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For Frankie, the dog of my heart. In the end, I couldn’t save you, so I will try to save the others.





Awareness is like the sun. When it shines on things, they are transformed.

—Thich Nhat Hanh






Introduction

Our family has fostered 162 dogs for an all-breed, foster-based rescue that saves dogs from southern shelters, moving them north to be adopted. By the time you read this, that number will probably be over two hundred. We continue to commit to dog after dog, seeing each one through to its eventual forever home and then immediately picking up another. The dogs live with us, as our own dogs, as part of our family. We teach them how to be a family pet, sometimes offering the first indoor accommodations they’ve ever experienced. With that comes the fun of house-training, crate-training, and leash-training. But we also teach them about belly rubs and squeaky toys and the comfort of snuggling on the couch to watch football. There have been plenty of moments when I’ve laughed myself silly or cried in frustration, swearing off this particular addiction, but mostly I am struck time and again by the capacity of these marvelous four-legged individuals to trust and to forgive. They are always a lesson in love and perhaps a bigger lesson in patience.

Fostering is not for the faint of heart. We love these dogs, and then we let them go so we can love another. Those good-byes used to seem like the hardest part. Now I know better. I have met the dogs still in shelters and dog pounds who never make it on a transport, the ones who don’t know safety and yet wait patiently for a home they may never get.

After Another Good Dog: One Family and Fifty Foster Dogs was published, the drumbeat began: “When’s the next book?” But I hesitated, wondering if there was an audience for endless foster dog stories. I’d be the first to say that every foster dog that comes to us brings a whole new experience—“boring” is not a word I would ever use to describe fostering—but really just how many times does a reader want to hear about another stuffed animal mauling or counter raid? How many puppies have to be born in my mudroom before readers become like my own children and complain about the smell and the work, completely missing the cuteness?

On the heels of my most difficult foster dog to date, and a few months before the publication of Another Good Dog, I was struck with the realization that the stream of dogs was not abating. If anything, it was growing, and the fostering requests felt more desperate. If fostering was helping, why wasn’t that stream slowing at least?

I’ve always been a person who would rather look at the cause of an injury than simply put on a Band-Aid. I have no patience for doing the same thing over and over to no effect.I If fostering one hundred dogs in our home hadn’t made a dent in the problem, then why were we even bothering? After all, our carpet was ruined, our front hall had turned into an adoption center, and visitors had to navigate two baby gates to get from our kitchen table to the bathroom. As our social lives became intertwined with the lives of other “crazy dog people”II and swirled around the endless needs of homeless dogs, I thought for certain we were making a difference. So certain, I wrote a book about it!

And then just before the book came out, I had a mini-crisis, doubting that all the work and dogs and heartbreak were making any difference. Sure, I could see it in the individual lives of the dogs that came through our home and the families that adopted those dogs, but were we making a dent in the larger problem? How was it that the pleas for foster homes to save dogs destined to be euthanized in shelters never slowed, never lessened, no matter how many we rescued?

I needed to see the situation for myself. So, I hijacked my book tour and turned it into a shelter/book tour. What I saw changed the trajectory of my life. I had always thought rescue dog fostering was an interim in my life—foster some dogs, write about it, the situation improves—then I go back to my real life writing novels, pulling weeds, hiking in the woods, and worrying about my (now adult) children. Instead, I can’t seem to stay with a story long enough to see it through to publication, my gardens have been plowed under, my hiking boots sit idle, and the kids are traipsing all over the globe without the protection of my nonstop nagging. I am too distracted by these dogs and the people who fight for them.

After visiting the shelters, I had to do something. This book is the first something. I was, and still am, convinced that if people knew what was happening in the rural southern shelters, they would not stand for it. They, like me, would be moved, they would get involved, they would help. I can’t say it enough—it’s not that people don’t care, it’s that they don’t know.

So let me tell you…



NOTE: Throughout this book, you will read the term “pit bull.” I want to be clear here that there is no such breed as a pit bull. You might as well call them unicorns. “Pit bull” is an umbrella term for dogs with a muscular build, large head, tiny ears, and hearts of gold. They may or may not have American Staffordshire Terrier or American Bull Dog Terrier or any number of terriers or bulldogs in their heritage. There is so much I could say about the misinformation, biased press, and complete nonsense that surrounds these dogs. They are near and dear to my heart, and I struggled with how to label them in this book. I considered putting the term in quotes, but it became confusing and awkward. So, suffice it to say, that while I use the term “pit bull” I don’t believe in it, and I am fully aware that no such “breed” exists. I truly hope that someday everyone is lucky enough to know the love of a dog erroneously labeled “pit bull.”

I. And yet I have mucked stalls out daily for years.

II. My husband’s term.






1 Loose Dog
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Gala got out!” Brady yelled.

It was a postcard-worthy summer day in south-central Pennsylvania, the kind that almost makes the cold, gray winters worth it. I was at my desk, shades drawn, deep into a dreaded edit of a novel in progress.

My first reaction was fury. My son Brady and his friends had taken over our kitchen, reuniting over Mountain Dew and memories, trading notes about their second year of college. The last time I’d seen Gala, our foster dog, she was contentedly hanging out on the Frank bedI in the kitchen enjoying their antics.

So what was she doing outside? And why weren’t all those able-bodied young men out there tracking her down? Their laughter and loud music would have drowned out my questions if there’d been time to ask them. Having recently returned from college, Brady hadn’t lived with Gala long enough to know that a loose Gala was an all-out emergency.

I sprang from my ergonomically correct desk chair in such a panic that my feet tangled in the folded metal. I landed in a fuming heap, kicked the chair off me, and dashed out the door. Gala was sprinting across the pasture in search of the horses. Her long, brown form galloped back and forth across the hillside, her clever mind sifting through her options.

