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For Oliver:


Sadly, only a few months after the photograph was taken for the front cover of this book, our golden Labrador Oliver suddenly passed away just one month before his thirteenth birthday. The grief we felt is like no other but his memory will live on always and forever. As will his name, a name that we hold so dear to our hearts. This will continue to be lovingly heard in our home, as Mark and I were thrilled to welcome our first son, Oliver James, into the world just a week before this book went to print in May 2023.


This is as much Oliver’s story as it is mine and it feels only right to honour his legacy in this way.


To our most handsome boy,


Oliver, this book is for you. xx




AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is the story of my early years as a veterinary surgeon. I’ve written it to share my truthful experience in a way that brings a real insight into my life as a vet and to offer you, the reader, a behind-the-scenes glimpse into the world of veterinary medicine.


A word to past and present clients and colleagues, though. If anyone believes they recognise themselves in this book, you are not recognising your own self. Other than friends and family, none of the characters (human or animal) are depicting any one individual. Every character is an amalgamation of the many interactions and experiences I’ve had, having spent over fifteen years working with hundreds (if not thousands) of humans and their pets. Having said that, the scenes depicted did all happen.


Furthermore, please do not take any medical or veterinary advice from the words written on these pages. I have summarised clinical proceedings to fit the narrative, so they must not be considered in any way as a reference text for veterinary medicine. If you ever have any concerns over your pet’s health, please always contact your own vet immediately.


You will notice I have used the term pet ‘owner’ throughout. I am fully aware this phrase does not align with how the vast majority of us feel about our pets. ‘Owner’ suggests an animal can be likened to an inanimate object, which of course is completely preposterous. Many now prefer ‘pet guardian’, ‘friend’, ‘pet parent’ or ‘caregiver’ as more suitable turns of phrase. But, purely for the interest of simplicity, I have kept the term ‘owner’ in this narrative, as I believe it is still the term most people recognise to mean the person responsible for that individual animal’s health and wellbeing.


Finally, a note of warning to all readers:


I have written this book true to my own experience and therefore within these pages I speak of topics and use language that some may feel is not suitable for all to read. I have shared my experience around mental health which includes a reference to suicide. It also contains descriptions of severe animal cruelty and abuse that some may find distressing. I have included resources at the end of this book (here) for anyone who may feel affected by any of the topics discussed.




PROLOGUE


Oliver, Part I


N. Somerset, 2010


Oliver, our one-eyed Labrador, came everywhere with us, including our tired, local pub that smelled of wet dogs, vinegar and spilled beer.


I prised a flake of white fish from its golden batter with my fork, pushed it to one side of the plate, then with my fingers sneakily offered it to the hopeful-looking canine companion sitting patiently by my side.


‘You little …’ Mark stopped himself short from across the table. ‘If I’d have done that, you’d have absolutely killed me!’ he said, smiling, with an astonished look of injustice.


I laughed.


‘I know,’ I smirked, ‘but I’m allowed to, I’m his vet!’ We both shared a laugh at my blatant, unashamed hypocrisy.


A Wednesday night and neither Mark nor myself could be bothered to cook, after I’d had yet another manic day in the world of veterinary medicine. I’d met Mark a few years previously. We talked online for months, penpals at first. He had been living in France, I had just moved back from Jersey, then within weeks of meeting in person we moved in together and relocated to the outskirts of Bristol.


I tucked into the artery-clogging plate of fish and chips and the mound of army-green mushy peas that had been piled on the side. The whole plate of food looked like it had been fished out from the bottom of a pond.


‘Are we all done here, gents?’ the waitress called, as I scraped the remnants of batter and green sludge to one side of my plate and put my cutlery down. As she came over and lifted both our plates from the table, Oliver looked up at her with his mouth wide open, the corners of his lips pulled back with anticipation and his one eye brimming with excitement. He offered this trademark cheeky, winking smile whenever he sensed there may be some food on offer.


‘I ’avent got any left, darling.’ The waitress spoke with a kind West Country accent directly to Oliver. ‘You’ve eaten the last one!’ The pub usually had a well-stocked kilner jar of dog biscuits on the bar, although that evening only a few crumbs remained. We thanked her, partly for the food, but mostly on Oliver’s behalf for all the treats.


With the table cleared, I sat back in the chair and ran my hands down the back of my neck, pushing my fingertips into the strap of rock-hard muscle that ran down either side of my cervical spine. I massaged the knots with a circular motion until the skin on my neck had turned cherry red. For a small moment, the tension of another busy day in practice was relieved.


Unusually, Oliver was not the only dog with us that evening. We were also dog-sitting one of the veterinary nurses’ dogs called Jenson. Sarah, the nurse, had been treated to a long weekend in Ireland. And this was our first night looking after him. We finished up, paid, then to give the dogs a bit of a leg stretch, took the long route back home through the village.


