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FOR MY SISTER, ROBIN KACHKA, DVM





INTRODUCTION


Elisha Frye was fresh out of Cornell veterinary school, a week into her job at a remote mixed-animal practice in rural Western New York, when her supervisor decided it was time for the rookie to get her hands dirty. Well into their overnight shift, a Mennonite farmer brought in a very pregnant and stoic seven-year-old golden retriever, an over-the-hill breeding dog whose litter wouldn’t come out. A C-section was a fairly routine procedure, but not for Frye, who’d never performed one before, and not for the dog, Sandy, whose condition was worse than it looked.


Frye made a short incision into the dog’s belly, and the first thing she saw was a puppy. The shocked young vet assumed she’d made the possibly fatal mistake of slitting the dog’s uterus. But she quickly concluded the uterus must have ruptured on its own. Three other puppies were floating around in the abdomen, putting Sandy in grave danger of infection. Momentarily panicked, Frye started pulling on what she thought was a uterine horn—a tube ending in an ovary—but turned out to be the colon. “Extend your incision,” her superior advised in a calm tone. “Get the anatomy straight.” Frye found the ruptured horn, pulled out more puppies—eight in total—and spayed the poor overtaxed mother.


It was close to midnight by the time Sandy woke up from anesthesia. Leaving her in her cage overnight, Frye went home wondering if her first surgical patient would be alive in the morning. She hadn’t had time to run the usual preoperative tests, and between blood loss and the risk of infection, there was no way of predicting whether she’d recover. Frye felt she was abandoning Sandy, but she had no choice. The following morning she rushed back and found Sandy energetically wagging her tail, just as she had when she’d first come in. “She recovered like a champ,” says Frye, giving the retriever all the credit for her own quick, lifesaving work.


Eight years after the surgery, I visited the lakeside cabin Frye shares with her husband, Chris, a vet she met at Cornell; their baby daughter, Seneca; a one-eyed cat named Mr. Winks; and a surprisingly agile fifteen-year-old golden retriever—four years past the breed’s average lifespan—who greeted me at the door with that same energetic wag of her tail.


The Fryes adopted Sandy two weeks after her surgery. At the urging of her boss and with Chris’s wary consent (“as long as she’s potty-trained,” which Sandy was, more or less), Elisha paid the Mennonite farmer $30 to take the ex-breeding dog off his hands. Both Fryes knew there was still plenty of work to do—half a lifetime of care. Dogs spayed late in life are at very high risk of mammary cancer, so Elisha removed and biopsied two nipples, which tested negative. In the ensuing years it was Chris’s particular set of skills that gave Sandy her second life. In 2016, Chris finished Cornell’s first residency in animal sports medicine and rehab, which focuses partly on geriatric fitness. The leading vet school’s brand-new department is as specialized as Elisha’s practice is general; Chris is laser focused on dogs’ muscles and nervous systems, while Elisha toggles between cow pregnancy checks, cat emergencies, goat tumors, and the occasional ailing snake.


Showing me around her current workplace, a ten-doctor mixed-animal practice in Cortland, New York, Elisha shows off a new X-ray machine and, suspended high above, the backlit film of a healthy dog femur. It’s Sandy’s hindquarters, and Frye likes to place it side-by-side with the X-rays of arthritic dogs to show owners the effects of a condition that Sandy has somehow evaded. Having eaten well and exercised her whole life, often tagging along on the Fryes’ hikes and snowshoe outings and horseback rides, Sandy has defied all expectations for her age and breed. “It’s crazy that she’s alive, considering everything,” says Frye—never mind fully mobile (if quite deaf). “She’s just this kind of miracle dog.”


The modern doctrine of “work-life balance” dictates that you shouldn’t take your work home with you. But if you want to know what sustains veterinarians through the profession’s downsides—years of training, high debt, relatively low pay, frequent euthanasia—just look at the work they bring home.


Dr. Njeri Cruse, a dreadlocked, Brooklyn-born vet-for-hire who spends most days spaying and neutering pets for the ASPCA, lives with five cats, a mouse, and a ball python, all rescued from illness or neglect. Inbal Lavotshkin, the medical director of a New York–area emergency hospital, owns one dog abandoned by a family after it was hit by a car and another who was dying of heart failure—before Lavotshkin decided to pamper him for one last weekend and then, unwilling to let him go, wrangled him a pacemaker that saved his life.


