Putting Siri Down
December 5, 2007 (St. Nicholas Day)
The past few weeks have been a struggle against self-doubt.  Since Siri has been in my care the past few months, the responsibility for making the decision of when it was time to put her down was entirely mine.  Meg had declared that she could no longer care for her.  The girls were home for thanksgiving and both agreed that the signs were clear but were not ready to cast a vote. Like a good social scientist, I collected data from every dog owner I knew.  Some was helpful, most was not.  The way that people relate to their pets is so intensely personal that getting useful information - information that I could actually use - was very difficult.  And we know that value-neutral is a myth.  If it weren’t for putting things in writing of indicators that would convince me that it was time, I could continue down the slippery slope of denial for a long time.  More on that in another blog.
Partly because of poor communication, Meg made the appointment to have Siri put down on Monday for Wednesday.  That gave me two days to vacillate.  It also gave the type I person two days to get things in order: manage food, collect things to donate to the shelter, etc.  But at the same time we had our first major snowfall and spending time with her outside – baby that she is – will be part of pleasant memories of her final days.
Tuesday it struck me during our evening trip outside that she had one day to live.  That was the first time it felt like a death sentence and the next day I wondered what it would be like to be conscious of that.  On Wednesday’s morning walk I was aware that she had 12 hours to live.  And that more than anything was what made me wonder: I was responsible for her death.  Did I have the right to do that?  And if so, was I making a mistake?
Things did not go smoothly that evening, again, because of a lack of communication, but at 7:30 we were ready to go.  Dr. Baumgartner did a fabulous job talking us through the procedure and once we got her to lie down on the table, she seemed at peace.  There were three of us (Meg and me, Walter kept a respectful distance) plus three vet clinic people: she may never have had so much attention.  We kept our hands on her while the medication went into her system and she drifted off.  It seemed – at least from a human’s perspective – a quiet, peaceful and humane death.

While the entire procedure was somber and sad, I didn’t feel overwhelmed until I was ready to go and said good-bye to her.  I hope she knows in her little doggy brain how much she was loved and as the life was leaving her body she could sense that.  They say that animals have ways of perception that cognitive beings suppress and if that is true, perhaps even though her senses were all failing, she could somehow know we were there for her and she went without fear.
