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To Beverly and all the wonderful people Bella and I have met in our work as a therapy dog team. And for my five grandchildren: Molly, William, Lucy, Elliott, and Aidan.


FOREWORD

Aimée Scott, Special Education Teacher

December 2015

Stonington, Connecticut

Being a special education teacher is a privilege filled with challenges. These challenges go far beyond teaching reading and math to students who have difficulty learning in the same way or at the same level as their peers. Helping special needs children requires trust, time, and an open mind. It means trying to make decisions that are best for the child, no matter how difficult this makes the teacher’s work. And underneath it all is an unconditional commitment to make learning and life better for each child.

When I was first approached about having a therapy dog come to work with my students on a weekly basis, I couldn’t have been happier. As a dog lover myself, I knew firsthand how special dogs are and how effective they are at breaking through barriers. I was determined to get through the “red tape” at school to make sure this would be something I could offer my students. With the help of my administrators, Jean and I were able to set up a program with Bella and my students in my first year at a new school.

I admit, I was nervous at first. I had several students who were afraid of dogs, as well as others who had never been near one. Would their parents consent? What would Bella really do with these children? Would she fit in with our curriculum or only be a distraction?

We are now completing two and a half years of having Bella and Jean come to our class each week. Students cuddle up with Jean and read Bella stories on the big cushions. They tell Bella about their day and get her water and treats. They often walk her down the school hallway, a huge status symbol, as the other students can’t distract Bella while she’s working. She has become a part of our special education resources and a high point for our students. I can’t tell you how many times I’m asked each week, “Is it Friday yet?”—the children know that’s the day Bella comes to school.

So what difference does it make having a therapy dog in our program? Bella accepts the children exactly as they are. If they can’t talk, she doesn’t care. If they’re struggling to read, she has no judgment. If they were afraid of her, they aren’t any longer, as her sweetness has won them over. What I see is that Bella helps build our students’ confidence because she wants to be with them. She licks their faces, listens to their stories, plays whatever games they want, and makes them happy. It’s always special to be with Bella.

Bella and Jean have changed my program in the best possible way. Their presence has given my students a way to show what they do know, rather than what they don’t know. It has reaffirmed that they are wonderful just as they are, and I love seeing their hands stroking Bella’s soft, white fur as they read to her. Bella is also fun—she loves rolling on the floor, fetching her ball, prancing down the hallways. I know when Bella visits I will observe the powerful ways this dog reassures the children.

I cannot thank Bella and Jean enough for the changes I see in my students due to their weekly visits. I look forward to the years to come with Bella and Jean, and all the students they will be helping in the future. I hope that more classrooms will be able to have this experience.


INTRODUCTION

Bella, my therapy dog, and I have been visiting The Starfish Home—a rehab facility—for four years (in addition to our work in two hospitals and an elementary school, and a few other places), and one of the residents we visited there was named Rose. She wasn’t one of Bella’s favorites, as she couldn’t talk and didn’t give her treats. She was Portuguese and had beautiful posture. She’d sit upright as though entertaining a dignitary, and her eyes brightened when she saw Bella. Her sister was often there in the room, visiting. She thanked me once and said what a relief it was to have a dog in the room—“Just something alive and happy” is how she put it. I nodded and moved Bella as close to Rose as I could, luring her with a treat. Later, I told Rose we would see her the following week, and she waved. Her face broke into a smile although her eyes looked sad.

It was a casual relationship that lasted about six months, as Rose was one of many we’d see in our weekly visits. On our last visit with Rose, she was in bed, her head flung back on her pillow, her eyes closed and mouth open. “Not good,” said her sister. I put my hand on her arm and said a silent prayer. Bella sniffed around under the bed looking for crumbs. We left. The following week, Rose’s bed was empty and all her belongings, even the plants from the windowsill, were gone. Just to make sure, I asked the nurse and was told that Rose had passed a few days earlier.

