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You Have to Know the Heights of Love to Understand the Depths of Loss
Marty Becker, DVM
As self absorbed as humanity is, as the self proclaimed masters of dominion over all creatures great and small, you’d think vanity would have led our first artistic attempts on cave walls in Lascaux, France, and other places around the world to have been self portraits.  Or the earliest family vocation images.  No, the earliest figures carved into the rock or painted on cave walls are of the animals we share the world with.  

It’s now well documented that pets help people live happier, healthier, fuller lives.  That having a loving, interdependent relationship with a pet helps people physically, socially and emotionally.  That optimal pet care results in healthy individuals, families and society.

From cave art to images of dogs carved onto the sarcophagus of European Knights, from Victorian paintings of newly married couples and their dogs to today’s videotapes of family vacations with pets, the Bond lives historically.

The magic of The Bond lies not in its strength and longevity; the mystery lies in the fact that we aren’t in even more awe and admiration of it than we are.  How could two different species draw so close? Are we humans so powerful, technologically advanced and omnipotent that we can force animals to comply to our every want or need?  We may think so but if it were true, why have so few species surrendered to our physical or emotional bondage?  Just looking at the millions of species of mammals on this earth, only a few dozen have become domesticated and only two have broken down the doors of our hearts and homes in mass, Canis familiaris (whose very name means “of the household or family”) and Felis domesticus.  As a satellite of our kind, our link between humankind and the rest of the animal kingdom, dogs and cats are the only domesticated animals to share life with global humanity.  

Dogs and cats are able to simultaneously socialize to both their own species and to people.  It’s like a dog and a cat can have two moms or two different species that they love just as much (try that one with blended human families with stepchildren!). And unlike all of the other domesticated species, it’s an untethered love or Bond as you don’t need fences to keep them near us.  “Near” is necessary as James Serpell points out in his book The Domestic Dog, “In this age of the nuclear family, the dog is perhaps even more important as an object of affection.”

Demographics show that about 6 out of ten U.S. households have pets whereas only 3 out of 10 have children.  As baby boomers like myself continue to age, our waistlines might be expanding and out hairlines contracting, but our hearts are still in the right place.  As our children move out---and the nest empties---pets are going to take on even greater importance to millions of Americans who need to nurture.

More of us live are living alone.  Divorce is common, there is no longer a social stigma dictating child bearing as the focal point of womanhood, many families are far flung, living often not in the same community but in different countries, and people are living longer often outlasting a spouse or partner by many years.  

We are an extremely social species with a need to nurture.  Not want, need.  Spend too much time alone, we get sick, wither and die.

For thousands of years now, we’ve shared not just the world but our homes with dogs and cats.  In fact many scholars such as Dr. Jonica Newby think our lives are so intertwined that we can’t live apart.  She points out in her well-researched book, The Pact for Survival, except with the possible exception of the dingo in Australia, nowhere on earth is there a stable population of dogs living independently of people unlike other animals that have gone feral.  “Their niche is human settlements,” says Newby.  “Where there are dogs, there are people.  Dogs don’t survive without them.

Cats haven’t stood by napping either.  There are more cats than dogs in the United States and the percentage of homes with cat companions is rising much more rapidly than those with dogs.  There doesn’t seem to be a rational explanation.  As somewhere once pointed out to me with equal parts love and wonder, cats don’t come when they’re called, they won’t rescue you, they don’t protect you.  What cats do that’s very clear is connect with us emotionally.  With humans cats meow or trill much more than they do with their own kind.  Wild cats don’t talk like this.  It’s something cats have developed purely for the benefit of communication effectively with humans such as I’m hungry get the can opener or I very happy to have you rubbing me this way.  As Newbry points out echoing Serpell’s comments about the dog, connecting emotionally like this may very well be the greatest impact on human development.

Horses are a great example of making the move from a utilitarian role to one primarily of emotion and pleasure (about 6000 BC).  Even within the past 100 years, horses were as big a part of daily life as our cars and tractors are now.  Long before airplanes and cell phones they provided the only means of high-speed and long distance travel and communication.  The horse proved indispensable to hunting, war, work and travel as it could not only move faster and farther than almost any animal, it could and would carry a human upon its back.  For early man, the experience of riding was as close to flying as you could possibly get.

One of my earliest childhood memories is of an Australian shepherd dog named Wattles.  As a three year old in the barnyard of our small southern Idaho farm, Wattles would allow me to pull myself up to stand using her long multicolored hair as handles.  Then, with the bottom of my chin reaching the top of her back and my arm thrown over her shoulders, I’d hold on for dear life trotting forward as the dog slowly picked up speed like a canine pace car.  The images of thousands of other pets that I’ve touched as patients, socially, or as family members are woven into my consciousness like a coat of many colors.

