







There was no way April’s kitten
could have survived….

I could feel her grief. She loved that cat. I tied the bandanna around my nose and mouth and got out of the van. I’d never seen a burnt animal. If I did come across it, I wanted to bury it so she wouldn’t see it.

One low cry pierced through the confusion of echoes on the hillside.

I scrambled over the charred earth. The wasted remains of an aluminum ladder lay almost submerged in ash. I could swear the sound had come from there. I slid clown the hill toward it.

“Kitty! Kitty!” I called loudly.

As I reached the first rung, a small movement made me gasp. The tiny black face of a kitten stared up at me. Its paws were burned and its whiskers singed. But it was alive!

It meowed and meowed like a frightened child as I climbed back up the hillside. I dipped my bandanna in the cool water, wrung it out, then laid the kitten on my lap. I stroked its tiny forehead with the wet bandanna and the first indication of its snow-white coat began to show. Suddenly the meows of terror ceased and it purred̴.

 

“Poignant…. Crisp’s highly personalized account of daring rescues, incredible volunteer efforts, and the bonds of tenderness that form between humans and animals is quite touching.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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This book is dedicated to all the animals that have died during disasters.
I wish we’d learned sooner how we
could have saved them.
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Introduction
Why Am
I Doing This?

Was it destiny that I would help animals, or did my commitment to them begin with that first rescue at the Sears and Roebuck store in Santa Monica, California?

It was a drizzly Friday evening in early September, 1961. My parents had dragged me and my brother to Sears so they could shop for a new washing machine. It was a rather dull outing for a seven-year-old child, so I did what all curious kids do when they get bored. I wandered off, While on my quest for an adventure, I discovered the animals.

Kids have a natural ability to find toy departments, and I quickly found the one at Sears. But it wasn’t the toys that captured my attention. On a shelf against the back wall were the stuffed animals: dogs, rabbits, teddy bears, elephants, and pigs, lying topsy-turvy, one on top of the other. Jumbled together on the dirty floor were cats, turtles, ducks, and monkeys that looked as if they’d been kicked and stepped on all day by people who didn’t care enough to pick them up. These animals may have only been stuffed, but when you’re seven and a half, there’s not always a distinction between what’s pretend and what’s real.

Carefully, I set about scooping up each mistreated creature and placing it upright on the metal shelves, taking a moment to hug and brush the dirt off the ones that had come from the floor. As I stood in front of my furry friends, trying to find the perfect spot to place the last calico kitty and an alligator with bulging purple eyeballs, I felt a contentment that has repeated itself many times in my adult life.

Straightening stuffed animals on a department store shelf may not have the significance of retrieving animals struggling to stay afloat in rising floodwaters or comforting others injured by flying debris in a hurricane or washing crude oil off dying sea otters—but I was responding to a child’s view of neglect.

Today the animals I help are living creatures. When I talk with people about what I do, they ask, “Why do you save animals in disasters?” I respond with two reasons.

First, I don’t know how, to not help animals. Whether it’s a dog running scared along a busy city street or a stuffed purple-eyed alligator lying buried under a stuffed elephant and giraffe, responding to the needs of animals is as natural to me as breathing. Animals are a part of my identity.

But the second reason I help animals in disasters is because it has to be done. My first disaster was a flood in Alviso, California in 1983. As I discovered one animal after another, abandoned by their owners to an almost certain death, I was amazed at people’s indifference toward these helpless creatures. How could people rationalize saving their television set, but not their dog?

I was further shocked to learn that the local animal welfare organizations had no plan to help animals during disasters. They tried to respond, but their good intentions to rescue, provide emergency veterinarian care, and food and shelter were inadequate and often too late. As a result, animals died needlessly.

That first disaster opened my eyes to a problem I could not ignore. In 1983 I was just a naive volunteer who wanted to rescue drowning animals. Three years later, after my second disaster, I could no longer ignore the reality that animals would continue to die in these situations if people didn’t learn how to do the job right.

Somebody had to do something. Somebody had to see that the same mistakes were not repeated. How that was going to be accomplished, I wasn’t sure, but I knew I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

In 1988 I became the only United Animal Nations disaster volunteer.

Today, it is my full-time job to recruit and train volunteers across the country to effectively implement the United Animal Nation’s Emergency Animal Rescue Service Program—a nationwide disaster plan that has saved thousands of animals and will continue to save more. As director of the EARS Program, I am making sure animals are no longer overlooked during disasters and that in nondisaster times steps are taken to become better prepared for the next crisis.

Is destiny directing my life? I often wonder if I was put on this earth to help animals. It seems that many of the events in my life have happened for a reason. It has become increasingly difficult to accept them as just a scattering of coincidences. Undoubtedly my passion for animals has fueled my determination, but I genuinely believe that I am not alone in orchestrating what has gone on in my life. Whatever the explanation, I will not quit. Each animal is a reason unto itself for me to continue pushing for the guarantee of help I know it deserves. I have bagged too many dead animals during disasters who died because people didn’t care. This can no longer continue.

Animals need to be loved. They also need people who are willing to go beyond doing what is easy, to ensure their survival. It is my sincere hope that this book encourages others to act on behalf of the animals and do something that will make a difference for them.


Getting Started




1
Paddington


I often wonder what direction my life would have taken had Paddington not entered it. For a long time I thought I’d grow up to be a high school art teacher. I certainly never expected to have a career helping animals. I’d always loved animals, but my involvement with them didn’t go much further than the dogs I grew up with and the occasional stray I’d bring home. Fifteen years ago, I couldn’t bear to hear about a suffering animal. I wanted to believe that every dog and cat was loved and well cared for as my own were. It wasn’t until I met Paddington that I began to realize how naive I was.

She literally jumped into my life one hot and smoggy August afternoon in 1978. I was working as an administrative assistant for Catholic Charities of Santa Clara County at the time, a job that finally paid enough so I could afford my first apartment. My office was nearby on the first floor of a once stately Victorian mansion.

The windows across from my desk opened out onto a neglected yard that was shaded by a sprawling oak tree. I’d become acquainted with the fat gray squirrel that lived in the upper tree limbs and some days came down and visited me at lunchtime. In the past months I’d discovered he was particularly fond of Ritz crackers.

On this particular day, a late afternoon rain had fallen, cleansing the air. I had opened the windows to breathe in the delightful smell of the earth after its shower and then gone back to looking up some addresses in the file cabinet when I heard it.

