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Praise for Tales of a Pet Vet


“Dr. Filos paints vivid pictures of pet parents and the many life lessons that they and their ‘fur babies’ can teach us.”


—MELINDA G. MCCALL, DVM, author of Driving Home Naked: And Other Misadventures of a Country Veterinarian


“Dr. Dawn educates readers on what it means to be a real vet with real stories of pets of all sizes and species. Her entertaining stories will connect with pet lovers and all those who like a good book and a fun read.”


—STEVE SILBIGER, author of The Ten-Day MBA


“A wonderful read—Dr. Dawn engages the reader with her storytelling prowess. Tales of a Pet Vet is a must-read for every person who owns a pet and for every person who wants to work in the animal industry.”


—LAURA C. LEFKOWITZ, DVM, author of Bite Me: Tell-All Tales of an Emergency Veterinarian


“Whether she’s facing a vicious dog, a recalcitrant cat, or nutty pet parents, Dawn’s stories are relatable and entertaining.”


—MARY CARLSON, DVM, author of Drinking from the Trough: A Veterinarian’s Memoir


“A charming and delightful memoir. This book is filled with real-life sweet, humorous, goofy, heartbreaking, and extraordinary stories. Veterinarians, future veterinarians, and animal lovers will all find value in this book.”


—DR. EVE HARRISON, VMD, CVA, CVPM, CCFP, host of The House Call Vet Café podcast
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This book is dedicated to my family, who patiently listened to these stories for decades.


And of course, to my beloved patients, who touched my heart.
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one morning last spring I started my day as usual, reviewing the list of house calls on the schedule. As a mobile veterinarian, my day was full of visits, including a stop at a breeder’s farm to examine fifteen Cavalier King Charles spaniel puppies. Puppies always brought a lot of fun, but that morning’s schedule and accompanying notes told me that the pups’ wellness visit was going to have to wait until the end of the day.


The rest of my stops read like a script from an episode of a pet ER show on Animal Planet. The first appointment was urgent. Mabel, a Labradoodle, had gotten her paw caught between the iron scrolls of a barstool. Her owner, Mrs. Lerner, had frantically described a bloody, chaotic scene. Poor Mabel was howling and gnawing at the paw, trying to escape. My answering service had written in all capital letters, PLEASE SEE FIRST, in case I hadn’t already discerned that Mabel was the patient most in need of my help. Before I continued reading the list, I called out to my assistant to contact the local police about borrowing their Jaws of Life tool—again.


My second stop also involved a limb injury, but this one was much more mysterious. Gidget, a healthy Jack Russell terrier, had been left home alone the day before while her owner worked a double shift. Gidget was able to use the dog door to go outside and relieve herself. When her owner returned at the end of the day, Gidget was missing a leg. The intake notes indicated that the owner could not locate the limb out in the yard, but there was a small area of blood near the fence. Other than the missing limb, Gidget did not seem to be in any distress.


Appointment number three was with a fifty-pound American pit bull terrier named Gandhi. He had eaten $500 worth of marijuana. As I gathered my supplies and headed out to the car to start my rounds, I wondered if the marijuana had been baked into brownies. I was worried about chocolate toxicity as much as the effects of the weed itself.


My last stop before I checked on those Cavalier pups was at a household that owned seven cats. Their owner had discovered vomit with fur and blood in it, and the pet hamster, Beluga, was missing from the Habitrail. The owner wasn’t sure which feline had done away with the hamster and wanted them all checked. While I was there, she was also requesting a hoof trim on her two pigs.


So there you have it! A “typical” day in the life of a vet who makes house calls.




Becoming a House-Call Vet


I’ve been a vet for over thirty years, working mainly with companion animals such as dogs and cats. A small percentage of my patients have been more exotic species, including rabbits, guinea pigs, lizards, snakes, and birds.


I began my house-call practice nine years ago. Working in pets’ home environments has given me diagnostic advantages over my colleagues who see patients in veterinary clinics. Every pet is more relaxed on its home turf than in an unfamiliar, multi-scented, overstimulating veterinary hospital. Pet owners are also more at ease and forthright at home. And I get to see firsthand how the pets’ surroundings contribute to their symptoms and imagine how they could be adjusted to accommodate the pet’s needs. On a house call, I can glean in seconds what’s needed, be it additional litter boxes, orthopedic beds, gated stairways, or smaller cups to measure dinner. The client and I save the time and effort we would otherwise spend attempting to conjure up this mental picture in the office.