· Your first pet

· Luke the Lab

· The evolution of the Bond
· The size of the market

· Almost 7 out of 10 households have pets

· Pet owners view and communicate about their pets from the right side of their brains

· Genesis of pet’s name
Sue Shapiro, PhD, a psychologist and psychoanalyst who practices in New York City and shares her life with a Briard named Chumley says, “As a society we’re starved for physical contact.  We need soothing touch, touch without violating boundaries, not sexualized, just comfort.  With no age or gender bias, you get that with children and with pets.”  Long after the Becker children left home, Sugar Baby a rescued MinPin spins circles around my mother Virginia’s gravity.

Dr. Rose Porter, RN, PhD, and Dean of the Sinclair School of Nursing at the University of Columbia-Missouri recalls an incident with her mother that helped her to remember the importance of animals for healthy minds, bodies and spirits.  Her Mother, Marie Servais, was 85 years old and in her first year at an Alzheimer’s Facility called Hearten House in La Crosse, WI. At Hearten House there are 12 private bedrooms and a resident yellow tabby cat, Tigger.  Dr. Porter was talking to her mom on the phone and heard her say, “I leave my room open every night because I hope the kitty chooses to sleep in my room tonight.”  She remembers many excited calls with Marie excitedly and proudly proclaiming, “He chose me last night!”

Dean Porter heard those words echoing in her head as Tiger Place, an “aging in place” facility, sprang to life at the University of Missouri-Columbia.  Knowing that pets bring people to life, there were architectural accommodations so that people could bring their own pets with them to live at Tiger Place.  For people who don’t have pets, they have resident pets and encourage animal assisted activities and therapy.  Dean Porter says, “There is a big imaginary sign over the door of Tiger Place that reads, “PETS WELCOME!” 

We always thought our dogs acted human, perhaps there’s a reason why. Our genetic similarities are incredible; it’s estimated that 90-95% of the human and canine genome are identical.  With many diseases of dogs and humans turning out to be very similar, the National Institute of Health and the American Cancer Society have begun to fund the study of canine genetics.  Already more than fifty inborn diseases have been traced to specific defective genes in dogs and in every case, the same defective gene has been found in people.

But so much for the rhetoric from 10,000 feet, what about in the medical trenches?  Joseph Waters, MD, a board certified family practitioner from Twin Falls, Idaho, has written out prescriptions---on a prescription pad---for people to get a pet for high blood pressure and depression.  Dr. Waters, who also happens to be my mother’s personal physician, says, “As a doctor deep in the trenches of family medicine, I’m learning to appreciate just how critical having an intimate relationship with a pet is to my patient’s overall health and happiness.  It’s one of my professional goals to learn how to harness the Bond’s power with regularity, not rarity.”  

Even closer to home, my sister Cheryl Mindell, who was a physician’s assistant working in family practice says that in her 25 years in medicine she witnessed a dramatic increase in hypertension, diabetes, wear and tear on the joints, and depression in patients.  In fact, between the three doctors and Cheryl at Plano Family Health Care, she estimated 40% of the 150 patients they saw a day patients were on anti-depressants.  She thinks this is because people are too focused on activity, are perpetually in a rush, don’t sleep right, don’t eat right, and don’t have enough time for their children or downtime for themselves.  “People are rushing to their death as they look forward to the day when they can take time to talk, walk, travel, garden, tell people how much they love them, nurture relationships,” says Cheryl.  “I seldom see someone in the company of their pets who looks like they’re at the end of their rope.  Rather, they have the look of someone that’s just left the spa and is basking in contentment.  Pets are like a governor over all of life’s stresses---chosen and forced upon us---and remind us of what life used to be like and could be like again.”

A few years ago I witnessed a middle aged lady at a chain drug store getting several expensive prescriptions filled for a family member who was suffering from congestive heart failure. The family member, who lay on the floor beside her, was a “schnoodle,” half schnauzer and half poodle.

This dog wasn't exactly bedridden, in fact it was handling this major illness with a wagging tail and a lick for anyone who offered a hand as many did. The pet parent, who I saw leave in an older model minivan and who wore a Timex not a Rolex, didn't seem overly concerned that she didn't have pet health insurance and the medicines were going to take a Newfoundland size bit out of her bank account. About $150 per month to be exact.

