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Mission Statement: Dogs For Life, Inc. is a non-profit organization devoted to improving the quality of life 
for veterans and other individuals in need through training hearing and service dogs, providing therapy 
dogs for first responders and school resource programs, and owning an off-leash dog park. 
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  Celebrating “Unsung Heroes” 
International Assistance Dog Week 2026

Puppy raiser Don Peterson (USA Ret.) poses with service dog in training, Chief.
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As my term as President of Dogs For Life’s
Board of Directors draws to a close, I can’t
help but reflect on the years since my wife
Gail and I, with our Airedales Sassy and
Rusty, first joined the DFL community as
dog park members in 1999.

Gail and I are long-time supporters of
Airedale Rescue. We immediately saw the
value in having an off-leash park for dogs to
play in a safe, controlled environment.
Around the same time, I joined the DFL's
Dog Park Committee. Gail and I later
donated the park’s Memorial Pavilion in
remembrance of Rusty and all the Airedales
we rescued over the years.

I believe it’s important to be active in organizations whose causes you feel passionate about
so that they continue to thrive and will be accessible to future generations. When I joined
the Dog Park Committee, I wasn’t looking for a place on DFL's Board of Directors. I sought
just a small way to give back to the DFL community. As it turns out, that was the beginning
of my long - and continuing - relationship with DFL. This is not an uncommon story; in
fact, DFL looks to develop its most engaged volunteers into DFL Board members.

I’m very proud of all the milestones DFL has achieved since opening the first off-leash dog
park in Indian River County. With its highly qualified board members, talented staff
members, and dedicated volunteers, I have no doubt DFL will continue to add to its
impressive list of accomplishments. 

I’ll no longer be President of the DFL Board, but I’m committed to staying involved with
DFL in different capacities, and I hope you will too. I’m looking forward to seeing you all
at the dog park.

Dog Park & Maintenance Manager



Puppyraising

Pilot Mode: Engaged!
Welcome “Pilot,” Dogs For Life’s newest service
pup in training! Aptly named, Pilot was donated to
DFL by Pilot Dogs, based in Columbus, Ohio. Like
DFL, Pilot Dogs is an Assistance Dogs
International (ADI)-accredited organization and
member of the ADI Breeding Cooperative. In 2025,
American Airlines launched a partnership program
with ADI allowing staff or volunteers representing
ADI members to transport service dogs, provided
they meet certain requirements. DFL volunteers
Meg and Don Peterson (USA Ret.) flew to Ohio to
bring Pilot home to Florida. Despite lengthy travel
delays, Pilot did great on both of his flights. Pilot
initially will make his home with our resident
expert puppy raiser Cheryl Marshall (USAF Ret.). Clockwise: Pilot gets a clean bill of health at Live Oak Animal Hospital,

and Pilot playing (top) and napping during his trip to Florida.

Pupdates: Then & Now
Rocket & Chief

Rocket is ready for his match! Rocket came to DFL
two years ago. He has successfully completed five
levels of training, including balance task work and
public access obedience, and passed his canine good
citizenship test with flying colors. Currently the
oldest of DFL’s service pups in training, he takes his
senior position very seriously. When he’s not
thinking deep thoughts, you’ll find him in the dog
park supervising the younger dogs.

Chief came to DFL last winter. Just a baby then, he
has come a long way! He is still under a year old and
was the youngest of DFL’s service pups in training
until our newest pup, Pilot, arrived. Chief is a quick
learner. He is a natural retriever, so his focus has
been on mobility tasks. When not clowning around
in the dog park with his friends, you’ll find him
attending obedience classes at DFL.

www.dogsforlifevb.org 3



4

happens, it is easy to become trapped between the pain
of the past and the fear of the future.

Action interrupts that cycle. We regularly return to
three simple principles: Focus on what you can control.
Come back to the present moment. Ask yourself,
“What can I do now?” The question does not require a
perfect solution. It simply asks for the next right action.

Post-traumatic stress does not always look the way people
expect it to. It may appear as anger, isolation, sleeplessness,
hypervigilance, anxiety, depression, or difficulty trusting
others. Some veterans carry memories they cannot forget.
Others carry a persistent sense that the world is no longer as
safe or predictable as it once seemed. Many also carry heavy
hearts, private burdens, and daily struggles that can be difficult
to explain to those who have not walked a similar path. 

