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				To my father, who taught me the meaning of family,
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			1

			It’s a Calling

			The cat had come with the house.

			He was a feral black cat that John and Susan, who bought the tidy bungalow in a quiet tree-lined neighborhood, had named Miles. Many people wouldn’t have concerned themselves with a stray, especially not when doing so cost them money. But although John and Susan hadn’t expected Miles, they accepted him as their responsibility. They had him neutered and vaccinated at a nearby clinic. Miles warmed to his new humans, enjoying their attention even though he remained wild at heart, preferring to be outdoors most of the time. John and Susan allowed him into the house whenever he wanted, keeping him fed and warm. Slowly, he had become a part of their family.

			But one chilly afternoon in February, John called me, his voice heavy with worry. He thought Miles might have an infected front paw. It was swollen, he explained over the phone, and Miles was limping. Suspecting an abscess, I told him it might need to be treated at a clinic. But as he and Susan were unable to catch Miles, I agreed to come to their house.

			I was never happy about using a fishing net to catch a cat. I had learned the technique from another house-call veterinarian who specialized in cats and cared for some feral cat colonies. It always felt traumatic, especially when I knew the cats I cared for didn’t understand. Still, I kept a fishing net in my car, if only to use as a last resort.

			This was a last-resort kind of case.

			When I arrived at their home, John and Susan led me to the back bathroom, where they’d been able to corral Miles. The poor kitty was petrified from being cooped up, and although he wouldn’t allow me near him, I was able to trap him with the net. Wild creatures do not like being confined, and I hoped to be able to release him soon.

			Remembering what the other vet had taught me, I used the double-wrapping method to enfold Miles until he was snug inside the net. My patient scratched and clawed, and I felt his distress. Yet I knew I had to be vigilant not to let him out or I wouldn’t be able to catch him again. This was my one chance to help him. Finally, he settled and became still.

			Biting my lip in concentration, I gently slid the long handle of the cat-net package a few feet along the linoleum floor into the kitchen, where the light was better and I had more room to work. I stood on the handle to hold the net in place. As soon as I looked closely at the paw, I could tell what was causing the limp. Occasionally a cat’s claw will grow long enough to curl around in a circle and continue growing right into the pad, causing pain and often an infection. Miles had a badly ingrown nail, which had become embedded in his paw.

			I would need to trim the nail to relieve Miles’s pain and allow the infection to heal. However, I couldn’t get to the nail with Miles compressed under the netting. Complicating matters, it was a front claw, close to Miles’s sharp set of teeth. In a clinic setting, it would have taken two trained professionals using leather gloves to hold Miles so I could trim his nail safely, if it could be done at all. Otherwise, we’d have to anesthetize him. But here, hovering over Miles in the middle of the kitchen, none of those options was available to me.

			I explained the problem to John and Susan and told them I didn’t know what to do. They looked at me nervously. Although it would terrify Miles to go to a clinic, it would be a good option if I could get him into a carrier. But I doubted I’d be able to do that once I unwrapped him from the netting. And I had no injectable anesthetics with me, as that was not something I used in clients’ homes. We had no good options.

			As I stood there debating what to do next, this feral cat, trapped in the net, slowly extended the affected paw through the netting. The three of us watched, disbelieving, as he spread his toes. We looked at each other, mouths agape and soundless. That old thorn-in-the-lion’s-paw story was flashing before our collective eyes.

			As I quickly found my nail trimmers and cut the offending nail, Miles kept his paw completely still. None of us made a sound for fear of breaking whatever spell he was under. At last, I released Miles from the net. He shook himself and headed back outside. His limp was gone.

			It was impossible to look at Miles, who would surely make a full recovery with the help of some antibiotics, and at John and Susan, who cared so much about this feral cat, and not think about the ways they had agreed to take care of each other and how, because of this, they were all better off.

			

			—

			I’ve been a veterinarian for thirty years. For most of that time I’ve had my own house-call practice, going inside people’s homes to care for their animals, meeting my human clients and animal patients where they live. I’ve been in hundreds of residences, working at kitchen tables and living room sofas, even in bedrooms and bathrooms. Occasionally clients seem awkward as they invite me in, apologizing for clutter, dishes in a sink, or an unmade bed. “Don’t worry at all,” I respond. “No one sees my house!”

			In this book, I am going to open my door and allow a view into my own home. You may see my clutter, my unmade bed, the dishes in my sink. You may witness how fully I’ve loved my own animals, and how I have struggled personally as well as professionally over the difficulties pet lovers face. And you can discover how much I have learned from my animal family members and patients about life, and love, and even death.

			

			—

			When people ask me when I knew I wanted to become a veterinarian, I tell them I’ve known my whole life. I have always loved animals. As a child, I drew them with crayons. I read books about them. I pretended to be a dog, a cat, or a horse and favored stuffed animals for toys. Yet one trip stands out in my memory as the moment when I knew I didn’t just want to be a vet but needed to make animals a central part of my life.

