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  For Cheri Tripp

  Thank you for rescuing Mr. Wilson and making our lives richer. Arkansas may be hundreds of miles away from Rhode Island, but with Mr. Wilson between us, we will always be close.
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  FOREWORD

  Several birthdays had come and gone. There was always a card from Michael, and inside a small handwritten note with soulful words expressing that indeed love was still there and always would be. And really, it was. Most times there was nothing much from me. Michael always came through with a gift; maybe from a small unusual gift store he passed on a rescue run in Providence. I usually failed when it came to that. Everyone knew it was hard for me to get around, so no one questioned it.

  I’ve often wondered if I used my decreased mobility as an excuse to remain detached. I hope not. Internet shopping was an option that I usually ignored. I’m sad about that when I think of it now but this year I felt different, and I think Michael did too. Many things had changed during his twenty-two-year career as a Rescue Lieutenant and then Rescue Captain in a busy city fire department in Providence, Rhode Island. He often worked seventy-two-hour weeks for us. It all came to an end after years of straining his back from heavy lifting and various other things that came with such a job.

  Getting to know each other again and finding a comfort level with who we were now was a challenge, but things were becoming more comfortable. I wanted his upcoming birthday to be special. I wanted him to know that I was aware of the losses he (we) had experienced throughout the past few years. It was time to close some old wounds.

  Leaving our big, yellow cape-style home, which we both loved and had spent many years turning into what we thought looked like a country cottage, was more emotional than we had anticipated. We furnished much of it with pieces and things from old consignment shops; the kind that sells so-called diamonds in the rough.

  People’s memories were for sale, sometimes heaped in the back of an old barn. Often we would find a part of a lamp, or a table missing a drawer, or just simply a drawer, and buy it. Michael would laugh at the mish-mash I thought was worthy of carting home. Many things we picked up had most likely been placed on the side of the road, intended for the dump, but by the end our efforts, they often would be reborn or remade into a memory that became part of our life in that home.

  Leaving our neighbors Bob and Tara was difficult; the gate that connected our backyards had brought us together often rather than keeping each other out. Monday was card game night and having the gate made carting snacks that much easier. Our pool was always open to their family. Michael had few close friends, due to his schedule I guess, but Michael and Bob had grown to be best friends, always ready to help each other out. Tara and I were house-proud; we always exchanged recipes and had reached a comfort level I don’t often experience with others. Card night was entertaining; not too much card-playing, but always lots to eat, some wine, and the conversations about the kids, whose activities provided us with endless stories. Our kids were high school and college age, theirs elementary, junior high and high school, so our stories gave them something to look forward to, you might say.

  The move also affected our two big old dogs, who were uprooted from the only home they had ever known. We always thought they would be put to rest at that home, but because of difficulty going up and down stairs, it became apparent that a one-level house was a wise choice. We thought we could transform our next house into a place that felt like home, like we did with the yellow one. But two houses with a rental in-between were far from what we had envisioned. The dogs were put to sleep a short time after we moved into the second home. I always felt adjustment of the moves took a toll on their tired old bones. I’ve always felt guilty about uprooting them and us.

  Being responsible for another dog wasn’t something I wanted to take on again or thought I could, but life is not all about me. This time it was about taking a chance and putting a little skip in my husband’s walk, and I mean that both literally and figuratively. Walking was part of a health routine advised by his physician. I knew walking itself was fairly boring, but walking alone was more so, especially when he spent twelve years walking two huge dogs who brought attention wherever they went. That is what he had lost some four years ago, his walking buddies, his pals. That’s the one thing about pets—we usually outlive them.

  So on a peaceful Saturday morning, I sat in front of my computer searching for the one thing I never planned on having again, “a dog.” Not a big dog, not a hairy dog, and not a yappy one. I am the kind of person who decides to do something, digs in, and gets it done. I started with Pet Finder. A zip code or state is all you need, and it will show you all the available dogs in your area. Page after page, I looked and bookmarked all the dogs I thought would suit us. I was nervous the whole time that this could be a big mistake. Michael is a six-foot-three gentle giant who never yells and usually gives in to whatever the girls or I want. From what I’d read, I knew that taking the alpha position with dogs would be important, and I wondered if he was up to the task, but I had a good feeling about this. I wanted this for him, for us.

