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For all the dogs who never make it out the front door of the shelter.
For all the shelter employees who have to make the hard decisions.
And for all the dog-hearted people who are working tirelessly to change the situation.




Another Good Dog



ONE

We Can Foster Dogs?
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I guess it says something about our marriage that my husband didn’t argue when I told him we had to drive forty minutes to a bowling alley parking lot just off the Baltimore Beltway at midnight to pick up a beagle from South Carolina.

It was five degrees on the car’s thermometer when we pulled off the Beltway.

“How do we know who they are?” asked Nick as we drove past the bright neon entrance.

I scanned the parking lot. “There,” I pointed. Multiple SUVs with motors running were parked next to a streetlamp where a small group of people gathered around one open trunk. We parked a few spaces away and watched as the group of mostly women chatted while handing out dog crates, bags of bedding and food, even cookies, oblivious to the cold. I watched them for another minute and then said, “I’m going to go meet them.”

“I’ll wait here,” said Nick. Neither of us is very social. We would almost always rather stay home with a deck of cards and a bottle of wine than be forced to talk to strangers, even strangers we know. But this was my gig, so I pulled on my mittens and my friendly face, and opened the door.

I approached the group tentatively and asked about a crate. “Oh, you’re the new foster,” said one woman. “Big crate, right? You like big dogs?”

I nodded. I was under the impression that the dog I was picking up would be my foster and I was more of the fosterer, but I would soon learn that dog rescue has a lingo all its own. I’m a foster, and the dog I’m caring for is my foster.

When Nick saw me struggling with the large crate, he jumped out of the car and hurried over to help. The assembled crate barely fit in the back of our Honda Pilot. I lined it with a mattress pad and an old blanket I’d brought. I’d never crated a dog before, but the rescue had recommended using a crate. I worried it would remind the dog of the cage she’d just left. At the same time, I wasn’t ready to sacrifice my carpet to an un-housebroken dog. What if this dog didn’t like me or my kids or my dog, Gracie? Once I thought about it, a crate seemed like a good idea.

After we assembled the crate, Nick got back in the warm car, but I wandered over to chat with some of the experienced fosters. I learned that two pregnant mama dogs were on this transport and that several of the families were there to retrieve multiple dogs. More than one at a time? Two of the other Pennsylvania foster moms talked about their experience with state inspections. They’d both fostered over twenty-five dogs in one year which made them qualify as a kennel and required the inspections. I couldn’t imagine doing this twenty-five times. I found it heartening that, to a person, everyone was friendly and kind. They were happy to be there and excited to meet their new foster dogs, even on a night as bitter cold as this.

My fingers had just about solidified when a white rental van zipped into the parking lot. I followed the others and we formed a semicircle around the back of the van. As soon as the smiling driver, Gina, opened the doors, excited barking echoed across the parking lot. The dogs were in crates stacked one on top of the other and secured with bungee cords. I could not imagine driving twelve hours, or even ten minutes, with that kind of ruckus. Clearly Gina was made of stronger stock than me; either that or she was deaf. She began opening the crates, calling each dog’s name, and waiting for its foster to retrieve it.

It was just like my favorite children’s book, Go, Dog. Go!, as nearly twenty dogs, big and small, cute and not-so-cute, in every shape and color, were off-loaded and handed over to their foster. The carriers were pulled apart and stacked back in the van. It was an impressive operation made even more so in the brutal elements.

Nick appeared by my side. “Which one is ours?” he asked.

Galina, our foster dog, was in a shoebox-sized crate. I crouched down and looked through the grate at her sweet face. She was about the size of a large Chihuahua and shaking like a leaf. I didn’t know how big a beagle was supposed to be, but I thought she’d be bigger than this.

We pulled her out of her crate and Nick ran her around the parking lot, while Erika, the young woman who seemed to be in charge, explained the meds in the bag she handed me. The cranberry pills would prevent urinary tract infections (UTIs) common in shelter dogs because they hold their pee for so long in transport and out of nervousness. There were also heart worm preventatives, vitamins, probiotics, coconut oil, and flea-and-tick preventative, plus a few goodies—treats, food samples, and a chew bone. She handed me an official folder with Galina’s name on it. “When the records are uploaded, print them out and put them in this.” I nodded as if I knew what she was talking about and carried it all back to the car where Nick was putting Galina in her crate.

Galina flitted from one side of the crate to the other, watching as we drove, the whites of her eyes flashing. Although it was warm in the car, she was shaking. When I put my hand through the crate wire, she placed her head beneath it and stopped moving, allowing me to pet her. We drove like this until my arm began to cramp from the awkward angle and I pulled it out of the crate.

“We have a foster dog,” I said, smiling at Nick.

