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Dedication

In memory of our mothers, Norma Robertshaw and Eileen Danta, who shaped our love for animals and who no doubt are right now soothing bewildered dogs newly arrived to their realm.

Also, in memory of Danny’s sisters, Kitts McQueen, Cheryl Roberts, and Lynne Nelson, and to Ron’s sister, Diane Danta of Frankfort, Illinois. All of them have been kind to countless pups, including their younger brothers, whom they always accepted unconditionally.

Finally, to the millions of people around the globe involved in dog rescue—those working at shelters and related organizations as well as every single person who has ever adopted a dog that otherwise would have remained homeless. When you take in a dog, you are giving it not only love but also a voice. You are saying, “I hear you. You are safe now. You are not alone.”


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

1. Lost . . .

2. . . . and Found

3. Water Rising

4. Unanticipated Houseguests

5. Heart Breaking

6. Making It Official, Part 1

7. Blanket Hour

8. We Will Survive

9. Making It Official, Part 2

10. Smoke

11. On the Road

12. A Turn of Events

13. Broadening Our Horizons

14. Lifetime Promise

Epilogue

Join Us in the Lifetime Promise

Acknowledgments

About the Authors

Copyright

About the Publisher


Prologue

The first sounds of toenails hitting the floor make their way to us through a light sleep. It’s usually Lhasa apso mix Speckles who jumps down first. It took him forever just to get on the bed. Six months had to go by before he would even come into the bedroom at night. When we’d try to coax him to the mattress, he’d run out the door. During the day, when he wasn’t darting away from us, he was snarling. Then the better part of a year passed before he made his way to the pillows, where he now wraps himself around Ron’s head for his nightly repose.

We don’t open our eyes but can sense the first weak rays of dawn straining to make their way through the shades. Wiggling follows, and we can feel some of the dogs begin to emerge from under the covers. We try to pretend that we can get a little more shut-eye before the day begins in earnest.

Isabelle, a liver-colored terrier with an adorable underbite, and Sweet Pea, a white Chihuahua-looking thing, are still perched at the very edge of the bed, as far from our feet as possible. It’s going to take a while more for them. Beanie—she spends the night poking her head into the room, thinking through the risks as someone might before deciding whether to get on an intriguing but scary amusement park ride, until she finally loses her nerve and steals away. That’s okay. Here, time’s on her side.

It’s too late to be able to tell the dogs to go back to sleep. They’re more than stirring now and need to get outside before being fed. Still, we make an effort to fool ourselves into thinking we can doze just a few moments more.

And then Danny feels a weight on his chest. He opens his eyes to find himself looking directly at Busy Bee standing on top of him—all seventeen pounds of her, with all four of her legs. She’s staring right back, with one blue eye and one brown one.

Before this, the poodle/miniature Australian shepherd mix, a puppy mill discard, has never even so much as come near the bedroom. Having lived in a cage her entire life until we took her in, never knowing either kindness or love, she is deathly afraid of people, and other dogs. She spends most of her time cowering in a corner of the kitchen.

But something has shifted for her. After months and months of keeping to herself and shaking when we tried just to lightly stroke her muzzle, she has courageously—boldly—decided to take a closer look, to consider that a better life awaits.

We look at each other and smile. It is going to be a good day.


Chapter 1

Lost . . .


Men at some time are masters of their fates.

—Shakespeare

But not always.

—Danny and Ron



Camden, South Carolina, 1979

DANNY

Moonpie ran right past the live oak saplings lining both sides of the long driveway the moment I set her down. Short and stout to the point that she was shaped like a tiny coffee table, she normally didn’t have it in her to move so quickly. But watching her scamper with joy around the fields leading to the house, I could see that the little Jack Russell terrier—chestnut-colored with splotches of white—knew instinctively she had arrived at her new home and loved the freedom the farm was going to afford her. Johnny Cake, also a Jack Russell but far more slender, scrambled to catch up once I lifted him out of the pickup too, the pair of them romping and rolling and the white markings against Johnny’s deeper-colored chocolatey brown fur clear even from a distance.

