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For the fosters and the donors, the volunteers and the shelter workers — the faithful people who keep showing up for the animals the world left behind. And for every dog still waiting by a road, hoping somebody will come.






  
  Author’s Note


This book is a work of fiction based on a true story, drawn from my years spent in hospice — sitting with the dying in the rural counties of East Texas — and from a life spent taking in the dogs nobody else came for. The heart of what happened here is true, to the best of my memory. 
But the people in these pages trusted me with the hardest days of their lives, and I owe them their privacy. So I have changed the names and identifying details of the people I sat with and their families, of my neighbors and my friends, and of some of the places where all of this happened. My own husband walks through this whole book under a name that is not his. Some timelines I have gathered up and compressed, and some conversations I have set down as near to the truth as memory allows.
The dogs are the one exception. I changed nothing about them, because there was no need, and because they never asked me to. They are exactly who they were. This book is my attempt to make sure they are not forgotten — and to stand, in whatever small way a book can, for all the ones whose names I never got to learn.
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  Chapter 1
The Ones Who Ran


There is a stretch of red dirt road in East Texas that I could drive with my eyes closed, and for a while there I very nearly had to, because I could not see it for crying. 
It ran back off the farm-to-market between a raggedy tree line and a field that had gone to nothing — the kind of road that turns to soup when it rains and to bone when it doesn’t. And somebody had been using it to get rid of dogs. That is a thing people do out in the country that I did not know about until Texas taught me. They wait until evening, and they drive out to where the houses thin and the streetlights give up, and they open the car door, and they leave a living animal standing in the dust to watch the only family it has ever known get smaller and smaller down the road, and then gone.
By the time I found them, there were four. A skinny yellow mama with her ribs stacked up like fence rails and her milk dried down to nothing. Two half-grown pups, all legs and worry, that must have been hers from a litter before. And an old black dog with a gray muzzle who hung back at the tree line and would not come in, no matter how long I sat, because somewhere along the way a person’s hand had taught him better than to trust one.
I was a hospice nurse by trade. I spent my days driving these county roads from one dying person’s bedside to the next, and I had gotten into the habit of keeping a bag of kibble and a case of water in the back of the car, because you could not drive these roads for long without meeting a dog that nobody was coming back for. So every evening that week, on my way home from my last patient, I pulled off onto that red dirt road, and I fed them. I would sit on the tailgate and talk low and easy — the same voice I used on the frightened and the leaving — and one inch at a time that yellow mama decided I was all right. The pups followed her lead. The old black dog watched from the trees and took what I left only after I had gone.
And then the evening came when I had to stop. I would like to tell you it was for some good and solid reason. The truth is our own house was already full, and I was already stretched to the last thread of myself, and a person cannot save every dog on every road in East Texas, no matter how much of her heart she spends trying. I fed them one last time. I sat a little longer than I should have. And then I got in my car, and I pulled away.
They ran after me.
All three of the ones who had learned to trust me came running up that road behind the car — the mama and her two long-legged pups, running full out through the dust in the last of the light, certain, the way a dog is certain, that if they only ran fast enough they would not be left again. I watched them shrink in my rearview mirror, getting smaller and smaller, the exact same way I expect they had once watched the car that left them there. And I drove, and I cried, and I did not stop, because stopping would only have made it worse for all of us.
That is the picture I carry. If I am honest, that is the one that started everything — not a happy rescue, not a wagging tail at the end of a hard road, but three dogs running after a car in the dark because I was the nearest thing to somebody who had come for them, and even I was leaving.
This is a book about the dogs nobody came for. Some of them I got to in time. A good many of them I did not. And I have spent a large part of my life since trying to be the one who comes — for the dying and for the dumped, for the ones on the bed and the ones in the ditch, every one of them looking up at you with the same question, which is only ever this: are you going to stay?
Let me tell you how I got here.
* * *
I am not from Texas. I want to say that much up front, because it matters to the story.
Ed and I raised our family in Washington State, and by the time all of this begins, we had arrived at that quiet, unsettled place that comes for a lot of couples in the middle of a life. Our two youngest were grown and gone — our daughter off to California to chase her dream, our son off to the Air Force — and the house had gone still around us in a way we did not have the first idea what to do with. Ed had just been laid off. My own nursing hours had been cut back. We were not in trouble, exactly, but we were standing on ground that had stopped feeling solid, asking ourselves the big questions a person only gets around to when the small ones have quit distracting her. Where do we want to be? What is all of this even for?
So we did what restless people do. We decided to take a trip. Our very first grandchild had just been born down in East Texas, and we made up our minds to drive the whole way there to meet her slowly and easy, seeing some country as we went.
We could not very well leave the dogs, of course. Back then, that meant Yoda and Lily. Yoda was our friendly little Chihuahua-dachshund from the shelter; the kind of dog that made you look good just for holding the end of his leash. And Lily was our terrier mix, who had come to us out of a hoarding house so frightened that she was sick all over herself on the drive home and then froze in her kennel a full day before she would trust the open door. Two rescues already. What I did not yet know was that we were the kind of people who could not stop at two. I was about to find out.
Because here is the thing nobody warns you about East Texas, if you happen to arrive with a soft heart and a nurse’s bad habit of showing up. The dogs are everywhere. On the roadsides and behind the gas stations, under the church steps and out on the red dirt roads at the ragged edge of every little town. Dumped, run off, born to nobody at all. Waiting on a person who mostly never comes.
We came for the grandbaby. In the end, we stayed for a great deal more than that.