“She sure is little,” he replied. I’d told the foster coordinator from Operation Paws for Homes (OPH) that we wanted to foster large dogs, since that’s all we’d ever had, but there weren’t any available on this transport. OPH is an all-breed rescue, taking dogs from high-kill shelters in the South and bringing them northward to foster homes in Virginia, Maryland, D.C., and Pennsylvania, where they can be adopted into forever homes. They bring up dogs of every size and breed, even heartworm-positive dogs, pregnant dogs, and litters. I liked the inclusivity of their policies; the idea that any dog (or person) is worth more than another has always irritated my soul.

We were just getting off the Beltway onto I-83, the highway that would take us back to Pennsylvania, when Galina finally sat down. Her head sagged nearly to the floor of the cage in exhaustion, eyes closed, but still she didn’t lay down. She swayed as we made the turn onto I-83.

That’s when it happened. And while there’s never a good time, these things never seem to happen on a pretty afternoon when you’re not in a hurry. They always happen late at night, on the interstate, when it’s five degrees and you’ve just picked up a beagle from a bowling alley parking lot. There was a loud thunk and then a waffling sound. Nick pulled the car to the shoulder. We’d blown a tire. It was well after midnight now and the temperature had dropped a few more degrees.

“Now what?” I asked, glancing at Galina who was back to pacing the cage.

“I change it.”

“Should I help you?”

“I got it. Stay here with the dog.” One of the things I’ve always appreciated about my husband is he can fix pretty much anything. I, on the other hand, am not the least bit mechanically inclined. When Nick and I met, I was using a butter knife to adjust the volume on my stereo because the button had popped off and I didn’t know how to replace it. I’ve always been a person who will make do. I get that from my mom who grew up dirt-poor in the coal mining hills of Pennsylvania. I still watch Nick build furniture and shelves, rewire entire rooms, and install appliances, and wonder how I would have survived adulthood without him. I’m not a helpless woman; I’m sure I would have figured something out. I’d probably be using my cutlery for all manner of tools and tricks.

I waited as Nick jacked up the back of the car and removed the flat. I look out at the cold, clear night and I thought, I am the luckiest woman in the world to be married to a man who can change a tire in frigid temperatures on the side of a highway at midnight after driving me to a bowling alley parking lot to meet some equally crazy people to retrieve a tiny beagle and a very large crate. And to not curse while doing it.

We arrived home near one in the morning, and offered Galina water and a quick bite to eat before showing her to her accommodations. It had been a long night for us, and even longer for Galina, but she had made it safely from rural South Carolina to our living room. As I watched her cower and shake in her crate, I wondered if I was crazy to have gotten us into this.

I knelt down in front of her crate and put my hand out. She regarded it and then backed away from me. Fostering a dog seemed like such a good idea a few weeks ago, but now it was really happening. Here was Galina in my living room and so far, she didn’t seem too happy about it.

“Your life only gets better from here,” I told her before shutting off the lights and going to bed. “Promise.”
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All three of our teenagers were excited about our first foster dog, but I lay in bed that night and wondered—how would we give this little dog away when the time came? And what if it didn’t come? What if no one wanted her?

When I told people we were going to foster rescue dogs, they looked at me like I had three heads, and asked, “Why?”

I fumbled around with a noble answer about wanting to help dogs who needed a home, but that wasn’t the real reason. The real reason was more complicated and it started with the painful, ever-present fact that I missed Lucy. Lucy had been my dog for the past seventeen years. She’d run with me every morning at dawn, trained with me for a marathon, and protected me against aggressive dogs, friendly good ole boys, and even the occasional possum. She matched me stride for stride with her long foxhound legs.

Lucy had perfect manners—she never peed in the house, stole food off the counter, or chased the cats. She was gentle, beautiful, playful, and when the occasion called for it, fierce. For better or for worse, she killed the groundhog that put holes in our pasture, the bunnies that ravaged my garden, and the possums that simply freaked me out. She threatened anyone who threatened us, but backed down as soon as we asked. Lucy put up with every manner of indignity helping to raise our three kids: suffering through multiple costume changes, tea parties, “dog shows,” endless games of fetch, and taking a lot of heat for popping an untold number of soccer balls.

About six years ago, we brought home a puppy as what Nick called, “the backup dog.” But Lucy needed no backup, which was a good thing as the new puppy proved untrainable. We named the puppy Gracie. She was a hound dog like Lucy, but her relatives must have been the kind of hound dogs who lounged on the front porch while their owners drank moonshine rather than the ones who hunted and tracked. We’ve never determined whether Gracie’s refusal to come when called, perform any kind of trick, or cooperate in any way was because she was dumber than a doornail or smarter than all of us. On a regular basis, she ran through her invisible fence to roll in horse manure or steal the barn cat’s food, always staying out of reach when we tried to catch her. Inevitably, she would show up the next morning sitting just on the far side of her invisible fence line, tired, smelly, and hungry. Someone (not me) would take pity on her, remove her collar and lead her back to the house.