It wasn’t the first time Gala had escaped. The last few times, she’d also run after the horses, chasing them from one end of the pasture to the other, ignoring my pleas to “come right now!” She only heeded them when she caught a hoof to her side from my elderly mare Cocoa, who abided no fools—and certainly not canine ones.

This particular afternoon, though, the horses were shut in their stalls out of the heat, except for Cocoa, who was in the paddock with a run-in shed for shade. Cocoa is a strong-willed creature, not unlike Gala, and won’t tolerate being closed inside a stall. About the same time Gala spotted her, I saw Ian, my fifteen-year-old son, running across the grass, trying to put himself between Gala and the fence that separated the pasture from the paddock.

Gala ran toward him but then made a quick dodge around him before ducking underneath the bottom fence board into the paddock. The delight on her face was obvious. Gala set her sights on Cocoa, barking with abandon, darting toward her and then dashing away each time Cocoa turned her hind end at her.

Ian yelled for her, but Gala only increased her frenzy. Cocoa sprinted around the tiny paddock in a panic, using her quarter horse acceleration to stay out of Gala’s reach. Gala couldn’t be deterred by my yelling or any of the treats I held up.

Minutes felt like hours as we watched, helpless to stop the inevitable. Having now had time to replay the events in my head too many times to count, I wish I had thought to tell Ian to open the gate so Cocoa could have outrun her. If I’d done that, perhaps this tale would have turned out differently.

Eventually, Cocoa ran out of steam and patience and retreated to the run-in shed. Triumphant, Gala ran in after her. A moment later, I heard the unmistakable thud and then a yelp. Gala slunk out of the shed and crept toward Ian, who was waiting on the other side of the fence. When I reached them, I hooked a leash on Gala and led her to the house.

“Is she okay?” Ian asked.

“I don’t know,” I told him, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t. The funny angled way she held her head and the missing hair on one side of her face made it clear that Cocoa had gotten her good. Once inside, Gala stood frozen, her mouth half-open and her tail between her legs as I tried to examine her. I called my veterinarian, who also happens to be my neighbor and friend. Dr. Chris’s receptionist said to bring her over and they would fit her in.

X-rays confirmed that Gala’s jaw was broken.

Great. Now what? We’d been fostering Gala for Operation Paws for Homes (OPH), an all-breed, foster-based rescue, for over three months. Before Gala, we’d successfully fostered over seventy-five dogs. Most arrived late on a Friday night or early on a Saturday morning on a transport van from a shelter in the rural South. All kinds of dogs and even pregnant dogs and puppies had journeyed to our home, where we nurtured them and prepared them to be adopted into forever homes. It was rewarding, if messy and sometimes heartbreaking work that we’d stumbled into quite by accident two years ago when we began searching for a new dog.

The plan had always been to foster until we found our dog, but once I learned how many dogs would die in southern rural shelters if not for rescues like OPH, I couldn’t stop. Thankfully, my husband, Nick, and our three teens had all adjusted to this new normal of living with dog after dog after dog.

To date, Gala had not been an easy foster. She arrived skinny and heartworm positive; she did well with treatment, gained weight and confidence, but as she recovered her health, she began to challenge my other foster dogs and particularly our personal dog, Gracie.

All attempts to keep Gala contained failed. She leaped easily over baby gates, dashed out any door left ajar, and dove off our deck, trailing the leash she usually wore 24/7 (so we could catch her when she inevitably got loose). She scaled the side of a six-foot outdoor kennel we thought would be the answer, pausing on the top like a bird on a wire before leaping to the other side and dashing off in victory. If anyone left the lever-handle kitchen door unlocked she was out in a flash. The same thing happened whenever someone failed to shut the storm door and left only the screen door between Gala and a freedom run.

This was bound to happen. In the two and a half years we’d been fostering, this had been one of my greatest fears. I’d watched my horses throw warning kicks at neighboring dogs, occasionally making contact. Most dogs learn quickly to stay away.

Not Gala, apparently.

During her wild chase before she trapped Cocoa in the run-in shed, Cocoa had already run over Gala… twice. Each time, I thought, “Okay, now she knows.”

But no, Gala had blossomed into a determined and confident girl. Her heart was much bigger than her head. I’d asked the rescue to move her to another foster home away from the siren call of the horses, but Gala’s reputation preceded her and there were no takers. I couldn’t bear the idea of putting Gala in a boarding facility indefinitely, so she’d remained with us—and we did our best to keep her contained and safe. Only now it was clear our best was certainly not enough.

For all her antics, she was a sensitive and loving dog. I enjoyed her as a running partner, and all of us had fallen for her silly personality and effervescent love. She was that rascally kid you couldn’t help but root for, even as she drove you nuts.

And now her jaw was broken. It was a relatively clean break, and because she’d gotten help so quickly it hadn’t had the chance to shift. Dr. Chris used medical tape to fashion a muzzle to hold her jaw in place. He pumped her with antibiotics and pain meds, and we spent the weekend trying to keep her quiet and still and medicated while we waited for OPH to find a surgeon to look at the X-rays and make an expensive decision.

All weekend I fretted. In my time as a foster, I’d made more than my share of mistakes. I took comfort in the fact that the dog’s options were to remain in a shelter and possibly/probably be killed or come to my house and be subjected to the best I could do. Granted, I did think the best I could do was getting better.

But Gala’s predicament took away all the confidence I had so carefully crafted. A million “should-have”s rotated through the playlist in my head. There was no point in blaming anyone else anyway. That summer there were too many available culprits, as the plethora of young adults in our house changed daily.

My oldest son, Brady, was home for the summer working second shift at a local publishing company. As he was a creative writing major, it was good life experience, not only learning the reality of minimum wage and shift work but also exactly how a book was physically put together. The monotonous work gave his fertile mind plenty of playtime, as he was always working on a story or two, and the night hours left his days free to hang out with friends.