  When you have lost the ability to run and open the door and let the pup out, or navigate quickly to avoid the mishaps of a pup, you really have to think about who will ultimately take charge. Later that day, when we both had down time, I called him in to show him my search results and get a feel for how he felt about my birthday gift to him. At first I’m sure he thought it was a fun idea, but that I never would really go through with it. He looked interested but hesitant. He went along, anyway. I already knew which little fellow I thought we should look into adopting, but it was his birthday, after all. We looked at the computer screen and he pointed out a couple he liked, but the dog bookmarked “number one” ultimately got his okay. We ended the day, went to sleep, and the next day I called the number attached to this scruffy, dirty white dog named Wilson.

  The woman who I spoke with was from the Rhode Island Friends of Homeless Animals Association. Her name was Roie. She explained that the dog was in Arkansas and in a foster home now but arrangements would be made to have him delivered by transport on the next trip coming in from the south if all the criteria were met. She gave me the name of the woman in Arkansas who was in charge of that FOHA organization and told me to call her to find out any information I would need. I started to wonder if this was bigger than I thought, but will admit I was intrigued by the whole idea of such a group of people engaged in the rescue of animals. Animal Planet is one of my favorite TV stations and I watched many shows that focused on the circumstances of dogs in the south and the many puppy mills that exist there.

  On the next phone call, I spoke with a woman named Carol Johnson who gave me the number of the foster mom who was taking care of Wilson. Another day went by before I got up the nerve to call, as this was one step further into the reality that we would have a dog again. It was late morning and I sat in front of the computer screen with the picture of Wilson on it and dialed the number.

  Michael had been outside, and part of me wanted him to stay there so if the call was not what I had expected, I could forget my crazy idea. As the phone rang, Michael walked in, so I motioned for him to come in and sit. I put the phone on speaker just as I heard the voice on the other end. A woman answered with a happy, robust, Southern droll and we both looked at each other with big smiles, smiles we hadn’t exchanged in a long time. We listened, somewhat giggly, as she told us all about Wilson and how she became his foster mom. We asked very few questions; it just didn’t seem necessary. The feeling was all good; it felt right; it felt exciting. That day I saw a part of Michael that I hadn’t seen in a long time: a pleasant contentment.

  So begins the story of the dog we call Mr. Wilson.

  —Cheryl Morse

  September 2014


  INTRODUCTION

  On a brisk April morning, a parking lot full of people waited expectantly for the dogs they had adopted from various animal rescue organizations to arrive. We were together but separate—families, couples, single men and women bonded by the humanity that compelled us to adopt homeless dogs. Anticipation filled the air moments before the red tractor trailer appeared and our dogs arrived.

  Then, the magic began. A collective happy-to-be-alive moment, which lasted well over an hour, enveloped us as our dogs were delivered. Afterward, we went our separate ways, each holding onto the precious memories of those moments as well as the parts of our lives that had previously been missing. For the dogs, their four-day trip from “down south” was over. For us, the journey had just begun.

  Too often we bask in the negativity that surrounds us and dwell on the things that didn’t happen or should have happened. But unplanned, unexpected, and unbelievable moments do happen. Periodic feelings of bliss can grab us by the throat, shake us to the core, clear our sight, and give us the clarity of mind and presence of body to stop everything, breathe deeply, turn toward the sun, feel its warmth on our skin, and bask in the moment that good fortune has given us. To feel it, acknowledge it, know that it is true, and accept the moment as a gift to be treasured is the most important thing a person can do. Letting something great pass us by without acknowledging the moment is life squandered. I will never forget the moment that Mr. Wilson arrived, for it was perfect.

