in life is change.”

      I cite that quotation for two reasons. First, I believe it makes me the only author ever to begin a book with the words “François de La Rochefoucauld.”

      James Patterson, eat your heart out.

      Second, if the eloquent Frankie R. were still around today, he would point at me and say, “You may have overdone it.”

      I moved to Southern California from New York twenty years ago. I had spent my entire working life as a marketing executive in the movie business. Except for a few mediocre advertising copy lines, I had never written a word that was published, nor one ever spoken by an actor or actress.

      It wasn’t that my prose had been rejected; I basically hadn’t written anything, and I really didn’t have much interest in doing so.

      But if you’re reading this book, and I’m figuring that there’s a good chance you are, then you’re reading the seventeenth book I’ve had published in the last ten years. The previous sixteen have been novels, including eleven in the Andy Carpenter series.

      I’ve also had a bunch of my scripts produced as TV movies. Admittedly they are nothing that has changed American culture as we know it, but people have been able to turn on their televisions and watch my words attempt to entertain them.

      So careerwise, I’ve changed enough to make François de La Rochefoucauld proud.

      As the last decade of the twentieth century began, my life was set up as I liked it. I expended very little physical energy beyond the occasional game of racquetball, and I was happy to take it easy. I was writing, which should never be confused with manual labor, and doing so on my own schedule.

      I appreciated my life of relative leisure, and I was determined to maintain it in all areas. For instance, while I liked dogs, I didn’t have one and certainly had no plans to get one. I didn’t want to invest the time and effort necessary to care for an animal; as a newly single guy, I could barely care for myself.

      Fast-forward to now, and my wife, Debbie Myers, and I have twenty-five dogs. It’s a relatively low number when taken in context of the last seventeen years. It’s an extremely high number when taken in context of sane human behavior. It certainly represents a small percentage of the four thousand dogs we have saved.

      While I had ultimately made a conscious decision to become a writer, the dog rescue thing just seemed to happen. Not so for Debbie. When she sets her mind to something and focuses on a goal, she doesn’t rest until it’s accomplished.

      She’s a force of nature, and when she made it her mission to save as many dogs as possible, I was just sort of swept along in the draft.

      I’ve long resisted writing about our rescue work and our life with dogs, even though I’m always asked many questions about it at speaking engagements and book signings. Living it seemed sufficient.

      But one day we found ourselves about to embark on something that motivated me to put fingers to keyboard. We were heading back East, not to New York but to Maine, and the dogs were of course coming with us.

      So this is the story of our insane trip into dogland, and our equally insane trip to Maine. I have interspersed stories about special dogs that have touched our lives, and special situations that few humans are nutty enough to deal with.

      One other point, on which I ask your indulgence: in certain cases when I don’t know whether a dog is male or female, I’ll use the word “it” when referring to that dog. This is not a sign of disrespect; I certainly don’t think of dogs as objects. It’s simply that it is cumbersome to always say “he or she.”

      With that out of the way, I present to you our unusual family.

      Our very unusual, very large, very hairy family.
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      We were going on a journey that I expected would end up somewhere between that of Lewis and Clark and that of the Donner Party. Someone once said that the difference between an ordeal and an adventure is attitude. That’s how I knew I was in for an ordeal. 

      We were eleven mostly intrepid travelers, closing the traditional exploration circle by heading east from Southern California to Maine. No wagons, just three RVs. After all, this is the twenty-first century. 

      Of course, we didn’t have many of the difficulties that the early pioneers had to endure. They were going through uncharted territory; we’d MapQuested the route and had three GPSs to make it foolproof. They had limited rations; we had refrigerators full of food, and stoves and microwaves with which to cook it. Not that we were without our refreshment challenges; for instance, we’d have to use a manual corkscrew for the wine. 

      Their communications went as far as their voices could carry; we were loaded down with cell phones, BlackBerries, and iPads. One of our group said that we actually had more computer power on board than astronaut Alan Shepard did when he first went into space, but I have no idea if that’s true. 