When Lucy died in the fall, she left a gaping hole in our collective heart. I’d been running alone for the past year as her age had finally caught up with her. She’d wait patiently at the bottom of the drive when I left for my run and hobble happily up the drive with me to the house upon my return. One night her breathing became erratic and she paced the house looking disoriented and scared. We tried to calm her, all of us taking turns sitting with her. She died that night in her sleep. It was a peaceful passing after a long good life. We were blessed, but at the time I thought—never again. That hurt way too much.

I couldn’t imagine replacing her, so we went back to being a one-dog family. It was time for the backup dog to step up. Only she didn’t. Instead, with Lucy gone, Gracie began going in and out of the house incessantly, staying outside for mere minutes before scratching at the door to come in, only to beg to go back out soon after. It was if she’d lost something and was certain it was outside until she was outside, and then she was sure it was inside.

She began chewing on her back and legs for no apparent reason. She didn’t have fleas. There was no rash or injury. We tried changing her diet, to no avail. When she was inside, and not begging to go out, she followed me around, parking herself behind my chair when I wrote, interrupting me with her snores and farts. She chased the cats, bit the FedEx delivery man, and escaped the invisible fence on a near daily basis.

I’d thought I would wait to adopt another dog, wait until I didn’t miss Lucy so much and wouldn’t compare every potential dog to her. But months had passed, and I only missed Lucy more. Gracie’s behavior wasn’t helping. Finally, it dawned on me. Gracie missed Lucy too. With no example or company, she’d gone slightly feral, driving us all nuts. Maybe it was time to find a friend for Gracie. And maybe a new dog would ease the hurt in my heart.

Lucy had been my very first dog. We’d had family dogs when I was growing up, but she was the first one I’d picked out and brought home as an adult. How would I find another dog like Lucy? Nick and I adopted her from a shelter when our oldest son Brady was a toddler. I can’t even remember what made us decide to get a dog. Maybe we were practicing for adding another child (we had Addie a year after we adopted Lucy). Brady wasn’t with us when we went to the shelter. I think visiting the shelters may have actually been a date. (We’re exciting like that.)

We walked up the cement aisle and looked through the metal fences at all the dogs. One dog caught my eye—a small hound cowering in the back of her kennel. A note on her kennel said that she was already adopted. My heart sank, and we moved along visiting with the other dogs. We passed a few older dogs, big dogs with matted coats and life-weary eyes. There were dogs that lunged at the fence as we passed, running frantically up and down their pens. Several obese tiny dogs huddled together on a blanket. This was before the era of pit bulls dominating the shelters as they do these days.

Nick liked a couple lab-like dogs, but they seemed a bit too enthusiastic to my mind. I knew I’d be the one spending the most time with this dog we brought home. I was working full-time then, but had a flexible job that allowed me to work from home on the days we didn’t have daycare for Brady. I pictured these big dogs knocking over Brady and clearing the coffee table with their tails. We lived in a 1,100-square-foot house. We had no room for a seventy-five-pound dog.

“What do you think?” asked Nick.

I shook my head. “I really like that hound. I wish she wasn’t adopted already.”

We walked back to look at the hound again, and I put my hand against the fence. She thumped her tail and ducked her head. Then she slowly crept toward me. She was six months old and about thirty-five pounds. She licked my hand and I looked in those liquid brown eyes. I wanted her.

Nick decided to go ask about her. That’s something I’ve always loved and hated about my husband—he’s never afraid to ask, and he doesn’t necessarily take no for an answer. It’s probably the reason we’re married. I was involved with someone else when we met. In fact, my heart was set on this other man; I was just waiting for him to make a real commitment. This didn’t stop Nick from pursuing me. Three months later we were dating and four months after that he asked me to marry him. The man is determined and persistent and maybe a tad bit impatient.

He returned with an application for us to fill out. He said that the person who was supposed to adopt the dog had only one more day to show up. If he didn’t, we could adopt her. And, the shelter worker told Nick, if she wasn’t adopted tomorrow, the dog’s time would be up. So we filled out the application and waited, and the next day we drove back to the shelter and brought Lucy home. I remember looking at the enormous incinerator on the far side of the parking lot as we walked in. I found it hard to believe that they would put a puppy as sweet and beautiful as Lucy in it if we hadn’t come back today. Nick said, “They just say that to pressure you,” but I had my doubts. I mean, there was the incinerator. It wasn’t pretend—they used it for something.

We pulled out of that parking lot with our precious new puppy, and I never looked back. We lived in that town for five more years and never once visited the shelter again, but every time I drove past I looked to see if there was smoke coming out of the incinerator.

That was seventeen years ago. Shelters have changed quite a bit, but not nearly enough. There are still kill shelters, but now at least, there are many rescues and no-kill shelters too. We toured the local Animal Rescue, a no-kill shelter just a few miles from our house. Most of the dogs had been there for quite some time. We took our youngest son, Ian, who was twelve at the time, with us and found one dog that seemed pretty nice. And by pretty nice, I mean he didn’t lunge at Ian like he intended to kill as several had; he wagged his tail, and he had all his limbs.