It was the lightest sound. A faint thwopp like a baseball hitting a catcher’s mitt. I swung around just in time to see a bundle of fur land, sliding, atop the eight urgent letters I’d spent most of the day typing. The letters flew from beneath the paws across the glass-topped desk and onto the floor in all directions.

The tortoiseshell cat sank slowly to her stomach. She resembled a child who knew she had just done something wrong and was waiting for her scolding. I glanced at the muddy prints decorating my hard work, but it was the cat I was concerned about.

She was all eyes and belly, swollen with pregnancy. The rest of her was testament to days, maybe weeks, of a starvation existence.

“You poor thing,” I whispered as I moved slowly toward her. “Where did you come from?”

San Jose State University was across the street from my office. I’d learned that it was not uncommon for students to dump their cats when the school year ended. I wondered if she was another one of the discards that I frequently saw wandering the neighborhood. It was obvious that no one had taken care of her for some time. As I began to pet her forehead, the golden eyes blinked with exhaustion.

She didn’t object when I picked her up and placed her on a wadded up sweater in an empty box. She didn’t move when I went into the staff kitchen and warmed some chicken broth I found in the cupboard.

Dipping my finger in the warm liquid, I held it against her mouth. Feeling the sandpaper roughness of her pink tongue against my skin gave me such an incredible feeling of being needed … of being loved. As the cat lapped up the last few drops of the broth, I knew this cat was going home with me.

I’d never seen a cat give birth. All the pets I’d grown up with had been spayed or neutered. I learned at an early age that there were too many unwanted dogs and cats in this world. The next morning, in her chosen spot in the middle of my waterbed, I saw my first litter of kittens being born.

Spring, my German shepherd mix, who’d been my best buddy since tenth grade, sat with me as we watched the three kittens arrive one at a time. The new mother licked each kitten clean and then stretched out so they could suckle. Before she dozed off, she looked up at me. I could hear her purring. I knew she was saying thank you.

The most amazing part was that the cat allowed Spring a chance to be a mom too. She had never had puppies, so when the cat didn’t object to her helping to clean the kittens, Spring was quite pleased. It was a job Spring continued to do in the weeks that followed. These were probably the cleanest, most mothered kittens born that year.

I named our new friend Paddington. I found homes for the two marmalade kittens and kept the tortie, named Farina, because she looked just like her mother. My new companions settled nicely into my life.

Spring and the two cats would always be at the door to greet me when I came home. The trio would follow me from room to room. They’d talk to me. Cuddle up beside me when I road. Share my popcorn when we watched TV. I didn’t have a lot of friends because I’d only lived in northern California for a year, but who needed friends when you had these guys to love you. I believed that my life was complete … until I met Doug.

He was the new roommate of one of the guys I worked with. A local boy with an easy, quiet charm. We met at an office party and I found I enjoyed his attention. I also liked the way he looked, nearly six feet tall, well-built, with sandy hair. I was especially pleased when he told me he liked animals.

I married him in naiveté eight months later.

It didn’t take long for things to start going wrong, though. He kept changing jobs. I’d catch him in lies. Then came the late nights out with his buddies. I was learning that we had different ideas about what it meant to be married.

I kept hoping things would get better, but they only got worse.

Then came the demands. My cats could no longer be in the bedroom at night. He complained that they curled up on the pillow and purred too loud. He couldn’t sleep, he said. I compromised and made them their own special bed in the living room.

But when he threw them outside and said, “Cats belong outdoors,” he violated an area, where, for me, there could be no compromise. This time it was Doug who gave in.

In April of 1980 our daughter, Jennifer, was born. I had always wanted to be a mom, but the joy I should have been feeling was clouded by the recent death of Spring and my deteriorating marriage. The likelihood of becoming a single parent was becoming a very real possibility … and I was scared.

It was my grandmother who nudged me into doing what deep inside I knew I had to do. The week before my twenty-sixth birthday I was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, wishing for a miracle, when I heard the phone ring.

“Uncle Kenny and I would like to take you to Lake Tahoe next weekend. It’ll be our birthday present to you,” my grandmother said.

“Thanks, but I really don’t feel like going anywhere,” I replied, wishing I could just hang up the phone.

“We’ll be at your house at seven o’clock Saturday morning. Unless you want to wear your pajamas, I suggest you get up and be ready when we get there.” There was no arguing with my grandmother.

It only took a weekend. Removing myself for even a couple of days from that troubled marriage made me realize I didn’t want to live this way anymore. And more important, I didn’t want Jennifer to be exposed to the constant turmoil. When I returned home Monday afternoon, it was to tell my husband to pack and move out.

He harassed me for months after that, but I never regretted my decision. It felt so good to be in charge of my life once again. I learned that the responsibility of being a single parent to an eighteen-month-old child wasn’t as difficult as I had imagined. In fact, we were doing just fine … Jennifer, Paddington, Farina, and I.

Paddington and Farina continued to meet Jennifer and me at the door when we arrived home. At the end of a long day I looked forward to their greeting. They’d purr and rub against my leg, asking to be picked up. But not this particular evening. Before I could put my key in the lock, my front door swung open. Something was wrong.

Doug crossed my mind immediately, but I felt certain that he had returned all his keys. Could he have kept one though? Paddington and Farina were not at the door as I slowly peered into the dimly lit living room. I called their names, but no cats appeared. Frantically I checked each room and all their favorite hiding spots, but they were gone. I was devastated.

Leaving Jennifer with a friend, I searched the neighborhood until late that night, calling their names. I knocked on every door. I looked under cars, in dumpsters, over fences. I asked everyone I passed if they had seen two black-and-tan cats. No one had seen them. I finally returned home … alone. Collapsing on the couch, I cried myself to sleep.

The house seemed so empty when I woke up the next morning. I called Doug. I offered money. I threatened. I screamed. I pleaded. I cried. He snickered and slammed down the phone.

My younger brother, Todd, has always been protective of me, and he decided it was time he intervened. He paid Doug a visit, and after that I was never bothered by my ex-husband again.

But Paddington and Farina were still missing.

It was desperation that made me go to the Humane Society. When I was six, I had gone with my dad to an animal shelter to look for our boxer, Duchess, who had a bad habit of jumping our backyard fence. As we passed cage after cage of lost and abandoned dogs and cats, I felt an overwhelming sorrow for these animals. I couldn’t bear to look into their pleading eyes. I begged my dad to let me take them all home. “We don’t have room for all these animals,” was his reply. How I wished we had a big house with a big backyard so that we could give all the dogs and cats at the shelter a home.