This book traces my path from starting out as a young animal lover through three decades of studying and practicing veterinary medicine: I began working in clinics and hospitals, then later moved on to my house-call practice, and now I’m back in clinics again as a relief vet. These pages include many stories of the colorful patients and pet owners I have met along the way. Not a single day in the last thirty years was boring.


In Tales of a Pet Vet: Stories from the Clinic and House Calls, you will read about my successes and harder times. You’ll meet my eccentric family of animal lovers and hear some wacky anecdotes of clients who went to extremes out of love and devotion to their pets. Anyone who has ever lived with or loved an animal will relate to these stories, which provide a backstage pass to the trials, emotions, and reality of life as a veterinarian. There are a lot of us animal lovers. The American Veterinary Medical Association’s (AVMA) most recently published study found 65.1 percent of US households have dogs and 46.5 percent have cats. The estimated dog population is 89.7 million, and cats come in at 58.3 million (AVMA 2022).


My clients take their pet ownership responsibilities seriously. Pets sometimes function as substitutes for family or children, and are referred to by nicknames such as “fur babies,” or “four-legged soulmates.” The societal shift from pet ownership to “pet parenting” is reflected in the myriad ways we now pamper, spoil, and entertain our adored companions. We strive to provide them with top-notch veterinary care, diets, and forms of stimulation such as play groups and deluxe boarding facilities, most of which were nonexistent three decades ago.


In 2022, the United States spent an estimated $136.8 billion on pets, depending on the surveys cited (American Veterinary Medical Association 2022; Megna 2022; Forbes 2023; American Pet Products Association 2023). The American Pet Products Association (APPA) estimated US spending on pets at $123.6 billion in 2021 (Megna 2023).


Households spent a mean of $354 on veterinary care in 2020. Pet pamperers (who consider pets their world and money no object) spent the most at the vet—$490—compared to casual caretakers (people with several pets who need valuable services at the right price), who spent $138 (Burns 2022).


In the house-call setting, I experience plenty of drama, and I always expect the unexpected. I have been urinated, defecated, and vomited upon; I’ve been bitten, scratched, and humped. I’ve chased after and been chased by my patients. I have treated pets in powder rooms, in and under beds, atop washing machines, and in garages, carports, and minivans.


While I explore some serious topics and tell some poignant tales here, the book is also filled with humor. People and animals can be funny, and I often poke fun at myself as a pet parent, sharing the antics of my own pets as well as my clients. I have devoted more hours than I want to admit to searching through vomit and bowel movements for valuables clients wanted me to retrieve. And only in a home setting would I be interrupted during an exam by Amazon’s Alexa asking if she should continue listing the most popular sex toys on the market.


It may not have been a glamorous life, but it has been full of extraordinary events. Tales of a Pet Vet is my attempt to put into words the wonder of our deep bonds with pets and the joy and delight every day with them brings. I hope you enjoy reading about my escapades as much as I’ve enjoyed living them.


Dawn Filos
 February 2, 2023
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	Chapter 1The Making of an Animal Lover
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i trace my decision to become a veterinarian to when my dog Jeepers, a miniature poodle, broke his hip and hind leg. I recall the day distinctly. It was a rainy morning, and for me, the first day of first grade. Clad in my Catholic school uniform, which was new enough to feel scratchy and unfamiliar, I was nervous about the upcoming school year. I looked out the kitchen window and watched Jeepers loping up the street, returning from his morning walk. Just before he reached the front yard, I heard the screech of tires. As I looked on in horror, Jeepers was struck and thrown several feet.


The distraught driver came out to check on him and wailed loudly, thinking Jeepers was dead.


My mother and I raced out to our beloved pet. Mom swaddled Jeepers in a blanket and sped off to our veterinarian while a friend’s mother drove me to school.


Jeepers’ injuries were extensive. He was treated by a surgical specialist at the famous Animal Medical Center in nearby New York City.


The recuperation process cemented my interest in the veterinary field. I still recall specific details from fifty years ago, such as the blue-and-pink pattern on the baby playpen where Jeepers rested in our driveway, yard, and kitchen as he healed. I was present for all the follow-up trips to the vet center, where I met doctors and nurses who, like us, didn’t give a second thought to investing such effort and cost into healing a four-legged family member.