  
  Chapter 2
Roxy


It didn’t take us long to settle in once we got to Texas. Within a few weeks, Ed had landed a management position in sales, and I’d taken a job as a hospice nurse. There’s a particular kind of tired that comes with sitting beside people at the end of their lives, but there’s a grace in it too, and I’d learned to carry both home with me. By the time December rolled around, we’d found our rhythm. The house up on its little hill felt like ours. Yoda and Lily had claimed their spots by the window and their corners of the couch, and life, for the first time in a long while, felt good. 
Then came the snow.
I’ll never forget standing at the window that morning, the twenty-second, watching those first flakes drift down over the yard. I actually laughed out loud. “I didn’t think it snowed in Texas,” I said, pressing my hand against the cold glass like a kid. Ed came up behind me, and I could feel him smiling at how delighted I was. But then his face changed a little.
“You know,” he said, “I think the neighbors are getting an early start on Christmas. Last three days, I keep hearing a dog barking over there.”
I turned around. “What neighbors? Ed, we don’t have neighbors on that side.”
That stopped both of us. Yoda lifted his head from the rug, ears up, the way he does when he knows something’s about to happen before the people do. Lily was already at the door.
We went outside together. Ed’s desk sat closest to that side of the house, so the sound had been coming to him through the wall for days, and now he wanted to find it as much as I did. The cold bit at us as we walked the perimeter, looking under the porch, behind the bushes, calling out softly. Nothing. We’d almost given up when I noticed the sheet of plywood leaning against the wall, left over from Ed’s projects.
I lifted it.
And there she was. The tiniest black dog I had ever seen, a little white patch on her chest like someone had brushed her with a thumb of paint. She was so thin you could count every bone. When she looked up at me, something in my chest just broke. I didn’t even try to stop the tears.
“Oh, sweetheart,” I whispered, kneeling down in the cold. “How did you get all the way up here?”
Because that was the thing—none of it made sense. We were up on a hill. There was no way this scrap of a thing, barely old enough to walk, had climbed it on her own. Somebody had carried her up and left her there, tucked behind that plywood, in the snow, three days before Christmas.
I scooped her up and held her against me, and she didn’t fight it. She just sank into the warmth like she’d been waiting her whole short life for it. I guessed she was about six weeks old. Later, the vet would tell us she was closer to four.
I named her Roxy before we even got back inside.
* * *
Yoda and Lily met her at the door, noses working overtime, and I braced for jealousy that never came. Lily sniffed her once and then sat down beside me, calm and watchful, the way a dog gets around something fragile. Yoda was more cautious, circling, unsure what to make of this trembling new thing that smelled like cold and sickness. But neither of them growled. It was as if they understood, the way animals sometimes do, that this one needed looking after.
Roxy’s first few months were hard. We fed her exactly the way we’d been instructed, formula mixed in with softened food, small amounts often. But no matter what we did, she cried. Not the ordinary fussing of a puppy, but a thin, constant crying that I couldn’t soothe no matter how I held her. I told myself it was trauma. She’d been through so much before we ever found her, of course she was unsettled. Of course she couldn’t get comfortable.
When my daughter came to visit, she heard it within the first hour. “Mom,” she said, watching Roxy whimper in my lap, “why does that dog cry so much?”
“I don’t know, honey,” I admitted. “I think she’s just been through a lot.”
I had no idea how close the truth was.
It was only a couple of hours later that I saw a small portion of her intestines had come out through her bottom. My stomach dropped. We had her in the car and on the way to the vet within minutes.
What we learned was that the first vet, on our very first visit, hadn’t checked her for every type of parasite. One of them, the one they’d missed, had caused a prolapse, pushing part of her intestines out. All that crying. All those months I’d told myself it was just nerves. She’d been in pain the whole time, and she’d had no way to tell me except the only way she knew.
They put her on medication. They sewed her up. And slowly, mercifully, the crying stopped.
After that, she finally began to sleep. And so did I—well, sort of. For weeks I gave up my bed for the recliner, because the only place Roxy truly settled was curled on my chest, rising and falling with my breath. I’d sit there in the dark, that tiny warm weight over my heart, and listen to her breathe easy for the first time since we’d found her. I spend my days helping people leave this world gently. There was something healing about spending those nights helping this small life learn





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Kay Hester





OEBPS/images/6cfa2680-7501-4f02-89c7-b56e47284f59.png
BID

BEDROCK HERITAGE

PUBLISHING

=S








