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Emily and Echo



In loving memory of Emily Callaway, a supportive friend, rescue advocate, and my dogs’ biggest fan. [image: ] I know she’s reading this book among the most adorable puppies in heaven.
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FOREWORD A NOTE FROM DAD


What have I done to deserve this? Absolutely nothing!


As I read through the pages of my daughter’s first book, I’m struck by the pride I feel in the work she does, how good she is at it, and how little I had to do with it. In fact, I appear to have been a force she had to outsmart before proceeding with her mission, and I’m grateful that was relatively easy for her.

Certainly, as a cat man—my childhood cat’s name was Cleo—I wasn’t about to teach my kids love and caring by getting them a dog. When it comes to preaching family love, the cat-man-do works alone! (Forgive me.) Yet something in then ten-year-old Victoria made her lead every family bike ride we took in the city to make a stop at the pet shop, “just to visit the puppies.” As she and her brother, Will, climbed joyfully into the pens with the various shih tzus and labradoodles, how could I have known that Victoria was engaging me in subtle “dognitive” therapy (again, your forgiveness)?

It was hard to miss how happy the kids were in the company of dogs. When the biking conversation on the way home centered on puppy-cuteness ratings, I freely participated in a noncommittal way. What I didn’t count on—but was consistently confronted with—was Victoria’s innate nurturing sensibility. This was an ingrained predilection toward caring and protectiveness, which she showed from an early age. This was evident to me while on a camping trip with my old boss, the outdoorsy David Letterman. Victoria looked at me and instinctively realized that Jews shouldn’t camp and that I needed her help. She fed me, removed my shoes, and tucked me into a sleeping bag, transforming me into, yes, a happy camper when I really needed to be one.


[image: Image]


Imagine when this level of compassion gets applied to members of a four-legged species who want nothing more than to love and be loved. The results are combustible, and Victoria exploded into a crusader for dog rescue, a selfless rescuer herself and an expert in the emotional and physical care of dogs. This is a win-win, for her and for dogs everywhere.

How did I luck out and end up with a daughter whose internal kindness governs her goodness and who, along with my son, Will, makes me the proudest of dads? Well, it must have been because of Cathy, their mother: I married the right girl.

—Paul Shaffer









One TO THE RESCUE!
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THE DOGS THAT CHANGED MY LIFE







My parents didn’t grow up with dogs, and they weren’t dog lovers.

If we ever went to someone’s house and they had dogs, my mom would force a half smile and brush them off her lap. My dad would chuckle through a “Whoa!” with the same uncomfortable hesitation he had when our family went paragliding in Wyoming. And before you accuse me of overexaggerating—I know no dog could be as frightening as looking down at your shoes dangling so many feet above the ground, but what can I say? My dad has is-shoes (he’s cursed me with the need to make bad puns—sorry).

Every summer, my family drove to East Hampton to visit the Makrianes-Gravels. Their daughter Maysie became one of my best friends (she’ll also reappear later in this book). We had a yearly routine—Maysie would always force me to dive into the freezing ocean with her like we were participating in a polar bear plunge. The boys, my little brother William (Will for short) and her little brother Jimmy, would play video games all day. Our parents would spend evenings chatting and drinking wine, and Lia—the Makrianes-Gravels’ middle child—as we always joked, “hung out with the dogs.” She already knew what I’d yet to learn: dogs over humans, always and anytime.

It was during these summers with the Makrianes-Gravel family that I first started to truly enjoy and connect with dogs. During beach BBQs, their dogs would be the life of the party. They’d run in circles, dive into the frigid ocean to fetch balls, and roll happily in the sand. You best believe those beach traditions came full circle when I drove the first dogs of my adult life, Rue and Echo, to the beach in East Hampton within days of adopting them.


[image: Image]



[image: Image]
Rue’s first trip to the beach.



