
Let’s Zoom! 
Virtual Pet Therapy Visits Help Residents During the Pandemic
By Diane Bykowski

With facilities closed to in-person pet visits due to the pandemic, 
virtual pet visits became the new way to share a pet’s love with 
those who could not have visitors for well over a year. When 
things slowly opened to human visitors, it was very limited  
and pet therapy was still not allowed. In January of 2021, Pets 
on Wheels partnered with Sagewood/Acacia and started twice 
a month virtual pet visitation program. It was well received not 
only by the residents, but also by their activity liaison,  
Christy Abromson.

Although our volunteers and their dogs realized it was not 
quite the same as an in-person visit, they soon came to realize 
a new benefit. Seeing a pet online and talking with a volunteer 
directly via Zoom was a pleasant break from the residents’ 
routine (as well as the staff’s). Stories were shared, smiles of 
gratitude appeared and even a few tears were shed. One of 
the most interesting visits was with a gentleman who was a 
Pets on Wheels volunteer with his dog in the early 1990s.  
He was evaluated by and knew our founder, Neal Jennings.

Here are a few anecdotes from our volunteers:

“Scout and I really enjoy participating in the virtual visits with 
Sagewood Acacia. So many of the residents are true dog 
lovers. They are so engaged with our conversations, and they 
love sharing stories about the dogs they’ve loved. I feel that  
we are making a difference in their lives!” —Lisa Levey

“Meeting with some of the residents of Sagewood Acacia 
has been a very positive experience for them. Most of the 
residents we meet are dog lovers who welcome the dogs  
and talk to them. A good fall-back when the on-site visit is  
not possible.” —Mary Sosnowsk

“Time to Zoom Finley and Jake!” My dogs eagerly join me on the 
couch or nearby floor as we log onto our laptop to see Pets 
on Wheels friends and meet new Sagewood friends. Jake and 
Finley like sitting nearby waiting for treats and compliments as 
the Sagewood residents talk to them and talk about their own 
pets. No tricks or performance needed; my dogs just love this 
visit.”— Jill Neitzke

“Munchkin and I have enjoyed participating in several virtual 
visits with Sagewood Acacia. While virtual visits lack the petting 
and snuggling part of a visit, those who take part in the visits 
with us seem to enjoy meeting us and our fur babies. They 
tell stories about the animals that have been in their lives, ask 
questions about our pets and generally smile through our visits. 
The feedback that we receive says that the residents appreciate 
our virtual visits so much.” —Marsha Usdane

Even as things open for in-person pet visits, I believe there will 
still be a place for virtual pet therapy. Think about joining us in 
the future.

Featured Pet: Baby - owned by Brian Hankes and Amber Gerard
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Meet the Board 
Marsha Usdane - Secretary
Munchkin began her career as a visiting therapy dog in October 
of 2014 when we joined Pets on Wheels. I have been on the 
Board of POW as Secretary since 2017. Until the pandemic, we 
were visiting Osborn Health and Rehab and Piper Center. Both 
of us thoroughly enjoyed the time that we spent visiting with 
friends, old and new. In addition, we have attended a variety 
of Pets on Wheels community events throughout the years. 
Munchkin loves interacting with people and her claim to fame  
is that she will snuggle on anyone’s shoulder!

Andrew Mark - Treasurer
I started with Pets on Wheels in 1993 with my dog Pinbo  
(a combination of Pinocchio and Dumbo—long story on the 
name). We visited at Life Care for a few years but he eventually 
became too skittish. During that time I got involved helping the 
organization obtain a grant and eventually became treasurer 
and a board member in 1996. I have kept the books and 
accounts for the organization and helped with the operations 
side since that time. One day hopefully I will have another pet 
volunteer too!

Peggy Eischen - Past President
I have been volunteering with POW since 2002. During that 
time, I have visited with two Goldens, Chester then Boone, 
and two Newfoundlands, Joe then Mason. My husband,  
Glenn Zellmer, also is a Pets on Wheels volunteer.