I now appreciate just how unusual my wonderful family was, and the extraordinary level of devotion we showed to our pets. I am who I am as a veterinarian because of the animal lovers in my extended family and am forever grateful for their example.


My family could be described as blended. Usually this implies stepparents, stepbrothers, and stepsisters. For me, it meant a mix of my mother, an animal lover, and my father, a Greek immigrant who wasn’t raised with indoor animals.


For many of my formative years, my maternal grandparents lived next door with Sheba, a German shepherd. I often referred to my grandmother as a German shepherd breeder. But Sheba was not well-bred. Nor were her offspring. Some of Sheba’s puppies bore a strong resemblance to a neighbor’s intact male Rottweiler—they were mostly black and short-haired, with blocky heads—making their shepherd lineage highly suspect.


Sheba gave birth to several dozen lovely pups. My siblings, cousins, and I took turns at swinging them around in large circles to “clear their lungs” just after they were born. Not until decades later did I realize this home obstetrics practice had fallen out of favor, at least in the opinion of my veterinary professors. It’s likely few would recommend warming the newborns in the oven either, but that’s what we learned to do as we whelped them in preparation to send them off to their forever homes.


A short list of kittens came to our house and then went to my aunt’s home, as my mother proved allergic to cats. Mom repeatedly refused to believe a cat lover such as herself could be allergic to the objects of her affection. Nonetheless, with time, several doses of Claritin, and the advice of an immunologist, she gave up her dream of being a cat mom.


My mother converted my father into a dog lover with a constant stream of large dogs—Irish setters, a Rottweiler who saved my brother’s life in NYC during an attempted robbery, and a German shepherd, also named Sheba. Jeepers, and Sugar, a Maltese, marked a preference shift to small white breeds.


We also had a myna bird named Pepper, who had a huge vocabulary. Later, my brother had an African grey parrot who used profanity extensively. My sister is a bird aficionado, and one of her birds screams obscenities at me whenever we try to talk on the phone.


With time, our family became well-known animal lovers, at least locally. My mother hosted an infamous dog birthday/Halloween party for our Irish setter, Sampson. Mom required all four-legged guests to arrive in costume. The event was well attended, and we made the front page of the Jersey Journal newspaper. It was sometime in the midseventies, should you want to look it up. If you find it, please forward a copy to me.


Unfortunately, a basset hound, promiscuously dressed in a miniskirt and evidently in heat, got a little extra attention. Sixty- three days later, she and her family welcomed a litter of puppies.


When I was twelve, we adopted Willie, a woolly monkey. My mother found him in a sketchy pet store in Miami. I suspect he was illegally smuggled into the country. He weighed about twelve pounds and wore cute, colorful baby diapers with a hole cut out for his tail.


I have a vivid memory of our exciting return trip home and landing at Newark airport with Willie. At baggage claim, it was announced that everyone should pay close attention to the arrival of a very special guest on our luggage carousel. Willie wore a teal turtleneck sweater that had somehow gotten pulled up and covered his head. Hundreds of people looked askance as he emerged screaming—a headless, arm-flailing, ET-like creature riding the luggage carousel.


Willie bonded with my father. He loved to nap on Dad’s chest on our plastic slipcovered couches. He adored ice cream, and fought with my younger sister, Faith, as if they were siblings.


Our family achieved legendary status as crazy pet lovers when I took Willie to school to fulfill an assignment to share something interesting about myself in class. Willie was certainly interesting. St. Mary’s Catholic School didn’t know what to do when I showed up with him. My mother convinced them to allow not just my fifth-grade class to meet him, but the entire school.


Sadly, later that year, I returned home from school one day and Willie was gone. My mother told me he was not well-suited to life in northern New Jersey and had been sent to live on a farm in Pennsylvania. After I had lived in Pennsylvania for decades without ever seeing a single monkey farm, it finally sank in that Willie had met a much darker fate. My mother confirmed that he had died of pneumonia. A New Jersey basement in the winter was not an ideal environment for a growing monkey.