This meant that during the day our house was regularly infiltrated with young adults who parked all over our lawn and stayed for daylong games of Dungeons and Dragons. These brilliant young men and women could understand complex, elaborate games and debate just about any topic or recount Greek myths, but they simply could not remember to lock the door behind them.II Gala had quickly figured out the lever-handle door was her key to freedom and the pursuit of horses.

My eighteen-year-old daughter, Addie, had recently graduated from high school and was in constant motion that summer—working as a barista at Starbucks, playing Belle in a local community production of Beauty and the Beast, and preparing to leave for her freshman year of college at Rowan University. She loved Gala dearly but was rarely home, and when she was, locking the door behind her was the last thing on her mind.

Only fifteen-year-old Ian, my rule-following kid, who had borne witness to plenty of Gala’s escapes and several fights between Gala and Gracie, knew the importance of containing the dog. Ian had been my best assistant through countless fostering adventures, loving the dogs and sacrificing plenty of personal time (and shoes) to help care for them.

Sunday night, having nursed Gala through the weekend, Nick and I talked about what would happen next. When it came to my “dog habit,” Nick had been a willing, if not enthusiastic, partner enabling me to take on more and more with the rescue. He generally launched an obligatory protest at my plans, but once the dogs were in the house, he was always on board. His problem-solving skills and engineering prowess had come to the rescue time and again. He’d built, fixed, and designed all kinds of contraptions to keep puppies in, keep dogs out, and even teach a swimmer puppy to walk. Basically, he was my hero. But he couldn’t fix this.

Gala’s jaw was broken, but that weekend it felt more like it was her spirit that broke. Watching her lie sadly on the Frank bed in the kitchen, uncharacteristically still and silent, Nick said, “Every time a dog gets loose and you panic and say, ‘We have to catch it before it gets its head kicked in,’ I think you’re exaggerating. I didn’t really think it would happen.”

I. The Frank bed was an enormous dog bed monogrammed with the word “Frank.” It was the most sought-after spot (for dogs) in our kitchen. Previous adopters gave it to us when they returned a foster dog named Frank, and since then it had been the prize lounging spot for countless foster dogs and the background for hundreds of pictures.

II. To be fair, until this point, we had never locked our door. Security was not a concern in our hollow on the outskirts of our tiny town, and we don’t even own enough keys to the house for everyone to have one. There had never been a reason to lock the door before.






2 Dogs Are Expensive
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By the time I loaded Gala up that Monday morning for the two-hour drive to a vet in Virginia, the “if-only”s had dragged me to the lowest point in my fostering career.

If only I’d crated her that afternoon while so many kids were at our house.

If only I’d gotten to her faster.

If only I’d thought to open the big gate to the pasture.

If only she’d come when we called.

If only someone else would have agreed to foster her.

If only I were better at this.

If only, if only, if only. They were stacked up in my heart as I drove in silence, Gala quiet in the crate in the back. I desperately wanted to rewind the tape and get a different outcome. One that didn’t leave this sweet dog in such agony. I was worn out from worrying over Gala even before this episode. My heart felt bruised like Gala’s head. Even if the vet fixed Gala’s jaw, what then? Who’s to say she’d learned anything? What if she got out again?

Between her rescue, heartworm treatment, months of foster care, and now the broken jaw, this dog was costing some serious money. Why did we pour all this money into a stray dog from South Carolina? She was just one dog and a difficult one at that. There were thousands in need of rescue, and the need never lessened.

If you separated the emotions and looked at this objectively, we could save a dozen dogs for the same amount OPH had already spent on Gala—and now this. I had to remind myself: it’s just money. The same thing I told myself as we negotiated the cost of college or we lost money on something stupid or needed an expensive repair on the car or the house. Because it was just money. And doing right by this dog was far more important than money.

A noble thought, but it wouldn’t pay her bill. She wasn’t the most expensive dog OPH had rescued, not by far. I’d watched more expensive efforts be made by the organization to save a life. Not that they threw money around willy-nilly; they certainly considered each penny before it was spent, and they’d made more than a few hard decisions. It was rare, though, that money was the only consideration.

Dogs are expensive. That’s a fact that seems to slip the minds of plenty of people. And for whatever reason—ignorance or arrogance—there are plenty of people out there who don’t think a rescue dog should cost a lot. After all, a purebred dog could cost hundreds or even thousands of dollars. More than once, I’d come up against the mindset that since a person was saving a dog no one wanted or a dog someone threw away, the dog should be free or at least cheap.

OPH’s adoption fee was somewhere in the middle range for adoption fees for shelters and rescues. By the time a dog is adopted, OPH has paid for spay or neuter surgery, vaccines, deworming (with puppies this can be six times or more), flea/tick preventatives, heartworm preventative, and a microchip, not to mention the original health screening, transportation, and food. And with many dogs, there were other expenses. Just that week, Dug, the puppy we were also fostering, had to visit the vet to be treated for Demodex mange.I The adoption fee even for a healthy dog who didn’t get kicked in the head by a horse or develop Demodex mange didn’t begin to cover the cost of saving that dog.

As I pulled into the vet’s parking lot, I said a prayer that Gala was fixable. And if God was in the mood for miracles, that it could be a relatively inexpensive miracle, since Nick and I had decided we would pay for Gala’s treatment, whatever that would be. Two kids in college didn’t leave much money lying around, but I couldn’t stomach asking the rescue to pay the cost of my negligence.II

Dr. Walker took additional X-rays and examined Gala and decided it might be possible to avoid surgery if Gala would tolerate being crated while wearing a muzzle and a cone 24/7. Because Chris had put a “tape muzzle” on her so soon after the accident, the bones hadn’t shifted despite multiple fractures.

