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			“Rescue a dog, and the dog will rescue you. I can vouch for that, and Peter Zheutlin does a lovely, moving job of exploring the subject. Rescued is a delightful read.”

			—Dean Koontz, New York Times bestselling author

			“Rescued is a must-read for anyone who has ever experienced the love of a dog. Peter Zheutlin does a masterful job conveying the meaning and joy that come from helping a once-homeless animal feel secure, loved, and part of the family. This beautiful book belongs on every dog lover’s shelf.”

			—Laura T. Coffey, bestselling author of My Old Dog: Rescued Pets with Remarkable Second Acts

			“I loved this book. It eloquently describes the singular joy of giving a rescue dog one’s hearth and heart.”

			—Lisa Mullins, anchor at WBUR, Boston

			“Rescued is a wide-ranging and intensely moving meditation on sharing one’s life with adopted dogs. Peter Zheutlin is one of the few journalists who has taken on the complex world of animal rescue and actually gotten it right.”

			—Bronwen Dickey, author of Pit Bull: The Battle over an American Icon

			“In Rescued, Peter shows us that shelter dogs are some of our greatest teachers. Stories about rescue become tales of personal growth, where dogs are given second chances and people are reminded that our best lives are lived when we open our arms to those that need us.”

			—Jesse Freidin, photographer and author of Finding Shelter
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			For my wonderful wife, Judy.
For more than twenty years I rebuffed all her efforts to convince me we should have a dog. 
Nevertheless, she persisted,
and I’m glad she did.
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			Amazing grace, how sweet the sound

			That saved a wretch like me.

			I once was lost but now I’m found.

			Was blind but now I see.

			—JOHN NEWTON
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			INTRODUCTION

			Dogs are our link to paradise. They don’t know evil or jealousy or discontent. To sit with a dog on a hillside on a glorious afternoon is to be back in Eden, where doing nothing was not boring—it was peace.

			—MILAN KUNDERA

			IN THE EARLY FALL OF 2012, after he’d been with us nearly four months, our rescue dog Albie and I walked the pine-needle-covered trails of what was fast becoming our special place: Elm Bank along the Charles River, a forested preserve outside Boston. The October air smelled of earth and woody decay, the light was brilliant and sharp, and leaves of red and gold floated gently downward on imperceptible air currents until they came to rest softly on the ground.

			It was Albie’s first New England fall. He was, the vet surmised, about two or three years old, and he was one very lucky dog. Picked up as stray in Deville, Louisiana, the previous February, he had languished for five months in a “high-kill” shelter where nine out of every ten dogs that enter never leave. (There’s no precise definition of a “high-kill” shelter, but the term refers to shelters where a high percentage of dogs are put down rather than adopted out or returned to owners who reclaim them.) Albie was an underdog in every sense; one of the countless unwanted and unknown dogs that fill shelters throughout the South. With no one looking for him and no place to go, he was on death row with slim chances of survival. But thanks to a shelter volunteer who took a shine to him, he defied those odds and was accepted into an adoption program run by Labs4rescue, a Connecticut-based rescue organization. We saw Albie’s profile on their Web site, fell in love with him through some photographs and a short video, and in early July he came north on a rescue dog transport called Rescue Road Trips to join our family.

			We knew from our Labs4rescue adoption coordinator, Keri Toth, that Albie had been in a concrete-and-chain-link enclosure for nearly five months in a Louisiana shelter, but we didn’t know—no one knew—how he’d come to be wandering alone, malnourished, and frightened. So, from the moment he landed in our arms, we vowed to do everything humanly possible to give him a wonderful life, free from fear and hunger and want. We knew nothing of his previous life—whether he’d been abandoned, neglected, or abused, or was simply lost—but it was, in part, the mystery of his life before that bound us so tightly to him. We couldn’t know what wrongs and misfortunes had befallen him. But we were determined to right them anyway.