We left without finding Duchess, and I was unable to convince my dad to adopt even one of the shelter dogs. I will never forget how awful it felt to leave all those poor animals behind. I promised myself at that time, that I would never stop foot in an animal shelter again.

The Humane Society of Santa Clara Valley was only a mile from my house. Maybe Doug had had some faint shred of remorse and dropped Paddington and Farina off at the shelter. I knew that animals were held for only a short time. I hoped I wasn’t too late.

When I walked through the doors, I saw that the shelter was full of both people and animals. The animals were being hugged, talked to, petted, played with. Dogs, with their tails wagging, were going out the door with new owners. Cats peered out of cardboard carriers, which had lettering on the sides that read, “I’m going home.” Glossy posters encouraged people to spay and neuter their pets. The people behind the counter were friendly. The place was clean. This was nothing like the place that I had visited as a child.

A sign over a door in the back identified it as the CAT ROOM. I figured that was where I should start my search. I wove my way through the crowd, stopping once to pet a golden retriever puppy who was pulling a youngster at the other end of a brand-new neon-pink leash.

“Let me show you this terrific kitten. He has the most darling personality,” a young woman said to me as I walked into the cat room. Her badge identified her as a volunteer.

“I’m here to look for my cats, not to adopt one,” I said, barely able to hold back the tears.

She put the kitten back in his cage and offered to help me look. For half an hour we checked every possible place where Paddington and Farina might be, even the dead animal file, but no luck. The sympathetic volunteer encouraged me not to give up and promised she would keep an eye out for them.

As I went to leave, I passed a bulletin board hanging in the hallway. In the center was a bright yellow poster announcing a volunteer training class the following Saturday. All week I thought about the volunteer who had so kindly helped me search for Paddington and Farina. She, too, was genuinely disappointed that we hadn’t discovered them in a cage waiting to be taken home. Knowing that someone else understood how devastating it is to lose a beloved pet had helped me. I decided I wanted to be able to comfort other people who’d lost a pet too.

The volunteer class was taught by Kathy Snow, who, for half the day, talked to us about the Humane Society and what role volunteers played in the organization. I was fascinated and soon realized how ignorant I was about the services they provide. My childhood experience had left a terrible impression, and as an adult, I still held the belief that shelters did no more than house animals until it was time to kill them. At the end of the class I realized how wrong I’d been.

Before we left, Kathy asked each of us what volunteer job we wanted to do. I wanted to do them all.

What I ended up doing was teaching the volunteer classes, something a volunteer had never done before. My job at the time at the California School Employees Association was to instruct new employees in the union’s policies and procedures, so it seemed my skills could be best used in a training position.

From that day on I was like a sponge. I wanted to learn everything I could to help animals. I wanted to know the good and the bad. All my free time was spent at the shelter, asking the staff questions. I’m sure I was a real pain, but I had lots of catching up to do. I often wished I could quit my paying job and work at the Humane Society, but unfortunately its salaries wouldn’t support me and Jennifer. So I kept on volunteering….

I think about Paddington and Farina to this day, especially Paddy. I sometimes even drive through my old neighborhood thinking I might find them perched in a tree or sitting on a porch. I believe things happen for a reason. It was no accident that Paddington came into my life. I just wish she could have stayed longer.

If only I could thank her for what she gave me.


Alviso Flood
Alviso, California …

The late spring storm was not normal—but no one was complaining.

The San Francisco Bay area has had its periods of drought, so rain in any amount—at any time—is welcome. In 1983, though, the rain fell almost nonstop for days, causing concern for the residents of Alviso. This small community, located on the southern edge of the San Francisco Bay, sits like a teacup at the water’s edge. It is here, too, that some of the major storm canals from Santa Clara County empty into the bay.

When water began to spew over the tops of the storm canals and fill the streets of Alviso—the residents began to evacuate.


2
First Disaster


The rain had not let up all night. It had been two days since the relentless storm had moved into northern California, and everything was soggy. The gutters along my street were now small rivers, ushering the fast-moving water toward overflowing storm drains. Intersections were turning into lakes that were best maneuvered in a boat, not a car. The morning weather forecast predicted clearing skies were days away.

It looked as though we were in for a real drenching.

I didn’t care. It was ideal stay-at-home weather and the first day of my vacation. And for a change … I had no place to go.

I’d planned my time well. I had taken my parents up on their offer to have Jennifer stay with them for five days. Danielle Steele’s most recent novel was on my nightstand, and I looked forward to the romantic escape it promised. The freezer contained a sinful amount of cappuccino ice cream, and I’d paid an exorbitant price for a basket full of red raspberries that waited in the refrigerator. I’d tuned in my favorite classical station, and the soothing music blended well with the sound of the rain outside.

My morning routine always begins with a cup of coffee. I poured myself a mug full and added a cloud of forbidden whipped cream with a sprinkle of cocoa on top. The first jolt of caffeine slid down my throat with more satisfaction than usual.

“We interrupt this program for the following news bulletin.” The radio announcer went on to describe the seriousness of the situation.

“The water has already reached depths of six to ten feet in Alviso, and it only promises to get worse …”

I half-listened as I continued to sip my coffee and stare out at the rain.

Alviso was an easily overlooked place. I wasn’t even sure if this small community on the southernmost tip on the San Francisco Bay rated a spot on a map. It had a small boat harbor that turned into a muddy mess when the tide went out. There was one tiny ma-and-pa grocery store, several restaurants, a bait shop, and lots of birds.

Occasionally Jennifer and I would pack a picnic breakfast and drive to Alviso. The mudflats were perfect for bird-watching. We’d sit cross-legged on our blanket at the edge of the flats and watch western sandpipers and short-billed dowitchers through our binoculars. Overhead the California gulls squealed and dive-bombed like gaggles of feathered biplanes. We’d toss bread into the sky, and the skillful birds would capture the morsels in midair.

As the morning would start to warm, we’d leave Alviso, passing through the ten-square block neighborhood of pink stucco houses, Quonset huts, and dusty green house trailers. There were two things we couldn’t ignore as we drove toward the hill that led us away from the harbor: the smell and the dogs.

The source of the rank smell, which worsened as the day got hotter, was the local landfill that bordered Alviso toward the south. The fill was a favorite place for people to “dump” dogs, thinking the animals could survive by rummaging though the garbage for food. Most of the dogs ended up wandering the streets of Alviso … hungry.