Dr. Walker wanted to avoid surgery if at all possible, not just because of the expense, but also because Gala had been treated for heartworm just two months prior and putting her compromised heart under anesthesia would be a risk she might not survive. He would keep her for three days to be sure she would tolerate the conditions without jarring her jaw. If all went well, I would troop back down to Virginia to pick her up later in the week.



OPH lent us an enormous crate so Gala’s confinement wouldn’t feel so confining. On the night before I picked up Gala, Nick assembled it in the living room next to Gracie’s crate; we figured it might help them bond, and Gala would like a room with entertainment.III When Nick finished setting up the crate, he yelled, “When’s the baby elephant arriving?”

The crate was huge. I would be able to sit inside it with Gala. In fact, several of us would be able to sit inside with Gala.IV Gracie watched the empty crate warily, sniffing around its edges. Gracie was our eight-year-old hound mix whom we loved despite the hours of sleep we’d all lost to her loud, insistent nightly barking and her hair-trigger reaction to any noise or smell. She had proven untrainable in the eight years since we brought her home from a different foster home as an adorable puppy. She was a bit of a bully with other dogs but could rarely back up that bluster. Deliverymen and strangers at the door were another story.

Gala was the first foster dog to call Gracie’s bluff and raise her, so my days were spent negotiating the peace between the two dogs. Gracie knew that crate meant another dog, but whether she realized Gala would become her roommate, I didn’t know. She sniffed it indignantly and then curled up in her own crate.



Driving to pick up Gala, I promised myself we would help her heal up and then we would insist she leave. It was clear we could not keep her safe at our house.

Gala moved home and took her sentence in stride. She ate her slurryV and tried very hard to be calm on the leash, eventually learning to avoid battering me with the edges of her cone as we walked. She spent long days lying in her ginormous crate looking very forlorn. Sometimes Ian or I would climb inside with her and read a book or sit with her to watch a television program.

As I weaned her off her pain meds, she became more determined to get the muzzle and cone off, but each time she tried I held her still and explained about the Frankensteinish surgery involving screws coming out of her face and wires connecting them that Dr. Walker had explained would be required if she didn’t let her head heal.

We watched her confidence leak out that month until she was only a shadow of her former self. She walked slowly on the leash, occasionally standing frozen for minutes at a time. I wasn’t sure if the pain was overwhelming her or if she was lost in thought or if the kick to her head also shook up her brain. My poor girl.

She lost much of the weight we’d helped her put on in the previous months. The morning before her escape I remember watching her on our run and thinking how gorgeous she looked—healthy and strong and beautiful. The shaved spots from her heartworm treatment had almost disappeared.VI She looked so different from the skinny, sick dog who arrived at our house three months prior.

About midway through Gala’s recovery, Dug left with an understanding adopter who wasn’t afraid of a mouthy puppy with an oversize appetite and the recovery from Demodex mange. She could see past these temporary issues to the amazing dog Dug would become. It was a happy ending for a wonderful pup whose story could have been over before it started without rescue.

With Dug gone and needing a distraction from the agony of watching Gala, I agreed to foster a litter of puppies from North Carolina who were found on the side of a road beside their dead mother. They would be on an emergency transport flight arriving the next day at a small airport outside Warrenton, Virginia. I was braced for the worst, but the only bad part about the Highway PupsVII was the horrendous drive south to get them.

I tried to avoid the rush hour traffic by driving the back roads, but it seemed everyone had that same plan, plus every construction vehicle owned by the states of Maryland and Virginia had somewhere to be and was getting paid by the hour. It had never taken me so long to get to Fauquier County. The drive back was mercifully quick, which was a good thing, as the car was perfumed with the combined scent of puppy poop and barf.

The pups were in surprisingly good shape, which told me they weren’t strays. If they’d been strays for any length of time, they’d have been much thinner and full of worms and fleas, and likely wouldn’t love people so much. Instead, they were a healthy weight, had shiny coats with no sign of fleas or worms, and LOVED people.

So if they weren’t strays, what were they doing on the side of a highway? I’ve mentioned before that people are horrible. (Not you, but people.)

Rather than taking mom and pups to a shelter, I could only guess that some remarkable individual simply opened the car door and threw them out like litter. I always tried not to think too much about where my dogs came from and focused instead on where they were going. I had no doubt these beautiful pups that resembled yellow labs would be adopted quickly. The applications poured in.



As we approached the end of her confinement, Gala grew more depressed. It was as if she’d given up. She would curl in a tight ball, facing the back of the crate, and didn’t react when people came into the room. If I opened the crate, she didn’t move. She had to be coaxed, and sometimes dragged out, to go for potty walks. She didn’t even get up when her food was served. Eventually she ate it, but it was no longer the highlight of her day.

Other times, she whined and repeatedly bashed her cone against the sides of the crate. When I took her out at those times, she lunged and pulled and wagged her tail, happy to be out. She swung back and forth between these two states all day long like a bipolar prisoner.

Personally, if I was forced to be still and quiet for a month in a comfy bed and everyone was taking care of all my needs and stopping by frequently for visits, I think I might enjoy it.VIII All that lounging and catching up on my reading and dining on food someone else prepared and cleaned up—what’s not to like?

Nick worried about her so much that he bent the rules and brought her out and coaxed her up on the couch to be with us to watch the Phillies. But even then she only lay still. No Gala play. No Gala curiosity. No Gala snuggles. Not very Gala at all.

Gala was a smart dog, maybe the smartest we’d fostered, so I knew this confinement was harder on her mentally than it was physically. I tried to tell her it was just two more days until we would go to the vet for our follow-up. I was ever hopeful Dr. Walker would allow us to at least take off the muzzle and cone, even if she must still take it easy. She was breaking all our hearts. I wanted to believe that in just a few weeks, or even sooner, old Gala would be back—jumping over furniture, scaling fences, teasing the cat, and making us laugh.

