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			Dedication

			To Alba.

			The world wasn’t kind to you, but for 14 sunrises you made me and people around the world dream, smile and be kind.

			This book is dedicated to you and all the street dogs out there without a voice.

		

		
			Prologue

			It all starts, as so many dog rescues do, with my WhatsApp pinging.

			A picture message.

			I don’t recognise the number it’s been sent from, it’s not from a friend or a member of the family back home. So I can be pretty sure that the image I’ve received will be of a dog – and it’s probably not going to be a cute ‘awww’ kind of one.

			In those few milliseconds as I wait for it to download, there’s a familiar sense of dread of whatever’s coming next. It wasn’t long after getting sober that my mission to save the street dogs in Thailand began. I’ve grown used to the fact that I’m like the fourth emergency service out here. For humans there’s the fire, ambulance and police services – for dogs, however, well, it’s fair to say I’ve become the go-to in that department.

			It seems to take an age for the image to become clear. Living in Koh Samui, a tropical island off the east coast of the country, has many wonderful things going for it – clear blue skies, fluffy white clouds and luscious jungles to explore. It even has some of the fastest WiFi in the world but today it was taking forever.

			A little anxiety seeds in my tummy. Come on then, how bad will it be?

			You’d imagine I’d get hardened to seeing upsetting pictures of mistreated animals after all this time. Some are cruelly abused by humans, others were just unlucky enough to be born. Unwanted and unloved by anyone. Suffering, because the world just isn’t always fair.

			Yet despite all the horrible states I’ve found animals in, I never get desensitised. I’m a big softie I suppose, there’s always something that can still shock me, make me wince, or induce flashes of utter fury sometimes. (Never aimed at the poor wretched animal. I’m only ever angry at the humans who’ve neglected them – or, worse, maliciously inflicted the damage. Or just society as a whole for not caring as we should.)

			As the picture on my iPhone finally crystallises with definition, turning from a blurry shape into a clear photograph, I see it’s a dog on a chain. The fur is fair, thin and matted in places, while sparse in others; there’s some expanses of sore-looking skin exposed. I peer closer and notice the poor thing has been lying in its own toileting. Eugh.

			But the dog’s face is long and noble somehow, and poking out from the fur obscuring the poor thing’s vision are the most vulnerable-looking dark eyes I’ve ever seen. The expression is of complete dejection, one of the saddest-looking animals I’ve ever seen. I groan audibly and put my head in my hands briefly.

			It is impossible to tell the breed of the mutt from the picture, and let’s be honest the ‘breeds’ in Thailand are way more loosely based on the intended breed. Most of the dogs out here in Koh Samui are a mix-up of all sorts as they’ve haphazardly mated on the street and multiplied (and multiplied, and multiplied …). All sorts of doggy DNA exists, born by accident and not design.

			And in my opinion they’re just as beautiful as any pooch who might be showcased at glamorous dog shows like Crufts in the UK or the National Dog Show in the US. And their life is every bit as valuable. I just wish there weren’t quite so many of them.

			I read the rest of the text that follows the picture. This particular poor mite had been spotted by a tourist in the mountains earlier that morning. That part of the island isn’t one I was so familiar with. I have to admit, I still don’t know every corner of Koh Samui. (The fact that for the first couple of years of living in this paradise I was mostly steaming drunk definitely didn’t help me in that regard.)

			I rub my eyes again. God, I’m knackered. I want my dinner, I want a shower, and I want to curl up on the sofa with my own dog Snoop. But this is one of those moments when you just know you have to drop everything. Just go, Niall. I know in every bone of my body that here is a dog in dire need; he or she simply could not spend another night in that miserable dirty state.

			Whoever it belongs to, and however it got there, I need to go and help it. Immediately.

			I close down the message from the tourist on my phone, and quickly scroll through my contacts to find the number of my Aussie mate, Rod. When a dog rescue seems like it might be a complex one, Rod is the guy I call. And he picks up after three rings.