I brought up the rear with Number 7, my donkey that I named after the burro in the Grizzly Adams TV show. Wild Thing, a pony I rescued after he was found tied to the bumper of a rusted car in a trailer park, would join us a little later.

I was only twenty-five but had been doing well riding and training horses in hunter/jumper competitions and thought it was time to invest in a place of my own rather than continue renting. It was a heady feeling seeing my name on the deed: Daniel James Robertshaw.

The parcel, twenty-two acres, was situated on the outskirts of Camden. I named it Beaver River Farm, after the name of my mother’s family farm in Rhode Island. I lived up north until I was three, before my parents came to North Carolina for my father’s job as a manager at a textile plant.

The saplings—seven scraggly Charlie Brown Christmas trees on either side of the drive—were barely five feet tall. I could easily see over them as I approached the clearing with the farmhouse. It was a white bungalow with a wraparound porch built almost sixty years earlier, in 1920—too young to be an antique but definitely old enough to invoke the word “ramshackle.”

The place was pretty much a mess. You could see even before you came right upon the house that it was badly weather-beaten. The two-horse barn out back was rickety, too, and the land was going to need tending. Scrub brush and old cars and barbed wire littered the fields. Cacti grew in the depleted soil, and broken-down fencing everywhere meant not a single field or paddock was truly suitable for animals.

That was okay. I knew I could tend to things gradually. My idea was to make it a place to kick back and provide a haven for animals requiring help—dogs, old horses, anything that needed saving. It wasn’t a mission. It wasn’t even really a plan. It was just the way I lived, the way I felt. If an animal was starving, I would be able to take it in and fatten it up. If I saw a dog on the road I wanted to be able to take care of it. I was going to be able to carve out my niche just as I wanted it.

While Danny settled in, only about an hour away . . .

RON

I was living in a trailer park with my wife, Paige, and our three dogs, crammed in and making ends meet. I worked forty hours a week at a 7-Eleven and another forty taking inventory at supermarkets and pharmacies. I had turned twenty-five earlier that year and had just moved to South Carolina to try to make a go of it in the show horse world. My work was in training horses and riders for hunter/jumper competitions, the spectacles where people on horseback sail gracefully over fences and other obstacles.

I had been training in my native Illinois, near Chicago, at a farm my parents had bought me, and was doing reasonably well. But the previous winter, the roof of the barn caved in as the result of a blizzard during which three and a half feet of snow had fallen in the space of twenty-four hours. I was teaching a lesson in the indoor arena when I started to hear a crackling sound. I looked up and saw the giant trusses near the ceiling kind of bowing down. I ran and opened the big door and told the two people to whom I was giving a lesson to run. Then I hurried and got the horses out, but almost immediately the entire indoors started going down in a domino effect and continued over to the stalls, where I was boarding thirty-five horses.

I managed to move them to another stable, but it, too, collapsed. Then I arranged for them to stay in a third stable, but the barn there had caved in by the time the horses arrived. Barns were falling apart all around because of the snow’s weight, and I had to put the horses in my own outdoor ring until I finally was able to move them to a barn that was quite far away and where the snow wasn’t falling as hard.

We rebuilt the barn and the indoor arena, but I had had enough of the cold Chicago weather and decided to head south. I had a friend who told me what a beautiful state South Carolina is.

My parents didn’t approve of the relocation. When I was preparing to leave, they shut me down: “Ron, if you go, we will disown you.” They had never spoken to me in such stark, resolute terms. It was a very difficult, emotional discussion, and finding out that I was going to have to choose between my parents and moving didn’t come until right at the end. But I felt it was the right decision. And everything had already been set in motion.

I understood my parents’ distress. They had spent much of their life savings to set me up in the horse business, even taking out a second mortgage for the farm. It didn’t just have a barn and an indoor ring but also a club room and wonderful turnout pastures. The farm wasn’t all of it, however. They had never approved of Paige—herself a horse rider—and the move hammered in the final nail. It was really my mother who felt so strongly about it, but my father went along. They went ahead and cut all ties, refusing to talk to me.

