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by Pat Wilson

Jeanne Hemby of Louisa and her standard poodle, Pearl, walk through the double doors of the Amerisist Assisted Living Residences. Hemby sees the carpeted hallway is clear and commands Pearl to “go see Helen.”
In a brisk trot, the well-groomed white canine bounces past the commons room and turns right into the first private bedroom. With Hemby at her side, Pearl greets Helen Heuser, by sitting quietly at the her feet and lifting one paw, the dog’s traditional way of saying “hello.”  
Although she is dealing with Alzheimer’s, Heuser’s face lightens with a rare smile as she spies the return of the certified therapy dog. 
Pearl began visiting the facility in the town of Louisa when Hemby learned that the mother of Maren Smith, a fellow member of Mt. Pleasant Methodist Church, was a resident there. 
Smith asked if Hemby, who has a background in the field of skin treatment, would assist with Heuser’s care. Hemby welcomed the request, and Pearl became part of her weekly routine. 
Prior to visits, Hemby carefully grooms Pearl and the pet arrives with ribbons in her hair and a colorful bandana around her neck. 
Other residents look forward to the two-hour visits, as well, and Pearl has developed “star status,” spending time in the commons area with numerous wrinkled, arthritic hands rubbing the curly pom of hair on her head. 
Comments like “She is prettiest dog I’ve ever seen” to memories like “I grew up with a dog that was a smaller size” encourages interaction among the residents and augments the home’s daily routine. 
“It helps to fill the hours between family visits and Amerisist’s activities,” said Hemby. “They always smile when Pearl enters wagging her tail. They may not remember her name, but they seem to love to see her again.” 
The owner is also aware of several residents who prefer not to have interaction with a pet, and she makes sure Pearl respects this choice. 
Deborah Blake, Amerisist’s resident manager, encourages pet therapy in the routine of the residents. 
“It is a wonderful addition to someone’s quality of life,” she said. 
Clients who have had pets during their lifetimes relate to seeing Pearl, and past experiences are often recalled by those whose memories are otherwise fading. 
“They talk about when they were a small child and had a dog or cat,” said Blake. “Often, they then talk about other events from that time period.”
Blake commented that she puts no restrictions on Pearl. She is reassured by the fact that the poodle has had the necessary training and appropriate attitude to deal with the people and setting of the facility. 
“This dog is the greatest. She doesn't even have to be on a leash,” said Blake. “Pearl walks around like she is a queen bee.” 
The facility will even allow the personal pets of the residents to live with or visit their owners. In these instances, there are minimal regulations including manageable and up-to-date vaccinations. 
The resident must be physically capable of caring for the animal and the pet’s temperament must fit its environment.
“Two cats live with one woman, now,” said Blake. 
Soon after the manager assumed her duties, the cats brought a little humor into the her life. When the felines venture into the resident’s bathroom, they sometimes play with the cord attached to the call bell. 
“The signal will repeatedly blink and ding on and off, then stop for a while, then start up again,” she said. “It happens about twice a week.” 
At first, the inconsistent signal on her monitor alarmed Blake, but after responding to see the cats pawing at the rope, she adjusted to the difference between the accidental summons and the truly activated steady sound that indicates immediate action. 
Longer-termed staff already knew to just peek into the woman’s room to verify the source. 
Andy, a Rat Terrier, shared a room with Russell McDonald, when the town of Louisa resident first moved to Amerisist. 
“He was great companionship for dad,” said Mindy Gholson, his daughter. 
After about a year, McDonald’s health and the fact that the dog was too protective of its owner, growling when nurses entered the room, made it necessary for Gholson to keep the pet. But, she brings Andy to the facility each Saturday and Sunday so her father can “babysit him while I shop or go to church.” 
Visitors often see the resident in his motorized wheelchair “walking” the terrier on the grounds, or discover the dog quietly sleeping in his owner’s lap. 
“I always bring special treats for dad to feed Andy. The dog loves cheese crackers,” she said.

Training a therapy dog
Pearl, now six years old and with breed champions in her pedigree, has been a member of the Hemby family since she was five months old. Along with her husband, Jim, Hemby trained the dog using a professional model called the Koehler Method. 
“Jim used to train Dobermans and knew the system,” said Hemby. “We trained Pearl at home, and she loved pleasing us and learned easily.” 
Calling Pearl “a dog with a special personality,” Hemby realized that her people-friendly pet had the temperament to bring joy to others. The poodle could easily fulfill the role of an emotional service dog, and this complimented Hemby’s personal interest in volunteering with the elderly, whom she termed “the most wonderful people in the world.”
“She turned out to be such a gregarious, happy dog,” said Hemby. “I decided to look into the work of therapy dogs after seeing articles about them.” 
The poodle met the requirements of Therapy Dogs International Inc., founded in 1976, and proudly wears a yellow TDI tag attached to her collar. The achievement recognizes her as an emotional service dog, well qualified to visit patients in hospitals, nursing homes, schools and other institutions. 
“Therapy dogs may not be purebred, but they all have a love of people,” said Elaine Smith, a TDI charter member. “All have one other thing in common. Their owners have the unselfish desire to help others, taking time to ‘paws’ awhile for love.” 
Obtaining certification was more than just joining the organization. Pearl had to pass a demanding battery of tests under the watchful eye of an evaluator to demonstrate her docile temperament and positive response to commands. 
In addition, the poodle had to perform to the standards of the American Kennel Association's Good Canine Citizen Test and Hemby was required to submit a health/vaccination report signed by a licensed veterinarian. Annually, Hemby must update Pearl’s health records with TDI and Amerisist. 
Hemby prepared Pearl by taking her wherever she went, and the poodle became an everyday attraction riding in the front seat of the car. While on-leash, Pearl walked Main Street in the town of Louisa, visited parks to interact with children and, when permitted, shopped with her owner. 
“At first she was skeptical of 18-wheelers and bicycles,” said Hemby. “She’s had to become tolerant of loud noises, and to be forgiving in unexpected instances like wheelchairs bumping into her or running over her foot.” 
The exposure to the public, including patiently lying on the floor in a local beauty shop while Hemby was a customer, led to the dog’s outstanding attitude and qualifying performance during the TDI testing. 
In addition to the basic commands of “heel” and “come,” the examination included not reacting when a bag of pots and pans were dropped, and remaining prone and not becoming upset when the owner was out-of-sight for 15 minutes. 
Pearl had to allow “patients” in wheelchairs and using walkers to pass by her, and children to pet her. 
“She passed with flying colors as a three-year-old,” said Hemby. “She was relaxed and easy-going throughout the rigorous tests.” 
The standard poodle, whose European ancestors were bred for retrieving waterfowl, has a second life as a country dog on the Hembys’ Bibb Store Road farm. During walks across fields and in the nearby woods, she romps in search of groundhogs, or sits in the driver’s seat of the family’s golf cart while her owner gardens. 
“She is my constant companion,” she said. 
Hemby grooms her pet, but readily admits that the learning curve often made Pearl look a little strange during her early life. 
“The mistakes always grew out,” she said. 
With the initial success of working with the elderly, Pearl has accompanied Hemby and her grandchildren to the Louisa Public Library, intermingling with pre-schoolers after Storytime. 
“I thought having a dozen or more toddlers petting her might be too much, but she just loved it and her tail was wagging constantly,” she said. 
The owner has future plans to expand Pearl’s therapy dog role. 
“I want to look into taking her to Charlottesville hospitals to visit patients, especially children,” she said. “I’m doing the legwork to arrange that now.”