We walked the dog around their property. I tried to picture him as ours. He was sweet, but nervous, and clearly wanted to go back with the other dogs. His manners were fine, but he seemed uninterested in us. Maybe I would have felt differently if there had been an incinerator in the parking lot, but we put him back. He was a nice dog; someone would certainly adopt him.

We looked on website after website at dog after dog after dog. It was pretty clear that Nick would be happy with any dog. He just liked dogs. Any of them would be fine for him. This was going to be my call, my decision. We filled out lengthy applications and enlisted our friends to be references. But none of the dogs measured up. None felt right. I’d watch Gracie roll on my couch, leaving a trail of white hair and the faint scent of horse manure, and think—we have to be pickier this time. We can’t adopt just any dog.

I emailed about several dogs only to be told they were already adopted. I began to wonder if the shelters were leaving pictures of the best dogs up on their site to entice people into applying. The old bait and switch, as it were.

Finally, I found a dog that seemed like a good fit. He was a young border collie at a shelter in Maryland, about a forty-minute drive from us. We were told we couldn’t meet him until we’d been approved, so I filled out yet another application and listed references. Over a lengthy phone interview, I answered questions about our income, family members, habits, dog knowledge, and how we would care for this dog if we were approved.

It hadn’t been nearly as complicated when we’d adopted Gracie only five years before. She’d come through a rescue. It had only been a matter of a few emails before we drove to her foster home and picked her up.

A few days later I got an email telling me that there was no need for a home visit. I had not been approved. What? We’d had Lucy for seventeen years and Gracie for six now. Wasn’t that evidence enough that we could provide a good, safe home for any dog? No, I was told; our invisible fence was not a safe situation for dogs. When I explained to my friends why we weren’t adopting the border collie, they told me to apply for a different dog but not mention the fence. It wasn’t as if anyone would see it if they came for a home visit. After all, it was invisible.

I considered this option, but in the end lying or not lying wasn’t the point. There was nothing wrong with keeping a dog in an invisible fence. Let’s see—the options are incinerate the dog because we can’t afford to shelter it any longer, or let someone adopt it and keep it in an invisible fence? Which is worse? AGH. The policy was stupid, and I told the shelter contact that in a lengthy email. I never heard from her again.

Right around that time, I saw a post on a local Facebook group I’d joined for pet owners and animal aficionados. It was a plea for foster homes for rescue dogs. I imagined we’d never be approved to foster a dog, what with our dangerous invisible fence and all, so I scrolled right past.

The next day I saw a post from a local friend about her foster dog. She was a beautiful Treeing Walker Coonhound. I messaged Karen right away and asked about the dog. She said this dog was very skittish and shy and needed time. We decided to wait and see how it did at Karen’s house.

Maybe it was because I was spending so much time on shelter and rescue sites, but the idea of fostering kept coming up. Every time I turned on the computer there was another mention of fostering. “Maybe we could foster dogs,” I said to Nick. “Essentially give them a try out, and keep the one that’s best.”

“You’d never be able to give a dog back,” warned Nick. “We’d end up with twenty dogs.”

When another hound dog appeared with an outfit called Operation Paws for Homes, I commented on the post, casually. “We might be able to foster this dog,” I wrote.

Immediately I got a message back with a link to an application. What the heck, I thought. They’ll never approve me with my invisible fence. I filled out the form, clearly stating our dangerous fence. I got an email back that same day asking when could I talk. Maybe they had only skimmed my application. Maybe they hadn’t noticed my big bad fence.

The next day I spoke with Mindy, from OPH. She didn’t say anything about my fence. She was more concerned with Gracie and her lack of heartworm meds. I explained about Gracie’s inability to swallow pills and how we’d tried for years to give her the expensive pills but most months we found them later under her dog bed. She said they’d have to consider this and she’d get back to me. Meanwhile, I wondered what the big deal was about heartworm, so I looked it up. “Holy shit,” I said to Nick. “We have to get those pills into Gracie somehow.” But then I read further and realized that there was also a topical heartworm medicine. I contacted my friend and neighbor who also happens to be our vet and asked him about it. “We don’t carry it, but I’ll write you a script,” he said.

I emailed Mindy back. “No worries. We found a way to get heartworm meds in Gracie.”

And that was that. We were now officially fosters for Operation Paws for Homes.

“Operation Paws for Homes?” asked Nick. “That’s kind of dorky sounding.” I made a face and then informed him that I’d been reading about rescues and OPH was very professional and moved a lot of dogs. “That’s good; I wouldn’t want us to take in some oddball dog and be stuck with it for years,” he said. I looked at Gracie, but said nothing.