Mason was bummed out losing his job, but did not let 
himself get too bored this past year. He explored things to 
keep himself sharp, especially when Glenn and I were not 
at home; he ate a block of birdseed, a whole box of saltine 
crackers, and a full bag of shelled pistachios. Boone does  
not participate in Mason’s adventures.

Diane Bykowski - Director
I have been a volunteer with Pets on Wheels since 2011 and 
have been on the board for 8 years. Many of you recognize 
my name because I am the one who sends you “event” emails; 
although the “events” have taken on a different direction 
these past 14 months: Zoom chats, virtual visits, surveys and 
updates. I am the administrator of the POW Facebook Page. 
I have 2 dogs: Zoe, a 12-year-old poodle mix, and crazy little 
Mia, a 4-year-old Miki. When not busy with volunteering, I 
spend most of my time in my home studio/office painting or 
keeping up with Zoe’s Facebook page of 59,000 followers.  
I specialize in pet portraits.

Nancy Maurer - Director
I will be the board member accumulating the total number 
and hours of visits by volunteers monthly. I summarize that 
information so that it can be reported to the City of Scottsdale 
so that they can recognize our value. The information is also 
used so that we can appropriately recognize dogs and their 
owners for their volunteer service throughout the year. 

Rosie is a Golden Retriever mix that I adopted in 2007, 
and she has been a volunteer since 2008. She has loved it 

Marsha Usdane with Munchkin

Andrew Mark Peggy Eischen w/ Mason (left) & Boone

Diane Bykowski with Mia (left) & Zoe
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from the day she started. She is a Distinguished Therapy Dog 
through the American Kennel Club, based on her many years 
of volunteering. 

Max is a Labradoodle, and was about 4 years old when 
I adopted him in 2014. He began volunteering in 2016 at 
Maryland Gardens, a secured facility for dementia patients. 
He is also registered as a Therapy Dog through AKC.

Jill Neitzke - Director 
Hi, I’m Jill Neitzke, a new board member that will be taking 
care of Health Certificate updates. I’ve been with Pets on 
Wheels since 2015. I volunteer with my 5-year-old Golden 
Retriever, Finley, and my 7-year-old King Charles Cavalier, 
Jake, at the Life Care Center and other group activities.  
Excited to be getting back to in person visits! 

Colleen Brault - Director 
Maya and I have been with Pets On Wheels for just over five 
years. We were frequent visitors of Vi Grayhawk before the 
pandemic and are looking forward to the day we can return. 
I am excited to join the board of Pets On Wheels in charge 
of correspondence. Maya is anxiously awaiting a return to 
visiting, Pets On Wheels events, and seeing her friends again! Nancy Maurer with Rosie (top) and Max

Colleen Brault with MayaJill Neitzke with Finley (left) and Jake
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Meet the Editor 
Brian Hankes 

Hello, my name is Brian and I’m the new designer and editor 
of the newsletter. My wife, Amber Gerard, and I joined Pets 
on Wheels in May of 2019. We adopted our dog, Baby, in 
early 2017, and when we heard about Pets on Wheels, we 
knew she would be perfect for the job. During our volunteer 
visits (before COVID-19 forced us to stop), Baby loved all 
the attention and treats. It was always a good feeling when 
patients would tell us our visit was the highlight of their day.

According to our vet, Baby is fairly old, but she is still very 
fast when she wants to run outside or chase her toys inside. 
She once chased after a toy 65 times in a row before she 
finally got bored and tired. She spends the rest of her time 
hoping for as much petting and as many treats and snacks  
as possible. She also enjoys visiting dog beaches in California, 
snow in Flagstaff, creeks in Wisconsin, and many other places, 
although she does not like riding in the car and refuses to get 
in by herself. 

When I’m not petting Baby, I spend my time working as 
a graphic designer, playing golf and other games, hiking, 
playing piano, taking pictures, cheering on the Green Bay 
Packers, and traveling to explore places such as national 
parks and to visit family.

