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			Praise for Pets and the City

			“Dr. Amy visits her patients in their New York City habitats: the grand (and sometimes not-so-grand) homes and apartments where they live. These stories feel like you have hopped into her leather doctor’s bag and gone along for the ride, getting a peek at the houses and lifestyles of the people while learning about the pets she doctors. This book is a treat for anyone who ever wanted to be a vet—and those who are curious how the rich (and their pets) are different from us.”

			—Tracie Hotchner, author of The Dog Bible and The Cat Bible

			“A lovely, compelling memoir written with humor, honesty, and personal drama…This is an engaging and well-told true story.”

			—Lee Gutkind, author of The Fine Art of Literary Fist-Fighting

			“Dr. Attas is part doctor, part educator, part counselor, and all heart—caring not just for pets but for their people. This waggish memoir follows her from mansions and penthouses to studio walk-ups as she performs one of the toughest and most rewarding jobs: protecting our best friends, in every season of life.”

			—Laurie Zaleski, author of Funny Farm: My Unexpected Life with 600 Rescue Animals

			“Dr. Attas’s warm and wonderful Pets and the City is New York City’s version of All Creatures Great and Small. Whether she’s treating the ailing cat of a hoarder in a tiny apartment or a super model’s diseased Pekingese on Park Avenue, her compassion, humor—and affection—for people and their pets shines through. The perfect beach read for animal lovers.”

			—Cat Warren, New York Times bestselling author of What the Dog Knows

			“Heartbreaking, heartwarming, informative, and sometimes downright hilarious. If you can get through this book with a dry eye, please don’t get a pet.”

			—Eugene Linden, author of The Parrot’s Lament and The Octopus and the Orangutan

			“Attas is perhaps at her most compelling when recounting her determination as an adolescent to become a veterinarian and the literal and figurative lengths to which she went to gain experience even before attending veterinary school. She also includes useful advice and tips for pet owners…. Attas has a sharp eye and an amusing, engaging style that bring to life the vagaries of Manhattan house calls and insight into the bonds that are established among veterinarians, clients, and pets. A delightful read.”

			—Kirkus Reviews
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			For my husband, Steve, 
my partner in everything

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Conversation stops at Manhattan dinner parties when someone asks me, “So what do you do?”

			“I’m a veterinarian.”

			At least one person then exclaims, “That’s what I always wanted to be!”

			Same, I think. I was the kid who gave injections to my stuffed animals and wrapped ACE bandages around my pet dog’s neck until my parents made me stop.

			Now I am a veterinarian, and it’s everything I’d ever hoped it would be. Better, in fact, because in my case, I don’t work with dogs and cats in a sterile hospital or clinical environment. Instead, I make house calls and treat the pets where they live—in penthouses, apartments, and walk-ups—all over Manhattan.

			I not only get to treat the animals I love…I also get to peek into their owners’ lives, as well. For a lifelong New Yorker like me, the privilege of doing this job in this city is like hitting the jackpot.

			I’ve been on this path since September 1992, when I came up with the idea for City Pets, Manhattan’s first full-time veterinary house call practice. Nothing like it existed back then, so I developed the business plan as I went along. Right from the start, I booked four, six, and sometimes eight appointments per day. On any given workday, my assistant and I would travel from Battery Park City at the bottom tip of Manhattan to Harlem up top, from the East Side to the West Side, going into the homes of the superrich—and those just getting by. Throughout it all, I’ve had a front-row seat to the private and secret lives of New Yorkers and their pets.

			Then and now, each day starts with a schedule of appointments, listing the names and addresses of the pets, their families, and what each animal needs that day. After loading the necessary equipment and medications into wheelie suitcases, tote bags, and backpacks, my nurse and I set off with a tentative plan…one that is constantly changing due to last-minute emergencies or calls about sick pets who can’t wait. It’s hectic, frenetic, and nerve-racking work. It’s also incredibly exciting.

			A typical day at City Pets looks something like this.
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			My first patient of the morning was Biscuit Roseton, a white Jack Russell terrier with fawn spots and floppy ears who, despite her problems, always had a friendly smile on her face. She lived in a huge, five-story Beaux Arts mansion on the Upper East Side, which was a treat to visit in its own right.

			I’d been visiting Biscuit five days each week for over six months because she needed special attention. Her owner, Mrs. Roseton, had backed her car out of the garage of the family’s Southampton mansion and accidentally ran over Biscuit’s hindquarters. Although Biscuit had been whisked to an emergency hospital for life-saving care, her spinal cord had been severely damaged and the family was told that she would never walk again. That’s when Mrs. Roseton called me.

