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Being thrown into a disaster can be lonely, but I had the most amazing support, both in person and virtually from a big network of dog lovers, dog professionals, clients and friends.

The quick responses from my local vets that night, and their dedication to keep Reba alive and comfortable, saved her life, and their ongoing patience to all my calls and messages throughout the initial months was invaluable.  Their help with the acupuncture meant that Reba was happy in the familiar clinic.

The specialist referral centre was amazing in their skills to stabilise my girl, and the full team from the surgeons, physiotherapists, hydrotherapists, neurologists, kennel teams, and reception, their smiles have made this journey so much easier.  Being geographically close to me enabled all these therapies can be continued under one roof and less stressful.

A special mention to Catriona, my McTimoney therapist who still laughs at my very polite message on the night of the accident saying ‘only pencil in the appointment next month, we might have to postpone as she’s broken her neck’ and her weekly trips to treat Reba at my home thereafter.  

As for the support to me, it came from my friends and dog network across the UK and the rest of the world.  I know that I will upset many as I can’t list you all, but I appreciated every single interaction.  From Zoe setting up the GoFundMe page to help with the costs, my mentor Julie in Canada and her team, colleagues Rosee, Rachel and so many more, and those that also gifted Reba treats to aid her recovery. I may have physically been alone, but in spirit I had a huge hug daily from all of you. 
Accident – Sunday 27th October 2024

It was a normal day. We’d been home from holiday in Cornwall for three days.  We went for a walk and she got a bit muddy, so I wiped it off and was going to bathe her the next day (to give her time to dry properly before nighttime).

About 8.30 p.m. on Sunday night, it was dark, and she wanted to go out for a wee.  I let her out as normal, she scampered past the patio and onto the grass. I heard a squeal, and I honestly thought it was from a surprised cat or something that she had disturbed in the garden – again, normal!  But it went very quiet.  I closed the door, and after a minute, I just felt something was wrong but wasn’t sure what.  I called her, no response, and then I thought maybe she had caught a rodent and was eating it, so she wouldn’t respond, even to the treat packet being rattled.

I grabbed my phone, switched on the light, but couldn’t see much.  It was damp, and I just had my slippers on.  So, I went back in to get my back door shoes and ventured further into my garden with the phone torch.  About 10 metres in on the grass, I saw her lying next to the small cherry tree on her side.  It took a few seconds to realise that she was motionless and that it was serious.  I screamed for my neighbours – but then I realised they must have gone away as there were no lights on in their house.  Still, I screamed for help but being winter, as all windows were shut, there was no-one around.  This was all within four to five mins of letting her out for her wee.

Whilst shouting, I went to press on her chest and felt a strong pulse, but saw that she was gasping/choking and her tongue and mouth was purple.  My immediate thought was she was choking and needed unblocking.  One way to help dogs is to pick them up by their back legs to help dislodge anything in the airway – this is what I had learnt in canine first aid.  However, when I went to pick her up, she was totally floppy, so rather than shake her (and thank goodness I didn’t), it clicked in my head that she may have broken her neck or back.

I scooped her up off the wet grass, ran indoors and lay her on my kitchen floor whilst I looked up my vet’s number.  They are an independent practice and have their own emergency cover, but, out of hours, you have to note down another mobile number and call that.  Well, I was so uncoordinated and in shock, it took four dials of their voicemail to jot down that number.  Tip – it’s now saved at the very top of my contact list on my phone, so no scrolling needed.

They answered very quickly, and although the thought of me driving her and not being able to attend to her at the same time filled me with dread, I agreed to rush her in, after explaining what had happened.

The vet is two villages away, so a 10-15 min drive.  It was horrific.

I had laid Reba in the boot, as that is flat, and where she normally goes.  It has dividers for safety, as I didn’t want her moving off the back seats (this is where my brain was not functioning rationally, as of course she couldn’t move at this point if she wanted to).

All the way, I was talking to her – I love you, hang on, Mummy is here, good girl, come on... the last one was directed to both her to hang on to life, and to will the car in front of me to go fast!  My prayers were answered - it is mostly a 30mph limit for most of the route, but the car in front (how dare they be there!) were speeding, as was I.  Let the police catch me later, I didn’t care at that point.  My only thought was to get help and some expert hands on my dog.  My fear was that she would die alone in the back of my car without me holding her.

I arrived at the vets. They were waiting for me and saw my car fly in and slam to a halt in front of the doors.  The nurse came out and I just said ‘help me’ so she scooped Reba out of the boot and carried her in whilst I closed my car up and held the vet door open for her.  They rushed her into the main consulting room, lay her down and instantly put the oxygen on her, so I helped to hold the mask near her face, as Reba was agitated.  It was during these first few seconds that I noticed that Reba was breathing better, and her mouth was pink again.  I feel my talking to her the whole way helped her to recover that aspect, as they did say it sounded like she was having a seizure after the impact.

