
[image: ]


[image: ]


For ADDIE, the cornerstone upon which paws4people was built
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Introduction

An Accidental Destiny

Terry henry cries easily. Oh, as a former navy man, air force counterintelligence operative, and State Department security specialist, I’ve seen him act the tough guy on many occasions. But I’ve also witnessed Terry’s tears flow at the memory of the disabled children and traumatized veterans with whom he has placed Assistance Dogs, and his eyes often glisten when he talks about the grace of his daughter, Kyria, or where his own force of fate has led him. I find this admirable.

I do not cry easily. I guess I fancy myself the same sort of tough guy. Streetwise crime reporter. Hard-bitten war correspondent. Wore those labels like a suit of armor, until I met Terry and began chronicling the wonder of the work he and Kyria do. So I suppose the fact that I have cried with Terry on more than one occasion is a testament not only to the lives he has changed but also to the path he has chosen. Either that or I am just a sucker for watching a sick and lonely child’s unbridled joy at getting a dog.

Terry is the executive director and, in his words, “chief groomer, kennel cleaner, and dog bowl washer” of the nonprofit organization paws4people and its several offshoots, including paws4vets, paws4prisons, and paws4reading. A lean and pensive fifty-nine-year-old whose round and smooth baby face and inquisitive blue eyes are offset by his gruff public persona, Terry started paws4people fourteen years ago with Kyria out of his Virginia home after accompanying his daughter and her pet Golden Retriever, Riley, on a visit to a nursing home.* It was serendipity. The frail and often ill seniors reacted to the dog with an energy that shocked the facility’s staff, not only playing and chattering with Riley but also interacting with each other as never before.

Terry watched the animal’s emotional effect on these elderly shut-ins, and something just clicked. In what he now refers to as a blindingly idiotic idea, he quit his second career as a telecommunications engineer and threw himself into the cause of healing others through the power of dogs. He has not stopped since, despite financial, personal, and emotional setbacks. Moreover, paws4people has attracted hundreds of industrious and loyal volunteers and is on the verge of huge institutional changes. Yet the organization still feels like the pop-and-daughter outfit that manages to survive on a shoestring budget of private donations.

Over the past twelve years, Terry and Kyria—now twenty-seven and teaching college courses in Assistance Dog Training—have placed their dogs free of charge with more than four hundred children and veterans in need. Considering that each puppy they raise costs close to $35,000 to house, feed, and train before the dog can even “get to work,” the financial and emotional burden has sometimes seemed unmanageable, if not futile.

Terry often drives long distances—hundreds of miles—picking up his dogs from training centers or delivering them to clients. And though he is loath to wear his religion on his sleeve for friends and strangers alike, he admits to listening to spiritual and inspirational books on tape during these journeys. He once told me that he believes absolutely in the philosophy of life espoused by Rhonda Byrne in The Secret—that your uplifting thoughts can be made manifest in real life if you believe strongly enough—and has taken to heart the preachings of evangelicals such as the charismatic Texas pastor Joel Osteen.

“When we were at our nadir, when the times were so hard that we didn’t know where we’d get the money for the next bag of dog food, it was our faith that got us through,” Terry said one night as we strolled the lawn of paws4people’s rustic headquarters in Wilmington, North Carolina. A new moon had risen in the October sky, and its hard, bright light danced through the branches of the pine trees swaying above us.

“During this one particular down period, I remembered something I’d listened to from one of Joel Osteen’s sermons . . . ”

And here Terry paused, as if looking for just the right words. I waited as the moon’s lovely shadows played across the ground. Finally he said, “It was about just concentrating on the positive, about no matter how many times you get knocked down, keep getting back up. About how God sees your resolve and determination. And when you do everything you can do, that’s when God will step in and do what you can’t do. And I reminded myself what a blessing it is that I can be doing this work.

“Think about it,” he continued. “I’ve had the pleasure and privilege of seeing these disabled kids we help regain a little more normalcy in their lives. Of seeing these broken veterans we help to get back on their feet. What on earth do I have to complain about?”

