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Chapter 1: Mouse CPR
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My adventures as an animal trainer are some of my best memories, but this journey started a long time before, when I first began pursuing my dream of working with animals by studying Veterinary Assisting at a magnet high school. This was my entry into the world of being an "animal person," and it changed the way I saw myself from that point on.

If you've never attended a school that specializes in animal professions, you may not know what it's like in that world. Let me give you a glimpse, as this sets the stage for all that comes after...

On the first day of 10th grade, I walked down the sidewalk and up the metal steps into the Veterinary Assisting portable, and my heart leaped the moment I entered. There were animals everywhere! Chickens roamed the circular tables, hopping over stacks of Animal Science books, while crates of bunnies, kittens, and puppies sat ajar against one wall, their inhabitants wandering the floor or sitting in students' laps. Stray animals students had rescued would spend their days in this portable, and their nights going home with students in exchange for volunteer hours. A rescued mouse might scurry across my open textbook one day, and a kitten could spend class in my lap the next. I spent an hour every day in total bliss, not taking even a moment of this chaotic paradise for granted. When my friends and I brought in some abandoned puppies we had found after school, things got even better, because we got to use class time to take them for walks and to try to find them homes from among our teachers and fellow students. When we weren't walking puppies, we learned about the habits and care needs of different breeds, and even practiced dog CPR. It was my first taste of life as a professional animal person, and I loved it.

When someone found a baby mouse with its eyes not yet open a few weeks later, our class voted on a name—Rufus—and then created a sign-up list to take him home overnight for volunteer hours. When my turn to watch Rufus came, I was excited. I took him home in his tiny cage, and set him up on a tall shelf in my room, closing my door to keep the cats out. I checked on him before settling in that night, then switched out the lights and crawled in to bed. In the middle of the night, I heard Rufus squeaking, but I was so exhausted that I decided to wait and see if it stopped before getting up to check on him. When he quieted down a moment later, I fell right back to sleep.

When I awoke in the morning and checked on Rufus, I realized in a panic that he wasn't there. He was very tiny, so I checked his cage several times to be sure he wasn't hiding in the bedding, but no... he was gone. How could that have happened? All the cage doors were still closed, and the little guy still had his eyes closed, so he couldn't have moved far. I called my mom in, and after several minutes of searching, we found his body on the ground behind the tall shelving unit. Somehow he had squeezed out of the cage and fallen! We pulled out the shelf, and I picked him up carefully. He was twitching slightly, but I didn't see him breathing. I was devastated. My classmates had trusted me to watch him for the night, and I had let him fall to his death. Desperate, I decided to try the only thing I knew that might save him: dog CPR. Yes, he was a mouse. But he had the same basic body shape as a dog, just much, much smaller. So I went to work, using the techniques I'd learned for very small dogs, gently rubbing his side with my fingers and giving short, gentle breaths into (or at, because he was so tiny!) his nose. Unfortunately, it didn't work; he was gone. I had to make the solemn drive to school that morning with a dead mouse in the seat next to me.

I checked in to my first class and then got permission to take poor Rufus to the vet portable. I trudged in with my stomach in a knot, and told my teacher what had happened. She was very understanding. My fellow students were not. When vet period came later that day, I had to tell them all what had happened, and some were very upset. Forgiveness came quickly, however, and some of my classmates decided we should memorialize Rufus's short life with a ceremony outside. Everyone in class attended, though some took it more seriously than others. We buried Rufus beneath a palm tree outside the portable, and for a brief moment as I stood in a small cluster of my peers, listening to a eulogy for a stray mouse we had only had a couple days, I had the sudden realization that this crazy version of the world—the one where it wasn't strange to do CPR on a mouse and baby rodents had funerals—this crazy world was mine. Even if they did jokingly call me "Rufus killer" for a while, I had found my small tribe of fellow animal-lovers. This was where I belonged.

But I was soon going to experience a different side of the animal field, and it would forever change the way I saw things.
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Chapter 2: The Dark Side


[image: ]




I was still on my way to working with animals, studying Veterinary Assisting at my magnet high school. But I was about to have an experience that would make me realize something about myself, and would totally change my approach to working with animals.

During that year, our teacher arranged a volunteer program for some of us to work with a local veterinary clinic, and I began to rack up my volunteer hours hands-on in examination rooms. It was in this clinic that I watched the best vet I've ever known improvise tools to help everything from a hamster to a Great Dane, befriended a blood-donor dog, and learned to restrain animals for examinations. It was in this clinic that I saw the vet save the life of a dog that had been shot. But it was also in this clinic that I saw another side of veterinary medicine, the side that changed the way I would see it forever.

My fellow volunteer and I were doing the usual that morning, just double-checking fecal sample slides under the microscope and studying the names of different medications, when the door from the lobby slammed open and one of the vet techs rushed in, a limp Chihuahua in his arms. We hurried into the examination room, ready to assist in any way we could. The tech placed the dog carefully on the table. The dog's breathing was shallow and rapid, and his eyes were rolled back. I watched as the vet tech frantically called out to the assistant for supplies, along with a hurried explanation: "The owner accidentally overdosed him on flea medication. We've got to get him stabilized or we're going to lose him!" The assistant handed him a syringe with a tiny tube and IV. I watched as the tech attempted to place the IV but the dog's veins were too tiny. The Chihuahua twitched, and the tech tried again. And again, but the tiny vein kept rolling out of his grasp. Again, and it was in! But the Chihuahua had stopped moving. I watched as the tech tried CPR. The vet rushed in—he had been in surgery on another animal — but it was too late. The dog was dead. The vet stripped off his gloves, patted the tech on the shoulder, then stepped solemnly out to give the dog's owner the news.

This was the life of a veterinarian, the rush, the thrill, the reward, the loss. It was worthwhile, this job that weighed so heavily, to know that you were saving lives and helping so many animals. But it was still heavy, and that heaviness hung about me in the air like a dismal fog. It was in the singe of fur in the laser surgery room, in the dizzying brightness of white walls, and in the kennels smelling first of urine and then of disinfectant. It was in the blurry eyes of the drooling cats waking up from anesthesia, and in the feel of sutures beneath my gloved fingers as the vet had us practice stitching up a Rottweiler who had been euthanized.

I will respect veterinarians until my dying breath, but the heartbreak was too much for me. To this day, the smell of a vet office brings back a ripple of anxiety in my stomach. This animal-person life wasn't the one I had dreamed of, and as much as I loved the idea of helping animals and I knew that vets were needed, I realized that veterinary medicine wasn't the path I was meant to take. I was meant to work with conscious, healthy animals. I thought back to early childhood, when my passion for animals had been set ablaze. I remembered sitting on a metal bleacher in an open theater, the seat beneath me cold even though the sun and air were hot. I remembered nervous energy in my chest as the music began, and oh! the surge of joy and longing as I saw the trainers run out and leap headlong into a glistening blue tank of water, dolphins speeding in to meet them and carrying them triumphantly above the surface on their backs. How I longed to be them, with wild animals as my close companions! That moment in childhood was it for me, the breaking-open awakening of a calling deep within. Coming back to myself, I gazed around the white-tile walls of the clinic, and I knew: though I loved all I was learning in the clinic, I did not want to be a veterinarian. I wanted to be an animal trainer.
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