
CHAPTER 1

Searching for the Dalai Lama

SHE WAS JUST sitting there, cool as a cucumber, staring right up at me. She was so still, I wasn’t sure she was real. As I inched forward for a closer look, I could see her bright eyes blink and her body vibrate with excitement. She was exceedingly happy to see that I’d come, but she was more concerned with making sure I got a real good look at her, and that I burned the picture into my brain. Until I did, she was unwilling to move. I can’t tell you how I knew this exactly; it was something in the way she locked her eyes onto mine. So I took in as much of her as I could and committed it to memory.

No more than eight weeks old, with round puppy tummy, she was obsidian black, with fluffy white shawl around neck and chest. She had a white muzzle, with a blaze traveling up and over the top of her head, meeting up with white scruff between shoulders. Four white socks. Little tan eyebrows. No tail.

As I was busy soaking in every detail, I could have sworn I heard her say, ‘I’ve come back to be with you.”

This startled me so much that I woke up.

The dream had been so vivid and so real that, for a moment, I wasn’t sure where I was. Could it be possible … ?
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My beloved Sheltie, Kiera, at eleven years, had died from a brain tumor not quite one year before. She’d been my unswerving friend and safehold through some of the most significant changes in my life. She’d seen me through changes in relationship, career, and geographic location, as well as the milestones of marriage, birth, and death. Her presence had always had the effect of steadying me in a way that no other could. I tried to offer her as much when it came time for me to let her go.

I’d prayed that I would know when that day was, and, mercifully, my prayers were answered. It came on a calm fall morning, shortly after we’d exhausted all the treatments available. Disoriented and unbalanced, Kiera could no longer stand up. She couldn’t eat. She wouldn’t drink. I called the vet. He agreed to come to our house so she could die peacefully in my arms, in her home. I cradled her, whispering gently, telling her over and over how much I loved her, stroking and kissing her beautiful face, my tears staining her fur, until she took her last breath.

After the vet left, I sat holding her for a long while, unwilling to give up the feel of her in my arms. After some time, Andrew gently helped me take the next step. He went and got the blanket I’d planned to wrap her in. It was her favorite blanket, one that I’d made for her when she was a puppy. Then we buried her under the shade of an arching ash tree by my garden.

The ache from her absence was still very much with me. I’d reconciled myself to remaining dogless. Kiera had been such an exceptional companion that I was afraid any other dog would always suffer from the comparison.

That Kiera would come back to solve this problem for me would be just like her. The very notion had me shaking my head and chuckling out loud. Still, this really would be too fantastic to be true—even for my wonder dog.

Mesmerized by this thought, I moved trancelike around the kitchen that morning, while some other part of me got my four-year-old daughter’s breakfast ready. Andrew sat with the morning paper in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. Caitlin, a blend of the both of us, having my sandy blond hair and curved mouth, and Andrew’s sparkling blue eyes and gangly arms and legs, wasn’t used to all this quiet. She piped up, “I had a funny dream last night, Mom.”

Snapped out of my reverie, I answered, “You did? What was it?”

We’re a family of prolific dreamers, and sharing them at breakfast has become something of a tradition at our house. It’s a way for us to start the day feeling more settled and connected.

As Cait began her recollection, Andrew put down his paper to give her his full attention.

She began, “Well, I was walking in the woods behind our house and … ”

It was another bear dream.

I’d been trying to get Cait to enjoy hiking in the woods with me. There was a beautiful, gently rolling path that meandered around a lake not far from my mother’s house a couple of hours north of us in the Adirondacks. I’d made the mistake of forcing the issue one day, even after my normally spunky daughter had refused several times. She reluctantly came along with me, and, though we saw no wildlife to speak of, she finished the walk somehow associating woods with a fear of bears. She’d spent many dreams working this out. In this dream, the bear had turned out to be a friend, so that was progress.

After Cait shared her dream, Andrew looked over to me and asked, “So, Mom, any dreams last night?” They both waited expectantly.