			My physical therapy with Biscuit had been going well—she would never regain full mobility, but my goal was to build up her strength sufficiently to allow her to use a two-wheel cart to get around. To accomplish this, my assistant George and I would fill the huge Jacuzzi tub in the Rosetons’ master bathroom with warm water and place Biscuit in it, her front legs draped over the tub’s reading tray like a kickboard and her back legs dangling in the water. With the tub’s sixteen jets creating a stimulating whirl, I’d manipulate Biscuit’s rear legs underwater around and around like she was riding a bicycle. George kept Biscuit’s attention by feeding her delicious, tiny pieces of treats.

			And it was working! Biscuit loved these half-hour Jacuzzi physical therapy sessions (or maybe just the treats), and after a week or so her muscle tone had visibly improved. After three months, she could partially stand with assistance. At five months, I saw evidence of spinal walking, an involuntary movement that mimics a natural step even though there is no communication between the brain and the legs, like a drunken drag. It’s not pretty, but it is independent motion.

			I was excited to track any new improvement at today’s visit. I rang the doorbell and was let in by a discombobulated Mrs. Roseton. “Dr. Amy! I’m sorry, I should have called and canceled today’s visit,” she said.

			The usually impeccable townhouse was in complete disarray. Water rained down the spectacular central grand staircase like a circular Niagara Falls. Half a dozen people were rushing around the lobby vacuuming up the water and trying to get the flooding under control.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“The pipes burst! The plumber said the drain in the master bathroom Jacuzzi was hopelessly clogged, and when the pipe burst, water poured all the way down to the basement.”

			George and I looked at each other and gulped. Jack Russell dogs shed prodigiously and no one—including me—had thought to clean the fur out of the drain after each of Biscuit’s physical therapy sessions. Five months of daily PT had produced a lot of fur.

			I couldn’t help thinking, This is my fault; I hope she isn’t going to fire me. I wanted to follow through with Biscuit and, to be honest, I needed Mrs. Roseton’s business.

			“There she is!” said Mrs. Roseton. Her stressed expression went back to her usual smile when she saw little Biscuit stumble-walk over to greet us in the chaotic lobby with her Jack Russell smile on her face. It was clear that Mrs. Roseton didn’t care about the tens (hundreds?) of thousands of dollars of water damage I had caused—only that Biscuit was now able to get around.

			She beamed at Biscuit and turned to me, “We shouldn’t waste a session. Can you work in the kitchen today? It’s the only dry room in the house.”

			“We’ll figure something out,” I said, trying to not show how relieved I was that she didn’t boot me out the front door.
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			Our next appointment was on East 26th Street and Lexington Avenue in the Flatiron neighborhood—and it couldn’t be more different from the grandeur of Biscuit’s marble-clad townhouse. Gail was a new client, and she’d scheduled a visit for Sweetie, her ten-year-old gray-and-white cat who was suffering from constipation.

			It took a full half hour to get the few miles downtown, and we arrived at a nondescript apartment building with about fifty units. I rang the exterior buzzer, and we were let through the two front doors. We walked down a dark, narrow corridor to the elevator, which was making grinding noises as it descended toward the lobby.

			“I’m not getting in that thing,” declared George. “It’s a death trap!”

			I rode up to the fifth floor with our equipment, and he ran up the five flights of stairs. He was huffing and puffing as we walked through a dimly lit warren of hallways, until we found 5F and rang.

			A heavy-set, braless middle-aged woman in an oversized Simpsons T-shirt and torn leggings was trying to open her apartment door wide enough so we could come in. “I guess that’s as far as it goes,” Gail said, unfazed. I squeezed through the opening but had to turn my wheelie suitcase sideways to get it through.

			Once inside, I saw why Gail couldn’t open the door all the way. There were stacks and stacks of newspapers and other detritus on the floor behind the door.

			Gail was a hoarder. Her one-bedroom apartment was crammed with a lifetime of things that should have been thrown out years before. We followed her along a narrow passage between piles of papers, torn cardboard boxes, and stacks of milk crates she’d pulled in from the street to hold things.

			Everywhere I looked were dirty clothes, jars with mysterious contents, and piles of unwashed dishes. It smelled like decay with a hint of marijuana. On the floor of the kitchen, I saw dozens of small bowls with remnants of crusty canned cat food that had been offered to Sweetie days or even weeks before.

			Sweetie circled Gail’s legs. She was a handsome white cat with gray spots who was in serious need of grooming. “I think she’s constipated,” said Gail, as she pushed her frizzy silver hair behind her ears.

			“Let’s see what’s going on,” I said. Ready to do the exam, I looked around the cluttered living room for a clear space to set up, but every flat surface was covered with some kind of debris. Gail was sitting on the only free chair.

			“Do you have a table I can work on?” I asked Gail.

			She looked around and concluded, “No.”

			“Where do you eat?”

			“I eat standing up.”