Maysie’s dogs left an impression. I can name every dog she had since we were two years old better than I can name the presidents of the United States. I have vivid memories of us walking Spike and Molly, and I could never forget Pippa, the blind shih tzu with no teeth. Maysie’s mom, Anne, had taken Pippa from their neighbors once she discovered they wanted to put him down preemptively. He was the first ill dog I’d ever seen. I remember thinking it was so cool that Anne had stepped in to save Pippa, even if he was disheveled and scary to look at. As I watched Anne lovingly administer all Pippa’s different medications to him one summer afternoon in the kitchen, I realized, That’s going to be me one day. As a side note, this past Christmas, Anne took in a senior Chihuahua named Jude who I struggled to get adopted. He had a handful of health issues and snapped without warning. Jude is now doing better than ever! Anne really can’t say no to any dog, and she’s amazing for that.
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Spike & Molly



The shift in my brother and me was immediate. Back home in Bedford, New York, Will and I constantly begged our parents for a dog. We dreamed about what breed we would get and what names we would choose. A couple of times my parents tried to grant our wish, spending way too much money on “designer dogs” from award-winning breeders that friends had recommended (ah, the privilege that money affords). My mom’s friend swore a bichon frise like hers would be the perfect dog for our family because “they don’t shed,” but Tyler, our tiny bichon puppy, was much too yappy for my mom’s liking.
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Tyler, the bichon



A year later, another friend guilted my parents into thinking they’d chosen the wrong breed. “Never get a small dog. They’re harder to train and never shut up,” they said. “Get a golden retriever. They’re the best.” But Candy, our golden retriever puppy, was seriously out to get Will. I have vivid memories of being stranded on our backyard playground set because Candy was aggressively barking down below, on a mission to bite my brother’s tiny limbs. (My future self has learned that any breed of dog can be aggressive without proper training and exercise. Are you surprised that the ever-so-popular husky and Chihuahua are on the aggressive breeds list?)

This is all to say that neither puppy lasted more than a week in the Shaffer household, and they were summarily returned to their breeders’ care. Somehow these breed-related hiccups (or in Will’s case, major trauma) didn’t deter us from desperately wanting and asking for another puppy each year. We knew if we asked enough times that my parents—the type who always did their best to give us everything to not deprive us of “normal childhood experiences”—would cave for another four-legged family member neither of them wanted.

I was hopeful the next puppy we brought into our home would be “the one.” However, it wasn’t until the age of twelve, after looking at tons of websites selling pocket beagles (“But Mommm, this dog will fit in your pocket!”) and teacup Yorkies (seriously, how are they made so tiny?!), that I stumbled upon two amazing websites: petfinder.com and adoptapet.com. These sites are hubs to find pets available for adoption, and the listings just go on and on. The photos posted on these sites were unlike others I’d seen on breeders’ sites. There were no designer pooches sleeping on clouds or puppies tucked into baskets filled with rose petals. These dogs often arrive at the rescues and shelters looking helpless, malnourished, and filthy, many of them pictured inside kennels with their little noses pushed through chain-link fences, desperate for human attention. After spending hours scrolling through listings and clicking for pictures and details, I wanted to save them all. Many late nights were spent researching on my flower-power Macintosh computer (who remembers those?) until my parents would bust me at 3 a.m., ordering me to finally go to sleep.

Rescue and adoption weren’t trendy topics in the early 2000s. After simple Google searches introduced me to the horrors of animal abuse and puppy mills, I prepared educational speeches for the rides to school that resembled a bad car commercial:


Did you know adoption saves lives, Mom? It’s true! Every time someone adopts a dog, there’s room to take in another. Forget paying breeders thousands of dollars: you can get a one-of-a-kind mutt for the mere price of an adoption fee. Not only are rescue dogs more unique but they also get all the best qualities from the breeds they’re mixed with. Did I mention they’re healthier, too? Genetically they’re much stronger!



It’s become a joke among friends and family that I preach to everyone, multiple times, about my latest and most loved product discoveries. For example, most recently, I touted the Trader Joe’s hair serum (“It’s only $3.99 and will defrizz your hair and make it as soft as a puppy’s belly—you gotta get it!”) and the Italian Volcano organic lemon juice from Costco (“It’s one hundred percent organic, and when added to a glass of water, it makes hydrating a breeze. Think lemonade without the sugar!”). As you can tell, I gushed the same way about these sites, and about dog adoption and rescue in general. It was enough to drive my parents crazy. But what can I say? I become very passionate about all sorts of things—from animal rescue to delicious lemon juice—and I want to share my discoveries with everyone.