“Uh, no …, ” I lied, “I don’t remember any.”

I wasn’t ready to share this particular dream for a couple of reasons. It wasn’t that I thought Andrew would dismiss my dream as strange or silly—on the contrary, after all these years, he’d gotten used to more than the occasional dream of mine somehow managing to drop into reality. It was just that the subject of animals in our household was always a loaded one. I was a dyed-in-the-wool animal lover. Andrew was not.

Whenever I’d had animals in my life, they’d always consumed a considerable amount of my attention and love—Andrew might say an inordinate amount. Having gone through a spate of human and animal losses within the last few years, I knew that Andrew would have two reactions to my dream. He hated the thought of seeing me set myself up for more loss, even if it was a loss that was more than likely at least a decade away. And he was enjoying the benefits of an animal-free home—no hair on clothes, no tripping over furry bodies, no worrying about when we had to get back home or how much dog exercise needed to be fit in.

So, even if there was a remote basis to my dream, even if Kiera had found a way to come back, Andrew wouldn’t be inclined to want any part of it. He’d be apt to say this was just as likely brought on by my recent research into dog breeds. (I’d been trying to help a friend find a dog who would make a good buddy for her young daughter. This little girl was paralyzed from the neck down and spent her days in a wheelchair.) And I’d have to allow that this analysis could be true.

I’d spent the last couple of weeks investigating some breeds that my vet had recommended. His list of suggestions had included Border Terriers, Australian Shepherds, and German Shepherds. I was already familiar with German Shepherds, as almost everyone is. And my mother had quite a wonderful old German Shepherd girl, of whom I was very fond. I’d never heard of the other two breeds, so I hit the Internet to get educated. Border Terriers looked kind of like “Benji” dogs, with little otter-shaped heads. They were on the smallish side of a medium build, and did what terriers do very well—hunt rodents, foxes, et al. Australian Shepherds, or “Aussies,” basically looked like Border Collies on steroids, without tails. They were mediumsized herding dogs. What all three breeds had in common was that they were all very intelligent, loyal, working dogs needing lots of exercise and stimulation to be happy.

Given the limited information I’d relayed to my vet, I could see why he’d suggested these breeds. I had emphasized the guarding and companion qualities that my friend wanted for her daughter. But as I delved deeper into learning about all these dogs, I became concerned that none of them would be a good fit for first-time dog owners. These were all dogs who would go squirrelly after a while just lying around keeping an eye on a little girl who wouldn’t even be able to throw a ball for them. I also knew it was extremely unlikely that anyone else in her home would have the time to adequately exercise such highoctane animals.

My friend eventually wound up with a very sweet little Bichon Frise.

I wound up with an acute case of “Aussie-itis.”

I’d become totally smitten. I’d always had herding dogs, and had become hooked on their intelligence and character. I’d had a long-standing love affair with Border Collies but was discouraged from getting one by a dog-loving friend who’d had several. Not one to mince words, she put it this way: Unless I was willing to get some sheep, too, I should do them a favor and leave them alone. These were dogs who needed a job. From what I could gather, Aussies, while similar to Border (Collies in many ways, appeared to be a little less intense (or, as my friend would bluntly suggest, less inclined to be neurotic). Anyway, if I were ever in the market for another dog, I knew what breed it would be.

Taking all of these recent developments into account, I knew that Andrew’s response would be a flat “No,” so there was no point in going there. I tried to put the idea right out of my head.

And I did.

Until a few nights later, when a remarkably similar dream played itself out. The same little Aussie puppy sat stock-still again, looking up at me. This time, I sat down next to her, to pet her. She couldn’t contain herself any longer; she bounded up into my arms and slathered me with puppy kisses. I held her close and relished the wonderful smell of her puppy breath.

Again, she announced—quite clearly this time—that she’d come back for me. Again, I awoke with a start. Lying there, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. This was all too much to contemplate.