Today, I can’t imagine that a parade of hundreds of children would be allowed to pet a monkey, at least not in the public schools where my three children went. And honestly, as a veterinarian, the thought of stressing out a pet with exposure to hordes of excited, groping children makes me cringe. But at my twenty-fifth school reunion, classmates still recalled the thrill of meeting Willie. None of them were surprised I became a veterinarian.




Cats Gone Wild


My childhood primed me for my career and the colorful, wonderful families I would meet, many of whom reminded me of my own. My favorite story is about another eccentric family, to whom I completely related. They would have fit right in with my relatives.


One busy evening at work, I got a call from several people who were simultaneously yelling into the phone. I could barely make out the words, but “fighting” and “bloodshed” were among them. I instructed them to come in right away.


Shortly after, five people walked in with seven cats among them, all of whom were quietly napping in their respective carriers. I was confused. Were these the same people I’d spoken with just thirty minutes ago?


In the treatment area, I assessed the cats’ heart rates and neurological status. Other than being sleepy and unusually calm, they were fine; all of them were hydrated and in no obvious imminent physical distress or danger. Two were my patients, Felix and Oscar. Their pet parents, Shirley and Sherry, had lavished these lucky cats with gifts and the best veterinary care for the many years I knew them.


Oscar wore a bow tie, which intrigued me. I soon learned Shirley and Sherry had hosted a “catsinera” birthday fiesta for fifteen-year-old Oscar that evening. This explained the small sombrero in Felix’s carrier.


The “catsinera” guest list included five kitty acquaintances, all of whom enjoyed the elaborate Martha Stewart–themed decor and buffet. While the pet parents sipped “meow-garitas,” the cats converged upon the buffet table with its tuna “cat-serole” and “kitty lasagna,” both of which were topped with catnip resembling green grated cheese.


The combination of cats and catnip always makes for an unusual day at work. Catnip is a plant in the Lamiaceae family, which includes basil, mint, thyme, lavender, rosemary, and oregano. It’s often referred to as “weed for cats,” even though cannabis and catnip are unrelated species, perhaps because the feline response to catnip resembles the effect of intoxicants on people. They first become playful, then agitated and excited, and finally they fall asleep.


While cats sometimes ingest catnip, they prefer to roll in it and smell it. It contains nepetalactone, an essential oil that, when sniffed, travels to receptors in the amygdala, also known as the emotional or “happy” center of the brain, and causes euphoria. It also makes connections in the hypothalamus, the area of the brain that, in part, controls the impulses to eat and mate. About half of all cats are unfazed by the plant. But the behavior of those who are affected can be alarming for unaware pet parents.


Evidently, what can only be described as a melee ensued at the lasagna tray. It soon escalated into a “Sharks vs. Jets” version of West Side Story, but with claws.


Sherry’s comment, “It all happened so fast!” didn’t help me determine who was bitten, or where on their bodies they were injured.


Shirley soberly admitted, “After they fought, they all got extremely tired, and we thought they had been drugged. That’s when we called you, Dr. Filos. What could have happened?”


Mistake number one: Having a cat party. It’s never a good idea. Ever. Not even in your own home with your own cats. And why go a step further and stuff your pet into a carrier and then release them into a strange home?


Mistake number two: Exposing a group of perplexed, stressed cats to a tray of drugs they cannot resist and that will make them do stupid things. It’s comparable to hosting a party for a bunch of four-year-olds in your dining room with white decor and encouraging them to go wild with fingerpaint after you’ve given them sodas.


Mistake number three: Calling attention to Oscar’s “catsinera” and celebrating his fifteenth birthday. If you converted cat years into people years, that would make him pretty damn old! The golden years are not the time to recreate a scene from a Cheech and Chong movie.


I was able to locate two small bite wounds on two of the cat guests, which I cleaned and treated. All of the patients slept it off and were back to normal by the following morning.









Pet Parents


Over the last few decades I have watched many clients like Shirley and Sherry morph from pet owners into pet parents. I’m not the only one who has noticed the trend—in response to this shift, the pet food and product industry has exploded with variety. Today’s pet parents can choose from a staggering array of services and luxuries now available for these adored members of their families.


Terms like “fur babies” or “fluffy kids” didn’t exist twenty years ago. Neither did pet resorts, blueberry dog facials, or dog perfume named Sexy Beast. Now, if money is no object, you can buy a $3,500 cat house, or a $6,000 diamond-studded dog collar. This week, a colleague mentioned clients who purchased their puppy for $40,000. They referred to him as their “pet son.” It is difficult to shock me, but this sticker price did.


