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For my husband,

Perry Luntz,

Always.

And Katy the Cat, of course.


Introduction

Catastrophes are terrifying, but most times it’s the little things that do you in.

Consider earthquakes, tsunamis, and lightning strikes.

Scary, right?

Not compared to turtles, cats, and basketball.

In 2013, not a single American perished in an earthquake or a tsunami on United States soil. Twenty-three of us succumbed after being struck by lightning, a personal tragedy to be sure, but according to the National Weather Service, in any given year your own chances of being hit by a bolt of electricity is the proverbial one in a million.

On the other hand, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, that same year about 450 Americans, mostly children, ended with a Salmonella infection after playing with a pet turtle; 12,500, again, mostly children, developed cat scratch fever; and a whopping 500,000 United States citizens of all ages went to a hospital emergency room with an injury suffered while playing basketball.

Turtles? Cats? Basketball? It makes you wonder: If they’re not safe, what is? Actually, nothing. As Jim Morrison and The Doors once sang to us, “No one here gets out alive.”1 But that doesn’t mean you can’t improve your chances to stick around as long as possible by following some simple rules to determine what’s safe and what isn’t, beginning with whether to kiss your adorable cat.


1

ANIMALS

“Some people talk to animals.

Not many listen though. That’s the problem.”

—A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh

[image: image]

Is it safe to kiss your cat?

You may think that Fluffy’s performing intimate bathing rituals with her tongue makes mouth-to-mouth kissing a problem, but Paul Maza, co-director of the Cornell University’s College of Veterinary Medicine health center, says that when she’s done with her ablutions, fecal matter is swallowed and quickly disappears from her mouth. More to the point, most of the micro-organisms normally found in a cat (or dog’s) mouth are similar to those in yours, including the bugs that cause periodontal disease in both pets and humans. The exception would be an outdoor cat who forgets to mention that she’s been hunting and devouring small animals, which can add really unpleasant microbes to the oral mix. If your cat will sit still for it, brushing her teeth will reduce the bacterial population and her own risk of cavities and gum problems, but if you are truly uneasy about full-on kissing, a peck on the top of the head is perfectly satisfying. Ditto for dogs, Maza adds: “I kiss my dog all the time.”2

… to let your dog lick you?

Canines absolutely love to lick stuff, including you. Normally, that’s a warm and friendly exercise, but you may catch a momentary case of the shivers when you read that one dog’s lick passed a zoonose (an infectious disease that can be transmitted from animals to people) on to his owner. In 2016, the British Medical Journal (BMJ) published a report about a patient whose symptoms—slurred speech, headache, diarrhea, fever, failing kidneys—puzzled her doctors until they finally pinned it all on a bacteria called Capnocytophaga canimorsus. This bug, found in feline and canine mouths and nasal passages, is normally passed to humans via an animal bite; one of the doctors said it was only one of two such lick-transmitted cases he had seen in thirty years. The woman was treated with antibiotics and recovered. The BMJ does not report whether she still accepts a friendly canine lick.3

… to let your pet chew your finger?

Human bites are often considered more serious than cat and dog bites, probably because human biting seems more unnatural and thus more aggressive than a nip from your cat or dog. The human mouth may contain nearly two hundred different species of bacteria, most of which flourish in that hard white tarter between the teeth. A bite that pierces the skin and draws blood may transmit these, plus a whole list of problems including hepatitis B, hepatitis C, the herpes simplex virus (HSV), syphilis, tuberculosis, actinomycosis, and tetanus.4 What makes animal bites more troublesome is the fact that they are more common, particularly the nips most cat owners experience from time to time that may pass along cat scratch disease (CSD), which, in rare cases, may cause potentially fatal sepsis (blood poisoning).5 CSD was first identified in the early 1950s. It took another thirty years to name the culprit, Bartonella henselae, a bacterium spread among cats by the cat flea Ctenocephalides felis. It took some more time to develop a diagnostic test and then to learn that related bacteria lurk in the mouths of other animals, including dogs. In the United States, the CDC estimates about twelve thousand cases of CSD a year, most commonly in the southern states among children age five to nine. As many as five hundred of these people experience symptoms such as inflammation in lymph nodes near the bite or the optic nerve, brain, bones, or heart serious enough to require hospitalization.6 So kiss your cat (or dog), but don’t annoy her (or him)—and check out “Is It Safe To Give a Dog a Bone?” on page 20 to see whose bite is most powerful or painful.
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… to scoop the litter?