When the pharmacist raised a brow at the $1800 per year cost and said, "You're willing to spend that much money on a dog?" the same emotion simultaneously ignited from deep within this stranger and myself. This mid-twenties freshly minted pharmacist---a highly trained medical professional---didn't have a clue as to the medical, emotional and social importance of The Bond and doesn't know that by this lady affording her beloved pet with the best medicine possible, the woman is also treating herself.  Together, they would live the happiest, healthiest, fullest life possible.

Nobody would ever feel it appropriate to criticize this lady if she was spending $250 per month on a car payment, making $300 per month payments on her credit card for clothing and last summer's vacation, or making a mortgage payment of $2000 per month on her condominium. And all of these could be argued as wants whereas the pet is a need, a medication of sorts. Some would argue life support.  Paul Miles, MD, a former pediatrician who heads an evidence based medicine initiative at Vanderbilt University College of Medicine says that when people have intimate contact with a pet---the Bond---the eye contact, cooing voice, physical touch and food rewards are a mirror image of what a mother does with a child.   “Therefore, anyone, of any age, or gender, can be a mother of an infant pet who can be of any age or gender as well,” said Dr. Miles.  “The benefits of that intimate ‘mother-child’ relationship can last until the pet or the person draws their last breath.

· Only one greatest pet in the world and every family has it

· Quality of life at the end of life

· Pawspice care

· Saying goodbye to a pet can be hardest for a veterinarian

· Making the final choice

· Memorializing a pet’s death
· The value of pet buddies

Anyone who criticizes someone's expenditures on behalf of a beloved pet, whether it's chasing a cure across the United States or taking out a loan to pay for treatment, doesn't know the depth of the Bond this person shares with this pet, their sense of obligation to its health and happiness, or the elevation of the value of The Bond to individuals, families or society.

Our dogs and cats represent an intimate and enduring look at another mammalian mind and spirit and serve as a thread connecting us back to the expanse of nature.  It is through the dog, cats and birds that we have a practical, trusted, routine way to relate to nature, to break out of the shackles of mankind and his creations.  This relationship, this special affection-connection, The Bond, gives us an unparalleled sense of unity with nature; that we aren’t above it, but part of it.  They remind me of the lyrics, “One world, one love, let’s get together and we’ll be all right.”  It’s because of our pets that we’ll rise up to protect endangered species that would otherwise seem expendable or insignificant in the relentless march of progress, that’s why we stop to pick up a wounded animal, etc.

In our symbiosis, we’ve found that pets are often more humane than humans reflecting the kindest, best impulses of humanity.  Pets don’t lie, cheat, they have to-die-for loyalty, and love unconditionally.  While these attributes are representative of the rank and file of the canine world, the same can be said for only a handful of humanity.

Pets are for modern man what the totem animal was for primitive man (our ancestors).  As an emblem of an individual or family, pets serve as a venerated symbol of values we hold dear and serve as a conduit to channel our historic connections between humans and nature.  Pets help cultivate the awareness that we are alone in this world but united to all living things.  Pets are like us and yet other than us.  This distinction takes us outside of ourselves and reacquaints us with the world we live in.  This need, which is part spiritual part visceral, helps keep us happy and healthy.

From the first day we laid eyes on our canine-cocktail, Quora, a rescue from a pet store adoptathon, we were in love. Quora has proven her extreme loyalty to the family that finally gave her a home not a house.  She often sits scanning the driveway, looking, hoping, waiting for the first signs that one of her family is near. When we’re working in the barnyard or in the fields, she never takes her eyes off of you.  When we do come back, she doesn’t feint disinterest, she charges us like a crazed teenager rushing the stage at a heartthrob concert.  Quora treasures pats to the head that replace the blows she once received.  She relishes each meal with the gusto of a dog that was once starving.  At night, she curls up on her dog bed at the foot of our bed, more to be guarded by us, that to guard.  Sure she sheds; that’s why we call her the hairy hand grenade.  We know we can’t change Quora’s shedding, so we’ll just change clothes.

The latest four-legged family member to call Almost Heaven Ranch home is a Labrador/Pitbull cross named Gracie that we adopted on Christmas Day last year. Gracie had lived in a shelter her entire life and things looked grim to ever move from the cage at the shelter to a couch in someone’s home. She was a pitbull cross. Strike one. She had lived in a shelter for two years. Strike two. She was black. Strike three. Perhaps worst of all, she’s severely crippled in the rear legs from jumping up and down in a four foot by four foot kennel as a puppy. Strike four. But in giving her some well deserved love on Christmas Day, the special affection-connection we call the Bond had life breathed into it and we took her to her forever home. Her refusal to let her crippling deformity slow her down inspires me. My frequent stops to walk her, play with her or take her a treat the electronic tethers that can lash me to a desk working for too long.
In bringing us “to life” the Bond is such a simple, surefire, healing power.  Pets encourage us to cut through the extraneous thickets of complexity and high tech wizardry that surround us and lead us back to basics.