A few more days passed, and with each new day I found it harder and harder to get her out of my head. I had this overpowering sensation that she was with me everywhere I went. It occurred to me that if I was going to try to find her, she was already around eight weeks old. That meant I’d have a couple of weeks at most to track her down before she might be sold to any buyer who happened to be in the market for an Australian Shepherd female pup. My stomach knotted up at the thought of her going to someone else’s home. I felt an uncomfortable urgency growing.

I was nervous about talking to Andrew about these dreams. It wasn’t that he was unreasonable or unfeeling. It was just that I didn’t want to force another dog on him when he felt that he was finally home free. There was so much about having a dog that had been a struggle for him, even though he had come to dearly love Kiera before she died, and even though he mourned her death nearly as deeply as I did. I also knew how much Andrew loved me, and how much he’d try to do anything for me if he thought it was something I really needed. Weighing it all out, I decided I’d have a better-than-even chance if he was made aware of how much this meant to me.

At the first quiet moment, I decided to bring it up. After we’d gotten Cait to sleep one evening, we sat down in the living room. Our way of unwinding has always been to sit and talk at the end of the day.

The conversation began with discussing a potentially big client with whom we’d just acquired a hard-won meeting. On that happy note, I segued into my “exciting” news.

“Boy, have I been having some really weird dreams lately,” I began.

“What are they?” Andrew asked.

“Well, Kiera’s come back … ”

The words hung in the air.

The mood in the room instantly changed. Andrew looked at me, not quite knowing what to say.

I hurriedly went on to explain that I’d been having these dreams where Kiera made it clear that she fully expected me to come and find her. It was also clear that it didn’t occur to her that I might fail. I hoped to get Andrew to see that I couldn’t let her down; I couldn’t lose her if she really had come back for me.

He didn’t even comment on the strangeness of the dreams, or what they might mean. He just said, “Please, I can’t do another dog.”

“But—”

“I don’t want any more dogs. I like our life the way it is. Besides, even if I said yes, what would be the odds that you could find her? If she has come back, she could be anywhere in the country.”

Without actually coming right out and saying the whole idea was ludicrous, Andrew had landed a one-two punch. Realistically, I hadn’t considered what the search might mean. And I really did respect Andrew’s feelings. I really didn’t want to make our lives more complicated. But this was a no-win situation: One of us was going to be unhappy no matter what happened.

I conceded Round One. The conversation turned to other subjects.

The next night, she came again. This time I could see that she was in some kind of farmlike setting with several other puppies and dogs. I awoke thinking this would help rule out some breeders. But it would still be an incredible long shot, notwithstanding this whole idea of her reincarnating to be with me again in the first place. I was beginning to feel a little nutty.

Even so, I couldn’t stop myself and began furtively looking up breeders on the Web. I started with a local search, assuming that if Kiera had gone to the trouble of figuring out how to come back, she wouldn’t choose someplace thousands of miles away. She’d want to land as close to me as she could—or so I speculated. Then it would be a matter of finding breeders who had puppies around eight weeks old, specifically one black-andwhite female puppy.

Christmas was less than a week away. I was normally much more organized about the holidays, but I was hopelessly far behind this year. The new business was still front and center, consuming all our efforts. I wasn’t one to go in for the commercialism of the season anyway, but I always liked to take some time to find a few really thoughtful gifts. As it was, by necessity, presents would be sparse this year. Andrew and I had agreed not to get each other anything. So, amid the encroaching holiday chaos, my desire to persuade Andrew about Kiera, and my attempts to find her, were put on the back burner.
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Christmas morning rolled around. Colin had arrived home from his freshman year at college earlier in the week. Both he and McLean, a junior in high school, were still asleep upstairs. Cait had used up every ounce of restraint she could muster. It was nine o’clock; she had been up since six. Andrew finally gave her the go-ahead to wake her brothers. She jumped on each of their beds until she was sure they’d be incapable of falling back to sleep. Her job done, she raced back downstairs and began opening presents.