My convincing and “selling” didn’t stop there. I sent and forwarded emails, too (something I get from my mother). After hundreds of messages containing links to adoptable puppies alongside false promises (i.e., I’ll do the laundry; I’ll never fight with you again; I’ll go to sleep on time; I’ll eat whatever you serve for dinner no matter how dry it is), my mom finally cracked when a litter of black puppies with long floppy ears was found in a dumpster in Washington, DC. My mother, being from right outside DC herself, felt that this was a fitting match for us, and I wasn’t about to question her sudden belief in kismet. The adoption application took us hours to complete. We didn’t know the first thing about taking care of a puppy and worried we would say something horribly wrong.

Fifteen years later, I’m on the other side of the adoption process, having fostered and adopted out hundreds of dogs and puppies. When it comes to matching a dog with its owner, it’s not about first come, first served, or being fair. The fact that a dog needed to be rescued in the first place isn’t fair. A good rescue organization is willing to take the time to find the right home for the pup in question. Dogs in rescues and shelters get moved around a lot, and it’s our job to ensure that they don’t end up back in the overinundated hands of a rescue or shelter.



Make Your Adoption Application Stand Out from the Rest

Here are my tips for making sure your adoption application gets to the top of the pile:

AVOID ONE-WORD ANSWERS. Instead, provide thoughtful replies that show you’ve done the research and considered all that goes into owning a dog.

PROVE YOU’RE READY TO COMMIT LONG-TERM AND THAT YOU’LL MAKE THIS DOG A PRIORITY. Be specific about your daily schedule. When will you walk the dog? How many times a day? Will you hire a dog walker if you’re unable to make time every day?

BE HONEST AND TRANSPARENT. Don’t try to hide your work schedule or living situation. Trust that the rescue organization wants you to adopt a dog from them just as much as you want that dog, because remember—it makes space for another dog to be rescued. If your application is promising, a good rescue will try finding a dog that will thrive in your situation, whatever it may be.

SHOW THAT YOU’RE FLEXIBLE. Oftentimes a rescue will give a brief description of a dog on social media, purposely leaving out details on behavioral issues or quirks in fear of scaring away potential adopters. While you may have fallen in love with an Instagram photo of an adorable puppy, the rescue will help you find the perfect match in the end, even if that pup isn’t the one you saw in the photo. There are always dogs and pups who haven’t been posted yet.

DON’T BE AFRAID TO SHOW YOUR EXCITEMENT AND PASSION. We love that! After all, that shared passion is why we work in rescue.

If you follow these guidelines, hopefully you’ll receive an email within the week your application was submitted with next steps toward completing your adoption. GOOD LUCK!




The next morning, we woke up to the best kind of email, with the subject “Adoption approved.” The rescue had gotten in touch with our references and was inviting us to the litter’s foster home at our earliest convenience. It was like we were being invited to meet the queen. We were finally going to pick out our puppy! My brother and I had never gotten dressed so quickly. The giddiness and excitement were stronger than Chanukah and Christmas combined.

After what felt like the longest morning ever, my family finally arrived at the foster home of seven nearly identical puppies. My brother and I climbed into the pen, not caring about sitting on pee-stained newspapers. The puppies crawled all over us, licking our faces and nipping our ears. I’d done all the research on animal rescue, but I hadn’t prepared myself for choosing the right dog (more on that later). While I panicked internally about how to possibly make this grand decision, my little brother had somehow managed to already pick a favorite—a little girl with cartoonish ears bigger than her face that’d crawled into his lap and fell asleep. She chose him, and in turn, he chose her.

    
        [image: Image]