At the end of Rose’s life, a dog entered her room. A forty-pound whippet, lab, and terrier mix—a rescue from Puerto Rico and an unlikely therapy dog because she survived a dangerous place as a puppy and had issues. These issues included not liking many other dogs; hating to have her head patted; a huge phobia of thunder, fireworks, and gunshots; and a general fearfulness—and added to that is her terrier “I know best” attitude. But despite all this, or maybe because of it, Bella is good at her job. She shows up, she’s present, and in ways that are very hard to describe, she reaches people. She does something. She breaks through loneliness and fear.

And she’s a busy working girl. She has helped special needs children overcome their fear of dogs and relax while reading a book. In the hospital, she has distracted patients during procedures or nudged them into turning one of those corners that make hard times a little easier. She knows how to cheer up nursing home residents or help college students relax before exams. And despite a lot of training, she reminds me every day that she’s a dog. She obeys (mostly), she knows the routine, but she clearly has her own ideas about things and will not, for example, stand still if a nurse comes rushing toward her proclaiming in a high-pitched voice, “Oh, look! A dog!”

So what difference did Bella make for Rose? The first part of the answer is joy—just by entering the room, Bella made Rose smile. She brightened her day. She was something different in an endless routine as Rose’s body and mind failed. Bella also provided primal comfort and acceptance. Bella didn’t care if Rose could talk, or get hung up on what she was supposed to be, or worry about the future. And through this, Bella told Rose that she would be all right, that she was not alone. For Rose, and for all the lives touched by Bella, this unlikely therapy dog served as a bridge to whatever came next. At the end, there was a dog.

If this sounds like a tall order for an ordinary dog, follow any therapy dog down the hall in a hospital and watch the faces of the people who pass you. They light up—they beam—sadness, distraction, fear, stress, busyness, all but melt away. Animals—dogs in particular—have a powerful effect on us and are ambassadors of the here and now. And yes, some people aren’t wild about dogs, and that’s fine. One of my favorite patients in the nursing home, Beverly, only touched Bella after seeing her weekly for more than a year, and most of the time, Beverly only looked at me, not her. But that’s okay because we’re a team. We complement each other and enable each other to do work that neither of us could do alone.

A quick note on “work”: this is volunteer work, but having been raised to believe that work is really important, plus being a type A—like Bella—I like to go to work. When I speak this word, she looks for her leash, the red one with little white bones on it that she received when certified as a therapy dog. We have a job and we do it—week after week. Together we go to places where people are sick, lonely, afraid—or in the case of the school children, living with a disability or learning challenge. Sometimes I do the talking, other times Bella is in the forefront; she’s the one who curls up in bed with a teenager in the hospital who is terrified to be there. We follow and learn from each other.

Organized in alternating chapters—Bella’s rescue and training interspersed with her work as a certified therapy dog—I hope to show you what it takes for these extraordinary animals to become therapy dogs and how they affect patients in nursing homes and hospitals and help children feel excited about learning. This is not a training manual, but a true story about Bella and the work she does. My personal story is another thread in this narrative—I discovered how working with Bella helped me through losing my job, selling our house, and moving to another state to start over at age sixty-five. In the early chapters, there is a five-year gap between Bella’s training and her certification, but as the book evolves, these two pieces come together. Join us in our adventure—it’s an amazing journey.


PART I: EARLY DAYS


Chapter 1

WHAT WERE WE THINKING?

May 2007

Yardley, Pennsylvania

Angus died. He was our first dog; a collie-shepherd mix. At sixteen, he was the gentlest and most loving companion. We had adopted him from the Bucks County SPCA when he was just a year old. For me, it was love at first sight—I saw his face, his beautiful tri-color coat, and even though he pulled and was a bit wild when we took him out for a walk, I wouldn’t return him to his pen out of fear someone else would get him. My husband, Bob, and our five-year-old son, Peter, walked another dog while Angus and I hung out in the parking lot. It was a warm April day and I was excited, as I hadn’t had a dog since I was a child.

We’d always wanted a dog, but having lived in New York City for the first seven years of our marriage, we didn’t want the hassle of caring for a dog. When we moved to Pennsylvania, we had so many expenses that we knew it wasn’t the right time. But eventually, all the pieces fell into place.