Now more than ever, we treat our pets as part of the family. There are so many fun ways to pamper them, from diverse experiential activities to a vast variety of diets, toys, and clothing for them.


Among American pet parents:




	Thirty-six percent give their pets a birthday present (me too!).


	Twenty-seven percent have arranged professional pet photography sessions.


	Fifty percent talk to their pets (Burns 2022).





These fun facts hint at several recent trends which demonstrate just how much we love—and some might say obsess about—our pets. I see it every day, which is why I categorized the top seven types of pet parents I see. While intentionally humorous, this list is a fairly accurate summation of how many of us feel about our four-legged “children.” You may not refer to yourself as a pet parent or your pet as a “fur baby,” but you may still recognize yourself or someone you know in the following depictions.




1. The Daily Chronicle Pet Parent


Professional pet photography is all the rage. Think of Anne Geddes’s beautiful baby photos with infants arranged artfully among flowers, asleep and adorable—but with pets. Newborn dog and cat photo sessions can actually rival Geddes’s in quality. I have patients who get yearly “school photos” at their doggie day care, with the same background images and poses my own children bring home from school. I am frequently asked for artist referrals to commission and create pet oil and pastel paintings for families.


Wedding announcements and holiday cards have included pets for years. I’ve received invitations to pet baby showers, soon after or even before the arrival of the puppy or kitten. Add to this pet birthday parties and weddings, and you have an entire cottage industry that’s arisen from our love of pets.







2. The Fashionista Pet Parent


Pet clothing options are vast and rival the latest issue of Vogue in cutting-edge style. Decades ago, I recommended clients shop at Build-A-Bear to find affordable outfits for their small dogs. Now, the sky’s the limit: people buy bathing suits, leather bomber jackets, booties, Halloween costumes, and upscale jewelry with price tags higher than the cost of my 1992 wedding.







3. The Foodie Pet Parent


Dietary awareness has altered the culinary climate of the planet, and not just for people. We are more aware of the benefits of high-quality ingredients in our diets and are attuned to gluten, grain, or lactose intolerances, to name a few. If you’ve ever wondered whether your dog eats better than you do, you may be a foodie pet parent. The dog food industry has exploded with options, which can make picking your pet’s food an anxiety-riddled experience. Boutique fresh food brands, a new and growing component of the pet food market, have multiplied in number. Their message suggests that feeding pets commercially-made dry kibble is outdated or even bad for their health.


Buyer beware, though. The industry has also taken advantage of our wish to be the best pet parents we can be. Many companies have falsely marketed diets with unsubstantiated claims of health benefits and misrepresentation concealed in clever advertisements intended to mislead well-intentioned consumers. Organic, raw, or kangaroo-meat-based plans are available, for example . . . Ingredient lists should come with a handbook of how to interpret them.







4. The Helicopter Pet Parent


It is now possible to monitor your pets remotely, even while you’re at your workplace, with GPS dog-tracking devices. When you hire a dog walker, you may collect data and trace their route to verify that they walked to the dog park and back.


Some of us have left radios on for our pets or said hello to them over an answering machine every now and then. We might play Dog TV or Animal Planet all day for them in our absence. You might even spoil your pets from afar with Petzi, an interactive “treat cam.” Microphones on the device allow you to speak to your dogs and even fling treats at them from a dispenser.







5. The Well-Lived/Well-Rounded Lifestyle Pet Parent


It’s hard to stay abreast of all the new gadgets and experiential enrichments you can offer your pet. It’s become like Keeping Up with the Kardashians, with luxury pet resorts offering heated beds, personal plasma-screen televisions, in-room doggie massages, and limo-driven excursions to the drive-through at McDonald’s. This is the new reality of many fortunate dogs.


You can arrange for in-home veterinary visits, dog sitters, groomers, and even hire someone else to come and clean up after your dog’s mess in the yard. Sound and music programs like iCalmPet are specially created and tested for cats and dogs to ease separation anxiety and noise phobias. I have clients who play an eight-hour music video, Music for Dogs, on continuous loops to augment their pet’s behavioral medications.