    Will named the puppy Riley after his preschool girlfriend. Thankfully, Riley the dog lasted much longer than the girlfriend. She was a good girl—sweet yet protective—and after some time, even my parents learned to love this dog. One night, when Riley was a puppy, she got too rambunctious while playing and bit my dad. His hand wouldn’t stop bleeding, so he drove the hour from Bedford to New York City in the middle of the night to meet his doctor for a tetanus shot and to glue the bite shut. I was worried that he’d be furious with her. But when I woke up the next morning and saw Dad reading his newspaper and petting Riley’s head like nothing had happened, I knew she was here to stay. Now, my dad likes to say that rescues know you saved them and they do what they can to thank you for it. For the twelve years Riley lived, that couldn’t have been more true. Every morning started with my dad reading the daily paper over a cup of coffee in his mustard corduroy recliner. Riley would always paw his leg for him to pet her head, then join him in the recliner next to his. She showed her thanks through constant companionship and affection. She was known for resting her head on your lap and lifting one paw to put in your hand or on your leg without command. She always wanted to stay connected.
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Riley’s kind demeanor chipped away at my mom’s heart, too. Despite being pretty anti-dog, she began to accept Riley as an integral part of our family. A year after adopting her, my mom felt guilty that Riley didn’t have a friend. This came as a shock to the rest of my family, but my mom explained that she believed everything and everyone should come in pairs. “That’s why we wanted to give you a brother,” she told me matter-of-factly, but unlike the six years it took my parents to give me a brother, my mom moved quickly to get one for Riley. That weekend, she informed Will and I that she’d read about a place over the bridge called the North Shore Animal League. Being the Korean-Italian mother she is, she wanted to go right then and there to cross the item off her list and find Riley some company. I thought my mother had absolutely lost her mind. How did she go from wanting no dogs to wanting two dogs so quickly?

Unwilling to wait another day for my dad to return from his business trip, the three of us ventured to the North Shore Animal League that morning in search of a white dog. My mom thought it’d be cute to have one black dog and one white dog. Again, I didn’t question her. “Never question Mom” was a lesson well learned early on.

When we arrived at the shelter, I remember thinking, This place is better than Disneyland! We hurried through room after room of adorable dogs and puppies wagging their tails and yipping for our attention. Will and I were so excited we could barely contain ourselves. But after nearly an hour of looking, there were no white dogs to be found.


[image: Image] FACT

Black dogs are typically chosen last for adoption. Since they stay in shelters the longest, they are more likely to be euthanized than dogs with other colored coats.1



After regrouping, we all agreed on a black pointer-Lab mix with a white spotted chest and booties named Jake. Jake already knew his name and we couldn’t agree on a new one, so we decided to keep it. We brought Jake home that same day and introduced him to Riley, excited for what we were sure would be a warm welcome. It wasn’t, however, the immediate connection we were hoping for. Riley had little to no interest in Jake, and the feeling was mutual. Riley struggled to share attention, and Jake had no problem trailing off by himself to explore the yard.

I’ll take another detour here to provide this sidenote: Now that I have more experience with rescue dogs, I’ve learned that Riley and Jake’s lukewarm initial interaction is pretty common. Transitioning another dog into your home isn’t always easy, and building a bond between two dogs who have never met takes time. I’ve seen many dogs returned after only a few weeks because the new dog didn’t “get along” with the existing one, and the most frustrating thing is that often the adopter sides with their first dog because they don’t consider the second dog their dog yet. Just know that adding another dog to your home not only takes time, but it also makes your dogs equal. Be patient, refer to the plethora of tips and training guides that are available online, or even hire a professional. All right, detour over and done with.
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The evening Jake joined our family, we all waited in the driveway for my dad to return from his trip. We were excited to introduce my dad to Jake, but once he arrived and got out of his car, his reaction was not what we were expecting: “He’s bigger than I thought, and his face is so pointy.” Ah, my dad’s honesty at its finest. Not only was he thrown off by our choice of dog but he also wasn’t thrilled with the name Jake. “I feel like this is John Belushi back from the dead to haunt me,” he muttered as he came inside. (Belushi played Jake in The Blues Brothers. My dad had been his musical director.) My dad thought Jake’s white chest and black body resembled the iconic suits the Blues Brothers wore. While this is definitely an observation only my dad would make, I must admit that he wasn’t wrong to be skeptical. We quickly learned that, at least initially, Jake was an entirely different kind of dog than Riley. He was possessive of food and toys and would rather have spent his days outside than in the house with our family (this behavior was disappointing at the time, but I’ve since learned that, for most rescues, it just takes time for them to realize that resources like food and toys are things that are consistently available, so that there’s no need to guard them).
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Just like Riley biting my dad in the early days, Jake made some big mistakes as well. You see, in addition to Jake and Riley, we also had two bunnies who lived on our back porch in a hut on stilts. They were a gift to Will and me from our parents prior to getting Riley. I think they had hoped these bunnies would satisfy our yearning for a dog. However, just like the glow-in-the-dark fish, the crayfish, the four hermit crabs with SpongeBob SquarePants character shells, and the hamster my brother lost (yes, he lost a whole hamster), these bunnies didn’t stop us from wanting a dog.