Veterinarians are as varied as the animals they rescue (and sometimes adopt). They treat an astonishing array of creatures and biological systems, and just as there’s no “typical” animal, there is no typical animal doctor. Maybe there was in the early 1940s, when the country vet James Alfred Wight (pen name James Herriot, author of All Creatures Great and Small) birthed his first calf. And even today, you can make some generalizations about a profession that, for all its range, requires a degree from one of only thirty American graduate schools and another couple dozen foreign institutions.


Our fictional “typical” veterinarian is, increasingly, female. She graduates with the same debt as a human doctor, well into the six figures and sometimes in excess of $300,000, but a much lower starting salary—a median of $70,000. She grew up around animals, whether on a family dairy or in a city teeming with strays of many species. In elementary school, college, or even well into another career, she became driven, possibly obsessed, with doing the very hard work it takes to earn a DVM or a VMD.


She may have been naturally introverted, favoring the innocence of animals to the social needs of humans, only to realize that it’s impossible to be a good vet without liking people. She’s euthanized countless animals in front of their owners, 80 percent of whom consider them family members, after coaching those owners through a level of cost-benefit analysis human patients rarely face. She is probably more susceptible to burnout and depression than most human doctors—but also open to the satisfaction of having heroically spoken up for creatures who can’t describe their pain, and who ask for nothing in return for their companionship or their milk or the biodiversity that enriches our planet.


But no, there is really no typical veterinarian among the more than 100,000 who practice in the United States today, and nothing like a typical veterinary career. Michael Lund grew up in a North Dakota town of 1,300, thinking he might be a rancher or an architect before winding up at the ASPCA in New York, ministering to the pets of the urban poor. Elisha Frye is the daughter of a mixed-animal vet; she studied dance in Manhattan before following in her father’s footsteps. M. Idina O’Brien was a world-class clarinetist until a car accident forced her into a second career—as an emergency-room veterinary surgeon. And Chick Weisse was earning his master’s degree in economics when he took a night job in an animal hospital; a decade later he began inventing surgeries that changed the course of animal medicine.


Just as important as the idea that a vet can come from anywhere is the notion that one can go anywhere. The field is more complicated, in mostly good ways, than it ever was. It’s harder to afford than it was even ten years ago, and it takes more skill and grit and flexibility, but it’s also advancing further into procedures once reserved for humans; more responsive to pets and people in need; more humane to both animals and the overworked doctors who treat them; and more sensitive to the interconnectedness of all species. It’s never been harder to be a vet, and never more exciting.
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MONEY ISN’T IT: STARTING OUT


Michael Lund was raised in North Dakota, and though he moved to Brooklyn years ago, he has not shed the Lutheran sincerity of the Great Plains. A soulful do-gooder, he talks easily to strangers—he knew every single classmate in vet school—but he doesn’t go in for the small talk of the typical extrovert. He makes intense, empathetic eye contact and shares oddly formal introspections (“It was pretty evident that it was not my dream anymore”) with a downcast glare that almost makes you tear up. His blond hair flips down in a vaguely emo style, and his slight frame makes it easy to forget that he’s six feet four inches tall.


Lund grew up in Crosby, North Dakota, ten miles from the Canadian border. He comes from an extended family of farmers and ranchers, and spent much of his youth among them. An hour’s drive from the nearest veterinarian, Lund was the neighborhood’s designated dog and cat sitter. “If someone was going out of town: ‘Oh, call the Lund kid. He’ll come by and take care of it.’ ” He arrived at Montana State University without a specific major, favoring English and architecture but taking plenty of science courses, too. Halfway through school he met a vet one town over in Belgrade, Montana, who’d been practicing for years as an itinerant ranch veterinarian but had recently expanded from his garage to a mixed-animal practice. Lund wound up pulling shifts there.


For would-be vets like the young Lund, working as a vet assistant or tech is both a prerequisite and a gateway drug. The job can be a career of its own, akin to nursing, but for teenagers or college students interested in a veterinary career it’s an essential stepping stone. In contrast to human medicine, vets techs and assistants don’t have to be licensed, and for the medically curious, it’s much easier to get your hands dirty at a vet clinic than a human practice. At least a little bit of such prior experience is virtually required for admission to vet school.


“With human medicine, you can’t touch the people,” says Olivia Love, a recent graduate of Colorado State’s DVM program. Growing up in New Mexico, she would ride out on farm calls with animal doctors, and during college she spent summer breaks helping out. She was torn between human and animal medicine in college, but veterinary care gave her the opportunity to work hands-on before submitting a single application. Soon she was hooked.