  Mr. Wilson Makes It Home is about love, loss, and hope. It has moments of hilarity and heartbreak, training tips for dogs and humans, compassion, giving, taking, eating, laughing, and appreciating the rare moments of grace that make our existence not simply worthwhile, but magnificent.

  The gifts we received the day we brought Mr. Wilson home far exceed the simple acquisition of a pet and all the fun that goes with it. My hope for you is that you will see a glimpse of yourselves in our story, and if something is missing in your lives, may it open your heart to the idea of bringing a pet home or, if you already have one, perhaps adopting another.


  PART I: THE PRESENT


  Chapter 1
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  DESIGNER DOGS

  When Cheryl decided to get us a dog, nothing could stop her. She made her mind up on a Wednesday; ten days later, on a brisk but beautiful Sunday morning, I held a twelve-pound pooch in my arms. He was a mutt, or at least what used to be considered a mutt, and he melted into my body as though he belonged there, his tired brown eyes barely open and his heart beating away. I thanked the man who handed him off to me and then turned my eyes toward my wife, who leaned on our car, capturing images of random moments with her camera. She smiled, and I smiled, and Wilson opened those eyes of his completely, and he smiled too.

  We used to call them mutts, now we call dogs like him “designer dogs.” I think the mutts in my life would get a kick out of that designation; they certainly acted as though they were created by design rather than by misfortune. Mutts were everywhere when I was a kid in the seventies; spaying was not high on a family’s list of priorities. Packs of dogs ran free in the neighborhoods of my town, and nobody really minded. Cardboard signs with the words FREE PUPPIES and an arrow leading to the bounty were a common sight. The signs would be nailed onto wooden phone poles by boys who prowled the neighborhood streets on bicycles equipped with monkey handlebars and banana seats—one hand holding the hammer and signs, the other keeping the bike headed in the right direction, a pocketful of roofing nails poking their skin and no helmets on their heads, but they somehow managed. If your dog had a litter, you would give the pups six weeks to grow, put up the signs, and then give them away.

  The mutt that Cheryl found for us is a schnoodle; half poodle and half schnauzer, which is the best of the two breeds combined. Schnoodles are as smart as poodles, strong-willed as schnauzers, clever and active like poodles, and affectionate, like schnauzers. They are great hunting dogs, can retrieve prey, herd, protect, play the piano, and, best of all, they don’t shed.

  For a designer dog, Wilson got off to a rough start. His was no life of privilege. There are places where people treat dogs like revenue producers and operate businesses that some call puppy farms, or mills. As their name implies, dogs are treated like cash crops and live in filthy cages. They never run, or play, or feel what it is like to be loved, cherished, and adored by a human. They may spend their days in severe hot or cold temperatures, for it matters not to the people who farm the dogs. They are fed the bare minimum and are diseased and malnourished, but their puppies look good. The public’s insatiable appetite for cute puppies keeps these places going, churning out litter after litter, until the female dogs are unable to deliver, and they are disposed of, or the males lose interest in reproducing, and they disappear.

  The dog that now nestled in my arms and had already captivated me came from such a place. It was hard to believe—he seemed perfect, happy to be alive, and not the product of such a harsh environment. But he was, and now he wasn’t. Somewhere in Arkansas lives, or lived, a poodle and a schnauzer, and their lives have one purpose and one purpose only. Their living conditions are deplorable, and they live in misery, but manage to produce stock for the nation’s pet stores and Internet sites that sell their offspring for a decent profit. Volume is the way to make the most money, so they are forced to pump out as many revenue producers as nature will allow. And so do the other thousands of prisoners that exist in these places. But they make cute puppies . . .

  Somebody bought this one, our new dog, in a pet store and then cast him aside when they realized that owning a dog equals a lot of work.

  Most of us have learned to be more responsible pet owners, and many people see the value in having our pets spayed and neutered. People are inherently good, and kind, and when presented with the overwhelming data that supports the practice of spaying and neutering, they willingly get on board. By doing so, the supply side of the supply-and-demand equation for free puppies is a little lacking and opportunists abound.