I was devastated, completely sucker punched. I had always been incredibly close to my parents. I hoped maybe things would right themselves, that they were just saying they would no longer talk to me because they were hurt and angry about my leaving.

Either way, my hands were too full to deal with it just then. Before Paige and I moved to South Carolina, we bought a five-acre parcel of land there to build a barn and some paddocks along with a small house so we could set ourselves up in business. But from the moment we arrived, nothing had gone right.

Ahead of making the trip down, we found an apartment that would allow pets, but when it came time to sign the lease upon arrival, the landlord said we could not have our dogs there and wanted us to give them up. That was not going to happen.

I grew up loving dogs. My parents would go down to the shelter every couple of months specifically to pick out old, sick dogs that no one was going to adopt and bring them home to enjoy a safe, loving hospice before they finally were done living.

At first Paige and I holed up with them in a motel room, the U-Haul in the parking lot with all our furniture and things. We had our Jack Russell, Sunny, along with gentle giant Tara—she was a Doberman—and Sammy the cocker spaniel. But that wasn’t going to work for long. It wasn’t just about being cramped. We couldn’t afford the nightly bill.

But we couldn’t afford a house, either. With the money we had spent on the land, we didn’t have much left in savings, and it was dwindling fast because no one, we learned pretty quickly, was going to allow us to rent an apartment with three dogs. I finally bought a small mobile home as a stopgap solution—a poor one, because the dogs were not even allowed to roam around the trailer park. Everyone kind of gets just their own little patch. I would have to drive them to areas far from the park, where they could have good walks.

In the meantime, I was bleeding more money on the land we had purchased. It all needed to be cleared, and in every spot that the builders conducted a soil perc test to see where they could build a septic system and put a foundation for a barn and a house, water literally sprouted up in geysers. They were hitting springs, and the water table was too high to do anything. They would add fill to the land in spots to see if that would work, but drainage remained poor. The acreage was going to be unusable. We had spent $20,000 on the parcel and another $40,000 trying to make it suitable, all of it sunk money, in addition to the mobile home that I never had any intention of buying.

Finally, I caught a break. Scouting about for opportunities in the equestrian world, I met a woman who hired me to train horses on her property, where she had a little cottage that she let Paige and me live in. She briefly introduced us to Danny at a horse show in 1980.

Recalls Danny, “It was literally a ‘So-and-So, meet So-and-So’ kind of thing. They seemed like a nice young couple. I had no idea what they had been going through.”

Nobody did, and trying to dig out from all the money that had been lost was only part of it. Paige had a serious addiction to pain pills, including Vicodin. She would mix the drugs with alcohol, making the problem particularly difficult. One time, I underwent extensive back surgery and was sent home with some of the most potent narcotics available to dull the pain. But they were giving me zero relief. I was in agony, having gone a week without any real sleep. I called the doctor to let him know the drugs he had prescribed weren’t helping. He was baffled because his intention had been to keep me as comfortable as possible while I recuperated, but he felt he couldn’t up the dosages any further without endangering my health.

Then, one night in bed I dropped one of the gelatin capsules as I was going to put it in my mouth, and when I squeezed it to pick it up from the mattress, the capsule opened, and I could see it was empty. Paige had been removing the medicine for herself and putting the capsules back together so I wouldn’t notice.

I couldn’t tell the doctor what happened; I always tried to protect Paige from her problem leaking out. Especially back then, there was tremendous stigma attached to drug and alcohol problems. I wanted to help her advance her riding career, too, as well as put the best face possible on my marriage. But I did confront her privately.

“How could you let me sit there and suffer?” I asked her, both hurt and angry. At first she denied it but then came clean and apologized and promised she’d never do it again. I didn’t know at that point that until someone really owns their addiction, their word can never be trusted. But still, she had made that promise to me enough times in the past that when I had my prescription refilled, I knew to hide the medicine. Because I’m six foot eight, I could find spots that would be hard for her to reach, let alone discover—although sometimes she did, anyway.