By late morning, the stockings had been emptied, and the bottom of the tree was looking pretty bare. There had been a few surprises and much to be thankful for. The kids were organizing their stuff into neat little piles. I was about to go start breakfast when Andrew motioned to me and took out a white envelope from his back pocket.

As he handed it to me, I shot him an irritated look that said: We promised not to exchange anything …We can’t afford to exchange anything … I kept my end of the bargain and didn’t get you anything … There’s nothing I want or need …

The card contained three words: “Go find her.” There was a blank check inside.

The magnitude of his gesture opened the floodgates. I broke down and wept.
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After everyone had gone to bed, I burned the midnight oil, compiling my hit list of breeders. I started calling the next morning.
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Breeder #1: Long Island, New York. “We have a few championship dogs but we don’t have any puppies right now. We’ll be having a litter in June. I could reserve a female for you, and you’d have her by August.”

I crossed her off the list. One down, six to go.
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Breeder #2: Two hours north. “Yes, we have some puppies.”

“Do you have any females?”

“Yes, we have two. One is a blue merle,” she announced, as though she thought that should be reason enough to take a drive.

“Great. When would it be convenient for me to come and see them?” I asked, not letting on that I didn’t remember what a merle was. Everything I’d learned about Aussies’ coloring had evaporated once I’d begun making the calls.

While I waited for her answer, I pulled out the pad with all my notes. Oh yes, a merle was a mottled mixture of colors, and was actually the preferred look among many Aussie buyers. This was demonstrated by the fact that breeders typically added fifty dollars or more onto an already hefty price for their merles.

“Tomorrow would be okay,” she answered.

Wow, I thought, could it be this easy?

I went the following morning and drove up a dirt road onto a farm. So far, so good. I knocked on the door, which instantly set off a canine uproar. I peeked through the side window and saw two small Sheltie-like black-and-white dogs barking and scrambling at the door. I was surprised that they were so small. From the pictures and descriptions I’d seen, I thought they’d be more of a medium-sized dog—like a smallish Lab. Amid this cacophonous reception, I granted that their guarding instincts were good. I made a mental note: This would be both a plus and a minus with a young child in the house.

A middle-aged, stylishly dressed woman finally appeared and pushed the dogs back into a gated hallway before she opened the door to greet me. I asked about the size of her dogs. She explained that she was breeding miniature Aussies. She went on to extol the virtues of their diminutive size while efficiently leading me to a kennel in the back that contained the two puppies. They were very petite. The merle was quite friendly, hopping up on the gate. The black-and-white one was huddled toward the back. My heart sank. The markings were all wrong. For starters, what should have been her shawl looked more like a necktie. It wasn’t Kiera. I didn’t even bother to go in and try to hold her. I thanked the woman and left.
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In a couple of days, we’d be into January and Kiera would be closing in on ten weeks old. I was feeling more and more anxious—I knew I was running out of time. I called a few more breeders the next day, all of whom were not expecting puppies until the spring. One breeder explained that the majority of puppies were usually born during the warmer months. I didn’t find this statistic anomalous, just disappointing. It made sense that puppies born then would have a better chance for survival. But it wasn’t doing much for my odds.

I went to bed that night beseeching Kiera to give me something more to go on. I awoke the next morning recalling no dreams. I went downstairs, got myself a cup of coffee, picked up my list, and started dialing for dogs again.
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Breeder #6: Western Connecticut. “Yes, we have a litter that’ll be ready in a week.”

“Do you have any black tricolored females?” (This was what Kiera’s coloring was called.)

“The females are all taken. We have three males left. You can view pictures of all of them on our Web site.”

“Oh … ” I couldn’t hide the disappointment in my voice. “Thanks, but I’m looking for a female.”

“You really should come and have a look anyway. This litter was sired by a champion from Gefion Hall. Every single puppy is outstanding.”

“Thanks anyway,” I said.

After I hung up, I did check out the pictures on the Web to see if Kiera was among her puppies. To my relief, the markings didn’t match up.
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Andrew arrived home that night a few hours after me and, wanting to be supportive, asked how my search was going.