      One thing we shared with our predecessors was the presence of plenty of animals. Their animals were crucial to their trip, but ours were the very reason for our journey. 

      Their animals represented the transportation itself; the horsepower behind the vehicles was alive and breathing. They probably also provided food, but I’d just as soon not go there. But if the pioneers hadn’t had the benefit of their horses, when we talk about going out west today, we’d mean Cleveland. 

      In our case, three gas-fueled RV engines were our power source. The animals were the passengers; we were transporting our dogs, all twenty-five of them, to our – and their – new home. They were all rescue dogs, a small portion of the thousands that we have saved from the misery of the Los Angeles shelter system, but this trip was likely to make new demands on their endurance. 

      Our group included nine other people that volunteered for the trip, which was pretty remarkable. Some were friends; others were readers of my novels whom I’d met only once or twice. Three of them I’d never met at all. Giving us their time and energy in this way was amazingly generous, and I planned to thank them four or five thousand times before we got to Maine. 

      Of course, at the time I was thinking “if” we got to Maine. 

      The truth was, this undertaking could have been even more daunting. Twenty-five is pretty much the fewest dogs Debbie and I have had in the last ten years. We’ve had as many as forty-two, but we feel that more than forty is slightly eccentric. 

      The human members of our team, none of whom had known each other previously, had been corresponding by e-mail for weeks. They were totally enthusiastic. They seemed to regard this as an incredible adventure, destined to be a source of great memories for years to come. 

      Not me. 

      Since I’ve always been an “RV half empty” sort of guy, I expected it to be torturous at best, and a disaster at worst. 

      Which brings me to the obvious question: how the hell did we get into this situation? 
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      Well, more accurately with Tara’s mother, Debbie Myers. On September 26, 1992, we went out on a blind date to the movies, fixed up by a mutual friend, Cheryl Wlodinger. We saw Billy Crystal’s Mr. Saturday Night, but, rebels that we are, we saw it in the late afternoon.

      At the end of the film I flashed my most winning smile and asked Debbie if she wanted to go to dinner. She declined, saying that she had to go home to administer eye medicine to her dog.

      Based on that response, I had a hunch that the heretofore irresistible Rosenfelt charm had not yet reached its full effectiveness. Fortunately, she saved me from an insecurity crisis by subsequently agreeing to go home and deal with the medicine, and then meet me at the restaurant.

      Her round-trip would take forty-five minutes, and though the dinner would have delayed the medicine-giving by only a couple of hours, she didn’t want to wait. Her dog had an eye infection; she needed the care, and she needed the care on time. It seemed strange, and a bit suspicious.

      As it turned out, the eye medicine story was real, and I was soon to find out that Debbie was simply a lover of animals to a rather abnormal level.

      Since we didn’t talk much during the movie and drove to the restaurant separately, we knew almost nothing about each other when we finally sat down to dinner. I barely had time to start displaying my killer personality when the waiter came over to tell us the specials. They began with a veal chop.

      Debbie cut him off with “We don’t eat veal,” and when he left, she launched into a spirited dissertation on the cruelty that goes into the preparation of that particular meat. I was so clueless that I didn’t even know what animal veal came from, so I silently figured she perhaps had a pet veal at home to go with her eye-sick dog.

      But her feelings about the matter were not the point. Who was she to decide what I would or wouldn’t eat? I could have whatever the hell I wanted. It turned out that I wanted pasta, and by an amazing coincidence, I haven’t wanted veal in the twenty years since we sat in that restaurant.

      Debbie and I hit it off pretty well and found we had plenty to talk about beyond our shared disdain for veal. It was on our third date that I met her golden retriever, Tara, whose eye infection by then was just a memory. This kicked off a series of dates on which we would take Tara for walks, to the park, to the beach. She would go pretty much wherever we went.