Jennifer and I felt sorry for the dogs, so we’d always stop at the ma-and-pa grocery store and buy a big bag of dog food. We’d tear open the bag and leave it in a place where the dogs could find it. Sitting in our car, we’d watch the dogs approach cautiously. Sometimes as many as ten would show up to eat. If we got out of the car, they’d scurry in all directions.

The rain was beginning to come down harder, and from my apartment window I could see the cloud?, to the west. They were black. The situation in Alviso was definitely going to get worse before it got better. I began to wonder what would become of the stray dogs.

My fingers punched in the phone number I knew by heart.

“Humane Society of Santa Clara Valley, Officer Fowler.” The matter-of-fact voice sounded tired.

I hesitated for a moment. It wasn’t usual practice for a Humane officer to pick up the main phone line, especially John Fowler. He was very seldom at the shelter. His duties kept him busy in the field. In the year I’d volunteered at the Humane Society, I’d barely gotten to know John, but I knew he was a good officer.

“John, it’s Terri,” I said. “I heard about Alviso on the radio. Are you guys doing anything to help the animals?”

“I’ll be going out to assess the situation as soon as I can get a boat. I think I’ve found one, but it won’t be here until noon.” As John spoke I could sense his frustration.

“Do you need any help?”

There was a long pause, as if John was trying to figure out what damage I could do. After all, I’d never done this kind of thing before. Maybe I’d just get in the way, but I at least had to offer.

“Do you have some waders and a life jacket?”

“No, but I could get some at the sporting goods store.” I began to see how unprepared I was.

“If you can get the gear, be here before noon. I’ve gotta go. I’ve got another call.”

After hanging up, I stayed in my chair. I could only stare out the window. My heart was racing, fueled by adrenaline. My mind was bouncing from one thought to the next. What was I getting myself into? Would I see animals that had drowned? What if I drowned? Something told me I should be scared, but the desire to help got me to the Humane Society before noon.

*    *    *

I got my first glimpse of the flood from the road overlooking Alviso that afternoon. It was worse than I had imagined. In the distance all that remained above water were the roofs of immersed houses and treetops. Utility poles outlined where the roads had been. People’s belongings floated on the surface of the water. I’d seen floods on TV, but they’d been only glimpses. I was now right in the middle of one and I was scared.

John inched our van toward the checkpoint that had been set up near the junkyard, an eyesore that sat perched above the flooded neighborhood. The going was slow. I hadn’t expected the level of activity that surrounded us. There were police cars, assorted military vehicles, official Red Cross cars, mobile television-transmitting vans, catering trucks, U-Haul trailers crammed full of evacuated belongings, all trying to maneuver their way in and out of Alviso. And in addition to the vehicles, there were the people.

The scene reminded me of a disturbed anthill. You could see the panic and disbelief in the faces of those who had suddenly had their lives disrupted. These people stared. Cried. Laughed. Swore. Some stood alone, shaking their heads. Others huddled with family and friends. I’d seen pictures of disaster victims, but they hadn’t prepared me for the reality. I could only stare back.

When we finally reached the checkpoint, John rolled down his window. Two national guardsmen approached.

“We’re here to find out if there are any animals that need rescuing …” Before John could continue, the taller of the two soldiers turned and pointed at a building ahead to our left.

“There’s a malamute in that attic over there. Once in a while, it’ll poke its head out that open window. I don’t think it’s in any danger, but it might be hungry. The owners evacuated yesterday morning.”

“Any problem with us using our boat to get it?”

“You got life jackets and radio communication? Without them, I’m afraid we can’t let you go in,” the soldier said.

“Yeah. We’ve got both.” John had known what we would need.

“Then go get that dog and any other animals you find that people didn’t give a damn about. People like that ought to be shot.” These guys were on our side.

*    *    *

The rain bounced off the surface of the water like tiny bullets. It would be a while before the clouds overhead finished dumping their load. I pulled my raincoat tighter around my neck and repositioned my wet feet. John had packed our boat with cages, dog and cat food, a first aid kit, rope, a catch pole, and two granola bars. We’d already rescued the malamute, with the help of the National Guard, and now we were off in search of more animals.

I was finding it hard to hide my impatience. My inexperience would have gotten us in trouble if John hadn’t been in charge. While he had been carefully packing the boat, I had wondered if he needed to be reminded that there were animals in need of help and if we didn’t get moving, they’d probably drown. I would have just launched the boat and gone … unprepared. John’s day-to-day experience as a humane officer and his foresight allowed us to successfully rescue a lot more animals than I would have been able to, going in unprepared.

I looked at the square, average face beneath the sandy, balding hairline of the man who was now piloting our boat through the water. His stocky body leaned starboard, his eyes scanning the tree and rooftops for stranded animals. Occasionally he’d turn off the motor and our boat would drift while we listened, hoping to hear a cat meowing or a dog barking. All we could hear was the rain and the water lapping against the side of our boat.

Down one street and then another we traveled. Detouring down cul-de-sacs and alleys. We went through front and backyards, under trees, over cars buried beneath the water’s surface, between buildings, behind garages. We were passing the house on the corner of Moffet and Eldorado streets, whose front yard I remembered always blossomed into a field of deep lavender irises every spring, when I heard John shout.

“Look! Over there.” He was pointing to a small dog struggling to keep its head above water. The dog’s paws paddled furiously, but it couldn’t keep afloat. It kept gulping water and going under.

Not far from the dog was a truck with a portion of the cab roof still above water. “Why won’t he swim to the truck?” I asked John, puzzled.

John just shook his head. He’d cut the engine and was using the fence to pull us toward the dog. As we got closer, I could tell it was a retriever puppy, maybe seven or eight months old. What I noticed next were his eyes. This was one scared puppy.

“Hold on, guy,” John urged as he got within reach of the puppy.

John leaned so far over the side of the boat, I thought for sure we were going in for a swim too. His hands grabbed the puppy behind its front legs, and he pulled. But it remained in the water. Its head jerked violently sideways as it squealed in pain.

Now we understood why the puppy hadn’t been able to swim to safety. A one-inch, rusted chain, attached to his tight leather collar, was sinking the puppy to its death as surely as any anchor.

“Goddamit! How could people be so stupid.” As John cursed, he reached back into the water and grabbed hold of the puppy so he could keep its head above water.

“Don’t just sit there. Get up here.” John’s orders were curt and sharp.

I scrambled to obey. I threw myself forward onto all fours and slipped and slid like a true amateur over the assorted supplies and equipment until I could wedge myself up alongside John.