“Any progress?” he asked, after releasing me from a hello hug.

I deflected his question. “What made you change your mind about this whole thing? I mean, this isn’t a little switch.”

I followed behind him as he walked over and emptied the contents of his pockets onto the hall table where he’d pick them up again on his way out in the morning. Chuckling, he replied, “You feeling a little guilty about forcing a dog on me?”

“That’s exactly what I want to make sure isn’t happening,” I answered, now tailing him into the kitchen. “If you think I’m forcing something on you that you don’t want, then this isn’t a good thing, no matter how magnanimous you’re trying to be.”

“No, I’m okay with it,” Andrew answered, “really.” He rummaged though through the refrigerator looking for something to eat.

“Because you know that before these Kiera dreams started, I was perfectly happy to have a dog-free life—”

“That’s just it.” He turned around to face me. “You weren’t happy. It’s become so obvious to me that you’re lost without a dog. Don’t you think I see how you still look around for where she should be?”

My eyes filled up. It was true. My life felt lopsided. Not like one of my legs had been cut off so much as shortened just enough to make walking through life a noticeable chore.

“But you’re committing to a long haul, and I don’t want you to be sacrificing your happiness for mine.”

“What you really mean is that you don’t want to spend the next ten years listening to me bitching about dogs again,” he said.

“That, too.” I giggled and sniffled at the same time.

“Look, I can’t promise that I’ll always be able to stay in some Zen state with it. And I know I complained a lot about Kiera, but I really did love her. I always thought she was an amazing dog …” His voice cracked.

” I know you did.”

“Okay.” He sucked in a noisy breath. “So let’s just say we both know it won’t always be perfect. But if she’s back … Well then, she needs to be back with us.”

“Okay.” I grinned.

“So what’s the progress report?” he asked again.

I sat down at the kitchen table and scratched my head. “I feel like I’m searching for the Dalai Lama.”

“What do you mean?” Andrew pulled out a chair and sat down.

“You know how, when the Dalai Lama dies, he’s supposed to leave clues so the Buddhist monks can find him in his next incarnation … ”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of that.”

“Well, I’ve been given a few clues, and, with only those to go by, I’m supposed to go find Kiera. And I’m not seeing any monks lining up behind me to help with the endeavor, either. I feel like I’m running out of time.”

“You’ll find her.” Andrew reached over and put his hand on mine. “Somehow I think this is an appointment you can’t miss.”

“I love you.”

“I know.”
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I went back upstairs and started calling the last breeder on my list.

Breeder #7: Westchester, New York. “Yes, we have a black tri female available.”

“Could you describe her markings?” I asked.

“Well, she’s black with a white ruff and three white stockings. She has a little tan on the face and legs … ”

I could hear the blood rushing through my ears. Did she say a blaze? Only three white paws? The description was close enough. I decided it would be worth the long drive to see her.

Learning as I was going, I asked if she had pictures of this puppy on her Web site. She didn’t.

“When can I come and see her?” I asked, nervously holding my pen, ready to take down driving instructions.

“What, John? Excuse me a minute, my husband’s yelling something at me …”

I could hear her speaking to her husband. He was telling her that someone had put a deposit on the puppy earlier in the day, and would be back after New Year’s to pick her up.

She spoke into the receiver and started apologizing …

“I understand,” I heard myself say. “But would you take my number down in case the buyer backs out for some reason?”

“Sure,” she answered.

New Year’s came and went. The phone didn’t ring.

[image: image]

That was the last breeder on my list. I wouldn’t let myself feel hopeless. All this meant, I told myself, was that I’d have to cast a wider net—expand the mileage radius of my search. But first I decided to go back and review my notes and comments from all the breeders, hoping to glean something; looking for some tidbit of information that could point me in the right direction.