			Okay. George and I moved some boxes and made a space to work on the dusty floor, which I was reluctant to kneel on. Sweetie’s physical exam was normal, and she was not constipated. In this chaotic mess of an apartment, she could have defecated anywhere, and it would have been impossible to find. I took some blood tests, got her up-to-date on her vaccines, trimmed her nails, and combed through her fur, apparently for the first time.

			“Can you show me her litter box?” I asked.

			“In the bathroom, over there.” Gail pointed the way.

			George stayed with Gail while I ventured forth. The bathroom was truly squalid. Stains on the floor, on the walls, inside the toilet; clumps of hair in the drains (paging Mrs. Roseton’s plumber); and truly the most disgusting litter box I’d ever seen. It was filled almost to the top with hundreds of little hard stools, and from the look and smell of it, Gail hadn’t cleaned the box in months.

			How could she possibly tell whether her cat was constipated when she didn’t scoop the litter box?

			I returned to the living room to find Sweetie sitting on Gail’s lap and rubbing her face against her owner’s cheek. Gail gave her companion a kiss and smiled for the first time at us. “Thanks, Doc, she looks better already.”

			These two were clearly in love with each other.

			“Gail, there are a few things that I need you to do to keep Sweetie healthy. Give her fresh cat food and water every day. Pick up the bowls afterward and wash them. Very, very important: clean her litter pan daily so you know exactly when she is defecating.”

			“I will, Doc.”

			“I’d like to see her again in a month.” Maybe if Gail knew I was coming back, she’d be vigilant about the fresh cat food and litter maintenance.

			Gail agreed, and I felt relieved. This way, I would be able to keep an eye on them both, as it seemed the patient and the client needed a bit of help. At that moment, I didn’t know how prescient my thoughts were.
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			We were running late for our next appointment in Chelsea, at the home of a husband and wife who were international stars in the classical music world. With most of my married-couple clients, I dealt with the wife. However, things were reversed at the Hurvitz household.

			“Schumann has a sick stomach,” said Mr. Hurvitz as soon as he opened the door, handing me the leash of his spaniel before I’d even crossed the threshold.

			“He’s fine,” Mrs. Hurvitz corrected from the other room. “He just ate too much and puked.”

			“When did this happen?” I asked.

			“Yesterday morning,” said Mr. Hurvitz.

			“Has he vomited since then?”

			“No, and he ate all his meals and then some, with no more vomiting. I even gave him my bagel this morning.”

			“Any diarrhea or soft stool?” I continued.

			“No. All of that is normal.”

			“Have there been any other symptoms?”

			“No, but you can never be too careful,” he said.

			Mrs. Hurvitz had come into the room and was annoyed. “Mindel,” she said to her husband, “in eighteen years you never went to a single pediatrician appointment for our son. Not for a routine checkup and not even when he was sick, and now you have the vet on speed dial!?”

			“I love my dog!” he rebutted.
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			The house calls I made that morning were to just a handful of the more than 7,000 Manhattan families and their 14,000 pets that I’ve made since I started my house call practice. Some were one-time-only visits, but most of my client families have been with me for years or even decades. I meet many of them right when their new pet babies come home, and see them through puppy- and kittenhood, giving them their vaccinations, treating their ear infections and stomachaches, and providing years of general wellness care. I treat their ailments as they become adults and seniors. And, sadly, when it is time, I put those same cherished pets to sleep.

			I see the full cycle of life of both my patients and their families.

			Because of what I’ve been exposed to, I’ve learned a lot about human nature. For example, what people show to the world is not necessarily who they really are. I’ve had clients who dressed like messy high school students in ripped jeans and ratty T-shirts and was then stunned to find out they lived in a $9 million duplex on Fifth Avenue (with a second home in Aspen). I’ve also seen the reverse: an all-designer-all-the-time publicist to the stars who lived in a tiny, rent-controlled studio in Alphabet City. She spent all her money on her clothes—and her cats.

			I am also privy to the intimacies and true nature of my clients’ lives. The things people leave out even when they know we’re coming—porn, intimate letters, bank statements, stacks of cash, jewelry, adult toys—never ceases to amaze me.

			If I worked in a brick-and-mortar animal hospital, I wouldn’t see any of that. I wouldn’t learn what’s really going on in the pets’—or their owners’—lives, or about their bonds with their pets. And I wouldn’t develop the close relationships with my clients that I have.

			When I first met Mrs. Roseton, for example, she was utterly distraught about accidentally injuring her dog. But by showing up every day to help restore muscle strength in Biscuit’s legs, I was also giving Mrs. Roseton hope and a sense of agency. She never even mentioned that we were the culprits who flooded her gorgeous home—instead, we were the heroes who returned to her a dog with a good quality of life and so assuaged her guilt over the accident.