			• • •

			ALBIE IS A YELLOW LAB and golden retriever mix—at least that’s everyone’s best guess, because you can’t really tell a dog’s entire genetic heritage based on looks alone. By the time of our walk in the woods that golden October day Albie had gained some weight; he was up to about seventy-five pounds from sixty-five, and I was now able to trust he would return when called if I let him off-leash. He’d spy something, or smell something, then race off into the woods with astonishing agility, leaping over fallen trees and bounding through the dry underbrush. His fur, a yellowish wheat color, blended perfectly with the surroundings. At first, whenever he disappeared for more than a minute or two, I’d get frantic and start calling for him, convinced he was gone for good. But as someone said to me once in those same woods about Albie, “You may not know where he is, but he always knows where you are.” I eventually came to trust those words, too.

			After he’d been gone, sometimes for several minutes, he’d reappear on the trail, perhaps a hundred yards ahead, then come racing toward me with a smile and, it seemed, proud of himself. One of Albie’s most endearing physical traits is a nose that at certain times of the year turns the color of a pencil eraser. (It’s called “snow nose” because the color tends to lighten as winter approaches.) He’d stare up at me with those deep brown pools he has for eyes, his eraser nose twitching, hoping for a treat, and all I could think was that this was the most earnest dog I’d ever met. We were buddies.

			On our autumn walks through those woods, which we made almost daily, I often felt an intense sense of well-being. Albie exuded the energy of a puppy. He was, after all, still young. I, on the other hand, was about to turn fifty-nine. Not so young anymore. And it struck me: over the years to come, Albie would start gaining on me, because dogs age faster than humans. (The canard that one human year equals seven dog years isn’t quite true, but it suffices here.) By the time I would be undeniably on the brink of old age, so, too, would Albie. We were going to grow old together. I was teaching Albie to love and to trust and to live in a family. Little did I know that he would wind up teaching me far more.

			• • •

			AS HUMANS, we love to tell our personal stories about our relationships with our canine companions. From John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley to John Grogan’s Marley & Me and beyond, books about people and their dogs abound. Many concern dogs who have saved their people, pulling them through health crises, depression, divorces, or the deaths of loved ones, or changing life for their afflicted children.

			This is not one of those books.

			I had my cancer scare in 2003, well before Albie was born. My wife, Judy, and I are happily married going on nearly thirty years. We have our struggles, as every couple and every family do, and while Albie is always a comfort in tough times he hasn’t saved us from calamity or existential crisis. Unless something unexpected happens while this book is in progress, it will have a happy ending, with Albie and me still walking the familiar trails we love so much. We’ll just be a bit farther down the road, so to speak.

			So, no, this is not a book about someone who rescued a dog only to realize the dog rescued them, a cliché I’ve grown slightly weary of even though I’m very devoted to the rescue dog movement. Don’t get me wrong. Many of the books that do take this approach are wonderful reads. But judging by the countless “Who Rescued Who?” bumper stickers I see on high-end SUVs every day, there are an inordinate number of well-heeled suburbanites who were once in need of salvation.

			This isn’t to say dogs don’t transform lives. They most surely do. And it isn’t to say dogs can’t turn lives around or help people heal. They most certainly can, and we’ll see some examples of that in this book. Albie has added so much to my life, to our lives, and he has, in many ways, transformed it—after all, he turned me into a “dog person.” But I can’t say he rescued me, or Judy, or made me a better person, though he brings out the best in me. He makes me laugh and he’s made me cry, he makes me smile (a lot) and he’s made me mad (very, very rarely). Mostly he just makes my heart leap. He’s also taught me a thing or two, about life, about love, and about what it means to give a true underdog a second chance.
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			Albie’s not the smartest dog, or the best-behaved; not the least obtrusive, and far from the least neurotic. But when he wakes me up in the morning with his low grumble and my eyes crack open, barely, to see his big nose about two inches from mine, I know it’s going to be a good day, or at least a better day than it would have been without him. When I pull in the driveway and he’s waiting at the front door, as he almost always is, I feel valued. And on the nights when he curls up next to me in bed I am grateful to be with him and to know he’s had another day when he’s been loved and well fed and kept safe; in other words, another day in a place we call home.

			This, then, is a book about walking into the autumn of my own life alongside a very lucky, slightly goofy, and impossibly earnest dog—and eventually a second rescue dog named Salina—and what I’ve learned along the way. And because I have met or talked with many, many people about their rescue dogs, it draws on their experiences, too, and the universal wisdom they’ve gleaned from living with and loving a second-chance dog. Some of it is prosaic, some of it is subtle, but some, I think, is profound. The lessons that rescue dogs can teach us go well beyond simply improving our interactions with them. They touch us in far deeper ways that can change our human relationships, our habits, our mind-sets, and our lives for the better. So I’ve endeavored to share some of this happily learned wisdom here.

