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1  Visit from the Vet

Marc Tomassone pulled himself up from his sofa, took a deep breath, and stretched his arms over his head. For most of the night, he’d tossed and turned. He hadn’t fallen asleep until about four a.m., and now he was awake at seven, still tired. More than tired. He admitted to himself that he was exhausted, both physically and mentally. The jet lag from such a long flight made things even worse. He knew the physical exhaustion would go away with enough sleep. If he could sleep, that is. The mental exhaustion seemed to hang on like a dark cloud. He shook his head. He was going to have to find a way to get over all the things he’d seen during the nearly a year he’d worked as a photojournalist in war zones.

He looked over at the big dog curled up into a ball in her dog crate. The door to the crate was open, but she didn’t make any effort to come out. Her eyes were open, watching him. Marc shook his head. He’d tried his best to make her feel comfortable and safe with him, but nothing seemed to work. She trembled when he came near.

Marc sighed. What the hell was I thinking? he asked himself. Bringing a dog home all the way from North Africa by way of Spain? Totally nuts. He headed for the kitchen, and he made a big pot of black coffee. Strong black coffee. He looked back at the dog while he sipped the coffee. She was a big dog, a greyhound, mostly white with large rust-brown patches on her back. When he put her on the airplane, he’d learned that she weighed sixty pounds. She had big beautiful brown eyes, even when they were full of fear.

“I’m going to give you a name, and I’m going to teach you how to navigate the stairs.”

The dog blinked.

Marc’s apartment was on the second floor of a Spanish Revival-style home nearly one hundred years old. Some fifty years earlier, it had been remodeled and transformed into an apartment building with seven units, and then it was given the name Casa Pacifica Apartments. Casa Pacifica was located in the Iron Horse neighborhood of Tucson. Going up and down either the front or back staircase was required to get to his apartment. But the dog apparently didn’t know how to climb stairs. Marc had discovered that when he had arrived home late last night. She’d stood at the bottom of the stairs, trembled, and pulled against the leash when he tried to lead her up the stairs. He’d already brought her crate in, leaving her in the car for a few minutes. Now it was her turn. There they were at the bottom of the stairs, and she wouldn’t go up. So Marc carried her up. The dog went directly to her crate and curled into a ball.

Now it was early morning and a new day.

“You probably need to go out, don’t you?” Marc said to the dog. He approached the crate, slipped a light-weight leash around her neck and gently pulled her out of the crate. The dog followed along with Marc as he left the apartment and walked to the stairs leading down to the first floor. But when they arrived at the stairs, immediately the dog began pulling against the leash. She refused to go down the stairs.

“Oh, good grief. You’ve never seen stairs before? So no up? And no down? Okay. Okay.” Marc picked up the trembling dog, carried her down the stairs, and took her out into the fenced backyard of the apartment building. The dog did her thing, peeing and pooping. Then she retreated to the fenced corner, sat down, and watched him with worry in her eyes. Marc had to go pick her up again and carry her back upstairs where she went immediately into her crate. She never stopped trembling.

“I guess you’ve seen things and experienced things that were probably on a par with what I’ve seen and experienced the past year or so. I think you’re traumatized. Me, too. But I’m going to make things better for both of us. I’m on a path now to live a quiet life, and I’m going to give you a quiet life, too.” The dog put her head down on her front paws. She kept her eyes on him.

Marc sighed. It was good to be home. He’d grown up in Tucson, and he felt safe here. He felt safe in his apartment, too. So it’s late April now, he said to himself, and it’s going to be getting hot again soon. That’s okay. He was back in his apartment, in his neighborhood, and among friends again. Yes, he felt safe here.

In the kitchen, Marc found an old metal pan and filled it with water. He had a small pouch of dog kibble and put that out on a paper plate. He put the water and dog food on the kitchen’s tile floor. “You can have a drink and something to eat without me watching you,” he said to the dog. Marc looked the other way. The dog didn’t move.

“Okay. I get it. I’m going to go see Logan now. You can eat in secret.”

Marc went downstairs to Logan Reid’s apartment and knocked on the door. Logan, the Casa Pacifica apartment manager, opened the door almost immediately.