From the first time they met, Oliver and Jenson immediately hit it off. Jenson put the ‘spring’ in springer spaniel and was named after the famous racing driver. Both of a similar age, similar size and with similar levels of energy, the two young dogs loved nothing more than to run at full speed with their heads locked together like two sharks in battle. Eventually, one of them would surrender, they’d both collapse in a heap, allow themselves to catch a quick breather before one of them would inevitably entice the other and they’d both explode off around the field once again. Two wonderfully compatible canine friends.


As we walked through the churchyard, we paused to take a seat on one of the wooden benches. I hiccupped an oily reminder of the unhealthy food I’d guzzled and wished I’d chosen something more wholesome from the plastic-coated, yellow pages of the pub menu. I threw my head back and stared up into the night sky. The clean, cold evening air filled my lungs as I inhaled deeply and once again allowed the stresses of the day to escape my tense neck muscles. Oliver looked up at me with his single eye and a gentle head tilt that displayed disappointment and confusion as to why we had stopped. Ruled by his stomach, as all Labradors are, he knew the routine: the sooner we got home, the sooner he’d be enjoying his last small snack before bed.


‘C’mon then, let’s get you home!’ I said as Mark and I heaved ourselves away from the respite of the church bench to mark the end of the evening’s fayre. Oliver started to jump around, realising his staring tactics had somehow miraculously worked. I could read him like a book, yet despite that, he still had us both wrapped around his little paw.


As we reached the front door, the excitement to be off his lead meant Oliver bypassed the recollection of his evening snack and instead started running multiple laps of the downstairs living room. Jenson soon followed and then the two of them bounced in turn at the uPVC door that opened onto an enclosed patio area.


Neither the indoor lounge nor outdoor patio were quite big enough for them to run at full pace, but it was large enough that Oliver could perform some pretty nimble figure of eights, zooming between the living room and the outside patio, navigating the narrow doorway with surprising accuracy given his cycloptic, single-vision perspective. Jenson followed only centimetres behind. Eventually, though, the zoomies dissipated and they both settled. We closed the doors and left them downstairs. I sprinkled a few treats over each of their beds and then dragged my own weary body upstairs.


Knowing that I had another overbooked day of consults to follow, I set my alarm, switched the lights off and closed my eyes.


I slept so very deeply that night. The kind of sleep that when you wake, it seems impossible to tell if you’ve been asleep for five minutes or five hours.


This time, it was the latter. But something didn’t feel quite right. An unfamiliar ringtone screamed, loud and obnoxious. I didn’t recognise the tune. Not my alarm. Not Mark’s alarm. I slowly regained consciousness and looked over the edge of the bed for my phone. I tapped the LED screen. The brightness bleached my eyes as I looked away and then back again.


It was 5.03 a.m.


My mind was racing as I tried to kickstart my brain into function.


The ringing continued.


I looked across to the other side of the bed to see Mark’s phone had sprung to life. Shining brightly, flashing on and off, vibrating along the bedside table, shuffling dangerously towards the edge.


I nudged him in the back to wake him up.


‘It’s your phone,’ I said, half asleep. ‘Someone’s ringing you.’


Annoyed, I rolled back to my side of the bed, covered my eyes with the fold of my elbow to block out the dawn sunlight and hoped I might drift off for another couple of hours of kip before the new day officially started.


Sleepily, he answered. ‘Hello?’ There was a pause. ‘Yeah, that’s me.’


I remained still but continued to listen in.


I felt the bed agitate as Mark started to lift himself up into a sitting position, and shuffled to lean his back against the bedhead. I could sense an urgency in the way he moved as he pulled the pillow from behind his waist and threw it on the bedroom floor.


I looked over at him and mouthed, ‘Who is it?’ I hoped he might return a silent clue. A cold caller perhaps, or someone from the international language school he worked at. Something that meant I could go back to sleep. Fingers crossed.


Instead, he shook his head at me and held out his hand as if to say, ‘not now, hang on’.


He pushed back the duvet and stepped out of bed. With the handset still pressed against his head, he walked towards the window.


‘No, it can’t be, he’s downstairs in the kitchen,’ I heard him say.


By then, I too was wide awake and upright in the bed, engrossed and captivated by the conversation as it played out.


For someone usually so positive and bright, there was an uncharacteristic seriousness to Mark’s tone. He then lowered the handset into the palm of his hand and hit the speakerphone button.


Midway through a sentence, and through the muffled fuzzy quality of the phone’s built-in speakers, a woman’s voice echoed around the bedroom: ‘Opposite side of his one eye … I just came round the corner and he’s here. I’m on the main road and got your number from the tag on his collar …’


I looked again to Mark, whose face had melted into frowned confusion.


‘What’s happened?’ I mouthed.


‘She says she has Oliver,’ he whispered back quietly.