So the next time you come home from a busy day at work, and you beloved pet turns on the tail turbo-charger or meow-machine to greet you, remember. We may not know what’s behind those dancing liquid eyes of theirs, whether they shine for us…or the can opener. We just know that at the end of a stressful day, when their delighted frenzy of fur greets us, it hardly seems to matter.

End of life or not? - As a practicing veterinarian, I can tell you that it’s not uncommon for pet owners to bring their beloved pet into the practice fearing it’s near the end of life only to find out --- joyfully! --- that their pet has a treatable condition such as low thyroid, diabetes, a chronic infection, cognitive disorder syndrome or pain. I often say with a big smile, “I think we’re going to be able to give your pet a new leash on life.”

Pawspice – Just like with people, there is a need to give comfort and support to terminally ill pets, who, even with aggressive medical treatment, have no chance of recovering. Rather than applying heroic and expensive measures to keep a dying pet alive, pawspice thinks it’s more appropriate to relieve  pain and assure that a pet can die with dignity by focusing on the quality and comfort of a pet’s final days. Some chronic conditions that might necessitate pawspice care include: Chronic kidney, liver, heart or skin disease, diabetes mellitus, arthritis. Situations that might be considered terminal and could call for hospice include: Cancer that has spread or not responded to treatment, liver, kidney or heart disease that has progressed to failure. I really like pawspice because the pet owners have the opportunity to do special things for their pets such as provide special meals, trips to favorite places, treasured activities and the gift of their time and energy. Pawspice care gives the family time to say goodbye to a pet. The pet certainly can benefit from the comfort, extra attention and being in the environment they know and love best.
Making the final choice – While we would like our pets to tell us when it’s time, this often isn’t true (Sick is Supper). Making the decision to euthanize (euthanasia is derived from the Greek word meaning “happy or fortunate in death”) is often harder than dealing with the loss itself. Many of my clients over the years have said they can accept death and the accompanying grief, but they have great difficulty being the one to decide to end their pet’s life. Some of the most important questions a pet owner may need to answer include:

1. Is there a reasonable chance for a cure? For comfort?

2. How much additional time might treatment give my companion? What will the quality of that time be like?

3. Do I have the financial and emotional resources to handle long-term care, if it is required?

4. Will I have the necessary physical and emotional stamina to attend to my pet’s needs?

5. How many of my pet’s usual activities are still possible?

6. Is my pet suffering, even though physical pain is not evident?

7. Is my pet in pain?

8. Are there severe behavioral problems (such as aggression that hasn’t been tempered by training or medication) that compromise the safety and well-being of my pet and others?

9. What do I think my pet would want?

10. If I were in my pet’s place, what would I want?

Source: “Saying Good-Bye to the Pet You Love” by Lorri Greene PhD and Jacquelyn Landis

Memorializing a pet’s death – It doesn’t matter if you have a body or the cremains, you can still create a special event to commemorate your pet’s life. If you think about it, memorial services are not held for those who died but for the living. Memorials are a way of showing how much we cared for the life we have lost, as well as a way to begin to put closure on the first step of the grieving process which is denial. Here are some ways to memorialize their companion animals:
1. Hold some kind of memorial service for the pet. Include anyone, children too, who have loved the pet. You don’t need a body or cremains to do this as a picture will work just fine.

2. Light a candle in memory of your beloved friend once a week.

3. Write or record special memories and anecdotes of your pet. Have family and friends add to your list.

4. Make or buy something that reminds you of your pet such as a sculpture, painting, paw print, or any other creative idea you might have.

5. Keep some fur, ID tags, make a paw print and put these in a special place.

6. If you have your pet’s ashes, you might want to display in your house or scatter in a special place.

7. If you bury your pet, you can have a headstone or grave marker made.

8. Plant a tree or a bush in honor of your pet.

9. If you like to write, consider writing a story about your pet’s life. Of tell the story to someone who can write it for you.

10. Make a donation in memory of your pet to a cause or organization that you think will help other pets.

Source: “Saying Good-Bye to the Pet You Love” by Lorri Greene PhD and Jacquelyn Landis
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