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It’s just a cat, right? A feral 
cat at that. Not a fancy pure-
bred or anything. Why not 
just get another one? For 
some, it is hard to fathom why 
anyone would go to great 
lengths and expense to treat a 
pet’s serious illness or injury. 
Until it happens to them. Then 
the struggle with a difficult 
decision begins. That’s why 
I’m sharing our journey 
through this process, with 
hopes it may help shed some 
light for others facing similar 
circumstances. 

Meeting Lily 
Six years ago, Jana Stoner 

and I had recently lost her eld-
erly gray tabby named Mag-
gie, and were ready to rescue 
a couple of  kittens. With the 
long hours we work at this 
newspaper, we wanted a 
bonded pair of  littermate 
sisters to keep each other 
company. We checked locally 
with Lori Clemente at ARRF 
Animal Rescue, but none 
matching that wish list came 
up for adoption at the time.  

So when we saw the giant 
“alien baby” eyes of  one of  the 
two six week old calico litter-
mate sisters up for adoption on 
PetFinder.com, we instantly 
fell in love with both of  the 
kittens. We anxiously awaited 
their release from foster care 
after spaying at nine weeks, 
and this journey began. Found 
near the Columbia River, we 
named the one with more 
white “Water Lily” and the one 
with a river of  copper color 
running down her head and 
neck “Copper River”.  

Early on, Lily was extremely 
shy and timid, with River being 
the more adventurous. But as 
they grew, Lily actually be-
came the more bold and vocal 
of  the two. As hoped, the 
bonded littermates spent many 
hours of  the day curled up to-
gether in one big black, orange 
and white ball of  purring fur.  

 “That wasn’t  
there before.” 

Fast forward to July of  this 
year. While petting Lily, we 
notice a small swollen spot, 
about the size of  a quarter, on 
her right hip. Wondering if  
maybe the sisters had gotten 
a little rough in their play, 
leaving an infected spot, we 
called the office of  our veteri-
narian, Dr. Valerie Hedrick, 
and asked if  we could move 
up their annual checkup a few 
weeks to have that examined. 

The concerned expression 
on Dr. Val’s face as she pal-

pated the area was our first 
clue that something more se-
rious might be happening. 
After all, this was only a six 
year old cat, in her prime it 
couldn’t be something worse. 
Could it? A surgery to remove 
the lump and send it to the lab 
for testing was scheduled, and 
soon little Lily got her first set 
of  Frankenstein stitches run-
ning down her hip and thigh. 
Dr. Val explained that she 
ended up having to take more 
tissue than originally thought 
to try to obtain what is known 
as “clean margins”. 

 Back home  
from surgery #1 

Anyone who has struggled 
getting a squirming infant 
into a onesie has a pretty good 
idea of  what it was like put-
ting the little yellow bumble-
bee striped one on Lily. Now 
just add a long tail and stick-
ery tipped paws to the mix and 
the mental image should be 
fairly accurate. Next came the 
royal blue soft surfaced “cone 
of  shame” to complete the 
Halloween costume dubbed 
“Feline Humiliation.” Be-
tween the strange outfit, ef-
fects of  the cocktails of  post-
surgery medications and 
strange smells from the vet’s 
office, River was not sure 
about this odd creature we 
had brought home. She even 

raised her hackles and hissed 
a time or two, taking awhile 
to warm back up to her. 

 
The results are in 

The histology report from 
the lab was not good. Malig-
nant. “Feline Injection Site Sar-
coma” (FISS). What the heck is 
that? My first career path in-
cluded a B.S. degree in Animal 
Science, but I had not heard of 
this particular kind of  kitty 
cancer. Not surprising, since 
this very rare type occurs in 
only about 1 in up to 10,000 fe-
line vaccination sites. The 
tumor developed in the stan-
dard location for the rabies 
shot, however, it is actually an 
unusual reaction some cats 
have to an ingredient called an 
adjuvant added to help the vac-
cine work better by getting the 
body to produce a stronger im-
mune response, rather than the 
active part of the vaccine itself. 
Worse yet, the lab could not de-
fine a safe “clean margin” in 
Lily’s tissue, making the chance 
of recurrence very high.  

(Vaccination note: Like most 
responsible pet owners, we have 
always diligently kept our ani-
mals vaccinated. Vaccine for-
mulas have changed in the 
years since Lily’s last rabies 
shot, and the occurrence of  
these sarcomas has decreased 
as the vaccines improve. Vacci-
nations prevent disease in mil-
lions of  cats without incident, 
and while discontinuing Lily’s 
vaccination schedule is called 
for due to her specific rare case, 
we continue to see the value of  
protecting our other animals by 
vaccinating against the more 
common threats of  disease.) 