When veterans gather with others who understand the weight
of these experiences, they do not have to explain every detail
or defend every reaction. They can speak honestly, listen
without judgment, share a laugh, sit quietly, or simply be
present. There is comfort in knowing that you are not the only
one fighting a battle that others may not see.

The group provides more than a place to talk about hardship. 
It offers community. Healing rarely happens in isolation. It
grows through connection—with other people, with a service
dog, with the present moment, and with a renewed sense of
purpose. Over the years, I have watched veterans encourage
one another, challenge one another, and remind each other of
strengths they may have temporarily forgotten.

The challenges do not magically disappear. The past cannot be
changed, and life does not suddenly become easy. What can
change is how a veteran responds to the moment directly in
front of them. That idea has become one of the most prominent
themes of our group: Action is the key.

Trauma often leaves people feeling powerless. The mind may
replay what happened, anticipate what could go wrong, or
focus on everything that cannot be controlled. When that

For the past seven years, I have had the privilege
of facilitating the PTSD support group for
veterans at Dogs For Life. As the organization’s
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
therapist, I have witnessed the profound impact
that connection, understanding, and purposeful
action can have on veterans living with the
effects of trauma.

Maybe the action is getting out of bed, taking the dog for a walk,
calling another veteran, attending the group, keeping a medical
appointment, or having an honest conversation with a loved one. It
might be practicing a coping skill, completing a task that has been
avoided, helping someone else, or taking a few slow breaths before
reacting.

These actions may appear small, but small actions accumulate.
They create momentum. They restore a sense of agency and remind
veterans that although they may not control everything that has
happened—or everything happening around them—they can still
choose their next move. That choice matters.

Purpose also plays an essential role in the group. Many veterans are
accustomed to serving, contributing, and being part of something
larger than themselves. When military service ends, that identity
and sense of mission can become difficult to replace.

Dogs For Life helps create a new kind of mission: caring for a dog,
supporting fellow veterans, participating in the community, and
continuing to move forward despite the weight of the past. A
service dog can provide companionship, grounding, structure, and a
reason to reengage with the world. 

Seven years into this journey, I remain deeply honored to sit
alongside these veterans and witness their courage. They
continually demonstrate that strength is not the absence of struggle.
Sometimes, strength is simply refusing to stop moving forward.

When the road feels too long, the burden feels too heavy, or the
future feels uncertain, we return to the question that has guided so
much of our work: What can I do now? Then, we take the next
step. Because action is the key.

www.dogsforlifevb.org

Mental Health

What Can I Do Now?

Thomas R. Metzinger, LCSW, CCHt, CPT, USMC Veteran
Therapist/Owner Suggestible Mind, LLC 

How Connection, Purpose, and Action Help Veterans
Move Forward



Veterans/Mental Health

Supporting Veteran Mental
Health in Indian River County

Michelle Dale, American Gold Star Mothers of IRC President

American Gold Star Mothers of Indian River County, Inc., led by Dogs For Life Vice President Michelle Dale,
proudly supports local mental health programs for veterans, and provides the significant funding needed to offer
PTSD group therapy sessions in Vero Beach and Sebastian. 

The American Gold Star Moms’ Walk-A-Thon for Military/Veteran Suicide Awareness is held annually on the first
Sunday of November at Riverside Park in Vero Beach. This year’s Walk-A-Thon will be held November 1, 2026. 

Visit www.ircgoldstarmoms.org/events for more information.

MARK YOUR
CALENDAR!‌
MARK YOUR
CALENDAR!‌

WALK-A-THON FOR
MILITARY/VETERAN

SUICIDE
AWARENESS‌

WALK-A-THON FOR
MILITARY/VETERAN

SUICIDE
AWARENESS‌

NOVEMBER 1, 2026‌
RIVERSIDE PARK‌

VERO BEACH‌

NOVEMBER 1, 2026‌
RIVERSIDE PARK‌

VERO BEACH‌
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DIAMOND Level . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $100,000+
PLATINUM Level . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $50,000-$99,999
GOLD Level . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $25,000-$49,999
SILVER Level . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $10,000-$24,999

www.dogsforlifevb.org

Sponsorship

Your status as a Dogs For Life donor grows each time you make
a donation. 

Have you purchased a “Donor Bone” in honor of a friend or in
memory of a loved one? Do you sponsor DFL’s annual
fundraiser, Patriots Awards & Graduation Ceremony? Do you
make recurring gifts to DFL as part of the Sustaining Journey
Circle, or have you supported another DFL fundraising
campaign?

