March 4, 2016

Virginia Tech

ATTN:  Oncology Services

245 Duck Pond Drive

Blacksburg, VA 24061

Dear Oncology Staff,

This letter is a sincere translation of gratitude and appreciation for all you (and the many others at the VTH) did for our precious Gracie.  As you know, the girl was dealt many tough hands in her 11 years.  From flipped stomach to coyote attack to cancer.  But as you know and denoted in the sweet card you sent, she never once showed fear or complained and faced these challenges head on knowing she was loved and in good care.  

From the day I got her as a pudgy 8 week old puppy, I knew she was special.  A calm dignity rarely seen in animals.  Almost diva like.  A lot of people said that she was the closest to a human they had ever seen.  Aside from family, her love was turkey hunting.  She was a finely tuned athlete and one of the best myself and many others ever had the pleasure of sharing the field with.  Running 20+ miles in a day was routine when we were hunting.  Her shrill yappy barks at the flush always assured me she was in turkeys and was having fun.  Then calmly coming back and lying in the blind beside me motionless for hours until (if lucky) I was able to call a bird back and harvest it.   At the roar of the gun, she would vault out of the blind in a blur and get to the bird and secure it until I could get there.  Inevitably she would look up at me when I got there with feathers under her gums and seem to say “Good Job Dad – we did it again – let’s head home and get some rest and warm up now”.   Or if I missed, she would give me “the look” as if to say “How in the hell did you miss that shot? But that’s OK Dad I forgive you, we’ll getum them next time – now let’s go find some more!”.

In April of 2015, I decided to get her certified as a therapy dog through Therapy Dogs International.  She aced the test the first time with no training – this didn’t surprise me.  We began the process of getting ready to start volunteering at Lynchburg General.  I was excited and proud of her and she knew it – but it was just another way of us working together for a common goal.  She just wanted to make me happy.

When the events of May 2015 began, it was at first hard to comprehend what was going on.  The multiple surgeries by Dr. Ryan at Riverside here, then the initial visit to Tech under Dr. Muro’s care.  I think that was the longest two weeks of my life as we received daily updates.  I know it was hard for the staff to give me those updates.  I remember one in particular when she was at her lowest point, Christie Bodden told me Gracie tried to chase a squirrel when she went out for a walk.  I knew then that there was hope.  The day Dr. Muro called to tell me they had found cancer just left me numb, but I maintained my hope and knew that Gracie had another calling in being a therapy dog.  We were going to do this!  

We brought her home with the feeding tube and underwent nurturing her back to health.  As in her hunting, there was no quit in her.  We again worked together for a common cause – but this time it was getting her better.  She recovered and then over the course of the next couple of months became stronger and back to the old Gracie. It was so good to have her back!  

We again prepared for the volunteer work at the hospital.  We started visits in August.  Every Sunday morning.  She was a natural and one of the best the staff had ever seen.  I watched her do amazing things that left no doubt of God working through her to touch others.  She took me to places I could have never gone by myself.

She became sick again in September after ingesting some plastic.  Something she had done since a puppy (eating small interesting looking or smelling things) with no problems had now become her worst enemy after the surgeries left her digestive system very fragile.  But again, the wonderful staff at Tech fixed her.  We brought her home and once again she bounced back with care and nurturing.

As the air cooled and the leaves began to change, we both knew turkey season was near.  For 10 seasons straight we both bubbled with anticipation of this special time – our time.  From the pre-season conditioning scouting trips to the early season in Tennessee, yeah it’s here! However, this year was different.  We both knew she was not strong enough to hunt and plus we knew we could not risk her ingesting a foreign body – which in a twisted sense of fate – could have been her favorite thing – turkey feathers and feet.  She loved to chew the feet!  As I was readying Bailey (two year old turkey dog) and myself, Gracie would follow along anxiously but as we left the house she would look so sad.  It absolutely broke my heart and hers.  But being the special dog she was, she adapted and went along with what I knew was best.  On into the season, she would just head upstairs and get on her bed.  She knew.  

But Sundays were ours now.  Up and early and to the hospital.  Gracie looked forward to this and knew she was going to give and receive a lot of love while there. We would work 1-2 hours.  She was pretty tired after that.  

The hospital visits became more regular now but we did have the occasional bloating episode that would sideline her.  We would take her to Dr. Ryan, she would pass the tube, and Gracie would rebound.  This happened a few times.  After her last visit to Tech, we got her on a special diet and Reglan.  Plus we kept a basket muzzle on her when outside and watched her close inside.  Again, not her favorite way of rolling when outside, but she knew it was for the best and went along with no complaints.  And she was doing great – basically back to the old Gracie – playing, barking, running, etc.

Our last visit to the hospital was February 7.  And I must admit, one of the most special visits we ever had.  I was in tears two times after leaving patient’s rooms just seeing the effect she had on them.

The night of February 13 was like all the others, Saturday night watching movies surrounded by our three dogs either on the couch with us or in front of the gas logs (Gracie’s favorite spot).  My wife Leah noticed she was slightly bloated.  We also knew for the past two weeks she hadn’t acted entirely normal – grumpier and a few days without eating.  But blood work by Dr. Ryan showed no obvious causes.  We left her in the garage that night since she usually threw up some.  As with many times previous, we would head out the next morning to Dr. Ryan to get the tube passed.  But that morning was different.  When I went down at 5 AM to feed the other two dogs, I could tell Gracie wasn’t doing well.  But she went outside and “did her business”, but then laid down on the ground when it was 9 degrees.  This is a dog that did not like the cold.  I got her back in and texted Dr. Ryan.  About an hour later, I went back down and she had deteriorated significantly.  We headed to the emergency vet and then Dr. Ryan called so we went there.  By that time Gracie was unable to walk, and was distended in her ribs – worse than we have ever seen.  Despite Dr. Ryan’s efforts it was too late.  Gracie left us.  Was it the cancer (I think so) but we will never know.  She had numerous chances to leave us over the past year but didn’t - it was just her time and I accept that.  But I am so happy for two things in particular – one, I did not have to make the decision, and two – she was surrounded by us and Dr. Ryan and her staff who had taken such great care of Gracie for over 7 years.

Time moves on, but she will never be forgotten.  Her legacy is one that will live in the hearts of many forever.  I have countless pictures and videos of her.  So thankful for that.

I would like to request in honor of her legacy and the wonderful care she was provided by the staff at the VTH, that a picture of her be placed on the wall in the lobby.  She then can continue to touch others through her beauty and dignified presence.  I have included a picture.

Again – I want to thank each and every one there for all you did for her.  She was a brave and special dog that I learned so much from.  As humans, if we each strived to live our lives like a dog the world would be a better place.  Live in the moment, don’t complain, don’t worry, love unconditionally, and most importantly just have fun and enjoy every moment like it is your last.

With sincere love and gratitude,

Mike (and Leah) Morrell