The nurse had already paged the on-call vet, and it turned out he lived very close to me as he recognised us!

I was there to reassure Reba, to keep her head still as much as possible, and I went through all the things I had done and seen.  They were very complimentary and said my quick actions had saved her life.  Had I just gone indoors and waited for Reba to bark at the door to be let in, she would have died in my garden. My gut instinct that night saved me.  By now, from letting Reba out, and arriving at the emergency vet, was under 30 mins, it was still before 9 p.m.

They checked Reba’s temperature (oh the indignity, but I doubt she felt it!) what seemed like every 10 mins. She was cold, so they put heat pads under her, blankets on top and ‘hot hands’ (gloves filled with warm water) on her. 

I could see that one of her eyes was very white, and they checked it out and it was Horner’s Syndrome.  This is where the pupil does not react, and for dogs, the third eyelid gets stuck over the eye, a classic sign of spinal injury in the neck.

The vet picked her up to assess her, and she instantly collapsed with no support on her legs, they literally were holding her up.  She had nothing on her legs.  They put her back on the table, inserted an IV line (no response from Reba to this!), and then took an X-ray.  This is where I had to leave the room for protocol.  I was allowed back in and immediately went to Reba’s head end but almost behind her so I could reassure her and talk to her, and they had space to do their monitoring. 

I was shown the X-ray – her neck vertebrae were out of line (stepped) and a piece of bone had broken away underneath the main injury area.

The vet explained to me what he could see, then went to make some phone calls for a neurology referral.  It was an agonising wait, as he had to send off the X-ray for them to review before they would accept any patients.

It was only at this point that I suddenly started to cry. It hit me just how serious this was, and how life-threatening this injury could be to Reba.  I think I was on automatic pilot before, being practical and trying to remember details. 

We were waiting for them to call back, but after half an hour, he called again - they had not got the email with the X-ray!  So, we redid and had to wait again.  The first referral centre called back but they could not see Reba till Tuesday, and it was not a case that we could wait.  So, their second choice was contacted, and on seeing the X-ray, they could take Reba at 9 a.m. the next morning.

By now it was about 10.30 p.m.  I had called my new neighbours to ask them to check if I had closed the front door, as I had no recollection, and how could I with Reba in my arms? Apparently I had, and they left me a lovely voicemail.

For now, all they could do was to keep Reba still, give her lots of meds for pain relief, and sedation so that she didn’t try and move, and to closely monitor her.  They would empty her bladder to make her more comfortable – she had already left a trail of poo in my home as I carried her out of the kitchen and out to the car. I had to say goodbye for now, and that was hard.  I didn’t want to leave her, not only as she is very hyper-attached to me and does find comfort from me, but I was scared that I might not see her again. They promised to call me at any signs of deterioration, so I kissed and stroke her head, whispered to her and promised to see her tomorrow.  I refused to say the ‘G’ word.  I couldn’t.

Leaving her and driving home was horrific.  Tears were streaming down my face, and it felt so alien to be leaving her behind.

I arrived home and immediately went into practical mode to clear up the poo nuggets trail, and then left some messages to a few clients who were expecting me the next day to work, telling them that I couldn’t attend to them.  They were all understanding. I put out on social media that she had had an accident, and I won’t be on socials or responding to messages, and instantly had messages of support and care, although none knew of the details yet.

I felt sick and was shaking and crying.  I knew I had to go to bed. It had been agreed that they would have Reba ready for transporting to the referral centre at 8am the next morning, as I would have to drive her there myself.  Thankfully it was not far, under 10 miles from my home but I couldn’t be so tired that driving would be dangerous. Sleep, no! I was glued to my phone and was very distressed.  I was awake most of the night, dreading a call from the vets, but I must have dozed for about two hours maximum, but woke often.  

––––––––
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Monday 28th October – admission to the specialist referral centre

By 6 a.m. there was no point trying to sleep, my brain was racing, my tears were flowing, and I was a mess.  I had enough sense to shower and wash my hair, as I doubted that this would be thought about later for the next few days.