Once I recovered from the back surgery, it was back to training horses. Danny and I would meet several more times on the show horse circuit throughout the early ’80s, but only to say hello, or perhaps nod to each other if we happened to be eating at the same restaurant with clients.

DANNY

I was beginning to experience difficulties of my own, even though things had started out on such a promising note at the farm. The eldest of my three older sisters, Kitts—the family called her Kitsy—was struggling with a serious cancer of the gastrointestinal tract. At thirty-seven with a teenage son, she was still hanging on, but the prognosis was not encouraging. She was often in the hospital for treatment.

It was a constant worry. But that wasn’t what drove me to make a visit home to North Carolina one late afternoon in 1983. I had just finished a horse show, and out of nowhere I felt a need to drive three hours out of the way and go to see my parents. I can’t explain the urge that pulled me there, but there was no ignoring it, even though for most of my life I had had a fraught relationship with my father. He would call me a big sissy for missing a football when I was a boy. He probably didn’t realize how painful those ribbings were—maybe he just meant to goad me on. But they stung.

It was probably difficult for him because he had been captain of the football team in college and I was his only son, having come to him unexpectedly when he was already forty. My parents had had my three sisters in short order, and I arrived on the scene much later.

“Jake got his son,” people said. “The miracle finally happened.” But I wasn’t the miracle he had been dreaming of, not at all living up to his idea of what a son should be. I was sensitive about everything. If my parents fought, I thought it was because of me. I thought my mom started drinking because I didn’t turn out the way my father wanted, and that made them not get along. I would get depressed, with headaches. I tried to hide it. I didn’t want it to be just one more of “Danny’s weaknesses.”

It was never a question of whether my father loved me. I just don’t think he knew what to do with me.

To his credit, he gave in to my mother and bought me my first horse—a pony for Christmas the year I turned ten. He never minded that I liked to ride. But he always wanted me to outgrow my obsession with it. He was concerned that I wouldn’t be able to make a living at it, that I would reach my fifties and not be able to ride anymore. But for me, ever since I was young, being able to jump on a horse and go riding had been like having a tree house that I could escape to all by myself.

Dad and I made a cautious, unspoken truce—throughout my childhood and even as a young adult I never knew how to talk to him—and life went on.

He was very surprised when I walked through the door that day but also uncharacteristically thrilled to see me—not just glad, but truly happy. In retrospect, his reaction made sense in light of a recent scare. I had been in a serious twenty-seven-car pileup only a month earlier. People died. A fire on the side of the highway created thick black smoke that made it impossible for drivers to see. And although I was fine other than for some burns I had on my arms, the accident made it to the national news, and I was the last person involved who was accounted for. One highway patrolman had burned to death. Even Moonpie suffered a burn that put a hole in her back when a truck next to our vehicle exploded, running off from me and not being found till the next day. I think that although my parents knew I was okay, they were still relieved to see me in person. The accident had left them shaken.

The house usually felt tense—Dad was often in a worried mood, particularly with my sister sick, and my mother would react by trying to paint a rosier picture but also by drinking. But everything had a light mood that afternoon that usually was missing. In fact, it was tax time, and Dad was always after me to try to be better about my books, but that day he laughed it off. Both Mom and Dad were in good spirits, and we stayed up late into the night talking and joking and swapping old family stories. We had never had an evening like that in our entire lives.

Sometime around 2 a.m. my father validated me in a way that will stay with me forever. “You know,” he said, “I think you’re going to make it in this horse world, and I think you’re going to do well.” It was the kind of thing children wait their whole lives to hear from their parents.

We finally all went to bed, and the next morning when I came into the kitchen, my mother was cooking a nice big breakfast for us that, as usual, included johnnycakes (which is how Johnny Cake was named). “Mom, where’s Dad?” I asked. Whenever she made breakfast, he was always there reading the newspaper.