“Grab him, keep his head up, and don’t let go,” came the command. The body of the cold and squirming puppy was now in my hands. I had to be strong. I couldn’t let John see me cry.

John worked to undo the buckle on the collar, but the fastener was broken. When he attempted to ease the collar over the pup’s head, it wouldn’t budge. The little guy jerked with sudden panicked energy, and I held on lighter.

“Don’t lose him,” John said as he moved to the back of the boat.

My hands were becoming numb from the cold water, but I could feel the dog’s skinny body begin to slip from my grasp. The wind was shifting. It drove the rain straight into my eyes. I couldn’t see.

“John,” I screamed, “I’m losing him.”

“Hold on.” John was pulling a toolbox out from under the backseat. “I’ll have that puppy free in just a second.”

That second seemed like forever.

John finally returned to my side with a pair of bolt cutters. He reached under the water and squeezed the rusted chain between the sharp edges. Please work! Please work! I prayed silently.

With one last squeeze, the chain finally snapped free and disappeared into the water. John didn’t have to tell me what to do next. I pulled the exhausted puppy out of the water toward me and buried him under my rain jacket. I could feel him shivering. I hugged him tighter. He responded by peeking his head far enough out of my rain jacket to reach up and lick me on the chin.

“Aaah! You’re welcome,” I said.

“Well, you rescued an animal Terri.” I could only nod.

“Now, dry him off and get him in a cage. He’s not the only one out here that needs our help.” John was right … again.


3
Magic


John and I had become friends. I admired him for his animal-handling abilities, and he respected my determination to learn. Together, we made a good team.

By the third day of the flood, the sky had lightened and the rain had weakened into a drizzle, interspersed with brief periods of the most welcome sunshine. We began our morning in search of a poodle named Fritz that had been left by his owner, locked in the bathroom.

“I figured he could could climb on the back of the toilet if the water got too high,” was the owner’s explanation for leaving Fritz behind.

We were afraid he might be wrong.

The water had reached its crest, but it was receding slowly. As we headed in search of the poodle, we began to see new things along our way. Houses that we recognized only by the color or style of their roof were starting to have windows, porch lights, and doors. Mailboxes, fences, bushes, and swing sets were now protruding from the water. As we passed one house, John pointed to the wall that faced us.

“Look at the side of that place.” I squinted in the direction John was pointing. My eyes were not accustomed to the sunshine that had just begun to peek through the clouds. I shaded my eyes with my hand to see better.

“Oh, yuck.” Almost the entire side of the house was covered with snails.

“Not even floodwaters can kill them off,” said John as we motored past. “I bet the cockroaches have all survived too.”

I watched the snails until we turned the corner. In spite of not being particularly fond of them, I was amazed at how hard they had worked to stay alive. With agonizing slowness, the snails must have crept up the rough stucco surface, probably just millimeters ahead of the rising water.

By late afternoon we’d rescued twenty-seven animals, including Fritz. We’d found him shivering on the back of the toilet when we waded into the musty bathroom. The waterline had reached the bottom of the medicine cabinet. Fritz had definitely done some swimming.

We took all the animals we rescued back to our van, parked adjacent to the checkpoint, so our friends from the National Guard could keep an eye on them. When the van’s cages were full, we’d call the Humane Society and they’d send a couple of kennel workers to transport the animals back to the shelter. Over the three-day period we’d rescued close to one hundred dogs and cats, and Pigsley, a three-hundred-pound hog.

Before we hauled our boat out of the water each afternoon, we’d make our evening feeding rounds. I was learning that in addition to having lots of stray dogs, Alviso had an abundance of cats too. Some of the felines were friendly but just too frightened to let us catch them. Most of them were wild. The cats had survived by climbing up on rooftops and clinging to tree limbs. We were their Red Cross, bringing food to these disaster victims.

We had just arrived at one of our feeding locations when a Coast Guard boat pulled up. We recognized the men on board. They had reported a stranded dog to us the day before.

“We’ve got another rescue for you. Apparently there are two Chihuahuas in a trailer behind the grocery store. You guys got time to get them?”

John looked up at the sky. I knew what he was thinking. We don’t have much daylight left. “John, you go get the dogs. I’ll stay here and feed this bunch.”

“I don’t know.” John’s concern about leaving me alone was evident.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I promise I won’t do anything too crazy.” John had told me how important it is to work in teams when rescuing animals. This time he made an exception.

John helped me haul the bags of food onto the roof before he got back into our boat. “I’ll be back before dark.” That meant I’d see him again in less than forty-five minutes.

I didn’t have to call the cats. The dinner bunch arrived from different directions, eager to eat. They circled and paced as I filled paper plates with mounds of dry food. Occasionally one would meow, as if to say, “Can you hurry it up.” Several of the braver cats got impatient and decided to eat right out of the bag.

In addition to feeding cats at this location, there were six plump chickens and an obnoxious rooster. I’d already scattered some chicken feed to satisfy them. They were busy pecking away as I laid down exactly thirteen paper plates. It was important to give each of the thirteen cats plenty of elbowroom.

With my job done, and not expecting John to return for a while, I sat down, stretched my legs out in front of me, and leaned back on my elbows to watch the feast.

This was the first time I’d stopped all day, and I suddenly realized how tired I was. It had been a long time since my morning coffee. A jump start of caffeine would sure have hit the spot. But caffeine wouldn’t remedy the sore muscles.

Every part of my body ached, my arms the worst. In three days they had pulled me up onto roofs, lifted forty-pound bags of dog food, rowed our boat into places too full of debris to risk using the motor, cradled frightened animals, and carried a seventy-pound dalmatian two blocks through ankle-deep water because he didn’t want to get his paws wet. Bandages covered the cuts on my forearm from my encounter with a cactus. Purple-and-green bruises were visible on bare skin not yet covered by bandages. I was basically a mess, but I was proud of my war wounds.

As the clouds overhead took on hues of pink and yellow, I got up slowly to refill some of the paper plates. A few of the cats had already finished and left without so much as a “meow” of thanks. A bulging black-and-white cat sniffed around her plate for any morsels that may have fallen off. She was the first to get seconds. I suspected her belly was full of kittens and not just food. I was scattering some more feed for the chickens when a familiar sound from the yard next door made me stop. Somewhere nearby there was a duck.

Now, granted we were in a flood, which if you’re a duck must not be that unwelcome, but this duck sounded as if it was in trouble. I moved closer to the roof’s edge, hoping to get a better look into the next yard. All I could see was water and floating patio furniture. Quietly I waited for the duck to make another sound so I could pinpoint its location.