The summer we added Jake to our family, my parents went out one afternoon and left us with our babysitter, Ben. We’d just gotten home from getting pizza when my brother looked out the window and exclaimed, “I think Jake might’ve got a bird!” Ben and I ran to the window to have a look, glancing at each other wide-eyed. With six years between Will and me, I often felt more like his second mother than his sister growing up, and it was clear to me Jake didn’t have a bird. The black-and-white tufts of fur peeking out from his mouth looked sickeningly familiar. Will thankfully hadn’t realized that the “bird” was in fact his beloved bunny, Ash (named, of course, after the Pokémon master). I ran outside to try to stop Jake from making it any worse, but Jake became territorial, growling and guarding his prey like a wild animal. It was then that Will put two and two together. I’ll never forget looking back and seeing his little sobbing face in the window. I hoped he would never feel that sort of sorrow again.

It took a while for Will to get over the loss of his bunny. Anytime he went anywhere in the house, he would say, “C’mon, Riley—let’s go. Jake, I’m not talking to you.” But with time, Will eventually forgave Jake and came to understand that while dogs are indoor pets, they still have animal instincts. Following that drama, Jake thankfully adjusted and behaved more appropriately. Jake soon settled in and became more comfortable, and at any given time you could look out that same window into the backyard and see Jake and Riley frolicking through the snow, digging holes together, and basking in the sun. They were different yet complementary—Jake began to look up to Riley as an older sister, learning how to behave in a family by following her lead. In turn, Jake showed Riley how to have fun and be more of a rough-and-tumble dog. Thankfully, no more bunnies were consumed during this growing process.
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As Riley and Jake became quite attached to each other, we all became quite attached to Riley and Jake. In Riley’s later years, my mom would put petroleum jelly on her dry, cracked nose multiple times a day. My dad and I never really thought it helped, but we didn’t stop her. We knew it was her way of showing Riley love. Riley didn’t grow up to be the Gigi Hadid of dogs. Besides her super dry nose, her legs were short and her belly would sag almost all the way to the ground. Jake was much more buff, even into old age. He remained slim and tall, though his face did get very gray, and my mom would wipe his goopy eyes with a warm, wet paper towel.

As in most families with dogs, my brother and I eventually moved out, leaving my mom and dad to tend to Jake and Riley as they grew old and slowed down. As an empty nester, my mom was always looking for trips to take to distract her from missing us. She even took Jake and Riley to East Hampton to visit Anne. Maysie and I received many photos that weekend of Jake and Riley enjoying the sunset out on the dock while our moms enjoyed their wine. My mom ended up bringing the dogs on many new trips and adventures, just as I do with my dogs. Mothers turn out like their daughters, too.

My mom noticed that Riley was aging at a significantly faster rate than Jake, which was strange since they were only one year apart. She brought Riley to the vet so often the front desk knew the dog by name and had our credit card on file. My mom called me after each appointment, frustrated the vet didn’t see what she saw. She was insistent something was wrong, but they just told her it was Riley’s old age, prescribing pills to make her comfortable. That winter, my mom found Riley lying in the snow, awake but unmotivated to get up. She was rushed to the twenty-four-hour animal hospital, and my brother met my mom there. They were told that Riley had diabetes and cancer. We were all furious this had gone unnoticed by our usual vet after so many visits, but it was too late. We had to do the responsible thing and put her out of her misery.

We buried Riley in the woods surrounding our home and held a ceremony. My family, a few friends, and even our housekeeper and handyman attended and spoke kind words about Riley. We reminisced about her sweet demeanor, her oddly cute cracked nose and sagging belly, and how we would all miss her pawing at our legs to pet her head. She had made an impact on everyone.

Once Riley was gone, Jake declined, too. He’d lost his sister, his best friend, and his mentor. Jake began spending more time indoors with our family. It was like Jake knew he had to fill Riley’s void. One night while my dad was out of town, Jake lay at my mom’s bedside as she watched her nightly quota of Law & Order: SVU. (What do you think of the new season? My mom is disappointed in the episodic storyline.) The next morning when my mom woke up, Jake wasn’t outside as he normally was early in the morning (my mom spoiled him with an automatic doggy door). He was still there beside her bed, very quiet and very still. He had passed away that night in his sleep. Mom says Jake died of a broken heart.
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