For those who grew up maybe a little too attached to pets, early tech jobs offer a chance to develop a professional distance from their emotions. Johanna Ecke, an associate in a New Orleans clinic, was a sensitive child; Bambi left her sobbing. While she took a pre-vet track at Tulane, “I wasn’t certain I could handle the emotional aspect,” she says. Even her parents wondered if she was up for it. But after Hurricane Katrina, she became an assistant at the Magazine Street Animal Clinic. “I got a lot of exposure to the realistic side”—and the confidence it took to apply to vet school. After graduating, she came back to Magazine Street. In a competitive field, many vets return to the practices where they had their first jobs and their earliest mentors.


The flip side of all that opportunity is the uncomfortable fact that vet technicians make a median of $32,000 a year. The class gap between career techs and veterinarians is wide and growing; in areas with high numbers of skilled immigrants, tech positions are filled with recent arrivals who were vets in their home countries, getting by on tech salaries while saving up for expensive vet licensing exams.


But getting into vet school takes more than experience; it takes an early awareness of the prerequisites you need (usually a premed track plus a few ecology or animal science courses). Premed students get plenty of advice, but would-be vets often have to look a little harder to find mentors. For Michael Lund at Montana State, it took persistence. “I kept trying to get a real conversation with my pre-vet advisor,” he says, “but she was busy; she worked part-time. At some point, my mom marched in there and found this lady and reminded her that I should be given a chance.”


Inbal Lavotshkin, now the medical director of VERE South, a Brooklyn emergency animal hospital, didn’t get the advice she was looking for, so she looked elsewhere. At Rutgers University, she was a middling student well into her junior year, and doesn’t necessarily regret it. “I think I grew as a person by not being completely straight-edge,” she says. An ecology major, she visited Australia on a volunteer conservation trip and learned a lot about the biology of the animals. “I realized that my passion was in medicine,” and that practicing it might be the way to “give back” to the planet.


Just before the start of her senior year, Lavotshkin walked into the office of Rutgers’s vet-school advisor, who told her that it was too late to get all her prerequisites. She sought a second opinion from her ecology professor. On his advice, she wrote an essay explaining her transition and made a private commitment to get straight A’s, which she did. She had to spend a summer catching up on chemistry and calculus. It wasn’t that hard; it just took confidence and focus.


“I was a few steps behind,” says Lavotshkin. “But we all end up in the same place. I would never tell someone in college that it’s too late.” For every vet who sailed straight through into vet school, there’s one who spent one or two or four years after college in post-baccalaureate classes fulfilling her requirements, or in clinics doing the grunt work.


Few vets exemplify the never-too-lateness of the DVM track better than M. Idina O’Brien, an ER surgeon in suburban Virginia. Her childhood dream had nothing to do with animals. “My mom took me to see The Nutcracker when I was four years old,” she says. “Every little girl was looking at the ballerinas, but I was fascinated by the women in the orchestra pit.” So she requested a clarinet. O’Brien graduated from Juilliard and spent a decade performing with ensembles around the world. Then, in her early thirties, she was in a devastating car accident, which put her in the hospital for months. O’Brien had a life-threatening head injury and a severed nerve in her hand. “So that was the end of that career,” she says, with the casual air of someone who thinks little of minor obstacles like a life-altering hospitalization. “I’d never imagined doing anything other than being a musician.”


O’Brien’s mother gave her six months to figure out a new career. One evening, over dinner, “I said, ‘I want to apply to vet school.’ No one said anything for a couple minutes, and I was like, ‘Okay, what’s going on?’ Finally my mother said, ‘You don’t even have a high school education.’ Well, you never tell me I can’t do anything.” To anyone aspiring to be a vet, she offers two hard-learned lessons: First, “There has to be something in your personality that gets to your goal no matter what.” And second, “Find yourself a mentor.”


O’Brien found hers while still recovering from her accident, thanks in part to her beloved dog. One day she summoned up the courage to tell her animal’s vet, Dr. Louis Malacrida, about her plans. “He was probably a little skeptical himself,” O’Brien says, but he invited her to work for him. The first day she showed up in a silk dress and was sent home to change. She volunteered until Dr. Malacrida insisted on paying her, and soon he let her see clients on her own. In her vet-school yearbook she’d write: “Dr. Malacrida, I have you to blame for this, and I can’t thank you enough.”