			When I saw Gail’s atrocious living conditions and returned again and again, I knew that our work was not only to check if Sweetie was constipated but also to ensure that Gail remained healthy in body and mind. Because Gail trusted me to enter her unique space and by continuing to show up regularly at her apartment, I kept track of her physical and mental health, too. In fact, for quite some time, I am pretty sure I was the only health care professional she had any contact with. In a way, I worked alongside Sweetie to keep Gail functioning. And when Sweetie herself got sick, my team and I stepped up in a big way for both of them, because we knew how high the stakes were.

			To the outside world, the Hurvitzes were the perfect cultural power couple. But I saw something else. I believe Mr. Hurvitz was free to express his love for Schumann in a way that he was never able to with the rest of his family, and I think they were jealous of that. How we treat our pets often reveals strengths and weaknesses in our other relationships.
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			I was born a New Yorker and born to be a veterinarian. I’ve devoted my life to serving the dogs and cats in the city that I love. I’ve fulfilled my James Herriot All Creatures Great and Small dreams of traveling to people and pets where they live and becoming an integral part of their lives. Early on, I thought that my calling was simply to learn about and care for animals in a sterile hospital setting, but I now know that is a narrow view of what my profession should be.

			I care for the animals that belong to people—and, by extension, I care for the people as well. I love both aspects of my work.

			And whether I’m trimming a billionaire’s cat’s nails or chatting with the building’s doorman about his dog’s limp, I treat every client the same, because each one of them loves their pets wholeheartedly. Love knows neither rank nor bank account. I’ve been a witness to the love between all types of people and their pets every day of my working life for over thirty years, and it has been a privilege.

			On these pages, I’m sharing some of my experiences that reveal basic human truths about the power of the special bond between people and their pets, about the importance of animals in our lives, and about the complexities of human nature.

			A relationship with a pet is like no other. By bringing animals into our homes and making them part of our families, sharing our lives with them, and caring for them, we are at our most compassionate, empathetic, and selfless. I believe that our love for animals defines our humanity.

			Simply, our pets make us better people.

			Now, if at that dinner party after someone asked me what I did for a living and followed up to ask how I got into this, I’d reply, “The full version of that journey is a bit too long to tell between courses.” But it is a good story, featuring a spiteful boss, a legendary comedian, a Yorkie with unending stomach problems, a boyfriend, and a billionaire…

			These are my tales of our pets and the City.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			How I Got Started

			When I read James Herriot’s classic book All Creatures Great and Small (now a popular, long-running PBS television show), about life as a small-town vet, it was like my internal alarm clock rang. It was time for me to change from playing make-believe veterinarian to being a real one, starting with getting a real job in a real animal hospital.

			But I was only thirteen and had absolutely no idea how to get a job, much less how to become a vet.

			So, I took out the family’s copy of the thick Queens, New York, Yellow Pages, found the listings starting with “V,” and flipped the tissue-paper-thin pages until I reached “Veterinary Hospitals.” Then, I started calling each one to ask for a job. They said things like, “Call us after you have some experience” or “We can’t take volunteers for insurance reasons.” The worst “no” was “Call back when you grow up”—and then they hung up on me.

			On my twentieth try, the vet himself answered the phone at the Forest Hills Cat Hospital. Dr. Jay Luger listened to my teenage “I have to be a vet” pitch.

			“I also knew I wanted to be a veterinarian when I was a kid,” he said. “Why don’t you come by one day after school and watch what we’re doing?” I was over the moon, even just to watch, even for just one day.

			Since I didn’t want to arrive late, I skipped lunch so I could leave school early. Bad idea. From the moment I arrived in his office, I felt lightheaded. Whether that was from low blood sugar or excitement, I didn’t know.

			A smiling technician escorted me into the exam room to observe Dr. Luger’s last case of the day. The patient was an old gray tabby. “This guy has lost a lot of weight recently, and I need to figure out why,” he said.

			He did a physical exam on the cat, and then set up to do some blood tests. Dr. Luger’s assistant gently petted the patient while holding him still with his neck exposed. I leaned forward for a better look as the doctor inserted the long needle of the hypodermic syringe into the cat’s jugular vein. The syringe filled with dark red blood. He transferred some of the blood into a purple-topped tube, handed it to me, and said, “Amy, turn the tube gently upside down, back and forth, so the blood doesn’t clot.”

			As instructed, I turned the warm tube over and over and watched as the blood rushed one way and then the other. After three turns, I got a funny feeling, like my world was also flipping over…and then I passed out cold on the treatment room floor, just fifteen minutes after I’d walked into my first “job” at my first animal hospital.

			The blood sample was saved, but my pride was not.