			Although I grew up in Massachusetts, my parents were born and raised in South Africa, and most of my extended family lived there. Holidays were lonely times for us because they highlighted what others had that we did not. While other people had family who visited them, who showered them with presents and hugs, we had only each other. We didn’t have pets, either, as my mother said she had her hands full caring for myself and my brother. Then, however, came the opportunity to not only connect with my family but also to encounter the animals whose company I craved.

			When I was a child, the fare for an international plane ticket was half price for children under twelve. My parents offered my younger brother, Michael, and me each a choice: at age eleven, we could either travel to South Africa to stay with family for the summer or we could save the money for a party to celebrate our bar or bat mitzvah when we turned thirteen. I immediately chose the trip.

			I didn’t know much about what to expect in Johannesburg when I arrived there in 1978, only that I would get to see my grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and second cousins, many of them for the first time. I imagined what they would be like, these people who looked like me and spoke with accents like my parents’. I expected to finally get to see what their lives were like and to be spoiled by my grandparents. What I did not expect was that when I finally arrived, my aunt Hilary, uncle Leigh, and cousin Joanne would invite me on their weeklong safari vacation to Kruger National Park.

			Kruger National Park is one of the largest game reserves in Africa. It has a land area roughly the size of Wales, and within its borders lives just about every kind of African animal imaginable: lions and zebras, elephants and giraffes, wildebeests and antelopes. The night before we left, I was so excited I could barely sleep. Little did I know this was one of those rare childhood moments when the excitement I felt beforehand paled in comparison to what it was like to experience the real thing.

			On the appointed day, we piled into the family sedan, the car packed full of food and provisions, and, driving on what I thought was the wrong side of the road, headed north for several hours. As we drove, leaving behind the hustle and bustle of the city, Aunt Hilary explained the rules to me and four-year-old Joanne. “You can’t get out of the car,” she said. “Except when we are at the rest camp.”

			“What about bathrooms?” I asked.

			“You go before we leave the camp. It’s not safe to get out of the car. Sometimes it’s not even safe in the car,” she added. “I had a friend years ago whose car was trampled by an elephant. The parents had to jump into the back seat with the children. They were lucky they weren’t killed.”

			This seemed impossible to me then, like a story adults told to scare children into compliance. Elephants could trample a car? What would that even look like? I was nervous but also thrilled at the idea of encountering creatures so big and powerful that they could crush our car to rubble. I longed to see them up close, to look into their eyes and see what kind of lives lived there.

			Six hours felt like a very long time that day, as I constantly checked the clock to see how much longer we still had to go. We sang songs and played “I spy” until we were all sick of it. Eventually we drove through the gates of the park. Joanne and I positioned ourselves at the windows, spotting for wildlife.

			“Look there!” said my uncle, pointing to a few impalas running across the road in front of us. The graceful antelopes leaped as though they were on springs. I didn’t know yet that they were as common in the park as squirrels were at home. I was transfixed by their beauty and freedom. I watched them leap away in complete awe. But this was only the beginning.

			We stayed at one of the many rest camps inside the park, where warthogs ran throughout like stray dogs as we walked around the grounds. Their large heads and long tusks made us giggle, as did the way they trotted along as though they were late to a meeting. In the morning, Aunt Hilary woke us when it was still dark outside. The animals, she explained, were most active at dusk and dawn; they slept through much of the day. We rubbed the sleep out of our eyes and piled into the sedan.

			As we drove through the long, straight roads of the park, the African sun painting the sky a deep orange, we were enraptured. We saw zebras, elephants, and giraffes. Hippos. Baboons. An elegant kudu, a type of antelope with large curling horns. Silly-looking wildebeests, also called gnus. Large herds of impalas, graceful and leaping. Occasionally, vultures circled overhead. It was winter in the southern hemisphere, and the limited vegetation made it easier to see the wildlife. I took pictures with my little Kodak Instamatic camera, hoping the photos would provide proof of the amazing sights I was experiencing, as well as memories I could hold on to when I eventually had to go back home.

			Some animals were common, like the impalas; others were rarer, like lions. Each time we spotted one, we stopped to watch. We could drive for hours without seeing another car, but when we did notice a stopped car ahead, it elicited great excitement. What did they spot? we wondered. A pride of lions? A rhino? Hyenas? Each time, I felt like the lucky winner of an out-of-body experience, able to encounter the world through the eyes of something wild.

			One day a swarm of monkeys enveloped our car. They were on the roof, on the hood, on the ground. My cousin and I pointed at a mother carrying a baby monkey. “So cute!”

			“Don’t open the windows!” my uncle shouted. We guessed that some people had fed the monkeys through car windows and now they were looking for food. I didn’t open my window, but I held up my hands to the glass as I met a monkey’s eyes. I wished I could touch him.