She did always brighten when I allowed her to stop to see the puppies—they touched noses through the puppy-pen fence, and the puppies shrieked for her like she was a rock star.



On a Wednesday, I drove Gala back to Purcellville, Virginia, for her follow-up visit. I had a dozen questions ready for the doctor if his verdict was more muzzle/cone/crate time. I’d wanted to break the rules these last few weeks, but I hadn’t because I was committed to doing what was best for Gala, even if it killed me. But staying in that dang crate wearing a muzzle/cone for much longer was going to kill her, so if that was the verdict there would have to be some modification. I was ready to press my case, even as I trusted Dr. Walker to know what was necessary to help her heal correctly.

The waiting room was bustling with people and their pets. I walked a subdued Gala to a bench and sat with her at my feet, a hand on her collar. A healthy Gala would have wanted to greet every person and dog we passed, but my current Gala only watched silently.

A young woman with a blue pit bull sat crying on the bench across from us. The dog growled and snarled at anyone who approached. A vet tech stood nearby talking quietly. He handed her a muzzle and she tried to put it on her frightened dog as the tears streamed down her face. The dog’s eyes flashed as the door opened and a man walked in with an elderly Golden Retriever. The pit bull’s loud barking echoed through the waiting room, silencing conversations.

My heart went out to her, but I was helpless. I couldn’t leave Gala’s side. I wanted to walk over, reassure her or at least catch her eye, but I had to stay focused on Gala. Gala could be that dog in a different circumstance. Vet’s offices are scary places for a lot of dogs, but when a pit bull acts frightened, people read it differently.

A moment later, Dr. Walker appeared. “Here’s my girl. Let’s have a look,” he said, reaching for Gala’s leash.

Gala eyed him warily and refused to leave my side to go with him. “Guess you’ll have to lead the way,” said Dr. Walker, handing me the leash. I led her back to the work area for X-rays and then was shooed back to the lobby to wait and worry.

When Dr. Walker reappeared, he gave me a grin and declared, “The muzzle worked! She’s all healed up!” He told me Gala’s jaw had “knit itself back together.” She was cleared for all activities—running, playing, even eating regular dog food!

A few moments later, Gala came bounding out dragging a tech behind her and launched herself on me. The tech handed me the muzzle and cone “just in case.” I nodded through my happy tears and thanked them.

Back at home, Gala was beside herself, leaping into the arms of everyone, licking legs, rolling on the floor, tossing toys. Our happy girl was BACK!

My relief didn’t last though, because with Gala back at full speed, all my worries prior to the broken jaw came rushing back. There were still no adoption applications for her. Another suitable foster home had not been found. Either she had to stay with me or OPH would pay to put her in a boarding facility. Because she didn’t get along with other dogs and could climb fences, she wouldn’t get to be out in the play yard. She would essentially live in her kennel, occasionally taken for walks if OPH volunteers came to visit her. I couldn’t bear the idea of Gala living as she had for the last month, so there seemed to be no choice but to continue to foster her.

To keep Gala (and Gracie) safe, though, we had to restrict her activity. She was back in the crate much more than she’d have liked, but with a houseful of teenagers and their assorted friends, it was impossible to ensure her safety otherwise. Now I knew too well what could happen. During the times she was loose in the house, we continued to leave a leash on her so if she were to escape, we had a better chance at catching her on her way to the horses.IX

Five months from when she’d arrived, we were back at square one. Reinforcing manners and retraining her to walk nicely on the leash. Gala’s days were regimented—crate time, walk time, office time, walk time, crate time, walk time. I longed to toss a ball and watch her sprint across a field after it, but, at our house at least, that could never happen. None of us wanted her to get loose again, afraid this time one of the horses might kill her.

We all loved Gala, truly.X She had stolen our hearts, but we were winded physically and emotionally from the constant effort of managing her. It was time for Gala’s people to come for her. It was time she started her real life with her real people. We’d never had a foster dog this long; most stayed only a few weeks. It had been five months. Why was it taking so long this time?

One by one, all the Highway Puppies left. What a joy they had been right when I needed joy most. They were loving and sweet and healthy and beautiful. How different their stories might have ended if a good soul hadn’t rescued them from the side of that highway in North Carolina. As I rubbed their fat bellies and accepted their endless kisses, I tried not to imagine what could have been for them and what might still be for Gala.

I. And before you freak out at the word “mange,” rest assured that Demodex mange is non-contagious. Many times it is caused by stress. For example, being starved could induce stress. When Dug arrived two weeks prior, he weighed eleven pounds, now he weighed almost twenty pounds.

II. We only ended up paying for half of Gala’s expenses—readers of my blog pitched in with generous donations.

III. She’d be able to debate politics with Gracie and binge watch Parks and Recreation, The Office, and Jane the Virgin with Addie.

IV. Even the baby elephant.

V. “Slurry” sounds like a yummy treat from Dairy Queen but is actually watered-down canned dog food mashed to a runny consistency.

VI. Heartworm treatment requires shots given in a dog’s back, and the dogs come home with two neat shaven squares where the treatment was administered.

VII. All OPH litters get an official litter name; these would be the “Highway Pups” because “Highway Litter” didn’t sound very good.

VIII. Except Addie’s endless streaming of Parks and Rec; that might make me feel as Gala did.

IX. Which was really laughable because Gala could outrun a cheetah.

X. Except Gracie, they still had not made peace.






3 Wearing Out Your Welcome
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Soon after the Highway Puppies departed, Yin and Yang arrived. Two border collie puppies in constant motion—uncomplicated, happy, and always, always ready to play. My “puppy-blurs,” as a friend called them, were tail-waggingly thrilled to see visitors. Like overwrought teenagers at a rock concert, they leaped on the puppy-pen fence at the sight of anyone, throwing themselves in your general direction and then falling to the ground in ecstasy if you reached in to touch them.