  I guess the days of the Free Puppy signs on pieces of cardboard are over. Sometimes progress isn’t all that great. But my new dog certainly appeared to be, and I couldn’t believe how good it felt to hold him. Cheryl had taken a leap of faith in getting him, and her gesture was not lost on me. We weren’t simply getting a dog. We were affirming our bond, our commitment to each other, and our willingness to move forward into an unknown, unpredictable future. His presence in our lives had the potential to create a cohesiveness that had been missing for far too long.


  Chapter 2
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  MEETING

  Cheryl knew me better than I knew myself, and she saw changes in me, just a few months after retiring from my job as a Rescue Captain with the Providence, Rhode Island, fire department. I wasn’t aware of any changes; all I knew was that I just wasn’t as tired. It had been a long twenty-two years, and the job took me away from home for far too long. I think I lost myself during that time, and Cheryl knows that I did.

  There is more to life than work and dogs, and our troubles went deeper than the obvious, but getting rid of work, or rather, too much work, and bringing a dog back into our lives would give us a chance to repair what was once a great relationship but had turned sour from lack of attention. For any relationship to thrive, there needs to be two willing participants, both present and willing to do the work to maintain it. She knew that though we would never “get over” the loss of our previous dogs Zimba and Lakota, it was time to get on with our lives, and a new dog was a great place to start. Left up to me, the decision to get a new dog would have never been made; it was just something that I thought unlikely to happen, and I was afraid to open old hurts.

  I should have known that when something doesn’t seem likely—and owning another dog was high on the list of things unlikely to happen—chances are that something good is likely going to happen, thanks to Cheryl. It’s just that way with us, and has been for the last thirty years. Thirty years? It seems like yesterday.

  Thirty years ago, Cheryl was a woman with two young daughters who left an unhappy marriage after ten years, found a job waitressing at a nice restaurant, and began her new life. She had to sell her house, which had an apartment upstairs that she moved into. It must have been difficult living in the apartment you used to own, but the people who bought her home were close friends who loved Danielle and Brittany as if they were their own children. It was truly a blessing the girls were able to sleep in their own beds at night while their mother worked to support them. David and Michaela got more than a house when they moved into Cheryl’s home; they gained a family.

  I was a bartender at the restaurant, saw the new waitress, and was immediately smitten. It was a busy place, and she had exaggerated her experience while applying for the job, not knowing that the charm that exuded from her pores had landed her the position before the manager had even looked at her résumé. She was in over her head, but it didn’t matter; the people at the restaurant wanted her to succeed.

  We grew close, and I helped her garnish her drinks while the bar crowd behind me demanded theirs, but I ignored them so I could teach her to put a cherry in a Manhattan and a lime in a margarita, not the other way around. They were small things, but without them the drinks would be all wrong. She appreciated the extra attention, and I couldn’t help myself. We became friends, and when the gang went out after work, we ended up together, dancing at the clubs, talking in the parking lot of the restaurant when the partying was over and the rest of the crew went their separate ways, staying up late, getting to know each other’s dreams and realities.

  Time progressed and we became inseparable and started our lives together. We would leave work at midnight; when the gang went to their clubs and parties, we would veer off together and often end up at our favorite spot, Conimicut Point, a small beach in our hometown, and walking in the sand under the moonlight. I taught her to skim stones across the still surface of the water, and we watched the tides ebb and flow under the pale moonlight. Sometimes we would sit in an empty lifeguard chair high above the sand, hold hands, and share soft kisses that became more passionate as the weeks of our friendship grew to months, and our lives became forever entwined.


  Chapter 3
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  PEOPLE AND ANIMALS

  The stages of life come and go without us seeing the gradual changes in ourselves that living brings. I had been miserable for some time and never even knew it. I thought I was fine, and that everybody was much like I was—a cynical, depressed fool. I don’t know when it started, or when it stopped, but Cheryl did. She also saw me coming back; she liked what she saw, felt some relief, and hoped that our dark ages had passed. I started to see the world and people in it the way I used to, before my job brought me to places I never could have imagined. With each passing day, I felt my optimism returning and began letting go of the resentments and cynicism that had crept up on me.

