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M r. Malaprop called me last 
week because his dog had 
suffered a minor injury. 

“I’m glad I caught you at the of-
fice, Doctor,” he said. “We’re very 
worried about Wienette, our purebred 
miniature Datsun. She fell off 
the porch 
and got an 
inch-long 
a l t e r c a -
tion on the 
side of her 
head. I think 
she needs 
stitches. When 
I was a kid, we 
had a dog who 
got a wound like 
this, and when we 
didn’t attend to it he 
got magnets. Anyway, 
Wienette is acting a little dizzy 
and I’m afraid she may have a percus-
sion as well.”

Twenty minutes later, pooch and 
owner were in my office and I was 
listening to some of the dog’s previ-
ous history. “The only problem we’ve 
ever had with her was a case of am-
monia three years ago,” Mr. Malaprop 
said. “We had to use flea froggers to 
embalm the house, and we forgot to 
get her out until it was almost too 

late. That’s the only medical attention 
she’s needed except for getting her 
annual glands expressed once a year.”

After I explained that the dog would 
have to stay for some minor surgery, 
he had just one question: “Will you 

be using color-forms for the 
amnesia or do 

you vets use 
other things 

now?”
His visit 

reminded 
m e  o f  a 
conversation 

told to me 
years ago 
by some 
large ani-

mal prac-
t i t i o n e r s . 

They were 
amused  by  a 

phone call from one of their clients, 
a certain Mr. Blooper, whose mono-
logue went something like this:

“I’m worried about the calf that 
one of my black Angry cows just had. 
She didn’t nurse too good and I’m 
afraid she didn’t get enough choles-
terol from her mother’s milk. Now 
she’s got diarrhea and I’m afraid it 
could be E. cola. If she loses much 
more weight, she’ll be emancipated. 

Words with clients
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I thought maybe you could give her 
some commonbiotic. I know that 
would help a lot because it had penn-
sylvanium in it. Another thing that 
bothers me is that I’ve lost three 
calves this year, and they were all 
related. We try to take good care of 
the herd, and they are all up to date 
on their R.S.V.P. vaccines. Maybe it’s 
some genetic problem, something 
wrong in their kodachromes.”

I was amused by these conversa-
tions, though you may not be. That’s 
your prerogative, but please don’t 
rush to your computer and send me 
a nasty e-mail complaining how I 
always seem to be making fun of 
our clients. It seems that, just about 
once a month, some idealistic young 
practioner who had his funny bone 
surgically removed while in veterinary 
school writes to complain that I have 
wounded the sacred bovine. To which 
I say, “Lighten up.”

Can’t you see the humor in a cli-
ent calling to schedule her cat to be 
neutralized, deneuterized or, most 
appropriately of all, denutted? I’ve 

had a client tell me that he wanted 
to wait two years before neutering 
because his cat’s growth would be 
stunted if the grow-nads were re-
moved too soon.

Aside from the butchering of actual 
words, many clients create entirely 
new terms. For example, I had to 
chuckle when a lady told me that 
her tomcat was ripe and needed his 
“naughty bits” removed. 

And, of course, there are those 
people who can skillfully combine 
self-fabricated terms and twisted 
oldies. For example, a man whose 
cat I treated last month was con-
cerned about his pet’s inability to 
“do plopsie.” Having observed some 
red spotting near the “reticulum,” he 
asked me if cats can get “asteroids.”

If you ask me, the list of misused 
and made-up words is endless and 
never ceases to bring humor to my 
day. As for those of you who have told 
me not to poke fun at such things, you 
probably think I’m doing so just to rile 
you. Nothing could be further from 
the truth. You’re just being Polaroid.

January 2013
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Unwanted kitten 
distribution and 
other absurd 
accusations

Mr. Newcat had been a 
regular client for many  
years, and he always 

seemed like a reasonable guy. But the 
last time I saw him, he was hopping 
mad. He stormed into my office and 
gave it to me with both barrels. His 
tirade went something like this: “You 
people have a lot of nerve meddling 
in my private life. What are you trying 
to do, drum up more business for 
yourselves? I know that you tried hard 
to save old Notso. He was a great cat, 
and I’ll miss him. But he’s only been 

gone for three days, and I woke up this 
morning to find a kitten on my front 
porch. Don’t give me that innocent 
look! I know you did it, and I think 
it was a dirty trick. I’m not ready for 
another cat, and even if I was, I’d want 
to pick one out for myself.”

