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Dedication
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To Alba.

The world wasn’t kind to you, but for fourteen 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.
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It all starts with a picture message.

I don’t recognise the number it’s been sent from. 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.

There’s a familiar sense of dread of whatever’s coming next. 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 goto 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 Wi-Fi in the world but today it was taking forever.

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

As the picture on my iPhone finally turns 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. The poor thing has been lying in its own toileting. Eugh.

But the dog’s face is long and noble somehow, with the most vulnerable-looking dark eyes. The expression is of complete dejection, one of the saddest-looking animals I’ve ever seen.

It is impossible to tell the breed of the mutt from the picture. Most of the dogs out here in Koh Samui are a mix-up. 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. And their life is every bit as valuable.

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








[image: ] Chapter One [image: ] The Retrieval of our Golden Girl

If you yourself spend time with any dogs or other pets, then you’ll know 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 that really got under my skin in particular, for some reason.

So to the mountains I headed that February afternoon. I was bracing myself. My instinct wasn’t good for what awaited us.

It took us about twenty minutes to find the mountain shack where the dog was chained. 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.

The shack was more like a basic wooden house, with an open basement. And inside that basement, curled up and tethered on a chain that was barely two metres long, was one of the most tragic sights I’d seen.

The dog was dozing as we walked in. But as I inched a little closer, she stirred from her slumber. I could spot some teats on her tummy, so it was clearly a female, and she didn’t seem that old. 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 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 she certainly hadn’t been on the receiving end of much of that. 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. 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.

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’.

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.

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.

No one wants to look like they’re in the wrong, 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 Prevention of Cruelty to Animals), or even the police. But I always have to remember things work differently in different parts of the world and in different cultures.

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. The goal here is always to help the animal. Be nice, Niall, be nice, smile and get out of there.

We 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, the first thing we did was remove the tatty, makeshift lead that she was tethered to. It had been shackling her down like a prisoner, and it was tricky to remove. We had to improvise, 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 weak and horribly underweight.

Her bones were sticking out and she could barely use her four legs. It was clear she hadn’t walked in a long time, and she was disoriented and uncoordinated. It was so sad to see. But what was even more heartbreaking was this 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, she should have been angry, 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. ‘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. Her bloods were taken and I made a royal fuss of this sorry dog while we waited the fifteen minutes for the results to come back.

Running my hands over the 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.

The vet 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 breed should be. More tests on her kidneys would be needed later down the line.

Because of her pedigree and unusual looks, the poor thing had likely been used for breeding purposes. 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 used to have countless batches of puppies. Then 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.

We left the vet’s and drove her down Hope Avenue.

Hope Avenue is a very special road. It started out as a dirt track in the middle of the jungle that myself and some of the dogs use to walk along to get them some exercise. Eventually we put gravel down and planted some beautiful tall, yellow trees that complement the greens of the jungle and the vast bright blue skies above us.

It now symbolises our mission. As soon as we reach Hope Avenue with a very sick dog, 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. 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. I’d only met this dog several hours ago, 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 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 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. ‘You’ve got charisma and class, baby.’ And I was so pleased to see there was a little twinkle in her eyes.
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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.

I had learned a lot about the basic needs of dogs. But I was still a novice really.

Tina was massively underweight. So the very first part of her treatment, I confidently assumed, would be to boost her up with some decent fresh food. Some rich nutrients inside her, I reasoned, would make her dark eyes less sad. And 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 vegetables and meat, which she gratefully gobbled down.

But that turned out to be the very worst thing I could have done.

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.

I quickly googled what was happening, and found this on one website:

‘Bloat is one of the most rapidly life-threatening conditions that vets treat in dogs. It can quickly lead to life-threatening shock if left untreated.

We had
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