I’d accumulated pages of material on breeder locations, litter due dates, coloration and sex of available puppies, breeding genealogy of sires and dams. As I flipped through my notes, one name started popping off the pages. Gefion Hall. Almost all of the breeders I’d contacted owned or were mating with a Gefion Hall sire or dam. But why wasn’t this breeder, or place, on the Web? Could such a well-regarded breeding name with such successful lines not have a Web site? After another quick search, I was able to find a page listing Aussie breeders, where I found the address and phone number.

I called back one of the breeders who wasn’t expecting a litter until late spring. I figured she’d have no reason to be offended by my asking about this Gefion Hall place.

Thankfully, the breeder was very helpful. She proceeded to give a glowing review of the dogs and breeder—and she was pretty sure that a litter was nearly ready to go. To top it off, Gefion Hall was located not much more than an hour and a half away. It was all music to my ears.

I called the place at once and got the answering machine. The woman was away and wouldn’t be back until the end of the week. I left my name and number. After what felt like an eternity, the phone call came.

Yes she had a litter, but all the black tris were spoken for, except for one male. I felt as though somebody had kicked me in the stomach. I don’t know why I’d decided this was the place where Kiera was, but I had. I thanked her and hung up.

I went for a walk to clear my head. I started down the road that Kiera and I had walked on together every day for the six years we’d lived in this house. We were having unusually mild weather for the first week of January. It was a beautiful, sunny, almost warm day. As I walked, I started to think that maybe these dreams really had just been some desperate wish fulfillment. Maybe I had finally gone crackers. That would make a hell of a lot more sense than thinking that my dog had reincarnated to come back to me. I knew Andrew would be secretly relieved if I let go of this madness.

That night, I went to bed physically and emotionally exhausted. Even so, a fitful night’s sleep followed. I’d wake up from dreams of my old Kiera and me riding in the car together, going for hikes, playing Frisbee, snuggling, doing the things we always did together, and then I’d toss and turn for a while before dozing off again. By dawn, I was feeling completely frustrated. I sat up, thinking that I should just forget about trying to sleep and get up to start the day. But my body was so heavy with fatigue that I decided to try one last time and flopped back down.

Somewhere between sitting and hitting the pillow, in a semiconscious state, I saw her! She was as real as if she were in the room with me. Her eyes were smiling at me and she was doing that happy vibrating thing again.

I popped back up like a jack-in-the-box and rubbed my eyes. In short order, I was wide awake. “Okay,” I promised her, “I won’t give up.”
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It was Saturday morning. As soon as I thought it was a respectable hour to make a phone call, I rang the breeder from the day before. I explained that I wasn’t looking for a male, but would she mind if I came anyway, just to take a look at her puppies. I hadn’t actually seen very many Aussies in the flesh, and I figured it’d be a good idea to get up close and personal with a few more before I decided that this was really the breed for me. She was very encouraging and agreed this was a smart idea.

I got directions and left immediately, knowing that Cait was in good hands with her dad. It didn’t take as long as I’d thought, and I arrived a full twenty minutes early. I drove around to waste some time. I was in beautiful horse country with rolling hills and well-kept farms. But it wasn’t long before my excitement got the better of me and I circled back. What were a few minutes between strangers?

I pulled into the long private drive that opened onto neatly maintained fenced fields. I passed by a couple of gorgeous bay foals who came loping over to see if there might be some oats in it for them. I came to a stop by the barns just past the pale yellow Colonial house.

The breeder, Georjean Hertzwig, met me at the gate with a warm handshake. She was a slender woman, I guessed somewhere in her late forties. There was nothing fussy about her; she was wearing a barn coat and jeans. As she motioned me through the first of three gates, she mentioned that she’d been expecting another party, but it was fine that I was early, and would I like to go see the puppies.

I was close on her heels as we went through the next gate to get to the field where the puppies were romping. I could see four or five pudgy little bodies bouncing off each other as we approached. They were all so full of life.

Georjean clicked the latch on the last gate that gave us entrance into the enclosure, when I saw, from across the field, a furry black-and-white blur making a dash for my legs. I scooped it up before it crashed into me.