I tried to assure him that I had bet-
ter things to do than to run around 
distributing unwanted kittens in the 
middle of the night, but anything I 
said to him went in one ear and got 
lost in the vacuum of his brain. “Don’t 
try to hand me any excuses! I know 
it was you. After all, who else could 
have done it?” 

Obviously, I couldn’t answer a 
question like that. So, to this day, Mr. 
Newcat thinks that I abandoned a kit-
ten on his doorstep. By the way, that 
was two years ago, and we haven’t 
seen him since. 

Mr. Newcat’s preposterous claim 
reminded me of an even more wild ac-
cusation that I confronted my second 
year in practice. I was trimming the 
toenails on a little terrier as his owner 
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babbled along. “I’m glad you could fit 
us in today, Doctor. His nails are so 
long that I’m afraid his little toes might 
hurt. He doesn’t let me trim them at 
home. I wonder why he behaves so 
well for you.” 

Then, without any warning, she 
went berserk. 

“I saw that! I saw that!” she yelled. 
“How dare you drug my little dog?”

She grabbed the pooch and ran 
out into the waiting room where she 
explained to everyone that we make 
our patients behave by drugging them 
with sleeping gas that flows out from 
the exam room wall. 

“I saw it squirting at my little dog,” 
she screamed. “I’m never coming 
back here again!” 

She ran out the door and kept her 
promise. The implication was so ab-
surd that it I found it funny rather than 
upsetting or annoying. 

I mention these two incidents to 
illustrate that we, as practitioners, 
are sometimes accused of things 
over which we have no control. For 
instance, when I told Mr. Leevum that 
his dog, Willie, required hospitalization, 
he countered by saying, “We won’t 
leave him here over night. He’s never 
been the same since you neutered 
him six years ago. You must have done 
something to him.” 

In a similar incident that occurred 
a few years ago, we noticed a dog 

that happened to be boarding with us 
was drinking a lot of water. I checked 
a urinalysis, and sure enough, she 
turned out to be a diabetic. I stabilized 
the pooch on insulin and explained the 
situation to the owners later the same 
day. They were enraged. 

“Sweetwater was perfectly healthy 
when we left her here, and now you 
tell us that she has diabetes,” they 
said. “What did you do to her?”

I tried to explain that I could neither 
create nor cure diabetes, and that, if I 
could, someone would rush the Nobel 
Prize over to my office. 

“Somebody has to be responsible 
here, Doctor. It certainly isn’t our fault 
that Sweetwater has diabetes! That 
obviously leaves you. We ought to sue 
you! This was a beautiful day until we 
talked to you. In fact, the weather is 
so nice that we were going to go and 
enjoy it, but this bad news of yours 
has totally ruined it for us.” 

“Oh, thank you for noticing,” I said 
to them. 

“Thank you for what? What are 
you talking about?” 

“You said it was a beautiful day 
outside. Are you responsible for that?” 
I asked.

“Of course not, Doctor. What’s 
your point?” 

“Well somebody has to be respon-
sible,” I said. “If you didn’t do it, that 
obviously leaves me.” 

December 2013
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Focused on the 
problem at hand:
tracking down  
a stray doughnut

A n office call with Mr. Side-
track is always a little frus-
trating. So, since he was 10 

minutes early for last week’s office 
call, I decided to postpone my grief 
as long as possible.

I heard a rumor earlier that day 
concerning the possible existence 
of a stray jelly doughnut back in the 
lunchroom.

Naturally, I decided to investigate. 
Two steps into my probe, the recep-
tionist ambushed me.

“Dr. O,” she announced. Mrs. 
Railed is on the telephone. She says 
it’s very important.

I waved goodbye to my 10 min-
utes of freedom and picked up the 
nearest phone.

“Hello, Doctor. This is Dee Railed 
calling about my cat, Choo-Choo. I 
was calling about his skin condition, 
but I just noticed something else. It 
might be important.”

“Ok,” I said. “What’s up?”
“Oh, my gosh! There’s a squirrel 

in my backyard. You should see it, 
Doctor. It’s running up and down the 
tree. Choo-Choo was staring out the 
window, and I thought something 
was wrong. Now, I realize that he was 
probably staring at the squirrel. Can 
you hold on a minute? My favorite 
commercial just came on. Wait! It’s 
not the one I thought it was. We can 
get back to our conversation.”

I decided to pop the question. 
“Why are you calling today?”

“Doctor, my other cat just came 
into the room. There is nothing wrong 
with him. He’s getting a drink of wa-
ter. He and Choo-Choo get along 
just fine.”

I decided to try again: “What can 
I help you with today?”

