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Jim Rummel,VMD

Good Grief…

It is getting more difficult.   It never  was an easy task, after all I was taught to save lives.  After 30 years I believe it has taken a toll, emotionally.  When I first started practice I did not know my clients well and was just meeting their pets.  Over the years,  I have grown to know many of my clients very well and have had the pleasure of getting to really know the characters they have, cats and dogs.  In fact, many I meet when they are only 6 weeks old and some I actually watch take their first breath as I pull them from their mother’s womb during a C-Section!  So rewarding, so much fun! Then after 10, 12 or maybe 15 years, I have to kill them.  The term is euthanasia and the cause is just.  I know that they are beyond a cure, I am relieving their suffering, it’s not painful, I am the veterinarian; it’s my position to do it and it’s certainly the proper thing to do.  But bottom line, I am the one that has to do it, almost every day. 

This week was an especially tough one.  I did an exploratory on an old dog….no he wasn’t just an old dog … he fit the classic definition of a “really good Ol’ Dog.”  He had a very rare condition that affected his entire small intestine that was to be fatal with no possible cure.  After discussing it with the owner, I administered the agent and he just never woke up from surgery.   It was one of those moments that was felt by the entire staff.   After all, Just about six months ago I had had the chance to play God.  I had removed a very serious unrelated tumor in his mouth but in doing so was required to remove approximately ¼ of his upper jaw. It was a difficult surgery that saved his life, though from his attitude you would never have known he was seriously ill.  When he awoke from surgery it seemed he never knew what he had just gone through, nor did anyone else.   His head was up looking for someone to slurp with his giant tongue (that now hung to one side) and his tail (and rear end) was in full wagging mode.  He was a big dog.  All American with some Lab and I think maybe a hound of some sort….”just” a good Ol’ Dog!  And now he is gone.  But I will remember him!
As many of you know, Camboro closes each Thursday for Team training.  This week we had a presentation by a Grief Counselor.  Perfect timing.  Over the next couple of weeks we are going to explore a sad but necessary subject; pet loss and the grieving process.  Although the death of our pet may be one of the last steps in our experience with them, it’s an important one.  It’s as much a part of having a pet as when you first bring that little fuzz-ball home.  There are many lessons to learn.  One is the opportunity to teach children about the value and sanctity of life.  Everything that lives eventually perishes.  It is a fact.  That is why everyday is to be valued.  That is why we treat them kindly.  That is why we share our love with them.  Certainly these are lessons that can be projected onto other parts of all of our lives.  Our pets teach us even in their parting and how difficult that parting can be.
Other than the advances in veterinary technology I think the biggest change I have seen in my profession is how we look at our pets.  Our “best friend” has become a family member.  And with this elevation in status comes an elevation in emotion.  Practical, necessary decisions now contain a complicating emotional component.   So…the tough question.  When is it time?

As a veterinarian I do not believe it is my job to dictate when a pet “needs” euthanized.  I am an advisor, a counselor, pointing out medical truths or opinions and then helping the owner make the difficult decision.  I learned very early in my career that if I made the decision I was the villain. I either was the angel of death that wanted to prematurely end  the life of a beloved pet prematurely or was the greedy veterinarian who just wanted “to keep him going” so that I could milk every last dime from my emotionally distraught  client.   I understand now that many times this was the grief process talking but it taught me a valuable lesson.  It is not for me to decide because everyone “values” their pet differently.  So, I and most veterinarians, now educate and help steer their clients through the often confusing medical and emotional issues. 

So here are some tough questions to ask yourself to help you decide, when is it time. Does my pet seem tired and withdrawn for long periods?  Is he still eating well, playful, aware of her surroundings, and affectionate towards me?  Is she in constant pain? What is the quality of his life?  Is the condition curable, controllable or neither? Is there anything that can be done to make her more comfortable or have a positive effect on the quality of her life?  Does my pet sense I am withdrawing from him?  Do I still love my pet in the same way or am I angry or resentful of the new responsibilities and restrictions her condition has placed on my lifestyle?  
The most frequent question…”What would you do if he was your cat/dog?”  It’s not a fair question.  I own a veterinary hospital.  I can do the surgery myself.  I can purchase expensive medication at cost.  I have friends who are specialists.   I can judge the physical condition of your pet but you are the best to judge the daily quality of his life.  I can predict his future abilities and your treatment responsibilities but only you can decide if they are possible or practical. 
Try to honestly and unselfishly evaluate your pet’s health with your veterinarian.  Prolonging your pet’s suffering in order to prevent your own, ultimately helps neither of you.  Another lesson I have learned, even with all the medical facts and the emotional counseling, it is never an easy decision… it is never painless.  Unfortunately, it is reality and necessary.  This decision, however terrible, is the final act of love you make for your pet and that can be a beginning.  The beginning of Good Grief.