At this I was surprised to see a tear form in his eye and roll down his cheek, and it struck me that Terry, like Shakespeare’s Hamlet, believes “there is a divinity that shapes our ends.” It was also at that moment that I decided to write this book.

As Terry and Kyria visited more and more nursing homes as the years passed, Kyria badgered her reluctant father into acquiring more dogs. In a short time their kennel grew to five Golden Retrievers, and the life-affirming reactions of the seniors to the visiting dogs continued to astound and impress Terry. By the time Kyria entered her teens, she had also convinced her dad to turn his attention to special ed classrooms. So while Kyria concentrated on helping teenagers with special needs in her own high school—kids born with physical or mental disorders, or suffering from debilitating illnesses and syndromes—Terry began traveling to local grade schools with the dogs to work with even younger children who were similarly afflicted.

Through trial and error and by reading as much of the literature as they could get their hands on (Kyria would even spend a summer at acclaimed trainer Bonnie Bergin’s University of Canine Studies in northern California), Terry determined that Golden Retrievers and Labradors, or some mutt-mix thereof, made the ideal Assistance Dog breeds. “Just the right combination of temperament, compassion, loyalty, and—to be honest—dumbness” is how he explains it.

“It’s not that we have anything against, say, German Shepherds. They make wonderful Seeing Eye Dogs. But what makes them so good at that job is the fierce, fierce loyalty to their blind owners. They will protect their owners to the death. Well, that won’t work when your owner is a former combat vet having a public breakdown and the German Shepherd won’t let the EMTs near him. Perhaps there is one in a thousand German Shepherds out there who would be ideal for our program. But we can’t afford to bring in the other 999 to find out.”

The phrase Assistance Dog is an umbrella term for all dogs trained to mitigate disabilities in humans—psychological Service Dogs, Seeing Eye Dogs, Therapy Dogs, and mobility Service Dogs, for instance, all fall under the category of Assistance Dogs—and Terry suspects there are other members of the hundreds of currently recognized canine breeds whose social skills would allow them to fare well as Assistance Dogs were it not for their scary public image. He specifically mentions Rottweilers and Great Danes. But, he acknowledges, some dogs just do not have the disposition for any type of service. He cites Irish Setters, for example, as far too high strung (as is obvious to anyone who has ever known one) and Poodles as too intelligent.

“Poodles will learn quickly how to turn a light switch on and off,” he says, “or fetch medicine from closed cabinets and refrigerators. But after a few weeks, they become bored with the repetitiveness of the jobs.”

So because of these things, paws4people has settled primarily on Retrievers and Labs. Terry and Kyria either breed or receive as donations newborn puppies from accredited and selected breeders who have shown themselves willing to forgo any revenue—although, as Terry is a sucker for sob stories, the occasional rescue mutt has been known to sneak into the mix.

The majority of service-dog organizations limit themselves to one of two tasks: either breeding or training. Paws4people is one of the few outfits that do both. After a litter is born or acquired, the puppies live and socialize together for eight weeks under Terry’s and Kyria’s watchful eyes before beginning their “schooling.” There is a purpose to this: Pups remain rather helpless through this infant stage—a fact rare among most animals, both domesticated and wild—and tend to form an attachment to whatever species they first come into contact with. In the case of paws4people dogs, that would be humans. After all, for an animal that is one day going to work as an Assistance Dog, it makes sense that its first encounters should be with a person. Another benefit of this “leisure time” is that it allows a pup to shed any fearful or even predatory instinct it may feel toward man or woman.

When the eight weeks have passed, the dogs are enrolled in an eighteen- to twenty-four-month “basic training” that includes, of all things, an early stint behind bars. Through an agreement with the West Virginia federal and state prison authorities, the dogs are trained by both male and female inmates to respond to nearly one hundred commands that gradually escalate from the rudimentary “sit,” “heel,” and “come” into the more sophisticated and instrumental “brace,” “alert,” and “light switch.” The paws4prisons program is part of a rehabilitation process sanctioned by the Bureau of Prisons, and Terry and Kyria have hired several of the inmate trainers upon their release.