Show Off Your Pet! 
Do you love your pet so much that you would wear clothing 
featuring their face? Or would you like an artistic poster to 
hang in your home? Click the button below to check out 
some fun products! They make great gifts!

ORDER YOURS!

Brian Hankes, Amber Gerard, and Baby in Huntington Beach, CA
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Volunteer Interview 
Meet Gina Muré & Earl Grey 
By Barbara Digges 

When we resume visiting, Pets on Wheels will welcome a new 
volunteer—a horse of a different color, Earl Grey. Actually 
Earl is a pony (probably a Welsh/Shetland cross) who stands 
about 12 hands (48 inches). Some of you may remember a 
former volunteer, Sparky, who was a miniature horse. For the 
first years of his life, Earl’s coat was a charcoal gray. Today, he’s 
morphed to nearly white, hence he’s usually just called Earl.

Before I get ahead of myself, let’s introduce Earl’s partner, 
Gina Muré. Gina is a long-time POW volunteer who twirls 
many plates in the air (probably literally!); she is a realtor, 
teaches horseback riding, entertains with Earl, partners with 
her husband in a custom home building and remodeling 
business, and does some film work. Gina enjoys hiking, 
mountain biking, photography, writing, singing, horseback 
riding, and bringing comfort and joy to children and adults. 

Gina became a POW volunteer with her two dogs Chloe 
and Sox 15 years ago, after seeing a POW bumper sticker. The 
program resonated with Gina as her grandmother had been 
in assisted living for many years due to Alzheimer’s. Chloe 
and Sox were sisters, lab mixes, and began volunteering 
at less than a year. They always visited together at Vi and 
Cortney’s Place, a day center for adults with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities. The two canines were much 
loved for the plethora of tricks that Gina had taught them; 
for example, ”Bang, bang” (play dead), “touch” (close cabinet 
or door), balancing a book on head, dancing (Sox did a do 
si do and Chloe’s dance was a waltz), wearing sunglasses, 
and more. “Go around” was another of their tricks, meaning 
they’d make a lap through the house or outdoors. Sox would 
dutifully go around and return to the starting point. Chloe, 
however, was a bit of a slacker; she’d frequently take a 
shortcut or just turn around and come back to the starting 
point without completing the oval. No treats for you, Chloe! 

Gina’s fondest memory while visiting with “the girls” was 
waiting at Cortney’s Place as the group wrapped up their 
morning meeting. As they spied the girls in the hallway, they 
would light up and get very excited that the girls were there 
to spend time with them. Although Sox did several Zoom 

sessions during COVID, she missed the hugs and kisses she 
got from many of the students at Cortney’s. Chloe crossed 
the Rainbow Bridge nearly four years ago; Sox joined Chloe 
last October. Gina shared that she had lost her dad, Chloe, a 
close friend, and her 30-year-old horse all within a short period 
of time. Thankfully, Sox was there to provide comfort and 
kisses. When Sox was gone, the role of comforter fell to Earl.

Although both dogs loved to swim, Sox—who Gina often 
called Soxy Momma—enjoyed it most. Sox was still swimming 
laps just days before she passed. Soxy Momma became the 
inspiration for SoxyDog Swimming. SoxyDog offers swim 
time—recreational or therapeutic—and swim lessons at 
Gina’s pool or yours. A special offer from SoxyDog to POW 
volunteers is at the end of this article.

Earl Grey came to live with Gina when he was two years 
old. He was at the barn where Gina worked. His owners said 

Chloe, Gina, & Sox at the Blessing of the Animals Sox and Chloe - photo by Gina

Since he knows how to sit on a couch, Earl is buttering up “Mom” 
to let him into the house. Photo by Jennifer Alyse.
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Fully Insured
Follow us on Facebook

SoxyDog Swimming

Private Dog Swimming ~ Your Place or Ours
602-909-0242 
www.ginasheart.com

SoxyDog
Swimming

l l

they didn’t have time for Earl and were looking to rehome 
him. Gina adopted Earl on the spot—that was 20 years ago.