			In the distance, we at last spotted what we had been hoping to see. It was a herd of elephants. They were enormous, bigger than I had imagined, like houses come to life. As soon as we saw them, Aunt Hilary, who was driving, turned the car around while keeping a respectful distance, explaining, “If they charge, I want to be able to drive forward, not in reverse.” I was impressed that she could keep her wits about her in that moment when all I could manage to do was gawk. The large figures were so improbable, they looked as though they’d been created by Dr. Seuss. I wanted to get out of the car and stand close to them, but I knew that was impossible. Although the animals had become accustomed to the cars driving around and mostly ignored them, a person outside a vehicle could easily be viewed as prey, and you never knew what dangerous animal might be lurking nearby. I also knew that although the elephants looked slow-moving, they could move fast when they wanted to. We didn’t want to anger them. This was their world, and we were the lucky visitors, compelled to obey their rules.

			All too soon, our trip was coming to an end. I was trying to soak up every last bit of wildlife I could, sure that if I could just bottle up these memories, I could hold on to them for the rest of my life. I don’t remember where we were driving or what we had just seen when, without warning, we happened upon a tree with a half-eaten impala carcass slung across a high fork of branches. Its head and front legs were dangling limply toward the ground. All four of us collectively gasped.

			We could only guess that a predator, likely one of the big cats, had carried it up into the tree for safekeeping until the hunter was ready to eat again. I thought my aunt and uncle would quickly drive past it, but instead they lingered. Years later, I wondered what this had taught me, even if I didn’t recognize it at the time: about the fierce nature of the animal kingdom; about the way that life always exists in concert with death, not in opposition to it; that to love animals, to care for them, means recognizing that they will always die.

			

			—

			But this was not the only lesson I would learn as a result of that trip. As we watched the animals in their natural habitats, I was struck by the knowledge that they had been living so peacefully without humans. I kept wondering, what can we learn from them? What can they teach us? These animals looked odd when viewed as pictures or inside zoos. But they appeared far more sensible in their own environments. The long neck of a giraffe, stretched to nibble leaves on the top of a tree, did not look funny. It seemed perfectly natural. Confined to our cars, we were the ones who seemed out of place. It was my first lesson in the importance of context when considering an animal’s well-being.

			But animals were not the only ones to help me with that understanding. My first teacher, who helped me learn the necessity of what would later be termed narrative medicine, was in fact my grandfather.

			

			—

			My grandfather Maurice Fine was a physician in South Africa. My brother and I called him Oupa (pronounced oh-pah), which means “grandfather” in the Afrikaans language. He was short, balding, and usually smiling. Oupa was an old-style type of doctor, a general practitioner. He treated the entire family, adults and children alike. He delivered babies and cared for the elderly. A soft-spoken, patient man, he took his time and gave each person his focused attention. Oupa maintained a small office where he saw patients, but he also made house calls, which accounted for about half of his practice.

			When I was a child, my grandparents came to America almost every summer to visit us, so I got to know them well. Oupa loved to sing, and you could often tell where he was in the house by the sound of him singing or humming old show tunes or lighthearted melodies, like “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary” and “The Ugly Duckling.” I still remember the way my grandfather applied a Band-Aid (or a plaster, as he called it): slowly and carefully, placing the soft cotton part over the skin before pulling off the tabs. The first thing he did if I approached him with a medical problem, whether a headache or a scraped knee, was to take my pulse with his gentle hands. As he held my small hand between his two, I felt calmed.

			In my grandfather’s day, doctors were respected, but not placed on a pedestal. Oupa was a member of his community, one who drove from home to home doing his rounds, checking in on his patients. He bartered with some of them, taking care of the family of a local mechanic who in turn cared for my grandfather’s car for many years. Neither kept track; they considered it an even trade.

			“How can you take care of a patient if you’ve never been to their home?” he’d wonder aloud. I knew this wasn’t really a question.

			In their homes, Oupa could tell which of his patients were taking their medications, who had a healthy lifestyle, and who was a chronic smoker even though they denied it. If he noticed drawn curtains on a sunny day or a messy home that used to be tidy, he might suspect a patient was depressed, which informed his treatment plan. When someone came to his office, he already knew them well from having been in their home.

			My grandfather’s lifestyle sounded idyllic to me, except for the fact that he lived and practiced in South Africa under apartheid. My parents had explained apartheid to my brother and me, as much as the government-mandated racial separation policy could be explained. My family was fairly new to South Africa, as my great-grandparents were a part of the Jewish population that settled there after fleeing persecution in Russia around the turn of the century.

			The ideals of my grandparents were not in line with those of the South African government. Eventually, two of their three children left the authoritarian country and emigrated to England, then America. My father’s sister, Hazel, and her husband, Hymie, left before my parents; they were active in the anti-apartheid movement and, although I didn’t know it at the time, they had once hidden Nelson Mandela in their home for several weeks when he was evading police. When my aunt and uncle received word that the authorities were asking questions about them, they had to flee the country within hours. They lived in exile, unable to return for over twenty years, fearing arrest.