“Why do we have more puppies?” Nick asked.

“Because I need them,” I told him.

“But we have Gala.”

“And we might always have Gala. These puppies needed a place to go.”

“And, somehow, that’s always our place.”

There were times when I wished my husband didn’t have to be Eeyore. I wished he was as enthusiastic about fostering dogs as I was, but he wasn’t. In fact, if I were to suffer an untimely death, I’m pretty sure another foster dog would never darken our doorway. But the thing about Nick is, while he might not love fostering dogs, he does love me. And he’s been around long enoughI to know when I’m passionate about something, I go all in, which means it’s almost always better to get on board than to get in the way.

Sometimes that’s a good thing, like when I went organic and learned to bake bread and make yogurt or when I wanted a third kid and nine months later there was Ian, but occasionally it could go awry, like when I planned to order a dozen chicks through a mail-order catalog and thanks to a weather mishap,II we ended up with fifty-six.III Or when I brought home a “free” beautiful sixteen-hand registered quarter horse who turned out to not only be unbroken but to have endless mysterious soundness issues and a penchant for dumping me on my butt. So, puppies? He could handle puppies, but he felt obligated to complain. Lucky for both of us, Eeyore is my favorite Winnie-the-Pooh character.

After being dragged by Gala through countless daily walks, Nick attached a metal snap to a seventy-five-foot heavy-duty rope. We held one end of the line (braced around a waist or firmly in gloved hands) and Gala could finally run at full speed all over the hillside. It didn’t take her long to figure out when to put on the brakes to avoid the sudden forced stops, and it was great to see her joy and grace as she finally ran uninhibited by that pesky leash.

One afternoon, Gala kept me company in my office, which lately looked like the aftermath of a toddler’s birthday party. In some kind of lucky-streak-curse-avoiding weird decision, I’d decided not to vacuum up the mess she had made (and continued to add to) until she was adopted (or a houseguest arrived), so the floor was covered by a gazillion tiny white pellets from an exploded Beanie Baby, shreds of my old leather sandals, several outgrown sneakers pulled to pieces, and countless ravaged dog toys. She loved to lounge among the ruins, chewing on the one Kong toy she hadn’t been able to destroy, creating an endless soundtrack of sneakers on the gym floor as she worked the rubber with her tireless jaw.

Nothing particularly exciting was happening outside that day, but Gala spent a long time staring out the office window. I didn’t think much of it, figuring she could see things I couldn’t. Rather than watching for squirrels, she must have been taking note of how the screen was secured in the window because very quietly, with no fanfare, she simply pushed the screen out with her nose and took off out the window.

I leaped from my desk to sound the alarm. Nick ran for the paddock to keep her away from the horses. They were in stalls, but once again Cocoa was shut in the paddock. Addie and Brady followed Gala into the pasture. I called for her, but she ignored me, galloping all over the pasture, occasionally challenging Nick for access to the paddock.

Finally, she stopped to sample a pile of horse poop.IV Addie and Brady walked slowly toward her from different directions. I could see her glance at them, but she continued her snack. Brady got to her first, calmly saying things like, “That looks tasty, Gala. Yummy horse poop. You enjoying that?” Gala, feeling no threat,V continued to nosh. Brady grabbed the leash and just like that—crisis averted!

I shut her in her crate since not only did she pig out on horse poop, she’d also rolled in it. A bath would be in her very near future. Maybe it was time to vacuum the office. Maybe leaving the mess was having the reverse effect. Maybe if I finally cleaned it up, Gala’s people would come for her.

That evening, after bathing Gala, I sat on the hillside watching the sun set and wondered how her story would end. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why no one even applied for her. She was beautiful. Sure, she had a lot of energy and was prone to escape, but with the right person, she would settle down.

Nothing was going particularly well for me that summer. Normally, I loved this time of year—for gardening, riding, hanging out with friends on our porch—but this year was different. My gardens were weed-infested, the horses hadn’t been ridden in weeks, and we rarely invited anyone over. Maybe some of it had to do with Gala. Inviting people over meant crating Gala or managing her introductions and then vigilantly watching that she didn’t slip out when someone came or went through the porch door. And, lately, she had growled at some of Brady’s friends, so there was that, too. I didn’t know what caused Gala to find one person threatening and another not.

Managing Gala was a full-time gig for me. Unless she was securely locked in her crate, it was impossible for me to relax. The kids did their best, but I didn’t want to depend on them to keep Gala safe.

And then there was Gracie. Gala and Gracie had been adversaries ever since Gala arrived. Gracie was a sweet but chicken-hearted dog. Gala may have known this, or maybe not, because Gracie growled at Gala nearly as much as Gala growled at Gracie. If only I spoke dog! I had no idea what they were saying to each other, I only knew that when both dogs were in the house, I had to contain Gala. Seemingly for no reason, she would leap over a baby gate separating the two dogs and go after Gracie. Again and again, I had to break up fights, separate them, put Gracie outside or Gala in a crate. Month after month, their feelings never abated, and while they didn’t seem to do any real damage, just the intensity and sound of their fights would leave me shaking for an hour.

One of my favorite summer activities was riding with Nick. The only way I ever got him on a horse anymore was if I suggested we ride over to Gunpowder Falls Brewing for a beer. It was a gorgeous ride through our woods and across a few fields to the brewery, where we would have a beer in the parking lot, sharing it with the horses in cupped palms, and then wonder on the way home if it was illegal to drink and ride.VI That summer, though, my horse True had begun attempting to buck me off in earnest. Maybe he suspected I was distracted, which I probably was, but it left me avoiding the idea of a ride and certain I shouldn’t ride him after having a beer.