I wasn’t hungry but forced down some toast, as I needed to be on form to do the driving transfer.  I arrived just a few mins after the time they needed me – just after 8 a.m. I did notice a missed call later on, but as my hands free/satnav is broken in my car, I couldn’t do anything.  As I parked up, they were carrying her out of the practice for me, and it was decided to put her on the back seat, so there was more room to keep her laid out, but close enough to know that I am there.  That was the second worst journey to date - yes, she was in a more stable condition than last night, she was on lots of painkillers – morphine, Metacam, and sedatives, but it was still a huge responsibility and frightening.  I needed to make sure I didn’t brake so hard that she moved but wanted to get there fast.  A few times I had to reach back so that she could sniff my hand. It was under 30 mins to get there, and finally I found the referral centre.  It was daylight, so easier to find as it’s a rural location.  

I parked up by the reception and went in to announce my arrival.  I was told to go and sit down. There was already a couple with a spaniel, and then a lady with poodles arrived.  She was struggling to hold one of them, and she was joking that he gets into mischief running into trees.  I just couldn’t wait there, and didn’t want to say anything, and as I was waiting for the receptionist to finish her call to say I would be waiting with Reba in the car, a nurse came out and went with me to see Reba, who was all tucked up and propped up by all the towels in my car.  I sat in the back with Reba, until she returned with the neurologist.  They checked Reba over, and then carefully slid her onto a spinal board to remove her from the car.  They said that my vet had done a good job of packing her in and stabilising her.  I followed them as they both carried her into the building and into the consulting room, and they spun the board around so Reba could see me as they chatted about the case.

They looked at the X-rays and said that they hoped to get a CT scan without further sedation.  They were worried about anesthetising her for the MRI, as this relaxes the muscles, and it was her neck muscles that were offering some stability to her spine. Once this relaxed, there was a big risk of the vertebrae moving and damaging the spinal cord more, likely fatally.  To do the MRI, they needed to wait till they were ready for surgery so they could act really quickly, should that happen.

The consult probably took over 30 minutes, but I really cannot remember much of what they said.  I recall that they were impressed I did the right things, quickly, and that my local vet did great - the vet nurse used to work with him, and he was one of the best, so that was good to hear! 

They wanted to take her through so that they could continue to monitor her and her pain levels, so I had to once again leave her.  It broke my heart, as I knew that I may never see her again, as everything was such high risk.  I kissed Reba’s head, spoke to her and only told her to be brave and see her later, the ‘G’ word (goodbye) was too traumatic and final, and I just couldn’t go there.  Rather than Reba seeing me leave, they carried her on the spinal board out to the medical area, and I went back to the reception area.  They had all my towels and Reba’s drying robe on the board, as they kept them on her when they slid her onto the board in the car, and I had to wait for them to bring them back – I got the drying robe back but not the old towels!  

Whilst waiting, the poodle lady came out with just one (the other one was in for treatment), and her dog immediately made a beeline for me, so I gave it a stroke.  When asked, I told her my dog broke her neck running into a tree. Not sure if my words rang a bell to her comments earlier, but thankfully that was when the nurse came out with some of my stuff.

After a little cry in the car, I then had to come home and wait.

I literally could not put my phone down - it was horrific, and I was so distressed.

I called them mid-afternoon, and they told me that she didn’t move for the CT scan so that went well, but next was the prep for the MRI and surgery as she will need anaesthesia, but she was doing ok.  Her bloodwork had shown a big increase in pancreatitis markers, so this could be a huge risk to her.

I just sat at my dining table, with my phone, like in a zombie state, not moving. The waiting was intolerable, and the worry was off the scale.

All I knew is that they had now gone into surgery and there was nothing I could do.

One thing I had to do was to contact the charity I volunteer for, to take me off the books for a while.  I had a prospective volunteer to assess in a few days, so called them to quickly cancel, but they kept me on there for 10 mins, being kind, but it was such a struggle to not break down.

I was getting messages on my original Facebook post saying ‘hope she feels better soon’, very well-meaning but it felt very disingenuous, and upsetting as I knew it would be anything but, so I posted a picture I had taken of the X-ray from the vets last night, saying she had a freak accident and was now at the specialist referral centre, awaiting surgery (at that point it was not guaranteed they could help her).  The engagement on my post was huge, so full of support that reading them made me cry. They still do.

The phrase ‘I’m a blubbering wreck’ was true, and an understatement.  I couldn’t think of anything, but anything I did think of set me off crying.  I wasn’t hungry, struggled with even tea, and really was in a total panic, full of shock.  

Early evening, I had a call.  She had made it through the surgery, and they had realigned the neck and fused it, and pinned/cemented the broken part back in place.  She was still under, and they would bring her around later.  They said they would call, but by nearly 10 p.m., I couldn’t hang on any longer and phoned them.  They had said to call any time, as often as I needed but I also knew they were busy doing their jobs and I was concerned of bothering them.

