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IT'S THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT AND I'M SITTING AWAKE listening as my little Sula rattles the house with her snores. I'm not kidding—the old barge-board floor is humming. And then Zephyr joins in, adding her own short nasal bursts in response to Sula's larger, more melodramatic performance. Together, they sound like dueling tubas. Occasionally a foghorn joins them from the Mississippi River a few blocks away. Of the four of us, Brando is the only one who isn't known to snore at all, but that may be because he is able to stretch out comfortably across the bed. Why he is allowed this privilege, before even me, is one of the mysteries of living in a house of dogs. And the crazy thing is that I don't mind at all. Crazy, that is, if you don't have a houseful of dogs yourself.

Last spring, Terry Gross asked me to describe my relationship with Brando when I was a guest on her NPR show, Fresh Air. “He's my soul mate,” I said, without thinking. I say some of my best things without thinking, but in this case I really hoped that it might be edited out. I wanted to appear at least somewhat rational on the subject of dogs. No such luck. And while I did get a few e-mails from people who accused me of being sick, irresponsible, and wrong, I found far more people who felt the need to write to say, “When you described your dog as your soul mate, I was relieved to know I'm not the only crazy one.” (And, just as frequently, “I knew you must have been talking about a pit bull.”)

Dogs are the common denominator—unless you are talking with certain cat people, or that rare unfortunate person who has missed out on the amazing lessons to be learned from dogs. Dogs transcend all of the things that keep us from thinking we can understand each other: age, class, race, vocation.

Even geography. When The Dogs Who Found Me was published, I discovered that I had an amazing opportunity: While traveling to promote the book, I got to meet hundreds of amazing dogs who introduced me to their equally amazing people. In many cases, the dogs had been rescued, quite literally, from death row, due to perceived health and behavior problems. But in each case, someone decided that they were worth the work of saving.

Before I get started, I have a disclaimer to share: Difficult dogs make more compelling stories. We all know people who have perfect dogs, well mannered, with no issues or health problems. But we're unlikely to hang on every word of that friend sharing the story of how their dog never barks, never vomits or gets diarrhea. There's no drama there. But the value of working with troubled dogs isn't limited to great storytelling. Humans and dogs learn from our challenges and working together to overcome them.

As I type this, my shirt features several blotches of Kaopectate—not from missing my pit bull Sula's mouth, but from the kisses she gave me immediately after receiving this morning's dosage. Brando, the giant brindle Dane/pit mix, is relaxing on the bed after a visit to the vet for his latest Adequan injection; at six and a half, he's been diagnosed with osteoarthritis. These latest ailments are just the tip of the iceberg with these two. If I have a dog who approaches normal at all, it is the rottie mix, Zephyr, who spends her time in the park squirming across the lawn on her back, going from person to person begging for tummy rubs, and then dragging a cloud of dust back to the house with her, like Pigpen from Peanuts.

One of the remarkable surprises of doing rescue work—whether it's fostering dogs or volunteering in a shelter—is that each dog stays with you long after they've found their home. These are dogs who may have issues, but their issues, and our growing understanding of what they are about, are part of what bonds us to them. But it isn't just their complex personalities that sear them into our memories; it is also their history of relationships with the people who helped them along the way. It is their small triumphs and the simple fact that dogs don't ever give up.

This past year is bursting with great dogs that I will never forget: the pit bull who raised a piglet as its own; the hemophiliac dog trained as a therapist; the Ninth Ward dogs who returned with their owners to rebuild New Orleans. There were equally memorable people: the owner of a day spa who trained to provide acupuncture to special needs dogs, another novelist who rescued thousands of dogs in memory of his wife's unforgettable retriever and the woman who followed her young daughter to a shelter as her chaperone and stayed to work with dogs on her own.

All of this, some people will say, is not normal … whatever normal is. Those people can put this book down right now; I didn't write it for you. I wrote it for the dogs, and their dog-crazy folks. And for Duque, who will never be forgotten.




Hi,

I just heard your interview with Terry Gross on NPR. Then I went to Amazon and ordered your book.