My writing, like my riding, had lost some of its joy, too, as I wrestled with yet another rewrite for a novel I’d been working on for over seven years. My agent, Carly, pushed me to dig deeper and infuse it with more mystery and suspense, but I’m not a mystery or suspense writer, I protested to myself each time I sat down to work on it.

So, I distracted myself with my blogs or freelance articles that rarely paid much if anything. I had my fingers crossed that Carly would sell the memoir I was working on—it told the story of our first fifty foster dogs. She had helped me polish the proposal and was currently shopping it, but with every rejection, my hopes dimmed more.

Thank goodness for the puppies. They were a constant source of distraction and joy, two things I needed sorely, as nothing else in my world seemed to be going according to plan.

Most people had stopped asking about Gala. They knew the news was never good, and if you opened up that jar, you were likely to be subjected to my long list of frustrations about Gala, my unsold writing, my filthy house, my forgotten gardens, my bucking horse, and even the awful hot weather.

The thing about Gala, though, was that deep down I knew she was a good dog. She wanted nothing more than to please us; she loved with a devotion that was clear and true. Her eyes shown with intelligence, and at times I was certain she could read my mind. So, did she know I was afraid for her? Did she sense that I worried she’d never find her home? Or had she already decided this was her home and that was the real reason she challenged Gracie and threatened visitors?

“This isn’t your house, Gala,” I told her as I got up to go back inside. “You can’t be our dog, you know that, right?”

I. Twenty-five years and counting.

II. There was a twenty-four chick minimum (to keep them warm while shipping) and then I added six more to get the free shipping (what’s thirty when you already have twenty-four?) and then the company added three “bonus” chicks. They arrived at our post office on a Sunday when the temperature was well below zero and after sitting overnight, ten of them died. When I reported this to the company, instead of replacing the ones that didn’t survive the freeze, they replaced the entire order.

III. I’m here to tell you no one needs fifty-six chickens (no one needs thirty-three either).

IV. Dogs love horse poop—just ask Gracie.

V. Brady was rarely the person to put a leash on her, preferring to play the role of the indulgent uncle, slipping her treats and letting her lick his face. Sometimes when she jumped up on him, he’d take her paws and dance with her around the kitchen.

VI. For the record, we were never drunk as we rode home, but we still wondered about the legal ramifications.






4 Full-on Life


[image: Image]

For more than two weeks I’d been quietly negotiating Gala’s move, afraid to mention it out loud or on my blog for fear I would jinx it.I One thing or another had delayed it again and again, but finally, she was set to move to another foster home about an hour north of us. We weren’t sure yet if the move would be temporary or not. It would depend on Gala.

Shannon and her boyfriend were young and active; had two big, friendly, well-trained dogs and a fenced yard; and had volunteered to work with Gala. They had successfully trained another difficult-to-adopt-out OPH dog, helping her find her forever family after many months in foster care. I was hopeful that they could take Gala the next step, too.

After six months with us, we’d reached the end of what we thought we could do for Gala. I couldn’t say what, if anything, we’d done to help her, but I did know she needed structure and direction. She still pulled on the leash terribly, jumped up on people, and only came when called if it was in her best interest. She needed to learn boundaries and how to get along with other dogs,II two things we couldn’t teach her here. And she really needed to learn that she wasn’t our dog. She’d grown much too attached to us, especially me.

In a quieter house, I was hopeful that Gala would settle. She was an extremely sensitive and smart dog, and our crowded, busy household with its stream of teenage guests and new dogs made her anxious and excitable. I hoped a calm setting with a regular schedule and two well-behaved dogs would enable Gala to thrive; her confidence could grow and her ability to trust with it.

Gala loved Shannon on sight and happily jumped in her car, always ready for an adventure. Shannon was smart and kind and eager to take on the challenge of Gala. We’d agreed that I would take Gala back if she couldn’t adapt to her new setting, but both Shannon and I were hopeful that she would.

I was glad for the extra emotional bandwidth. In another week, Addie would leave for her freshman year of college in New Jersey, and soon after that Brady would fly across the Atlantic to study in Cyprus for the semester. Sending Gala to Shannon’s was kind of a tiny test run for my heart. I had to trust that Gala (and my kids) would be successful without me and accept that it was the best thing for them.

Addie was more than ready to be out of the nest. In fact, she’d been clamoring for her independence since she was two years old when she threw a tantrum on the sidewalk outside her preschool insisting that I not walk her in on her first day. That independent streak was a source of strife throughout her early years. All she ever wanted was to be in charge of her life.

Her high school path had not been smooth. While she was smart, in fact, certified “gifted” by the state of Pennsylvania, her grades rarely reflected that. Teenage drama and fads were lost on her. She spent her lunch periods in the library, befriending the librarian, reading her way through the back issues of Psychology Today and writing Les Miserables fan fiction. By the end of sophomore year, it was clear traditional high school wasn’t working for her, so for Addie’s junior year we divvied up her classes between “brick and mortar” school and cyber school. Senior year she went to the school for two classes, worked an internship for the Democratic Party of York, took a course at a local college, and became a barista at Starbucks, working nearly full-time.

I had no doubts my fiercely independent daughter could handle college. I just hoped she’d be happy. Sometimes I worried that she wasn’t. She pushed herself hard and held sky-high expectations not just for herself but for others, who couldn’t help but disappoint her. She was not your average teen, and while that was her choice, I think sometimes it was a lonely choice. The hardest part of parenting is not when your kids are in your house making a mess and testing your patience; it’s when they are out of your sight and beyond your reach. In less than a week, I would no longer know her daily struggles, and even if I did, I would be powerless to help.