Many of the rescues I’d read about were loaded with passion, but lacked organization and resources. I learned later how much rescue work is done on “a wing and a prayer,” and can only admire the self-sacrificing work done by so many, but if I was going to drag my family into this with me, I needed an organization with a real budget and a real plan. The people I talked to at OPH were passionate and professional, an important combination.

OPH also valued natural, healthy dog care—doling out coconut oil to help build up the foster dog’s immune system and cranberry extract to avert UTIs, feeding grain-free dog food, and dosing with probiotics.

“They’re weirdos, like me,” I said when I told the kids about the probiotics and grain-free food. They nodded knowingly. They’d spent the last eight years fighting my efforts to feed them more vegetables and less processed food, turning their noses up at my homemade yogurt. When I refused to subscribe to cable television or buy soda, they claimed I was stunting them socially. They rolled their eyes when I brought home a grain-grinder and invited local beekeepers to move their hives in. They were much more enthusiastic about Mom’s “dog thing” than Mom’s “organic thing.”

The next day, we were emailed a list of dogs headed our way on a transport that very weekend!

I looked through the options. I wanted to pick a good dog for our first foster. Fifteen-year-old Addie wanted a small dog—purse-sized. Twelve-year-old Ian, wanted a really, really big dog. When I asked my oldest son Brady, a senior in high school, what kind he wanted, he shrugged his shoulders. He was already mentally checking out of this inn, so he said any dog was fine. I chose Galina, the sweet little beagle with floppy ears and freckles who was now sleeping in our living room.

Galina was an odd name, a regular occurrence in dog rescue. One dog we’d considered adopting the month before was named Cornbread, and another Burrito. I wondered if the names were chosen according to what the rescue worker had for lunch that day. I thought Galina was a city in Texas, but I googled it and discovered it was the name of a wedding dress designer. So maybe the rescue worker was reading Brides magazine on her lunch break.

The next morning when I opened Galina’s crate, she regarded me warily from the back corner. I brought her some food and watched as she wolfed it down quickly. Then she took a tentative step toward me.

“See? I’m not so bad,” I said. I reached for her, and she braced herself but didn’t move. I clipped a leash on and she followed me outside. As the day wore on, she warmed up slowly. At first, remaining in her crate, but eventually wandering out to meet Gracie. In a few hours, she was exploring the house, crawling under the chairs in the kitchen in search of crumbs, and happily eating every treat I offered.

Galina’s first weekend with us was quite similar to having a visit from a busy toddler. She was adorable and made us speak in high pitched baby voices, but every time she was left unattended (and sometimes when she wasn’t), she put something she shouldn’t in her mouth. “Gross,” I laughed as she made off with Ian’s smelly soccer socks he’d left balled up beside the front door. Ever since he could walk, Ian had his hand or foot on a ball of some kind. He loved to play the game, any game, simply for the sheer joy of it. His sports gear littered our home. That weekend Galina gnawed on his baseball glove, chewed through the elastic on his shin guards, and popped a tiny souvenir football he’d won at the beach. She couldn’t resist the delicious scents of sweat, salt, and dirt.

I pulled a paper with the high school course selection list from her mouth. “Do you need this?” I asked Addie, holding out the wrinkled, sodden sheet. She paused, her hands poised above the piano keyboard, scowled at me and shook her head, before returning to her music. She had no patience for my interruptions or this new dog. Most days, Addie filled our home with music. She practiced for hours, pouring her emotions into the music. She’d always been an intense child. Even the doctor said so when at one day old she looked him in the eye and tracked his finger as he moved it back and forth. “She’s very intense,” he remarked. I remember lying in my hospital bed and wondering if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

Turns out it’s both. Having such an intense approach to life resulted in many tears and much yelling in her younger years. As a teenager, her highs are high and lows are low, and she always has an opinion that strains the fabric of our conservative small town. But when Addie pours all that intensity into her music, the result is stunning. Again and again, I listen to her sing or play and am left marveling at her gift and wondering where it will take her. Making a living in the arts is no small feat, but I am learning to accept her dream. When she talks about majoring in musical theater in college, her eyes light up with excitement, and each time I counter with, “But what else would you study?” her face drops and my heart knows I should have stayed quiet.

When Galina found a bottle of vitamins, she made music of her own, racing through the living room, the pills rattling in the plastic jar. I chased after her already imagining how I would explain to OPH that my foster had overdosed on children’s vitamins. That night when she chewed the side off the ottoman, I was almost grateful. The ugly vinyl ottoman had been an impulse buy and looked every bit as cheap as it was. Nick hauled it to the garbage and I vowed to keep a better eye on Galina.

On the counter at the orthodontists’ office where I’ve taken all three kids for braces, there is a shadow box containing a mangled, half-eaten retainer with a sign that says, “Dogs love retainers!” Every time I’ve seen it, I’ve thought, what kind of person would let their dog chew up a retainer? Now I knew—the kind of person who brought home a strange beagle in the dark of night and didn’t keep tabs on it.