			My grandparents would likely have emigrated as well, but their third child was severely disabled, and they would not have been able to afford his care had they moved. So they settled for annual visits and aerograms, the light blue, prestamped, paper and envelope in one, which were the main form of communication between separated families in those days. Phone calls back then were prohibitively expensive and reserved for emergencies. It was always hard saying goodbye at the end of my grandparents’ summer visit, knowing I wouldn’t see them or hear their voices for another whole year, other than a birthday phone call lasting only a couple of minutes.

			

			—

			When I left South Africa that summer, I was sad to be departing but excited to get home to my bird, Taffy. For my eleventh birthday, the fall before my South Africa trip, my mother had allowed me to get a parakeet. It was the family’s first pet. My father brought me to the local Woolworth’s, where I had picked out a bright green budgie. I was ecstatic to have a pet of my own, right there in my room. I watched her in awe, this beautiful tiny creature, hopping around in her cage. I had purchased a book on parakeets, which I read from cover to cover. I wanted to do everything I could to keep my bird happy. Taffy had mirrors and toys in her cage, even sandpaper covers for her perches to prevent her nails from growing too long.

			I hoped to have Taffy jump on my finger, but she was nervous and easily frightened. I, however, possessed the patience and the determination of an extreme animal lover with her first pet, and the free time of an eleven-year-old in the 1970s. I stood in front of her cage for hours at a time, every day, with the door open and my index finger barely inside, waiting for Taffy to adjust to my presence. I held my finger straight out like a perch and moved it in the tiniest possible increments so she wouldn’t jump away. Eventually, I got close to her as she sat on her favorite perch by the mirror.

			One day, I managed to gently touch my finger to her chest. Then Taffy surprised me by climbing onto the extended digit, one little bird foot at a time, gripping tightly to maintain her balance on the unfamiliar perch. I stood still, elated. It was one of the happiest moments of my life.

			That day proved to be a turning point; I had won Taffy’s trust, and she and I were inseparable from then on. She hopped willingly onto my finger every day when I got home from school and went anywhere in the house with me. I began leaving her cage door open when I was in the room with her, so she could fly around. She sang to me, and I sang back to her.

			When my mother started working full-time, a problem arose. We wanted to turn the heat down during the day, but parakeets require a warm temperature. My father created a special, large cage for Taffy with a thermostat and a light bulb for a heat source. We kept her cage in the kitchen.

			One day when I was in high school, I came home from school and went into the kitchen for a snack. My eyes couldn’t find Taffy on any of her perches; she was on her back, on the bottom of the cage, dead. I ran out of the room, screaming, and called my father at work. He buried her that evening, under a small pine tree we could see from the kitchen window. She had loved to look out that window, perched on the wide edge of a clay mug my brother had made, and I often looked up at her on the windowsill as I waited for the school bus. Taffy’s death took me completely by surprise, as she had shown no signs of illness before she died. It was three days before I could bring myself to venture into the kitchen again. I felt as though it was the end of my childhood.

			My grief for Taffy was no less than it would have been for a dog or a cat. Yes, I was still a child, and she was only a little bird. But grief over the loss of a dear friend is the same no matter what your age, and no matter what the species.

			

			—

			Just as I couldn’t imagine Oupa doing anything else other than being a doctor, I couldn’t imagine wanting to be anything except a veterinarian, especially after that trip of a lifetime where I felt connected to the animals around me in a new, deeper way. I wanted to take care of them the same way my grandfather took care of people: learning their stories, connecting with them, and making them feel safe. For both of us, being a doctor was a calling. It was as simple and as mystifying as that.

			I knew that becoming a veterinarian would require many years of schooling, but I did well in school and was prepared to do whatever was necessary to follow my dream. Also, my parents had always stressed the importance of education. One day, my father explained why.

			“It’s because we’re Jewish. Our people have been forced to move countries many times. If you put your money into education, that’s something you can bring with you, and it can’t be stolen. It’s safer than putting it in a bank.”

			It was a solemn reminder of my family’s history.

			

			—

			Soon, however, an unexpected obstacle to my chosen career arose: allergies. In high school, I volunteered at a local veterinary clinic, where I sneezed uncontrollably whenever a cat entered the room. Eventually, I stopped being present for feline exams and treatment.

			“Don’t even think about going to veterinary school,” my allergist told me. Sitting across from him in his office, I crossed my arms and frowned. Maybe I just wouldn’t treat cats, I decided. Of course I was still going to go to veterinary school—if I managed to get accepted, that is. I resolved to find a way to make it work, even if it meant sneezing every day for the rest of my life. Caring for animals was that important to me.

			I already knew veterinary school was notoriously hard to get into, due in part to the limited number of schools. If I had been born one or more decades earlier, I would have had another barrier: being a woman.