As for the dogs, Terry jokes that “once sprung,” they undergo a more intense Service Dog training regimen, including a rigorous Public Access program with professional trainers and later with potential clients. This instills in the animals discipline and a work ethic that separate them from your average pet.

The length of training time varies, depending upon a dog’s temperament and ultimate placement. Though many of the tasks overlap, Assistance Dogs can basically be separated into two categories: Indirect Service Dogs—that is, Educational Assistance Dogs that work in special ed classrooms and Social Therapy Dogs that visit hospitals, children’s libraries, nursing homes, and even some residential psychiatric treatment facilities—and Direct Service Dogs, which are placed with clients in need of mobility Service Dogs, psychological Service Dogs, or a combination of both.

When paws4people first branched out into special needs classrooms, Terry watched with an awe bordering on disbelief as the dogs performed what he called miracles with the kids, much as they had in the nursing homes. One young boy born with a portion of his brain missing so took to one dog that he progressed from refusing to speak to learning to count out loud and recite the alphabet. And a little girl confined to a wheelchair with cerebral palsy was among the many who began to walk with a dog’s help. It struck Terry that if the presence of one of their animals could open up new vistas for these children with disabilities, why could it not do the same for the estimated half million American servicemen and women returning from foreign battlefields with emotional and psychological wounds?

Thus, paws4vets was born. And that’s where I came in.
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I never planned on being a reporter or writer, much less a foreign correspondent where, you know, the hazards of the profession include nasty, crazy people shooting at you. Still, I suppose it beats working.

As the oldest child of a hard-charging and hard-drinking son of Ireland’s County Mayo, two of my major life-shaping influences were my father’s belt being applied liberally to my hindquarters and the Dominican nuns and Benedictine priests and brothers who educated me, respectively, through grammar school and high school. I was the oldest of four, and I have joked to my two younger sisters and “baby” brother that they should thank me that Dad exorcised all his bad parenting by the time they came along.

Ours was the kind of home, for instance, where if I walked in from high school with a welt on my face that coincidentally matched the shape of the Dean of Discipline Father O’Leary’s fist, my parents demanded to know what I had done to provoke him. This is why I have never, ever laid a hand on my own son.

That said, I did inherit from my mom a love of reading; comic books and The Hardy Boys were favorites early on, and by my early teens I had devoured all of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes mysteries. When it came time for college—the Jesuits this time, sparking later-in-life ruminations about my gluttony for punishment—against my father’s business-minded wishes, I majored in English. Naturally, this allowed me to consume and reconsume The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy like one of those bridge painters you hear about who finally finishes at one end only to begin again on the other side.

Upon graduation, I had no idea what I might want to do other than move to Cape Cod and chase girls. It was while working as a commercial fisherman off the Cape that I stumbled into a newspaper job covering town council meetings and Cape Cod League basketball games—twenty dollars a story bought a lot of beer in those days. When I set out for New York City, I was lucky enough to find work covering sports for one major newspaper, the police beat for another, and overseas news for a third.

Thus, it happens that I have written extensively about our military since 9/11, both in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as here at home. My reporting included myriad visits to military treatment centers, such as the National Naval Medical Center and the Walter Reed Army Medical Center. And it was at these facilities that I first saw how medical professionals were struggling to understand and cope with the long-term ramifications of psychological and emotional symptoms caused by post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI). From the earliest days of our wars, these hospitals had been using visiting Therapy Dogs to, in essence, raise the spirits of wounded troops. But the notion of employing long-term psychological Service Dogs that would remain with a veteran for life seemed to go against the military’s martial DNA. Although attitudes have since changed dramatically, the majority of combat vets were initially loath to admit they needed mental help. For the most part, their superiors agreed.