			My hope had been to keep going to Dr. Luger’s office after school every day, even though I was invited for just one. I was now too embarrassed to return at all. The next day I went back to the Yellow Pages, starting with the entry after Forest Hills Cat Hospital, and made more calls.

			Fortunately, another vet said I could come by and observe, also for a single day. This time I made sure to eat lunch before I went.

			I arrived at the hospital just as the doctor was about to begin abdominal surgery on a Labrador retriever. His assistant helped me don a cap, mask, and booties. As I entered the surgery room, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a glass door and thought I looked very much the part of a real vet. I was extremely proud of myself.

			I watched the doctor cut through the freshly shaved and prepped skin of the retriever’s belly, concentrating on how sharp the scalpel must be. My breathing got increasingly louder as I inhaled and exhaled through the mask. I saw little blobs of blood bubbling up as the vet incised the skin and then cut through the belly wall, exposing the internal organs.

			“This is called exploratory surgery, because I don’t know the full extent of the dog’s problem,” the vet said to me. “So, I’m going to inspect each of his internal organs first, and then remove the mass that I know is on his liver.”

			I barely heard what he was saying because my breathing had now become so loud that I thought everyone else could hear it, too. And suddenly the room was blazing hot. And my vision blurred. Why is everything black and white? I thought just moments before I fainted to the floor. Again.

			This hospital staff was very understanding, but I left that day with my tail between my legs, thoroughly embarrassed and existentially shattered. How was I ever going to become a vet if I passed out at the sight of blood?

			I remained determined. I would just have to redeem myself. And I was running out of vets in the Yellow Pages to cold call. So, the very next day (and after having lunch), I rode three city buses and showed up again—unannounced—at the first vet’s cat practice.

			When Dr. Luger’s nurse saw me, she said dryly, “We thought you might be back. We have smelling salts ready for you.” Not only did I not faint that day, I kept going back to the Forest Hills Cat Hospital for six straight years.
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			Fainting at the sight of blood was the first of many obstacles I’ve had to overcome on my path to becoming a vet.

			At the end of my junior year at Barnard College, it was time to think about veterinary school applications. I needed a stellar GPA, stratospheric test scores, unreserved recommendations, and wide-ranging extracurricular experience.

			The last one concerned me. By now, I knew my way around your standard house pet or lab mouse, but I had no experience with farm animals. If I could secure a summer job with a large-animal veterinary practice, then I would have a standout vet school package and be able to live my James Herriot fantasy at the same time.

			From a friend of a friend, I got the name and phone number of a large-animal vet with a mobile practice in rural eastern Connecticut. This was exactly the kind of situation I was looking for.

			I dialed the number and a woman answered, “Dr. Nat Johnson.”

			“May I speak with Dr. Johnson, please?” I asked.

			“I am Dr. Johnson.”

			Nat as in Natalie? It had never occurred to me that this large-animal veterinarian would be a woman! Now I had to get a job with her. I quickly introduced myself and explained the purpose of my call, emphasizing my eagerness to learn about large animals and my willingness to do absolutely anything to be of help.

			“I like your attitude, Amy,” the doctor replied. “I might be able to arrange for you to spend a few weeks shadowing me. But before you decide, let me explain a few things about my practice. First of all, it is just me. I set up my equipment at the beginning of the day, drive myself to appointments, take care of my patients, and when I return at the end of the day, I wash everything and restock my truck. I work seven days a week but only a half day on Sunday.”

			This would be the perfect job for me. Since it would just be the two of us, I’d be able to do a lot of assisting. I would help with the washing up and stocking, too—anything to make myself useful. And it sounded just like James Herriot’s practice in the Yorkshire Dales.

			“I have a husband, three children, four dogs, and a cat,” Dr. Johnson continued, “and we live in a house that is way too small for us. So, I’m afraid I don’t have a room for you, but I do have an old horse trailer in the back. We could clean it out and put a mattress in. It doesn’t have electricity or water, but you’d just be sleeping there. You would eat all your meals with us and use our bathroom facilities.”

			“I see,” I replied. Not exactly what I was expecting, but workable?

			“Oh, and one more thing. I run this practice on a shoestring so I’m afraid I don’t have any money to pay you. But I guarantee you a wealth of experience!”

			Without allowing myself to think too hard about it, I accepted Dr. Johnson’s terms, and we worked out the details.

			The doctor suggested I arrive on Sunday afternoon—her half day. My parents drove me to Dr. Johnson’s that weekend. Passing one beautiful farm after another, we finally arrived at a ramshackle house bearing the address Dr. Johnson had given me.

			I knocked on the screen door of the house. No one heard me at first above the roar of the kids yelling and dogs barking. Just as I was about to knock again, the entire family poured onto the porch to meet me. Dr. Nat introduced everyone at lightning speed, then told me to grab my duffel and follow her to the trailer out back.

