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For the Love of a Turkey 

 

I received a phone call from a distressed parent.  Her daughter was 10 years old 

and had been hospitalized for a very serious eating disorder.  The child was kept in the 

hospital until she regained weight and in the process, she was not allowed to see her 

parents as a motivation to eat.  According to the mother, the child had not recovered from 

the hospital visit.  She was withdrawn and quiet and the mother was unsure of whether 

her child was going to be ok.  She asked if she could bring her out to see me.   

I am a children’s therapist and work mainly with young people who are hard to 

reach, have trouble engaging in traditional types of therapeutic mediums or are not able 

to do so.  As a result of the unique populations I work with, I partner with animals in my 

practice.  We are a team of 38, with 35 of us being once homeless, rescued, injured or ill 

animals who are now helping others to heal.   

One of the two-legged and feathered co-counsellors I work with is called Bob.  

Bob is a Wild Thom turkey who was gifted to me.  Bob is confused about his identity so 

when humans show up he struts for them, fluffs out his feathers and follows them 

wherever they go. 

This child, who we’ll call Katie, came out to see us.  Running alongside the car as 

it pulled into the parking lot was Bob who wobbled to meet her as he tried to balance his 

heavy torso on his skinny stick-like legs.  My first vision of Katie was with her nose 

squashed completely against the passenger window as her mouth fell open in awe of the 

careening black and red teradactyl-like creature that was chasing her car. 

Katie was very quiet and reserved upon first meeting me.  She avoided my eye 

contact and only spoke when spoken to.  There was something deeply troubling behind 

her soft blue eyes.  The only time I saw her facial expression change was when Bob 

walked toward her.  Katie’s eyes would suddenly get as big as planets and her face would 

crater in terror as she dove behind her mother, clinging to her for dear life.  I learned that 

Katie sought safety, protection and solace from her mother, that she had a natural fearful 

reaction to things unknown to her and that she had enough “stuff” to get out of harm’s 

way when she felt she was in danger. Katie had some pretty good coping skills for a child 

who reportedly internalized her pain and sorrow and targeted herself with it.  

I told Katie she could pet Bob and she said: “No way.”  I laughed and said: “Do 

you want me to show you?  Or I can put him in his house and you won’t have to have 

him around you.”  Katie slowly came out from behind her mother and said: “Does he 

bite?”  I said: “Not lately.”  Katie looked at me with her Mars and Jupiter eyes.  I laughed 

again and said: “No, he’s friendly.  He likes kids.  He thinks you might like to be his 

girlfriend.  That’s why he’s looking at you and puffing himself all up.”  Katie gave me a 

smirkish grin as if I just announced that she had been ordained the Queen of England.  

She did not believe me.   

I knelt next to Bob and softly stroked his soft, colorful down.  As I did, Bob got 

smaller and closer to the ground and walked around me in circles.  I said: “See?  He likes 
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it.”  Tentatively, Katie moved a little closer to us.  She did not check with her mom first, 

a good sign of an ability to take risks and trust.  She was not fully dependent or overly 

attached but had a sense of adventure and curiosity for her world.  This was good for me 

to know.  As she moved closer, I reassured her that it would be ok, that he liked her and 

that he wanted her to pet him.  Bob pirouetted around her like a drunken ballerina and for 

the first time, Katie smiled a tiny smile.  I continued to encourage her to touch him, 

demonstrating the safety of it by touching him the whole time and ultimately, Katie knelt 

down and ran her hand down his entire back.  Bob’s head lowered and he puffed up as 

big as he could get for her.  Katie looked directly into my eyes and at that instant, the 

sadness and trouble that had previously lie behind them was replaced with surprise and 

amazement.  “He’s so soft!” She exclaimed. 

Katie told me later in sessions that she did not want to come to meet me.  She 

explained that when she was in the hospital, a nurse sat on her to restrain her from 

running off the unit and that the other adults were “mean to her” because they wouldn’t 

let her see her parents until she ate something.  Katie said that she was done “talking to 

people who were supposed to be helping her” and vowed to “never let anyone help her 

again.”  She confessed that her mother tricked her about where she was going to get her 

to come and meet me and that she only came back after that first day because of Bob.   

Katie and I worked together for about 6 months with Bob, a mini donkey named 

Moonshine, a pushy horse named Cruiser and a llama named Uncle Snee.  Katie learned 

to trust adult helpers again, to express her feelings in healthier ways, to stand up to the 

girls at her school who called her “fat and ugly” (of which she was neither) and to tell her 

parents how she was feeling rather than try to deal with everything on her own.   

At Christmas time of that year, Katie gave me a photo album of her and Bob.  On 

the inside cover she wrote: “To Eileen and Bob; thank you for everything.  You have 

taught me to be myself.  Love From, Katie.”   

According to reports from Katie’s mom, Katie maintained her weight and got 

along better in school.  Once in a while Katie calls to ask how Bob is and to tell me that 

she is ok but how “she wishes her family would come out and work with Bob or maybe 

some of the kids at her school.”   

Bob is beautiful to some, terrifying to others and life-changing for many. He is 

definitely one of the strangest looking but most effective therapists I know. 

 

For more stories about Bob, the other animals at Dreamcatcher and the Animal Assisted 

Therapy programs it offers, please visit www.dreamcatcherassociation.com.   
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