“He said he had a headache,” Mom answered. “He went back to bed.”

I went into his bedroom and saw that he was pretty blue, with very shallow breathing. I started CPR right away and asked my mother to dial 911 and to call my sisters because I felt sure he was going to the hospital. Kitts was already there for one of her cancer treatments. But by the time the paramedics arrived, he had already died right in my arms. He was sixty-eight. Kitsy was allowed out of the hospital for the funeral, tethered to an IV line. The day of Dad’s death they had told her there was nothing else they could do for her and that it was just a matter of time.

RON

Around the time of Danny’s father’s passing, my fortunes began to turn for the better. I started gaining some notice as a trainer and had built back my finances to the point that Paige and I could afford to purchase a place of our own. Coincidentally just four and a half miles from Danny’s farm, past cornfields and woods and beautiful, winding backroads characteristic of inland South Carolina, it already had a brick house with a gambrel roof in decent shape and pastures for horse turnout.

It was around then that the two of us started doing business together. As my own business grew, I needed a professional rider, so I started asking Danny to ride my clients’ horses. Because we would cross paths occasionally at horse shows, I saw how good he was, along with learning what a good reputation he had as a horseman. He helped train Paige, too.

But while business was increasing, our personal lives continued to present difficulties. For one thing, my parents still refused to talk to me. I tried to reach out and call and send cards and gifts, and everything was returned unopened. Holidays like Christmas were very, very painful, leaving me with such an empty, lonely feeling. I hadn’t even been able to tell them about anything that I had been going through. I was extremely close with my sister and grateful for that, but I still felt like my heart was ripping apart.

At the same time, Paige’s addiction problem was tearing into the fabric of our marriage even more. She would kick and scream and bite if I hid her pain pills—even if she had asked me to in a bid to try to stop. She would swear at me. She finally agreed to go for treatment—twice. I had to take out a $250,000 loan because treatment away was so expensive. I was very private about it. I would tell people Paige had gone home to see her parents. I still wanted to protect her.

DANNY

I didn’t know, even though I was Paige’s riding trainer. I could see there were problems in their marriage. While the three of us were business colleagues rather than friends, it was a cordial relationship, and I could glean that something wasn’t right; there was a kind of tension. However, I still had no idea what she was going through—or what Ron was going through, struggling with the situation.

I was also too preoccupied to try to put much of a lens on it. During Paige’s first time away, Kitts finally succumbed to the cancer ravaging her body. She was forty. It felt like another hole was left in my family. Both she and my father were gone too soon.

RON

I didn’t know Danny well enough to go to the funeral, but just around the time of Kitts’s death, the treatment center called me while Paige was still there and said, “We want to enroll you in Al-Anon. It’s a program for family members.”

I was, like, “Why do I need to enroll in something? I don’t drink. I’m not doing drugs.”

They explained that alcoholism is a family disease; it affects everyone in the household. I balked at the recommendation.

Then a third member of Danny’s family died—his mother.

DANNY

I was in New York City for a horse show at Madison Square Garden. I had just gotten to my hotel room when I saw the red light flashing on the phone and burst into tears. I knew before I even listened to the message. She had broken her hip a while back and kept complaining about pain, even though Mom was not a complainer. The doctor kept pooh-poohing her, but a workup by a second doctor showed that what seemed like residual hip pain was actually bone cancer.

She spent the last few months of her life bedridden. Johnny Cake, who I gave to her as a puppy before he came to stay with me at the farm, would not leave her side. I was told she was not allowed to have pets in her room because they would make it unclean with their hair and dander and tracking in dirt from outside, but every time I opened the door, he would run in and jump up next to her. When I tried to grab him, he’d scoot under the bed. I’d get down on my knees to take him, at which point he’d run to the other side, and I’d go around to try to get him from that end. Finally, I realized, my mother was dying. She wanted his company, and what was she going to gain by my forcing him to stay out of the room? He was with her as she took her last breaths.