I held her up at arm’s length. There were the little tan eyebrows, and the white granny shawl, and the blaze that went clear up and over her little noggin. Not that I needed to conduct the inspection. I knew. As sure as I was standing there, I knew. I’d found her.

We were eye-to-eye, her eyes saying to mine, What took you so long?


CHAPTER 2

Home Again, Home Again, Jig-Giddy-Jig

I KNEW IT was Kiera as soon as I saw her charging across the field toward me. She was doing her head-stretched out, body-barreling, I’m-comin’-to-get-ya run. It was unmistakable. I laughed out loud.

“My,” Georjean chuckled, “I can’t imagine what’s gotten into her. She seems to really like you.”

What you can’t imagine, I thought, is that that puppy of yours has been tapping her little paw for three weeks, and she’s not happy that I’m late.

Instead, I just beamed a huge smile, not willing to take my eyes off my little girl, and answered, “Yeah, I seem to have that effect on some dogs.”

“That’s always a good sign,” Georjean commented seriously. “My dogs are pretty good judges of character. Well, would you like to see the available male puppy?”

Think fast, think fast, think fast! I screamed inside. Kiera was resting her body against my chest with both paws tucked up under my neck, and licking my chin. There was no way I could ever put her down and walk away from her now.

“Um, I know you mentioned on the phone that you had a male available, but I’m really interested in buying a female— specifically this female.” (Actually, I hadn’t come prepared to buy a male or female, and just hoped I had enough money in my checking account.) “Is there any chance you’d let me have her?” I asked calmly, while secretly on the verge of hyperventilating.

By this time, the rest of the puppies had wandered over to see what the commotion was about. Georjean pointed out Kiera’s male sibling. He was very handsome. And he was about as interested in me as I was in him. A spectacularly beautiful little blue merle, who was mostly white with a few black spots and blue eyes, had snuck up behind me and was trying to shimmy up my leg.

Meanwhile, Georjean, evading my initial question, started running down a list of her own. She asked about my living situation and if I had any children. We have a big fenced yard, with pond and dog door. And we have three children—two teenaged boys, one in college and one who splits his week between our house and his mom’s, along with one four-year-old girl—all dogsavvy. She wanted to know how much time I spent at home. Since I could often work from home, generally most of the day. She asked about my experience with dogs. I’d once worked for a vet, and I’d had dogs since I was five. She asked if I’d had an Aussie before. I hadn’t, but I’d had herding breeds. And finally, she asked what happened to my last dog. I choked up at this question, and then took several minutes to tell Georjean about life with my girl, and her fatal battle with cancer.

As I was telling Kiera’s story, there was a perceptible change in Georjean’s face. I suspected there was something more to it than just sympathizing with my loss. When I’d finished my tale, she began to tell me about her dog, Revolution. She pointed out a striking red tri, alert but comfortably basking in the warm sunlight, over in the next paddock. This was a champion dog who was a beloved pet, and obviously meant as much to Georjean as Kiera did to me. She’d just found out that “Rev” had cancer. I was all too familiar with that look of devastation. We both hid our sniffles as well as we could, but there wasn’t a thing we could do about our red eyes. In those few minutes, we’d learned as much as we needed to know about each other: We belonged to that quirky group of people who loved their dogs beyond measure, and who would always go the distance for them.

“Look,” she finally said, “the other people I’m waiting for, who were supposed to arrive before you did, are the ones who want that puppy for their son. But they haven’t put a deposit on her, and they’ve stood me up once before … ”

I held my breath, afraid to blink.

“… so if you’re ready to buy her right now, she’s yours.

Still holding on to Kiera, I had to sit down on the ground. My legs had turned to Jell-O. Puppy bedlam broke out as little roly-poly bodies started jumping and climbing all over me.

I looked up at Georjean and said, “As soon as I can get my legs to work, I’ll get my checkbook out of the car.” We both laughed, and I knew she knew what she’d just done for me.

I was finally able to release my grip on Kiera, and put her down to play.