  In a blink, our lives had progressed from two kids in love to two people in their fifties, still in love, but struggling. Time has a way of wearing a person down and, as it progresses, the windows of opportunity close, one by one, until there are more years behind you than ahead. Finding the blissful serenity that true love brings can be elusive. Love is funny; we like to think the adult version is the real deal, and kids don’t know anything about it, but I distinctly remember being a kid and love was most definitely the real deal. I felt harder, and hurt harder, and the joy that made the pain worth the trouble was more intense when I was young and everything was new. I missed the intensity I once felt and thought it was gone forever.

  One thing that makes older love almost as good as the younger version are the memories that build as time progresses and having the ability to conjure up lost emotions elicited from those memories with a simple act of recollection. There are plenty of windows to be opened, and plenty that should stay closed, because some moments of recall can hurt. We had plenty of memories, some better than others, and plenty of pets to help us make them. Now, we had another, and some time to make the future more than time spent living in the past.

  Animals are great, but we need other people to be human. As great as our pets are, or can be, they will never be able to take the place of human companionship. There is a lot to be learned from living with a dog, or a cat, but we learn everything by sharing our lives with other people. There are people, and there are animals, and we need each other, but the animals need us a little more. There’s nothing better, though, than adding a dog that comes with no baggage, no expectations, and no resentment into a troubled relationship. And best of all, one who doesn’t even know he needs us at all.

  There was a dog out there, somewhere, just waiting for us to find him and bring him home. Cheryl found ours by searching the way just about everybody finds just about everything: she did a Google search. Things happen fast on the information super-highway, and it didn’t take long to turn the pixels on our computer screen into reality. A homeless dog was adopted by two dog-less people, and two dog-less people were adopted by the homeless dog. Our little guy was thousands of miles away when Cheryl first saw his little face. And then thousands of miles were eclipsed, just like that!

  Of course, there is more to the story. Doing anything worthwhile is difficult, and getting our new dog from there to here did not magically just happen. Procedures were in place; volunteers standing by; phone calls, emails, veterinary appointments, drop-offs and pick-ups, and deposits were made; there were inspections, paperwork, background checks; and on and on. People are behind this remarkable network—good, loving, dedicated people, worthy of every human being’s respect.

  Great things do not just happen. People make them happen, and it’s hard work with no monetary reward. Money can’t buy a person love and happiness, but the evidence of love and happiness being available for free happened right before our eyes.


  Chapter 4
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  STARFISH

  Cheryl’s internet search for dogs for adoption in Rhode Island led her to a place called Petfinder, and true to the name of the site, we found our pet. Knowing nothing about the complicated, fragile, and remarkable pipeline that existed for these homeless animals, she thought the pictures flashing across her screen were of dogs close by, perhaps as near as the local animal shelter. Rhode Island is a small state, the smallest of the fifty, but has no shortage of shelters. Each of the state’s thirty-nine cities or towns has their own government, their own police department, fire department, and school. Most have their own animal shelters as well, and a number of private places join the municipal facilities for a total of sixty-three shelters in a state you can drive through in less than an hour. There are a lot of homeless animals under our noses, and we wanted to give one another chance.

  Roie Griego started Friends of Homeless Animals of RI (FOHARI) as a rescue organization that found homes for unwanted Boston terriers. But that is far from how Roie began rescuing animals. Her work has taken her to places that most of us can barely imagine. The suffering that exists in the animal kingdom is staggering and unnecessary.

  For some, animal rescue is a passion, and they devote their lives to making the world we live in a better place because of the work they do. Some may ask, “Why bother rescuing unwanted pets and animals when there is so much need in the human population?” I have asked the same questions, never giving enough thought to the answer.