“This telephone cord seems to be 
all twisted up. Does yours do that, 
Doctor? Oh, never mind, I just real-
ized that I can’t talk right now,” she 
replied. “I have to pick up my kids at 
school. We’ll have to talk some other 
time. It wasn’t important, anyway.”
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After she hung up, there was 
nothing left for me to do other than 
to head into the office call with Mr. 
Sidetrack and his dog, Tangent.

As soon as I walked into the room, 
he hit me with some important news.

“I just found something, Doctor. 
It’s not what I made the appointment 
for, but there is a lump on Tangent’s 
shoulder. It’s about the size of a pin 
head.”

I asked why he made the appoint-
ment.

“Well, Doc. Right now, this big 
lump is the most important thing. 
Also, I just don’t understand what 
would cause a dog to scratch at his 
ears until they bleed.”

I looked at the dog. His ears 
looked fine.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Ac-
cording to my records, Tangent is 
here because of a breathing prob-
lem.”

“That’s right, Doc,” he said. “I’m 
not talking about Tangent’s ears. It’s 
my aunt’s dog that is scratching.”

The man was obviously suffering 
from a drought in his stream of con-

sciousness. I asked him to describe 
the breathing problem.

“Do you think he’s thirsty, Doc?” 
he asked. “He has been breathing 
heavily for two weeks, and his belly 
looks big. Maybe we should get him 
a bowl of water. Oh! And don’t let 
me forget to ask you about chocolate 
before I leave. My neighbor heard 
that it wasn’t good for dogs.”

I was forced to take control of 
the situation. I pointed out that there 
was an obvious heart problem, and 
that we were going to focus on that 
one thing. “OK, Doc, if you say so, 
but don’t forget about the chocolate 
and the ears.”

Eventually, I got him out the door 
even though I had failed to address 
several other fascinating subjects on 
his list of inquiries.

Dee Railed and Mr. Sidetrack are 
typical of clients who are unable to 
focus on the subject at hand. I, on 
the other hand, can latch onto an idea 
with unwavering tenacity.

I proved it by concentrating on 
that doughnut until my hunt came 
to a happy conclusion. 

February 2007
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Conquering flea-nial

W henever Mrs. Bicker walks 
into the office, I know that 
we are in for a “TnT” situ-

ation. I use the term to describe a 
potentially explosive office call during 
which tension will quickly develop 
between me and the client. It is the 
“tension” that puts the first “T” in 
TnT.

At her last 
visit, Alice Bicker 
came to see me 
because her dog 
had developed 
what she called 
“a mysterious 
rash.” The pooch 
was a mess. His 
thick coat harbored 
one of the great-
est collections of 
mats, dirt, dandruff 
and debris that I had 
ever seen.

One look at the 
poor guy, and I could see that there 
were several things wrong. He was 
a regular Smithsonian of canine der-
matitis. While listing a few of his 
problems, I happened to mention that 
he probably had a few fleas as well.

That did it. Mrs. Bicker became 
indignant at the very thought. We 
have all run into this situation. The 

mere mention of the word “flea” 
can sometimes turn an otherwise 
tolerable client into a defensive, ar-
gumentative zealot.

At any rate, the fuse was lit. I 
knew there was only one way to de-
activate the issue. Prisoners would 
have to be taken. In order to win 

the ensuing battle, 
I would have to 
demonstrate the 
presence of live 
fleas.

I began my 
search as Mrs. 
Bicker hit me 
with the all-too-
familiar salvo of 
anti-flea logic. 
This included 
classic state-
ments such 
as: “Oh, that’s 
impossible. I 

keep a clean house.”
“If he has fleas, as you say, I cer-

tainly would have seen them.”
And, my personal favorite: “He 

can’t have fleas. There’s a fence 
around my yard.”

The tension (T) was mounting. I 
knew that it was up to me to dem-
onstrate the object of her fears or 
face exposure as a bad diagnostician. 
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Luckily, it took no time at all to capture 
a few of the little devils and confirm 
a diagnosis of “fleabitis.”

This is one of the great triumphs 
of veterinary practice. Just as we 
have all faced clients rage in a state 
of “flea-nial,” we have also tasted 
the sweet victory that comes with 
confirming our suspicions. Hence, 
the second “T” in a TnT situation. It 
stands for triumph. There are situa-
tions in which tension leads to tri-
umph for our side.

One typical source of TnTs is 
home diagnosis. This includes such 
things as, “We think she’s been poi-
soned.”

“My father says it’s probably a 
brain tumor.”

And, “Someone must have 
abused him when he was young.”

It goes without saying that home 
diagnosis rarely hits the mark, or 
even comes close for that matter. 
However, the tension is in setting 
the record straight without alienating, 
embarrassing or angering the client. 