By the end of the weekend, Galina seemed to like us more, but she still shrank from my touch. As I petted her, she froze, waiting for me to finish. It didn’t make sense that she shied from our attention, especially because she followed me from room to room, wagging her tail as I talked to her. What was her story? Galina arrived with no history. I scanned the handful of documents that came with her. No clues to her origin, only information on her health when pulled from the shelter. It seemed that people who work in the shelters don’t have time to document each dog’s story, they’re too busy trying to keep them alive. We’d have to deduce Galina’s history by her behaviors.

One Tuesday morning, Ian called shortly after he’d arrived at the middle school. He’d forgotten his drumsticks and practice pad, could I bring them? It was rare that Ian forgot anything. Brady and Addie had both been diagnosed with ADD at some point in their elementary years. They forgot instruments, lunches, and homework on a regular basis, but Ian was different. He had his father’s sense of responsibility, laying out his clothes the night before, reminding me about his orthodontist’s appointment, and was always dressed and ready thirty minutes before it was time to leave for practice. So when he called that morning asking if I could bring his drumsticks, I groaned and questioned whether it was necessary, but ultimately agreed to bring them to the school office before band period.

I decided to take Galina with me on the drive to school. She hadn’t been in a car since her arrival. As we drove, she peered out the window, occasionally letting out a quiet hound mutter when she saw something of interest. After leaving the drumsticks in the office for Ian, I hurried back to the car. Galina was sitting in the driver’s seat, paws on the steering wheel, watching out the window for me. As I approached she spun two circles, tail wagging, and then retreated to the backseat.

“See? You do like me!” I said, when I got in the car. She lay down on the seat and regarded me with her sad hound dog eyes as if to say, “For now.”

A few days later, we woke to eight inches of fresh snow. When I took Galina outside, she launched enthusiastically off the porch only to be immediately swallowed up in the deep powder. Her surprised expression made it clear she’d never seen snow before. With a quick shake of her head to free her long ears, she accepted the situation and in moments was leaping along like a dolphin across the yard. Ian chased after her with his sled.

The day was everything a snow day was supposed to be—sledding, shoveling, and hot chocolate. In the evening we all curled up on the couch in the living room to watch a movie. When I flicked on the TV, Galina stared at it intently. She climbed up on the back of the couch, never taking her eyes off the screen, and sat through the entire movie, seemingly enjoying it as much as we did.

This being Pennsylvania, the kids were back in school the very next day. We referred to this area as Pennsyltucky, partly because of the terrain, but mostly because of the attitudes and the plentiful 4x4 vehicles. Perched just four miles above the Mason-Dixon line, our exit is a frequent pit stop for people making their way from Baltimore or D.C. northward, as it boasts pretty much every fast-food restaurant in existence including a Cracker Barrel, whose parking lot is jammed at all hours. The original town is half a mile west of the exit and consists of one stoplight, a family-owned grocery store, and plethora of antiques shops. There’s a Walmart next to the interstate that serves as the town center; you can’t stop in to buy a roll of paper towels without running into someone you know.

“How’s the dog-thing going?” asked a friend as we stood in line to check out.

“I like it,” I told her.

“What kind of dog do you have?”

“She’s a beagle. Well, mostly beagle. She’s kind of small.”

“Like a pocket beagle?”

“Is there such a thing?”

“Yeah, I saw them in the paper. They weren’t cheap.”

I went home and informed my family that Galina was actually a pocket beagle. Nick looked at me skeptically.

“Where’d Galina come from?” asked Ian as she sat in his lap while he worked on homework at the kitchen table.

“South Carolina.”

“Didn’t anyone down there want her?”

“She was on the euthanasia list.”

Ian put down his pencil. He looked at Galina in his lap. “They were going to kill her?”

I nodded and unloaded the groceries. “They kill lots of dogs.”

“Like how many?”

“The shelter where she came from has to euthanize more dogs than they adopt out.”

“I’m glad she’s here,” he said and went back to his work. I was too. But in the big scheme of things, we’d only saved one beagle. There were countless others who never made it out of the shelter. I didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t imagine having to be the person who decided which dogs lived and which dogs died.
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Gracie watched Galina warily that first week, keeping her distance. But one morning I caught the two of them playing a game of tag in the living room. I’d come running when I heard Gracie’s snarls, but as I watched, they chased each other back and forth around the couch and coffee table. Galina looked like she was smiling and Gracie’s mouth hung open in delight. Eventually they lay down side by side on the carpet in a sunny spot. We were all in love with her, it seemed, even Gracie.

One night as I was walking Galina, waiting for her to focus and take care of business, there was a commotion in the driveway. Because of the snow and ice, the hay truck couldn’t get up the hill to our barn, so the hay was unloaded on the driveway instead. Nick began loading bales in and on our SUV to haul up to the barn. Galina was very interested in this activity, so I took her up the hill to watch.