“Hey! Marc!  You’re home!” Logan reached out and gave Marc a quick hug.

“Yes, I came in late last night. Didn’t want to wake you.”

“Daddy! I can’t find my backpack,” Logan’s five-year-old son, Charlie, called out from his bedroom.

Logan turned and said, “You left it in the bathroom. Hurry up or you’ll be late to school.” He turned back to Marc. “Kindergarten calls. I’ll be gone most of the day doing university stuff. I’m sorry about that because I’d like to catch up with you.”

“No problem. I’m not going anywhere so there’s no hurry. We can catch up later.”

“Sure. Did you bring that dog?”

“Yeah, you can meet her later.”

“Charlie is very interested in meeting her. He likes dogs.”

Just at that moment, Charlie appeared.

“Looks who’s here. It’s Marc,” Logan said to his son.

Charlie looked at Marc and frowned. “I remember you. Sort of.”

Marc grinned. “I’ve been gone a long time, but I bet you will remember me eventually.  And you! You look like you’ve grown about foot!”

Charlie giggled. “Not that much.” He stood up straighter.

“Come on, Charlie. Let’s go.” Logan turned to Marc. “I’ll check in with you later. I’m glad you made it home safely.”

“Me, too. Talk to you later.”

Marc went back to his apartment. He found some more ground coffee beans at the back of his mostly-empty kitchen shelves, brewed another pot, and when the coffee had cooled, he added some milk and ice from the freezer. Nice. The rest of the coffee went into a big glass jar, and that jar went into the fridge. He looked over at the water bowl. Half the water was gone, and the dog kibble had disappeared. He chuckled.

It was good to see Logan and Charlie again. Marc had always liked Logan and how he handled his job managing the apartment building. Over time, Logan had become the friend that all the other tenants looked to for information, fair play, safety, and for camaraderie, too. Living here was really a homecoming for Marc, not just to be back in his apartment, but for the friends he’d made over time at Casa Pacifica.

He sat back on the sofa and sipped the coffee. He knew he should probably take the dog to see a veterinarian. In order to be allowed into the U.S., the dog had already been vaccinated and micro-chipped. Marc wanted to register himself locally as her owner, and have her general health checked out. Yeah, she needed to be seen by a vet. Marc moved over to a small desk, opened his laptop and began searching for veterinarians. Much to his surprise, he found a mobile vet who would come to his apartment. That seemed to be a good solution. The vet would come here, and the dog wouldn’t have to experience the trauma of being in a vet’s office around a lot of people and other animals. So he called and made an appointment. The receptionist said that the veterinarian, Dr. Brooks, would arrive between five and six p.m.

Marc thought about the life he’d been living. To start, he was never again going to work as a photojournalist in war zones. Yes, he wanted a new, calm, peaceful life away from the violence, away from the sound of gunshots and bombs going off, away from the sounds of children screaming. Blood everywhere. Yeah, he was going to change everything. He was ready for a peaceful life. With friends. Maybe a girlfriend. And a dog. A home. He would focus on the kind of life he was going to build for himself. First, he would do his best to improve his health. Eat well. Exercise every day. He thought about getting up early and having a run every morning. It would be especially pleasurable if he could get this dog to run with him. That’s what greyhounds are known for. Running. Yeah, that’s what they do. Run. He looked over at the dog. She didn’t move.

“One of these days, you’re going to get used to me. Eventually, you are going to decide that you like me. You’ll wag your tail when you see me coming. Just you wait and see.”

The worried look on her face remained the same. Marc knew that she wasn’t accustomed to being spoken to. Yelled at, maybe. But not spoken to in a friendly manner. “Yes, you’re going to like me one of these days. I promise.” The dog blinked.

Marc went to the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. His dark hair was longer than usual, now a mass of soft curls that almost touched his shoulders. He needed a haircut. And a shave. He’d grown a beard when he was in the field working, shaved it off before leaving for the U.S., and now it was growing back, a shadow on his jaws and chin. Hair length and beard he could fix. But what could he do about the dark shadows under his eyes? That might take some time.