This is why it took Terry and Kyria years to convince the Department of Defense that their dog therapy was indeed a worthwhile experiment. But finally, in early 2010, they received the go-ahead to begin a pilot program to train psychological Service Dogs for the Wounded Warrior Battalion at Fort Stewart, a sprawling US Army base on the outskirts of Savannah, Georgia. This is where Terry and I first met. Believe me, he initially struck me less as a latter-day Florence Nightingale and more as a human drill bit stuck on full bore. In fact, as I observed him in action during those first few days, I thought he was the meanest man on earth.

It began one sweltering afternoon when we gathered in a modular trailer on a far corner of Fort Stewart that served as the paws4vets headquarters. Seated in a semicircle around Terry were seven wounded warriors—six males and a female—who were being instructed to serve as dog trainers. The group was the first class of volunteer trainers on the base, and their Assistance Dogs lay at their feet. Most of these soldiers had been scarred by bullets, mortar shells, or blasts from improvised explosive devices, modern warfare’s ubiquitous IEDs. Each also suffered from some form of PTSD or TBI—two names as synonymous with misfortune as Smith and Wesson—what Terry calls the invisible disabilities.

According to a recent study by the Rand Corporation, about 19 percent of US troops deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan may have sustained physical or psychological brain disorders from explosive devices or exposure to traumatic events. That would be about 380,000 soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines. The Rand study also noted that different soldiers react to stress in different ways.

Some of the soldiers in the trailer had returned from overseas deployments and refused to leave their darkened barracks rooms. Others were spooked by the sights and sounds of a fireworks display or a shadowed highway overpass or even a brightly lit and crowded supermarket. A few had lashed out at fellow GIs and superior officers; one in particular, a violent man with teeth like a crazy fence, had become quite well known around Fort Stewart as a source of trouble in the form of constant fistfights. And the lone woman, a shy and pretty member of the National Guard with the rank of specialist, had been abandoned by her unit in the Iraqi desert and left to fend for herself. She was now wracked by severe depression and anxiety that led to panic attacks.

All had one thing in common: War had changed them, beaten them. And life back home had proven more baffling and tormenting than combat itself—until they met their dogs. Most of these soldiers hoped to take one of Terry’s dogs home with them upon their medical discharge. But they understood that this would depend not only on their progress as dog trainers but also on their ability to instruct the next generation of servicemen and servicewomen who would take their places.

As I watched the give-and-take between Terry and the group, I was struck—as I always am around soldiers—by how young these warriors were. Each had once been an ordinary American kid, hailing from towns with names like Poverty Slant, Harmony, or Gunpowder Rapids. Now they were all connected by what Abraham Lincoln called “the mystic chords of memory.” If it is true, as the famed Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz said, that war is the best teacher of war, these shattered young professionals had known it as few others had, and the roaring fury of combat had seemed to squeeze their minds down to the size of clenched fists.

Terry and Kyria believe that dogs have the uncanny ability to transfer the psychological pain and suffering of humans into themselves—“to absorb it like a sponge,” as Terry puts it, and then shed it like winter fur. There is a cost to this, he adds. The process physically exhausts the animal. And I was surprised to find the commander of Fort Stewart’s Wounded Warrior Battalion, a veteran lieutenant colonel, agreeing with this metaphysical proposition. As he told me one day over breakfast, “It’s almost like there are electric currents coursing through the leashes, connecting the minds of the soldiers with the minds of their dogs.”

On my first day at the military base, the paws4vets group had spent the morning with Terry in a fenced-in compound they had constructed themselves, practicing a drill that teaches the dogs to ignore each other while concentrating completely on their handlers—one of the hardest tasks for an Assistance Dog to learn. As I watched these wary soldiers brighten and step out of their shell-shocked cocoons with the help of the bounding canines, a grizzled forty-four-year-old staff sergeant named Vernon Ward sidled up next to me and cocked his chin toward the dog compound. He was hard as a sandbag, with hair as thick and white as an arctic fox’s.

“When I first enlisted, the word malingerer was in common usage,” he said in a drawl gravelly enough to walk on. “But we don’t say that anymore. Things were different then. We didn’t know as much about the human mind as we do now.”