Juilliard had a post-baccalaureate program through Columbia University, which she completed in three semesters. “It was a little challenging,” says O’Brien, with her knack for understatement. Her first application to vet school was submitted on a Friday; a letter of rejection followed on Monday, leading her to wonder if they looked past the first page. But her post-bac advisor advocated for her. She persuaded O’Brien to move to Philadelphia and apply to the University of Pennsylvania, where she was eventually accepted as an in-state student.


Her mother remained protective and skeptical. “You’re in a different world now,” she told her daughter. “You’re not twenty-five. What you did before is going to be held against you.” She may have been wrong about her daughter’s prospects, but she was right about this. Vet school began with a stint in the college hospital’s emergency room. “The first thing I did was introduce myself, and a head nurse said to me, ‘You’re not a musician, are you?’ Well I wasn’t anymore, so I said no. She said, ‘Oh good, because I heard we’re spoon-feeding some Juilliard reject through vet school.’ ”


Years later, one teacher confessed that much of the faculty had opposed her acceptance. O’Brien now conducts about a dozen prospective-student interviews a year for Penn, and she tries to stand up for students with artistic backgrounds. “I think they’re realizing the value of someone having a different lens. When something doesn’t work out”—say, on an operating table—“you have to rely on your creativity.” She believes her experience playing music in front of huge audiences gave her the confidence to perform in the emergency room. “In music if you make a mistake, you have to go forward.” The same ethic applies in the ER.


O’Brien’s concerns are echoed by the Association of American Veterinary Colleges (AAVMC), whose decade-long diversity drive is bearing fruit not just in racial and economic terms but also in the kinds of people admitted. “Many of our schools have adopted a more holistic admissions process that allows for criteria other than test scores,” says AAVMC CEO Andrew Maccabe.


Today’s programs admit not just former dance majors but also lawyers, farmers, and even a few disenchanted doctors. The crucible of vet school tends to burn away the differences in experience—eventually. Students from all kinds of backgrounds have to adjust their expectations. Harvard honors graduates suddenly find themselves in the middle of the pack, competing with kids who were raised stitching up cows. Those with years of vet-tech training bump up against straight-A overachievers. Frye, who majored in dance and biology at Marymount Manhattan College, says she “was not prepared for the level of intensity” at Cornell. “I failed the midterm and thought I was gonna flunk out. But then I was a C student, and then a B student.”


And now, she’s a vet: mission accomplished. Older students tend to enter vet school a little more focused on goals than grades. Early on at Penn, Dr. O’Brien published papers on immuno-parasitology. She expected to go into research before falling in love with patient care in her third year—and even then, she held herself to her own standards. “If there were sixty questions on a test and twenty were sheep questions, I’m not going to spend that much time learning about sheep,” she says. “Because the chances of me touching them are zero. So even if I got an eighty on that test, I still got one-hundred percent.”


Ken Osborn was a dairy farmer before going to vet school at the age of thirty-nine. He was bemused by all the young strivers around him at Cornell—in particular a twenty-one-year-old student named Becky. “Whiz kid, graduated early, sailed through college,” says Osborn. She was in his study group for one class, which culminated in one all-important final exam. Their results were placed in their mailboxes. “I got my grade and I’m walking down the hall, so happy. And I run into Becky, and she looks like she’s ready to cry. And I say ‘What’s wrong?’ ” It turned out they both got a B-plus. The difference was that Becky might never have earned less than an A before.


It’s in the fourth year of school, when students get to work hands-on with sick animals, that skill levels begin to equalize. By then, in most schools, they have begun to track into broad categories—large-animal, wildlife, and especially small-animal. More than two-thirds of the members of the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) report working exclusively with companion animals.


•  •  •


MICHAEL LUND HAD NO choice but to apply to a vet school out of state. North Dakota is one of twenty-one states with no vet schools. Lund still managed to pay in-state tuition at Colorado State University, thanks to one of many exchange programs whereby non-vet states compensate vet states, sometimes in return for a student’s commitment to work in his home state for a while. But students in some of the most populous states, including New Jersey and Connecticut, can’t apply as residents. The difference in tuition can add up to more than $100,000. For example, Colorado State charges $30,000 per year for in-state residents and $56,000 for out-of-state, meaning that Lund, who paid the lower fee, is only $60,000 in debt seven years later. Lavotshkin, who grew up in New Jersey, owes $330,000. Asked how she deals with it, she replies, “Denial.”
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