Cats are finicky creatures that spend as much as 50 percent of their day cleaning and grooming themselves to stimulate the production of sebum, the oily substance secreted by the sebaceous glands that makes their coats shiny. Grooming also removes loose hair (oh, those hairballs!) and may even wipe away parasites on the skin. Obviously, any creature that obsessed with cleanliness prefers a clean litter box. If you choose to ignore this truism, your cat will simply find another place to do her (or his) business. Scoop at least once a day to remove clumped urine and feces and keep your home free of the dreaded cat smell. Once a week, dump the entire boxful of litter into a trash bag, deposit the bag in a dump site outside your home, scrub the litter box with detergent, and then dry it with a disposable paper towel or let it air dry before refilling with clean litter. Be careful not to handle the contents so as to avoid contact with organisms such as Toxoplasma gondii (T. gondii), a single-cell parasite that infects a wide range of animals and birds but reproduces only in felines, both wild and domestic. Cats pick up T. gondii by eating infected animals, such as rats or mice or birds. Then they pass the parasite in their feces, so if you touch the waste you may end up with the T. gondii disease, toxoplasmosis. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention note that more than sixty million people in the United States already harbor T. gondii but most never develop signs and symptoms of disease. There are, however, exceptions: infants born to infected mothers, people with a weakened immune system such as those with HIV/AIDS, cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy, and transplant patients who are taking medicines to lower the risk of rejecting the new organ.7 Even if this is not you, the animal experts at AnimalPlanet.com recommend your wearing plastic gloves and maybe even a mask to prevent inhaling dirty dust while cleaning the box.8

… pick up his poop when walking your pup?

Not just safe; considerate, as well.


Dog Poo Haiku

Plastic baggie, inside out. Scoop it up, toss it out. Save someone’s shoes.



… to fondle a fish?

Part of the pleasure we get from our pets is touching them to feel the silky fur or the smooth scales or feathers. But sticking your naked hands into the fish tank can be hazardous to your health. First, some residents, such as the lionfish with its gorgeous multicolor spines, may puncture your finger, leaving a teensy wound through which bacteria such as Mycobacterium marinum can enter. This bug, a distant relative to the tuberculosis bacterium, flourishes in just about any confined puddle of water. Human M. marinum infection via any opening in the skin causes inflammation, maybe granulomas (a bump of immune cells that fight infection and clump together to isolate foreign substances such as bacteria and fungi or even surgical stitches) or arthritic-like inflammation of the joints. Avoid the problem by using tools to rearrange tank “furniture.” If you absolutely have to put your hands in to clean the tank, wear protective gloves and wash your hands afterwards lest the gloves leak around the wrist.9
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… to leave the cat in the room with the fish?

Cats are hunters. Fish are prey. If you’ve got both, watch out, particularly late at night when your cat, whose eyes have evolved to see well in the dark, is on the prowl for something tasty. You could try training your cat to avoid the aquarium, but your best bet is to cover the top of the bowl or tank with something that lets air and food in but keeps the cat out. If the tank is sitting on a flat surface, surround it with crinkled aluminum foil that’s uncomfortable for cats to walk on. When you leave the house, put the fish in a room with the door closed. If all else fails, it’s time to choose your pet: one or the other.10
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… to touch a turtle?

Like snakes and lizards and other reptiles and amphibians, turtles may carry Salmonella organisms on its skin, scales, shell.11 In 1975, to reduce the risk of infections due to pet turtles, the Food and Drug Administration banned the sale of those whose shell was less than 4 inches long. Following an increase in reptile-associated cases of Salmonella in Los Angeles linked to pet green iguanas imported from Central America, a similar ban was imposed on the lizards.12 The ban hasn’t solved the problem. Nationwide between January 2015 and April 2016 the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, the United States Department of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (USDA-APHIS) and the Food and Drug Administration Center for Veterinary Medicine reported at least four outbreaks of human turtle-linked Salmonella infections affecting 133 people in 26 states, 54 of the victims children younger than 5.13
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Famous Names