			‘Rod,’ I announce, cutting short any pleasantries. ‘I need your help, my friend, there’s another dog that needs us right now – and I have a feeling this one won’t be easy …’

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The retrieval of our golden girl

			Most of the dogs I come across could all do with a bit of TLC. They’re in need of food in their belly, some basic medication to ward off parasites and a dollop of love, or at least attention, from a human. But some animals do stand out more than others. I’m not claiming to be Doctor Doolittle, or possess any special powers to ‘talk to the animals’ (if only I could, it would save a hell of a lot of hassle).

			But if you yourself spend time with any dogs or other pets (and I’m guessing you might, if you’ve picked up this book) then you’ll know where I’m coming from. You’ll know yourself that you don’t need to learn any new language to be able to read an animal’s expression. Look into their eyes – what are they really trying to tell you? Watch their body language. Just like us humans, dogs all have a huge amount of feelings. And the best thing is they don’t lie, or act up, like us complicated humans do.

			They wear their doggy hearts on their paw-like sleeves and in the movement of their tails. And there was just something about that mournful, puppy dog face as it was shackled to a short chain that really got under my skin in particular, for some reason.

			So to the mountains I headed that February afternoon, along with my trusty great pal Rod, who moved out here to retire from working in the police force, but because he’s as passionate about animal welfare as I am, he seemed to work even harder now in his so-called retirement. We jumped in the truck and steadily made our way up the winding muddy tracks to the summit to see what was what. We skidded around a bit and I was definitely grateful I hadn’t attempted the trek on my moped. I was also bracing myself. My instinct wasn’t good for what awaited us.

			It took us about 20 minutes to find the mountain shack where the dog was chained. Asking locals for directions isn’t always that helpful, and I’m ashamed to admit I’m not exactly fluent in Thai. So there was a fair bit of peering at the picture to see what backgrounds we could recognise, and some being pointed off in the wrong direction, until finally we found the spot. Bingo.

			On reaching the shack we saw it was more like a basic wooden house, with an open basement part beneath the main structure. And inside that basement area, we found the sorriest sight you can imagine. However bad an impression is in a picture, it’s always even more heartbreaking to be confronted with the living, breathing animal having to just put up with their miserable situation.

			This one, curled up and tethered on a chain that was barely two metres long, was one of the most tragic I’d seen. The dog was dozing as we walked in, and as I quickly took in the dingy surroundings and inhaled the dank smell of the shack, well, I couldn’t help wondering if here in front of me was a dog thinking whether it might not be the worst thing never to wake up at all. There wasn’t much incentive to keep going if this was your lot in life.

			I know all too well the feeling. Many times in my life I had felt this way in the low and dark corners of my mind. As if I had nothing going for me at all. Like life has exhausted you and sucked you dry.

			But as I inched a little closer to the dozing creature, she stirred from her slumber.

			I could spot some teats on her tummy, so it was clearly a female bitch, and she didn’t seem that old (though it can be hard to tell until a vet trip and a look at her teeth). She had the biggest, softest brown eyes I’ve ever seen.

			There was a quiet pleading expression in her dark eyes which begged, ‘Help me, do something to help me here, Niall.’

			Poor little sweetheart. I crouched down gingerly to stroke her head – but there was no flinching. She looked me directly in the eyes. Kind dark eyes, with a real soul inside them. What’s more, she didn’t seem at all scared of human touch, though God knows she certainly hadn’t been on the receiving end of much of that, from the look of things. She even gratefully nuzzled into my arm as I carried on stroking her, as if to say, ‘Please don’t leave me here, give me a hand.’

			She was an absolute bag of bones – every rib on her little body seemed visible. Clearly it had been a long time since she’d got a decent dinner in her belly. There was a plastic container of water which wasn’t exactly fresh, but must have been enough to keep her going. Jesus, I muttered under my breath. What the hell has happened for her to wash up here?

			What I always do in these situations is to try and find out as much as I can about a dog’s backstory. Any information you can gather about how they wound up in this state, might then help you give them the right kind of medical support that they need. Of course I’d love to know why she had ended up here too, but I’d long learned that wasn’t always possible.

			You so rarely get the truth. People you meet – and ask – are generally defensive, knowing in their heart that they’ve not done the right thing. Even if that person is not directly responsible for putting the dog in this misery, well, then they certainly know that they haven’t helped either. So I was prepared to be fed one of the bullsh*t kind of stories I hear all the time.