			Several women older than me have told me that many veterinary schools refused to admit women. Even when women began to be consistently accepted to veterinary schools, about ten years before me, they did not have it easy. “You realize you’re taking away a spot from a man?” a friend was asked. The implication was that men needed to support families and women did not, and that men were stronger and therefore more physically capable of treating animals. While, admittedly, most women are smaller physically than most men, when faced with a horse or a cow, a hundred pounds doesn’t make a lot of difference.

			I chose an undergraduate university with a strong premed department, as veterinary schools require the completion of most of the same courses as medical schools in order to apply. At Brandeis University, I took biology, chemistry, organic chemistry, and physics, all with lab courses, in addition to regular classes. It was a rigorous curriculum, and premed students were advised to not play sports or apply to junior-year study-abroad programs if they wanted to succeed. Although I enjoyed my college biology class, organic chemistry and physics did not come naturally to me. Looking back, I wonder at them being requirements. Many doctors I know have speculated that prerequisite science courses existed more to weed out students than anything else. In practice, I’ve never used physics or organic chemistry. However, two subjects that were not required are ones I use regularly, even daily: psychology and ethics. Much of psychology is applicable to both humans and animals (Pavlov, after all, used dogs in his studies). And I often find myself in situations with complex ethics involving both my animal patient and human client.

			During vacations, I worked as a receptionist at a local veterinary clinic. I wasn’t working directly with cats, so my allergies were not a problem. Although I didn’t get to see the animals up close, I was learning how to talk to clients about their pets’ problems. As the reception desk overlooked the waiting room, I often heard people exchange anecdotes about their animals. One day a man yelled at me, irate that he had to wait for his dog’s appointment instead of being allowed to drop off his pet. After sitting in the waiting room and exchanging animal stories with other pet owners for about half an hour, he calmed down so much that he apologized before he left. It was my first indication that being a vet wouldn’t just involve caring for animals, but, in many ways, for their owners, too.

			The clinic was also my first real glimpse of the inner workings of an animal hospital. The receptionists served as the gatekeepers: booking appointments, fielding questions from clients on the phone, and checking clients in and out. The technician staff acted as nurses and assistants. They worked with the doctors in the exam room or in surgery, ran tests in the lab area of the facility, or directly provided patient care. Veterinarians saw clients or performed surgery. And an office manager was the one who had hired me and oversaw the whole operation.

			I enjoyed watching the doctors talk to clients and observing lab work and surgeries when I had the chance. One dog, named Split for her tendency to lie with her front legs spread apart, had difficulty recovering from an emergency splenectomy and spent the following few days lying down in her run. We all worried about her, and the entire staff cheered when she rallied and stood for the first time. I had never participated in organized sports, but I imagined that this was how it felt when your team scores the winning point.

			Occasionally, my father would ask if I wanted to apply to medical school instead of veterinary school. Both require an elaborate screening process with numerous entrance requirements. Both have a great deal of competition for available spots. Both consist of four years of rigorous study following four years of undergraduate college. Students in both schools learn anatomy, physiology, and the recognition, treatment, and prevention of disease processes. The main difference is while physicians learn to treat only humans, veterinarians must learn to practice on more than one species. Other differences include veterinarians’ ability to enter general practice without having to specialize and complete a residency. And, of course, the reality that veterinarians earn far less money than physicians was not lost on my father.

			I knew all this. Yet I told him that I had no desire to be a medical doctor. I didn’t want to become a vet for the money. I would argue that none of us do.

			The fall of my senior year of college, it was time to mail my veterinary school application to Tufts. Tufts was the only veterinary school in New England, so I was most likely to be admitted there, since students were accepted based on geographical location. I tried to remain undaunted when a midwestern veterinary school declined to send me an application, informing me that my preliminary transcript did not meet their minimum requirements.

			At the main post office in town, I climbed the steps of the brick building with my paperwork painstakingly assembled in a large manila envelope. It felt enormously important, this day I had worked toward for what seemed my entire life. I knew that many people applied for years before getting accepted to veterinary school, and many others were wait-listed, but I was hopeful. My grades were steady, and I had volunteered at the veterinary school and done well on the required GRE test, obtaining a near-perfect score on the logic portion. On the other hand, Tufts had not accepted me into their undergraduate program.

			The odds of admission were slim; today they hover at around 11 percent. Several weeks later, I was encouraged when I received a letter with the news that I had been granted an interview, which I knew increased my chances. On the big day, I sat in a chair in the hallway of the large brick admissions building awaiting my turn, wearing uncomfortable interview clothing and taking deep breaths. When I was finally called, the two interviewers were friendly but showed no reaction as I answered their questions. I felt good about some of my answers, and concerned about others, but their expressions didn’t change, so I had no idea what they thought. I went home and cried. All I could do now was wait.

			Months later, I stood in front of my student mailbox, holding a letter bearing the blue Tufts seal in the upper left-hand corner. It felt thick, a good sign. I opened the envelope and read the words I’d been hoping to see. I felt as though I were floating, like all the pieces of my life had come together for this moment to arrive.