I looped her leash around a post in the barn and helped stack the bales. Galina watched patiently, until a few chickens wandered into the barn probably looking to see if there was a second seating for dinner.

“What are these delightful creatures?” Galina yapped, in a high-pitched bark we hadn’t heard her use before. A voice that clearly said, “I have found my people and they are chickens!”

She threw herself into the task of reaching the chickens, using every ounce of her tiny beagle self to strain against her leash, her bark cut short by the pressure on her neck. When we finished unloading the hay, I allowed her to herd the chickens into a corner, the leash restricting her from actually touching them. (I was pretty sure she was interested in more than just playing with them.)

Eventually I dragged her away, but as we walked down the hill, she assumed a certain swagger and couldn’t avert her gaze from the barn full of feathered bliss. Our little beagle was coming into her own, it seemed.

A month had passed and she remained in our care. I checked her page on the rescue website regularly to update the pictures and see if she had any adoption applications. She was ready to find her forever home. Why wasn’t anyone choosing her?

I worried we were getting spoiled by our first foster dog. Maybe the next one wouldn’t be as much fun or as smart. “Next one?” everyone wondered when I mentioned it. How could I explain that, yes, we had started this venture looking for our next dog, but as I grew to love Galina, I realized that there were more like her, thousands more, who would never make it out of the shelters.

One night, Nick and I were watching college basketball. He was on the couch, and I was sitting on the floor in front of the couch working on a puzzle with one hand and stroking Galina’s back with the other. She let out a drowsy whimper and rolled over for me to rub her tummy.

“You like doing this, don’t you?” Nick asked. I knew he was talking about fostering dogs. All our conversations revolved around the topic lately.

“How could we not save more Galinas? There are so many other good dogs who deserve a second chance and will never get one. The least we can do is foster a few more. Maybe then we’ll adopt one.”

“Right,” he said, but the way he said it wasn’t cynical, it was accepting. He knew me. We’d been married almost twenty years. He’d listened to my opinions and dreams and schemes, sometimes questioning, but rarely doubting. He might not be as convinced as I that we needed to rescue more dogs, but we were partners in this life, and if rescuing dogs was something I was determined to do, I knew he’d help me do it.
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Finally, we received word that Galina had an approved adopter! I read the email and discovered the adopter had been following the blog I’d begun writing about our foster adventures. She already loved Galina and was excited to adopt the “floppy-eared princess.” The emails flew back and forth. I answered questions and made plans for them to meet her.

The day before Galina was to leave, I sat with her on the futon in my office, rubbing her ears and trying not to be teary. I wanted to say my goodbye now. I didn’t want to cry in front of the adopters. I’d always known she was leaving, but I hadn’t been able to picture it until a date was set.

Every day that Galina was here, she had made me laugh. Her presence had been a wonderful distraction from all that was plaguing my mind and my heart. That winter my dream of being a novelist was finally coming true, but it wasn’t anything like I pictured it. There was so much work between the time I finally wrote The End, and when that book could be held in a stranger’s hand at the bookstore. For so many years I wrote and queried agents and publishers, receiving rejection after rejection. I took that frustration and channeled it into writing more. Eventually, I got used to the rejection notices and even stopped saving them—hitting delete the moment I saw the word “regret.”

When I finally got a publication contract, I thought, This is it. I made it. But I hadn’t and I haven’t. Being a writer is rewarding in many, many ways, but definitely not financially. I was coming to terms with the fact that I’d put literally thousands of hours into reaching this point and in the end, it would feel great to say I’d been published, but it didn’t change the fact that we had three college educations to pay for, and my income wouldn’t even pay for the books they’d need to study at the school we couldn’t afford.

It was March now, and Brady still hadn’t decided on a college. He had full scholarship offers to several big schools in the South and Southwest, but they were enormous universities that made these offers based solely on the fact that Brady was a National Merit Scholar. These schools were like small cities. They were known for football and partying rather than academics. One of them was currently in the news because of racial unrest and what looked like institutional bigotry. I couldn’t imagine my kid who grew up in our one stoplight town, played D&D on the weekends, and regularly lost his wallet and shoes, thriving or even surviving in a Big Ten atmosphere. Besides that, they didn’t have the program he wanted to study—creative writing. “You’d have to major in English. What would be the point?” I asked. “And you’d probably need a bike to ride to classes,” I threatened. Brady hadn’t been on a bike since he’d crashed one into a tree on a camping trip four years before.*

“But it’s free,” he said. Which was a great point.