  After talking with Roie, the answer became clear. We rescue animals because, by doing so, we help both people and the animals who inhabit this earth at the same time we do. It humbles me to think that in one hundred years, nearly every person or animal alive right now will be gone. The animals cannot take care of themselves, and people are directly affected by the health and well-being of the animals. Spending time in Mexico, working to improve the lives of abandoned and feral animals there, Roie learned that even the smallest contribution to lessening the enormity of the homeless pet problem is a worthy undertaking. Her work with stray street dogs was the catalyst for Veterinarians Without Borders, whose mission statement is: “Veterinarians Without Borders advances human health and livelihoods in underserved areas by sustainably improving veterinary care and animal husbandry, working toward preventing, controlling and eliminating priority diseases. Our Vision: Enhance human and animal health and create a secure, diverse, and healthy food supply for all the world’s people.”

  I asked Roie how she remains dedicated after seeing so much misery. She has been an activist for more than thirty years, has worked with the Audubon Society showing children the value of wildlife at the Blue Hills Trailside Museum in Massachusetts, and was involved with Jacques Cousteau’s “Involvement Days.” She lived in Texas and became the chair of a local Boston terrier group’s rescue division, which in all likelihood led her to her work as the president of FOHARI.

  “The story of the starfish describes it best,” she said, and I waited for her to continue, knowing from the brief time that we shared talking on the phone that this was a special person, and the story that would follow worthy of hearing. “A man walked along the beach, and millions of starfish had washed ashore. He bent over, and over, tossing them back into the ocean so that they might live a little longer. A different man walked toward him, stopped when he saw what was going on, and asked the man throwing the fish back into the ocean why he bothered when so many would be left to die in the sand or be washed back ashore. What difference did it make? The man who had been throwing the starfish back in the ocean stopped what he was doing, looked at the living creature in his hand, and said, ‘Because to this starfish, it makes all the difference.’ And he threw the starfish into the ocean, and bent over and picked up another.”

  All the pets FOHA helps are kept in foster homes until somebody notices them, usually through the Internet, but sometimes at adoption events. Local pet stores and many pet supply chains have gotten on board, foregoing the practice of selling puppies in lieu of holding adoption events. Different animal rescue groups come together and hold an adoption festival, the foster pets are all brought to a central location, and people looking to adopt can look around and find their perfect pet.

  I never knew any of this. It was inconceivable to me that thousands of people cared for dogs in their homes so that somebody else could adopt them. I had spent the last twenty-plus years working as an EMT in Providence. My world revolved around sick people, injured people, dead and dying people, and people who had given up hope. There was an occasional happy ending to a 911 call, but the negative outcomes far exceeded the positive. It is a difficult environment in which to stay optimistic, and I fell into the deep end of the pool of disillusionment head first.

  Simply knowing that people with whom I share this Earth find the time, empathy, and hope within themselves to chip away at the immense problem of unwanted pets opened my eyes to the possibility that perhaps there is a better way, and closing the doors of my mind on the problem was not necessarily a very good coping mechanism. My job made me good at taking care of sick and injured people. It was time for my life to veer toward taking care of myself, my family, and maybe even some homeless pets.


  Chapter 5
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  CATS

  Wilson would not be our first pet, nor would he be our first adopted pet. A house without a pet—or at least fond memories of one—is not a home, I always say. I love the way the little critters give a house personality. In many ways, our homes are more homes to the pets that live there than they are to us. We are part-time members in our houses, most days spending only half of our waking hours there, some days even less than that. Our pets never leave. They never complain about not getting away. Most don’t go on vacations or trips to the mall. For the most part, they stay put and are happy at home. Some might go on a poorly conceived dash through the neighborhood every now and then, imagining themselves as wild as their ancestors and impulsively darting out of an open door or digging under a fence, grasping their need to run free, but they always come to their senses and find their way home. Sometimes it only takes a minute; sometimes it takes longer than they had planned. Some never make it home at all and become homeless pets. But, in general, they stay home, and they like it just fine.
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