      That was the beginning of our love story, and things were also going well between Debbie and me. It wasn’t long before her adoration of Tara didn’t even seem so over the top; this truly had to be the best dog in the history of the world. And my insecurity about the delayed dinner was long gone; if Tara needed eye medicine, I would have left Heidi Klum to make sure that she received it.

      Tara possessed a sensitivity that most humans don’t even bother aspiring to. She had a built-in mood sensor, which enabled her to be sympathetic when Debbie or I was upset, playful when we were feeling good, affectionate when we needed it, and always – I mean always – ready to accept petting. She brightened up every room, park, or beach she visited.

      She had her quirks, but like everything else about her, they were adorable. She loved biscuits but would never give us the satisfaction of seeing her eat one. Instead she’d let it lay there, feigning indifference, until we left the room. When we came back it was invariably gone, with only a few telltale crumbs as evidence. And the smug look on her face said, “I won again.”

      We had a certain walk we’d take her on that was probably her favorite. But when we were passing a house where she knew a particular German shepherd lived, she would stop cold, refusing to take another step. This was true even when the other dog was nowhere to be found.

      We’d have to pick her up and carry all eighty-five pounds of her the fifty feet until we were past the house, at which point we’d put her down and she’d happily continue the walk. I don’t think she was afraid; I think it was just a game she was playing with us. A game she never lost.

      Tara was eight when I met her, and nine on the awful day that her nose started to bleed while we were taking a walk in Beverly Hills. We rushed her to the vet, who said it was either a foxtail caught in her sinus cavity or nasal carcinoma. If it was the latter, and that was what he suspected, it would “result in her demise.”

      He sent us to a surgeon, who confirmed the dire diagnosis. We authorized him to operate on her, even though we understood that there was no possibility it would save her life. We did it because he told us that it would give her more time, and there was pretty much nothing we wouldn’t have done to get more time with Tara.

      She came through the operation well, even if we didn’t. Debbie told me that the night of the surgery was the first that Tara had ever spent out of the house. Debbie had once turned down a fantastic job opportunity in London because to have taken it would have meant that Tara would have been subject to that country’s six-month quarantine policy. Such a thing would have been incomprehensible.

      We brought Tara home two days after the operation. The surgeon admonished us not to let her get excited, or her nose would start to bleed. So when Debbie came home from work, she would park at the bottom of a three-block hill to prevent Tara from hearing her car. Then she’d sneak in and be in full petting mode before Tara even knew what hit her.

      Tara lived three months after that, a period in which she was never alone, not even once, not for a minute. Medically, and quasi-medically, we tried everything, including such things as acupuncture and sprinkling shark cartilage in her food. The literature cited as evidence of the latter’s effectiveness the fact that sharks never got cancer, a claim I was never able to confirm. But we tried it, because we would have done anything that had the slightest chance of success, so long as it did not affect the quality of whatever life Tara had left.

      We took her on vacation to Carmel and stayed in Doris Day’s dog-friendly hotel. We went to Zuma, Tara’s favorite beach in Malibu, three times a week. But she gradually started to slow down; walks were becoming shorter, and her breathing was becoming heavier and more labored. While both Debbie and I noticed it, neither of us would admit it, and Tara’s occasional good days provided sustenance to our denial mechanism.

      Tara’s appetite also diminished gradually until finally she was refusing food. We discovered that hot dogs were the one thing she could not resist, so we grilled them twice a day. It was foolish on our part, and we’ve gotten wiser since. Tara was telling us that it was time to go, and we were trying to create reasons for her to stay. Just for a little while longer.

      Debbie was having a lot of trouble dealing with her emotions during this time. Her vet recognized this and put her in touch with Marilyn Bergman, who, along with her husband, Alan, is an extraordinarily successful songwriter. They had been through the loss of their dog, and the vet thought that Marilyn could be helpful.

      She certainly was. She talked to Debbie about the need to let go, for Tara’s sake. She described her own, similar experience, and it definitely had an effect on Debbie.