It was November 1989. In the space of six years I had lost both of my parents and one of my sisters, all while I was in my twenties and thirties. My mother’s death might have been the worst blow of all. While my father was perennially frustrated with me until that wonderful reconciliation at the very end, my mother always accepted me for who I was. It was in fact she who instilled in me my love for animals.

Very often, when I was young, she would tell me stories at bedtime about growing up with all kinds of animals on the farm, and I was enthralled by her reminiscences. There was a dog, Snyder Ash Barrel, who was her constant companion when she was a girl, never leaving her side. There was a white cat, Snowball, and her four kittens that my grandmother discovered in one of her kitchen drawers; a little pony called Leafy who pulled a cart. I looked forward to hearing these stories because they calmed my heart, and it was just so easy to fall asleep after that.

My mother also taught me about animals who had been abandoned and were at risk of being put to sleep. She’d take me down to the local shelter now and then to choose a dog with particularly sad eyes. We’d bring it home and nurse it back to happiness.

RON

Paige and I knew Danny well enough by the time of his mother’s death that we attended her funeral out of state. It was the day she was laid to rest that I realized I had to make a decision.

[image: image]
The live oak saplings—seven scraggly Charlie Brown Christmas trees on either side of the drive—were barely five feet tall and no higher than the fence when Danny first bought the farm. It was easy to see beyond them to the house.

Ron Danta and Danny Robertshaw
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Danny, age 6, with a dog that he and his mother brought home from the local shelter.

Ron Danta and Danny Robertshaw
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Ron as a little boy with his first dog, Sandy, and his sister, Diane.

Ron Danta and Danny Robertshaw



Chapter 2

. . . and Found


We are still captains of our souls.

—Winston Churchill

Agreed.

—Danny and Ron



RON

Paige and I were at the same horse show in New York as Danny when he learned his mother had died. We stayed in the same hotel, in fact. Things were not going well for us, to say the least. Paige invited a man to the show whom she had met while going for treatment, and he came to Madison Square Garden to watch her compete.

I was extremely embarrassed. She was letting our entire world know that even though we were married she was interested in someone else. I didn’t want to make matters any worse while we still had horses to show, so we didn’t get into any heated discussions in New York. But as we drove down from Manhattan to North Carolina for the funeral, we had it out. She confirmed my suspicions and said that yes, she had been seeing the guy.

It felt like more than a major slap in the face. I had given up a lot financially to support her and was also supportive through years of her addiction, and I felt betrayed—more so because she let it all out there for everyone to see when I’d worked so hard to keep her drug and alcohol problems a secret in order to protect her.

It all kind of crystallized from there. Not that I hadn’t been working things over in my mind. While I’d dismissed the idea of going to Al-Anon a few years earlier, I did finally relent—and learned a lot in the process that helped me cope with this moment. It was one of the best things I could have done for myself.

Al-Anon taught me first of all that we are responsible only for ourselves. In other words, I was not going to be able to fix Paige. Only Paige could fix Paige. This was particularly difficult for me because I see myself as someone who takes charge and solves problems. I don’t just sit around. But I came to realize that no matter what I did—if I bought her a new horse—I couldn’t make her happy, because she had to had to want to find herself in life. She had to want to become sober. It wasn’t I who could make that happen.

It was hard to come to terms with because one of the things that drew me to Paige in the first place was that she was susceptible. Rescuing her was a role in which I felt comfortable. Also, she was a little bit on the wild side, and I was raised in a very conservative household, so I found her free-spiritedness kind of enticing even though it turned out to be destructive. And once my parents totally cut me off, the last thing I wanted to do was have no marriage, to be completely by myself.

But here’s the key piece. By going to Al-Anon I learned that even though she was on the downward spiral of a wild ride, it was okay to rescue myself, to learn about myself, and to be by myself. That tool gave me the key to freedom—to realize that I did not have to continue on this path. Her route, with or without the man in her life, didn’t need to be my route, too. I didn’t just have to accept the things that were happening.

