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HOP I NG FOR A HOME
Animal shelter seeks adoptions for ‘long-timers’
For the News-Leader
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ost animal shelters have “long-timers,” adoptable cats and dogs who would make wonderful
pets in the right home, but keep getting passed
over.
There are several reasons, said Stephanie Miller, director of development and adoptions for the Nassau Humane
Society in Fernandina Beach. Puppies and kittens may be
adopted in days, but the older the dog or cat, the longer
they typically wait. Darker-colored animals may be overlooked for those with more vibrant coloring and patterns.
Breed popularity also can play a role.
Perhaps most important is “the first impression the
animal gives when meeting potential adopters,” Miller
said. “If cats tend to keep to themselves and not get too
close to people, they’ll probably get passed over, as adopters typically want a lap cat. If a dog is shy or jumping too
much in the kennel, this may also turn off adopters.”
And so, some great dogs and cats must wait and wait.
And sometimes, they begin to lose hope.
The average length of stay for animals at the Nassau
Humane Society is about a month. Miller hopes that when
looking for a shelter pet, visitors will get to know some of
the long-timers, too. They may require some extra effort,
at least at first. But “giving the gift of a warm home to an
animal that has lived for months in a confined kennel is
priceless,” she said.
Buddy is a 3-year-old, medium-sized mixed-breed dog
who is NHS’s longest canine resident, at more than 438
days as of Oct. 13. Kennel staff says he’s house-trained
and great to work with, sweet, affectionate and quiet. He
needs a home with no cats, and an old lip injury might be
hurting his chances.
“But other than that, he just wants to be loved,” Miller
said. “We can tell Buddy’s happy personality is slowly slipping away, and finding his forever home would be exactly
what he needs to feel whole.”
And then there’s Annie, a beautiful 5-year-old cat who
is NHS’s longest-term resident by far, at more than 1,088
non-consecutive days. She was very shy when she arrived
from another shelter, but after about a year, she found a
home and really opened up. But then her adopter became
ill, and Annie had to return to the NHS cattery.
She’s an independent feline whose favorite things are
naps and playing with toys. Staff says she’s great with
other cats, especially kittens. “Annie likely won’t ever be
a ‘lap cat,’ but we know she would love to spend her days
with a family,” Miller said.
The shelter does its best to find forever homes for pets
like these, offering reduced adoption fees and giving them
socialization every day, including walks and yard-play time
for dogs. Those that don’t react well when confined to a
kennel are introduced outside, so adopters can get a better
idea of the dogs’ true personalities.
“If the fix isn’t as easy, we may offer a free training

package to encourage potential adopters to give the dog a
chance,” Miller said. Staff members explain the animals’
qualities and educate adopters on how they can work with
any issues.
For animals that become more anxious and restless
over time, the shelter uses other tactics.
“One is to move the cat or dog to an area where they
can better decompress,” Miller said. “We have a nursery
room we call our ‘Cozy Cottage,’ where we set up animals
with special needs. This area is quiet, away from hightraffic areas, and we can include other accommodations to
make the animal more comfortable, such as a crate or
special litter boxes. We also market these animals to the
public with photos, videos and details about the animal and
what type of home would be the perfect fit for them.
“One of our favorite success stories is a cat named
Baby who was surrendered with her sister in 2020. Their
parents could no longer care for the pair. Baby’s sister was
adopted after not too long, but Baby just couldn’t catch a
break. She started out being very ornery with other cats
and people – she was a menace in the cattery and showed
no signs of backing down. We then moved Baby to her own
lobby condo to decompress and have her own space. Over
time, our staff and volunteers worked with her to put her
at ease around other cats and people.
“After months of work, Baby was able to rejoin the cattery as a brand-new cat. She was friendly and respectful
to the other cattery residents and even solicited pets from
our human visitors. Thanks to the hard work of everyone
who believed in Baby, she finally found her forever home
after being in the shelter for exactly one year.”
Despite the best efforts of staff and volunteers, they
can’t match a forever home where the animal gets love,
attention and companionship 24-7.
“Shelters are a stressful environment for animals,”
Miller said. “All of our dogs may have their own kennels,
but they are in a row of dozens of other dogs who tend to
bark and howl throughout the day. Constant noise and limited companionship would affect anyone, and animals are
no exception.”
She said that when shelter animals get a home, they
need time to decompress and adjust to their new environment. They need to get to know you and your family, their
new surroundings, and especially their new routine.
The results can be tremendously rewarding.
“The most common updates we receive from adopters
who have taken home a cat or dog that lived in the shelter
for a long time, is that they have all the love in the world
to give,” Miller said. “These animals are just thankful to
finally be a part of a family.”
To thank you for adopting a “long-timer,” their adoption fees at the Nassau Humane Society will be half-off
through the end of 2021. The NHS shelter is at 639
Airport Road in Fernandina Beach.
For information, call 904-321-1647 or visit
NassauHumane.org.
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Rescuing Fletch so he can fly once again

