Meet Me At The Rainbow Bridge 

 Chapter 1

Gracie & Sunshine

     “This soldier, I realized, must have had friends at home and in his regiment; yet he lay there deserted by all except his dog.  I looked on, unmoved, at battles, which decided the future of nations. Tearless, I had given orders, which brought death to thousands, yet here I was stirred, profoundly stirred, stirred to tears. And by what?  By the grief of one dog.”
Napoleon Bonaparte, on finding a dog beside the body of his dead master, licking his face and howling, on a moonlit field after a battle. This scene haunted Napoleon until his own death.

     I have always believed in Murphy’s Law and the corollaries of Murphy’s Law.  I particularly believe in the statement that no good deed goes unpunished in our universe.

     Today, I was traveling home from a family vacation in North Carolina and Chattanooga, Tennessee.  My wife of 21 years, Heidi, my son Dylan, 14 years old, and my Labrador Retrievers, Gracie and Sunshine, were headed south on Interstate 75.  We were about 56 miles north of the Florida border in our 2005 Volvo station wagon.  Heidi was at the wheel, I was in the passenger seat, Dylan was lying down in the backseat, and Gracie and Sunshine were in the rear cargo area.

     We were accustomed to bringing home gifts for the family and I had a feeling of guilt since we had not purchased anything for my mother in law, Jacque, who had kindly

agreed to watch our longhaired Chihuahua, Macho, as he did really not like traveling by automobile. A large billboard along the side of the road caught my eye.

     “If you pull over at the next exit you will be able to buy your mom her molasses” I said to Heidi.  We were just south of Tifton, Georgia and the sign that I saw reminded me that we were near the Magnolia Plantation, a gift shop and service station that I had used in the past.  This business was known for selling pecans and peanuts, two of the products of local Georgia agriculture.  The Magnolia Plantation was a replica of an old Georgia plantation and on this afternoon it would be the answer to our quest for molasses.

      “I really want to get home,” said Heidi, not the least bit interested in stopping.  We had filled the car with gas about an hour ago and did not need to stop for gas.  I reminded her that her mother had watched Macho and the least we could do was get her molasses.

      Reluctantly with an aggravated sigh, Heidi put on her right turn signal, merged to the right lane and pulled off the interstate at exit 55.  I suggested that she pull up to the gasoline pump and that I could top off our tank while she went into the store.  Gracie and Sunshine sat up in the rear of the car and watched the actions of the people that were all drawn to this location on this day.  Some people believe that pets can have psychic powers; however if they had any premonition of the danger ahead, they were not talking.

     I filled up the car and left my son and dogs while I went into the store to use the rest room.  I soon saw Heidi who informed me that we had stopped for nothing, as they did not carry molasses.  Being the self assured husband, I searched the entire store only to reach the conclusion that Heidi had been correct.  I asked the clerk to be certain and was informed that indeed they had pecans and peanuts, but no molasses was to be found at the Magnolia Plantation.

     I decided that it would be a good idea to walk the dogs one more time. If I had to use the restroom, they must need to use the restroom.  I opened up the rear tailgate of the wagon, put the leashes on Gracie and Sunshine, and proceeded to walk my dogs towards Omega Eldorado road.  We walked along the exit ramp for the interstate and both dogs enjoyed the smells immensely.  Dogs have a much keener sense of smell than humans, and I have often wondered what the world smells like to a dog.  Gracie and Sunshine enjoyed marking their territory and both urinated twice and each had a bowel movement. We were far away from everything and were not on private property, but being a socially responsible pet owner, I picked up their feces in plastic bags that I carried for this occasion.

     We started back towards the car and as I approached the covered area where the gas pumps were located, Heidi started up the Volvo and pulled over to the far left side of the parking lot, facing away from the store.  She pulled half way towards the road and waited for us so that other customers, on their way to their homes or destinations, could fill up with gas and be on their way.  

     Sunshine jumped into the rear of the wagon. Sunshine was as fast as lightning and could run like the wind.  Gracie on the other hand had Osteochondritis Dissicans (OCD) of the left rear ankle joint when she was 6 months old.  The OCD had left Gracie with an arthritic ankle and I had trained her to get into the car by placing her 2 front feet on the rear bumper and I proceeded to lift her into the back of the car. Today, this was not to be the case.

     I bent over to lift Gracie into the car when all of a sudden I was aware of the tailgate of our car crashing down upon my head and back. A pain exploded through my left leg and like the cliché, everything began to move in slow motion.  Heidi, realizing what had happened, jumped out of the car and began yelling to the driver of the 2002 Toyota Camry to “ Puuuuuulllllllll forrrrrrwaaaaarrrrrdddddddddd”!   The driver who had just crashed into Grace and me, pinning us between the 2 cars, did as she was directed and as the cars separated, I fell to the ground and the following events still move me to tears almost 2 years after this day.

      You must understand that Heidi did not want to take this vacation in the first place.  I had owned my own veterinary hospital for 22 years.  I sold the business to a large corporate entity and had 3 months previously ended my association with them.  I was to begin a new position on Monday in a brand new 11,000 square foot facility in a growing part of the Tampa Bay region. This was the week of Dylan’s spring break, and it was my idea to get a cabin at Fontana Village, North Carolina for 4 days and to hike with the dogs and then to go to Chattanooga, Tennessee for 3 days.  I had lived in Chattanooga for 2 years during college and considered this to be a “Roots” vacation to show Dylan a part of my previous life.

     Heidi had always been thrilled to share her life in Maine with us and we had been to Maine once or twice a year for 20 years, however, she did not look forward to North Carolina and Tennessee with the dogs. I prevailed and we all had a good time on this trip.

     So now I lay on the ground. At first I realized that my leg was broken but I thought that Gracie, who had also been trapped between the bumpers, might have escaped injury. The next thing I heard was Heidi yelling “Oh my GOD, she has something wrong with her rear leg!”  I looked at Gracie from my recumbent position on the pavement and immediately knew that Heidi was right.  Gracie circled around to the left and like the dog that so haunted Napoleon; Gracie came over to me and laid her head on my shoulder. Using my knowledge gained from 29 years of veterinary practice and 2 years as an emergency clinician, I lifted up Gracie’s lip to observe that her gums were purple. Gracie had a volleyball sized swelling in front of her pelvis. Gracie had fractures, a large ventral hernia, and internal hemorrhage. I asked Heidi to please get Gracie to a veterinarian immediately; I said that I would wait for an ambulance.  Please God, somebody help Gracie.  Please!  No good deed goes unpunished.
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