I'm going to attach a picture of my found dog, Emma. She's part pit, part Lab, part I don't know what. Our yellow Lab, River, died on September 10, right after my mom died. We had River for thirteen years. Emma came to us about six months later and was truly a healer. I loved the story about your dog who, after your heart surgery, kept putting his ear against your chest to make sure that your new heart was working. Amazing … but I get it. I'm writing to you (something I never do) because I am a potter. My studio is called Muddy Dog Studio, after Emma, who is usually muddy. I would love to send you a dog … they are made out of clay. You can see them on my website, www.muddydogstudio.com. But I need an address to send it to.

Thank you for your book and
a great hour on NPR.
Katie
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IN AUGUST THE TICOS MAKE THEIR ANNUAL PILGRIMAGE to Cartago to honor La Negrita, the patron saint of Costa Rica. This year I arrived just a few days late, in time to see the news coverage in the local papers, declaring the pilgrimage one of the largest in years. It had been six years since I had lived in Costa Rica at an artists' colony in the village of Ciudad Colón, and during that time I had visited La Negrita several times, dragging reluctant Americans with me to the back of the basilica to see the tokens people left in thanks. Most of these are in the form of small metal charms representing whatever prayer had been granted: arms, eyes, legs, dogs, horses, houses, and also bowling statues, award ribbons, wedding photos. You could see the whole country in that one room.

According to legend, La Negrita—a small black statue of a girl—was found alongside the river by a girl washing clothes against the stones. She carried the small figure home, but when she woke in the morning, it was gone. She returned to the river, where the statue was once again found. Each time she took the statue home, it reappeared at the riverbed. Finally, she went to the church leaders to tell them, and it was agreed that this was a sign that the bed of the river was blessed and would make a stable foundation for the new church, whose construction had been plagued by earthquakes. The river still runs beneath the church and is considered holy. Even during the off-season, people bring their newborn babies to the water. Teenagers come to brush their teeth in it.

In the year 2000, I lived in Costa Rica for six months and fell in love with the dogs. There were many visitors on the farm during my stay there, and everyone knew about me and my love for Duque, who, like most dogs in Central America, didn't seem to belong to anyone. On my last visit to La Negrita, I put a coin in the box and lit a candle, and the two Americans I was with that day expressed their surprise.

“What are you praying for?” one asked.

“I can't tell you,” I said, as if telling her would ruin the prayer and my wish wouldn't come true. The other woman with us said, “I think I know.”

I was lighting a candle for Duque, the dog I had to leave behind.

Dogs don't last long in Costa Rica, particularly in the countryside, where even if they are owned, they are allowed to run free, down the unpaved, winding rock roads, into the villages where they hang out on corners waiting for food. In Ciudad Colón, at the one restaurant in town, they would wander in and sit in groups around each table, or, if I was there, climb directly into my lap. Duque lived on the farm at the top of the hill, where I stayed in a small apartment, and he joined me every day for an afternoon nap, and then returned each evening to guard my door. Sometimes, we would play tug-of-war with a sock and then race each other up the damp, mossy-tiled road to the very top of the mountain. This was long before my heart gave way to a pacemaker. This was before 9/11. Before moving south to New Orleans. Before Katrina. My three months in Costa Rica with Duque represent a plateau in my life, the solid ground I can look back on when things get rocky. Yet when it was time to leave Costa Rica, the airline insisted that I leave him behind.

I knew that he wouldn't be there when I returned, which probably had something to do with the length of time it took for me to go back there. That, and Brando, the dog who took Duque's place when I got back to New York and realized that I couldn't live without one. When I finally did return six years later, I prepared myself for Duque's absence as much as I could. I promised myself that I wouldn't expect to see him running up the tiled drive, or burying dog biscuits beneath the bamboo outside my door. And I knew not to ask after him with any of the locals who might still remember me. I knew not to ask because I didn't want to know, and also because I didn't want to reveal that I was still thinking about a dog I had only known for a few months, six years ago. A lifetime, in dog years.

