
an answer, I thought, so I
started dialing.

Loran Hickton, executive
director of the North Ameri-
can Pet Health Insurance
Assn., offered some perspec-
tive. Evidently, vet bills have
become more expensive be-
cause pets are living longer
than ever before.

"Fitty percent of golden re-
trievers that live over the age
of 10 will now experience some
form of cancer," he said. "With
the continuous release of hu-
man"quality care for the pet
market, it means what used to
require going to a specialist or
university center can now be
fm,md in greater metropolitan
areas all over the u.S."

In other words, most own-
ers of the estimated 72 million
pet dogs in this country live
near places that can charge
huge sums to provide ever-
more expensive and sophisti-
cated veterinary services.
However, according to Hick-
ton, only 2% of these dogs, not
including Clunk, are insured.

Dr. Stephen Zawistowski,
executive vice president ofna-
tional programs and science
advisor for the American So-
ciety for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals, also fa-
vors insurance.

"I have pet insurance on
my dog' and two cats," he said.
"I do have it, it's a backup for
me. But I don't think it neces-
sarily completely addresses
some of these major bills.
Even with insurance it's going
to become incredibly expen-
sive."

When "a lot" is verging on
"too much" for treating a criti-
cally sick animal, Zawistowski
recommends seeking a sec-
ond opinion.

"Frankly, if you're looking
at the potential of spending
several thousand dollars,
spending another couple of
hundred for someone else to
confirm you need the pro-
cedure isn't such a bad idea,"he said. .

A woman who is a certified
public accountant and a vet-
erinarian agrees. Karen Felst-
ed, chief executive of the Na-
tional Commission on Veteri-
nary Economic Issues, ad-
vised, "Understand what your

As pets live longer,
medical bills climb,
often prohibitively so.
Deciding when enough
is enough is painful.

EMILY GREEN

There was a moment late
last month when I thought
that what was wrong with
Clunk might merely be expen-
sive. That was when, after
roughly $400 of tests, I agreed
to a $600 surgery to remove a
tennis ball-sized tumor from
his elbow. The bill for this
turned out to be $1,600.

There have been many
brutal moments since then,
the most wretched of which
was when it became clear that
what was wrong with Clunk
was not only expensive but
also fatal.

Even before the news came
that Clunk's cancer had me-
tastasized, while I was weigh-
ing a $7,000 course of radiation
therapy, everyone around me
began asking the same ques-
tion: When should I say no to
the next medical bill?

Rupn ifr.hmk'R !if!' could be
prolonged, when would it be
time to put away the credit
card and admit that it's over,
that I can't afford to save him
even ifhe could be saved?

Given that Clunk, a Great
Dane-German shepherd
cross, has four legs and not
two, written into his battle
with cancer is the option of
euthanasia.

What makes the decision
so tricky is that Clunk doesn't
have a vote, and if he did, I .

dare say it would be to live.
Clunk has never bitten any-
one (even when attacked).
His eyes still shine at the pros-
pect of a pat on the head, and
he's in great shape, except for
the rear hind leg riddled with
tumors. where a well-meant
operation has now left a fes-
tering wound.

And dare I say it of a dog? I
love him. I love Clunk as much
as I've ever loved anyone or
anything.

Surely experts would have

options are. Sometimes there
can be multiple ways to treat a
particular case. The gold
standard treatment may be
very expensive, but there may
be another treatment that is a
medically appropriate thing
to do. Owners need to under-
stand that option. They
should.be comfortable saying
to their veterinarians, 'Here's
what I can do.' "

I will never know if I would
have gone $7,000 into.debt for
radiation therapy for Clunl<. I
was spared the decision by a
second opinion from the vet
who found the metastases.
She was blunt that any fur-
ther treatment for Clunk was
inadvisable,

To the mind of the
ASPCA's Zawistowski, what
we are experiencing with dogs
is an exact parallel of what's
happened with human
healthcare,

"We aU know people who
get their blood pressure medi-
cations every other day be-
cause they can't afford it every
day," he said, "The only differ-
ence is euthanasia is not an
option,"

Because euthanasia is an
option with dogs, in alllikeli-
hood, I will be the one to kill
Clunk, not cancer. For almost
a month, the wound from the
ill-advised tumor-ectomy has
refused to close. As I write
Wednesday, he and I are plan-
ning to go to the vet tomorrow
to see whether a third round
of antibiotics and many band-
age changes have finally done
the trick, If they haven't,
Clunk will be receiving a large
dose of pentobarbital and tak-
ing a long dirt nap,

I will be standing. over him
n""'" - ~ ~..~1 ~..;~n' 1,,~t tho.uuu ~ ~..~._. U_--'O __n
Hung I love best in the world.

There are help lines you
can dial, I'm told, but not a
line that will bring Clunk
back, nevermind the thou-
sands spent trying to save
h;~---...

Update: On Thursday, Green
reported that the bandages--. .. - - ,,---
C1iII1~ Ull ~U 1 t::vt::<u a uooaau5

wound. Clunk's cancer
remains, but, Green said,
"Today was good."
home(ii)latimes.com.
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