      Soon after, the day finally came when we couldn’t fool ourselves anymore. We took Tara to the park for a picnic, and she wouldn’t eat, not even the cherished hot dogs. We also noticed that she would not sit in the sun; obviously her condition had expanded to include an aversion to bright light.

      We took her directly from the park to the vet, and he got right to the point. “I’m sorry, but it’s time.”

      It’s very hard for me to convey how I felt at that moment. It was as if a train had been slowly bearing down on us, and though we saw it coming months in advance, we just couldn’t seem to get out of its path. The sadness was unbearable, oppressive; it seemed as if we were suffocating.

      We felt as if we had let Tara down. She was depending on us – we were the only chance she had – and we hadn’t come through. She deserved so much more, but we just couldn’t seem to give it to her.

      But whatever guilt and grief we were experiencing, the bottom line was that the vet was right, and none of the other stuff mattered anymore.

      It was time to let Tara go.

      He put two blankets on the floor, double thickness so they would be softer, and Tara laid down on them. Debbie and I both got on the floor with her, a position we have assumed with many other dogs since.

      We held her while the vet gave her an injection, which was a sedative designed to calm her, though she really didn’t need calming. She was peaceful and accepting.

      He shaved her leg above her vein and administered the pink liquid. She didn’t react to anything he was doing; she just stared into Debbie’s eyes, silently saying good-bye.

      I swear, she looked at us with a level of dignity and courage that only golden retrievers possess and told us that it was OK.

      And it was.

      We stayed with her, alone in the room, for at least fifteen minutes after it was over. I don’t think a word was spoken the entire time.

      When we finally got up and left, Debbie and I went back to the Malibu beach that Tara loved so much, and we sat there and took turns crying and consoling each other. I tried to focus on the consoling, since she had known Tara for nine years, while I’d had the pleasure for only one.

      It would be a while before we fully realized what a transforming experience the past three months had been. Our lives would never be the same; we would soon embark on a mission that could fairly be described as dog lunacy.

      But at that moment, all we could focus on was the oppressive sadness that we felt. We talked about things Tara had done, quirks in her behavior, and how much we loved her. We decided in the moment that neither of us would ever eat a hot dog again, as a way of honoring her.

      At this writing it’s a vow we have kept for twenty years, even extending the ban to pigs in a blanket. As someone who grew up with the idea that a great meal could be enjoyed while standing at the counter at Nathan’s in Coney Island, I confess that I wish Tara had instead had a preference for broccoli in those final days.

      Debbie and I would find ourselves laughing at some memory, but the laughter was short-lived. It was just so hard to process the knowledge that Tara had died.

      Except she hadn’t.

      Not really.

      We would see to that.
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      In one crucial way, Debbie and I reacted very differently to losing Tara. I was ready to get another dog right away – a golden retriever, to be exact. But Debbie couldn’t bring herself to do it; she seemed to shut herself off from even considering the possibility.

      Every dog she saw reminded her of Tara, but no dog could ever be Tara. And certainly no dog could ever replace her.

      So instead of taking walks with a dog around our Santa Monica neighborhood, we would just be two humans out for a stroll. The problem was that I think there are more goldens on a per capita basis in Santa Monica than anywhere in the world; having a golden must be a town ordinance or something.

      Every time Debbie would see one, which meant at least once on every block, she would start to cry. And I’m not talking about eyes filling with tears and getting choked up. I’m talking about full-blown sobbing, right there on the street.

      It’s fair to say that our walks were not something I looked forward to.

      A friend suggested that we might get some comfort from volunteering at an animal shelter, and I was enthusiastic about the idea. My hope was that it would get Debbie comfortable with dogs again and maybe even pave the way toward our getting one. I think she had some trepidation, but she went along.

      We went to the West Los Angeles shelter for an orientation meeting. It’s one of the better shelters in Los Angeles County, but that is bestowing faint praise, since the other ones are, in varying degrees, disasters.

