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Foreword
by Carl Safina

At five today as every day, an hour before dawn I felt our dogs jump onto the bed. They curled up by our feet and we all dozed a bit until my wife said “Good morning.” Our first words are their cue to start the day’s greeting and the licking. It’s a custom they started; we didn’t train it. And then it’s time to hit the floor and start the day. Every day they get us out of bed at dawn. And though that’s not always my favorite idea—if I’ve had a late night of writing or we’ve been out—dawn is always my favorite time of day. So I’m always grateful that they get us going. Downstairs they get let out; the coffee goes on. They get let in and fed. Right after they eat they seek us out and seem to thank us, and then they rest while I fill the bird feeders, feed our rescued parrot. Then we usually make breakfast, often sharing a bit with them or letting them lick up leftovers. And by then it’s time to let our chickens out. The chickens are not in a rush to venture out at dawn; that’s when the hawks hunt and the last fox goes to sleep. So they wait inside, and when I see them appear in their screen coop the dogs and I all go out, I open the coop, and our hens scurry to the back porch steps, where I feed them while the dogs take in the scene. In some years we’ve had added duties: an orphaned squirrel or raccoon, or a baby owl found fallen and near death. Healing them, their need and seeming appreciation of our care, their feeling comfortable and safe in our presence; this is a great honor and a daily lesson.

The lesson they refresh for me daily is: we are alive, now. They remind me to live present and ready to appreciate what comes our way. They break us through the hurt and grief and gloom that humans create for ourselves, the disappointments and disillusionments. They, like we, come into the world with none of it. In your opportunity to be kind to them, they repay with daily reminding of how pure and innocent living beings can be with each other. If we choose.

After everyone is fed we may take the dogs to the beach—they love that—before we get to work. I love it too. Watching them run and chase and swim, getting wet and sandy, I realize afresh that they get us smiling more times a day than any single aspect of our life. They bless us with their mess. I often think of the words of my friend and hero Peter Matthiessen, who wrote in The Snow Leopard, “And it is a profound consolation, perhaps the only one, to this haunted animal that wastes most of a long and ghostly life wandering the future and the past on its hind legs, looking for meanings, only to see in the eyes of others of its kind that it must die.” What I see in the eyes of others not of my kind is: let’s live. Let’s just live.

In a world of wounds, the invitation into compassion is the greatest gift a human can be offered. The symphony that is the controlled chaos of our morning, whether it is the noise of the chickens or a sandy snout against my hip, awakens and lifts my spirit like music. It is our best route out of grief.

I am a scientist, but many scientists have long wrongly believed that only humans are conscious and can feel anything. That belief is unscientific. It is also an excuse for humans to abuse the non-humans among us. There is far too much of this. And of course there is far too much abuse of other people. Other animals are considered “brutes,” or “savage beasts.” But as Herman Melville noted in his great psychological classic, Moby-Dick, “There is no folly of the beasts of the earth which is not infinitely outdone by the madness of men.” Abuse of animals often goes hand in hand with abusive behavior toward people. Learning to treat animals with gentleness gentles people toward people too. Humaneness is good for humans and humanity as a whole.

The organizing principle of all biology is that all life is kin, related and genetically connected down through billions of years of unbroken chains of ancestors and living descendants. Many of our genes have been on Earth for hundreds of millions of years. Think of it this way: the physical similarities you see in other species—eyes, ears, skeletons, organs, heartbeats—carry into similarities we can’t see in brains and their functioning. But you can see the functioning of minds in the logic of behaviors. And more formally, behavioral neuroscience has come light-years. Researchers in these branches of science have looked at brains as they function, in MRI machines and using other modern techniques. They have watched dogs’ brains light up when shown photos of people and dogs they know, and watched the brains of sleeping rats as they dream. There is simply no question, and there is plenty of proof, that their minds are generally as similar to our own minds, as are their bodies. In light of so much new evidence, many scientists now agree that the scientific reality is: everything in the living world is on a continuous range, and this includes the similarities in the nervous systems of various kinds of creatures, and thus in their mental functions and emotional capacities.

When we lose a loved one, including a loved pet, we grieve. And some animals grieve, too. Any animal capable of emotional bonding shows grief when you’d expect it. Grief isn’t solely about life or death; it’s mostly about loss of companionship, loss of presence. Author Barbara J. King says that when two or more animals have shared a life, “Grief results from love lost.”

[image: images]

We know that humans can enjoy life and love or miss companions. The remaining problem is that we tend to deny, or mistrust, the idea that any other creature can. This is a great gap in our appreciation and understanding of who we are and who we are here with on this only known living planet.

Albert Einstein said our task is to “widen our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.” Unity of need becomes unity of purpose. To deflect disaster, this is where we must be headed next.

And if you’d like to know what’s in it for you, Confucius is credited with saying, “He who wishes to secure the good of others, has already secured his own.” Dr. Albert Schweitzer observed, “One thing I do know: the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who have sought and found how to serve.”

Charles Darwin recognized that “The simplest reason would tell each individual that he ought to extend his social instincts and sympathies to the men of all nations and races . . . our sympathies becoming more tender and more widely diffused until they are extended to all sentient beings.”

There is a spiritual component here, even for the non-religious. The ability to feel along with another is the minimum standard of religiosity, “because in compassion,” says the former nun and author Karen Armstrong, “we de-throne ourselves from the center of our world.”

The geometry of human progress is an expanding circle of compassion. Each time people like Copernicus, Darwin, and Einstein have widened the circle—moving us farther from the center of the universe, the center of time, the apex of creation, we got a better, more realistic view of who we are. We understood a little better that we are not alone, that we have company here. Each of us must learn this for ourselves, and so progress is slow.

Expanded views make us more civilized. But being civilized gets us only so far. The challenge now is to become more humanized. It may seem ironic but caring for other animals helps to humanize us. Humans have the capacity for compassion, so acting compassionately fulfills our human potential. The greatest realization is that all life is one. Over my lifetime, living with, studying, and working with many other animals in their world and ours has only broadened and deepened—and reaffirmed—my impression of our shared life and of the rich gifts offered by closeness and care for the other-than-humans among us.

In the pages that follow, Aysha Akhtar expands and expounds this great potential. She illuminates the above by sharing stories of caring, and yes of abuse, and of grieving. But above all, these stories are about recovery, renewal, and hope. Be soothed by these stories, and the shared destiny and healing that takes place within these pages. Then consider how you yourself might find a way to help heal another. This is how we will heal the world, one life at a time.





Prologue

I want to show you something.”

Uncle Talup approached me as soon as I stepped out of the bathroom of our East London row house. I had just spent the afternoon watching a TV show about a girl with giant teddy bear companions while my two younger sisters napped and my older brother roamed the neighborhood with his Matchbox cars. Uncle Talup often babysat us until my parents came home from work. Although he was a close family friend, by Pakistani standards we called all adults auntie or uncle as a sign of respect.

I let Uncle Talup lead me by the hand up the dark, narrow stairs. Maybe he had a new game to show me. But we walked past the bedroom where I normally played with my brother and sisters and into my parents’ bedroom. He closed the door and we sat on the edge of the double bed. I squinted my eyes at the sharp sunrays as they peeked around the edges of the yellow-and-brown-striped curtains and bounced off the floor-length mirror. Often, I stood in front of this mirror and asked the girl looking back at me if the world she lived in was different from mine. On this day, though, the mirror wasn’t showing my imaginary friend. Something wasn’t right.

“Here,” Uncle Talup said. I followed his gaze downward to his baggy, white shalwar kameez pants.

I had just turned five years old the first time Uncle Talup molested me. His sexual abuse would continue for five more years and across two continents. He abused me weekly when he lived near my family’s home in London. After my family moved to the United States, he visited us four, sometimes five times a year and continued the abuse, as though we had never been apart. Throughout those years, I remained silent, telling no one, not even my parents, what he was doing to me. That was one of his rules that he knew I would follow. I was an obedient girl. Keep quiet.

Uncle Talup’s abuse launched a childhood marked by confusion. Although I was too young to articulate my thoughts at the time, I had so many questions, mostly about myself—my role as a good Pakistani girl who followed the rules, my duty to elders, my self-worth. And I sought answers to those questions feeling scared, embarrassed, and alone.

But one night, at only nine years old, clarity came.

This was one of those rare moments in life when insight doesn’t seep in the usual trickles into our subconscious until the flow of information becomes too vast to ignore. No, the answer to my questions rushed to me in a torrent. And once I had the answer, it seemed so obvious.

My answer was a dog named Sylvester.

[image: images]

It’s the only picture I have of him. It’s a sunny, late November day. We had just returned from a romp in the woods, picking pinecones to spray with gold and silver sparkles as winter gifts. I kept tripping over him, as he braided his footsteps so close to mine, never leaving my side. In the photo, he’s looking off to something beyond the garden gate that I can’t see. Brown hair. Brown eyes. A red-and-white bandana is wrapped around his neck. He looks rugged, handsome, and adorable all at once.