There was a white horse that lived in a small corral on a terraced piece of land halfway down the mountain. I had passed him several times a day, walking down to the village and later walking back up. He always stood in front of his stable and never moved toward me until, after a month of passing him, I went to the Caribbean coast for a few days. Upon my return, I was hiking from the bus stop back up the mountain when I heard the horse whinny before running to the side of the road to greet me, which he continued to do each time I passed by for the remaining two months. But he never let me touch him.

On Christmas Eve, the day before I left, Duque joined me at the horse's gate, and I introduced them. Duque stretched his neck up toward the horse, and the horse bent down until their noses touched, and then they backed away.

Early Christmas morning, as I was leaving after my three-month stay, my cab drove slowly down the unpaved road past the white horse's yard. He saw me through the open window and ran to the edge of the road as the driver continued down the mountain, oblivious to everything I was leaving behind.

Six years later, I walked back to the white horse and stood at his fence, waiting to see if he would come to me. He stared in my direction for a few minutes, tapped his back leg into the ground, and approached me. He came closer than he ever had before, and soon he was running his giant nostrils along the top of my head and face, inhaling and exhaling his horsy smell on top of me.
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Within a few hours of my return, the truth was revealed. I was in the Big House of the property, talking with Francisco and Avery and a new dog named Forest, a chunky chocolate Lab who didn't like to move much.

“You were here when Duque was here,” Avery remembered. “He's dead now,” he said, and then continued with the details I didn't want to hear. “Someone shot him in the village.”

I had rehearsed this moment often enough, so I just managed to nod, as if I had already known. I didn't ask when it had happened, but assumed that it was long enough ago that the emotion of the events had receded into history for Francisco and Avery. For me, all of this information was new—and painful.

“He bit someone,” Francisco said.

“No,” Avery said. “He bit another dog. Had him by the leg and wouldn't let go.”

This wasn't the Duque I remembered, although he wasn't neutered and sometimes got into trouble pursuing the female dogs in town. But when I'd known him, he was well fed, and people played with him. There was no telling what had happened to him after I was gone.

I waited until the conversation drifted to another topic, and then excused myself to my room.

Grief and guilt are necessary but often useless emotions—unless you can channel them into something more. I had returned to Costa Rica to relax and to write, but once again, Duque was leading me somewhere unexpected.

Among the many changes that had taken place in recent years was the fact that the farm was now wired with access to the Internet. I sat in my bed and began Googling terms like “costa rica dog shelter” and “costa rica animal welfare”; I found two listings within my range: an organization called the McKee Project and the story of a woman named Patricia Artimaña who was running an animal shelter just outside of Ciudad Colón, called the Asociación Arca de Noé. Earlier in the year, the municipality had intervened when neighbors complained about the barking of over one hundred dogs on her property. In the news story, which was now several months old, Patricia said that if she couldn't find homes for the dogs, she would set them free again before she would allow the government to do anything with them. In my short time back, I had already noticed that there were far fewer dogs roaming the village. Now, I understood why.

I e-mailed the McKee Project, introducing myself and explaining that I was a visiting writer who was interested in learning more about their programs while I was in the area. I didn't tell them about Duque. After exchanging e-mails back and forth with Carla Ferrara, we agreed to meet at the Café Vivaldi at the Multiplaza in Escazu. This was a disappointment, as I had hoped I might be able to meet them in their facility, wherever it may be. But they were busy with appointments, and the Multiplaza, one of the largest shopping centers in Central America, was an easy meeting place. We set a date and time to meet.
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On walks around the finca, I occasionally ran into Forest, sitting and staring at an orange as if it was a toy someone should play with. But if I threw it for him, he didn't seem that interested in playing chase. He stuck close to his house, most often looking down at the world from his raised patio. He had taken over Duque's job of keeping an eye on everyone, but he preferred doing it from a lounging position.

Thalia was a blond cocker spaniel who ran like a maniac through the property. She was fearless. I was staying in a new building that contained four small apartment units; the terrain was so steep that the jagged edge of the mountain was just a few feet away from where they had created a plateau to build on. One morning I saw Thalia scaling that earthen wall, determined to conquer it. Later, she joined
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