B

lack clouds rolled in from
the east as I drove to church
that morning, late again.
My umbrella and pink pashmina were badly needed by the time
I arrived and was forced to a parking
space fit for a latecomer. An hour later,
the rain stopped, sun came out, and it
became a beautiful day.
Driving home along Fletcher
Avenue, I noticed a little red bump in
the tiny median strip and realized it
was a very wet, but not flattened, bird.
Parking with my flashers on, I grabbed
my pashmina, walked to the center of
the road and heard the little cardinal’s
shrill chirp. “Definitely a teenager,” I
decided.
The heavy rain seemed to have
shrunk him. Skin was visible beneath
his matted feathers. His wings and tail
had taken a beating. I scooped him into
my wrap. “Fletch” rode home quite
a garish sight, wet red with bright
orange lips and wrapped in pink, comfortably packed in an open cooler in
the trunk.
He rested for a time in a butterfly
enclosure and ate five worms plucked
from the garden. It is not recom-

mended that you
feed wildlife, but
I feared the little
guy had been
stranded for some
time and, as a
fledgling, was
accustomed to
frequent meals.
If he ate, I would
know he was
on the mend.
Exhausted, he
closed his eyes
Dudley Hoehn
and I let him rest
on the screened
porch. He finally
got the strength to hop about and try
to fly, while squawking loudly, indicating he was ready to leave. He scurried
across the grass as I unzipped the
enclosure, then hopped into a bush and
fluttered enough that I knew he could
fly.
Later that afternoon, I saw three
male cardinals in the tree above the
spot where I released Fletch. Sure
enough, one was Fletch, obvious by
his somewhat unique call and his still
disheveled look. The two more mature

What to do if you find an injured bird
• Call your local bird rehab facility or wildlife rescue organization and
give them as much information as you can (type of injury, adult or baby,
kind of bird). Follow their recommendations.
• Unless the bird is in harm’s way, do not move or touch it. The bird
rehab facility or wildlife rescue organization may instruct you on how to
safely transport it.
• Remember that birds are wild. Their feathers and feces carry mites
and diseases. Dispose of any items used to capture the bird (such as a
towel, or in my case a pink pashmina), wash your hands with soap, and
avoid touching your face after being around the bird.
• There are laws and regulations to protect wildlife. You do not want to
inadvertently break the law while trying to “help.” Wildlife rehabilitators are
licensed, trained and know the law. Let the professionals guide you.

cardinals were arguing with him,
seemingly having a territorial dispute.
It was heated enough that some of
Fletch’s previously matted underbelly
feathers came floating down from the
tree and the bullies chased him across
the street, finally leaving him alone.
Unknowingly, I turned him loose in
other males’ territory.
A bird rescue volunteer told me,
“Often people call for help with hurt
birds when they are really only just
stunned. It takes an hour or two and
then they fly away.”
That is exactly what happened
with Fletch. I would not have moved
him myself, except that Fletcher
Avenue is no place for a cardinal of
any age. The heavy wind and rain blew
him some distance, and he was fortunate enough, or perhaps smart enough,
to end up in the bird-sized median
strip.
I’ll be watching for Fletch. If the
other male cardinals allow him, I think
he will return to the garden where he
will find clean water, seeds and plenty
of bugs. Perhaps he’ll have a family,
and their mother will keep them safe
from busy roads, predators and outdoor cats that, in the United States,
kill about 2.4 million birds every
year (according to the American Bird
Conservancy). Stay safe, buddy!
Katherine Dudley Hoehn works
from home in Fernandina Beach. She
was raised in Florida, spent her career
in Washington, D.C., and is thrilled
to be back in the Sunshine State. She
consults, writes, photographs, explores
nature and serves as a Monarch
Waystation with the help of her faithful rescue dog, Leah. She is a member
of the Amelia Island Writers Advisory
Committee. Her photography and stories
can be enjoyed at KatWritesandSnaps.
com/blog.
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Fletch rests comfortably in a pink pashmina after the author picked
him up in a median on Fletcher Avenue.
• Bird and Wildlife Help in Northeast Florida
Florida Wildlife Care in Gainesville
24-hour hotline: 352-371-4400
• Bird Emergency Aid and Kare Sanctuary (BEAKS) in Jacksonville
904-251-2473
• The ARK Wildlife Care and Sanctuary in Hilliard
904-424-6543