Sylvester entered my life when I was nine years old. My grandparents and my Uncle Dave on my mother’s side followed my parents from London to Virginia, where they adopted Sylvester from a litter of unwanted pups. He was part German shepherd, with a velvety face and a tuft of white fur on his chest. Like me, like each of us, Sylvester had his own story.

For much of my childhood, our lives became so intertwined that if you now tried to remove Sylvester from my story, it would unravel. I had never known an animal before, but I bonded instantly with Sylvester. In Virginia, my grandparents lived in the next building in our apartment duplex, fewer than fifty yards away from where I lived. I can’t recall a single day when Sylvester and I were not together. We shared a friendship, a kinship, a love that was strong. We were that girl and her dog.

We also shared something else: abuse.

The first time I saw Sylvester being thrown against the wall—also by a man I knew well—was the moment that set me on a path to find the courage to end not only his abuse, but also my own.

Sylvester was the first in a long line of animals I would come to know. Through him, I became more aware of the worlds of other animals around me and developed a great sense of kinship with them.

As a child, I rescued orphaned birds and rehabilitated them. I read books on how to mash up hard-boiled eggs (it seems so wrong now) to feed baby birds with tweezers. I learned how to house birds in warm, shoebox nests, how to train them to look for worms under rocks, how to let them go when they were ready. I also rescued injured rabbits, squirrels, and mice and anxiously sat with them in my lap in the passenger seat of our green Buick station wagon as my mother rushed us to the local veterinarian.

Through animals, I developed a desire to heal. It was easy for me to take the skills I learned by caring for animals and apply them to humans. My mother was a nurse and she taught me that the general principles were the same, whether caring for humans or animals. To be a good healer, she told me, you need to understand how others are hurting and you need to want to help them. I was so frequently by my mother’s side as her “little nurse’s assistant” whenever one of my sisters or my brother was sick that everyone in my family knew what I would be when I grew up.

“Aysha will be a doctor.”

As I pursued my studies in medicine, I continued to seek the company of animals. While doing rounds as a third-year medical student at the Eastern State psychiatric hospital in Williamsburg, Virginia, my cat Aslan suddenly turned ill. During medical school, Aslan (a name from one of my favorite childhood books) was my constant companion, draped over my shoulders as I pored over anatomy, physiology, and molecular biology books on long, cold nights. After four years with me, Aslan was succumbing to feline leukemia, an infectious disease he caught before I rescued him off the streets.

On a Thursday night, I drove three and a half hours to take Aslan to a specialty animal clinic. But nothing could be done to save him. His heart failed. Aslan’s lungs filled with fluid, and he was struggling to breathe. I made the humane decision and ended Aslan’s suffering. He died, purring, in my arms.

By the time I left the clinic, it was close to five A.M., Friday. I was to start my shift at the psychiatric hospital in three hours. Later that morning, I tearfully phoned the psychiatrist in charge of my rotation. I explained what had occurred and asked if I could have that day off to grieve. He said no.

I had no doubt that if my mother, brother, or friend had died or even been seriously ill, the psychiatrist would have allowed me at least a day off. My presence at the psychiatric hospital wasn’t crucial by any means. My main job as a mere medical student was to do the scut work, running errands for staff. So I was astounded and dismayed by the psychiatrist’s response. How could he not recognize the significance of a loss of a beloved animal companion? Or at the very least, how could he not recognize that this loss was significant for me? I could not understand how a doctor, one who studied the mind no less, could not see the importance of animals in our lives.

I was naïve. The psychiatrist was far from unique in his view of animals. There was a tendency among doctors to disregard the significance of our relationships with animals. The only time we had ever discussed our relationships with animals during my medical training was to emphasize how animals can injure us and be sources of infectious diseases. Both are relevant issues, but they offer a narrow view of the subject.

I felt that by not considering our relationships with animals, medicine was missing a vital component of our health. During my training, I was taught how health is more than just the absence of disease. In 1946, the World Health Organization defined health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being.” While disease today largely relates to our experiences within the halls of our medical centers, health reflects our lives outside the hospital, outside the doctor’s office. To truly heal and to keep someone healthy, we doctors have to lift our gazes from our checklists of diagnoses, medical procedures, and drugs. We have to consider the numerous influences that occur beyond the white walls of hospitals.

Each of us is like a connect-the-dot picture. In order to draw the right picture of health, we need to: (a) include the relevant dots that make up our lives, and (b) connect the dots in the correct way. Each dot in our lives influences our physical, mental, and social well-being. We now recognize that how we interact with and treat one another, how we share (or do not share) our resources, how we relate to our environment, how we shelter ourselves, how we govern ourselves, how we spend money, how we eat, how we work, how we play—in short, how we live—influence our health.

I learned firsthand how many factors influence my health. I did not escape Uncle Talup unscathed. I have struggled with depression my entire life. Although internal biology certainly plays a role, I have found that my tendency to fall into despair is often affected by the state of affairs around me. I am far from alone in this. Even as some physical illnesses have declined in the past few decades, a malady that affects us all grows. This disease slowly courses its way through our modern civilization and divides in number like a cancer cell every time we hear another story of violence, grief, and struggle.

We collectively suffer from a deep spiritual and emotional affliction. Even if we are less violent today as Steven Pinker argues in his book, The Better Angels of Our Nature, it certainly doesn’t feel that way. Stories of not only violence, but also of pessimism and gloom constantly barrage us. Every time we grieve another mass shooting, every time we hear of another crime of hate, every time we see another child going hungry, we suffer a setback in our fight against this malaise. Almost one in three of us can’t sleep and one in five takes at least one psychiatric drug. We pop pills to ease our sadness, our loneliness, our deepest fears. We may live longer, but we don’t necessarily live better.

Health draws from every aspect of our lives—not just as individuals, but collectively. Our mental states are deeply impacted by those of others. We are a social species. Our relationships with one another matter because we are interdependent, perhaps more so now in our global world than ever before. As we are increasingly aware of others, our empathy and compassion also increase. With each generation, we extend our circle of empathy bit by bit to include those who were previously ignored—like battered women, the mentally disabled, and the transgender community. Our ever-widening empathy reflects our growing understanding that our well-being is tied to the well-being of others. I suffer when you suffer. We laugh when they laugh. The lives, struggles, and joys of far-flung strangers affect us all.

So, how do the lives of animals affect us? Although doctors are connecting more dots in our lives, we still largely overlook one crucial influence that has existed since our beginning: our relationships with animals. On those rare occasions when doctors turn their gaze toward animals, we rarely see beyond the surface. We focus only on a few types of animals and a few situations. But my experience with Sylvester and my abuse inspired me to seek more information about how animals affect our health—this dot that doctors too often fail to connect.

For much of my medical career, I downplayed my affection for animals when I was among my colleagues. I felt embarrassed. I know of many other doctors who were also reluctant to admit their kinship with animals as though, by admitting this, we were somehow lesser scientists and doctors. As though compassion for animals was a fault. But the truth is that I love animals with all my heart and soul, and would never wish for that to be any other way. Far from being a detriment to my work as a physician, it has made me a better healer.

No matter how slimy, how scaly, how smelly, or even how scary, animals matter to me. By denying this, I was denying an integral part of who I am. And that clouded my ability to understand my own suffering—which is deeply influenced not only by the lives of other humans, but also by animals. With this awareness, I can look upon my experience with Talup and with Sylvester with a sharper eye. Whatever possible paths my life could have taken, my bond with Sylvester and my empathy for him changed it for the better. Now, as a neurologist, I find myself asking one question again and again: Where does that empathy for animals come from?
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In a groundbreaking book, biologist Edward O. Wilson introduced biophilia as “. . . the innately emotional affiliation of human beings to other living organisms.” Biophilia is the hypothesis that humans naturally connect with nature and animals and that our affinity is rooted in our biology. It is a love of life in its simplest definition. It is part of who we are as fellow animals on this planet. Wilson was not just referring to animals, but also to plants and all other “living systems.” We seek out nature. Our need to have green spaces in cities, our desire to hike in the woods, and our drive to preserve natural parks are all evidence of biophilia.

Wilson wasn’t necessarily arguing that we all seek a bond with animals, but I believe that it is in our relationships with animals where our biophilia is especially evident. If you were to look at the migration of people in the Western world from rural areas into cities in the 19th and 20th centuries, you would find a steady increase in the number of animals kept as pets. Historians have traced the rise in pet keeping as it parallels our increasing urbanization. As we stepped away from rural living and lost daily contact with many animals, we sought them in other ways. We brought cats, dogs, birds, hamsters, and rabbits into our homes.