			A small, rusty camper sat in the center of an overgrown and untidy yard, listing slightly, its few high windows covered with years’ worth of grime. I pasted on a smile, set my bag down just inside the door to the thing, and we rejoined my parents, who were eager to get back on the road for their two-hour drive home. I didn’t really want to be left there, but I was determined to carry out my plan.

			“You call us if you need anything,” said my mother, her brow furrowed with genuine concern. She gave me a hug and kiss, which was followed by an extra-long embrace from my dad.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to be a people doctor like your brother?” he whispered in my ear for the hundredth time, as he smiled to hide his worry.

			As promised, Dr. Nat welcomed me into the routine of her daily life and practice. Everyone rose at six, and since there was only one bathroom, we followed a strict pecking order: first Dr. Nat; then her husband, Scott; then me; and finally, the children. We ate breakfast together and then Dr. Nat and I did the dishes before setting up for rounds.

			Dressed alike in tan coveralls and Wellies, the two of us went off on house calls to neighboring farms, ministering to a motley assortment of ill or pregnant cows, sheep, horses, and the occasional goat or dog. Dr. Nat hadn’t been exaggerating when she said this was dirty work. Reaching our patients often necessitated slogging through mud and manure. If there was no running water at the site, I’d have to carry a brimming bucket in one hand and liquid soap and a squeeze bottle of lubricant in the other, trying hard not to spill the contents. Dr. Nat carried two heavy doctor’s bags filled with equipment and medication. I couldn’t imagine how much longer and harder her days were without having a helper.

			When we arrived at a dairy barn, my first job was to identify the cow—usually by a red ear tag. Then I’d slip a mercury thermometer into her rectum and secure the attached clip to her tail fur so the instrument wouldn’t fall to the floor or get sucked up inside her. Dr. Nat performed a complete “exterior” exam—eyes, ears, teeth, heart, lungs, limbs, mammary glands—and recited her findings as I scribbled them into her medical notebook. This was great mentoring.

			Next, she instructed me to hold out my right arm and snapped a shoulder-length glove onto it. I proceeded to cleanse every inch of the cow’s backside with soapy water. Then it was Dr. Nat’s turn to put on a glove, lube up, and literally plunge her arm up to her shoulder into the cow’s rectum. Gently, she palpated the cow’s reproductive anatomy through the colon wall, describing the feel of the ovaries and size of the uterus. As I transcribed her comments, I marveled at her ability to pinpoint the status of the cow’s pregnancy and predict the animal’s due date. The satisfaction she got from her work was written all over her face, and I longed to possess her skills and confidence.

			On a typical day, we’d repeat this process together at a minimum of three other farms. At other times, I was relegated to the role of observer, like when a horse had a laceration that needed stitching or a bull needed to be castrated. (One evening as we prepared dinner, I noticed a container in the kitchen refrigerator labeled “Bill’s Bull’s Balls” and I was very relieved to find that it was not on that night’s menu.)

			As far as I could tell, Nat’s husband, Scott, had little or no interest in helping either at home or in the practice. He mainly lurked around with a beer can in his hand or lay in the front yard hammock.

			Everything was fine for a couple of weeks. Then, one night as I was just dozing off in the trailer, there was a tap-tap-tap on the door, which, thankfully, I’d reflexively latched. I peered through the dirty window and saw Mr. Johnson swaying unsteadily on my doorstep.

			Tap-tap-tap.

			I stayed stone-still for ten minutes, then dared to peek through the window again.

			He was gone.

			I crept quietly to the door, checked the lock, and crawled back under my ratty blanket. I didn’t sleep another wink that night. I’d been secretly afraid something like this might happen. From day one, he’d given me the creeps. I’d gamely convinced myself he was harmless—but deep down, I knew he was trouble. And now I had some serious thinking to do.

			The next morning, I sat at breakfast, red-eyed, staring at my plate while everyone else ate their eggs. I cleaned up the dishes while Dr. Nat was feeding her beloved chickens. Scott Johnson wandered off to nap in the hammock.

			Looking around to make sure nobody was nearby, I picked up the receiver of the wall phone in the kitchen and dialed my old friend and mentor, Dr. Luger, from the Forest Hills Cat Hospital. In a furtive whisper, I told him what had happened, and he didn’t hesitate for a second. “However much you love the work, this is not what you signed up for,” he said. “I’m calling your parents to pick you up.”

			My first impulse had been to protect my mom and dad from this sordid predicament by calling Dr. Luger, but I knew he was right, so I agreed. I went back to the trailer and threw my things into my duffel, then went off to find Dr. Nat in the coop.

			“Something has come up in the City, and I-I-I have to go back,” I stammered. “My parents are coming to get me.”