These gifts add up! DFL tracks your donations, and your donor
status rises with each successive gift you make. Donors
cumulatively contributing $10,000 or more are recognized by
name on the “Donor Tree” wall in the Training Center reception
area. Before you know it you’ll permanently occupy a place of
pride on our Donor Tree!

Your Gifts Grow the Donor Tree 

Donor Tree Donation Levels (accumulative)

Remember that your donation
goes further when you opt for
electronic receipts! Contact
office@dogsforlifevb.org or
call (772) 567-8969 and
provide us with your
preferred e-mail address. 

The Sustaining Journey Circle

DFL’s recurring gift opportunity is called The Sustaining
Journey Circle. Recurring gifts allow us to worry less about
monthly cash flow and focus more on our long-term
mission.

Visit www.dogsforlifevb.org or contact DFL to set up your
recurring gift.

“Every dollar counts and collectively goes

toward saving a hero’s life with the love

and comfort of a certified service dog.”

         available any time; on permanent display at DFL

X-Large Bone . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $5,000+
Large Bone . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $1,000-$4,999
Medium Bone . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  $500-$999
Small Bone . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $100-$499

Donor Bones may be
“in honor” or “in memory”

of a pet or person.
A business name also may be used.
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Better Together!
Celebrating DFL’s “Unsung Heroes”

Dogs For Life celebrated International
Assistance Dog Week (IADW) with a
special event at Pointe West Country
Club on August 4, 2026, to honor the
“unsung heroes” that make DFL’s
mission successful. The theme of this
year’s event was “Better Together.”

Behind every successful DFL service
dog team are countless DFL staff
members, volunteers, trainers, puppy
raisers, and of course the donors who
make DFL’s mission a reality. This
event recognized and celebrated all the
members of the DFL community that
work hard – not only during IADW, but
all year long – to produce DFL’s
impeccable service dogs and successful
service dog teams.

Eric Flowers, Indian River County Sheriff, delivered the keynote speech at
the event. He spoke about how the IRCSO’s certified service and therapy
dogs help members of his staff and the local community. 

Apprentice Trainer Ilena Luts with Gage

Lead Trainer Marcia Adache with service dog Kai

Puppy raisers the Eslinger family (Robert, Grant, Gillian,
and Gavin) with service dog in training Rocket

Puppy raisers Holly and Tom Harmon with service dog in
training Genie

Puppy raiser Meg 
Peterson with new 
DFL puppy Pilot

IRC Sheriff Eric Flowers As the saying goes, it takes a village.
This is especially true in the context of
raising and training service dogs for
veterans, first responders, and others in
need.

Sheriff Flowers
emphasized that it takes
many people behind the
scenes to produce
successful service dogs.
He echoed Shelly Ferger’s
remarks by expressing
gratitude for everyone
involved in the  DFL
community! 

Sponsorship/Education

7www.dogsforlifevb.org
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American Legion Post 39 Riders 

The American Legion Post 39 Riders held a Poker Run to benefit Dogs For Life
on June 27, 2026. On the morning of the event, DFL Founder and CEO Shelly
Ferger gave the Riders a tour of the training center and introduced them to
service dogs in training Rocket, Genie, and Chief.  

Treasure Coast Quilts
for Veterans 

Treasure Coast Quilts for Veterans presented
handmade Quilts of Valor to recent veteran and
first responder graduates of DFL’s service dog
training program at a heartwarming ceremony held
June 13, 2026. Each hero and his or her service
dog received their own unique quilt, which was
specially made for them. Quilt recipients spoke of
how DFL has helped them overcome challenges
and navigate life after their service. Their stories
were a powerful reminder of the impact of service
animals and support programs on the lives of those
who risk their own to protect and defend us.

American Legion Post 39 Riders Director
Johnny Duncan presented the proceeds of the
Poker Run to DFL CEO Shelly Ferger. 

Members of American Legion Post 39 Riders, including DFL Board member Rick Lewis (USN)
(center, in sunglasses) stopped to visit DFL’s training center during their Poker Run. 

Graduates John Wagner (USMC) and Freya, Juan Soto (USA) and Antonella,
Rosemary Aquino (First Responder) and Yogi, and Steve Flynn (USA) and Rigby
proudly wear their quilts alongside Treasure Coast Quilts for Veterans
representatives Flora Newhouse (in red) and Devon Williams (in white).