			I had been accepted.

			What I didn’t realize then, having been focused for so long on getting into veterinary school, was how hard it would be to stay in veterinary school. Now the real work would have to begin. I would learn to be a veterinarian, to live a life surrounded by animals, and to help them the way that my grandfather helped his patients—by learning their stories and, slowly over time, becoming a part of them. Even in ways I couldn’t have anticipated.

		

	
		
		
			2

			Veterinary School

			In preparation for veterinary school, I rented an apartment just outside Boston with one of my future classmates, a woman from New Jersey named Wendy. Wendy was a good choice for a roommate as she was easy to get along with, already had living room furniture (I did not), and was a good cook (my repertoire consisted of macaroni and cheese from a box and chocolate chip cookies from scratch).

			Wendy also had a cat. Fortunately I seemed to have outgrown my sneezing allergy to cats, or I built up a tolerance to them while working at the clinic in college. For the first time in my life, I realized, I could have a cat of my own.

			I knew just where I wanted to go to adopt one: a shelter called Buddy Dog. I was familiar with the shelter because during college I had participated in a volunteer program that involved bringing animals to visit a nearby nursing home once a month.

			Each visit began at the shelter, where a staff member helped me choose a friendly puppy, kitten, or both, depending on which animals were available that day. I then drove to a nursing home about thirty minutes away and spent a pleasant hour or so with the residents. I watched as faces lit up, eyes softened, and hands reached out to touch the animals. I listened as people told stories of animals they’d known and loved. Many talked about childhood pets, animals who had died decades ago. One woman always asked if the puppy and the kitten were brother and sister; I never knew if she was asking if they belonged to the same family or whether she thought they were actually related. My answer was always a cheerful “No, they’re not.” More than once, at the end of the visit, a tearful staff member approached me to confide that a resident who’d been animated and talkative with the animals present hadn’t spoken or interacted with anyone for days beforehand. I was pleased but not surprised; I understood what animals could do for people.

			This time, I headed toward Buddy Dog to choose an animal to keep. In the kitten room, tiny paws stretched through metal cage bars as I walked back and forth. I didn’t have a color or gender in mind. In one cage, I spotted a gray-striped tiger kitten with iridescent green eyes. When I took him out of the cage, he clung to me as if he knew we belonged together. I trusted him immediately.

			I named him Daiquiri because I loved how the word sounds. He got along well with Wendy’s older kitten, Kali, and they played and napped together. He slept on my bed each night and finished the last spoonful of milk from my cereal every morning (while some cats are lactose intolerant, Dai had no problems with his dairy treat).

			My college boyfriend of three years was starting medical school about an hour away. We’d nearly broken up the previous year, and although I went to visit him in his new apartment, he seemed to want to keep me separate from his medical school life. When my boyfriend finally visited me, he wasn’t happy that I’d gotten a cat. He said he was allergic (something I didn’t recall him ever mentioning)—but seemed more jealous than anything else. “How do you know the cat loves you?” he asked. “Maybe he just likes you because you feed him.” Not long afterward, we broke up.

			It was easier this way, I realized. The relationship had been plagued by ups and downs, and was often draining. Now I could really focus on my studies. Once I got over the initial devastation of the breakup, I welcomed being single.

			During my early twenties, as my working friends enjoyed themselves on weeknights, went out on weekends, and even dated, my classmates and I studied almost constantly. Veterinary school consisted of full days of classes and labs, and each evening involved several hours of studying. Weekends meant laundry and grocery shopping, as well as more time to study. The vast amounts of material presented seemed impossible to master, no matter how many hours I worked.

			There was also the commute to adjust to, as Wendy and I had to travel from our apartment in Somerville to the Tufts medical school campus in downtown Boston each day. As the veterinary school campus could not yet accommodate everyone, first- and second-year veterinary students were crammed into a couple of windowless basement rooms in the medical school building thirty miles from the rural veterinary campus. Wendy and I took a bus to the T station, rode the train several stops, then walked a few more blocks to school. For months at a time, the only animals I saw other than the ones I lived with were rats scurrying around in the subway.

			The first week of school, I became friendly with another student named Karen. We ate lunch together, along with an assortment of other classmates. One weekend, we arranged to study together at the medical school library. We organized ourselves at nearby study carrels and read our syllabi, breaking every hour or so to chat. At one point, Karen became overwhelmed by the amount of material we had to cover. As I tried to cheer her up, I had a flash of inspiration. I retrieved my Walkman (or Walkperson, as I called it) from my backpack and checked the tape inside. Yep, Bob Marley. I rewound to the song “No Woman No Cry,” which repeats the phrase everything’s gonna be all right so many times that you begin to believe it.

			“This will help,” I promised Karen as I handed her the headphones. She adjusted them, leaned back, closed her eyes, and started to sway ever so slightly as her body relaxed and she began to smile. After the song, she was herself again.