“This the one you want?” asked Bob. I didn’t have to answer—my face said it all. Peter patted him and we noticed how gentle the dog without a name was. He was a stray who had been picked up on the side of the road. He had already been at the shelter long enough to be adopted, and after paying fifty dollars and signing a contract that we would get him neutered within two weeks (there was a fifty-dollar returnable deposit we had to pay for, too), we put the dog in the back of our station wagon and drove to the store to pick up supplies. I stayed in the car to keep him company while Bob and Peter did the shopping.

Even at the end of his life, Angus showed the same sweetness we had seen in him at the shelter. If it was too difficult for him to get up to greet us, he’d lift his head and wag his tail like mad. His face was expressive, too—large brown eyes that shone with love. But as his organs failed, we knew we had to make the impossible decision to put him down.

We carried him to the car, both of us weeping, and Bob said, “I can’t do this.”

I replied, “But we have to. He’s suffering and isn’t going to get better. If there’s any hope, the vet will tell us.”

It was a Sunday in June, so we had to go to the emergency veterinary services. We carried Angus into the examining room on his bed and put him gently on the floor. The vet came in and listened to his heart and other vital signs and told us we were doing the right thing. “His organs are shutting down. Take as long as you like.” He left the room, and Bob and I folded ourselves around Angus, patting and talking to him. He didn’t seem afraid—always trusting us. After what felt like a long time, I asked Bob if we should have the vet come back in with the injection. He couldn’t talk, but nodded. It was peaceful and quick and then I had to leave the room. Bob stayed behind as I wept in the lobby and took care of the paperwork and bill. When he finally came out of the room, we decided we couldn’t go home—too many things reminded us of him. So we drove to the canal towpath that we had walked so many times with Angus, and this time we walked by ourselves. It felt awful. Finally, we went home and I put away his belongings.

Losing him was so hard that we waited almost a year before considering another dog. Spring was on its way again, and Bob, being a college professor, had four months of free time—the perfect opportunity to train a dog. This was 2007.

We went back to the Bucks County SPCA where we had found Angus, but they didn’t have many dogs, and the only one we thought might work couldn’t be released, as he had behavioral issues and needed additional testing. Peter was by now in college, but my daughter had a one-year-old child and lived nearby, so we wanted to make sure our new dog would be safe around children. We stood in the parking lot, missing Angus even more acutely.

Bob said, “We won’t find another dog like him.” I agreed, but then said, “He was a bit wild when we first got him. It took time for us to figure it all out. Can’t we do that again?”

Bob nodded, not exactly a yes, and we decided to drive over to St. Hubert’s Animal Welfare Center in New Jersey, as the daughter of a woman I worked with was connected with that shelter and had told her mother they had lots of puppies. We had seen photos of them online and had picked out a cute brown one to investigate.

An hour later at St. Hubert’s, a young woman named Kim greeted us and took us back to the outdoor runs where the puppies were. We asked to see the brown one and she brought him out to a fenced-in yard where we could play with him. Bob and I sat down on the grass and the puppy sniffed our sneakers and walked away. We had filled out a long form, and Kim had asked us a wide range of questions about what we wanted. After a few minutes she said, “This isn’t the dog for you. He’s not that interested in people.”

We agreed and went back to look at the others. There were two white puppies, brother and sister in pens next to each other, each with sweet faces and freckles on their noses. Bob instantly bonded with the larger one, the female, while I hung back, not sure about either one of them. I was disappointed that the first puppy hadn’t worked out and was wondering if we were nuts to even think of a puppy at our age (late fifties, early sixties).

But when we sat on the grass with this one, she stayed with us and seemed curious about who we were. After sniffing around for a few minutes, she sat down on top of Bob’s foot. She was only twenty pounds and had been rescued from Puerto Rico. She and about forty other dogs had been flown to Newark Airport, as St. Hubert’s helped other shelters that were overrun and her chances of being adopted here were much better.

“How old is she?” I asked.

