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Groups Unleash Love to Ease Pain of High Vet Bills

Owners unable to pay
forcareturntoa
network of donors who
understand their need.

By CARLA HALL
Times Staff Wrifer

The first time Daniel Torres
saw the puppy, she had scam-
pered under his wheelchair. He

~ had worked hard not to let the

erippling polio he contracted as
a toddler constrain his life. But

" by his late 205 he was bound to

his wheelchair.
On a visit to a friend’s home,
Torres played with the puppy,

“ one of two that his friend was

raising. Torres looped the dog's
leash around his leg and took her
for a walk to a nearby store.
Rather, she took him. “She
pulled me the entire way,” Torres

' said. “T thought, "Wow this is

amazing. We got here in no

© time.' "

Whenever Torres visited his
friend, he would play with the
puppy, and each time he started

. to leave, the puppy would run to

his ear “If you like her, why don't
you just take her?” his friend of-
fered.

Torres appraised the golden
coat and eyes of the American
Staffordshire terrier and im-

‘" mediately knew what he would

name her. Cuervo Gold. “Cuervo

Gold Torres.”

That began a bond that has
lasted nearly 15 years between

" Torres, 44, and Cuervo, who has

been not just her owner's com-
panion but his service dog as
well. The polio left Torres unable
to raise his arms and stiffened

" his fingers.

But now it's Torres® turn to
take care of Cuervo.
A year ago, Cuervo was diag-

- nosed with nasal osteosarcoma

" — a bone cancer that invaded

her nasal area — and began
undergoing treatment and sur-
geries.

On a recent morning, Cuervo
followed alongside Torres as he
wheeled himself across the grass
to his ground-floor apartment in

' Claremont.

Cuervo is no longer the ener-

~ getic dog who once fetched Tor-

res' keys and brought him the
cordless phone when it rang
Now, Cuervo's gait is slow. Her
drug cocktail of Benadryl, ster-
oids and antibiotics leaves her
logy.
‘The left side of her snout is
swollen by & tumor that contin-
ues to grow and press on her

BEST OF FRIENDS: Daniel Torres incurred more than £5,000 in vet billz when his dog, Cuervo Gold, was diag:
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mosed with cancer.

Two online organizations, Canine Cancer Awareness and Orthodogs® Silver Lining Foundation, helped him with the hardship.

teeth. Her left eye is clouded with
what Torres says is a cataract.
“It's probably a little selfish on
my part, but I think she would
rather be here with me,” Torres
says, gently scratching her back.
“I can only speculate.”

But the price of Torres' devo-
tion is high. In the last year, he
has incurred more than £5,000 in
veterinary bills. Torres, who has
worked at a variety of jobs, the
last of which was at a computer-
aided drafting shop, lives on a
disability check of roughly $1,100
amonth,

But when the growth in her
nose returned last fall and her
breathing became labored, there
was a new round of veterinary
bilis.

He started to borrow from
friends. “They said, "Don’t worry
about it, it’s for Cuervo. ™

Meanwhile, Torres had heard
about the nonprofit group Ca-
nine Cancer Awareness, which
operates a website with informa-
tion about canine cancers,
shares stories of owners In nead
of funds for their cancer-stricken
animals and makes monetary
grants to pay for cancer treat-
ments. He applied for funding. “T

'I‘he day after Cuervo was
hospitalized for treatment, Tor-
res learned he had been ap-
proved for funding.

“Oh my goodness, it was like I
had won the lottery,” Torres said.
“T was finally able to get a good
night's sleep.”

Torres and his dog got help

.org) and Orthodogs' Silver Lin-
ing Foundation (www.oslf.org).

Canine Cancer Awarenessisa
nonprofit organization based in
Maine. The Silver Lining Foun-
dation is headquartered in Okla-
homa and has applied for non-
profit status.

Canine Cancer Awareness of-
fers funding for dogs in cancer

who got to know one another in
an online support group for own-
ers of dogs with orthopedic iil-

— offers assistance
mostly for dogs with orthopedic
problems but also funds service
dogs like Cuervo, with other

kinds of medical conditions.