The school he really liked had offered him a decent scholarship. But to pay for the rest, Brady would have to take out a loan. He’d graduate nearly $100,000 in debt, which I knew all too well would be darn near impossible to pay off with his creative writing degree. The other option would be for Nick and me to pick up the difference. This would be equivalent to us buying a luxury car we never got to drive every year for four years. And then we’d have to find a genie in a bottle to pay for Addie’s college and hope that something changed or our government finally reined in the exorbitant price of college by the time Ian graduated high school in five years. Brady knew this too, so he was ready to try the free ride at the big school rather than go into debt or ask us to pay for the school where he wanted to be. We were in a tight spot. I wished I’d spent the last ten years working at one of the fast-food restaurants out by the interstate instead of squirreled away in my office writing stories.

My heart was torn. I wanted my son to have the college experience I had. I wanted him to have four years following his passion and meeting friends he would keep for life, but at what cost?

I went to move the laundry from the washer to the dryer and Galina followed me, a little beagle shadow. As I passed through the living room, I tried not to notice the layer of dust on the furniture or the dog hair coating our carpet. Years ago, after Addie was born, I’d decided to quit my job and stay home full-time. We let the housecleaning service go and I took up the job. I’m no Martha Stewart and my cleaning attitude has always been keep it clean enough to be healthy. That means there might be a few messes, but there isn’t mold growing anywhere.

After Ian was born, I began doing freelance writing for regional papers and a few magazines while I secretly worked on a novel. Cleaning became even less of a priority. Now that I had a real publishing contract and a book deal, I had to write. It wasn’t just to keep my mind engaged so I didn’t go crazy from struggling with the directions for Legos or trying to match up the Polly Pocket shoes and purses. It was a job. A low-paying job, but a job nonetheless. Cleaning the house had devolved into shoving things in baskets and occasionally running the vacuum cleaner. If a houseguest loomed or I had to host book club, I would dust, clean a bathroom, and keep the lights dim or hold our meeting on the porch. Between my writing, Galina’s trail of destruction, and three teenagers disinclined to follow a chore chart their mother was unlikely to follow through on, the mess in the house was bad. Seriously bad. And it stressed me out.

Galina had been a wonderful distraction from all of that—the deadlines, the decisions, the mess. Even now, with tears on my face at the thought of goodbye, I could laugh remembering the time she dragged a stuffed elephant from Ian’s room that was so big she couldn’t see where she was going so she wandered in circles bumping into the door frame, or the time I’d pulled off my sweatshirt and she’d attempted to carry it off, but instead it caused her to trip repeatedly as I chased her down.

I called my OPH coordinator and got the scoop on the adoption contract. It was long. OPH’s contracts were meant to protect the dog for life. This was a good thing. This was a good organization. I trusted them, and I trusted their process, so I knew the people coming for Galina would be more than qualified to take her home.

Despite my present sadness, I was excited to meet Galina’s new family. I hoped they’d change her silly name. Maybe Princess Sugar Paws or Sweetie the Sock-Eater. Okay, maybe not those names, but a forever name for her forever home.

The adoption was supposed to take place Saturday, but Friday afternoon I got an email that said Galina’s adopters had chosen another dog. At first I was relieved, and then I felt guilty that I was relieved, and then sad for Galina. And sad for us, too, since we’d all been coming to terms with saying goodbye and now we’d have to do it all over again when the next adopter appeared.

Later that same evening, Nick, Brady, and I drove two hours to Susquehanna University, the school that Brady wanted to attend, for a presentation on their honors program. As the presentation dragged on, I checked my phone and saw that Galina had a new approved adopter! Could we meet her tomorrow? Lump in throat, I sent a quick note to the potential adopter.

I knew they would be the perfect parents for Galina when in response to my honest warning about Galina’s chewing habits, the adopter wrote, “We know about the chewing. Our previous beagle mix chewed through our home. I don’t own a pair of flip-flops without teeth marks in them!”

The new adopters arrived Saturday morning with Galina’s new furbrother, Gimli, a Chihuahua about the same size as Galina with crazy Taco Bell–dog ears. The couple worried Gimli would be protective and aggressive with Galina, but she won him over in mere minutes. That’s my girl, I thought. Galina warmed up to her adopters even faster. When she met new people, Galina would generally hang back, shy and unsure, until she got to know them. Not with these two. It was almost like she recognized them. Hey, it’s Mom and Dad! She trotted happily along beside her new dad when I gave him her leash.

Before they left, Ian selected one of Galina’s stuffed animals from the pile in her crate and her favorite sock that had not yet been completely unraveled and gave them to her new family.

After she was gone, I kept thinking of things I should have told them. Sometimes when you walked her, she’d duck from loud cars and then spring after them when they passed. I did remember to warn them that she loved to eviscerate toilet paper rolls.

All that day, as I sorted what was left of her toys between salvageable or not, I held in the tears. That night I watched basketball with no little snuggle muffin to make it worth my while. At bedtime, there were no late-night dog-chasing-dog shenanigans. No laps around the living room; Gracie went to bed uneventfully.
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