“The vet thinks she and her brother are between three-and-a-half to four months old,” said Kim.

Bob and I talked for a while, and Kim let us bring her into the room where the cats were in cages to see how she’d do, since we had a cat, Henry. She sniffed around the room with her ears up, but didn’t lunge at the cages or bark, so we figured she’d be all right.

We decided to have lunch at a diner next door and promised we’d come back either way. We needed time. All I remember of that lunch is that I ate a Greek salad and vacillated wildly back and forth—one moment telling Bob how cute she was, and the next, wondering what on earth we were doing.

Cuteness won out. Her face got us—and her story. She had been pulled off of Dead Dog Beach at about two months old and she needed a home. Why not us? In hindsight, I could give you a pretty good list of reasons not to adopt her, but we did it anyway. We bought a crate and put her in it in the back of the car, but she was so scared and howling so loudly that we pulled over and let her sit in the back seat. The whining continued and I told Bob to pull over again, thinking maybe she had to do her business. I walked her in the grass at the side of the road but she wouldn’t do anything. About five miles later, she pooped all over the back of the car. Again we pulled over and got the mess cleaned up. Finally, we arrived home and we took her out to our fenced-in backyard and stood with her in the sun. She was so scared that she didn’t take more than a step or two away from us. Bob held her in his arms, and I took their picture.

Our adventure had begun.


Chapter 2

THIS IS A CRAZY PLACE: HOSPITAL ORIENTATION

December 2011–January 2012

St. Mary Medical Center, Langhorne, Pennsylvania

Cathy and her dog, Brandon, as well as another neighbor, Kim, and her dog, Lela, had been taking agility classes with us, but it was Cathy’s idea to switch to therapy dog work. The moment she mentioned it, I knew this was exactly what I wanted to do with Bella. I was done with weave poles, tunnels, and agility trials. After two good years of training, I still didn’t feel that either Bella or I fit. We were never a part of the purebred dog owners group, and I was no longer willing to spend every Saturday driving to agility trials where there was endless waiting combined with heart-stopping panic and worrying about all the rules. All this anxiety crested when they called, “Bella, All American!”—a very nice way of saying “mixed breed”—and we charged through the obstacles, me praying that Bella would remember her hours of training and not shoot through a tunnel the wrong way or jump off the teeter. I enjoyed seeing the dogs who did this beautifully, but given my competitive nature, I felt defensive about Bella’s wild streak and was not willing to put in the work that might make her more like them. In the few trials we did do, I ended up mad at the judges, as well as disappointed in Bella and myself. The experience left a bad taste in my mouth, and I couldn’t deal with more loss now that I had been notified that the job I’d had for the past sixteen years would be ending in a few weeks.

Cathy had done all the research and had connected with David, who had started a therapy dog program at our local hospital in Pennsylvania a few years earlier. He worked as a jeweler and had a busy schedule, so it took a few weeks to pin him down. About ten years earlier, he’d had a heart attack, and during his long convalescence, his wife brought his two dogs into the hospital. Although he still had a long road ahead of him, he noticed the dogs made him feel better, and that when he walked them around the ward, the other patients wanted to see them. This was around 2000 or 2002, and back then, dogs and hospitals were not generally seen as an acceptable pairing. Administrators worried about germs and about dogs upsetting patients, liability issues, and so on.

But David had experienced firsthand what it was like to have dogs as part of his healing regimen, and he fought hard to have them admitted to this hospital. At first, he and the other volunteers were only allowed in waiting rooms, and then in just a few other places. But by the time Cathy and I started volunteering, we could go pretty much everywhere except maternity, surgery, or into rooms with patients who had communicable diseases or compromised immune systems.

At 7 p.m. one cold December night, Cathy and I drove to the hospital together, gave the dogs a few minutes to do their business on the frozen grass, and then had the surreal experience of walking into the hospital with two dogs. People stopped dead in their tracks. Some did a double take. Others backed away. Cathy and I smiled and tried to look as if we knew what we were doing. We went to the main desk and told the woman that we were meeting David for our therapy dog orientation. She told us to wait over by the chairs. Bella looked around, clearly on high alert, while Brandon—always Mr. Cool—sat quietly by Cathy’s feet.

