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Cajean

She came to me, well really Camboro, on January 20, 1996.  I remember that wintry night as if it was yesterday. The emergency call came in that Saturday evening just as Linda and I had finished getting the kids ready to go to visit one of our receptionists who was still in the hospital after having a little baby girl.  The answering service said it was about a one and a half year old field Springer Spaniel that the owner thought might have pneumonia.  Little did I know when I returned that phone call how my life would change. Neither did I know at the time how much I would learn from that dog named Cajean. 

To be honest, I really wanted to go to Erie, congratulate the new mom and then see this Springer Spaniel.  I actually asked the owner how serious it was and they told me that she had whelped six weeks prior.  They had weaned the pups and put her out with the other dogs.  They thought she had been eating but now she could not even stand and had difficulty breathing.  Needless to say my plans changed and I went to the veterinary hospital instead of St Vincent!

Cajean was not just unable to stand, she was next to death.  The odor that engulfed me as I opened the front door to the old hospital told me that my primary concern was not going to be pneumonia and it smelled like something was already dead.  It turned out that Cajean had developed an infection of the mammary glands called mastitis but hers had turned gangrenous.  Three quarters of her mammary chain was literally rotting and spreading poison throughout her system.  She was in shock, pale as a ghost and barely alive.  The prognosis was grave and we almost ended things right there but they wanted to try and so we stabilized her with very aggressive therapy and for weeks trimmed the dead tissue away as the healthy tissue began to demarcate itself. She fought for her life. She never growled. She never struggled.  She would just look at me with her big chestnut eyes that said, “Go ahead, do what you have to do. I trust you.”  Total trust, that was one of the first things she taught me. 

Cajean it turned out had a famous brother, “Chance” who was Spaniel Gazette “Dog of the Year”.  She had undergone six months of training for field trial and hunting and since she could not be used for breeding any longer, the Rummel household welcomed a new pet into its fold.  It was a little difficult for Linda as Cajean was trained to release when her name was called and come on whistle or the “here” command.  I listened each night to the stories of Linda “calling” Cajean to come inside by using her name only to have her run in the other direction actively looking for a downed bird that was never there!  They never could understand each other back then…but then Cajean started to understand.  I learned that she would always end up figuring things out and make the adjustment.
She sure figured me out.  Being a field dog, she was always in high gear when outside and I would always try to get her into overdrive.  She would spin like a top about 5 times and then rocket off across the yard.  Back and forth three or four times and I would laugh, blow raspberries at her which would send her off again.  As her behavior inside the house became more and more goofy, it finally dawned on me that I was actually teaching her to be a ding bat.  I mean after all, she received nothing but positive reinforcement when she acted like a total banana…so why not act like that all the time.  She taught me that a mature dog can learn to control itself with the proper consistent training and although always ready to explode into a frenzy of excitement, she became a real lady.  
Now mornings when she was first let out, that’s a different story.  It brought me such deep joy to watch her jump off the porch and do a 180 in mid air to celebrate the new day.  Everyday was an exciting and wonderful day for Cajean no matter what the weather or how deep the snow and she never tried to hide it.  And what a shoulder snuggler!  Just lay on the floor, reach across and tap your shoulder and Ol’ Cajean would be there in a flash. I think she could sense the need.  She would lie next to you and place her head and snout onto your shoulder.  Then release a deep sigh of contentment.  If anything could lower your blood pressure after a rough day, it was Cajean’s shoulder snuggle!  Such unbridled joy.  Such a desire to love and please.  . 
One of her favorite things was to lay her head on your lap and let you pet her and pet her and pet her.  Those eyes would roll back in pure ecstasy.  She loved it and my father-in-law was only too glad to accommodate her.  She loved him but then again….she would love anyone who would pet her like that and I think he had his feelings hurt more than once feeling slightly betrayed when he saw those eyes rolling back when someone else was petting her!  Oh to be able to unashamedly accept the love from those willing to give it.
Cajean never stopped being a fighter.  In December of 2001, Cajean developed a disease called auto-immune thrombocytopenia and anemia. Her body attacked its own blood and clotting cells.  She underwent regimes of medications and even surgery to remove her spleen.  She would go into remission, often for months or longer.  Then something would trigger a recurrence.  I could always tell when it was beginning.  Those eyes would change and her belly would sag a little.  It’s hard to explain. I just knew.  We would start the medication and she would rally.  As I wrote the last article from Mexico, she was coming out of remission once again.  I wasn’t there.
 Last Sunday she collapsed.  I started the treatment regime and transfused her twice this week.  She continued to deteriorate and when she looked at me the other day her eyes told the story once again.  Linda spent the night with her in a shoulder snuggle and this morning Cajean and I went “hunting.” I dressed in my hunting coat and hat.  I put my training whistle around my neck and shouldered my shotgun. Her eyes lit up, though faintly and we went to the woods.  She carried an old pheasant wing in her mouth, barely able to walk. She smelled the grass and the brush.  I said “Bird Up” and fired into the air.  At nothing really, just so she could hear that sound one more time.  There was a flurry of excitement, her tail wagged and I knew she was happy.  It was time. 
Once in awhile we get lucky.  We get a pet that we really connect with. Once in a while we get real lucky.  We are blessed with a pet that teaches us about trust, the ability to change, unbridled joy, and an unending desire to please.  They teach us it’s OK to feel and accept love.  It’s so deep that you can sometimes almost read each others minds. 

It’s difficult being a veterinarian and losing a pet.  I’m the one that’s supposed to have all the answers and this time everything I tried just didn’t work.  But when we looked at each other for the last time, those eyes told me, “Go ahead, do what you have to do. I trust you.”  And she did. And I did. Thank you Cajean for all that you taught me.  You were a good dog.  We’re going to miss you.