Like Gina, Earl keeps very busy for an equine. He provides 
riding lessons; since he is smaller than a horse, adults 
and children with a fear of horses gain a lot of confidence 
by hanging out with him. Earl has appeared in several 
commercials. He’s known as a “party animal,” giving pony rides 
and entertaining with his tricks at birthday parties and other 
gatherings. His favorite gig is appearing as a unicorn! Earl has 
his own Facebook page, Earl Grey Trick Pony.

Gina has taught Earl a number of tricks: he fetches 
(retrieves his halter or a hat), does yoga stretches, shakes 
hands, gives kisses, bows, and sits on a couch! Gina offered 
a couple of tips on teaching tricks to animals: Go with tricks 
that use an animal’s natural behavior or movement, and don’t 
teach tricks that could reinforce unwanted behaviors. She 
explained she has not taught Earl to count by pawing with his 
hoof because he frequently paws when impatiently waiting 
for attention or a treat. This is a behavior she does not want 
to reinforce. 

Gina was diagnosed with a congenital heart condition 
at an early age. As she got older, many people—including 
her dad and doctors—told Gina that she was handicapped 
and that she shouldn’t ride horses or do this and couldn’t 
pursue that, etc. She never believed them because she wasn’t 
in a wheelchair, she had all of her limbs, and she wasn’t 
intellectually disabled. She felt that she was the most blessed 
person on the planet with a heart that ran on a battery 
and only a few scars. Although Gina has had at least 10 
pacemakers, she considers her heart condition the greatest 
blessing she has because it gave her a sense of appreciation 
and keen perspective at a very young age as to what really 
matters in life.

If you are interested in learning more about how equines are 
integral to providing therapy, healing, trust, and confidence to 
humans, check out these local non-profits:

 Mini Angel Eyes  
Reigning Grace Ranch  
Tender Little Hearts Mini Tales

Earl and Gina take a drive around their neighborhood.  
Photo by Sarah Underwood.

Earl is a hit with the ladies. Photo by Shelby Voss.

Free Dog Swims 
SoxyDog Swimming, hosted by Gina 
Muré, is offering POW volunteers 
3 free swims this summer at her 
home’s pool in North Scottsdale.  
Gina is fully insured and experienced 
with fearful dogs. Whether your dog 
is a seasoned swimmer or needing 
some assistance, Gina is happy to 
help your dog enjoy the water!

For more information, check out 
SoxyDog Swimming on Facebook or 
Gina’s website at ginasheart.com

SoxyDog
Swimming

l l
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Pet Humor

Wilson the Sheep Herder Working From Home 
Posted on Reddit.com by u/geekman20

By Rupert Fawcett

View more cartoons and cards by Rupert Fawcett on
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Address
1700 N Granite Reef Rd
Scottsdale, AZ 85357

Phone 
480-312-1741

Office Email
petsonwheelsaz@gmail.com 

Newsletter Email
newsletter@petsonwheelsscottsdale.org

Website
petsonwheelsscottsdale.org

Board of Directors

President: Open  
Vice President: Open 
Treasurer: Andrew Mark  
Secretary: Marsha Usdane  
Past President: Peggy Eischen
Director: Diane Bykowski  
Director: Nancy Maurer  
Director: Colleen Braul  
Director: Shawn Walker  
Director: Jill Neitzke  

Pets on Wheels of Scottsdale

Send Us Your  
POW Pet Photos! 
We are looking for photos of your pet to use in future 
newsletters, like Baby on the first page of this month’s 
edition. Photos can either be posed like Baby showing 
off the POW bandana, or show your pet in action 
volunteering like Ferris (left). Email your photos at full/
original size to: newsletter@petsonwheelsscottsdale.org

If you have any other POW-related photos or ideas 
for future newsletter topics, please send us those also!

Ferris - owned by Denise Forsman
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