A few minutes later, David came into the hospital with his two Portuguese water dogs, and I saw the hair stand up along Bella’s back. I kept her behind Brandon, who also had issues with other dogs, but who at this moment seemed relaxed and happy. We were now a pack of four dogs and three people, and I was excited for the first time in months. Even though we hadn’t done anything, I felt a sense of purpose and belonging.

“Let’s go up to the fourth floor,” said David.

We followed him and filled up much of the elevator. I noticed a few older people who were waiting for the elevator decided to wait for the next one. Bella had never been in an elevator but didn’t seem to mind. I had a firm hold on her leash, as I didn’t want her near David’s dogs. They ignored her and acted as if nothing special was going on.

We quickly learned the protocol: pick a floor, go to the nurse’s station, and ask if any patients would like a visit from a dog. Check the signs on each door to make sure we were allowed in. Ask the patient if he or she would like a visit from a dog. If yes, spray the bottom of the dogs’ feet with a mild disinfectant, squirt some on our own hands from one of the foam dispensers outside the patient’s room, and walk over to the bed, being very careful not to trip over any tubes or other medical equipment. Then introduce the dogs:

“This is Bella and Brandon and they’re here to visit.”

See if the patient wants to pat them, or if they’d prefer that the dogs put their front paws on the bed, or in special occasions, jump up on the bed. (I couldn’t believe the hospital allowed this.)

Cathy and I followed David and glanced at each other as we left each patient’s room. Neither of us were sure we could do this. And to top it off, I was convinced that I would get lost in this huge, rambling hospital and would never find my way back to the main lobby. I tried to pay attention, but most of all, I was overcome by seeing, for the first time, the powerful effect the dogs had. Tiredness became excitement, isolation was replaced with companionship, and loneliness was forgotten. Brandon sauntered into these rooms, looked casually around, and if we stayed long enough, he sat down. Why not take a little rest? Bella, on the other hand, was nervous. There were strange noises and stranger smells, and she was reluctant to get near the beds and wheelchairs. She stuck very close to my legs and gave Brandon a lick on the mouth when we were out in the hallway.

“Get the basic idea?” asked David after we had seen a half-dozen patients.

Cathy and I nodded.

“Some patients won’t want to see you, and you can always ask at the nurse’s station if there is anyone you should make sure to visit.”

He led us to the elevator and we returned to the ground floor. He showed us where the volunteer office was and where to sign in and out. They had bottles of spray for the dogs and he told us to take one. He reminded us of the cardinal rule: we were never to ask about a patient’s condition. We weren’t there to offer advice, and we never talked about the patients unless there was an issue that needed to be reported to a nurse or the volunteer supervisor.

“You’ll also be getting special leashes. St. Mary’s doesn’t use the volunteer jackets for pet therapy work, but you’ll have a nice blue leash with St. Mary Medical Center written on it. Make sure to use that and to wear your name tags. You can wear your dogs’ name tags, too, or clip them to their collars.”

There was so much to remember. We thanked David, put on our jackets and gloves, and headed out into the cold night.

“Got that?” I asked Cathy as both dogs squatted in the brittle grass. We burst out laughing.

“Good thing we’re doing this together,” said Cathy, and I agreed. I wasn’t a shy person, but this felt overwhelming and we were both afraid of doing something wrong.

Brandon and Bella were happy to be outside. They sniffed their way to the car and we drove home. Cathy and I told the volunteer office that we would come every Monday at 1 p.m., starting in January. I was grateful for this structure; I didn’t know what I was going to do without work. It was going to be very strange to have all this free time. Well-meaning friends told me that everything was happening for a reason, but I was never a big fan of that concept. I couldn’t find a reason for my job loss that made sense to me, and although I could guess why my name was on the list, I was still in that hurt, “why me” phase and wasn’t sure how to break out of it. To top it all off, a career coach losing her job was supremely ironic—like a doctor getting sick.