We choose to bring animals into our lives. They make the world a little less lonely. And a lot more fun. When we can’t bring animals into our homes, we look for them elsewhere. We visit wildlife sanctuaries; we join bird watching clubs. We go to zoos and circuses, even as we increasingly feel uncomfortable seeing animals behind bars or performing for our entertainment. We take safaris in Africa. We seek a bond with animals. Our need to be with animals is so deep and instinctively strong that our biology is not just biophilia. It is animalphilia.

An episode of the television series The X-Files provides a humorous perspective on how animals provide us company and comfort. In a flip of the usual werewolf tale, where a monster bites a man and turns him into a werewolf by night, the main characters Mulder and Scully meet a were-monster, a reptilian-like creature who was bitten by a man. One day this peaceful and content insect-munching reptile wakes up and finds himself turned into a pudgy Australian. As a man, he begins thinking like a man and finds himself burdened by all the worries, fears, and self-doubts that only humans have. He realizes he needs a job, as he later complains to Mulder, so he gets one selling cell phones. But then he hates his job and wants to quit and do something else. But he can’t, because how would he pay his bills? How can he get a loan for a mortgage on a house? How can he save enough for his retirement? “If I haven’t written my novel by now,” he laments to Mulder, “I’m never going to write it.”

Burdened by these all-too-human worries, the were-monster visits a “witch doctor” (psychiatrist), who, rather than curing him, gives him drugs that only serve to muddle his thoughts. In a last effort to ditch his melancholia, the were-monster gets a puppy who he names Daggoo. As the camera lingers over the were-monster happily rolling on the floor playing with Daggoo, the monster tells Mulder, “I quickly realized that the only way to be happy as a human was to spend all your time in the company of non-humans.”

Not all of us seek the company of animals or empathize with them, though. Nor does this companionship and empathy extend to all—or even most—animals. Humans now cause more suffering to animals than ever before in history. We have an extremely contradictory relationship with animals. Coinciding with our increasing affection for companion animals is our increasing distancing from those species we define as tools, pests, and food. But I believe the lives of these animals who are hidden from our view are also woven into ours. Most of us just don’t know it yet.
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This book is a journey to understand the very nature of health and how it is influenced by the lives of animals. Specifically, how does our empathy for animals—and lack of it—affect our health in the deepest sense of the word? In order to answer this question, I have tried to understand the many different ways we think about and relate with animals and how our empathy for them is evolving.

This journey has led me to a wide range of individuals including a Marine with post-traumatic stress disorder, a mobster whose life changed after one animal encounter, a convicted serial killer, a pediatrician with HIV, a former cattle rancher, and an industrial animal farmer. This is a story of ignorance, apathy, and cruelty, but ultimately, it is one of beauty, kindness, and healing.

Anthropologist Brian Fagan described in his book, The Intimate Bond, that, “our urge to make a connection with fellow creatures is so powerful that it takes a lot to override it.” If indeed this urge is so strong, do we lose something when we ignore it? Do we lose something of ourselves? Perhaps most importantly, when we do recognize our kinship with animals, what do we gain?

I know what I gained from my kinship with Sylvester. And this knowledge changed the entire course of my life.






Our Symphony with Animals






PART ONE


Healing with Animals
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CHAPTER ONE


What Is Home?

The alarm didn’t go off this morning. I look over at the clock and realize I’m late for work, very late. I jump out of bed and step, barefoot, into a puddle of warm, slimy vomit. Silos! Where is that good-for-nothing feline?

Why do we do this? Why do we tolerate vomit congealing on the floor, poop rolling on the bed, fur clinging to our clothes, urine-soaked curtain hems, saliva-covered slippers, ripped-up furniture, acid breath, stinky food, litter boxes, rude sniffing (you know where), insolent hissing, defiant pissing, incessant barking, hairballs, scratches, bites, snarls, fleas, ticks, ear mites, hookworms, tapeworms, roundworms, and so on?

Animals inconvenience us. We rearrange our work and vacation schedules around them, spend our hard-earned dollars on medical bills for them, and do just about anything to indulge them. They are the perpetual teenagers that test our limits. They wolf food like undiscriminating gluttons, or they turn their precious noses from our offerings like fussy snobs. They tear up the house, scatter their messes, and leave all of it for us to clean up. The worst part is that they expect we will graciously bow down and accept it all. And they are right.

In our contract with animals—pets, specifically—we voluntarily agree to a certain amount of hard labor. Comedian Jerry Seinfeld once joked that if an alien race were to visit Earth and watch the hordes of humans scuttling after their dogs and scooping up their refuse, the aliens would think that dogs ran the place. In some ways, that idea is not so far-fetched—except that I would add cats and other companion animals to the list of lords and ladies of the manors.

No other species routinely adopts other animals. Yes, there are the anecdotes we all love to read about—a cow mothering a puppy, a goose befriending a lost owl. But animals don’t go out in droves to bring members of other species into their lives and into their homes. What compels us to do this?

I think about this question as I sit in the waiting room of the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) adoption center in Manhattan’s Upper East Side. On this Saturday afternoon, the adoption center bustles with visitors. Elderly men and women, couples, and parents with children come here to pet, adore, and sweet-talk demure dogs and coquettish cats. Visitors have one goal in mind: to add another member to their household. As I watch a young couple walk out with a terrier in tow, the sheer bliss in the dog’s movements reflects theirs. Despite all the expenses, hassles, and nuisances, we seek animals simply because they bring us a joy that’s irreplaceable and unique.

There is something so wondrous about animals. They experience the world in ways we cannot even begin to fathom, and they can see, smell, hear, and feel things that are beyond our capabilities. What is it like to be dog, a dolphin, or a mole? Although science has increasingly turned its collective head to the study of animal behavior, our ability to understand each animal’s unique world is woefully limited. Too often, the most we can do is imagine what their experiences are like. When we do take the time to imagine the lives of other animals, we are often instilled with a childlike awe and a desire to emulate them. No wonder many superhero traits model the abilities of animals. Who among us has not fantasized about flying, breathing underwater, or having super hearing? Animals draw us out of our human-centric worldview. We may initially seek out animals because of their similarities to us, because of our shared evolutionary biology. But we derive pleasure from their differences. As a result, animals pull us in like nothing else can.
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I was sitting in the living room of our apartment with my sister Sahar when my brother burst through the front door and said, “Amagee and Abadgee got a dog!” I jumped up from the puzzle that I was completing with my sister. “A dog?” I asked, catching my brother’s excitement. This was big news! No one we knew ever had a dog before and I never would have thought that our grandmother and grandfather would get one. Among Pakistanis, this was unheard of. Dogs—and, really, all animals—were considered dirty creatures who were meant to be separated from humans. Eager to learn more about our grandparents’ break from tradition, Sahar and I grabbed our jackets from the shoe closet and raced with Kamran to the apartment building next door.

Since we moved to the United States from England, my family had been living in a twin apartment complex in Arlington, Virginia. We arrived in America in the late 1970’s with high hopes. After three weeks of living in a motel near Washington, DC, my father was hired as a busboy at a hotel restaurant and he found us a cheap apartment. A year later, my grandparents, two of the four aunts, and their younger brother, Dave, followed us from London and moved into the building next door.

Eager to meet our grandparents’ new dog, Sahar, Kamran, and I rushed into their garden apartment and found all of them clustered in one of the bedrooms. Our grandparents, aunts, and Dave were gathered around the bed. And there he was. A little brown puppy, wagging his tail a mile a minute. I shoved my way to the center of the bed and scooped the puppy onto my lap as though I had known dogs all my life. “What are you going to call him, Dave?” I asked as the dog nuzzled and licked my face. Dave wasn’t his real, Pakistani name. He chose a Western name to fit in better. I never called Dave “Uncle Dave,” since he was only ten years older than me and much more like an older brother.

“We’re naming him Sylvester,” he said.

That’s perfect, I thought. Every Saturday morning, my sisters, brother, and I spent hours watching Loony Tunes cartoons. Of all the cartoon characters, cheeky Sylvester was one of my favorites. Never mind that it was “Sylvester the Cat.” If cats have nine lives, well maybe giving our new puppy the name given to a cat would bring him good luck. And I did think of Sylvester as our puppy, not just my grandparents’ or Dave’s puppy. I knew that Sylvester and I were going to be buddies. I looked into his large, brown eyes and I thought of all the best spots to play and all of my secret places around the buildings that I was going to show him.
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About ten years ago, I was driving to work when some part of my mind registered something in the middle of the lane in the opposite direction that should not have been there. During the morning traffic, I, like everyone else on the road, was in a hurry. I ignored what I saw and kept driving. A few miles later, though, the nagging doubt surfaced, and I realized that what I saw on the road was a turtle.