“I’ll get there,” he spoke out loud. “I’ll make a good life for myself. And I’ll make a good life for that dog. Damn it.” He went back to the sofa, stretched out, and fell asleep again.

The sun was moving down in the western sky when Marc woke again. He reached for his cell phone. Nearly six p.m. The sun would go down in about forty-five minutes. He heard a soft knock on his door. Maybe that’s the vet. He pulled himself up and went to the door.

When he opened it, he took a step back in surprise. Standing there was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. She was African American, slender and tall, maybe five feet ten inches, with very short Afro-style hair. She was dressed casually in khaki pants and a dark knit shirt. Large gold loop earrings hung from her ears, and a colorful beaded necklace was around her neck. Marc had a sudden urge to get his camera. She was seriously beautiful.

He realized he hadn’t said anything. “Uh...can I help you?”

By this time, the woman had reached into her bag and retrieved a pin-on name tag. She attached it to her vest pocket. It read, ‘Angela Brooks, D.V.M.’

Marc shook his head. “Gosh. I’m sorry. You’re the vet. You just surprised me.”

“Yes, I’m the veterinarian you requested. I came in my mobile unit, and you’re my last call of the day.” She looked vaguely annoyed.

“Oh, duh! I’m so sorry. I just woke up, I’m still jet lagged, and I’m sort of a mess. Please come in, Dr. Brooks.” He stepped back and opened the door wide.

A look of sympathy replaced the annoyance. “Traveling from afar? Jet lag is tough. I know that from personal experience.” Her eyes surveyed his living room and landed immediately on the dog curled up in the crate.

“Yeah, I just flew in late yesterday from Spain. Before that I was in Casablanca. That’s in Morocco. And before that, Sudan and Yemen. And northern Nigeria. And Ukraine.”

The veterinarian’s eyebrows went up. “Whoa. I bet you have some stories to tell, Mr. Tomassone. What were you doing in all those countries?”

“Photojournalism. I was taking photos of the conflicts.”

Angela nodded. She approached the crate and knelt down. “What’s this beauty’s name?”

“I don’t know. And you can call me me Marc. That will be easier.”

“Okay, Marc.” She looked up at him, a question on her face. “What about the dog? You don’t know her name?”

Marc winced. “She’s one of my stories, Dr. Brooks. No, I don’t know her name.”

“We need to come up with a good name for her and use it so she’ll get used to it. Has she shown any signs of aggression?”

“No,” Marc said. “Actually, she seems terrified of everything. I think maybe she’s spent much of her life in a crate or a cage or some kind of enclosure.”

Dr. Brooks nodded. She reached out slowly with one hand and extended her fingers toward the dog’s nose. The dog’s nose touched her fingers, sniffed, then pulled back. Her worried gaze went from Dr. Brooks to Marc and back to the veterinarian again.

Dr. Brooks reached into her bag and pulled out a small dog biscuit. “Here you go, sweetheart,” she said in a soft voice.

The dog took the dog biscuit and began crunching it.

“That’s a good sign. With a treat now and then, we can convince her that we’re friendly.” Dr. Brooks stood up. “How do you get her to come out of the cage?”

“She doesn’t have a collar so I put this leash around her neck,” he gestured behind him, “and I sort of pull her out. She’ll come out with a little nudging.”

“That’s called a slip leash. So she accepts that?”

“Yeah. She comes out then she just stands there and trembles. I have to carry her downstairs so she can go out and do her business. She doesn’t know how to go up and down stairs.”

“That can’t be easy on you. I bet she weighs at least sixty pounds.”

“Yeah. That’s exactly how much she weighs. But I don’t have any other option. She’s too scared to navigate the stairs.”

“That’s sad. Please bring her out now so I can take a look at her.”

Marc leashed the dog and urged her to come out. She crept out and stood there trembling.