 
Prognosis:  

only months to live  
if untreated 

It can take up to four years 
after vaccination for a tumor 
to develop, but once it appears 
FISS is a locally aggressive 
kind of  cancer. Dr. Val ex-
plained that even the tiniest re-
maining pointy bits of  the star 
shaped sarcoma cells could re-
generate the removed tumor, 
and fast. Our beloved six year 
old Lily was given just months 
to live. Devastating news. 

 Treatment options  
ranging up to $11,000 

That’s not a typo. Up to 
$11,000. As producers of  a 
small community weekly 
newspaper, a labor of  love, we 
are not made of  money by any 

means, and there was no pet 
insurance to help offset those 
large costs, which would be 
due at the time of  treatment. 
Through the tears, we tried to 
focus on the description of  the 
treatment options. If  we opted 
to pursue further remedies, Dr. 
Val would refer us to the WSU 
Veterinary Teaching Hospi-
tal’s oncology department 
which has the cutting edge 
equipment and specialists to 
give the next level of  care.  

 Vaccine company  
steps up 

As part of  their due dili-
gence, Stacy and Erin, staff  
members at Mt. Stuart Ani-
mal Hospital submitted Lily’s 
report and billing paperwork 
to the company which pro-
duced the vaccine. Much to 
our surprise, they responded 
with an offer to reimburse up 
to about half  of  the estimated 
amount of  treatment. We 
were also introduced to “Care 
Credit” which provides loans 
for health care, including vet-
erinary treatment, with a spe-
cial credit card that offers no 
interest if  paid off  in six 
months. Between the two 
sources, we would have the 
majority of  the upfront funds 
needed. Now we just had to 
weigh the other factors.  

 
Pros and cons list 

When a pet is seen as a 
member of the family, it is very 
difficult to think objectively 
about a literal life or death deci-
sion. It helped to sit down and 

come up with a list of  reasons 
why we should consider treat-
ment and the concerns we had. 

 
The concerns – 
• What are the odds of  re-

currence after all this? 
 

• Quality of  life – what 
would we be putting her 
through and what impacts 
would it have on her future 
life, especially if  amputa-
tion was necessary? 

 

• Expense – that’s a lot of  
money due immediately, and 
we have no pet insurance 

 

• Long distance travel – we 
were looking at hauling Lily, 
who doesn’t enjoy car rides 
even to Ellensburg,  hun-
dreds of  miles for at least 3 
round trips to Pullman, 
about 4 hours each way. 

 

• She would be gone from 
home most of  a month for 
the 18 radiation treatments. 
 

The reasons why we should 
consider treatment –  
• Lily is only six years old, 

with a chance at many good 
years ahead of  her. 

 

• While aggressive locally, 
this type of  cancer is less 
likely to spread elsewhere 
if  successfully treated 

 

• There was financial sup-
port to help 

 

• We were told that cats re-
spond very well to radia-
tion therapy with minimal 
side effects 

 

• She would be in good 
hands with the specialists 
at WSU, and their techno-
logically advanced facility. 
Many will remember the 
recent story of  the se-
riously injured locally fos-
tered Black Lab named 
Railroad and the excellent 
care he received there 

 

• Is it selfish to want a 
family member to stay 
around? Lily’s affectionate 
personality and “cuteness” 
factor make it easy to love 
her, hard to think of  not 
doing what we could to 
keep her around 

 

• We intentionally sought 
bonded littermates, and 
worried about her sister 
being alone. 
 

All in 
After much soul-searching 

and guidance from Dr. Val, 
Lori at ARRF, family and

A calico’s journey  
through a difficult decision
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For the  
Love of  

Lily

AT SIX WEEKS OLD, River and Lily came up for 
adoption online through a feline rescue group. 
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POST-SURGERY feline fashion as worn by Lily – an 
altered baby onesie and soft cone to keep her from 
pulling her stitches out. N.K.C. TRIBUNE/Jana Stoner photo - 2019

TWO SURGICAL INCISIONS, increasingly larger, on her right side show the area 
where Lily had soft tissue surgery twice to remove the “Feline Injection Site 
Sarcoma” cancerous cells before radiation therapy began. N.K.C. TRIBUNE/Jana Stoner photos - 2019

EXAM TIME with Dr. Valerie 
Hedrick at Mt. Stuart 
Animal Hospital for Lily. 

N.K.C. TRIBUNE/Jana Stoner photo - 2019

Surgery #1 Surgery #2