The turtle was still alive when I drove by but had frozen in the middle of the road. With the rush of cars, I knew the turtle didn’t have a chance. I turned my car around and drove back to the spot. By that time, though, another car was already pulled over to the curb. Someone else had gotten there before me. I watched as a teenager walked out into the middle of the road, arms outstretched, to warn and halt the oncoming traffic. He gently lifted the turtle, who appeared unharmed, and carried him to the other side of the road to safety.

Anxious to get to work on time, I didn’t approach the boy to thank him for his kindness. I’ve always regretted that and I often wondered what compelled him to take time from his busy schedule to help a little turtle when no one else did. I never found this out, but I did discover something else. Later at work, as I recalled how that boy helped an animal in danger, I smiled. The boy’s empathy, even though it was not for me, made me happier.

Empathy derives from the German word Einfühlung, coined by philosopher Robert Vischer in 1873. Einfühlung means “feeling-in.” At the time the word was introduced, Einfühlung related to how an observer can project his or her own feelings onto an object or subject to “enliven” it. An example is when one describes a willow tree as “weeping.” It was not until the mid-1900s that empathy took on a different meaning. Psychologists shifted its definition as they turned their attention to the science of social relations. Over time, empathy came to mean the understanding and sharing of the feelings of another.

We often confuse empathy with sympathy and kindness. Sympathy is a concern for another who is distressed. But with sympathy there can be an emotional distancing that can sometimes tip into pity, causing a feeling of superiority and the belittling of another. Kindness is an extension of empathy, translated into action meant to help another, as I witnessed with the boy who rescued the turtle. In comparison to sympathy, empathy has more grip.

Primatologist Frans de Waal suggests that empathy has roots in our evolutionary history. Studies on animal behavior show that empathy is a trait we share with a variety of species. Perhaps it initially developed to help mothers of multiple species better care for their young, but the expression of empathy reaches well beyond maternal care. It even plays a role in how we react to other people’s movements.

If you saw someone grimace after tasting something bitter, you would likely grimace as well. For years, researchers wondered why we often mimic the movements of others. In 1995, a team of neuroscientists recorded motor-evoked potentials—which signal that a muscle is about to move—when participants watched a person grasp for an object. The motor potentials matched those recorded when the participants actually grasped the objects themselves. Since that study, others have supported the idea that we possess mirror neuron systems that enable us to respond similarly when we perform an action and when we witness someone else perform the same action. We see examples of this empathetic mimicry every day. Yawn and watch the others around you also yawn. It’s instinctive.

Emotional contagion is similar to mimicry, but rather than automatically emulating another’s body movements, we instead pick up their emotions, including, sadness, joy, anger, and fear. Babies will cry when they hear other babies cry. If you are in a movie theater and the room breaks out in screams just as the crazy ax-wielding clown jumps out of the shadows—even if you knew it was coming—I dare you not to utter at least a whimpering yelp.

Mimicry and emotional contagion are considered to be the building blocks of more complex levels of empathy. Researchers today generally distinguish between two forms of empathy. Affective empathy refers to the sensations and emotions we experience in response to another’s emotions. With affective empathy, we share the other’s emotional state. When we experience cognitive empathy, on the other hand, we take in the mental perspective of another—and can better identify and understand what that person is thinking and feeling. Both components of empathy together help us understand another’s experiences, intentions, and needs. The ability to empathize with others allows us to predict and understand their feelings, motivations, and actions.

Neuroscientist Tania Singer and her colleagues at the Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences in Germany explored the neurological underpinning of affective empathy, specifically the shared experience of pain. We don’t just feel pain physically; we experience it emotionally as well. When we are hit by a painful stimulus, such as an electric shock, signals travel from the site of the stimulus up to the brain, where there is overlap between the pain and emotion centers. As a result, our responses to pain can include unpleasant emotions such as anxiety, fear, or sorrow.

To understand how empathy affects the emotional experience of pain, Singer’s team studied sixteen women who were accompanied by their romantic partners. In one situation, the women volunteered to receive painful shocks through electrodes attached to their hands. In another situation, the women were allowed to see when their partners received shocks. Using brain scans of the women, Singer found increased activity in many of the same parts of the brain (in parts of the cerebellum and brain stem) whether the women received shocks themselves or whether their partners received the shocks. When watching their partners get shocked, the women’s brains lit up in the same emotional areas, but not in the painful sensory areas as when their own hands were shocked. “Empathy,” Singer said, “works by tapping into a brain mechanism that already exists for our own pain. This makes us believe we are feeling pain emotionally even when we are not feeling it physically.” Singer’s study added further proof that empathy is wired into our brains.

How we experience empathy toward animals may not be so different from how we experience it toward other humans. Researchers from the Department of Psychology at Brandeis University and the Pennsylvania State University found that when we are shown pictures of either humans suffering or dogs suffering, there is a great deal of overlap in our neural responses to both.

Empathy is the glue that holds groups together. When we empathize with another, we are sharing their experiences, the good and the bad, the joy and the suffering. It is a crucial component in human development and it forms the foundation for kindness, compassion, morality, and altruism. In The Empathic Civilization, social theorist Jeremy Rifkin describes empathy as “the very means by which we create social life and advance civilization.” Empathy enables us to care for one another, share our resources, and help others, including animals, in times of need.

But research has revealed something else: empathy is strengthened by similarity, proximity, and familiarity. We empathize more with those in the “in-group”—those who are like us, who are near us, and whom we personally know. In other words, we empathize more with the “here and now.” As Kristin Dombek describes in The Selfishness of Others, empathetic accuracy evolved as a way of protecting one’s in-group against outsiders. And the core in-groups are our families.

So let’s start there.
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Two dozen men and women of the Cy-Fair Volunteer Fire Department and other law enforcement personnel in Cypress, Texas, formed a traditional wall of honor. On this June day in 2016, they saluted one of their comrades for a final farewell as her body, draped with the Texas flag, was carried to its final burial site. The individual they were saluting was Bretagne, the last surviving 9/11 search-and-rescue dog.

In addition to rescuing humans trapped under the rubble of 9/11, Bretagne also searched for survivors during hurricanes Katrina and Rita. After her retirement at age nine, Bretagne continued to help others. She befriended first graders at Roberts Road Elementary School and helped them slowly gain confidence as they read to her. “She’s part of Texas Task Force One,” said Cy-Fair Volunteer Fire Department Chief Amy Ramon at Bretagne’s funeral. “She’s part of the Cy-Fair Fire Department. . . . It’s very hard. Bretagne’s part of our family . . . she’s one of us.”

Ramon’s comment about Bretagne leads to an important question: What is family?

At the outset it seems like a simple question. According to Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary, one definition of family is “a group of persons of common ancestry.” Another is “the basic unit in society traditionally consisting of two parents rearing their children.” But those definitions don’t quite work anymore (if they ever did). Statistically, a family is no longer a mother, a father, and their biological children. Attitudes are changing and the traditional view of the family unit is eroding. We are opting for a more liberal view of family, which can include unmarried couples with children, gay or lesbian partners adopting children, single mothers or fathers with children, and couples who opt not to have children.

Family members are not restricted to our own species either. Since at least 2001, most US households have included companion animals. Today, it’s about 70 percent. The trend to adopt animals is spreading throughout the world, even in places traditionally unaccustomed to considering animals as household companions. China is second and third behind the United States in cat and dog guardianship, respectively. Between 2006 and 2014, the number of companion animals in India grew from 7 million to 10 million. Our language is changing to reflect our emotional connection with animals. Since the 1990s, the terms pet and owner have been increasingly replaced with companion, guardian, and mom or dad. As our roles change, so do the roles of animals. Animals can take on any conventional human part in the family, even multiple roles. At different times in my life, Sylvester was to me a friend, brother, father, and child. Most of the time, though, he was uniquely Sylvester.

Though most US households with animals—and that’s most US households—consider pets to be part of their family, US authorities didn’t see it that way for a long time.

It took a major event to draw governmental attention to this.
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Like so many others around the country, when Hurricane Katrina smashed against New Orleans, Louisiana, at the end of August 2005, I watched helplessly as the catastrophe unfolded before me on TV. More than 1,800 people, almost half of them elderly, died from the hurricane and its aftermath.

Disasters rarely create new situations. In most cases, they simply expose a city’s underlying systemic vulnerabilities in infrastructure and in emergency planning. Katrina was no exception to this. But because its devastation was so marked and widespread in comparison to prior American disasters, Katrina really hit home for us just how unprepared we were.

Major catastrophes like Katrina can cause long-term, devastating effects. People who survive disasters consistently experience higher rates of depression, anxiety, acute stress, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). After Hurricane Mitch hit Honduras and Nicaragua in 1998, one in ten patients being seen for general health care and who lived in the most damaged areas suffered from PTSD. Six months after Hurricane Andrew struck Florida in 1992, anywhere from one in five to one in three survivors had PTSD. Katrina threw an especially hard blow. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found that even seven weeks after Katrina, almost half of the survivors met the criteria to be diagnosed with PTSD. Young children are particularly vulnerable to mental trauma after major disasters. They have a harder time making sense of the event, expressing its emotional impact on them, and independently securing the emotional help they need.