Staff Sergeant Ward had twenty-seven years of service on his résumé, including combat deployments to Panama, Somalia, and Iraq. Now he was the NCOIC, or noncommissioned officer in charge, of the base’s paws4vets pilot program, and I could hear the pride in his voice when he added, “With this program, it’s just a fact, sir, not a theory, how those dogs have reduced the level of anxiety in my wounded warriors.”

A few hours later, in that sweltering modular trailer, the levels of anxiety were definitely back on the uptick. For it was obvious that Terry was not happy. I squirmed uncomfortably as he scolded one enlisted man for allowing his Labrador to remain so “growly” during the drills and admonished another for giving his Golden Retriever a treat despite the fact that she had left his side to sniff another dog’s butt. He even threatened the female specialist with expulsion from the program for not being commanding enough with her voice.

“Since the last time I was here, what has your dog taught you and what have you taught it?” he demanded of a hulking staff sergeant named Paul Tully who was ruffling the scruff of the only rescue dog, some kind of terrier mix, that had been adopted into the program. The dog’s name was Tazie, and after an American soldier rescued her as a puppy from a feral pack of dogs in Afghanistan, paws4vets arranged for her to be brought to the States. Tazie and Staff Sergeant Tully, whose neck had been broken in Iraq, had been together since the pilot program’s inception. But when the sergeant failed to answer Terry’s question quickly enough, he pounced.

“People, I got to be honest. I’m more concerned about my dogs than I am with you.”

His voice resounded through the cramped room like the downbeat of an ax, and the group was reduced to staring down at their scuffed combat boots. I said nothing.

But the most disturbing aspect of Terry’s tough love was his treatment of the army veteran Jeff Mitchell, the only member of the Fort Stewart program who had already been medically discharged from the service. Jeff had served two deployments in Iraq, beginning in 2003 as a specialist with the 2nd Howitzer Battery of the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment. His tours had left him with such a devastating case of PTSD that many thought there was no hope for his recovery. He had witnessed friends wounded and killed in the most horrible circumstances—limbs and lives lost to roadside IEDs hidden in deflated soccer balls or dead animals. In one raw letter to his parents, Carol and Doug, he recorded the experiences of his first firefight.

“The first explosion shook everything, and the shock waves caused ripples in the ground as if you threw a stone into a pond,” he wrote. “I saw a civilian running from the blast; he was thrown 200 feet into the air. [There were] earth-rattling explosions, huge balls of fire and mushroom clouds, and red, white, and orange pieces of burning metal blown into the sky. I heard the whistling of incoming rounds and saw hunks of metal flying through the air along with tracer rounds and still more explosions. That same night . . . grenades were thrown; six of my buddies were hit. I wasn’t afraid at the time because everything happened so fast and I reacted automatically because of my training. We are lucky to be alive.”

More of the same followed during Jeff’s second deployment to Tal Afar, a dangerous city north of Baghdad—more combat, more IEDs, more deaths of friends. In 2006, Jeff returned home riven with flashbacks and hallucinations, which he tried to block out with alcohol. But his condition came to a head one night on leave when he struck his girlfriend, hard, as she woke him from a nightmare. Back on base, he refused to leave his barracks, and he was medically discharged.

By the time Jeff returned to his childhood home in Atlanta, doctors from the Veterans Health Administration had prescribed him such a menu of mood-altering drugs that he could barely remember how many pills he was taking each day. He entered his old bedroom, dimmed the lights, locked the door, and found a liquor store that delivered. He became—in military medical slang—a “cave dweller.” And in that cave he remained until the night his mother, Carol, knocked on his door and asked if he might be interested in meeting a psychological Service Dog.

Desperate, Carol had reached out to Terry and Kyria after reading an article about paws4vets, and they had agreed to enroll Jeff in the Fort Stewart program. He had been a part of it for six months now, teamed with the Assistance Dog Caroline, a two-year-old Golden Retriever. Speaking to Jeff was not an easy task; he was so close to catatonically uncomfortable with strangers that his eyes could not meet my gaze. And his tics—crinkling his nose, constantly adjusting his glasses, tapping his feet to a pneumatic beat—were on full display. Yet he managed to open up enough to tell me how the connection he had developed with his Assistance Dog was gradually helping him to adjust to civilian life.