It took time—years, really. It’s not like it all happened in the space of a meeting or two. But you could say her affair was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Part of what made it have to come to something that drastic was that it was not so easy back then—even though it was already the late 1980s, not really all that long ago—to come out as gay. I had feelings inside. I found Danny very handsome. But you fight yourself. You wonder, is this how everybody else feels at times? And Paige was very, very attractive. She modeled for Ralph Lauren. I liked having her on my arm.

And if I was being really honest with myself, I knew that I was using her in that way. She was my shield against anybody thinking I might be gay—my shield against my shame about not having enough self-worth to admit to myself who I was—and I was willing to put up with a lot because of that.

In the end, our staying together wasn’t serving either of us. We both calmed down by the time we reached Wilmington, and the day of Danny’s mother’s funeral we had lunch, where I felt freed up to the point that I could put closure to my marriage. It was mutual, really, the decision to divorce. But the determination from my end to dissolve our union did finally give me the permission to look after my own needs. I realized I didn’t need to deny myself.

The thing was, at that point, even though I now admitted to myself that I had feelings for Danny, I wasn’t really sure of what I was looking for. I had yet to find myself in life. I had spent most of my twenties and half of my thirties as Paige’s boyfriend and husband, her caretaker. So I had to figure out who I was, what I was, and what I wanted.

Remarks Danny, “This wasn’t like, ‘Woo-hoo, I’m out of this now!’ It was very hard on Ron. He took his marriage vows very seriously, and his commitment to Paige was what severed his relationship with his parents. They did not like that Ron left Illinois, but they disliked his wife even more. He had put his neck on the line over something that cost him what had been his most enduring emotional attachments.”

DANNY & RON

It was in the wake of the divorce from Paige and the death of Danny’s mother that the two of us started to really talk and express our feelings. There’s nothing like mutual vulnerability to make for perfect timing.

Before the split, we had never been alone in the same room together, even when we started doing business as a kind of tag team, Ron teaching riders and Danny helping horses get the hang of hunter/jumper activities by riding them. But now we began to socialize by ourselves, to go out to dinner. “I started opening up to Danny,” Ron says, “going through a rough time as I was after the breakup. Danny was there for me.”

“I felt the same way,” Danny says. “He was easy to talk to, and I felt for him.”

We discovered there was much we had in common, including how we felt about animals, particularly abandoned or abused ones. It turned out both of our first dogs had been hit by cars and died on impact when we were kids, and we learned we both had mothers who had instilled in us a love for animals in need. Then, too, as boys, we’d each rather run over to a neighbor’s barn and play with the horses—or save turtles and birds—than throw around a ball with the other boys in our neighborhoods.

We learned as well that we both had a habit of going down to the local shelter every month or so and picking up a couple of dogs that were on the list to be euthanized, bringing them home, and getting friends to adopt them—or just holding on to them until someone would take them. Or we’d pick up an abandoned dog at the side of the road.

“I don’t know that our feeling for animals was the clincher for our relationship,” Danny comments, “but it strengthened what was beginning to feel like a very mutual bond. So many animals haven’t done anything to anybody. Their only infraction is that they were born and were now considered disposable, and neither of us could bear that.”

Along with finding out that we had similar interests, we could see there was a ying and yang to the way we expressed our emotions. “Because I had been through so much loss when I was still relatively young,” Danny says, “I was already schooled in the truth that things happen constantly, that you can expect that something bad is going to occur and just need to try to figure out how to deal with it when it does. So even though I might be very upset internally when tragedy strikes, I don’t go to pieces, because I’ve already been waiting for it. I just try to figure out how I’m going to handle this next thing.

“But while I’m not that readable, Ron is an instant reactor. He’s definitely the take-charge type of the two of us, the one who makes plans and sees them through, and his assuming the lead on the business of life is fine with me. But he emotes more openly. For instance, at the end of his marriage, you could easily see how crushed he was. I suppose his ability to unleash his feelings like that also helped me to let go in front of him sometimes. And that was freeing, of course, and brought us closer, allowing us to explore deeper feelings for each other.”