Being separated from loved ones or being forced to leave them behind during emergencies is probably the single, hardest thing any of us can imagine doing and it can compound the mental stress disasters cause us. Mary Foster of the Associated Press captured one of the most iconic moments of Katrina that showed just how gut-wrenching being torn from a beloved animal can be. Amid the chaos, panic, and fear of the hurricane, a little boy and his family left their home to seek shelter at the Superdome in New Orleans. But the Superdome quickly became unsafe. Buses soon arrived to take desperate families elsewhere. When the little boy, clutching his dog, Snowball, and his parents were boarding a bus headed for Houston, a police officer took the dog away. The boy cried out hysterically, calling “Snowball, Snowball!” and then vomited.

Stories like this have been told again and again. When rescue workers from the local police and fire departments, the US Navy, the Coast Guard, and the National Guard were deployed to help, they did not include animals in their evacuation efforts. Rescue workers were overwhelmed helping human survivors, and evacuating animals poses additional and unique logistical hurdles. Unlike humans (at least most of them), you can’t order animals to get on the boats and buses. Animals may be fearful and hide, and you might have to catch them. Some might threaten your safety or that of the people you are rescuing. You often need carriers for the smaller animals, crates for the middle-sized ones, and leashes for the larger ones. Rescuers were unprepared.

Rescuers forced many residents, in some cases by threat of arrest, to abandon their companion animals. Hundreds of thousands of animals perished because rescue workers refused to take animals on board boats, helicopters, and buses and into emergency shelters. According to Wayne Pacelle, former president of the Humane Society of the United States, considering that about 70 percent of American households include companion animals (and that New Orleans was not different from other US cities in this respect), it was likely that rescuers found animals in two out of every three homes—either huddled away with their humans or abandoned and alone.

Yet most animals were left to die. Images of emaciated and frightened animals struggling to stay afloat amid the toxic, rising waters, trembling on rooftops and clinging to floating boards symbolized how our state and federal agencies vastly underappreciated the role of animals in the American family. These agencies also didn’t understand something else: by abandoning the animals, rescuers also endangered many of the very people they were trying to save.
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It was hard enough to get help for man’s best friend or even woman’s best friend (if the cliché that women prefer cats is true). But how do you drum up enough empathy for help to rescue an animal who most people recognize only as a piece of meat on their dinner plate? How do you get help if your family includes a three-hundred-pound pig?

Retired schoolteacher Jim Parsons would soon learn the answer. If you were to walk about Louisiana’s Garden District in the 2000s, you would expect to see Victorian, Greek revival, and Italianate antebellum mansions lavishly dressed with stained-glass windows, decorative brackets, Italianate columns, cupolas, and gabled roofs. A peek through the wrought-iron fences surrounding these matriarchal homes would reveal cool, lush, private gardens. You would likely have made your way to the almost two-hundred-year-old Lafayette Cemetery jam-packed with its eerie aboveground tombs. In the Garden District’s fantastical and opulent setting, you would have been surprised to come across a humble pig casually strolling down the boulevard with her even more humble human dad.

Townsfolk knew Jim as the “pig guy.” On mornings, he and Rooty, a potbellied pig, took one-and-a-half-hour walks about the town and Rooty attracted so much attention, she became a minor celebrity. “People would see us walking,” Jim tells me, “and would stop and want to talk to me about her. They would want all these pictures with the pig—mom and dad with the pig, the kids with the pig, the whole family with the pig.” Rooty loved to walk along St. Charles Avenue where courtly oak trees bestowed mounds of acorns. “Sometimes on our walks,” Jim says, “Rooty would look at me, then go running up the street. There was this big brush near a restaurant, and she’d be rooting around for acorns. One person in the restaurant nearby would point Rooty out and all of a sudden, they’d have half of the restaurant out there looking at the pig.” Although an ordinance prohibited traditionally farmed animals in the city, local police made an exception for the cheerful, pink pig. Instead of handing Jim a citation, police officers would instead ask for a photo.

Jim knew Rooty since she was a piglet. Ten years before Katrina hit, Jim’s girlfriend Connie (now his wife) bamboozled him into adopting Rooty from a litter of piglets. Ever since she had read Charlotte’s Web as a child, Connie wanted a pig. Reluctantly, Jim took the most timid of the litter back home, and it was love ever since.

In no time, the piglet took to her new life with Connie and Jim. And Jim took to Rooty. He easily housetrained her, and she quickly learned how to get what she wanted. Always curious, Rooty could force open refrigerators, unlatch cabinets, and rummage through closets. She followed Jim around like a dog, slept at his feet, and nuzzled him in the evenings. Jim loved her dearly. Never could he have predicted that one day, his love for Rooty would force him to make a terrible decision.

[image: images]

When Katrina made landfall north of Miami on Thursday, August 25, 2005, it was classified as a Category 1 hurricane with 75 mph maximum sustained winds. The next day, it was reclassified as a Category 2 hurricane. By 7 A.M., Sunday, Katrina became a Category 5, with 160 mph maximum sustained winds. When the hurricane hit New Orleans on Monday, August 29, it knocked out the power in the city and punched a hole in the Superdome.

Like so many residents of New Orleans, Jim and Connie underestimated the impact Katrina was to make. They figured that their hundred-year-old home, which sat eight feet above the ground, was a safe place to ride out the storm. But by Monday evening, the house rattled and shook with increasing force, as if the toy of a giant. Jim worried. He wasn’t so much concerned for himself, but for the other residents in his house, which included Connie, two friends, two cats, and Rooty. As the house swayed, Rooty became so anxious that Jim fed her a bowl of wine to help calm her and made a shelter of blankets in the closet for her to hide under for the night.

The next morning, Jim saw debris everywhere. Downed telephone poles and trees blocked the streets, and glass shards littered the front and backyard. But their house was intact. Jim and Connie thought the worse had come and gone. As Connie left to provide nursing care at the local hospital to those who were not so lucky, Jim stayed behind to clean up the debris and care for the animals. He cleared a small space free of glass in the backyard for Rooty; and as she was taking care of business, Jim walked to the front of the house to better check the damage. He looked over to a manhole in the middle of the street and gasped. Water was oozing out. Jim stood there, confused. Where was the water coming from? Without working landlines, cell phones, or electricity, Jim had no way of knowing that the nearby levy had just broken.

The water came fast. By the time Jim scurried to the backyard, the water had risen to Rooty’s knees. Jim measured the rise of the water by the steps that led to his front door, twelve in all. Within two hours, the water reached the third step, and fish were swimming in their front yard. A few hours later, the water spilled over the fifth step. By nightfall, the ninth step.

Although Jim’s house sat high in his neighborhood, he feared the water would soon creep in. By then, the water had flooded all the other houses around him. Over the next few days, helicopters flew in and evacuated most of the neighborhood, but not the animals. So Jim stayed put. He wasn’t leaving unless he could take the animals with him.

The water kept rising. It reached a high point of five and a half feet, over the roof of a pickup truck parked next door. As the days passed, the water, reeking of an overturned sewage tank, swelled nastier and nastier. And the streets, empty of most life, turned quieter. One night, across the silence, Jim heard crying from a neighborhood house. “I went through that filthy water with an ax and broke down the door to that house and the ceiling had come off the roof and there was a cat. The people who owned the house had left food and water, thinking they would be back in a few days.”

This was a common scenario. One of the most frequent reasons people give for leaving their animals behind during disasters is the belief that the calamities would be short-lived. Other reasons include underestimation of the severity of a disaster, poor emergency planning, inability to transport the animals, and difficulty finding animal-friendly shelters. Regardless of the explanation, the loss of an animal companion can take its toll. When the little boy was torn apart from Snowball, he not only lost the dog he loved, he also lost the support that Snowball provided for him.

In stressful times we cling to whatever sources of reassurance and stability we can. And for many of us, that includes animals. Among primary school children from Slavonia, one of the Croatian regions heavily affected by war, children with companion animals coped better than children without animals. The former group had developed better capabilities in expressing their emotions, seeking social support, and problem solving. As a result, children with pets were less likely to suffer from emotional trauma compared to kids without them.