I began spending a lot of time with Yang, the longer legged of my two border collie puppies. Yin had been adopted, but Yang was still around. We’d been forced to install her in the kitchen ever since she jumped over the puppy room gate. It’s pretty difficult to be sad or preoccupied in the presence of a puppy. Yang was the definition of happiness. She was sweet beyond measure, sauntering across the grass with a happy gait, an ever-present smile on her face. She never ran out of kisses and loved every person she met with an unconditional immediacy that is often missing in our world. Addie gravitated toward her too. As we prepared for her departure, maybe we both needed Yang’s happy company.

Without Gala, the energy in our house was different. The first night she was gone I dreamt about her. I woke at 3 A.M. with an uneasy feeling. I lay there imagining what she was thinking, worrying about her tender heart, and sending up silent prayers that she would blossom in her new setting. Was she missing me? I told myself that Gala and I had been through so much, that was the reason for my worries. That and it was a distraction from my real worries about saying good-bye to my children.



Three days after Gala left, my cell phone rang. It was Shannon. I expected she was calling to give me another happy report that Gala was doing great. I’d already seen her post on Facebook of Gala playing in a river alongside her two dogs. It shocked but delighted me. I answered happily expecting another excellent report.

“I’ve been bitten!” Shannon cried in a panicked voice.

“Are you okay? What happened?” She recounted the story in bursts, most of it unclear to me. I asked how badly she was hurt and which dog bit her.

“I don’t know which dog it was! I’m hurt. Can you come get Gala?”

This was not the same calm, confident young woman who picked up Gala. She was obviously in shock, but instead of seeking medical help she was worrying about Gala.

“Where is Gala now?”

“She’s in her crate.”

“Are you going to the doctor?”

“Do you think I should?”

“Yes, if the skin is broken, you should.”

It was late in the afternoon, but I told Shannon I would leave to come to get Gala as soon as I could. By the time I was able to get to her house, it was dark and pouring rain. Shannon was calm and had a bandage on her arm. She told me again that she didn’t know which dog bit her and confessed that she’d done the absolute worst thing you can do when breaking up a dog fight—she had reached in and put herself between them.

Having broken up more than a few fights between Gala and various foster dogs or Gracie, I knew better. I’d used bar stools, brooms, books, and a floor lamp (which paid the ultimate price) to separate them.III

Gala was happy to see me. I ran my hand over her, and she flinched as I felt the bite marks on her back from Shannon’s dog. Driving home through the pouring rain on back road after back road, all I thought was, Now Gala will never be adopted.

Because Shannon didn’t know which dog bit her, Gala would have a “bite addendum”IV on her adoption contract. She hadn’t had any adoption applications yet, and a bite addendum would ensure that she might never.



There were four distinct punctures on Gala’s back from where Shannon’s dog had gotten a serious bite of Gala, but Shannon’s dog was, per Shannon, “fine.” They had cleaned Gala’s wound and there was no blood by the time I saw her, but clearly Gala had gotten the worse end of the fight.

Her back was sore, but she seemed okay, until the following afternoon when out of the blue she began growling. It was just the two of us in the office. I looked out the window. No cars. I looked at Gala. She appeared frozen, her posture upright, her eyes unfocused; she emitted a low growl. I touched her and she winced, growled more. Something was seriously wrong. I put a muzzle on her and drove her to Cape Horn, a vet that gave reduced rates to OPH for our foster dogs.

Upon examination, the vet told me the puncture wounds went into her muscle and she was experiencing shock. They would need to sedate her and clean them out, and then put her on an antibiotic. So, once again, I left Gala with a vet and went home to worry.

I called Nick to tell him what was going on. “She just can’t catch a break,” I told him. That’s what it felt like. Whatever could go wrong did go wrong for this dog. As I watched her sleep off her sedative, I wondered if Gala’s stream of mishaps and misfortunes had more to do with how fully she lived her life than any kind of black cloud hovering over her.

My little brother was the same way. He had broken at least five bones (maybe more, I lost count) when we were kids—falling out of a treehouse, taking a header over an unexpected wall, pretending to be Evel Knievel. It seemed like every summer he had a plastic bread bag over his casted arm as we swam at the beach. As a teen, he totaled at least three cars. He later became a fighter pilot in the US Air Force, flying F-15s all over the world, including in Korea, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Day to day, even now that he was retired from the air force, he still lived his life full-on, taking big chances and making big gestures. His wife, Sherry, told me, “Life is never dull with Tom.”

That was how Gala lived. She had an exuberance for life that sometimes led her into trouble but made everyone around her smile. I loved this dog; life with her would never be boring. Antibiotics and pain meds worked their magic, and she was almost at full strength only a week after the fight. But now what? Who would ever adopt this dog?

She became my leggy brown shadow, following me everywhere and whining for me when I left her to tend to the horses or Gracie. She barely gave the cat the time of day and even walked calmly past the horses on the other side of the fence. I imagined she was thinking, I better stick close and behave myself or who knows what kind of major hurt will come next.

I was absolutely certain that she would make the very best friend for some lucky adopter, but she would need an adopter who was as devoted to her as she would be to them. Then again, every dog deserved that. Gala had some powerful love to give. But would anyone ever give her a chance?

I. Gala seemed to bring out the superstitions in me.

II. Or at least to not attack them upon introduction.

III. Never, EVER, use your hands or feet to break up a dog fight. Use whatever is handy, or if you have water (or any liquid) handy, dump that on them. If you have nothing else, make a loud noise to distract them.

IV. A bite addendum is an extra contract that adopters must sign that says they know the dog they are adopting may have bitten someone in the past.






5 Lost Dog
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Yang found her people, and much to my family’s disappointment it wasn’t us. Everyone, even Gracie, wanted to keep that special pup, so I was very happy that she wasn’t leaving our lives entirely. She was adopted by a wonderful family who lived nearby and who had become our friends after they adopted Millie (aka Estelle), my very first pregnant foster dog.
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