“In these last six months, I’ve done things and gone places for the first time in four or five years,” he said. “To the grocery store. To get my hair cut. Out to dinner with my parents. These were things that I’d stopped doing. I’d stopped participating in society around me. I just withdrew and stayed locked in my room for years.”

As he spoke, he nervously ran his fingers through Caroline’s coat, as if she was his living, breathing security blanket. “I’ve been pretty removed from any feelings or emotions for such a long time,” he continued. “And sometimes I’m still overwhelmed thinking about the future. But as we go forward, Caroline and me, over months or years, I know I’ll get better.”

I got the sense that after his life was upended by the horrors of war, Jeff was hanging on to his Service Dog as a lifeline to the civilian world he had long ago left behind. And this is why I was so taken aback when Terry announced to the Fort Stewart group that afternoon that if Jeff did not begin to show more progress, if Terry did not begin to see more of a connection between Jeff and the dog, he was strongly considering taking Caroline away from him.

Then, turning to Jeff, Terry’s eyes narrowed as he said, “You’re not putting in the effort, not really trying, and you’re hurting my dog, which is my first concern. You use Caroline when you feel you need her, when you feel the old fears coming on. But then when you don’t feel you need her . . . ”

And here Terry paused, apparently measuring his next words. “I can see it in the dog, Jeff. You’re not as connected to her as she wants to be to you. It’s too much of a one-way street with you. Going forward with Caroline is not your decision. You will never be able to make that decision. We have the final say-so on whether Caroline stays with you. It all depends on whether you show me, not tell me, how much you want this.”

Stunned silence followed. And then it got worse.

Following the session, Terry, myself, S.Sgt. Ward, and the six other wounded warriors all piled into trucks to accompany Jeff and his dog to Fort Stewart’s Post Exchange, or PX, where he was to take a Public Access progress exam. An army base’s PX is similar to a huge military-themed Walmart or Costco, and one month earlier, the last time Jeff had been here, Terry had asked him to walk through the store with the dog. Jeff had not been able to handle the crowds, the bright lights and colors, the white noise from scores of conversations, ringing cash registers, and public address announcements. He collapsed in front of the sushi bar not ten feet from the PX’s front door and rolled into the fetal position on the floor feeling, he’d told me earlier, as if he were stranded in a literal minefield. It had taken Terry and the others forty-five minutes to help him up and out.

Now, this afternoon, Jeff was being offered a second chance, perhaps a last chance. As he took his first tentative steps, our entire group held its collective breath. When we exhaled, word began to spread in low voices.

“He made it past the sushi.”

“He’s up to the cereal aisle.”

“Now he’s at the laundry soap.”

Jeff would intermittently pause to kneel beside Caroline, composing himself while he gently caressed her scruff with both hands. The Service Dog—that metaphorical sponge absorbing Jeff’s fear and anxiety—huddled in close to him and licked his face. Some shoppers gave this odd couple a cursory glance, but most breezed past them oblivious. Jeff walked up and down every aisle in the PX, and as he neared the checkout line, our small circle felt our relief turn to genuine joy for his courage—well, almost everyone in our small circle.

Terry had been trailing Jeff and Caroline at some distance, maybe twenty-five feet, and he stood off to the side with a dour look as Jeff exited the building and immediately seemed to deflate, the strength draining from his body as if he had sprung holes.

When Jeff sat down on the curb, his head between his knees, breathing hard, Terry barked, “Pay attention to Caroline. Give her a treat. Yes, you did it. But you couldn’t have without her. Thank her. Show her some love.”

Jeff hopped up, his hands still shaking, and cuddled Caroline. He fed her several treats. As the others mobbed him with congratulations, I stared at Terry in disbelief. Once, at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, I had witnessed an army captain who had lost both of his legs to an IED blast in Afghanistan viciously berate a young corporal with a prosthesis on one leg for not running hard enough around the track in the center’s gym.

