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Butterscotch

For the past 13 years I have been a child and adoles-
cent psychologist in independent practice in Tallahassee, 
 Florida. For nine of those years, I was in a therapeutic part-
nership with a lovely little creature named Butterscotch, a 
lop-eared lagomorph of unknown lineage. I found Butter-
scotch in a pet store with five of her brothers and sisters. I 
selected Butterscotch out of the litter because of her curious 
personality and her willingness to separate from her siblings 
and interact with me. With training and support, Butter-
scotch became a wonderful addition to the office. She eas-
ily litter trained, and within a few months, she was able 
to roam the building freely. Having Butterscotch around 
was disarming, and many recalcitrant teens, determined to 
be uncooperative, helplessly fell under her spell. Like many 
animals, Butterscotch had a unique way of reaching and 
touching people that often transcended what I, a mere hu-
man, could do. Although there are many wonderful stories 
about Butterscotch and the unique help she provided others, 
it wasn’t until the last three months of her life that I fully 
understood her value. This final chapter was captured in a 
series of posts I made to the listserv of the Florida Psycholog-
ical Association asking for help in breaking the news of her 
terminal illness to my clients.

August 12, 2014

Dear Esteemed Colleagues:
I am writing you all today to obtain some recommen-

dations about a very sad topic. As some of you know, I am 
a child psychologist in independent practice in Tallahas-
see. For the past eight and a half years my therapy bunny, 
Butterscotch, has faithfully come to work with me and 
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to address her illness and impending death with my child clients and their parents. First 
of all, I want to let you know that Butterscotch is very much alive and continuing to 
make progress every day. Secondly, I wish to thank all of you who responded, provided 
great suggestions, and provided me much needed comfort. For all you have done for me, 
I want to give you an update on Butterscotch’s progress, let you know how I have incor-
porated her condition into my therapeutic work, and tell you of some of the surprising 
outcomes.

Butterscotch has a couple of very serious abscesses in her jaw which prevent her from 
eating anything she previously enjoyed. It caused her a lot of pain to use her back teeth to 
chew and she stopped eating. In the process of diagnosing her original condition, an ul-
trasound taken of her belly yielded two suspicious tumors believed to be cancerous. Be-
cause older rabbits have about a 50% chance of dying from anesthesia, surgery for either 

condition was a risk I was not willing to 
take. In the weeks immediately after my 
August post, Butterscotch continued to 
lose weight and was growing weaker and 
weaker. She refused to eat the soupy food 
supplement called Critical Care designed 
to replace her nutritional fiber, and two 
days before my family and I were plan-
ning to close the office for a two-week 
vacation, I made an appointment to have 
her euthanized. Twelve hours before her 
scheduled demise, I had her on the kitch-
en counter trying, once more, to coax her 
to eat. I got an idea to try her on some ap-
plesauce, and I got a little spark. She real-
ly didn’t know how to lap up food, like a 
dog or a cat, so I put it in a syringe and she 
started to eat a little bit. This little mea-
sure of hope got me thinking about how I 
could teach her to eat using the behavior 

modification techniques of positive reinforcement and fading. Since we had a vacation 
coming up, I told my family I decided it was not yet time to euthanize her and instead I 
wanted to take Butterscotch with us and use that time to try rewarding her with apple-
sauce and bananas for eating her supplement. If she passed away during our vacation, so 
be it. The time away from the office really helped me focus on her, and after a week or so, 
she really started to make progress and the weight loss stopped. 

Before I left for vacation and the implementation of my “great bunny experiment” 
began, I split my clients into three groups: “A” clients whom I told nothing about But-
terscotch’s condition (these were mostly students who were headed to college); “B” cli-
ents whom I told without their parents present (older adolescents who would have been 
embarrassed to have their parents present if they became emotional); and “C” clients 
whom I told with their parents present (everybody else). My “C” clients were by far the 
most numerous. I made sure I had myself pulled together and tried hard to be hopeful 
while gently describing the situation, as honestly as I could, to each of my parent-child 

been a unique therapeutic ally and friend. I can’t even  begin to tell you how beneficial she 
has been and how much she is loved by the children and parents who have come through 
my office. Last week I took her to the vet because she had stopped eating her hay, but con-
tinued to eat her other food. My vet sent me to a specialist in Tallahassee who conducted 
some tests and then sent me to the Small Animal Hospital at the University of Florida. 
My husband and I and Butterscotch spent four hours there today talking with the rabbit 
specialist who reviewed her chart. I won’t go into the complexities of her condition, but 
suffice it to say, Butterscotch is a very sick bunny and she won’t be with us much longer. 

As heartbreaking as this is for me, it is going to be equally hard for many of my child 
therapy clients, and this is why I am writing today. There is no way to know how long 
Butterscotch has, but as sick as she is, she doesn’t look or act particularly ill right now. 
This will change, apparently, in the next few weeks or months, as she will become less 
active and begin to lose more weight. I don’t know if it is best to wait to tell my child 
clients and their parents what is going to happen (as they might do with their own pets) 
or wait until after Butterscotch can no longer come to the office. It might be important 
for some of my clients to say good-bye to her and others may be better off not knowing 
until the end. My first thought was to write a letter to the parents of my therapy clients, 
let them know what is happening, and ask them to tell me how they would like me to 
address the situation with their child. I am also collecting some child books on bereave-
ment and will probably pull together a handout to give the parents about children and 
their reactions to death and loss.