      The staff started the meeting by telling the apocryphal story of a guy walking on a beach where thousands of starfish had washed ashore and would die if not quickly returned to the water.

      He began picking up the starfish one at a time and tossing them into the water. Another man came up to him and pointed out that with so many thousands of stranded starfish, he was wasting his time and effort. There was no way that one person could make a difference.

      The man responded by picking up another starfish and returning it to the water. “I made a difference to that one,” he said.

      The point was that even though the Los Angeles shelter system is overwhelmed by the sheer volume of abandoned animals, we could make a difference by focusing on saving one animal at a time. It made sense to us, so we signed on.

      We should have stuck with the starfish.

      We reported dutifully for work two evenings a week and a full day on Saturday. We also took dogs to mobile adoptions in shopping centers, waiting for people to come by, fall in love, and take one home.

      But there were too many great dogs and not enough decent potential owners. So we had to sit in the overcrowded shelter, watching as dogs languished in cages until some of them were euthanized so that others could take their place. We also had to watch as people came in and adopted animals to use as guard dogs, or worse.

      As bad as that was, it’s not what pushed us over the edge. One day we were in a shelter in Baldwin Park that made the West LA shelter look like the Ritz-Carlton. A guy came in with his three sons and their one-year-old Lab mix. As we listened, the idiot explained to the shelter worker that they were turning the dog in; they didn’t want it anymore.

      He was given a standard form to sign, acknowledging that he had been told his relinquished pet could be put down after one hour. This wouldn’t really happen, at least not that fast, but the truth was that owner turn-ins to that shelter did not last long at all. If a dog is found stray, it has to be kept for at least five days, to give the owner time to show up and claim it. But when the owner turns it in voluntarily, there is no such need, and the amount of time the dog will live is dependent on how overcrowded the shelter is at that particular time. The Baldwin Park shelter, it should be noted, was always overcrowded.

      So the man casually signed the paper, and as the worker went to process it, Debbie and I overheard his conversation with his sons. It seemed they had adopted the dog from the same shelter ten months earlier, when it was a puppy. Now that it was full grown, they didn’t want it anymore, because puppies were cuter.

      So they were getting rid of it, without apparent regret or embarrassment, and then going into the kennel area to find another puppy to adopt. And the shelter rules for LA County made it a perfectly legal thing to do.

      I was outraged, but Debbie lost it. She berated the man, calling him an asshole. She probably shouldn’t have done so in front of his kids, though they would eventually find out that her description was accurate, if they didn’t know it already. My natural aversion to confrontation kicked in, and I stood off to the side, pretending I didn’t even know what was going on.

      The man backed off, the first wise thing he had done in probably ever, and they left without getting a new dog. I’m sure it was a temporary victory; they most likely came back when they were certain Debbie wasn’t on the premises.

      We told the shelter workers that if the turned-in dog was not adopted, we’d find a rescue group to take it, and we eventually did so.

      And then we bailed out of there, and out of the shelter system as well. If we were going to make a real difference, it would have to be another way.

      And it wasn’t long before we found one.
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      We’d known that we were going to be moving east, with all the dogs, for five years. 

      Ever since the fire. 

      In the summer of 2000, we moved from Santa Monica south to Orange County, because Debbie took a job down there as a vice president in charge of media at the Taco Bell corporation, based in Irvine. She had been a senior vice president at the FOX television network for twelve years, so it was a big move, both careerwise and, to a lesser extent, geographically. 

      Normal people could just find a place, sign up to buy or rent, pack up their things, and move. But we were not exactly a normal family. We had to find a home that could house thirty-seven dogs, since that was the total at that particular moment. We also couldn’t have nearby neighbors, for reasons that are obvious but that I’ll explain in detail later. So house hunting became something of a challenge. 

      As we were soon to discover, Santa Monica was the only city in Southern California that allowed more than three dogs per household. Santa Monica actually had no limit at all; their rule was that you could have as many animals as you could comfortably house. Comfort, I can assure you, was and is a subjective determination. 