Five minutes passed and the sound I’d been waiting for finally came. I moved to the north corner of the roof, and from there I could see to the far corner of the next yard. In a narrow space between a lopsided garage and a buckled fence was an enclosure roofed with chain-link fencing. Across its entrance was a makeshift gate, partially hidden by oleander bushes. The duck had to be in there.

I looked at my watch and estimated it’d be another fifteen minutes before John returned and I had just about that much good daylight left. Should I wait? Could I do this one on my own? I had promised John I wouldn’t do anything too crazy! Another plea from the duck helped me make up my mind.

For a brief moment I hesitated. I felt like a kid again standing on the edge of my uncle Jim’s swimming pool trying to get the courage to jump in, knowing how cold the water would be until I got used to it. I wasn’t intending to go for a swim, but I knew the distance between me and the duck meant I’d have to get wet.

I sat on the edge of the roof dangling my legs over the edge. John had warned me the first day not to wear my waders into water deeper then my knees. Many a fisherman has learned the hard way—you fall in deep water with waders on and you may not reach the surface again. My waders lay crumpled in a heap on the roof.

It was time to take the plunge. I turned around and lowered myself slowly into the murky water, trying not to think about the snake I’d seen slither past our boat earlier that day.

The water was colder than I had expected.

Holding on to the edge of the roof, I pulled myself through the eight feet of water toward the fence that separated the two yards. When I got to the corner of the roof, I dog-paddled the short distance to the fence. Bushes buried below the surface tore at my jeans. I grabbed the water-logged wooden fence and held on.

“Okay. Over we go,” I said to myself. My arms pleaded with me to reconsider. With both hands in place I pulled myself up until my stomach was teetering on the fence. I swung one leg over and sat straddling the wobbly planks. Feeling under the water with my sock-covered foot, I found the fence had a wooden brace that ran its length. It was just wide enough to balance myself on as I scooted along the fence in a sitting position. As I moved along the back fence, which leaned toward the yard behind it, [ added a few splinters to my war wounds.

The roof on the back side of the garage hung over the fence. I now had to get off the fence and up onto the roof. The sooner I accomplished this the better, because the fence was becoming less stable. My rear end was first in the air as my hands grasped the fence and my one leg struggled to balance on the brace. Al the most inappropriate moment a floating water bug decided to take refuge on my sleeve. He was in luck. I had no spare hands to shoo him away.

When I felt confident I wasn’t going to go headfirst into the water, I raised the top half of my body ever so carefully. As I straightened up, my arms extended out from my sides for balance as I swayed to the right and then to the left, and the fence leaned even further. The water bug clung to my sweatshirt, hoping he wasn’t about to go for a swim again. Dripping wet, I stood still.

Wasn’t it about time for the cavalry to show up? I hoped to hear the sound of John’s boat approaching, but all I heard was the duck, reminding me he still needed help.

Pulling my left leg out of the water, I rested it on the top of the fence, while my right foot stayed planted on the brace. The image of a tightrope walker entered my mind. I may not have had a rope to balance on, but this fence was feeling just about as narrow. Bending forward, I reached for the corner of the roof. With a tight grasp on the wooden structure, I pulled myself toward my refuge. My left knee touched down on the shingled surface first. The right leg followed. With me safely on the roof, the fence finally gave way. Its timing couldn’t have been better. The water had slowly eroded its supports, and the entire length of the back fence disappeared under the water.

Great! Now what do I do? I thought to myself. I’d have to figure out a new way back, but I didn’t have time to think about that now. The duck’s calls for help were getting louder and more insistent.

“Okay. Okay. I’m coming,” I yelled to it.

Reaching the furthest corner of the roof, I bent down to peer over the edge. There he was. A large male mallard frantically swimming back and forth in the enclosed space below me. I now understood his predicament. He was trapped by the garage on one side, the fence on the other, the chain-link roof, and the closed gate. There was no escape from the pen.

I was surprised he was still alive. The space between the surface of the water and the man-made roof couldn’t have been more then three inches high when the floodwaters had reached their crest. The duck must have continuously paddled as he struggled to keep his beak above water. There was now enough room for the mallard to swim, but this duck was ready to fly the coop.

It would have been nice if I could have opened the gate from, up on the roof, but for some reason, nothing was to come easily for me that day. I realized I’d have to lower myself back into the water in order to free this duck, who by now was squawking nonstop.

A breeze was starting to stir, which reminded me how cold I was. I pulled my rain jacket tighter around my neck, but it couldn’t prevent the shiver that started at my toes and moved to all parts of my soaked body. I rubbed my hands together, trying to warm them before I stepped down to balance on the side fence. Lowering myself into the water, I positioned myself at the entrance to the enclosure. I felt with my toes to see if I could reach the ground below me, but the water was still too deep. As I surveyed the situation the duck continued to voice his impatience.

With my left fingers hooked in the chain-link gate, I used my right hand to feel under the water for a latch. I dog-paddled to keep afloat. It didn’t take long to locate the gate latch, which was not locked. Wiggling the metal rod, I freed the gate. Clinging to the gate with one hand and grabbing on to the frame of the garage door with the other, I very slowly pulled the gate out toward me. I was able to create a space just wide enough for the duck to squeeze through, and he wasted no time escaping. He paddled away and never looked back. Before he reached the end of the driveway, he spread his wings and took flight.

As he flew over the treetops, I hoped he’d always remain free.

I’d done it. I couldn’t wait to tell John.

But then I realized my solo rescue was not yet over. I still had to get back to the roof where my waders and the bags of cat food were. I thought about staying put until John returned. It would definitely be easier to get back up to that roof with his help, but I was beginning to get really cold. The risk of hypothermia entered my thoughts.

Just as I was beginning to plot my return route, I heard a noise from within the enclosure. Please don’t be a snake, was my first thought.

Closing the gate wouldn’t do any good. A snake could slip through the chain link with no problem. My only escape was to climb the fence.

Before I could raise myself to safety, I heard the noise again, but this time I realized a snake was unlikely to be the cause. It sounded like the thumping noise a rabbit makes with its back legs. Feeling somewhat braver, I peered into the enclosure. The noise came from the hack end of the pen, which was about thirty feet long. My view was obstructed by pieces of scrap plywood loaning against the garage. I’d have to go into the pen to get a better look.