I loved my work, but I was beginning to realize I had outgrown the industry I’d been in for sixteen years. I had grown up in the industry when personal attention and deep relationships were deeply valued, but at age sixty-five, it was clear that I had never adjusted to the increasing pressure to see more clients and give them less time. So I wasn’t only mourning my job loss, but all that had been lost over the past few years.

“This was the best,” said Cathy as she dropped me off. I agreed. It really was. I was deeply grateful to have something new and hopeful in my life. I was also grateful for her.

I gave her a big hug.


Chapter 3

THE CAT IS NOT A SNACK

June 2007

Yardley, Pennsylvania

The crate we’d bought saved our life. Bella had never been in a home and was wild. She flew through the air at warp speed, crashed into furniture, jumped over chairs, and only focused on two things: digging and chewing. She ate one of my leather sandals. She devoured a decorative pillow and chewed through the mat and towels in her crate. Our backyard looked like a moonscape from Bella’s craters. She was so out of control that we had to keep her on the leash in the house, and walking her was a lesson in frustration. She pulled, veered, stopped abruptly, and was afraid of plastic bags and the ceramic frog in our front garden that Bob’s mother had made for us.

I worked from home two days a week and was in the office for the other three, but poor Bob, who was off for the summer, got to be with Bella every day. He was on the brink of a meltdown. And while we both knew it was unfair, we couldn’t help but compare her to Angus—our sixteen-year-old mellow dog who, even in his youth, couldn’t touch Bella’s energy. It was like having another species in our home—something completely foreign and destructive.

Henry, our three-year-old cat, also a rescue, liked to think he was a dog and was unafraid of this whirling dervish. This wasn’t really smart on his part—we had no idea what Bella would do around him. On about our fifth day with Bella, I was upstairs getting ready for work and I heard Bella tearing through the house after Henry. Her nails slid on the hardwood floors, and I heard an occasional crash as she collided with anything that got in her way.

“Bob!” I shouted. “What’s going on?”

“Thought I’d see how they work it out themselves.”

“Are you kidding?”

I ran downstairs half-dressed to find Bella barking at the couch. Henry had wisely gotten himself under it where she couldn’t reach him.

“Crate time,” I told her, putting her in the crate with a treat. “Henry is not a snack. You can play but you can’t hurt him.”

She looked at me with her deep brown eyes, as if saying “Really?”

“Be a good girl and have a little quiet time.”

She flopped down on her side and chewed on the thick mat that lined the bottom of the crate. I ran back upstairs, finished getting ready for work, and gave Bob a kiss.

“Hang in there,” I told him. “It’s going to take time.”

I could see from his face that he was having serious doubts. We both were.

“I’ll do some research at lunch time,” I told him, “and find an obedience class. Other people make it through this.”

“Maybe they use drugs,” muttered Bob.

“For the dog or for themselves?” I asked.

“Let’s go for both.”

As I drove to work, I realized we were in for a long, slow process—one with uncertain outcomes. But I also knew we were going to do it—we were going to make it work. There was nothing sweeter than Bella curled up on top of Bob, her pink belly facing the ceiling, her long thin legs stretched straight up in the air.

Next challenge: housebreaking. Kim from St. Hubert’s had said to take her outside of the crate immediately and to use an authoritative command such as “Do your business.” We tried it and sometimes it worked. But to get to the back door, we had to go through the family room, which had wall-to-wall carpeting, and Bella often peed a few paces from the door.

“No!” we shouted, and dragged her outside, using the “Do your business” command. I spent a lot of time on my hands and knees with a miracle spray that was supposed to break down the enzymes of dog pee. One good thing—she hadn’t pooped in the house.

Our close neighbors, Jim and Jodi, also had a new puppy, Cooper, a yellow lab. Jodi and I decided to hire a dog trainer to come once a week to teach our wild puppies how to behave. The problem was, Bella was so excited to be with Cooper in every session that she didn’t pay any attention to the basic commands like sit, stay, or heel. She thought it was play time and hurled herself underneath Cooper, biting at his chest and face. Cooper was happy to go along with this plan, until finally Jodi and I got them separated.