			Last but not least, this is also a book about unconditional two-way love, a love much simpler and unadorned than the love between two people. It is, after all, much easier when only one of you can talk.
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				CHAPTER ONE

			Saving Albie

			A dog is the only thing on earth that loves you more than he loves himself.

			—JOSH BILLINGS

			AT THE VERY END of Annie Hall, the Oscar-winning Best Picture in 1978, the main character, Alvy, played by Woody Allen, crosses paths again with Annie on the Upper West Side. They had loved and laughed and struggled, but their romance was star-crossed and ended with heartache. After an awkward but tender exchange they say good-bye once again, and we hear a voice-over spoken by Alvy as he watches Annie melt away into the depths of Manhattan.

			“After that it got pretty late,” Alvy says. “And we both hadda go, but it was great seeing Annie again, right? I realized what a terrific person she was and—and how much fun it was just knowing her and I—I thought of that old joke, you know, this—this—this guy goes to a psychiatrist and says, ‘Doc, uh, my brother’s crazy. He thinks he’s a chicken.’ And, uh, the doctor says, ‘Well, why don’t you turn him in?’ And the guy says, ‘I would, but I need the eggs.’ Well, I guess that’s pretty much how I feel about relationships. You know, they’re totally irrational and crazy and absurd and . . . but, uh, I guess we keep goin’ through it because, uh, most of us need the eggs.”

			That small monologue goes a long way toward explaining why, just as Judy and I were about to become empty nesters, I finally agreed to adopt a rescue dog. I needed the eggs. Let me explain.

			Albie is one of many thousands of “rescue dogs” that are part of a great migration of shelter and street dogs that make their way primarily from southern states (and the Caribbean) to “forever” homes, mainly in the Northeast, every year, a migration facilitated by legions of tireless, bighearted people devoted to saving as many dogs as possible. I wrote about one such group of people in my last book, Rescue Road: One Man, Thirty Thousand Dogs, and a Million Miles on the Last Hope Highway. (If you have read Rescue Road, you will find the basic outline of Albie’s story familiar. But some of it bears repeating here to provide context, especially since not everyone reading this book will also have read Rescue Road.)

			The “one man” of the subtitle is Greg Mahle of Zanesville, Ohio, who, over more than a decade, has logged more than a million weary miles in a tractor-trailer to deliver dogs like Albie from the mean streets and high-kill shelters of the Deep South and into the arms of loving families. But for every lucky dog that gets that ride to freedom, countless others perish. The canine overpopulation problem is vast—there are over a million strays living on the streets of Houston alone.

			I knew nothing of this when we decided to adopt a rescue dog, not the size of the problem or anything about the networks of people working to save them. All I knew was that, based on some photographs, a short video, and a conversation with Keri Toth, Albie’s adoption coordinator with Connecticut-based Labs4rescue, we had committed to giving Albie a home, a forever home. In fact, it came as a surprise when I learned Albie wasn’t in Connecticut and that we couldn’t just drive down from Boston and pick him up the next day. We had to wait a couple of weeks until Keri, who is based in Alexandria, Louisiana, and where Albie had been in a high-kill shelter for five months, could get him on Greg Mahle’s truck.

			Since we were already in love from watching his little video over and over, the days passed slowly. Even when he reached Massachusetts we had to wait two additional days because the state requires rescue dogs coming from out of state to be quarantined for forty-eight hours and reexamined by a veterinarian before they are released. Even though every dog coming into the state has to have an interstate health certificate signed by a veterinarian in the state of origin, the state insists on the quarantine.

			What could Albie have been making of it all? He went from wandering alone on a deserted country road to a cell-like enclosure in a noisy shelter for five months, into a kennel on a big truck with no clue where he was going, and, once again, into another shelter, only to be picked up two days later by a family he’d never met but with whom he would spend the rest of his life.