Clinging to the gate again, I managed to increase the opening so it was wide enough for me to squeeze through. My rain jacket got caught on a piece of metal and tore as I passed through it. With it came another scratch. Using the sagging chain-link ceiling to hold on to, I pulled myself along like a monkey hanging from a play yard jungle gym. Halfway into the pen, I discovered the source of the noise.

On a shelf near the back was the largest tan-and-white rabbit I’d ever seen. The water was within inches of covering the shelf that barely supported the animal. In the darkening shadows it was hard to see, but the rabbit looked as if he was okay.

“Hey, guy, what are you doing in here?” I couldn’t believe someone had gone off and left yet another animal behind.

“I bet you’d like something to eat.” John had packed some rabbit food in the van that morning. “You cooperate, and I promise you dinner.”

Slowly I moved toward the shelf. As I got closer I saw that the rabbit’s fur was wet, He’d been in the water at some point. I hoped he wouldn’t get scared and jump back in. Speaking softly to the trembling rabbit, I got closer and closer until I could reach out and touch him. He flinched slightly when he felt my hand against his back, but he didn’t move. I worked my fingers up toward the area behind his ears and gently petted the damp fur for a few minutes.

“You ready to go with me?” I could see the rabbit’s nose moving nonstop.

I was still in water too deep to touch bottom, so I had to use one hand to hang from the chain-link ceiling. With my free hand I pulled the rabbit toward me. His back feet kicked, but I used my arm to nestle him against my chest. I lowered my chin and quietly tried to reassure him. He calmed down.

I wasn’t quite sure what to do next. I listened for the sound of John’s boat again, but there was a lonely silence outside the pen. He must have run into some problems too, because he should have been back by now. It would be completely dark before too long. For the first time, I was scared. What if I got stuck in Alviso for the night? The thought of remaining in the floodwaters for much longer made me shudder.

“Okay, bunny, if we’re going to get out of here, we’d better come up with a plan real fast. Any suggestions?” The bunny remained silent. “You’re a big help.”

Getting out of the pen was my first priority. With all the plywood leaning against the garage, I still wasn’t sure that there might not be a snake sharing these close quarters with us. I decided to move out before one made its presence known.

Retracing my path was a lot more difficult with a hefty rabbit in tow. I had moved him up onto my shoulder, and using my chin, I tried to keep him wedged in place. I needed both hands to pull us out of the pen. It was slow going, and several times I had to stop and use one hand to reposition the rabbit. The gate was still wide enough for both of us to finally squeeze through.

Once on the outside of the pen, I had to figure out how to get both me and the rabbit back to the roof where my stuff was. With the rear fence down, it was like crossing a river without a bridge. My legs were starting to get numb, and a painful kink in my neck wasn’t going away. I was running out of time. I’d have to swim to the fence that separated the two yards.

“Okay, rabbit, now you really have to cooperate. We’re going for a swim.”

I decided I’d try floating on my back with the rabbit on my chest, its body buried under my rain jacket. Whether this would work or not, I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t know what other choice I had. I slowly lay back in the water and struggled to stuff the rabbit under my jacket. Finally with his nose pressed up against my chin, we set off.

Our progress was slow, and several times I bumped into the patio furniture floating on the surface of the water. I remember staring up into the sky at one point and seeing the first star of the evening peeking out from the clouds. I’d not seen any stars in a week. The ever-present rain clouds had kept them well hidden. This seemed like a pretty good time to make a wish. “Oh, please, someone up there, work your magic and guide me out of this.”

Just then I bumped into the fence separating the yards. We’d crossed our river.

My free hand grabbed the wooden plank, and I hung on. My teeth were chattering by now, and I was losing feeling in my legs. The rabbit wiggled under my jacket. “Hold on, guy, we’re almost there.”

There was one more obstacle in our way. I had to get both of us over the fence. I feared I didn’t have enough strength left in my arms to pull us up. I was also concerned that I couldn’t balance both of us if I made it onto the fence. The last thing I wanted to do was drop the rabbit. His chances of surviving would not have been good. And I’d worked too hard to save this bunny to have him drown now.

Just then, something bumped into my hip. A gurgling sound rose from under the surface of the water. I think I should have been scared, but for some reason I just remained still. Right in front of me, as I watched, a ladder slowly appeared from the depths of the floodwaters. It lay on the surface, within reach. Someone had worked some magic. We had our way over the fence.

Working quickly, with renewed energy, I positioned the ladder against the fence. With minimal effort I climbed the rungs, my rabbit still safely tucked under my rain jacket. I had just gotten us positioned on the fence, when a welcome sound penetrated the silence. It was John’s boat.

“Well, bunny, we’re safe, thanks to some very special magic. Magic … that’s what I’ll call you.” I cuddled my new rabbit as we waited to be rescued.


4
Survivors


It had been four days since the residents of Alviso had been evacuated. The teasing sun of the day before had once again disappeared, and overnight it poured. When my alarm went off at five-thirty, I knew I’d be returning to Alviso.

The weather wasn’t the only determining factor for how much longer I’d be doing rescue work. John could have grounded me. When he found Magic and me the evening before, teetering on the fence, both dripping wet, he could have gotten mad and not allowed me on the water again—but he didn’t.

After Magic and I were safely in the boat and John was sure we were both okay, he said something that confirmed that my solo rescue had not gotten me in trouble, “What were you trying to do, catch pneumonia? If so, your timing’s lousy. I’d hate to lose you just when I got you broken in good.”

My teeth were chattering too hard to respond, but I managed a grateful smile.

Before John and I went our separate ways later that evening, we agreed to met at the Humane Society the next morning to decide if there was a need to do any more rescues in Alviso. The word we got as we drove past the checkpoint was that if the rain stayed away overnight and the floodwaters went down another two feet, the military would begin escorting some of the residents of Alviso back to their homes so they could collect some of their belongings. We hoped this included animals that we may not have found.

It was six fifteen when I parked my car on the street in front of the Humane Society. I saw John leaning inside the van, already starting to load empty cages, which the evening before had held dogs and cats that we’d saved from having to spend another night trying to stay dry. Seeing the cages reminded me of the large German shepherd who had refused to go into a cage and wanted instead to ride on my lap back to the shelter.

He had been our last rescue before we started our evening feeding rounds. John and I had just finished searching for a cat reported to be stranded at George Mayne Elementary School and were headed north on First when we saw the dog down one of the dead-end streets. He was in the water … but he wasn’t swimming. This ninety-pound dog was stretched across the back of a partially submerged couch floating in the middle of the flooded roadway. To keep from falling off the couch, he had bitten into the foam padding.