			She held my gaze for a few seconds, then nodded. She didn’t ask any questions, and I didn’t offer anything further, but I sensed she had an idea of what had transpired. Once again, she would be shouldering the full burden of the practice. And I’d be without a summer job.

			

			
				[image: presentational]
			

			The next morning, back in my childhood bedroom, I started the networking process all over again. My uncle had a connection. He manufactured the shipping boxes used by one of New York’s largest dairy companies. He arranged for their major milk supplier to take me on as a volunteer at their farm upstate. They had plenty of room for 1,800 milking cows, but no space for a college volunteer to live, so they suggested I bring my own trailer.

			Oh no, I thought. Not another trailer. I was desperate to follow through on my large-animal experience, so I asked my father what he thought.

			“My buddy Sam has an Airstream camper, and I don’t think he’s been out in that thing for a decade. Let me call him and see if we can borrow it for the summer,” he said.

			There was no comparison between Sam’s camper and the sad, rusty trailer at the Johnsons’. The Airstream had two pullout beds, a kitchen table and chairs, a fridge, and a toaster oven. Dad and I drove it far upstate, close to the Canadian border, to the farm. He again gave me his “human medicine?” look, which I ignored. And so we hugged goodbye and I began my second attempt at a large-animal summer.

			As hard as I tried to earn my nonexistent salary and win everyone over with my can-do attitude, there was lingering hostility to my presence on the farm. The farmhands thought I was a spy for the dairy company, and, worse, I made the cows so nervous that milk production dropped! Word came down from the boss that I was no longer allowed to go anywhere near the milk cows. I had to figure out another way to make myself useful.

			I soon did. It turns out that I was a natural at taking care of calves.

			My day started at five in a small barn. First, I attended to any cows who had given birth overnight. I’d cleanse their mammary glands, massage their udders, and then strip the milk into a bucket. The first milk is called colostrum, and it contains essential life-sustaining antibodies. That was what I bottle-fed the newborn calves. It takes patience to teach the little creatures how to suckle from a bottle, and I had more of that than did the farmhands who had been doing this before I arrived at the farm. The calves bonded with me quickly, ate well, and grew faster than usual.

			At eight, I took a morning break back in the Airstream, where I made myself a hearty breakfast and closed my eyes for five minutes.

			Next, the really hard work began.

			The farm staff relished finding tasks for me—many of which were arduous and had nothing to do with caring for animals. If nobody else wanted to do it, the chore fell on me, the volunteer from the big city. Even though I wasn’t allowed in the milking barn when the cows were inside, once they were led out to pasture, it was my job to clean out the urine-and-feces-slicked gutters and other such odious and odorous undertakings.

			I had never done so much intense physical labor in my life. I went from a light breakfast of granola and yogurt to wolfing down three peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, and I developed arm muscles so big they tore through the cuffs on my short-sleeve shirts.

			Over time, my work with the post-parturient cows made me much more comfortable with them and they with me. I was readmitted to the milking barn, and that meant I could be present for the vet visits. My days became divided between rounds with the doctors and care and feeding of the little ones, while still doing my share of the mucking.

			As much as I was now enjoying my work, I battled some fierce loneliness—particularly in the early weeks. I ate my meals alone in my trailer, and on some days exchanged not more than a few sentences of meaningful conversation with anyone. Bereft of human interaction, I did what was natural to me: I turned to animals.

			A large, airy barn near my trailer was home to at least a dozen cats and kittens. I began spending my spare time there, chasing the kittens around and enjoying their company. There was one in particular—a runty little gray thing—who always seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. She’d tumble from the hayloft and land on her feet, give herself a shake, and prance off to hunt mice. I named her Mieskeit, which literally means “ugly” in Yiddish, but, like all Yiddish words, it has a more nuanced connotation. I think of it as an affectionate way to call someone “funny-looking.”

			Mieskeit (which sounded to the farmhands like “Miss Cat”) began to wait for me when I got to her barn, and she happily settled into my lap for a cuddle when I sat still long enough. Gradually, it dawned on me that she thought of herself as mine—and the feeling was mutual. She started sleeping in the trailer with me.

			Slowly, I won over the human contingent as well. I knew I was “in” when the farmhands began to play practical jokes on me, one of which ended with me waist-high in manure. I laughed as loudly as anyone else at these pranks; it was worth a long hot shower to feel like one of the gang.

			The summer had been all I’d hoped it would be and more. I’d amassed a wealth of knowledge and skills related to large animals, discovered I had an affinity for veterinary obstetrics (and baby animals of every kind), and made some dear friends in the process. I even got a bonus check from my notoriously frugal boss.