      So when we got to Orange County, we were obligated to look in what they call the unincorporated areas, meaning they have no city government and are run by the county. We quickly found a perfect house in a small canyon town called Silverado. We were up on a hill, with very few neighbors within barking distance. 

      Even though it felt like living in the middle of nowhere, it was only ten minutes from a supermarket, and twenty from large shopping centers. The house was a hundred years old, but it would feel a lot older once it had to put up with our “family” for a while. 

      It proved to be quite comfortable for us, and we had every intention of staying there until Debbie might decide to retire. With that prospect nearing, I set out in September 2007 to figure out where we should move to once there was no job keeping us in California. I could write anywhere. 

      Debbie and I had both grown up and lived back east, me in New Jersey and then New York, and Debbie in Pennsylvania and New York. We craved real weather, and we have grown kids in the New York area, so the East Coast was the likely place to move. 

      We settled on Maine, found a great house on a lake with no neighbors anywhere close, and bought it. The plan was to let it sit there, and do whatever renovations might be necessary when we got ready to move. We figured that would be at least four or five years away. 

      One month later, California was in flames. There were wildfires all over the state, the by-product of a weather phenomenon called the Santa Ana winds. These are winds that blow from inland toward the coast, and they are distinguished by very high gusts, temperatures in the mid-nineties, and almost no humidity. Obviously that creates the perfect conditions for out-of-control fires, and that’s what seems to happen every year. 

      With the state’s firefighting resources taxed to the limit, some moron decided to set a fire in the woods about six miles from our house. At first it spread in the opposite direction, but three days later it looped back toward us. 

      One morning I stood in our backyard and watched the fire slowly coming across the canyon toward where I was standing. It was small and slow-moving and therefore beyond infuriating; firefighters armed with water pistols could have stopped it in its tracks. 

      But there were no firefighters there; they were deployed elsewhere. And the fire kept coming inexorably closer, building in intensity. 

      Debbie was at work, and I called to tell her to come home; we were likely going to have to evacuate. Our neighbors had already gone, but for them it was comparatively easy. All they had to do was round up some important possessions and ride out of there. We had twenty-seven dogs to worry about. 

      We had one SUV at home, and Debbie went to a rental-car place and got another. The fire was picking up speed even more rapidly, and I told her to get home as soon as possible; we were running out of time. 

      There were police barricades not letting anyone into the area when she arrived, but that didn’t prove a significant deterrent. She went around them and barreled on home, probably making the correct assumption that what she was doing was not a shooting offense. 

      We then began the process of loading the dogs and one duffel bag into the two cars. I think there were maybe three dogs willing and able to jump in on their own; the rest had to be hoisted once we rounded them up. I did the rounding, and Debbie did the hoisting. 

      We did a final count, and came up with twenty-six; Coco was missing. I searched frantically for her while Debbie tried to keep the others calm, not an easy thing to do since they were squashed into two cars. 

      Finally I found Coco wandering on the property, grabbed her, and carried her to the car. I stuffed her in, and we were off. 

      There was not a square inch of unoccupied space in the cars. The flames were about a hundred yards away and moving in the direction of the house; we were going to get out, but there seemed no way it could survive. I remember turning to take a final look at it. 

      We called a friend named Ron Edwards, who ran the Irvine Animal Care Center, one of the best shelters in Southern California. He said he had room to take and care for as many dogs as we brought him. So that’s where we headed. 

      We left twenty-five of them there, a gut-wrenching thing to do. We had gotten these dogs from shelters, and had made a solemn promise to them that they would never have to go back. Their new surroundings would be temporary and safe, but they had no way of knowing that. They would be in cages, also something we had told them would never happen again. 

      Once they were in the dog runs, Debbie and I went in to each one, petting them and vowing that they would not be there long. But the truth was we didn’t know how long they would be imprisoned, or where they would go once we got them out. 