			There were ‘owners’ around, apparently, but no one was taking any responsibility. Someone said the dog had been hit by a car, and had then been tied up ‘for her own safety’. Others suggested she was old and injured, though quite why that would mean she should be left tied up here I never understood. People mainly don’t want to lose face, and don’t like an annoying Westerner asking questions. I am in no way trying to do anyone down, especially being a foreigner in this country, but not ‘losing face’ is a really big deal in the culture. And I need to understand and respect that, even if it leaves me confused.

			Whatever the real story, I could only work with the reality in front of my eyes. Here was a female dog, who was tied to a chain which allowed her only the length to jump up a bit and go to the loo. And not even that far really – the poor thing was surrounded by her own poo and wee. Neither hygienic, fair on her, or remotely dignified – sleeping surrounded by her own mess is just horrible.

			The floor was concrete, and there were some random dirty buckets lying around and an old green towel that I suppose might have originally been placed there to offer some respite from the hard floor. Or perhaps had been used to mop up the mess, and then no one could be bothered to wash it or even pick it up afterwards.

			Jesus, what’s wrong with people?

			What happened next is now a very familiar scenario to me, when you open up ‘negotiations’ to take the dog away. I knew this ‘owner’, or whoever they were really, didn’t want her anymore. Clearly! And they were actually hoping I’d take the dog off their hands and be done with it. Their basement would be rid of her – as would their conscience, what little they might have had.

			But no-one wants to lose face, and me trying to ‘shame’ anyone is of no real benefit in the long term. I know that may sound ridiculous to people reading this book back home in the UK, because there you’d call the RSPCA (Royal Society for the Protection of Animals), or even the police in situations like this. But I always have to remember things work differently in different parts of the world and in different cultures.

			Confrontation is rarely the best approach. And I’m just not an aggressive person; there’s no point getting mad or angry about the way the animals have been treated. It’s much better to channel my energies in a more positive way – and to make a hands-on difference to dogs’ lives.

			Being diplomatic usually gets a better outcome, and the goal here is always to help the animal. Be nice, Niall, be nice, smile and get the dog the hell out of there.

			With loyal and kind Rod next to me for moral support, we stepped outside of the basement to escape the dinge and I talked to the supposed owners. After some half-hearted persuasion, they agreed we could take her to the vet. I was relieved, but I knew the situation was still precarious. Much work lay ahead.

			Once the owner had shrugged and left us to it, Rod and I went inside to get her, and the first thing we did was remove the tatty thing that she was tethered to; it seemed like a makeshift lead made of string and bits of rope. It had been shackling her down like a prisoner for God knows how long, and it was tricky to remove, especially as we didn’t have any tools with us in the back of the jeep. What we desperately needed was a set of pliers but in the end we had to improvise a bit with some patience and brute force, yanking at the chain while making sure she felt nothing tugging at her. The rope was wrapped around her neck several times but somehow we managed to untie it from the wall and free her.

			A small step, but a start.

			The moment the dog was out of that tatty basement, it became clear just how dire her condition really was. She was pitifully weak and her horribly malnourished and neglected body broke me.

			Her bones were sticking out so sharply that it was hard to believe she was still alive, and she could barely use her shaking four legs. It was clear she hadn’t walked in a long time, and she was completely disoriented and uncoordinated. It was horribly sad to see. But what was even more heartbreaking to observe was this sort of look of utter confusion she had. Here she was off the chain and free to walk, yet her little legs seemed to have forgotten what they were there for.

			By all rights, the creature should have been angry, bitter, aggressive and withdrawn. She kept shaking her head to test if it really was liberated from the neck restriction, not quite believing it was happening.

			Yet the trusting little girl she was, she came with us right away, as if she could sense she was finally safe. I bent down to her level and stroked her head, looking into her eyes, amazingly entirely lacking in any suspicion. ‘We’ve got you now, we’re going to protect you, don’t worry about that, my angel,’ I soothed her.

			I kept hold of her manky fur (I couldn’t wait to get her clean) to make sure she was close to me, gently guiding her towards the jeep. Though there was no need really – she wouldn’t have had the energy or strength to run away. And she also seemed to instinctively not want to. As if knowing that this was the turning point for her – and now life was looking up all of a sudden, she wasn’t going anywhere, thank you.