With a little tact though, a complete 
TnT can be achieved.

The trouble with TnT situations is 
that you never know if the second 
“T” will  materialize. Sometimes it 
does not. For those encounters, we 
use a different set of terms that are 
not suitable for publication.

In the case of Mrs. Bicker’s last 
visit, the TnT went pretty well. After 
I converted her into a flea believer, 
she seemed quite rational, although 
a little upset.

“I’ve got to call the groomer right 
away,” she said. “I can’t have these 
bugs in my house.”

I was able to overhear as she 
panicked into her cell phone.

“I need an emergency flea bath 
for my dog, right away. All of a sud-
den he has fleas. The doctor took 
some off, but there might be another 
one ... “What’s that? Why, yes, I do 
have other animals, two cats. Why 
do you ask? Oh, don’t be ridiculous. 
They can’t have fleas. They don’t go 
outside.”

January 2011
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A re you ready to take pencils 
boys and girls because in a 
few minutes, we’re going to 

put your knowledge to the test.
First, however, I have to tell you 

about my latest encounter with Hawk-
eye Pursewatcher and his wife Myopis. 
As usual, they found the prices at my 
clinical to be unconscionable. This time 
it was Myopia who was particularly 
disstraught.

“You have got to be kidding me, 
Doctor,” she said. “$55 is a lot money 
just to worm three dogs. Isn’t there a 
cheaper way to do it? Besides, bringing 
them in for injections is very difficult.”

Since her dogs were regular pa-
tients of mine, I was able to assure 
he that I could dispense tablets that 
would do the job for fraction of the 
cost. Somehow, my statement in-
duced her to have another attack of 
pet owner stupidity.

“I can give them pills,” she an-
swered. “Can’t you take a few minutes 
to teach me how to give injections? 
Then, you could give me the medicine 
to treat them at home. Wouldn’t that 
cost about the same as giving me 

the pills?”
For some reason, I failed to jump 

at this golden opportunity. That was 
OK because she had another idea.

“You know, Doctor, we only live a 
few miles from where you live. How 
about if we buy the pills as you sug-
gest, and then you stop by our house 
and give them to the dogs for us? That 
would be a nice goodwill gesture on 
your part. If people knew that you 
would go to their houses and give 
medicine to sick animals, you would 
sell a lot more pills. Wouldn’t that be 
good for business?”

Naturally, I was touched. Her kind 
offer to help build my practice almost 
brought a tear to my eye. I must be 
crazy because I declined to accept her 
humanitarian gesture. Undaunted, she 
stepped up tothe plate and prepared 
to go for strike three.

“Doctor, I have another idea,” she 
said. “When we brought our first dog 
to you ever on Old Street, it only cost 
$4 to worm a dog. Do you remem-
ber?”

Of course I remembered. That was 
in the 70s. I waited patiently for her 

How do you treat 
acute pet owner 
stupidity?
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train of logic to derail again. It didn’t 
again. It didn’t take long.

“Why don’t you check in the back 
of your cupboards, Doctor?” she 
said. “May be you have a bottle of 
that cheap worm medicine still sitting 
around somewhere. You could use that 
to worm our dogs. You wouldn’t charge 
us, would you? After all, that medicines 
is probably outdated by now.”

Much as I hated to disappoint such 
a good client, there was no choice. 
If I didn’t tell her, she would find out 
sooner or later. So, I gave her the bad 
news: Prices have changed since the 
‘70s.

And now, it’s time for our quiz. It 
is one of those math questions pre-
sented in the form of a story, just 
like the ones you hated so much in 
junior high.

Part 1: Shortly after Mike gradu-
ated form veterinary school, he and 
his wife bought their first house. It 
was a three-bedroom, split-level home 

witha two-car garage. It had an acre 
of landand a 30-year mortgage.

Part 2: Last year, Mike bought a 
new truck. It was an ordinary GMC 
truck with a seven-foot snowplow.

Question: Which one costs more 
each month?

Take your time. Use any refer-
ence material that you would like. 
Remember, at no point were words 
like Mercedes. Cadillac or Rolls Royce 
mentioned in the problem. Calculators 
are permitted.

( Note: If you are under 30 years 
old, you may wish to be excused at 
this point.)

Finished? Due to your undoubtedly 
cynical nature, you probably guessed 
by now that the truck costs more (a 
lot more.)

I guess I should have asked the 
truck salesman to check the back 
parking lot to see if there were any 
brand new leftover 1975 model trucks 
available.

August 2006