The beauty line product selections are dizzying. One high-end boutique sells Dead Sea salts for dog baths and “dog wine” in a corked bottle, while a pianist serenades two- and four-legged shoppers. I once almost bought a product called Aesop Animal Wash Dog Shampoo for forty dollars, available at Bergdorf Goodman, but stopped myself when I realized I wouldn’t pay those prices for my own hair products.


Home design firms have developed multipurpose dog rooms and accessories. One of my clients has such a room equipped with a pet shower and a grooming island worthy of a feature spread in Pet Architectural Digest, if it existed (perhaps soon enough!).







6. The Social Media Pet Parent


I can recall a time when it was unusual for a client to have a Facebook page for their dog or cat. Now it is commonplace for new puppies or kittens to have their own social media accounts. I not only feel compelled to follow the Instagram pages of my patients Maddox and Percy, but I enjoy it. I am amazed at how my friend Laura manages to coax her cooperative, adorable pup Chloe to wear and pose in elaborate outfits.


Personally, I believe dog and cat photos and videos should litter the Internet because I never get enough of them. My own dog is featured prominently on my Dr. Dawn Instagram site. I don’t have time to make my dog’s images “influencer” quality, but I am impressed by those who do.









7. The “Yes Sir, That’s My Fur Baby” Pet Parent


Long gone are the days when I commented on children who had what I considered “pet names,” like Rex and Spike. The situation has reversed, and pet names have become more human. While I think Hazel, Cleo, and Clifford blur the lines and work for both, names like Mary, Kevin, Richard, Heinrich, Dave, Phyllis, Joan, and Leo leave no doubt that these pets are their parents’ “children.” I miss old names like Sir Barks-A-Lot, Oreo, Cadbury, Jingles, Deeohgee (“dog” spelled out phonetically), and Killer. As a veterinarian, I immediately knew where I stood with Sir Barks-A-Lot and Killer.


I will admit to being a little bit of the daily chronicler (1) and the well-lived/well-rounded lifestyle (5) dog mom, albeit a no-frills version.










on the Road


Now let’s go on a thirty-year (and then some) journey together, beginning with my schooling and continuing throughout my career, as I introduce you to the many patients and pet parents I encountered along the way. These stories run the gamut of scenarios we face with our pets and may stir up emotions and memories you’ve had with your own pets.


In the next chapter, you’ll get a glimpse into the challenges of veterinary school. You’ll come with me through some major stumbles, and a few successes, from that time. It was a memorable era, including a madcap mishap when I lost an animal under my care. You won’t want to miss reading about that unforgettable, hair-raising day!
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	Chapter 2Becoming Dr. Dawn
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by the time I went to college, I was set on becoming a veterinarian. As an undergraduate at Rutgers, I majored in biochemistry and plunged into the prerequisites for vet school. In the mid-1980s, there were only twenty-five veterinary schools in the country. None of them were in my home state of New Jersey. Instead, the state had contractual agreements with four other states— Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, and Alabama—allowing New Jersey residents admittance into veterinary schools and waiving the out-of-state tuition fee. That year, these schools accepted up to twenty-eight students from New Jersey.


I didn’t get into veterinary school on my first attempt, so I enrolled in the University of Georgia’s master’s degree program in physiology. The department was located within the veterinary school, where I studied renal physiology of animals and focused on diseases of the kidneys of dogs and cats, in addition to comparative renal studies of other mammalian species. Then I reapplied to vet school and received one of the fifteen slots allotted to New Jersey residents at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine.


I loved being on the Philadelphia main campus. I also spent several months in classes and clinics at the large-animal campus, the New Bolton Center, in nearby Kennett Square. There were some memorable moments worth sharing from those four years.




Veterinary School Mishaps


The first two years of vet school were filled with classwork and labs, such as anatomy and histology. In the third year, we could select elective classes geared to our specific interests, such as small-animal or large-animal medicine, exotics, surgery, etc. Clinical rotations began the summer after the third year and continued through our fourth year.


Over the four years, there were a few times I feared I might not make it to graduation. One weekend in my second year, I had two big finals to prepare for, physiology and pathology. I confused the days and went to campus on Monday prepared for the pathology exam. An hour before the exam, I realized the test that day was in physiology. Panicked, sweaty, and near-hysterical, I sought out Dr. Delluva, the professor who was administering the test.