      We kept Louis and Hannah, both golden retrievers, to stay with us in a hotel. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a hotel, and once we dropped the dogs off at the shelter, we made at least twenty calls to try to get a room somewhere. But with much of California evacuated in the various fires, there were no rooms to be had. 

      We finally got lucky; the Irvine Marriott had one room. Amazingly, even though the law of supply and demand said that they could have charged a fortune, they gave us the room at half price, which was their policy for people displaced by the fires. And they made an exception to their no pet policy; we could bring Louis and Hannah. 

      I have been a fan of Marriott ever since. They really stepped up when we needed them. 

      So there we were, living in the hotel and watching news reports to monitor the progress of the fire. Louis and Hannah were living it up; they got to go on plenty of leash walks, since there was no doggie door for them to trudge through on their own. And we were on the concierge floor, where free food was provided, so I could get them plenty of miniature meatballs. If they felt any concern for their twenty-five friends stuck in the shelter, they hid it well. 

      But for us it was a frustrating time, made more so by on-camera statements that Governor Schwarzenegger was making to the press. He was explaining California’s inability to deal with the fires by bemoaning the perfect storm that had arisen, a combination of high heat, high winds, and dry air. 

      “Arnold,” I would yell at the television, “THAT’S WHAT THE SANTA ANA WINDS ARE! AND THEY COME EVERY YEAR!” It would be like the mayor of Buffalo explaining that they couldn’t effectively plow the streets because of a combination of low temperatures and precipitation. “THAT’S WHAT SNOW IS!” 

      One day became two, and two became four. We saw hints of the fate of our house on television; one reporter stood in front of a burned-down structure less than a quarter mile away. But even though we were extraordinarily pessimistic, there was no way to be sure since they wouldn’t let us back into the area where the fires were still raging. 

      So the question became, what the hell were we going to do in the likely event that the house was gone? When you have twenty-seven dogs, you can’t exactly rent an apartment. And even if there were possible solutions, we had no time. Our dogs were languishing in a shelter; we didn’t even go to visit them for fear of getting them excited and then letting them down when we left them there again. 

      We would have to move to Maine, or at least I would. Debbie would be bicoastal until maybe she could find a comparable job back east. The house in Maine wasn’t close to ready or livable; it was a log-cabin style that wasn’t even fully winterized. But we would somehow deal with that; we had no other choice. If only we could figure out how to get there. 

      On our fourth night in the hotel I got an e-mail from a reader in Maryland, who asked if we were anywhere near the fires. She described herself as a dog rescue person, and was of course concerned about the dogs. 

      I wrote back and told her that I thought we’d lost the house and asked if she, as a dog person, had any idea how to transport twenty-seven dogs cross-country. She didn’t, but she vowed to ask the question online and get some ideas. 

      Over the next forty-eight hours, I received 171 e-mails from strangers, most of them offering us their house on the way to Maine. If we were coming through Topeka, for instance, we could stay in someone’s home, with twenty-seven dogs! 

      It was an amazing example of what is a remarkable subculture of dog people in America. They are in every city and state, bound together by their common love of dogs. And it had just been demonstrated to us in a very powerful and touching way. 

      On the seventh day after our evacuation, we were let back into the area, and we were amazed to discover that our house had survived. Firefighters had foamed the house down and mounted a successful defense of the structure, and we will be forever grateful to them. Other nearby homes had not been so lucky, and the entire area seemed charred. 

      Two days after that we were back in the house, the whole family, shedding and panting away. But it had started us thinking about how we were going to execute the move to Maine when Debbie retired. It would be a voluntary move then, but just as difficult. 

      That was almost five years ago, so in terms of the length of time it took to plan our trip, it made the D-day invasion look like a spur-of-the-moment decision. Unfortunately, the effectiveness of the planning was another matter altogether. 

      The way I figured it, we could have used another five years, minimum. 
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