			Judy had wanted a dog since before we had kids. And when we had kids they, too, of course, wanted a dog. But I was steadfast. I knew, despite the promises, that the lion’s share of the work, especially early morning walks on subzero mornings across sheets of ice so a dog could poop, would be my job. Judy isn’t exactly what you’d call a diligent housekeeper, so I knew it would also fall mostly on me to vacuum up the shed fur, wipe off the muddy paws, and pick up the dog toys strewn about the house. When our boys were little and keeping the house in order was a full-time job, it was my job: I changed sheets, vacuumed carpets, organized toys over and over and over, pulled Legos out of toilets, and generally tried to keep the house from descending into utter chaos.

			My resistance to a dog started to crack, however, when our friends Anne Marie and Dave asked if we could take care of Reilly, their black Lab, for a weekend. That’s the official version, anyway. What really happened was that Judy conspired with Anne Marie to have us host Reilly, the first step in a well-considered plan to soften me up for a dog of our own.

			Reilly arrived, his signature red kerchief around his neck, with a bag of food, a box of treats, and a very comfortable, well-worn bed. Labs are known for their high energy, but Reilly was very mellow; he had the slightly aloof but genial temperament and disposition of Alistair Cooke, who for years hosted Masterpiece Theatre on PBS. I felt like I was going to have to prove myself worthy of being his host, not the other way around.

			So for two days Reilly occasionally chased a tennis ball (sometimes I had the feeling he’d rather be playing bridge), gazed with a pitiful look on his face at every morsel of food I put in my mouth, and took leisurely walks around the lake at Wellesley College, where Judy and I took him to see if he might be interested in applying. The visit was such a success that we invited Reilly back, and back he came a couple of weeks later when Anne Marie and Dave went off to their son Liam’s college graduation. This time, feeling very much at home, Reilly chilled in the TV room with us, took a few walks, and generally made himself part of the family. We were sad when it was time for him to go home. (Reilly died in 2015 at the age of fourteen. Dave and Anne Marie miss him terribly and we miss him, too. He became a friend of Albie’s.)

			By the time I relented a few weeks later, my older son, Danny, was in college and my younger son, Noah, was about to be a senior in high school. I didn’t realize it then, but it was the prospect of being an empty nester that caused my implacable opposition to crumble.

			All through my sons’ childhoods I had worked at home because I didn’t want the formative years to fly by and not be an integral part of them. Now, before I knew it, it was going to be just Judy and me, alone together in a house that had once bustled with the activities of toddlers, then children, and then teenagers. Some couples find that once the kids are gone, so, too, is the glue that held them together. I wasn’t worried about that: Judy and I have plenty to talk about, though each of us occasionally feels as if we’re talking to the wall, which is no doubt how she felt during the twenty-plus years she tried to persuade me to get a dog. But I worried that having a dog would mean that we wouldn’t have the unfettered freedom that would come with being empty nesters. And I was concerned that, at nine years Judy’s senior, I might run out of gas while a dog was still at the peak of its doggy energy. Yet, I also had a feeling that we stood to gain more than we had to lose.

			• • •

			MY OWN FATHER had been a work-at-home dad of sorts, and that experience shaped my own plans for parenthood. He was a pediatrician and for most of my growing up his office was in a converted garage attached to our house. A small half bath connected the house to the office. It meant that my brother Michael and I saw our dad all the time; he wasn’t commuting to a distant office we could hardly imagine, doing work we couldn’t comprehend. We knew it was his job to take care of kids just like us. He’d walk through that bathroom portal many times a day and change, magically it seemed, from Dr. Zheutlin to our dad and back again like a medical version of Clark Kent, and I did in fact come to see him as a superhero. Occasionally I’d come home from school and find the house door locked, so I’d go in through the office and see my father, tall, trim, and handsome, stethoscope around his neck, a calm, commanding figure amid the chaos of crying children and worried mothers (and it always seemed to be mothers).

			One day, when I was about seven, I heard a scream and looked out my bedroom window, which was above the office entrance. A mother carrying a small child came running up the driveway and into the office. Almost immediately the front doorbell rang and I rushed to answer it because my mother wasn’t home. A policeman holding an oxygen tank asked where the office was and I directed him through the house to the office. I knew something terrible was happening just beyond that little bathroom door.