I opened my mouth to describe what I had done, but my voice would not work. “Doctor Ddddd—” I blurted out. “Doctor Dddd—” I tried again.


Doctor Delluva looked up from the journal she’d been reading and glared at me. “For God’s sake, girl, what is it you want to say?”


I gulped and managed to say, “Doctor Delluva, I studied for the wrong exam!” I broke into sobs.


She looked at me, perplexed. “How on earth did you do that?”


“Because I’m a moron!” I wailed. “I confused the pathology and physiology test dates because they both start with P.” More tears followed.


Dr. Delluva told me to go home, get composed, and return to take the test the following day.


Once I got home, I phoned my fiancé, Dave, and relayed my woeful tale. He sent me flowers, a very rare extravagance for us, to console me.


Thankfully, I passed both exams and made it to third year.







Hold onto the Reins


In veterinary school, we spent nearly equal amounts of time focused on large farm animals as on smaller animals like the dogs and cats I primarily wanted to treat. This presented an extra challenge. It required us to learn the differences between, say, a dog’s and horse’s blood smears. I never intended to work with cows, horses, or especially pigs, but I needed to pass all of my classes and, more importantly, the board exams. I envied Dave, soon to be a medical doctor, who was only required to study one species . . . humans.


The last year of vet school, I rotated through different specialties: emergency medicine, surgery, dermatology, cardiology, neurology, ophthalmology, and internal medicine. I spent most of my time at the small-animal campus and hospital based in Philadelphia.


The large-animal facility was about an hour away, at the New Bolton Center; while we attended classes and worked in the clinics, we stayed in dorms or apartments. I was able to coordinate all three months of large-animal clinic blocks consecutively at New Bolton. I started with medicine, where I was responsible for providing daily treatments and updates to the attending doctor in charge.


There was an unspoken division among my classmates between the small-animal group and the large-animal or “horse people” group. I was firmly in the small-animal group. I tried to keep my lack of horse experience to myself. I had no desire to impress the surgeons or internists with my knowledge or skill. I planned to get through the three months by spending as little time as possible poking around in a cow’s rectum with a long glove attempting to locate an ovary. I intended to keep my head low and remain under the radar in clinics. I was there just to obtain enough knowledge to pass the darn boards.


While I had ridden horses for many years as a child, my equine skills were rusty. I rode primarily calm quarter horses accustomed to trotting young girls like me around a doughnut-shaped area in an enclosed barn. I loved my lessons until the day I chose to ride a spirited horse named Toledo. A loud whinny from the barn caused him to rear up, then manically gallop as I bounced and flailed atop him. I did not have the horsemanship skills necessary to control him. Instead, I latched onto the nearest wooden pole, jumped off Toledo, and twirled down its length with all the grace of the Three Stooges. I pulled splinters from my abraded arms for days.


I never really “got back on the horse” after that incident. It left me with a heavy dose of apprehension and respect for all things equine.


With that past experience, I headed boldly into my large-animal clinics. My first assigned case at New Bolton was a Thoroughbred racehorse who suffered from a lung abscess and required many daily treatments. He had been at the medical center a month already and would remain several months after I left. I referred to him as Taz, short for Tasmanian Devil. My initial task was to medicate him. After I ground his pills into a liquid slurry generously flavored with molasses, I squirted the medicine into his mouth. He jerked his stubborn head and neck, leaving me with a patina of sticky back-spit on my head, neck, and clothing.


Next, I was supposed to lead Taz, with a rein, around a small, fenced enclosure adjacent to the barn.


“What a beautiful early September day,” I remarked to myself as we walked onto the small pasture. “Hmm . . . this could be fun.”


Just then, Taz reared and yanked on the reins and lifted me off the ground. He donkey-kicked and ignored my attempts to calm him. I gasped in horror as he pulled the reins from my hand, jumped the fence, and galloped across the sprawling hundred acres of property around the center.


On my first morning at the center, I had lost a valuable racehorse!


Instantly, wailing sirens blared throughout the facility. People came from all directions, headed directly toward me. Gates were closed at each exit as Taz sped down the hill. Several people ran after him. As I watched the horse escape, I imagined my career also running away from me before it had even gotten started.


