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For 7 years my father, not yet old enough to retire, had been battling colon cancer. Now he was dying. Tumors had blocked off his intestines and filled his stomach; he could no longer eat or even drink water. Some infection forced him into the hospital, which was the only thing he’d ever complained about, and even then, not really. I just sensed that he wasn’t happy with the way he was ignored or basically told--by his doctors--to give up and die already. One night he had no luck summoning a nurse, and tried to reach the bathroom on his own, but fell and gashed his head on the nightstand.

Seeing his deep scar the next day only added to my frustration and helpless anger. Why isn’t there anything I can do, I thought, as I waited for the elevator. 

As if in answer to my prayers, when the elevator opened, two dogs greeted me.

Dogs? In a hospital? Personally, I couldn’t think of a better place for dogs, but I was shocked the city laws, hospital codes, and heavy-handed orderlies let them in.

"How did you get to bring dogs here?" I asked the owner, as I stepped in.

"They are therapy dogs. I take them up to the 6th floor once a week, to meet with the patients in rehab."

An idea grew stronger and stronger as I walked out of the hospital and to my car, and then drove home to get my two dogs and my parents’ dog, a Springer spaniel named Boots, to take them for their walk.

My dad had bought Boots for my mom for a Christmas present a few years before. My mother insisted that she wanted a dog, and it had to be a spaniel, my dad had explained as he asked me to go for a ride with him up to Wasilla to pick out a puppy.

I realized the genius of my mother’s plan immediately as I saw the tension ease from my father’s face when he picked out that wriggly kissy puppy. The dog was not for her; it was for him; it had to be a spaniel so he could have the hunting dog he’d never had since he was a boy.

Growing up in Alaska, all children want to do is leave for the "lower 48" or the "Outside," and many of them never move back. I was one of those children. My brothers and sisters had moved away, also, although one brother moved back to Alaska--but was at this time living in Fairbanks, over 400 miles away--and the other was soon to. But Boots became the perfect child my father never had. She was an eager, loving, obedient pal and hunting partner for him.

In fact, she seemed too obedient to me. Unlike my spoiled dogs who didn’t know the word "No," Boots was not allowed on the bed or any other furniture, and she never broke this rule. Sometimes I wanted to tell my dad when he was lying on his sick bed, "Call Boots up here! She’ll give you love and kisses and hold you like I’m too restrained to do...and you need it." But I didn’t. And he didn’t. And Boots didn’t. Instead, she sat near his bed, watching him protectively and lovingly, as the months rolled on and he could no longer walk or even sit up without help. Once in a while he would get very

sick, and go to the hospital, and she would await his return hopefully. But I never knew until this day how much they meant to each other.

That day during my walk, I decided that if I could give my dad nothing else, I was going to give him a few minutes with his beloved dog. So I went back to the hospital and asked a nurse about it. She told me that if I was to bring his dog in, she would not "see anything." I took that as a yes.

Later that day, I came back for another visit, but this time with Boots. All I told my dad was that I had a surprise for him, but it was in my car. I went to get her, and the strangest thing happened.

Boots, who had never been anywhere near that hospital, and who was perfectly leash trained, yanked me across that snowy parking lot to the front door, then dragged me down the hall to just the right elevators (I could never find the right ones myself), and then, when we reached the fourth floor and the elevator doors opened, pulled me harder than ever down the hall, around two corners, down another hall, into his room, and jumped on his bed! Ever so gently, she crawled into his arms, not touching his pain-filled sides or stomach. 

For the first time, Boots was on a bed, just as she knew she should be. And for the first time in a long time, I saw my father smile.