			As soon as we’d carefully lifted her skinny body onto the truck, we gently secured her, her little bemused face in the back seat looking out the window. We then put our foot down to get her to the vet before closing time.

			I knew immediately that we needed at all costs an initial once-over from a professional to get the status of this dog’s overall health. I have picked up a few tricks myself over the few years I’ve been doing this. I’d like to think I am a quick hand at treating certain health issues and am comfortable diagnosing ear infections and the odd scar but something told me this was out of my league, she was just too poorly looking. So her bloods were taken and I made a royal fuss of this sorry dog while we waited the 15 minutes for the results to come back.

			Running my hands over the horribly neglected fur, I stroked and soothed her. And  then it hit me – this little girl wasn’t one of your regular-looking dogs we have out here. ‘You know what,’ I said out loud, looking at her with some surprise, ‘I’m pretty sure you’re a golden retriever aren’t you, girl?’ I like to think she wagged her tail a little bit in that moment.

			This was far from the norm to come across a pedigree dog out here.

			Golden retrievers, with their striking yellow coats, are beautiful breeds of dog, renowned for their gentle and affectionate natures. So much so, that in many Western countries, they’re often the breeds chosen to train as guide dogs because they’re so lovely and caring. Not to mention adorable to look at. This poor one in front of me, however, was covered in sores from living on a hard concrete floor. And there wasn’t much ‘golden’ about the grotty condition of her coat at that time.

			When the blood results came back the vet was frowning. ‘This dog has obviously been neglected for a very long time,’ he said, shaking his head. He confirmed she was in a terrible shape: blood parasites, severe anaemia, and all her vital signs were dangerously low because she was so frail. Her weight was just 12.5 kg or 25 lb, way under what a normal dog of her sex, age and breed should be.

			It also seemed there was a potential issue with her kidneys, and more tests would be needed later down the line, said the vet. It made no sense to me that this dog was a rare pedigree breed and someone must have once paid a lot for her. Why would they then not take care of her? Why had she been effectively left to rot and die?

			I couldn’t work it out, but the vet speculated that, because of her pedigree and unusual looks (being fair haired is seen as ‘exotic’ here), the poor thing had likely been acquired and then used for breeding purposes. Her exhausted body, explained the vet, pointing to her teats, showed the evidence of having had many litters. Adult retrievers can have up to three litters a year, and each litter produces on average six or seven puppies. I have no idea what they might have charged for each one, but you can see how greed might have played a part.

			This nameless, helpless creature in front of me had been exploited as a money-making scheme – used and abused to have countless batches of puppies at the hand of some mercenary human. Once she had served her purpose, after her body had endured immense stress from having so many puppies, she had carelessly been discarded.

			It made me well up thinking of how awful her life must have been. I’ve seen first-hand so many times the wonderful, natural mothering instinct female animals seem to have. Only a few months earlier, I’d rescued a dog called Beyoncé, who was so fiercely protective of her six little pups that she’d kept them hidden, going on the hunt for food, which she’d binge and then cleverly manage to regurgitate and feed them herself once she felt she was in a hidden safe place to do it. Animals have such caring and protective instincts when it comes to their young.

			This dog here would have had the same maternal desire to nurture her pups, yet instead they would have been taken away from her, in what would have been a painful and bewildering loss for her. Time and again.

			The vet gave me some basic medicines to address the parasites, which meant we could at least sort out the more superficial irritations for her, like mange and other skin infections.

			We left the vet’s and drove her down Hope Avenue. For those of you who might not be familiar with our story, Hope Avenue is a very special road. It started out as a dirt track in the middle of the jungle. To be more precise it was just a field in the jungle but it is a path that myself and some of the dogs use to walk along to get them some exercise. Slowly a little path started to form and eventually I was able to drive my moped along it.

			Eventually we got gravel put down and planted some tiny trees that have since blossomed into the most beautiful yellow tall trees that complement the greens of the jungle and the vast bright blue skies above us. What was once a little path in the jungle now symbolises our mission, and as soon as we reach Hope Avenue with a very sick dog in tow we know they are entering a doggy paradise and a place where their sickness and abuse has ended and their recovery can start.