Scientists often name newly discovered flora and fauna in honor of public figures. One such event occurred in September 2016, when a newly identified bug living in turtle blood was christened Baracktrema obamai. As the Los Angeles Times reported, this isn’t just any old parasite. It is “so distinctive that it represents not just a new species but an entirely new genus.”14 Thomas Platt, a retired biology professor at Saint Mary’s College in Indiana (and a fifth cousin, twice removed, of Barack Obama) who “discovered and named the flatworm to crown his career before retiring, has more than thirty new species to his credit. In the past, he’s named them after his father-in-law, his doctorate adviser, ‘and other people I have a great deal of respect for. This is clearly something in my small way done to honor our president,’” he said.15 Obama already has a spider (Aptostichus barackobamai), a fish (Etheostoma Obama), and even an extinct dinosaur (Obamadon gracilis) named after him.16 His reaction to the newest member of the menagerie was not recorded.



… to share your bed?

There are an estimated 170 million cats and dogs in the United States. In 2011, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimated that as many as two-thirds of them sleep in bed with their humans.17 The benefits include a natural heating pad and the soothing sound of the animal’s purring or breathing softly through the night. But parasites such as fleas may leap from pet to partner, some animal skin conditions are contagious, and there’s the issue of interrupted sleep. In 2013, the Mayo Clinic reported that as many as 10 percent of the patients at their sleep center complained of their pets’ snoring, whimpering, moving about, and waking them (the patients) at night. “When people have these kinds of sleep problems, sleep specialists should ask about companion animals,” says Dr. Krahn. One patient Krahn saw “owned a parrot who consistently squawked at 6 a.m. He must have thought he was a rooster.”18
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One animal with whom you probably should not share a bed

Dogs and cats? Yes. Human babies? No. Each year, approximately three hundred infants die in bed with their parents when smothered accidentally by the weight of normal bedclothes such as sheets and blankets or by a sleeping adult’s accidental rolling over onto the baby. The American Academy of Pediatrics says that to protect both infants and parents, babies should sleep in the parents’ room but in their own bassinet, not in their parents’ bed.19
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… to sleep with snakes?

So this lady walks into a bar with a python, no, actually she gets into bed with it. A few weeks later, she notices that her pet snake isn’t eating and looks like it is losing weight. So the lady packs the python into a carrier and drives to the vet who has a scary message: The python, he explains, isn’t eating because it is emptying its stomach in preparation for gobbling up its owner. Needless to say, the lady and the python went back to sleeping alone in their own beds.20

… to share your dinner?

Despite that pitiful face staring at you as you eat and begging for a taste—or actually attempting to grab the food—no, you shouldn’t share your dinner. What you’re eating may be good for you but not so great for your pet. For example, is there anyone who doesn’t believe that cats love milk? Of course not, because they do. But cow’s milk doesn’t love them back. Animals are designed to flourish on mother’s milk, and no cat (or dog) ever had a cow for a mother. Both felines and canines lack sufficient amounts of lactase, the enzyme required to metabolize lactose (“milk sugar”), so for them most milk and milk products are likely to set off digestive upset. The exceptions may be yogurt, cheese, butter, or ice cream— foods made by bacteria that split the lactose. If you are determined to enjoy the sight of your kitten, cat, puppy, or dog lapping her his or her milk, look for lactose-free animal products such as Cat-Sip® or Whiskas® Cat Milk at your friendly neighborhood pet store.
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… to feed your animal fruit and veggies?

Some plant foods are no-no’s for your pet. For example, an avocado’s flesh, leaves, seeds, and bark contain persin which is toxic for most animals—dogs, cats, horses, birds, rodents, you name it. Even a tiny taste of persin may lead to serious vomiting and diarrhea in dogs and cats; more can cause respiratory problems, inflammation of the mammary glands, accumulation of fluid around the heart, and even death. Nobody knows exactly why grapes and raisins may trigger vomiting, hyperactivity, and kidney failure in some cats and dogs, but they do. Ditto for Macadamia nuts whose adverse effects include vomiting, tremors, weakness, paralysis of the hindquarters, and hyperthermia (fever) within twelve hours after eating. Raw, cooked, or powdered onions play havoc with your cat’s red blood cells; two members of the onion family, garlic and chives, are likely to upset both Fido and Fluffy’s tummy.
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… to put your pet on a raw food diet?

