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To all the amazing animal rescuers who open their lives and their hearts to the unwanted and the unloved. Thank you for everything you do to give these precious creatures a chance. There are few things more rewarding than the unconditional love of a rescue pet and I am grateful that there are so many humans who care.







Author's note

The stories in this book are all true, but some of the names have been changed to respect the privacy of the people involved.
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Introduction







Rescue animals have been a central part of my family throughout my life – and particularly after I had my three children. We have given a loving home to bunnies, hamsters, three rescue dogs and even, at one point, a bird. I guess my husband David and I could never ever say no to a pet in need.


I always knew that they were all special in their own right, but after I  wrote my book My Rescue Dog Rescued Me, I wanted to explore the effects other animals have had on their human rescuers.


Researching this book was exciting and inspiring as, time and again, I  heard stories of many different animals who have had the most amazing, positive effect on the lives of their humans.


When you read this book, you will discover the incredible story of Alex, the tiger who kept his friend Gina from a lonely life of drug addiction. There is Daniel, the duck who saved his owner Carla more than once when she spiralled into a deep depression and PTSD after a life-changing accident. There's also Mickey, the feral cat who helped his owner deal with the loss of her son in a terrorist attack, and Angel, the horse who inspired the creation of a rescue centre for other animals in need.


You will also read a story very personal to me: Micco, the rescued German shepherd pup who has truly made a huge difference to my 13-year-old daughter Faith's life as she copes with watching her dad Dave battle motor neuron disease.


In every true story, I learned that all of these rescue animals have so much to give regardless of their backgrounds. They provide emotional and physical support when it's needed the most, and their love is unconditional.


Personally, my family has learned some important life lessons thanks to our big-hearted rescues. They have taught us all how to be more giving and non-judgmental, and how to love freely.


There are too many animals in this world who need a good home through no fault of their own. My wish is that this book will encourage everyone to consider opening their hearts to these special creatures who inevitably change our lives so much for the better.







Chapter 1




 

ALESHA AND ZEPPY THE DOG





It was a cool July day in Minot, North Dakota, when Alesha picked up the miniature dachshund she had agreed to foster. She had heard about the sweet little guy through a friend and thought Zeppy would make a wonderful companion for her own rescue dog Miley back home in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.


A shelter had saved Zeppy from abusive owners who had badly beaten him. Sadly, his foster mom was moving and couldn't take him with her, so Alesha stepped in. As it happened, she was in town delivering flowers for her work anyway, so could collect her new charge at the same time. 


As soon as Zeppy met her, he jumped on her lap and licked her face, which was astonishing because he suffered from extreme anxiety and wasn't always good with strangers.


"I fell in love with Zeppy as soon as we met," recalls Alesha. "He was so friendly and happy to see me. His foster parent was sorry to see him go but relieved when she saw how delighted he was to meet me. I couldn't wait to get him home to meet Miley. I felt so sure that they would get on."


The summer had been particularly wet and rainy in Minot. The snow had been late in thawing and then there had been strong storms that produced a lot of rain. It had been wet for days and parts of Minot were flooded, so the National Guard had been drafted in to keep people safe by barricading the roads that were impassable.


Alesha decided to drive home to Sioux Falls at 4 a.m. to avoid the traffic. Being so early, it was pitch black and she had to turn around and take a detour when one of the main roads she needed to take was cordoned off. She carried on and came to another blockade at a dip in the road. There were no National Guard present to turn the traffic around. 


Alesha watched as another car drove through the rising water. Because she was in a big truck, Alesha thought she must be safe to continue her drive down this particular stretch of road. As she drove into the water-filled dip, the truck started to spin out of control. Thinking fast, she grabbed her phone and put her foot down on the brake to steady the vehicle.


She still doesn't know how far they spun into the water, but eventually the tyres caught on a ledge or a rock and the spinning stopped. But, by this time, the waters were rising and flooding into the truck. The cab filled with freezing cold water right up to her chest and it all happened so fast that there was little she could do. Poor Zeppy was screaming with fear, but with Alesha's help he made it onto her chest, where he stayed with her arms wrapped safely around him.


So there Alesha was, her leg stretched out as far as she could to keep her foot on the brake, one arm around the dog and, like this, she somehow managed to get through to the emergency services.


For the longest hour and a half of her life, she waited to be rescued with just five inches of air in the truck, not knowing if she and Zeppy could survive or whether they would be swept out into the nearby river.