Similar results occur across demographics. It doesn’t matter if you’re young or old, rich or poor. Animals help soothe us during stressful times. And losing them can add to the trauma. In a study of 365 low-income African American women, the loss of an animal significantly predicted their post-disaster distress and bereavement, and this effect was above and beyond that of other losses and sources of stress. Likewise, the loss of animals during Katrina caused greater negative impact on mental health than the loss of homes. As compared with people who did not lose their animals during Katrina, those who did were more likely to suffer significantly from acute stress, peritraumatic dissociation (an emotional disconnection from the acute traumatic experience), depression, and PTSD. After 2008’s Hurricane Ike, loss of animals among survivors in Galveston, Texas, was a significant predictor of lower mental health. Losing our animal companions causes us distress that is independent of other losses.

Animals provide steady comfort in the midst of chaos. As with human bonds, our love for animals can foster in us a sense of security and well-being. That love can shield us from stress, anxiety, and depression. We can become more resilient by the emotional safety, protection, and nonjudgmental support animals provide us. Studies find that the majority of people with companion animals feel that the animals are important to their well-being. Animals give us tactile comfort and recreational distraction from worries. Caress a purring cat or play ball with a dog and you will know what I mean. Perhaps most importantly, animals are reliable presences. We can count on them to be there for us. In return, we can promise to be there for them.

[image: images]

To his already crowded house, Jim added the abandoned cat. On the sixth day of flooding, Army soldiers in red berets from the 82nd Airborne Division came knocking at his door. The mayor of New Orleans had ordered a mandatory evacuation of the city, and the last of the holdouts in Jim’s neighborhood had left. To the shock of the rescuers, though, Jim still hadn’t left. “The soldiers came up in a boat,” he says, “and they were carrying cameras and filming me and they cursed me out. They told me I was a crazy man and what the fuck am I doing here and why the fuck haven’t I left? I told them I had a three-hundred-pound pig, two of my own cats, one of my neighbor’s cats, and that I wasn’t going anywhere and I went back in the house.”

Although to the soldiers Jim’s refusal to evacuate may have seemed absurd, he was far from alone in this regard. Disasters test us. They challenge us to recognize what truly matters. Universally, we make it clear that it is our loved ones who matter. Families come first. And catastrophes force us to quickly define who is family. During Katrina, thousands of people made it clear that their dogs, cats, pigs, and other animals were kin. Almost half of the people who rode out the storm did so because they refused to leave their animals behind. They had good reason not to evacuate. Later studies showed that people who fled were more likely to have lost a companion animal. Only 15 to 20 percent of lost animals were ever reunited with their human families. Most animals, including Snowball, were forever gone.

One-fifth to one-third of human evacuation failures during disasters are attributed to animal guardianship. After a mandatory evacuation was issued in Yuba County, California, following a major flood in 1997, the biggest reason why households without children refused to leave was fear of leaving their animals behind. And, with each additional dog or cat in the household, failure to evacuate doubled. Of those who did leave, many remained homeless, living in their cars or in campgrounds, to stay with their animals. Additionally, when investigators examined two separate disasters—a flood and a hazardous chemical spill—they found that 80 percent of those who returned prematurely to unsafe sites did so to rescue their animals. They risked their lives to save their pets.

Jim willingly risked his life. But, as day after day went by, he increasingly worried. Almost a week later, the stagnant water was down only to the hood of the truck. Jim realized that he and his housemates were going to be trapped for a long time. The oppressive heat and sewer bugs infesting the house weren’t his biggest concerns. Fresh water was. And food. Jim and his two friends started rationing their water and they had just enough food for a few weeks more for themselves and for the cats. But they were rapidly running out of food for Rooty.

What was Jim to do? He had few options. Even if he could get the cats out, rescuers weren’t taking Rooty. Would he have to watch her slowly starve? “I realized that if this lasted a whole month, then we were going to have to”—Jim sobs—“I was thinking that we may have to have the soldiers take her out. But then all the horrible stuff came to my mind. If they shot her, what would we do with the carcass?”

After twelve days, the floodwater was still five feet high. Jim made the hard decision to ask the National Guard to shoot Rooty.
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Imagine for a moment the grief Jim was going through at the time. Many people don’t or can’t understand. Although this is gradually changing, too often, instead of giving compassion and empathy, colleagues, friends, and even family members tell those who mourn an animal that they are being silly to care so much—after all, they are just animals. Get over it, they say. Buck up!

We laugh together and cry alone. Grief is even lonelier when an animal dies because it’s less valued than grief over the death of another human. Sociologists, psychologists, and psychiatrists (as I found out when my cat Aslan died) have been slow to appreciate the impact of a loss of an animal. An animal’s death can cause poor sleep, missed days from work, significant distress, and depression. Among those who lose animals they deeply love, the extent of their grief is similar to that of those mourning the death of a cherished person.

Jim may have felt even greater despair over potentially losing Rooty because of the unique situation he faced. Consider the heartbreak of being forced to leave an animal behind. A team of researchers found that people’s distress after losing their animals during Hurricane Katrina was worse among those who’d abandoned them. Losing animals from forced abandonment not only heightened people’s trauma, but it also slowed their recovery. If, as in Jim’s case, a decision to euthanize an animal was involved in the loss, this could aggravate a sense of guilt, regret, or even failure. Interestingly, the investigators found that being forced to abandon an animal was more likely to cause symptoms of PTSD, whereas the actual death of an animal was more likely to cause severe depression. With Jim, add a walloping dose of guilt to the bereavement that comes with the death or probable death of a cherished animal and you have one sad man.
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Just as Jim lost all hope to save Rooty, a miraculous thing happened. The phone rang. For the first time since Katrina hit, his landline worked. “When I answered the phone,” Jim recalls, “it’s this guy named Jeffrey Tam, the producer of Canada AM. He asked if I was the guy with the pig. He had seen the video footage from the 82nd Airborne. I said, ‘Yes I am.’ Then he said, ‘We are going to come and rescue your pig.’”

After Tam’s call to Jim, the Canadian TV crew contacted a search-and-rescue team from the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), which was already in the area looking for abandoned animals. For Stewart Cook, a photojournalist with IFAW, saving Rooty was one rescue that stood out. Stewart wrote:

Approaching the home, we saw two people standing on the steps. “Do you have an animal to rescue?” someone asked. “It’s my pig,” The man cried. “Can you take my pig?” We entered his home and were introduced to Rooty, a Vietnamese potbellied pig. “She’s my baby,” the man said with love. “I can’t leave her.” The day before mandatory evacuations had been ordered across New Orleans, the National Guard were patrolling in airboats and following through on those orders. “I asked them to shoot her,” said the man, tears welling in his eyes, “but they wouldn’t do it. I can’t leave her to starve.”

Rooty was rescued and taken to a sanctuary that housed an assortment of saved animals—cats, dogs, cows, horses, and billy goats, including one named Goliath who quickly befriended Rooty. When the water in his hometown receded, Jim reunited with Rooty. Upon seeing him at the sanctuary, Jim tells me, Rooty “came running out and rubbing against me.”

Rooty died in 2015 at fifteen years old. Parsons can’t talk about her death without tearing up. “You can imagine,” he says today, “if you’ve had a pet for fifteen years. . . . She was such an important part of my life. Rooty became a family member and everyone knew that. They called her my daughter.”
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Ten days after Jim and I spoke, I receive a book in the mail. During our entire conversation he kept referring to a book, which he told me describes in great detail his experience during Katrina. “I’ll send to you the book I wrote,” he said. “All the information you are looking for is in the book. Everything we went through. It’s all there.”

Taking the book of out of its shipping package, I read the title, Our Rooty: The True Tale of a New Orleans Pig. The cover is a drawing of a pig’s snout peeking out from a red-and-white-striped blanket. I flip through the pages, ready to read the harrowing details about Jim’s experience that he promised he had documented. An illustrated children’s book, it has about as many words as a page in the book you are now reading.

It isn’t until many months later that I grasp the significance of this.
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Though not the first disaster to strike animals, Hurricane Katrina called worldwide attention to the plight of animals—and the people who love them—like no prior disaster had. Stories like Jim’s (though his had a happy ending) played out on TV screens, newspapers, and websites, prompting an outpouring of empathy. Americans donated more than $40 million to help animals impacted by the hurricane.

US authorities clearly underestimated the strength of the bond between people and their companion animals. Fortunately, the public outrage that followed led to landmark changes in disaster preparedness. Less than a year after Katrina, Congress passed the Pets Evacuation Transportation Standards (PETS) Act, which mandates that state and local governments include animal rescue as part of their emergency evacuation plans. It also authorized the use of funds for the “procurement, construction, leasing, or renovating of emergency shelter facilities and materials that will accommodate people with pets and service animals.” In a political rarity, both Democrats and Republicans united in this effort. The act easily passed with bipartisan support.

It was a defining moment. For the first time, the federal government understood what the public already knew: helping humans and animals are not separate endeavors. If you want to save the former, you have to save the latter. The awareness brought about by Katrina and the PETS legislation has had a positive, measurable effect. By the time the next big hurricane, Irene, hit the East Coast in 2011, most residents safely evacuated with their animals.