We had homework: Bella—sit. Bella—stay. Bella—come. We used treats as lures and sometimes they worked. Bella—heel. We practiced in the house and in the backyard. When she pulled when we were out walking, I stopped and didn’t continue until she walked nicely beside me with a loose leash. It took forever. I wished she could be off-leash the way Angus always was; it was so frustrating being tethered to this high-voltage creature. I had expected training to be easy. I had expected quick results. I wanted her to get an A from the trainer. It didn’t happen.

I made up a poem to help myself get through it. It started with: “There is nothing merrier than a crazy little terrier.” Actually, that’s as far as I got except that I changed the word crazy to wild, or stubborn, or head-strong. It was my mantra. I repeated it endlessly—in my head, out loud, sometimes turning it into a song. This silly poem helped me realize that Bella and I were a lot alike; and although I wouldn’t admit it, I admired her fierce independence and determination.

On one particular walk, Bob and I were struggling up a hill in our neighborhood with Bella darting this way and that when we saw another couple and their dog walking behind us. It was Cathy, John, and Brandon, and luckily for us, the two dogs liked each other right away. Cathy saw the discouragement in our faces and told us not to worry—that it took about two years for a dog to settle down and really get it.

“Are you kidding?” I asked. “Two years?”

Cathy looked at John, who nodded. “Yes—that’s about right. Of course it gets easier along the way, too.”

Bob and I groaned.

“You’ll make it,” said Cathy, the eternal optimist. “Just look at how cute she is!”

And she was right—Bella was really cute with pink spots on her nose and a face that radiated curiosity and sweetness. As we walked along together, we shared our list of grievances, and John suggested getting an Easy Walk harness so that Bella couldn’t drag us down the street. We’d never heard of such a thing, but were ready to try anything that made walking easier. Bella often got three good walks a day—our desperate attempt to tire her out.

We bought the harness, and witnessed a miracle. The harness clasp was on the chest, not the back, so that if the dog pulled, he or she was forced to turn into you and therefore couldn’t keep moving. It may have seemed like a small thing, but it saved us from constant frustration, from that terrier drive and leader-of-the-pack mentality. It wasn’t perfect—Bella still didn’t understand the concept of walking along beside us—but it was a huge help. Maybe we would make it after all.


Chapter 4

THE INFUSION ROOM

February 2012

St. Mary Medical Center, Langhorne, Pennsylvania

My best friend from college, Nancy, had been diagnosed with breast cancer. It seemed like a bad dream. Unreal. She didn’t tell me about it for weeks. And hanging over her was the shadow of her mother’s early death from cancer at age fifty-two. Nancy and I lived several hours from each other, so I couldn’t take Bella to see her, but in her honor and to get a glimpse of what she was going through, I decided that Bella and I would visit the Cancer Center in the hospital every week.

Cathy and Brandon were busy on our first visit to the Cancer Center, so Bella and I were on our own. We walked down a long, carpeted hallway, the sun streaming in floor-to-ceiling windows. It was the dead of winter and the sun felt wonderful. We moved through the glass doors into the Cancer Center and the woman behind the desk tried to hide her surprise.

I introduced myself and told her that Bella was a therapy dog and that we’d wanted to visit the infusion room. I couldn’t hide my pride as I said “therapy dog.” It had been five years with so many ups and downs, so many times when I wasn’t sure she’d pass her tests, but we had finally made it.

“May I pet her?” she asked, coming out from behind the desk.

“She’s a little shy,” I explained, as Bella backed up. “Head-shy.”

“Oh, she doesn’t like me,” said the woman.

“No, that’s not it. She’s new to this work and it’s going to take time, that’s all. We plan to come every week so she’ll get used to you.” Then I added, as though this explained everything, “She’s a rescue.” I hoped that the image of a dog abandoned or abused would give Bella permission to be afraid, although I knew so little of what happened to her in Puerto Rico that I realized this was hardly an excuse.
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