We had no idea how long the dog had been clinging by his teeth to the couch, but how ever long, his jaws had to be getting sore. John wasted no time coming to the dog’s aid. He swung the boat around and killed the motor to allow the current to push us toward the black-and-tan shepherd. I eased an oar out from under the seat and positioned it in case I’d need to maneuver us closer. John moved to the middle seat and grabbed the catch pole. While we readied ourselves for the rescue, the dog stared back at us, his teeth still firmly planted in his makeshift life preserver.

I could see in John’s eyes he was trying to figure out how to get close enough to the dog without running the risk of scaring it into the water. I suspected he would try to get the loop from the catch pole around the dog’s neck and, hopefully, then be able to pull it into the boat … without capsizing us. Not the best plan, but I was learning that there is no written guide that can prepare you to rescue animals from all the different predicaments they get themselves into. You learn by doing.

“Terri, can you use the oar and move us around the right end of the couch? I want to come up on him from the back side.” John’s voice was just a whisper.

I lowered the oar into the water and paddled in smooth, even strokes. We moved closer to the couch, and the dog didn’t move. His unblinking eyes watched our every move. As we got almost within arm’s reach of the couch, John began speaking to the dog in a soft soothing voice.

“Easy, boy. Just hang in there. We’re not going to hurt you.”

The dog must have believed John.

At that moment he let go of the couch and made a desperate leap for our boat. It happened so quickly there wasn’t even time to grab on to the sides to brace myself, but my mind did register that I might be about to go for a swim. Thank goodness John insisted we always wear our life jackets.

Our boat teetered-tottered, and waves of water came in over the railings as cages rattled. The dog had landed, on his nose, atop a forty-pound bag of cat food. We all sat motionless as the boat continued to respond to this unexpected intrusion. This wasn’t how we had planned to get the shepherd into the boat, but the dog’s plan ended up working just fine.

Then, without warning, he pushed himself up, scrambled over the cages, and planted himself next to me. With his mouth inches from my face, I began to hope that this was a friendly dog. John reassured him again that we weren’t going to hurt him. I hoped this dog had the same intentions toward me.

When I felt it was safe, I finally spoke. “Well, welcome aboard,” I said as the dog stared at me and shivered. “Are you going to let me dry you off?”

I got no response or obvious objection, so I moved one hand very carefully toward the stack of towels we’d stashed in a plastic bag under the front seat. The dog just watched and shivered.

“Okay, now I’m going to wrap this around you,” I said as I unfolded the pink towel and moved it toward the dog.

He didn’t object as I draped the towel over his back. Nor did he object when I grabbed another towel and used it to start drying off his chest. Instead, he moved closer to my side. If he were a cat, I’m sure he would have been purring.

“Looks like you got yourself a new friend,” John said as he slid the catch pole back under the seat.

“Yeah, it does.”

“Are you here to work or daydream?” It was John tapping on my car window.

I stepped from my car and stretched. “Looks like we’re going back out, right?”

“Uh huh. I heard on the radio that the plan to let residents back in to pick up some of their stuff has been postponed until tomorrow at the earliest. It all depends on the weather.” John tipped his head back and looked at the clouds overhead. “Doesn’t look like the weather intends to cooperate.”

“How soon are we going out?”

“I have to make a few phone calls first,” John replied as he looked at his watch. “Maybe twenty minutes?”

“Good. That gives me time to check on that shepherd we brought in last night.”

“Which one?”

“You know. My new friend,” I teased as I headed toward the kennels.

When we’d gotten to the Humane Society the night before, I’d helped one of the evening workers put the dog in the run furthest from the door. By then he was almost dry and definitely ready to eat and settle in for a good night’s sleep. I stayed with him while he ate because he seemed to want the company. I’m sure it had been lonely floating on that couch all by himself. The last thing the dog did before I closed the gate was jump up, plant his paws on each of my shoulders, and give me a sloppy kiss on my cheek. It was one of many kisses I’d received from him as he sat on my lap on the way back to the shelter.

As I walked past all the other runs on my way to say good morning to my new friend, I stopped to also say hi to the other dogs. I scratched foreheads, ears, and noses that stuck out through the chain-link doors. Tails wagged and the chorus of barks was deafening, each dog wanting to be heard above the others. I knew what they wanted. They wanted a home.

When I finally reached the last run, it was empty. As I put my key in the padlock to unlock the door, I figured the dog was in the outdoor portion of the run and as soon as he heard my voice, he’d come running. I was right. But I didn’t receive the greeting I expected.

Just as I was about to open the door, I heard a voice holler from the other end of the corridor. “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.”

“Why?”

No sooner had I asked, than the shepherd came charging through the opening with his teeth showing and the hair up on his back. His deep growls clearly warned, “Stay out—or else.”

His appearance told me this was the same dog, but his behavior was completely different. How could a dog that had been glued to me in the boat and then sat on my lap to the shelter become so vicious overnight? I tried talking to him, but he continued to lunge at the door and growl. The kennel attendant said the dog had responded the same way toward him when he’d tried to clean the run earlier. I had lost my new friend.

It was just about six forty-five when I walked into John’s office. He was still on the phone, so I sat and waited, thinking about the shepherd.

“How’s your new friend?” John asked when he hung up.

“Not good, I’m afraid.”

“Does the vet need to look at him?”

“No. I’m afraid this is something the vet can’t fix.”

I then told John about the dog’s change in behavior.

“I’ve seen this before. When a mean or aggressive animal gets caught in a life-and-death situation, and they see no other way out but to let you help them, they can change temporarily. Once they feel safe again, they usually revert back to being their mean, nasty old self.”

“Really! They can actually go through a personality change?”

“Yeah. Something like that,” John said as he grabbed his clipboard and a box of chocolate chip cookies. “You ready to go?”

“Sure.”

All I could think about as we drove to Alviso was the dog who had given me sloppy kisses.

When we reached the checkpoint, two rain-gear-clad national guardsmen waved us through. The two soldiers looked tired and cold as we passed. Their usual morning greeting was replaced with a mere nod. They, like everyone else, were more than ready for the weather to take pity and allow the water to recede.

“Why don’t you start loading the boat while I go check in at the command tent,” John suggested. “I want to see if they have heard of any more stranded animals.”

“Okay,” I replied as I pulled my rubber boots on. “How many cages do you think we’ll need?”
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