			About fifteen minutes later, or maybe longer (it’s impossible to know more than half a century on), I found my dad in the dining room pouring a glass of whiskey. It wasn’t for him, he explained. It was for a young mother sitting in his office whose child had just died. I have to believe that was my father’s darkest hour in a long career in which he was deeply loved by his patients, and to this day I think of his pouring that glass of whiskey as part of his very humane way of practicing medicine.

			Had he worked in an office away from home there are so many things I never would have understood or appreciated about him. Maybe it was ego, but without being conscious of it, I wanted my kids to know me, too, even if I never did anything as heroic as my father. And I just didn’t want to be the dad who rushed home to tuck his kids in at night and was running for the train before they were up for school the next morning.

			While being a work-at-home dad was deeply gratifying, it did have some unintended consequences. A few years ago our boys confessed that when they were younger they were somewhat mystified by the fact that I was home all day while most fathers they knew went off to work. Yet there I was, walking them to and from school and playing catch with them on weekday afternoons. Since I had, according to them, “no visible means of support”—writing was not a “real” job, and their mom was a stay-at-home writer, too—the money we were living on had to come from somewhere. And they came to the rather arresting conclusion that we were Russian spies, a belief they apparently harbored, with more or less conviction, for several years.

			It may not have helped that we had occasional Russian visitors, friends I had made during several trips to the Soviet Union, and later Russia, while working for an international peace organization in the late 1980s and early 1990s. And there were the Soviet-era propaganda posters I bought as souvenirs and hung in the basement. When the boys were young and started a lemonade stand I took one of those posters, one that featured Vladimir Lenin striking a heroic pose with one arm outstretched, and stapled a plastic cup to Lenin’s hand. We branded the product “Leninade” and used it to attract passersby. No wonder the kids thought we were Russian spies.

			• • •

			BUT IT’S CLEAR TO ME NOW that I relented and agreed to get a dog because I wasn’t done nurturing. I needed the eggs Woody Allen was talking about. The boys didn’t need me to help them set up their lemonade stands anymore, or teach them to how to ride a bike, or read them a bedtime story. Those days and nights, especially the nights when sleep eluded the kids, could seem so long sometimes. But the years? Well, they’d passed in the proverbial blink of an eye. Thinking back on it, I hoped a dog would help stave off the inevitable slide into late midlife, defined not so much by chronological age but as the time when the kids leave home. I wasn’t young anymore, no matter how fit and youthful I felt, but I wasn’t ready to be old, either.

			When we leave the freedom of our early years behind to raise children, we do it because it adds meaning to our lives; we know we will not survive—we all die someday—but by having children we draw comfort in knowing we will, barring tragedy, be survived. Our minuscule influence on this world will continue to ripple in some small way through our children and their children and their children. We take our place in the great continuum of life (or, to quote The Lion King, which I think I watched more than a hundred times when the kids were little, the “circle of life”). There are many ways to live a meaningful life with or without children, but for me having children gives my life purpose and meaning in the most fundamental way.

			But why, with those children about take flight on their own, with the freedom once enjoyed in youth about to be restored, would anyone adopt a rescue dog and be tied once again to cleaning up poop, sleep and feeding schedules, vet (doctor’s) appointments (and vet bills), dog (baby) sitters, messes, and wrestling with behavioral challenges? In the case of a rescue dog—a dog once destined, perhaps, to die alone and forgotten in a shelter—the answer is the same: it gives life meaning.

			Just ask Andrea Stewart and Linda Zaleskie of Brooklyn, who adopted a hard-luck dog named Noah, abandoned on the streets of Houston.

			When Melissa Melvin—a volunteer with Melrose Park Neglected Dogs, a rescue organization that works in the Melrose Park area of Houston—first came upon the dog that would come to be known as Noah, she thought he was dead. He was covered with insect and dog bites and scabs, his feet were swollen, and he was suffering from severe mange and starvation. He would later test positive for heartworm. It appeared Noah had been dumped there at some point in his short life—he was about a year or two—to endure one excruciating day after another.

			Melissa approached Kathy Wetmore, the founder of Houston’s Shaggy Dog Rescue, and she agreed to take Noah into her rescue. Several months of intensive veterinary care followed, more than $10,000 in all, most paid from Kathy’s own pocket.

			Today, Noah, a smallish Lab mix who still bears the scars of mange, is a happy, healthy dog living a good life in Brooklyn with Andrea and Linda
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