"When I called nine-one-one, I must have sounded hysterical because the woman couldn't understand me," says Alesha. "I tried to be calm but I was terrified. I was so cold I couldn't feel my body but I was aware that my foot needed to stay on that brake if we stood any chance of surviving the flood waters. Sweet Zeppy, although initially he was shaking with the cold and whimpering with fear, clung to my chest and stayed surprisingly calm. The feeling of his warm body on my chest consoled me but it was also very sobering because I knew I had to remain level-headed if we were to survive. It wasn't just my life at stake but his, too."


It seemed like forever until Alesha heard the sound and saw the lights of the rescue boat. They were looking for her but it was so dark and murky that they couldn't see her. She screamed for help but it felt like no one heard her. Zeppy barked hard as they came closer, but still the boat seemed to be going away from them.


In desperation, she dunked Zeppy under the water and out of the truck window in the hope he would keep barking and swim toward the boat. Amazingly, he did just that and the rescue squad saw him. Minutes later, they were both pulled into the boat and, as Alesha was dragged from the truck, it floated off down the road.


"I know it sounds horrible, but I couldn't think what else to do," says Alesha. "Zeppy was going crazy barking, so I grabbed his harness and dunked him in the water. The little guy kept on swimming and barking and his voice was heard. If it hadn't been for his bravery, we might not be here today. I had no idea if he would carry on barking – I just had to put my faith in him. I may have rescued him, but he definitely rescued me right back that day!"


Alesha suffered severe hypothermia and temporarily lost some of the feeling in her legs due to the cold. But it was the fear that bothered her more than anything. For three days she couldn't close her eyes because she could see herself spinning out of control in the deep waters. Even when she did drift off to sleep, her dreams were nightmares, so her doctor gave her anxiety medicine and she was eventually diagnosed with severe post-traumatic stress disorder.


Her recovery wasn't easy, but it was during these traumatic times that she and Zeppy bonded. He would sit up with her in the night when she couldn't sleep or she woke up from another nightmare. He would lie down on her lap for hours and wouldn't leave her. Sometimes, when he slept, he would whimper and Alesha wondered if he was suffering from scary dreams, too, so she would snuggle him in closer to her and hold him tight. They formed an extreme bond and unquestionably helped each other. As the months went by, the nightmares grew less intense and the two survivors started to get their lives back to some kind of normality. If it hadn't been for the love of her foster Zeppy and, of course, her rescue pup Miley, Alesha says she would never have come to terms with what happened to her. 


Miley, another miniature dachshund, was Alesha's "sober dog", so called because, after she won a long ten-year battle with addiction to meth and painkillers in 2009, Alesha adopted her as an 11-week-old puppy from a local barn. It had turned out that Miley was the best thing to have happened to Alesha. Not only were they close, but she kept Alesha occupied enough to keep her drug-free. The two were also inseparable and, after the accident, Miley was always around to cheer Alesha up and cuddle her when she needed it the most. Miley also took Zeppy in as if she knew that they were kindred spirits, both needing Alesha and a loving home.


A couple of summers after the accident, Alesha, who had always been an outdoors girl, was still terrified of going near water and was even scared if it started to rain. Her doctor suggested she go kayaking. At first, she thought it was a crazy idea until she spoke with a friend, who agreed to go with her. 


To make it easier and to give her confidence, she took along Miley. Her dog also did not like the water and Alesha thought they could support each other to get over their phobias. They managed less than an hour in the kayak. Both girls were shaking and Alesha had flashbacks of the truck spinning out of control, but together they managed it.


It took several attempts to feel comfortable but now Alesha, Miley and sometimes Zeppy go kayaking together and it's become one of Miley's favourite pastimes. Together, they have kayaked well over 400 river miles – not bad for the pair who once hated water.


Alesha is now an animal activist who works for several shelters near her home in Minnesota. She goes to houses to pick up unwanted animals and helps find them homes or foster parents. It is work that she is passionate about, fuelled by her own successes with rescues in the shape of Zeppy and Miley.


"I have no doubt that Zeppy saved my life that day," says Alesha. "Really, we didn't even know each other but the warmth of his body on my chest and the selfless way he swam out to get help was above and beyond. I don't want children and so my dogs – and all the dogs I rescue – are my babies, who I adore. My PTSD is definitely better and I can talk about the incident now, but I am also still drug-free – a major achievement. I put a large part of my success down to my dogs. They have always given me a lot to be grateful for and every day spent with them is a joy. I'm a lucky girl, that's for sure!"
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