They said that they were going to include her on their socials, but won’t identify me.  A friend sent me a link to the story on their social media page, where the surgeon talks about being called to urgently operate on a patient he had never seen before (normally he meets them pre -surgery at least!).  They had changed all their schedules to operate on her to save her life.  He did name Reba, so my friends knew that this was my girl.

She was in the recovery, doing well and had survived the operation!  Phew!

But this was no time to celebrate, it was only the first hurdle of her time there.  The next few days were critical, as they needed to see a response from her to ensure that her spinal cord was intact, as well as ensuring there was no infection in the surgical site.  They can do their best in the operating room, but there is never a guarantee.

They said they would phone me during the night if they needed me, so once again, I dreaded going to bed but took my phone with me, ensuring it was fully charged.

Once again, I could barely sleep, felt sick and couldn’t stop crying.  Every normal trick to get to sleep failed, and I was tossing and turning for most of the night. I kept checking my phone, just in case.  I think I got a few hours rest but woke up about 5.30 a.m. and once my brain started up, there was no option to stay in bed.  I was so scared that Reba wouldn’t make it, but there was no emergency call in the night – a positive.
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Tuesday 29th October

Sick to the stomach today.  I just sat at the table, crying, worrying and really unable to focus on much at all.

I decided to do a quick video to explain what happened.  I couldn’t deal with contacting everyone individually, and realised that by using my social media, I could keep a lot of my friends and contacts updated, as they are all over the world.  It was hard, I was still in my dressing gown, and the tears flowed.  And after, I sobbed for hours.

Close friends wanted to help me, and one set up a GoFundMe page as I mentioned that although insured, the cost of the lifesaving surgery was three times the cover limit.  It took me ages to be able to read the paragraph they wrote, as I was crying so much.  They knew that I didn’t have money, and being a sole income, and unable to work now, this would help alleviate some of the financial pressure, therefore allowing me to focus on the practical part of caring for Reba... as long as she came home.

Within minutes, close colleagues and friends had shared the page, and donations started, even from people who had no direct connection to me. It is so humbling.

The neurologist called to say that she had had a comfortable night, her condition remained stable, which was a huge relief, but she needed to show some signs as the first 48 hours were critical if she would regain any neural function.

In the fridge, I had a load of recently defrosted dog food, but on phoning the supplier, they confirmed that it would not last more than a few days in there.  As I had been told that Reba will be in hospital for about 10 days, I took some of the food to my neighbour, and took the rest that evening to my vets, so their patients could have a luxury cooked food supper.

The rest of the day was spent just sitting there with my phone. It came with me EVERYWHERE, just waiting for updates.  The centre was very good, as they did call me twice a day, mostly once in the afternoon and then early evening for updates, but it was still really nerve-wracking. 

I was told that she was lifting her head a bit more, so that was a good sign, but she was still motionless and at risk.  There was an update on the referral centre’s social page, a story with the surgeon lying next to Reba, who was on her front but literally motionless, stroking her in her kennel (they are really nice ones, not metal bar ones you get normally), and talking about how life is in the balance when you have a broken neck. Reba was awake and moved her head a tiny bit to the side – probably checking to see if he had any treats in his pockets!  The neurologist had stabilised her, but he was called into surgery to help as he has experience of putting in metal implants and cement into spinal fractures, and that it is now time for biology to take its course and help the healing.

The team sent me a photo of her in the kennels with the surgeon, for my info.  On the one hand, it was lovely to see her but then it really upset me that she was lying there, chin on the ground, unable to move.

The update calls today said that she was eating, and swallowing ok, but her pancreas was inflamed, so possible pancreatitis, or it could be the reaction to the accident, so they will monitor closely.  There was also a very small reaction to them pinching and pushing on her front right leg. This is the very first sign that there may be some hope, and her spinal cord is not completely trashed.  They are going to give her another day of rest before they start to move her, and get the physio team down to see what she can and can’t do.  There is a big, experienced team looking after her 24/7, so I have to defer to them.  

I was told that I cannot visit her, as they want her to bond with them, so she settles.  Given her anxiety issues, if I visit then she is likely to be more distressed when I leave so it’s best to keep away.  I understand, but this is so painful for me, not seeing her, not knowing and looking at her myself.  

I was almost too scared to go to bed, I didn’t want to sleep in case they called me, but deep down I knew that she will be watched carefully, fully sedated and pumped with lots of painkillers.  Still, it made me feel sick thinking about this, and I had a very fitful few hours of disturbed sleep, waking again really early and unable to stay in bed to try to sleep again.

Wednesday 30th October

I’m a total mess.  I miss her dearly. I’m frightened for her, even though she is getting around the clock care and in the best hands.  I think I’m still in shock from that night.  Finding her, all the
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