Therapy Dog
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By Amy Olivares

            The medical chart read: Margaret Miller, age 9, cerebral palsy. Before I was able to replace the chart back on the door, Nurse Mindy, in her Minnie Mouse scrubs, stopped dead in her tracks as if a red light had caught her by surprise. She looked at Dr. Gracie, gave her a pat on the head and said, “She needs to see you stat!” 

            You see, Dr. Gracie is not a pediatric surgeon or a nurse. Dr. Gracie’s hospital name-badge reads:

Dr. Gracie

Pediatrics Chief Resident

K-9 unit

            Gracie is part of a special group of therapy dogs that visit the children in the pediatrics wing of Miami Children’s Hospital. Standing only nine inches tall and weighing in at a mere fifteen pounds, Gracie is a happy, healthy, high-spirited eight-year-old Shih Tzu. She knows what her purpose is once her paws cross the sliding glass doors labeled “Authorized Personnel Only.” Once she is through those portals, she is no longer just a pet, she is a therapist.

            I returned the chart back to its holder, looked down at Gracie and said, “Are you ready?” Her ears perked up as she looked at me with her charcoal eyes, and with a single wag of her tail, walked into Margaret’s room. 

            The walls were plastered with cartoons that seemed to come alive. Through the single window in the room you could see the hospital playground.

            Off in the corner of the room sat Margaret’s father, with his face burrowed in his hands. He cried. I whispered, “This is Gracie, and she is here to see Margaret.” He slowly raised his face from his hands and nodded his approval. 

            With a disheartened look at Gracie, he said, “Margaret has not moved or said a word in weeks. She has limited mobility and is barely responsive.”

             With one look at Margaret, I thought this might be a bad idea. Gracie was used to children who would pet her and let her give them lady-like but wet, sloppy kisses. She had never interacted with a child in this condition.

            I decided that Gracie could handle this. I asked, “Is it okay if I place Gracie on the bed?” 

            “Sure,” he said with a feeble shrug.  

            I placed Gracie at the foot of the bed, something I had done many times before; however, this time it was different. Gracie did not quickly run up to Margaret and beg for belly rubs as she usually did. This time she crawled towards Margaret’s immobile hand, maneuvering through all the medical IVs like a combat soldier in a mine field.

            Gracie lay next to Margaret for a few moments. She nuzzled her wet nose up against Margaret’s middle finger and gave it a soft lick. Margaret, ever so slightly, raised her finger. Taking that as an invitation, Gracie inched over the polka-dotted bed sheets and laid nose-to-nose with Margaret.  With her big eyes, she looked in Margaret’s gaze and licked her nose. Even though Gracie just lay next to Margaret for a few minutes, it seemed as if they were best friends. Right before I lifted Gracie off the bed, I said, “Goodbye.” Gracie gave Margaret another lick and to this Margaret let out a barely audible giggle and smiled.

            Margaret’s father diverted his gaze from Gracie to Margaret and then back to Gracie. As I re-hooked Gracie’s leash onto her hospital pet therapy vest and exited the room, Margaret’s father smiled and said, “Thanks.”

            Gracie and I continued to visit children. She let anyone and everyone give her a belly rub. In return she would give a wet and sloppy kiss. She, of course, was not picky or selective about whom she kissed. The more the merrier.

            The next week, when Gracie and I returned, Nurse Mindy handed me an envelope and walked off.

            Two words were written on the envelope: “To Gracie.” I found a nearby bench and sat down. I opened the envelope and found a letter from Margaret’s father:

Dear Gracie,

Margaret passed away shortly after your visit. She died in her sleep. I will truly miss my baby girl. I want to thank you for giving me the best final gift a parent could ask for. I saw my child smile one last time. That is how I will remember Margaret, with you by her side with that smile on her face. Thank you.

Sincerely,

Sam Miller, Margaret’s Dad

            I paused to think about what I had just read and looked down at Gracie who sat patiently by my side. 

            Gracie as always, looked up at me with her big dark eyes as if to say, “ We need to see patients.”
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