			As soon as we turned down the path, I felt a sigh of relief. Once back we got a big plastic tub, filled it with soapy water and gave her a much needed wash. We do this for every rescue dog that ends up at the land and there is always a moment while the street dogs adjust to this new situation. But this dog, she stood there – good as gold – while we cleaned her gently with warm water, getting rid of all the nasty bits of poo that were tangled in her fur.

			Once she was all rinsed and clean and it was time to dry off, I lay down next to her in the sun for a cuddle. I couldn’t believe how friendly she was. Our bond was instant, honestly it really was. There was the tiniest sparkle in her eyes that gave me some hope we could get her on the mend, despite the grim prognosis from the vet. I’d only met this dog several hours ago, I knew I shouldn’t be so drawn into her welfare, but it was too late … I’d fallen for her.

			As her freshly shampooed fur dried in the evening sun, a funny little tuft of hair stuck up. It made me think of the brilliantly spikey wig worn by the American singer Tina Turner in the 1980s. Tina had belted out songs like ‘What’s Love Got to Do with It’ and ‘We Don’t Need Another Hero’, and had been an absolute queen of rock’n’roll. She didn’t just smash record sales, she was the first woman as well as being the first black artist to grace the cover of Rolling Stone magazine. She stood out from the crowd. A true trailblazer who also survived domestic abuse at the hands of her husband, Ike. She was a proper icon, and she still is an inspiration to many.

			And so in that small moment, this little rescued dog of ours became known as ‘Tina Turner’. Another tough cookie, I could tell already, and I hoped this little dog would overcome the bad things life had thrown at her – just like her famous namesake had. ‘You’re a little superstar too, aren’t you?’ I grinned at the dog, affectionately ruffling her tufty little head and feeling pleased with the name we’d given her. ‘You’ve got charisma and class, baby.’ And I was so pleased to see there was a little twinkle in her eyes.

		

		
			CHAPTER TWO

			What the hell is the bloat?

			I’d fallen head over heels in love with Tina from that very moment I’d understood her spirit and named her. But I’m afraid to say that I made a terrible mistake in those first few days. My own inexperience about animal care showed at the worst possible time and it threatened to cost us her life.

			By the time Tina had come along I had learned a lot about the basic needs of dogs. I knew the right medications for treating fleas, ticks and worms, the painkillers that were helpful, and how to attend to simple injuries and wounds. I’d spoken to many vets and nutritionists to get educated on the right foods they could be fed, and I’d witnessed first-hand how that made such a big difference to improving their health while not costing the earth.

			But I was still a novice really.

			Obviously, Tina was massively underweight, so the very first part of her treatment, I confidently assumed, would be to boost the dog up with some decent fresh food. The idea was to get her strong and healthy again after all that time she’d been shackled and malnourished in the dingy basement.

			Some rich nutrients inside her, I reasoned, would at least make her dark eyes less sad in the short term. And I knew from the experience I’d had with other dogs that a better diet would soon start improving her poor, mangy skin and fur which would make her more comfortable.

			One of her first meals with me, I decided, should be fit for the queen Tina was. So I gave her a large portion of what I thought was a perfect calorie-dense meal – vegetables and meat, something that would nourish her from the inside – which she gratefully gobbled down, as any starving animal would.

			But that turned out to be the very worst thing I could have done. My God – the bloating. I think back to this now and cringe that I had been so stupid. I just had no idea what the hell it was and hadn’t come across it before.

			There is this so-called ‘re-feeding syndrome’ which is a super-serious condition. It occurs when too much food has been introduced too quickly to a person or an animal who has been severely malnourished, causing a dangerous shift in fluids and electrolytes which results in a severe case of bloating – it’s every bit as uncomfortable for the animal as you’d imagine. It can cause death in humans and it’s equally dangerous for dogs, too. But at that time I’d never heard of it.

			About ten to fifteen minutes after Tina had happily wolfed down her first dinner, her little stomach swelled up like a balloon, transforming her from a skinny, stick-thin dog into something resembling a hot-air balloon with four limbs sticking out. It was very alarming, to say the least. ‘Oh my God, what the hell is happening?’ I said in a panic. I ran back to the office where Valeria, who normally helps me out with the animals, was sorting out some paperwork. Luckily for me she was still there and I wasn’t alone in this by now very alarming situation.