Bike Night at Willee’s Pizza 

Willee’s Pizza in Vero Beach held Bike Night on July 25, 2026
to raise money for Dogs For Life. The event included food,
raffles, entertainment, and visits from certified service dog
teams and DFL dogs in training. DFL appreciates the support
from Willee’s Pizza and suggests that anyone in search of
excellent pizza check out Willee’s!

Left: DFL CEO Shelly Ferger and service dog in training Genie with American
Legion Post 39 Riders Assistant Director John Berlett and his wife, DFL
volunteer Karen Berlett; right: Cathye Sonnie with DFL puppy raiser Cheryl
Marshall (USAF Ret.) and Chief 

Sponsorship/Education
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Sponsorship/Education

Dog CPR Training

Pet Supermarket 

Dog park members and clients packed the
training center in June to learn skills that could
save their dog’s life. The class combined hands-
on practice of CPR and first aid techniques. 

Riverside Theater Stars & Service
Dogs For Life participated in the Stars & Service event held on July 2 & 3, 2026. The event, organized
by Riverside Theater in partnership with the Veterans Council of Indian River County, brought together
entertainment, community resources, and recognition for local veterans and their families.

Pet Supermarket hosted Dogs For Life at its Miracle Mile location
on July 21, 2026. DFL service pups in training Genie and Chief
accompanied DFL representatives to greet customers and share
information on DFL’s mission.
Pictured: Meg Peterson with service dog in training Genie, DFL Dog Park and
Maintenance Manager Harry Taylor, and Cheryl Marshall (USAF Ret.) with service
dog in training Chief

American Legion Post 40 

The American Legion Auxiliary Unit 40 invited Dogs For Life
representatives to speak at their meeting on August 10, 2026.
Representatives presented information about DFL and answered
members’ questions about DFL’s programs for veterans. Terry
Knorrston, VA&R Committee Chairman, on behalf of Unit 40’s
Members and Friends, presented DFL with crocheted lap robes to be
gifted to veteran clients of DFL. The lap robes were handmade with love
by a member or a homebound friend of the Auxiliary. The Auxiliary also
voted to donate a portion of the proceeds from their upcoming Quarter
Auction to DFL. DFL is very grateful for the Auxiliary’s support. 

Don Peterson (USA Ret.) with service dog in training Chief,
Terry Knorrston (presenting the Auxiliary’s handmade lap
robes), Laurie Turner (USMC) with her service dog Marley,
and Tom Harmon with service dog in training Genie

Head, Heart and Hands
 of Indian River Club

Dogs For Life is grateful to be a 2026
grant recipient of Head, Heart and
Hands of Indian River Club. DFL was
honored to be recognized along with
other local grantees for improving the
lives of fellow Indian River County
residents. We appreciate HHH’s
continued support.
Pictured: Steve Corrick, President (left), and
grant committee member Lyn Shanley (right) of
Head, Heart and Hands of Indian River Club,
with Ashley Conard and service dogs in training
Genie and Rocket

9www.dogsforlifevb.org
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Dog Park/Service Dog Training

Agility Yard Improvements:
Lab Tested & Approved!  

Harry Taylor 
DFL Dog Park & Maintenance Manager

Have you seen the updates in the agility yard? There’s a brand
new hoop and tunnel for the dogs, and some of the existing
agility equipment has been freshly painted. Dog park members
will notice a new bench for relaxing at the east end of the yard. 

Dogs For Life service dogs in training, Rocket, Genie, and
Chief, couldn’t wait to break in the new agility equipment.
Their verdict? Four paws up!

Harry Taylor with Gage as a puppy Chief stands tall inside the new tunnel 

Service Dog Re-Certifications 

Class of 2015 
Wanda Haaland/Lola 

Class of 2017 
Mark Poziomek/Ranger 

Class of 2018 
Richie Keller (USMC)/Gigi 
Judith Ricard/Fitz 
Judy Schmidt (USAF)/Bentley 

Class of 2019 
Sue Bergmann/Spencer 
Michael Bores (USA)/Bandit 
Barbara Gormas/Lola 

Class of 2020 
Tammie Mandeville/Poppy 
Kimberley Mann (USN)/Elvis
Elizabeth McGoldrick/Oliver 
Earl Tindol (USAR)/Arrow 
Claude Vitali (USMC)/Beebe 
Jessica Walls/Honey

Class of 2021 
Dani Ley/Ollie 
Sean Timberlake (USA)/Judy

Class of 2022 
Christopher Adams (USN)/Dozer 
Andy Beebe (USAF)/Truffle 
Marisel Munoz Febo (USAF)/Honcho 
Julie Ann Rollins/Dottie 
Beth Stryker/Grady 