In my peripheral vision, I noticed movement to my right. One of the surgeons, atop a horse, galloped past me. When he reached Taz, he straddled his own horse with one leg and Taz with his other, as a rodeo stuntman might, then transferred onto Taz’s bare back, collected Taz’s reins, and magically took control of him and the situation. It was as if the Lone Ranger had arrived and saved me.


My elation rapidly wore off when a crowd of more than a hundred of my classmates, professors, and surgeons gathered around. Someone asked who was the student designated to be responsible for Taz. I held up my hand, red-faced and mortified.


I was relieved of exercise duty but remained in charge of Taz’s medical treatments. Intent on doing a better job treating him, I discovered how to use a twitch—a rope attached to a stick that manipulates a horse’s upper lip to distract them. While it may sound cruel, it relaxes a horse by increasing parasympathetic nervous system activity. This enabled me to work with Taz so he understood I was in control. He never fought me again, and I even grew fond of him. I was happy to hear he was discharged a few months later. I never let go of a patient’s reins again.









Don’t interview While Hungover


In our third year, my classmates and I took time off from clinics to job hunt. Once I spent the weekend with a friend who hosted a party on a Friday night. I had a Saturday morning interview scheduled the next day at a large veterinary hospital in New York.


The pre-interview party proved ill-advised. The combination of too many drinks and staying out much later than I was accustomed to left me bleary-eyed, sleep-deprived, and queasy. Several cups of coffee helped bring me around to alertness as I drove to the interview.


Midway through the interview, the veterinary hospital owner invited me to lunch. We got into his Corvette. En route to the restaurant, he swerved and sped like we were in a NASCAR race. I fought a strong urge to vomit. I no longer cared if I got the job. I rolled down the window and stuck my head out to get some fresh air. My hair blew wildly, and I’m sure I looked ridiculous.


At the restaurant, I picked at my lunch and excused myself to go to the restroom. I grabbed our waitress in a corridor and begged her to remove the rest of my lunch. But it was still there when I returned to the table. I badly wanted to go home and take a nap but realized that the owner was using lunch to conduct the question-and-answer portion of the interview.


I felt so woozy that I slumped in my chair and rested my head on my folded arms on the table. I looked up at the owner and answered his questions. He continued, surely nonplussed by my bizarre behavior.


He described a situation in the hospital when a cat patient needed a blood transfusion. When blood was collected from a different cat with the same blood type, the donor cat collapsed. The practice owner asked me what I would do next.


I mumbled, “Where was the blood?”


He responded in a high-pitched, loud voice, a gleam in his eye, “Why? What do you mean?”


“Did you give the patient the blood yet, or was it still hanging in the bag, ready to be transfused? If not, why not just give it back to the original cat?”


He slammed his hand on the table, making my headache worse. “Exactly! Common sense. That’s what a veterinarian needs.” He laughed. “Do you know, I’ve asked this same question for twenty years, and you’re the first person to ever answer it correctly?”


I thought, Great. Are we done? Can we leave now?


I didn’t get the job, no doubt because the owner had time to reflect on my odd behavior. I don’t blame him. He said he quite enjoyed our chat but decided to go with someone who had a little more experience under their belt. That was the first and last time I interviewed hungover.


During my senior year, while I was busy in clinics, I also went on more (sober) job interviews and planned my wedding. Before I knew it, I was a vet school graduate, and three weeks later, a wife. My husband, Dave, was just about to enter medical school, so I instantly became the family breadwinner as well.


Veterinarians are not required to do internships or residencies before going into private practice. Most, like me, practiced while we worked at our first jobs. I needed to convince clients I knew what I was doing without any previous training beyond vet school. Confidence comes with experience, and I had neither. It would take years and many opportunities to gain that confidence and become the doctor I am today.


One good decision I made early on didn’t seem so at the time. Dave and I had our first argument as a married couple on our wedding night, over which last name I would use professionally. In the end, I chose to keep my married identity separate from my work. I’ve been happy, in certain situations, to not reveal my profession. Eventually, I settled on simply being called Dr. Dawn. In June 1992, I began my career as such.


Those first few years played out much differently than I’d expected. Many days it felt as if I’d been thrown into the ocean without a life preserver during a terrible storm and I couldn’t swim. Am I being too dramatic? You decide as you read Chapter 3.
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