Despite the progress in disaster preparation, however, the recognition of the human–animal bond in other situations has been sluggish.
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You would think we’d have learned. You would think that after Katrina, we would acknowledge the strength of the human bond with animals in all dimensions of life. But the human mind has a remarkable ability to apply new wisdom to only specific situations, ignoring its larger implications. And we are tugged and pulled into even those lessons like a dog being taken to the vet. We tuck in our chins, lower our eyes, and drag our feet—anything to avoid learning something new.

Victims of domestic violence are still fighting to have their animal companions recognized as family. Sherrilyn Grant learned just how hard that fight is after her boyfriend came home one day and tried to choke her.

I meet Sherrilyn at a brownstone apartment building in East DC. A pretty woman in her fifties with dyed honey-blonde hair, she lives temporarily at a friend’s apartment. When I walk into the apartment, Chelsea, a Shih Tzu–Yorkshire terrier, and Blondie, a beagle-Labrador run up to meet me. As Sherrilyn tells me her story, Chelsea sits between us on the couch and Blondie rests her hefty head on Sherrilyn’s feet. Things were working out great with her boyfriend, Sherrilyn tells me, until they moved in together. The previously attentive, soft-spoken man took to the bottle and became verbally abusive. He came home one evening, reeking of alcohol, and wrapped his hands around her neck. As she struggled to breathe she could hear Chelsea and Blondie barking furiously in the background. A neighbor heard the commotion and called the cops. Sherrilyn opted not to press charges against her boyfriend, but since the Washington, DC, house was his, he kicked her and the two dogs out. Suddenly the disabled veteran was homeless.

The local domestic violence service secured Sherrilyn a hotel room for ninety days—but Chelsea and Blondie weren’t part of the deal. The service folks told Sherrilyn to turn her dogs over to an animal shelter. She wasn’t having any of it. “These are not just dogs,” she tells me as she angrily recalls their words. “They are my children. They’re telling me to just give my dogs up?”

So Sherrilyn made a compromise. She used the hotel room to change and bathe and slept in her car with her dogs. After the ninety-day hotel arrangement ended, Sherrilyn shuffled from domestic violence shelters to family members and friends, looking for a place to stay. Very few allowed her dogs. For long stretches of the two years that followed, Sherrilyn, Chelsea, and Blondie lived out of her car.

Today, three years after her boyfriend assaulted her, Sherrilyn is still without a permanent place to live. “To suddenly be broke,” she says, “to be hungry, to be destitute, to beg for a place to live.” She shakes her head, pulls Chelsea onto her lap, caresses her furry face, and sobs. “These girls keep me from going over the edge. I feel empty without them. There’s a space that they fill. They are my inspiration to keep going.” She lifts up her head and looks at the two dogs. “I will always be there to make sure they have what they need. To make sure they have fresh water and food. While I still have breath, we will be together.”
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As troubling as Sherrilyn’s situation is, it could be much worse. The 1917 story “A Jury of Her Peers” written by Pulitzer Prize–winning writer Susan Glaspell is one of the earliest to highlight a previously ignored truth about domestic violence. In the story, the protagonist, Mrs. Hale, is asked to accompany her husband along with the sheriff and his wife, Mrs. Peters, to the scene of a crime. The day before, Mr. Hale had discovered the body of his neighbor strangled in his bed with a rope. All the while the dead man’s wife, Minnie, calmly sat downstairs.

As the sheriff and other men search around for evidence to convict Minnie, they joke about the unkempt house and the small domestic “trifles” women care about. But Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters notice something alarming about the trifles that ruled Minnie’s life. Small things about the house add up to reveal a life of quiet desperation. The most telling is their discovery of an empty birdcage with a broken door, as though someone had been “rough with it.” A few minutes later, they find the body of a canary with his neck broken.

With growing understanding, the women see what their husbands do not. Minnie’s husband, after a lifetime of dominating and controlling her, killed her beloved bird. And that led Minnie to strangle her abusive husband. In an act of solidarity, the two women hide the bird’s body—the only evidence that would lead to Minnie’s conviction.

In the mid-1990s, Allie Phillips was a young attorney in Lansing, Michigan, prosecuting domestic violence cases when she noticed a disturbing pattern that supports the premise of Glaspell’s story. On Phillips’s normal court days, 90 percent of the victims wouldn’t show up. She surmised that many of them were too scared to face their abusers or were not interested in taking legal action (often due to fear). However, a third reason never occurred to her until one of the victims showed up late and said, without looking her in the eyes, “I went back to my abuser last night. He killed one of my dogs and I still have two more dogs and a goat. I would rather go back and lose my life than to live with the guilt of having him kill my pets.”

Phillips was dumbfounded. “No one in the mid-90s was really talking about the link between violence to animals and people,” she tells me more than twenty years later. “I had never heard of such a thing.” Revealing her naïveté, Phillips called a local domestic violence shelter and asked if they had room for this woman. The shelter said yes. “Then I said I’ll have the police bring her over right now,” Phillips tells me. “And she has two dogs and a goat, so we’re going to bring them too. And the lady on the other end of the phone laughed at me and hung up.”

Phillips got angry and determined. Over the next fifteen years, as she investigated the issue, she found only four family violence shelters out of more than two thousand in the United States that took animals. This was a major problem. “When I started researching how many pets are in the home,” she says, “I realized that many of the victims weren’t showing up at court because their animals were keeping them home.”

Published studies have proven Phillips right. Research has repeatedly shown that family-violence victims—male, female, and transgender, throughout the United States, Europe, New Zealand, Australia, and elsewhere—often refuse to escape their abuse because they worry that the perpetrators will turn on their animals. In a survey of 107 battered women, 47 percent of those with companion animals reported that their abusers threatened or harmed the animals. More than half of them said their companion animals were important sources of emotional support. Another study showed that among women with companion animals, one of the most common reasons they delay seeking shelter is threats against the animals. And once in shelters, many of the women continue to worry about their animals’ safety. Abusers had hurt the animals for revenge or to psychologically control their partners. In most cases, the animals were hurt in the victims’ presence—and often in front of their children too.

If you are suffering at the hands of an intimate partner and have animal companions, what are you to do? Most shelters and safe houses (as they are frequently called) won’t allow animals. Renting property, assuming you have the financial means, may also not be an option. Caroline Jones, the executive director of a safe house in Arlington, Virginia, tells me that many landlords won’t rent to victims of abuse because they worry about violence on their property. So renting is largely out. You may be fortunate enough to have caring family and friends who will house you and the animals, but what if you don’t?

In 2012, a woman without options confronted the managers of a shelter and caused them to overhaul their practice. The woman’s boyfriend had tried to kill her with a hammer, but her Great Dane, Hank, jumped in between them, laid his body over hers, and took most of the blows. The man then threw Hank and the woman out of a second-story window. Although Hank suffered many broken bones, both he and the woman survived. When the woman and her dog arrived at Rose Brooks Center in Kansas City, Missouri, seeking sanctuary, they offered her a bed but refused to admit Hank. The woman was defiant. And for the first time in its history, the shelter opened its doors to a nonhuman.

Today, Rose Brooks has a state-of-the-art in-house animal shelter with kennels for dogs, cats, and other family animals. The center’s chief executive officer, Susan Miller credits this needed change to Hank’s fierce devotion and the unwavering love of the woman he saved. “She was not going to leave her pet alone [with the boyfriend]. He saved her life.”
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He saved my life. They comfort me. She gives me a reason to go on. These are the words you will commonly hear when sufferers of violence speak about their companion animals. They often provide abuse victims with their only source of comfort and companionship during violent times. In 2007, Dr. Ann Fitzgerald of Windsor University in Ontario, Canada, published a study titled “‘They Gave Me a Reason to Live’: The Protective Effects of Companion Animals on the Suicidality of Abused Women.” From her study, Fitzgerald found that the presence of animals can both help battered women and heighten their risk of danger. Fitzgerald noticed that some women “stayed with their abusive partner longer than they otherwise would have because their ‘pets kept them going’ by providing them with the social support necessary to cope with the abuse.”

Fortunately, with people like Allie Phillips taking up the cause, there is now a movement to provide shelter for all members of a family. Phillips has partnered with RedRover, an organization that was founded in 1987 to rescue and shelter animals during disasters. In 2008, RedRover started helping animals caught in the middle of domestic violence. This change was largely due to the efforts of Esperanza Zuniga. Having grown up with animal friends and witnessing her step-grandfather abuse animals, she fiercely advocated on their behalf. Zuniga implemented a needs-assessment study on the animal housing capabilities of domestic violence shelters. “We learned some very alarming statistics,” Zuniga tells me. “One: less than 5 percent of domestic violence shelters have the ability to have pets on-site, and two: over 70 percent of households in general that have children under the age of six have pets. So we realized if 70 percent of households have pets and yet less than 5 percent of domestic violence shelters are willing to house them, then obviously there is something happening to those pets or there is something happening to those families.”