			“Hey, how ’bout we go to Chinatown for lunch after we finish the next section?” she asked. “I know some really good places that aren’t too expensive.” Karen knew Chinatown well, and we enjoyed a delicious meal as she taught me how to use chopsticks.

			During another study session, I asked Karen a question. “How late are you up on Saturday nights, usually?” I had agreed to have dinner with my ex-boyfriend the following weekend, something that had seemed like a good idea when he’d called. Now I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t exactly want to cancel, but I knew Karen was a night owl and I thought maybe I could talk to her when I got home if things went badly.

			“You can call me anytime,” she responded firmly after I explained. She put her hand on my arm for emphasis. “Just remember, I can be at your place in twenty minutes with a bottle of wine.” Those words remain one of the finest declarations of friendship I have ever heard.

			Most weeks, our entire class was together for thirty to forty hours, so we got to know one another well. If someone got a new sweater, we all noticed. Most time was spent in the dark, watching slide presentations from various professors. I sometimes resorted to eating to try to stay awake and lined up my water bottle and a granola bar and whatever else I had brought. Notes in the form of small folded papers were surreptitiously passed from row to row and seat to seat for communication. Staying late to study today? Did you finish the chapter? Want to eat lunch outside? Outside meant the steps of the church next door, a sunny spot we sometimes shared with homeless people.

			Most of our teachers were men, but my class was on the cusp of a large change in the profession: we were 70 percent female, a record. Tufts never had a policy of excluding women, and women were beginning to apply to veterinary schools in record numbers. The trend has continued, as more women than men graduate from veterinary schools today. A likely reason is that more men choose to enter human medicine due to the far-higher pay in that field for approximately the same years of study and costs in student loans.

			We heard that the class two years ahead of us included some female students who had complained loudly about sexist remarks from various professors, resulting in the administration instituting policies to decrease such comments.

			“At this point in the lecture, there’s a joke I like to tell, but now, you know, I’ve been told I’m not supposed to,” a professor might complain, eliciting cries of “Tell! Tell!” from a few classmates, as I silently thanked those who came before me.

			I commiserated with my college friend Maddy, who was in medical school in Maryland. Maddy’s class was a record 50 percent women. “You know how professors like to throw in a fun slide at the beginning or end of the lecture?” she asked me. “Well, some of my professors show a scantily clad woman.” I was appalled. All my professors, without exception, either showed slides of their own pets or Far Side cartoons for their “fun slides.”

			In theory, one of the reasons the first two years of our veterinary classes were located on the medical school campus was to share some of their faculty, and we had a few physiology lectures together with the medical students. My classmates and I heard rumors about a tradition of some medical students sitting in the back row to make mooing sounds, which sounded comical to me. The rumor turned out to be true, but when I was in the classroom and actually heard the moos, I was not amused. It seemed condescending and disrespectful. Was this really how physicians viewed veterinarians?

			The medical school and veterinary school anatomy labs were side by side, in the basement of an old building across the street from our classroom building. My fellow veterinary students and I spent what seemed like countless hours in those basement rooms, feeling pickled ourselves from the formaldehyde fumes, dissecting our cadaver dogs (and later, ponies) in student groups of three. We took turns reading from the anatomy book and dissecting with the metal instruments. Occasionally, a handful of medical students would drift down the hallway and stand in the doorway to peer into our room.

			“Ewww, you do dogs?”

			Some of us returned the favor, slipping away from our lab to gaze curiously into the medical school anatomy room. “Wow, people. Ewww.”

			And it did seem strange to see, there on the familiar metal table, a form so akin to my own. Otherwise, the medical student lab was nearly identical to ours: the bright lights, the pungent smell of formaldehyde, the heads of classmates bent together over books and bodies. I was friendly with some medical students, and they invited us in for a closer look. My lab partners and I examined a human cadaver up close. Looking under the skin, we saw that the muscles, blood vessels, organs, and tissues appeared much the same as those we were dissecting in our neighboring room.

			Exams were grueling, and typically consisted of page after page of multiple-choice questions featuring treacherous combinations such as “A and C,” “none of the above,” or “all of the above.” My classmates each had their own ritual for pre-exam nerves. In the hallway and the break room before an exam, we resembled Olympic athletes anxiously waiting to compete; like them, we had practiced and sacrificed and now had one chance to demonstrate our abilities and be judged accordingly. Some students huddled in small groups, comparing how little sleep they’d had and which sections they’d struggled with most. Others frantically paged through textbooks, syllabi, or homemade index cards while mumbling to themselves.

			I chose neither option. To center myself, I tried to connect with the reason I was there in the first place. I always had my Walkperson with me, as music helped me relax and focus. During my commute I listened to the Indigo Girls, Suzanne Vega, Tracy Chapman, UB40, and many others, but there was one tape reserved for exams: U2’s The Joshua Tree. I sat (or possibly curled into the fetal position) on the sofa in the break room with my headphones on and my eyes closed. I related to the passion in the music; it felt so close to my deep desire of wanting to become a veterinarian.