The captain had lost one of his legs above the knee and one below the knee—he was an AK and a BK in the military medical parlance—while the jogging corporal was “just” a BK.

“I’ve seen two AKs run faster than you, corporal,” the captain bellowed. “You expect people to feel sorry for you, you expect the United States government to pay for your care and feeding, when you are not even trying worth a goddamn. I’ll put on my legs and come out there right now and run you into the ground!”

The corporal picked up his pace. The captain winked at me.

Now, at Fort Stewart, I tried to convince myself that this was what Terry was doing to Jeff. Yet it still didn’t feel right.
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Later that night, in a quiet moment at our hotel, I confronted Terry about his verbal lacerations of these poor soldiers, Jeff in particular. In truth, I felt like punching him in the nose. I expected him to be defensive. Instead, he sighed and rested a hand on my shoulder. For the first time since I’d met him, his face creased into a soft, warm smile.

“I know I looked like a jerk out there today,” he said. “But trust me, I want Jeff to succeed; I want them all to succeed. Because I know exactly what they’re going through. And if this is the only way to make them better . . . ”

Terry’s voice trailed off as we locked eyes. He took in a breath.

“You know how I know that?” he said. “Because I’ve suffered from PTSD for over 20 years. I was a drug addict, addicted to prescription pain killers. There were times when I felt like killing myself. And Kyria, the dogs, paws4people, they were the lifeline that brought me back. And though I can sometimes hide it well, it’s always with me. Sometimes I still feel exactly like they do in that dark, scary place. Like being trapped in a well that you think you’ll never be able to climb out of.

“Jeff Mitchell has to want to climb out of that dark and scary well. You don’t know Jeff that well yet, but I do. Nobody can lift him out. But what I can do is throw him a lifeline. And if a part of that lifeline is taking his dog away, letting him know that I’m serious about Jeff making Jeff better, then that’s what I’ll do.

“This is what I preach,” Terry said finally, “you have to be involved in something bigger than yourself if you want to beat PTSD. Because PTSD just drains you, just opens the spigot and sucks you dry if you let it.”

I was stunned. I had read the man completely wrong. Terry understood better than most that Jeff Mitchell, that all of the soldiers in the group, felt as if they were stranded in a lonely place, with mundane plans instead of hopes. It dawned on me that if music is the space between the notes, then Terry’s long silences, and even his reprimands, were the culmination of his faith—faith in these wounded warriors, faith in the healing process, and his faith in a higher power.

“The only time I will ever give up on Jeff, give up on any of them, is when they give up on themselves,” he said. “If Jeff does give up, give up on his dog and his parents and me, I’m through with him. There are too many others out there who want to help themselves. I’ve got to devote my energy to them. Unfortunately, I know this from experience.”

Then Terry winked. Winked! Just like the captain at Walter Reed.

“But I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

[image: ]

Not long after that conversation, Terry indeed took Caroline away from Jeff. Jeff and his parents were devastated. But that is not the end of Jeff Mitchell’s story. Despite Jeff’s protestations, Terry’s own vicious bout with PTSD had given him a judicious sense of what not to believe in others who also suffer from the syndrome. He knew Jeff was slacking. But Terry had a plan for Jeff. A plan that included, of all things, Tazie the Afghan rescue mutt.

Once I heard that, I decided then and there to spend the next year immersing myself in all things paws4people, in meeting and talking with the organization’s volunteers and teachers and clients and trainers. I wanted to discover—if, indeed, there was anything to discover—if there could possibly be such a powerful connection between dogs and humans that could result in, well, miracles. And over the following months that I spent observing and traveling with Terry and Kyria and some of the paws4people volunteers, Jeff’s and Tazie’s plan was not the only one that I would witness play out.

Moreover, during that time, Terry Henry and I would together climb an emotional mountain of our own. The result of that ascent is this book. It is a story about love and faith. A story about battered combat veterans and profoundly disabled children. A story about dogs and the astounding healing powers they have on bruised and bent human beings.