Both groups are essentially
based on the proposition that as
heartbreaking as it is to have a
seriously ill dog, it's even more
heartbreaking not to be able to
afford treatment for the animal.

“A lot of the guilt that owners
feel is, ‘T had to put my dog down
because I didn't have
money to take care of it " =aid
Linda Desrosier, president of Ca-
nine Cancer Awareness. “It's
hard enough to deal with a dog
with cancer.”

‘The organizers of the Silver
Lining Foundation had dogs
with orthopedic problems and
shared their travails on an Inter-
net support group called Ortho-

“We all had been through at
least one surgery with our dogs,”
said Brenda Osbourne, a cancer
research data coordinator who
lives in Owasso, Okla., who start-
ed the group, and now functions
as its treasurer.

“We were fortunate we had
the finances for our dogs. But ev-

they really, really needed

money,” Osbourne said.
Desrosler, who lives in Litch-
field, Maine., co-founded Canine

-Cancer Awareness after her own

Lab-hound mix. Fluke, was diag-
nosed with cancer in 2002. She
estimates she spent about $5,000
on his care before he died in 2003,

Before these groups came
along, Desrosier said, the most
that pet owners could expect
from a handful of assistance or-
ganizations was in the tens of
dollars.

Cancer treatments for dogs

some are as large as $200. “It's
mostly people who have been af-

fighting cancer,” she said.

Both websites post pictures
and stories of dogs in need and
allow people to donate funds ear-

ments from the treating veteri-

narians and verifiable income in-
formation from the dogs’ owriers,

Desrosier doesn't like to set a
specific income level for appli-
cants with eanine c&nm‘ medi-
cal bills. +

“If you're the owner nfa dog
with cancer and need ‘help,
please apply,” she sald. But, Des-
Tosier warns, if vet bills are going
unpaid because Saturday night
entertainment is more impor-
tant, don't bother making a re-
quest, “We want to make sire it's
a financial hardship, not" E{‘per\-
sonal hardship,” she said:’

Between Canine Ca:ncer
Awareness and the aﬂveﬂ.!nmg
Foundation, Cuervo’s bi[ls ‘il
probably be completely covered.
Torres says Cuervo's second sur-
gery bill was about $2,1007 Ca-
nine Cancer Awareness fing al-
ready paid $1,000 toward
Cuervo's bill. The foundatiorihas
paid $1,100.

The type of cancer Cuervo
has |sa!.mnstalwnysfstal “Oste-
osarcoma is not a disorder that
can be cured in any form in
dogs,” said Anthony Cambridge,
the veterinarian who performed
the latest surgery on Cuervo. “In
general, when surgery is directed
at that type of disorder it is todm-
prove quality of life in the short
term, it sahuuttrmtolmgwe
comfort.”

Desrosier said the pmmsis
is not taken into account when
Canine Cancer Awamnesé.dcl.er—
mines funding.

“To us, it doesn't mauer Bhe
said. “Every day is so pretious
and it's a gift, especially whete a
dog like Cuervo has spentherlife
serving Daniel. So we feel i we
can compassionately help, ,we
will” )

No one needs to tellJPagres
the days are precious. "@ffervo
duesn"th.uvethatmuehlunﬁw
go,” Torres said as he wafbhed
her in his apartment. -“--1'

As a result, he rarely wants to
leave her. And he's careful'where
he takes her lest: her sinuses.be-
come irritated. “I don't Mr.e?m-
places where it's dusty.” L+,

He empties a can of a
sausages into a bowl
goodie?” he asks (‘.‘\r.mn
adds, “I try to give her &
trrem. ;{:Eput.sthe bowl nt
of her. gingerly picks tip the
SuEnges but easily dowis thiem

“Just keeping her happy and
comfortable is my main’ wn—
cern,” he says. “I‘mnattryingto
have her do a lot for me — ‘OE,
Cuervo, you've been there all
your life for me. These nﬁ;mu.r
golden years."”
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