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Best friends come in all shapes 
and sizes and for 10-year-
old Rebecca Barker, her best 
friend is a five-year-old golden 

retriever named Honey – the assistance 
dog that has changed Rebecca’s life.

Diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome 
at four-years-old, Rebecca was a self-
conscious little girl who felt that she 
was always on the outside looking in, 
desperate to fit in with others her age. 

Her mother, Michelle Barker, 38, has seen 
a huge transformation in her daughter 
since Honey, one of the first assistance 
dogs in Northern Ireland, came into her 
life three years ago.

“Honey has changed her wee life.” says 
Michelle. “She’s a normal 10-year-old 
girl now - full of confidence and loves 
socialising.  She’s funny, very witty and 
willing to try everything now.  With 
Honey by her side, she is a different 
person!”

Rebecca got a lovely surprise last month 
thanks to our very own James Nesbitt.  
Ulster University arranged a meeting 
for Rebecca – and Honey too of course 
- with the Cold Feet star.  “Her wee face 
was priceless!” Michelle laughs. “She was 

absolutely gobsmacked and I can’t thank 

Jimmy and Ulster University enough.  

They made my little girl so happy!

“Rebecca knows Jimmy is from the local 

area and admires him as an actor.  To 

be honest more than anything else, she 

loves him in the Sky TV adverts!”

As Chancellor of Ulster University, Dr 

James Nesbitt was at the Coleraine 

Campus graduations ceremonies where 

he met Rebecca and Honey, and our 

photographer Mark Jamieson was there 

to capture the precious moment!

Michelle recalls: “James was fantastic 
with Rebecca. When she first saw him, he 
came over and shook her hand and she 
just threw her wee arms around him for 
a cuddle! She kept saying ‘I can’t believe 
this!’ She was absolutely beaming.

“He was so charming with her.  Her bent 
down and petted Honey and spent a lot 
of time chatting to Rebecca.  He asked 
all about Honey and talked about his 
own dog before giving Rebecca a bag of 
sweets he had brought for her.  We posed 
for photos and before he left Rebecca 
held her arms out and said ‘Can I have 

another?’

“She got another cuddle and she was 
so chuffed.  It was so kind of Jimmy to 
take the time out and he made a little 
girl very happy!”

Rebecca met Honey back in 2014, 
a year and a half after her mother 
Michelle first discovered Assistance 
Dogs NI.  Michelle was googling options 
to help her daughter when she stumbled 
across the charity and she had no idea 
then just how much of an impact this 
would have on Rebecca’s life.

“When I first showed Rebecca the 
Assistance Dogs Facebook page, she 
pointed at Honey and said ‘I want that 
one!’ And 18 months later, the day that 
Honey first walked into our home, she 
chose Rebecca.”  Michelle laughs.

“We had two dogs to look at and Honey 
was so excited she near took the doors 
off the hinges!

“She walked straight past my mum 
and I, straight up to Rebecca and they 
started eyeballing each other. With 
Rebecca’s Asperger’s, she finds eye 
contact very difficult so as a mother, this 
was something I noticed instantly and 
thought ‘This is going to work.’”

Three years later, Rebecca and Honey 
now come as a pair.  Where Rebecca 
is, Honey is and Rebecca’s friends and 
family accept that as normal life now.

Rebecca is more comfortable with 
socialising now as everyone wants to 

talk about Honey and she happily tells 
them all about her – and asks them 
to like her Facebook page ‘Honey the 
Assistance Dog.’

Michelle happily tells me: “Rebecca is 
a happy wee girl now.  We can barely 
keep her in the house! She’s out at Irish 
Dancing, her performing arts group, 
even surfing lessons. She loves being the 
centre of attention now!

“Due to her Asperger’s, even shopping 
with Rebecca was difficult as her senses 
were so heightened that if someone 
brushed past her, she would feel physical 
pain and would bolt.  She used to bolt 
when she heard loud noises, but Honey 
now calms her down and she hasn’t even 
tried to bolt since Honey came along.

“Rebecca trusts Honey’s judgement and 
she reassurances her and keeps her safe. 
Honey stops at curbs and senses when 

Rebecca is feeling stressed. She takes her 
job very seriously!”

“Honey is remarkable.  She is so clever 
it blows my mind.  She is so in sync 
with Rebecca.  When Honey is at work, 
she doesn’t like to be distracted.  But 
once her purple vest comes off, she is 
such a character.  She will curl up and 
sleep beside the stove because she 
loves the heat.

“But if she hears Rebecca getting 
distressed in her room, she is up those 
stairs like a rocket.  She gives Rebecca a 
wee lick, Rebecca says ‘Thanks buddy’ 
and they come back downstairs as 
happy as Larry!”

“I would recommend Assistance Dogs NI 
to anyone.  They are a fantastic charity 
and are always just a phone call away. 

They transformed my little girl’s life and 
united Rebecca with her ‘furry little sister.’”

This month, Local Women meets Cullybackey’s Rebecca 
Barker and her best friend Honey the assistance dog  - and the 

pair made quite an impact on our very own James Nesbitt!
Rebecca and Honey with James Nesbitt, her mother Michelle 

Barker and grandmother Audrey Jordan.

Rebecca and Honey 
have some fun.

Rebecca and Honey.
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