In the wild, lions and wolves and other carnivores eat raw stuff, but that may be one reason why they do not live as long as our companion cats and dogs. Imitating their natural diet by dropping some raw hamburger into your pet’s dish may expose him to natural food-borne illness caused by contamination with naturally occurring Salmonella or E. coli organisms. “Raw food” products sold in pet stores are likely subject to “high pressure processing,” a technique that reduces bacterial populations by sealing the food in packets and then compressing it.21

… to give you pet a “wake-up” drink?

When your dog or cat seems slightly sleepy, you may think a sip of coffee or tea can deliver a wake-up call. Think again. The caffeine can trigger restlessness, rapid breathing, heart palpitations, muscle tremors, and seizures. As for tea and chocolate, along with caffeine they also contain theobromine, a stimulant that may trigger the same symptoms.

… to hand out sweet treats?

Beware of xylitol, the substitute sweetener in some candy, chewing gum, and baked goods. This calorie-free additive may help you control your weight or cavities but it can send the insulin in your pet’s body soaring, dropping blood sugar and maybe even leading to seizures and liver failure.


Fat Cats & Pudgy Pups

Are you one of the several million Americans vowing to lose weight? If so, Nationwide, America’s largest provider of pet health insurance, says you might want to invite your cat and dog to join you. 2015 was the sixth year in a row of rising pet obesity, doing damage not only to the pet but to the owners’ wallets as well. Pet insurance holders filed 1.3 million claims for conditions and diseases related to pet obesity such as arthritis, diabetes, gallstones, and heart disease for which they were billed more than $60 million in veterinary expenses. Nationwide’s sensible advice: save your money, save your pet, keep him (or her) slim and healthy.22



… to let your pet taste bread dough?

Hard to imagine this happening, but if the possibility ever crosses your mind, ignore it. Yeasts work by consuming the sugar in flour and then releasing carbon dioxide (a gas that makes the dough “rise”) and alcohol which gives the bread that “yeasty,” beer-like aroma. If your pet gets some of the dough, the yeasts would do the same dance in her stomach, leading potentially to severe abdominal pain and/or inebriation.23

… to share your bliss?

Dogs experience their very own bliss when you rub their tummies. They don’t need your pot pleasure, but in New York City the incidence of canines (accidentally) making their way into their owners’ “Mary Jane” rose nearly 150 percent in the five years between 2010 and 2015. In most cases, the symptoms—lethargy, wobbling gait, dribbling urine, salivating heavily, overreacting to sound and light and movement—are rarely life-threatening, so the standard treatment has been to induce vomiting if the ingestion is recent, and then keep the dog in a quiet place until the drug clears his system a few days later. (More serious poisoning may require more serious treatment including intravenous fluids, oxygen, and even ventilator/respirator support.) Note: Writing “dog” rather than “dogs and cats” is not a mistake. Dogs account for more than nine out of ten cases out of marijuana poisoning because, as one emergency room vet told The New York Times, canines will try anything once, sometimes twice, but, as every cat owner knows, “You never see a cat do that because they’re smart.”24

… to give your dog a bone?

Not unless it’s a plastic or rubber or artificial or treated one from the pet store. Canine jaws can make hash of even the toughest natural beef bone; cats can crack chicken bones in a split second. If they do, sharp splinters may run down into the gut, sending you and your pet to the animal emergency room.

… to cuddle with a chicken?

The good news is a recent report in The Malaria Journal that says sleeping next to chickens can reduce your risk of catching malaria because the Anopheles mosquitoes that carry and transmit the disease appear to loathe the flavor and scent of chickens.26 The bad news is that a new trend in backyard chicken coops, with humans living close to their chickens and ducks, has increased the number of live poultry-associated salmonellosis (LPAS) outbreaks in the United States. In the fifteen years from 1990 to 2005, there were seventeen such incidents. In the eight years from 2006 to 2014, that number more than doubled to thirty-six. Altogether, these 53 outbreaks made 2,630 people sick, 387 of them seriously enough to require a stay in the hospital where a total of 5 people died. The people most at risk were those who kissed their birds or kept them inside the house rather than in the backyard. The takeaway? Don’t kiss your chickens good night when you tuck them into bed in their very own coops.27
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… to hold your horses?