Still, for all our commonality and the way our temperaments complemented each other, Danny held off. “When Ron realized he was gay, I didn’t want it to become an ‘us’ thing at that point,” he recalls.

“I liked him better than anyone else I had been with. But I still needed time to sort things through. I wasn’t sure I was ready to jump into something new. I felt very used up, not only because of a couple of prior relationships that had failed but also because of all the deaths in my family.

“Also, Ron was a tall, handsome man, and I felt there were a lot of people he deserved to meet before getting together with someone in a serious way. I knew I was the go-to person for him at that point, but because he was newly gay, I thought that was only going to last a little while before other guys started showing interest and things went in a different direction.

“Yet in moments where I could put my hesitation aside, I knew that I liked being with Ron. He didn’t try to mold me in any way, the way people will do sometimes. He has a very take-charge personality, and he’s much more tightly wound than I am. I’m far more easygoing. The thing was, he was fine with that. He wanted me to be the person I was, not some version of me, and I found that very appealing.”

In the end, the plan to hold off didn’t work very well.

To console Danny after his mother died, Ron surprised him with a little strawberry blond Norfolk terrier named Chloe. “We were just beginning to be a couple,” Ron says. “But I wanted Danny to have this gift, something to make him happy in the wake of his mother’s passing. I guess you could also say it was a gesture of courtship. Chloe was related to a Norfolk terrier that I once had. By putting her in Danny’s arms, I was connecting us to each other a little more, re-creating us as a family. I knew that a dog was an audacious gift to give someone early in a relationship, but I felt ready to take the chance.”

“He read me right,” Danny says. “From the day I first touched Chloe, from that very moment, she was as much a part of me as any dog in my life. She was my heart. I can name other dogs that I have loved, but I don’t know—we just had some kind of see-through-each-other bond. It didn’t develop. It didn’t grow. It was just always there.”

Of course, Chloe was also a connection to Danny’s mother, which gave her even more special meaning. Maybe that’s why it wasn’t very long after Chloe entered the scene that we did decide to move in together, Danny coming to live at Ron’s house while we held on to Beaver River Farm to train horses, and Chloe helping to heal Danny’s heart while he mourned his mother’s loss. It was a kind of yours-mine-and-ours situation. Danny brought along Moonpie and Johnny Cake, who now roomed not only with Chloe but also with Ron’s dog, Tara the Doberman. Paige had taken the cocker spaniel in the divorce, and Ron’s own Jack Russell, Sunny, had been stolen while he and Paige lived in the cottage in between inhabiting the mobile home and buying the house.

“I couldn’t figure out at the time what might have happened,” Ron says. “Sunny never would have just run off. Although money was still tight at that point, I put ads in the newspaper offering a $1,500 reward for his return. I was beside myself.”

“Probably about three weeks after he was gone, a story broke on the local news about guys in trucks coming by people’s properties and scooping up small dogs as bait to bring out aggression in larger dogs used in a dog-fighting ring. I couldn’t bear to think about how Sunny had met his end. It was the first I had ever heard about dog fighting.”

The abduction meant that after the divorce it was just Ron and Tara for a while, and whatever homeless dogs Ron took in on a temporary basis until he could find a home for them. But the house was now filled up again with dogs, and Tara and Danny’s newly arrived pets got on famously. Tara would gentle herself in front of her smaller companions, getting down to their level with inviting play bows, while Johnny Cake in particular would lick her face. They’d all run around together playing chase in the side yard; life rolled forward, happily.

And before the two of us knew it, the first anniversary of Danny’s mother’s death was upon us. It would have been impossible to miss, as it coincided with the annual National Horse Show at Madison Square Garden in New York. We each went every year.

The prior year, while Danny entered his hotel room to find the phone’s red light flashing with what was going to be heartrending news, Ron and Paige had checked into another room. Now we would be staying together.

As we were packing the car to drive north to New York City, out of Danny’s mouth popped
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