“And pets are often first in the line of fire because they are voiceless,” Zuniga continues. “They can’t talk back and say what happened. So we realized pets were often being used as pawns in these domestic violence situations and that the victims were being told, ‘If you tell somebody what I’m doing, then I’m going to kill the dog.’”

As a result of Zuniga’s findings, RedRover formed two programs to help domestic violence victims. First, the Domestic Violence Safe Escape grant program helps find foster care for animals if there are no family shelters that will take them. RedRover has a network of volunteers, boarding facilities, and veterinary clinics that will provide temporary housing for animals. Though many people will not part with their animals, foster care can be a viable alternative that allows both humans and animals to be in safer environments. Second, RedRover’s Safe Housing grants provide financial assistance to domestic shelters to build on-site housing for animals.

As of the writing of this book, the combined efforts of Allie Phillips and RedRover helped increase the number of US shelters that house animals from 100 to 132. Only about 2,500 to go. But Phillips and RedRover are determined to keep going. Already those additional thirty-two shelters have made a tremendous impact on human and nonhuman lives.

The Sojourner Center in Phoenix, Arizona, is one of America’s largest and longest-running domestic violence shelters. In 2015, with funding from RedRover, it built the first on-site animal housing shelter in Phoenix—and was able to bring together a mother and her son with their orange cat, Clark Kent. When Jennifer and Robert Pressler arrived at the Sojourner Center, they did not want to leave Clark behind. But the center had not yet finished building the animal shelter. RedRover found temporary housing elsewhere for Clark in the meantime. For twelve-year-old Robert, being separated from Clark was “devastating.” Every day, Robert helped with the construction, doing whatever he could to speed up the process and bring Clark to the shelter. When the construction was completed, the shelter opened its doors to not only Clark but also to another cat and two dogs. “It feels good to know that I’m here right here next to my cat,” Robert stated, “and he’s here whenever I need someone to comfort me.” Mother, son, and feline were reunited.
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On a cold January afternoon in 1993, after completing my shift interning for an AIDS charity, I rushed across the Washington, DC, streets. It was almost five P.M., and I was hoping to get a few minutes inside my beloved National Air and Space Museum on the National Mall. On the way, as my stomach grumbled, I stopped to buy a pack of French fries from a street vendor. By the time I reached the museum, it was closed.

Although a handful of people milled about on the front steps, I noticed one person in particular. A woman dressed in ill-fitting layers of clothes was desperately searching through the trash cans outside the museum doors. She tore through food packages, inspected their contents, and tossed them aside. It seemed that this woman was in search of her dinner. I went up to her and offered my still-warm, untouched fries.

What she told me was the last thing I expected. She was not looking for food for herself, but for stray cats.

The woman explained that she had been rummaging through trash cans daily for about five years to feed a colony of cats. She never missed a day, even when she was sick. She was devoted to them. Before I could ask more questions, the woman quickly departed to search elsewhere. Since that day, I often wondered why this woman would spend so much of her time caring for homeless animals when she herself was homeless.

Most of us have seen them. Men and women, sometimes teenagers, sometimes couples with children, huddling on the cold streets wrapped in tattered blankets, begging for our pocket change.

The US Code of Federal Regulations defines homelessness as lacking “a fixed, regular and adequate nighttime residence”—and that includes shelters (which are temporary) and places not meant for regular sleeping accommodations. The homeless move from friend’s place to friend’s place (i.e., “couch surfing”) or sleep in cars, shelters, junkyards, vacant buildings, or on the streets. On a single night in 2017, according to the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), 553,742 Americans were homeless. Due to the high turnover rate, though, about 3.5 million will be homeless at some point during any given year. But Genevieve Frederick thinks that number is much, much higher. “I disagree with HUD,” she tells me. “Their methodology is so out of it. If I was a homeless person, especially if I was doing something that’s not quite legal, and if I saw somebody that looked like a white, middle-aged, middle-class person walking towards me with a clipboard, I’m going to disappear.” Since 2006, Frederick has dedicated her life to helping the homeless—but in a way that was almost unheard of before.

Frederick and her husband were visiting New York City from Nevada when she saw a homeless man with a “beautiful, healthy, mixed-breed dog at his side. It was hard for me to wrap my head around it,” she tells me. “That this person had a dog and that he couldn’t take care of himself. How was he taking care of the dog? And I kept thinking about it and thinking about it and I thought about how much my dogs mean to me.”

Back in Nevada, Frederick came up with the idea that she could help feed the companion animals of the homeless in her hometown of Carson City. She contacted her veterinarian, Dr. Gary Ailes, and asked to put a collection bin in his reception area so that people could donate pet food. The food would then be distributed to local food banks where it could be directly handed out to the homeless. Ailes not only agreed to the collection bin, he sent out a press release to the local newspaper announcing the food drive. Before he and Frederick knew it, the drive took off. Hundreds of townsfolk donated food.

Frederick has since founded the nonprofit charity Feeding Pets of the Homeless. It’s the only national organization with the single focus to help the homeless care for their companion animals. In addition to supplying pet food to food banks and homeless shelters, the organization sponsors wellness clinics throughout the nation by partnering with veterinarians who go out into the community to vaccinate and treat animals of the homeless. This effort helps the larger community by preventing rabies and other infectious diseases. Perhaps the most rewarding task for the organization’s staff is to directly arrange for an animal’s medical care. Using prepaid cell phones offered by state programs, homeless men and women across the country call the organization seeking assistance for animals who are injured or ill. Feeding Pets of the Homeless staff members then help find a local hospital that will treat the animal and pays the hospital directly for the animal’s care.

Some people might find it unsettling that Feeding Pets of the Homeless focuses its efforts not on the homeless themselves but on their animals. For Frederick, helping the animals is helping the humans.

Up to one-fourth of the homeless have companion animals—mostly dogs, although Frederick has also seen cats, ferrets, dragon lizards, pigs, and rabbits as well. Sometimes the individuals already have animals when they become homeless. As we saw, this is common among victims of domestic violence and those displaced by natural disasters. Other times, the homeless come across stray dogs or cats. “And the animals start following them and they form a bond,” Frederick says.

The bond that forms, Frederick tells me, is strong. “I’ve got tons of stories I could tell you about. We’ve seen where people have been on the verge of suicide. But if it weren’t for that dog, they would have gone through with it. But that dog kept them in reality long enough so that they could get past that bad moment and move on. They often feel their last chance at being a responsible human is to take care of their animal. So they will do without food for themselves, they will forego medical treatment for themselves, they will sacrifice for their pets.”

University of Colorado sociology professor Leslie Irvine conducted some of the most in-depth interviews with homeless people about their animals, and her findings confirm Frederick’s observations. The dogs, one of the interviewees told Irvine, “eat before I do. They’ll eat before I do, period.” Many of the homeless echoed this theme. They also resented any suggestion that they cannot care for their animals (a common criticism) and should not have them. One respondent argued, “People think because you’re homeless, you can’t take care of a dog. . . . Even people that have houses abuse and mistreat and neglect their animals, so that has nothing to do with it, whether you have a house.”

The interviewee has a point, and Frederick largely agrees with this sentiment. She points out that the animals are “out there all the time with their owners, which makes them the happiest animals on the planet. Because they’re getting that attention from their owner 24/7. My own dogs are back home right now wondering where I am. And I can tell you that when I’ve talked to veterinarians and when I’ve attended these wellness clinics, most of these animals are very healthy.” And on those occasions when a homeless person can’t care for his or her animal, Feeding Pets of the Homeless may be able to assist.

Like the desperate man who called them on the phone one day, pleading for their help. Although he didn’t have long to live, he wasn’t worried about his health. It was his dog’s well-being. He was, Frederick says, “a veteran living off the streets and he was terribly, terribly disfigured. His dog, Girley, had really severe pancreatitis and kidney failure. He had called a number of organizations, and no one would help. Our executive director took the phone call and said, ‘We’re going to get your dog to a hospital right away. ’”

They saved the dog’s life. The man was so grateful that he sent a letter to Feeding Pets of the Homeless, in which he wrote:

When I finally had to ask for help for the one thing I hold dear to me, the only thing in the world I have left, not one agency, not one so called charity, not one vet that I contacted stepped forward to help. . . . I cannot express my gratitude to Pets of the Homeless as not only were they the only organization [that responded], their quick and decisive action saved my service animal who is more like my child, but also me, as I cannot tell anyone who has not experienced the feeling of isolated helplessness when your beloved friend is so sick and ill, you feel so disgusted that you do not have the resources to provide the lifesaving attention they need and you do everything you can possibly do and then you realize time is running out for them.
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