			On top of everything else it was the middle of the night when the vets were all closed. It was just the two of us wondering what the hell we should do at this late hour. Valeria had some basic animal care training, and she recognised the symptoms of ‘the bloat’ and knew that we were in serious trouble. Shit.

			I quickly googled what was happening. I was terrified we had killed Tina and I frantically scrolled the internet in search of answers, and found this on one website:

			‘Bloat develops without warning and can progress quickly. It is always a medical emergency and one of the most rapidly life-threatening conditions that vets treat in dogs. It involves the stomach but can quickly lead to life-threatening shock if left untreated.’

			I could feel my blood pressure rapidly going through the roof as I carried on reading …

			‘When bloat happens, the stomach fills with gas and often twists in a way that it cuts off the blood supply to the gut and stops gas and food from leaving. It can also make the spleen twist and lose circulation, and block vital veins in the back that transport blood to the heart.

			‘Bloat is immensely painful for dogs and it can kill in a matter of hours without veterinary intervention.’

			Shit. Shit.

			Valeria, luckily, had more experience than me in this area, and she already knew how essential it was that we try and release the build-up of gas in Tina’s stomach. And that release would have to come from a needle – literally like physically popping a party balloon. The very idea of this terrified me frankly, but in order to try and save her life it had to be attempted. We both exchanged a serious glance; this wasn’t good and neither of us were vets.

			Valeria kept her cool – I felt so grateful she was there with us at that moment – and with a look of concentration she managed to carefully locate the right part of the dog’s anatomy and insert a small, sharp needle into Tina’s stomach. Again I felt so grateful that we had been keeping some basic medical supplies to hand in times of emergencies. For this was surely that.

			I soothed Tina as best as I could. She was naturally frightened and had little idea what was going on. ‘We’re just trying to make you feel better, Tina,’ I said, sounding more certain than I felt.

			Yet once Valeria had successfully got the needle into poor Tina’s awfully swollen belly, the hissing noise that came out of the dog’s belly puncture was like a pressure cooker releasing steam. Yes!

			The relief on both our faces was palpable as we saw her stomach deflate in front of our eyes. It was like something you’d see in a cartoon. I truly thought we had lost her for a moment. But then Tina, under her sparse, thin fur, became as white as a ghost, sweating and slipping in and out of consciousness, fighting for her life. The bloat seemed to have been taken care of, but we were not at all confident this meant she was quite out of the woods yet. I wondered if the drama and this very close call would all prove too much for her little body.

			We managed to more or less stabilise her. ‘It’s late, you should go home, Valeria. Get some rest and I’ll see you tomorrow morning,’ I said wearily more in hope than anything else. I knew I was far too wound up from the emergency and what a narrow escape it had been to actually sleep that evening. But there was no point for the two of us to keep watch.

			I stayed up with Tina all night, feeling absolutely wretched that I’d caused this to happen. As much as I’d learned about dog care, and for all my best intentions, there was clearly still a heck of a lot that – without any veterinary training or science degree – I didn’t know.

			Nothing in my previous life, either as a young chef or a media guy, had prepared me for this sort of veterinary crisis. I was out of my depth, and I knew it. As soon as Valeria gave me the most tentative thumbs-up I have ever seen, I resolved to do everything to nurse Tina back to health. Sitting next to her that night, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Every movement, with every small, shallow rise and fall of her tiny belly, I began to think about the kind of life I was sure to give her. If she made it to the morning, I vowed to get better and be better in everything I do for these dogs. I wondered if she was angry with me for putting her in this situation. In that silent, deep night something moved, and as I briefly took my eyes off her to see what it was, I felt alive. Not finding the source of the sound, I quickly turned back to my new companion as she lay on my floor. I suddenly panicked, I couldn’t see her breathing. No rise, no fall. It felt like minutes but was most likely seconds, until I saw her take her slow breaths in, and saw the most unexpected thing, her paw, stretched out, twitching and flicking intermittently. I don’t know if she was dreaming, I imagined she was, but I knew she was fast asleep. She’s safe was all I could let out from under the breath I was holding in. It felt glorious. Everything was alright in the world
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