Class of 2023 
Tim Barnes (First Responder)/ Gypsy 
Sally Bricker/Nick 
Steve Defren (USA)/Rosie 
Ingrid Iraola (USA)/Chance 
Jim Hyde (USN, First Responder)/Otis 
Michele Laibe/Lua 
Sarah Lang/Bradley 
Laurie Turner (USMC)/Marley

Class of 2024 
Robyn Candarini/Spirit (IRCSO Therapy Dog) 
Guillermo Contreras/Whiskey 
Kisha Ford Torres (USA)/Kolumbo 
Joan Freeman/Minnie 
Ron Garrison/Buddy (IRCSO Therapy Dog) 
Kymberlee Mitala/Chocolate

Class of 2025 
Rosemary Aquino (First Responder)/Yogi
Mark Birtel (USN, First Responder)/Chip 
Bob Cheshire (USN)/Dallas 
Star Feustel/Zephyrh 
Steve Flynn (USA)/Rigby 
David Reese/Tilly 
Juan Soto (USA)/Antonella 
Carol Trotta/Max 
John Wagner (USMC)/Freya

Class of 2026 
Jinkie Echols (First Responder)/Dahlia
John Neagos (First Responder)/Rory

DFL annually re-certifies every one of our service dog teams. As part of our Assistance Dogs International (ADI)
Accreditation, each owner and service dog must be performing their required obedience and task work to maintain a
certified status.

Thanks to Harry Taylor and DFL Board President Eddie
Boatwright for making these improvements for both our two-
and four-legged members to enjoy.

Pictured: Joan Freeman and Minnie, Jinkie Echols (First Responder) and Dahlia, John
Neagos (First Responder) and Rory, Kymberlee Mitala and Chocolate, Steve Flynn (USA)
and Rigby, and Kimberley Mann (USN) and Elvis



Tributes & Memorial Gifts

In Honor Of In Memory Of

Linda Barberi
Lauren Ficara

Linda Barberi's Birthday
Shelly Ferger
Linda Reeve

Karen Berlett’s Birthday
Linda Barberi
Shelly Ferger
Linda Reeve

Jessica Carrillo’s Birthday
Linda Barberi
Shelly Ferger
Linda Reeve

Ashley Conard’s Birthday
Linda Barberi

Chris Consi's Birthday
Linda Barberi
Shelly Ferger

Shelly Ferger's Birthday
Linda Barberi
Steve Defren
Linda Reeve

Barb Gormas's Birthday
Linda Barberi

Happy 60th Anniversary 
Mr. & Mrs. John J. Schumann, Jr.

Barry & Vickie Wyatt

Richie Keller and Gigi
Ricky & Aprel Deel

Cheryl Marshall's Birthday
Barbara Baji
Linda Barberi
Shelly Ferger

In Honor Of

Kathi Schumann's Birthday
Marcia Adache

Chris Consi
Shelly Ferger

Frances Garrett
Richie Keller

Virginia "Toddy" McKeown

Harry Taylor's Birthday
Linda Barberi
Steve Defren
Shelly Ferger
Linda Reeve

Treasure Coast Quilts for Veterans
David & Arlene Katz

Virginia "Toddy" McKeown

Volunteers Tom & Holly Harmon
Ed & Katy James

Welcome Macey!!!
Cynthia Martin

Marilyn Cance, Jasper, & Fashion
Joanna Salina

Terry Comerford
David & Louise Gerrity

Gabby
Edgar & Linda Duncan

Colleen Hanabusa
Don Peterson & Meg Reford 

Marge Reford

Darrell & Karen Tilberg Hanson
Linda Barberi

Bill Heile
Elaine Heile

Arlene Pool
Peter & Donna Polk

Al Rufca
Peter & Donna Polk

Ira “Jack” Saucerman
John & Karen Berlett

Shelly Ferger
Virginia "Toddy" McKeown

Connie Stevens

Robert Saucerman
Frank & Shirley Roscoe

Philip Tettleton
Dogs For Life

Katherine Tettleton

Zoe Veron
Cynthia Martin
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Sponsorships
Available Now!

Save
April 10, 2027

Pointe West Country Club

Scan or follow the link to sponsor.
www.dogsforlifevb.org

office@dogsforlifevb.org

Training Service Dogs
For Veterans

2027
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