[image: image]

As I went to my car, Kiera was hopping right along beside me, looking up at me the whole way. When I opened the door, she jumped in. She was ready to go. I grabbed my pocketbook, lifted Kiera up and tucked her under my arm like a little football, and walked back. That’s when I noticed that the mostly white blue merle had also followed, and was waiting at the gate. When we entered again, she started weaving in and out of my feet. I had to watch where I placed each step to avoid tripping over her.

Georjean had been watching, and when I reached her, she smiled and said, “Looks like that one has a thing for you, too.”

We unceremoniously sat back down on the ground to finish conducting our business. Kiera climbed in my lap and lay down. The blue merle had her paws on my shoulder and was trying to nibble on my ear. Kiera got up and started tumbling and wrestling with her.

“She’s stunning. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a beautiful dog. When is she going to her new home?” I asked, while rummaging through my bag to find a pen. By this time, both puppies had resumed using me as their jungle gym, with the rest of the puppies looking on or playing among themselves.

“I don’t know.” She hesitated. “There’s a guy who’s offered to take her, but he lives in an apartment …” Her voice trailed off.

“Not enough space for her to run?” I wondered out loud.

“Well, no, not necessarily—for this one anyway.” There was another hesitation. “She’s deaf.”

“Oh,” I quietly replied as I stroked her head, now resting on my knee. Her fur was as soft as silk.

Georjean went on to explain that this was a potential hazard with merles—especially merles crossed with merles. She was quick to add that Molly—the name this little puppy went by— had come from a merle-black tri union. She also hastened to say that Molly was the first deaf puppy she’d had in all her years as a breeder. She told me that most breeders euthanize their deaf puppies, but she didn’t have the heart to do it.

My brain started cooking up a crazy idea. “Do you have a phone I could use?” I asked.

She seemed a little taken aback by my abrupt segue, but said, “Sure. Let’s go up to the house. We’ll do the paperwork up there. And I’ll see if I can find you a pen.” She’d noticed that I’d been unsuccessful at locating one in my bag.

As we started walking up the hill, I explained to Georjean that I wanted to call Andrew to see if he would consider letting me take Molly, too. She stopped and grabbed my arm.

“Oh, Karen, that would be too good to be true! If Molly could stay with one of her littermates, that would be such a help for her,” she told me excitedly. “Of course, you could have her for free.”

Now there’s a pitch, I was thinking as we resumed walking, a two-fer sale. Two puppies for the price of one. I shook my head. I’m nuts; I’ve gone completely nuts.

But I’d had conversations with Andrew about how, if I ever got another dog, I’d want to get two together so they could play the way only dogs could play with each other. I’d given it a lot of thought over the years, and had concluded that, as dogs are pack animals, it had to be unnatural for them to live their entire lives without another of their kind to socialize with. I’d also come to feel that way about horses and other herd animals; it just seemed wrong to have them kept alone or isolated from each other.

While I was sure Kiera had had a great life, probably better than most dogs get to have (if for no other reason than being able to go nearly everywhere with me, including work), I’m sure it could have been improved by the company of another dog. I’d grown up with a menagerie of animals. There were always at least a couple of dogs … and horses … and cats running around. I’d seen firsthand how dogs have a different life when there are other dogs around to interact with.

Andrew had always politely listened to my rantings, and even agreed with me, intellectually. Then he’d usually conclude, “You’re too worried about trying to make a perfect life for all your animals and people.” That’d be the end of the conversation.

With Kiera in my arms, and Molly tagging along behind, we entered Georjean’s living room. There were newspapers scattered everywhere on the bare hardwood floor. These weren’t discards from a manic newspaper reader, but pee papers for puppies running free inside, busy being socialized by staff and friends. A collection of four women was at various stations around the room.

It was evident that Georjean lived for her animals. There was nothing fancy in the way of furniture. There was a big wooden dining room table, a small, overflowing work desk by a window, and a couple of couches pushed back against the walls, leaving mostly open spaces for the puppies to roam. For as many animals as she routinely had in her house, there was no telltale dog
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