Unless you are a dog lover, or at least a dog owner, you may not believe that premise. I confess to my own doubts as I began this journey. No more. The polymath W. G. Sebald once wrote, “Men and animals regard each other across a gulf of mutual incomprehension.”

With all respect to Sebald’s genius, Terry Henry and I beg to differ.



* All of paws4people’s Assistance Dogs’ names are officially registered in capital letters. For purposes of reader clarity and function, in this book, dogs such as RILEY will be rendered as Riley.


Chapter One

Birth

“Bob! It’s time. Get down here.”

There is an urgency to Terry’s voice that I’ve never heard before. I roll out of  bed, check my watch, and take the stairs two at a time. It is nearing midnight as I reach the whelping room, sliding across the floor like a cartoon character in my stocking feet. A rumpled Terry is on his knees in the penned-in nursery, cradling Claire’s furry head in his arms. He is wearing his trademark uniform of khaki cargo pants, a black T-shirt, and a dark fleece, the clothes creased six ways from Sunday as a result of sleeping on an inflatable air mattress on the floor next to the laboring Golden Retriever.

“Come on, baby,” he whispers in a tone as soft as church music. “That’s right. Everything’s okay. We’ve done this before.”

The five-year-old Claire is about to give birth to her third litter of puppies. Although some female dogs can deliver up to the age of seven or eight, Terry and Kyria have decided that this will be Claire’s last. Throughout this pregnancy, she has been acting “a little off,” in Terry’s words. “More jumpy; not eating right.”

Claire is not technically due for another three days. But this afternoon—day sixty of a dog’s typical sixty-three-day gestation period—her temperature dropped from 101 to 98 degrees, and earlier this evening she had ignored a bowl of milk, shredded lamb, and rice that Terry had nudged under her nose. Her lack of appetite worried him, and he sensed that she would drop the pups prematurely.

Now Terry runs a hand through his salt-and-pepper brush cut as thick as otter fur and glances up at me with a weary smile. “Contractions started,” he says. “Kyria’s on her way.”

In an adjacent room, a temporary kennel, five curious dogs—three Goldens and two Labs—jostle against the door gate for a better view. Terry and Kyria have only relocated from northern Virginia to their new North Carolina headquarters in the past week—I am their first guest—and parts of the two-story building still resemble a construction site, while the scent of disinfectant fills the entire facility. I follow Terry’s gaze as he juts his chin toward a table in the corner piled high with folded quilts and towels, the clean laundry stacked beside a box holding balls of yarn in various colors.

“If you could hand me a blanket,” he says, “and maybe start cutting that yarn into pieces of, oh, twelve inches or so.”

Yarn? The only birth I have ever been present for was my son Liam-Antoine’s, fifteen years ago, and I am certain I would recall if there was a need for yarn. We were in a French maternity hospital north of Paris—Liam-Antoine’s mother is French—and I vividly remember the array of gleaming instruments on a table to the side of her birthing bed. The forceps. The medical scissors to snip the umbilical cord. Even the pan in which the placenta would eventually be placed. But no yarn. Terry seems to read my thoughts.

“When the puppies arrive, we mark their birth order and time. Claire’s x-ray showed eight, and things are going to get a little hectic around here. We weigh them and tie a different-colored piece of yarn around each of their necks to remember who’s who for the records. I’ll need your help keeping track.”

He turns back to Claire and gently urges her to push while he adjusts the two heat lamps on either side of the whelping pen. The joke around paws4people is that Terry loves dogs more than he likes people. Actually, from what I’ve seen so far, it’s really not a joke at all. It is among dogs that I have seen him most relaxed. But Claire is even more special to Terry. A few years back, his beloved Golden Retriever Addie, his own personal psychological Service Dog who helped him cope with his PTSD, died suddenly. Terry was devastated and went into a blue funk. Finally, at Kyria’s insistent urgings, he began seeking Addie’s successor, and after several starts and stops with potential dogs, he met Claire, with whom he developed a strong bond. Claire was in fact still being trained and groomed as Terry’s dog when he noticed the calming effect the dog had on a
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