Dr. Brooks began a slow and careful examination of the dog. She ran her hands over the dog’s body, palpitated her abdomen, looked into the dog’s eyes, ears and mouth, and checked her gums, too. Then the doctor pulled a stethoscope from her bag and listened to the dog’s lungs and stomach. She inserted a thermometer into the dog’s anus to take her temperature. Then the doctor’s hands returned to the dog, stroking her while examining her joints and spine. She hesitated when she came in contact with the dog’s lower right-front leg. All the time the veterinarian’s hands were on the dog, Dr. Brooks spoke softly in a low voice to the dog. Marc was surprised that the dog accepted all this so easily. The vet clearly knew what she was doing.

Dr Brooks turned to Marc and asked, “You have vaccination papers, right? Dogs have to be vaccinated before they can enter the U.S.”

“Yes. I have her papers. She’s been micro-chipped, too.”

“How did you come to meet this beauty?”

“I was heading home, and I stopped by to see a friend in Morocco. We went to the dog races. His idea. I’m not into that kind of thing normally, but he wanted to go.” Marc stood up. “Turns out that for a while now, my friend has been rescuing some of these dogs from the racetrack and finding them new homes. Somehow he convinced me to adopt her. I know it’s crazy.” He shook his head.

The veterinarian smiled. “I bet those big brown eyes were hard to resist.”

“I guess. I don’t know what I was thinking. Or not thinking.” Marc frowned.

“You mentioned Spain.”

“Apparently my friend has found homes for several of these racing greyhounds, but he takes them to Spain first because it’s easier to ship them to other European countries and to the U.S. from there. He bought this dog from the race track people, shipped her to Spain, and I met him again there in Madrid. I had to get the dog registered and vaccinated and micro-chipped to fly her to America and get her through customs and all that.” He went to his briefcase and pulled out papers. He handed them to Dr. Brooks.

“I see the Spanish documents. But what about these? The text is all in French or Arabic,” she said.

“Yes, these are the papers from the original owner in Morocco. I don’t know either language. I guess I should get this translated into English.”

“I speak and read French. This says ‘Nom: Saint Guinefort.’ So her name is Saint Guinefort. That’s a mouthful. How about if we call her Guine for short. We could change the spelling to Gwen so people will know how to say it. Or just tell them to say ‘Gwen.’ Or ‘Gwenny’? How about that? Gwenny? What do you think? And you can call me Angela.” She smiled.

“Okay. Change her name to ‘Gwenny’. Sounds good to me.” Marc looked at the dog and said, “Hey, Gwenny. Dr. Brooks...uh…I mean Angela...just gave you a name. And you are standing there and accepting her examination.  I bet you like her touching you like that.”

While the veterinarian gently ran her hands over Gwenny’s sleek body, Marc started searching on his cell phone. “Hey, Wikipedia says Saint Guinefort was a greyhound in France in the thirteenth century. The local folk thought of her as a folk saint.”

“That’s interesting,” the doctor said.

“Gwenny, are you a saint?” Marc chuckled.

Gwenny raised her head and looked at him. She looked a tiny bit relaxed. Angela the Vet was already helping the dog with her soft strokes and soft voice.

Angela pulled out a hand scanner to check for a microchip. “Yes, Gwenny has a microchip. I’m going to register her with Pima County so you’ll be on record as her owner. I need your contact information. You’ll get a tag in the mail to put on her collar. You need to get a collar.” She handed her cell phone to Marc, and he filled in the required information.

“So with the microchip, if she runs off, it will be easier to return her to me, right?” Marc shook his head. He wondered if Gwenny might be waiting for a chance to run away. Probably not. That would be too scary for her.

“Yes. But you need to keep her safe. No running off. She might get hit by a car.” Angela sat back on the floor and looked at Marc.

“Let’s sit on the sofa,” Marc suggested. They moved to the sofa, and Gwenny went back to her crate.

“Here’s what I’ve learned from this preliminary exam. Gwenny is about four years old. Her front right leg was broken at some point. I can feel where the bone broke and healed, although I would like to get an x-ray to know how bad the break was. There’s evidence, too, that she’s been bred.”

“She’s had puppies?”

“Yes, I’m pretty sure about that. Likely more than one litter.”

“But I thought she was a racing dog.”

“She probably was at some point,” Angela said, “but her race track days may
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