			After a final exam, on, say, a Wednesday night in December, a random group of us might celebrate, going out for lunch in Chinatown or, later, heading to a bar or a nightclub and dancing until the wee hours. We’d split an order of nachos, as they were cheap and filling, and we favored a bar near school that offered ninety-nine-cent drafts. Those times were rare, but they helped bond us together, myself and my seventy or so classmates.

			My class was only the veterinary school’s tenth, and it is a testament to the teachers and the school administration that our education did not feel scattered despite the split campus. Our teachers were knowledgeable and often intense, devoted to both our education and their fields. Sometimes we had a sense that they argued over the amount of time allotted to their individual fields; the cardiologists wanted to give us more lectures, as did most of the other specialties.

			I didn’t realize until years later that functioning under less-than-ideal circumstances has long been a hallmark of veterinary medicine. Veterinarians have a history of making do, utilizing old equipment salvaged from human hospitals like anesthesia and X-ray machines. Only recently have such devices been widely marketed for the purposes of veterinary medicine. Veterinarians excel at using what they have on hand; for instance, fashioning a splint for a kitten from a tongue depressor. My profession is filled with outside-the-box thinkers who persist until they find a way to make something work.

			

			—

			I was interested in working internationally, and I knew I needed more large-animal experience. After my first year, I found a summer job living and working on a dairy farm in Upstate New York. It was a different lifestyle than I had ever experienced growing up in the suburbs of Boston. Everything revolved around the farm animals and their needs. I saw firsthand the meaning of expressions such as make hay while the sun shines and until the cows come home. I learned how to drive a tractor, and the farmer, Doug, gifted me a baby goat.

			It was a far cry from my fourth-floor apartment in Somerville. When I tried to explain where I lived to Doug, I could tell it was hard for him to comprehend life in the city. He and his wife, Carol, owned the land they lived on and farmed. “If I get up at night and go for a walk in my sleep, I need to know that I’d be on my own land,” he told me. I struggled to relate.

			Doug’s favorite treat was a visit to a local diner called the Bluebird for a slice of pie. He referred to the restaurant as the “Dirty Bird,” more out of a sense of familiarity than disrespect. The town was small and everyone seemed to know each other. Once, as we sat at the diner counter, a regular asked the waitress for a glass of milk. “Okay, but finish your water first so I don’t have to dirty another glass,” she responded. I nearly spat out my pie.

			I didn’t realize how I had romanticized the life of a farmer—living in harmony with the land and the animals—until something happened one day in the barn. I’d heard Doug complain about swallows nesting there but hadn’t thought much of it until I saw him take a broom handle and aim it into the rafters. Too late, I realized what was going on. He’d knocked down a swallow’s nest with just-hatched eggs, which had fallen directly into the back of the manure spreader, a large trailer filled with manure that Doug or I would tow with the tractor to fertilize the hay fields.

			I didn’t hesitate, scrambling on top of the pile of droppings, searching for baby birds. I found them, featherless and new

			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
		

	
OEBPS/9780593466902_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Chapter 1: It’s a Calling


						Chapter 2: Veterinary School


						Chapter 3: Sacrifices


						Chapter 4: Ain’t Doin’ Right


						Chapter 5: House Calls


						Chapter 6: Where Puppies Come From


						Chapter 7: New Beginnings


						Chapter 8: A Whole New Toolshed


						Chapter 9: Dog of Honor


						Chapter 10: The Universe Shifts


						Chapter 11: He Knew Just What to Do


						Chapter 12: Go Toward


						Chapter 13: Bucket List


						Chapter 14: Dances with Death


						Chapter 15: A New Addition


						Chapter 16: A Good Death


						Chapter 17: The Red Dot in Winter


						Chapter 18: Veterinarians in Crisis


						Chapter 19: Rana in Summer


						Chapter 20: Rana


						Chapter 21: The Rana-Colored Thread


						Chapter 22: Stories of Medicine


						Chapter 23: I Fix Broken Hearts


						Chapter 24: Learning from Animals


						Acknowledgments


						Rituals for Grieving the Loss of a Pet


						How to Write a Pet Obituary


						Resources


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						iii


						iv


						v


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9780593466902_cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER
~ ¥ THE
(<
OTHER FAMILY

DOCTOR

A Veterinarian Explores What Animals Can
Teach Us About Love, Life, and Mortality

“Filled with compassion
and wisdom.”
—Sy Montgomery,
bestselling-author of
How to Be a Good Creature












OEBPS/images/9780593466902_title_page.jpg
The Other
Family Doctor

A Veterinarian Explores What Animals
Can Teach Us About Love, Life, and Mortality

Karen Fine, DVM

I

ANCHOR BOOKS
A DIVISION OF PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE LLC
NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/001_Fine_9780593466896_all_art_r1.jpg