			“You let us know if you’re ever up this way,” the farm owner said to me before I picked up little Mieskeit and climbed into Dad’s station wagon, ready to tow Sam’s camper back to the City. “And also let us know if there’s anything we can do to convince those fancy schools what a good vet you’re going to make.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Marvelous Mrs. Rivers

			After graduating from veterinary school at the University of Pennsylvania, I returned to New York City to complete a grueling one-year internship at the Animal Medical Center, one of the country’s premier research and teaching animal hospitals. Then I got my first real job as an associate vet at the Park East Animal Hospital. Park East was founded by a man I’ll call Dr. B. It was located on the first and second floors of a limestone townhouse on East 64th Street between Park and Madison Avenues—a tony block on the Upper East Side, home to many of Manhattan’s rich and powerful denizens.

			Park East was different from the City’s other vet hospitals. Set in a classy, cozy environment with tasteful furnishings, it was welcoming for the well-heeled clients it sought to cultivate. Park East was also the first New York City private veterinary hospital to provide twenty-four-hour nursing care for its patients. Other hospitals would close at the end of the day and leave hospitalized pets alone and unsupervised overnight. If they soiled their cage or, worse, got sick in the middle of the night, they just stayed like that until the morning, when the first staff showed up. Park East provided a very high level of care, and I was excited to be part of it.

			Dr. B. was a diminutive man with a bald pate surrounded by close-cropped silver hair. He wore gold wire-rimmed glasses and was a conservative dresser in what I considered to be the Park Avenue uniform for middle-aged men: a navy blazer, dark gray slacks, Gucci loafers, a Brooks Brothers oxford cloth shirt, and Hermès tie. It was hard to tell how old he was, but I guessed anywhere from fifty to seventy. I was still in my twenties, and so anyone over forty looked old to me.

			The practice was busy…or at least it was for Dr. B. and Dr. Gene Solomon, the senior associate. I didn’t have much to do, since many clients didn’t want to schedule with the new junior associate. I soon realized that the only way I could meet clients and build a following was to see them when the other vets weren’t available. Love it or hate it, this meant I worked nights and weekends. My hope was that after getting to know me and my skills, clients would book a wellness exam for their pets with me in the future. And Dr. B. and Gene were only too happy to hand over their night and weekend duties.

			The overnight veterinary technician was named George, three years my junior, a tall, handsome man with chiseled features and a scruffy beard. He was super smart and deeply knowledgeable about art and culture, with a photographic memory. George grew up in a fancy three-bedroom on Central Park West, and he was at ease with Park East’s wealthy clients. At the time, though, he wasn’t much of a people person. Nor was he a dog person. George’s happy place was being surrounded by cats. He might have been a cat in a former life and so remained a nocturnal creature in this one; the overnight shift was a perfect fit for him.

			I clued in very early that not all Park East clients were regarded as equal. Dr. B. designated the famous and wealthy as clients with “VIP status.” All calls for VIPs were directed to Dr. B., never to the associates. It was obvious from my first days that Dr. B. was really into being a “Vet to the Stars”—and who could blame him? Clients he determined to be of lower status were automatically directed to Gene or to me. To be honest, I was happy to see any clients, but of course I still wanted to meet and treat some of our celebrities’ pets.

			Once, Yvonne, our British receptionist, called the boss’s office to say, “Dr. B., Love is here.” Love was an adorable bichon frise whose owner was Edmond Safra, the billionaire founder of Republic National Bank (and the first billionaire I ever met).

			Dr. B. replied to Yvonne, “Is Love with the owner or the housekeeper?”

			“The housekeeper.”

			He said, “Oh. If it’s the housekeeper, she can wait.”

			Unbeknownst to Dr. B., that exchange was on speakerphone, and the housekeeper heard every word of it. Apparently, she did not like being disrespected, because from that day on whenever the housekeeper brought in the dog, she requested that I be the vet to look at Love, not Dr. B.

			I knew I had to tread carefully. Being seen as the preferred vet for any of Park East’s VIP clients was risky. I’d heard that in the past Dr. B. had actually fired associates if he suspected them of trying to “steal” clients and open their own practices. I’d been at Park East for a year and a half when I saw it happen firsthand. Gene had never hidden his ambition to go out on his own, plans that Dr. B. caught wind of. So one chilly winter Sunday evening, during the third quarter of the Super Bowl (when he knew Gene would never pick up his phone), Dr. B. fired him by leaving a message on his answering machine.

			But I assumed I was safe at Park East; I had no intention of going anywhere, much less starting my own practice. I got along with Dr. B., and I loved my clients, their pets, and my coworkers. I was the only associate and by now a very productive part of the practice. Also, I made it clear that I wanted to stay long term. I even bought an apartment close by the hospital.

			And it was a good practice. Most of the Park East clients were wealthy, so they could afford expensive diagnostics, procedures, and treatments that might have been too costly for others. It was a privilege
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