Yes, but not too close. Horses may harbor a sub-species of the bacterium Streptococcus zooepidemicus, which may cause a variety of infections in the horse but normally does not affect humans. Occasionally, however, the bug ignores the rules and jumps species as it happened in the spring of 2016 when public health officials in King County (Washington State) were notified of two human cases. The first, Patient A, was a thirty-seven-year-old owner of a riding facility who groomed six horses and cleaned their stalls daily. When one of her animals developed a respiratory infection, Patient A administered sulfa drugs and the horse recovered. But then the woman herself developed similar symptoms of respiratory infection and so did Patient B, her visiting seventy-one-year-old mother who had ridden, walked, and petted the horses. The younger woman recovered; her mother did not. Must you avoid horses? No. The solution is a solution: plenty of soap and water to wash your hands after working with a horse.28


Crunch25

How strong are your pet’s jaws? One measure is the PSI (pressure per square inch) exerted when the animal’s jaws snap together. Exact figures are elusive because a dog or cat varies its bite from one situation to another, but several tests do estimate which beast has the strongest, most penetrating bite. A small animal, like a Yorkie, obviously exerts less pressure than a massive Mastiff, but like your cat’s teeth, the Yorkie’s tiny choppers are very sharp and pointy which is why cat and Yorkie nips are so painful and so likely to pierce your skin when the little beasts bite.









	Animals PSI



	 
	Domestic cat
	20-60



	Adult human
	120



	Domestic Dogs
	Kangal
	743



	Mastiff
	556



	Rottweiler
	328



	African wild dog
	317



	American bulldog
	305



	Pit bull
	12



	Wild animals
	Nile crocodile
	2,500-6000



	Hippopotamus
	1,821



	Wolf
	406



	Great white shark
	60







… to make friends with an elephant?

Dr. Seuss’s “Horton” was right: “An elephant’s faithful one hundred percent.”29 Iain Douglas-Hamilton, the zoologist who founded Save the Elephants in Nairobi, Kenya, remembers becoming so well acquainted with an elephant in Tanzania’s Lake Manyara National Park early in his career that he could actually walk beside her in the wild. Douglas-Hamilton left the area in 1969 but when he came back four years later, the elephant “came right back up,” and they went back to strolling through the park. So the next time someone says you have a memory like an elephant, take it as a compliment.30

… to annoy an elephant?

No. In one dreadful moment in 2016, an elephant at Rabat Zoo in Morocco, picked up a rock in her trunk and hurled it, striking and killing a little girl taking pictures of the animals.31 There was no obvious provocation, so there may never be an obvious explanation. But the simple fact is that when it comes to smarts, says Wildlife Conservation Society cognitive scientist Diana Reiss and colleagues at Emory University in Atlanta, elephants are right up there with dolphins, apes, and humans, an exclusive group of animals that can recognize their reflections in a mirror.32 Perhaps the elephant mistook the girl or someone standing next to her for the person who once poked him (the elephant) with a stick.

… to reach for a raccoon?

You protect your own pets with vaccination against rabies, but there’s no practical way to control the incidence of rabies among wild animal populations where the disease is enzootic,33 accounting for more than 90 percent of the reported cases in 2014. Raccoons are at the top of the list (30.2 percent of all animal cases during 2014), followed by bats (29.1 percent), skunks (26.3 percent), and foxes (5.2 percent).34 Raccoons also harbor Bayliscacaris procyonism a.k.a. “raccoon roundworm,” a parasite common in raccoon feces. If transferred to humans, the parasite may invade the lungs, liver, heart, eyes, and brain, and while recovery is possible, the sometimes fatal infection may leave survivors blind, in a coma, or with permanent brain damage. While the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention identified only seven cases between 2013 and 2015, the suspicion is that more may simply go unreported.35

[image: image]

… to trifle with a spider?

One important marker in human evolution is the discovery and use of tools, including weapons. But we are not alone. Even insects use tools. Wasps use pebbles as hammers, and the Bolus spider (Mastophora cornigera) rolls its very own ball-like weapon, a blob of silk at the end of a long silk line similar to the boleadoras, a throwing weapon used by South American gauchos. “When an insect flies by, the spiders throw it; it attaches to the insect because it’s sticky; and they reel them in,” says Robert W. Schumaker, vice president of conservation and life sciences at the Indianapolis Zoo and author of the classic Animal Tool Behavior. Schumaker says the difference between us and the spider is that we think about making weapons while the insect acts from instinct and genetic programming.36 While you are unlikely to be viewed as prey, stay clear lest the spider change her mind and toss some sticky stuff at you.
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