If any of you has any thoughts or ideas about how to address this, therapeutically, 
with my child and adolescent clients, I would greatly appreciate the advice. 

August 13, 2014

Dear Esteemed Colleagues:
Thank you all so much for your won-

derful ideas and heartfelt sympathies re-
garding this delicate situation. Because 
several people have asked, I am enclosing 
a picture of Butterscotch. This picture 
was taken this morning. She appears to 
be having a good day. A situation like this 
teaches about the importance of living in 
the moment, something I need constant 

reminders about anyway. I will keep you all up-to-date on my decisions regarding my 
clients and their sensibilities regarding their lop-eared co-therapist.

Thanks again. Those of you who have posted have provided me much to think about 
regarding life, death, love, grief, children, and the therapeutic process.

November 1, 2014 

Dear Esteemed Colleagues:
Last August I posted a request on the FPA Listserv about my critically ill therapy 

bunny, Butterscotch. For those of you who don’t recall, I wrote to ask for advice on how 
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November 29, 2014 

Dear Esteemed Colleagues,
It is with the most profound sadness that I tell you of Butterscotch’s passing. She 

went into respiratory distress last weekend and had emergency surgery on Tuesday. Al-
though she seemed to do better for about 24 hours, things began deteriorating rather 
quickly, and the painful decision to let her go had to be made. I want you to know how 
much I have appreciated the countless emails of support I have received regarding this 
lovely little creature who brought so much comfort to so many children for the past nine 
years. Many hearts are aching today, and she will be sorely missed. 

Thank you all most sincerely,
Carol

* * *

After Butterscotch’s passing, I waited a 
couple months before I considered getting a 
new therapy bunny. My clients and I need-
ed time to heal, and I wanted to make sure 
that each child had moved past the loss be-
fore asking them to take another emotional 
risk on a new therapy animal. In February 
of 2015, a new bunny, Mr. Riley, came to 
work with me for the first time. In tempera-
ment, he is much more laid back than But-
terscotch, and he has been extremely easy to 
train. He is a blue silver-tipped steel mini 
lop and a real beauty. Mr. Riley is excep-
tionally social and particularly attentive to 
young children who enjoy getting down on 
his level to play with him. My child clients 
have frequently reported a kinship with 
Riley that feels distinctly different from 
their relationship with Butterscotch — not 
better, not worse, just different. Through-
out her life and the months leading to her 
death, Butterscotch taught us many lessons, 

chief among them being the uniqueness of every relationship, whether human or animal, 
and the resilience of the human spirit to love again.              ▼

dyads. My session with one 13-year-old girl and her mother was particularly moving. My 
teenage client had been struggling with tremendous guilt over the recent death of her 
grandmother. During the last four months of her grandmother’s decline, my client was 
too frightened of her grandmother’s illness to visit. Since her death, my client had mis-
attributed her grandmother’s death to her failure to say good-bye and to help out during 
the final weeks and days of the grandmother’s life. It was a tremendous burden she was 
carrying, and although she had been willing to talk to me about it a little bit, she had 
never told her mother. After telling them about Butterscotch, both my client and her 
mother were very tearful. This client is particularly fond of Butterscotch, and I knew it 
would be hard. Quite unexpectedly, my client broke down and started telling her moth-
er how horrible she felt about not visiting her grandmother during the final months of 
her life and how certain she felt her grandmother’s death was her fault. Although my 
client’s admission to her mother certainly helped the healing process begin, the most 
therapeutic moments happened upon my return from vacation.

Butterscotch requires a lot of care (shots, oral medicine, nutritional supplements, 
etc.), and her medical regimen, including feedings, can take up to two hours each day. 
Rabbits eat continually, and she needs to be fed through a syringe and provided ground 
up greens several times daily. It became clear that some of this care was going to have 
to take place during the work day. The first week back after vacation, my 13-year-old 
client was thrilled to hear that Butterscotch seemed to be making some progress. Then 
she asked if she could help me feed Butterscotch and learn how to care for her. It got me 
thinking, and since that time, with several clients I have incorporated her medical care 
during the first few minutes of their counseling sessions. The impact has been nothing 
short of amazing. The life lessons that have been learned while caring for this little sick 
bunny and watching her improve have been tremendous and unexpected; each child 
benefitted in very different ways. The lessons her care has evoked include the following:

• Never give up. It ain’t over ’til it’s over.
• There are many worthwhile things in life shrouded in uncertainty.
• It feels good to help others.
• Death isn’t so scary to talk about.
• Hard work and patience lead to positive outcomes.
• Taking care of a bunny is more fun than video games.
• If a bunny can learn to tolerate a complete lifestyle change, so can I.
• Life is good and I can make a difference.
• I can tolerate uncomfortable feelings.
• Love’s satisfaction comes from giving and caring. 

For my 13-year-old client, taking care of Butterscotch has been a corrective expe-
rience. She is able to do for Butterscotch what she couldn’t do for her grandmother, 
and she is starting to forgive herself and recognize that her grandmother’s death wasn’t 
something she caused. She and I spent a lot of time talking about death until Butter-
scotch got sick. Now the discussion is mostly about life and how each day is worth em-
bracing even though there are no guarantees about what the next day will bring.

Thanks again to all of you for your wonderful suggestions, positive energy, and warm 
sentiments. It is so life-affirming to have colleagues like you in my corner.