‘WHAT?’ I said in disbelief.


‘Hang on, just listen,’ he signalled back, not wanting the stranger on the line to overhear that we were talking without her.


‘It can’t be,’ I whispered calmly.


Suddenly the voice from the phone echoed once again. ‘I’ve pulled over and I’ll stay with him. Are you nearby?’


I looked at Mark and he stared back at me. Before we had a chance to answer, the voice continued. ‘I’m not sure what’s happened, but I think you should come pretty quickly,’ she said shakily. ‘He is alive … but I think he’s been hurt.’


WHAT? We looked at each other in total bewilderment as her words echoed around the room.


A high-pitched yelp suddenly sounded through the telephone handset; it was a dog’s yelp. A dog in distress. I recognised the sound immediately. I knew it was Oliver, but my brain wouldn’t allow me to believe it. My heart sank. I threw my hand to my mouth and stared at Mark. His face transitioned from confusion to utter panic.


‘It’s OK, it’s OK,’ the voice said, trying to calm and reassure the dog lying beside her. ‘I think … I think he’s been hit by a car.’


My heart rate quickened and I leapt out of bed. I rushed round to the other side of the room, out of the bedroom door and down the stairs as quickly as I could, taking two or three steps at a time, and holding on to the banister as I flew.


Mark was already leaning forwards, his head pressed against the glass pane of the bedroom window and his neck angled at ninety degrees, trying to visualise the front of the house.


‘I can’t see anything!’ he shouted from upstairs.


Then, suddenly, everything fell into place. My feet were frozen on the spot as I stood with my hands on my head, shaking in disbelief as I reached the bottom of the stairs to find our front door was wide open, swinging forwards and backwards in the early morning breeze.


‘They’ve gone!’ I yelled back.


Both Oliver and Jenson were nowhere to be seen.





CHAPTER 1



Bertie


Huddersfield, West Yorkshire, 1990


‘Aaaaaaagh!’ I heard my mother shriek from outside my bedroom.


I pretended not to hear her. The warm hug from my giraffe-print duvet was too cosy and comfy for me to care about anything else so early in the morning.


‘Where is he?’ My mother’s voice echoed along the landing. ‘JAMES?’ she called out.


I rubbed the crystals of sleep from the corners of my eyes and looked at the Wallace and Gromit alarm clock beside my bed. It was 7 a.m. The school bus wasn’t for at least another hour but, for some reason, that morning, a sense of urgency had descended on the morning family routine.


In our house, with most things, there was often an initial descent into drama, but I kinda knew that if I kept my nose out and left everyone to their own devices, things usually settled down with a bit of time. So I rolled over and waited for the storm to pass. This time, though, I was wrong. I squeezed open my eyes to find the silhouette of my mother standing at my bedroom door. She wore a cream-coloured dressing gown and looked rather pale despite her olive complexion. With one hand on her hip, her other arm was raised out to her side and her index finger pointed to something down the corridor.


‘Get up and get out here NOW!’ Each stern word was forced out with a strict maternal discipline. Her hand was trembling. I could sense trouble was brewing.


I flung back my patterned duvet and followed her out. My dad and older sister were already waiting on the landing. The four of us gathered into a circle and stared down at our feet, each wondering what on earth it was that we were witnessing.


In the dead of night, a mysterious creature had somehow deposited itself in the middle of our landing carpet. It had a brown, elongated, smooth body shaped like a curled-up Cumberland sausage, and from the centre, at what I guessed was the head end, sprang several long tentacles.


‘What is it?’ my teenage sister asked.


I knelt to the ground and leant forwards, slowly lowering my head to take a closer look. With only about a foot between the creature and the tip of my nose, I rubbed both my eyes. I squinted to see without my glasses on, but I could just about make out that the creature had gills. And fins. And it kind of looked like it was upside down.


Then, suddenly … it moved. All four of us jumped. With lightning speed, the creature unravelled itself counter clockwise and then recoiled in the opposite direction.


At that point, my sister screamed. ‘BLAAAAAAAGH!’


‘Oh, Nicola!’ my mother retorted.


My dad lifted his foot, removed his slipper and raised it high above his head ready to dispatch of this uninvited guest.


‘STOP!’ I shouted.


I pushed my face even closer, feeling a desperate responsibility to solve this enigma. Animals were, after all, my department. And then, it dawned on me. It was Bertie! Bertie was an eel-shaped fish called a weather loach who had quite happily (until that morning) lived his life lurking in the gravelled base of my bedroom aquarium.


It turns out, unbeknown to me at the time, that weather loaches are called such as they are able to predict changes in atmospheric pressure, leaping from drought-threatened habitats in search of somewhere more favourable; a fish able to survive for several hours out of water by gulping down great mouthfuls of air, extracting the oxygen, and releasing the rest in small bouts of fishy flatulence. Quite fascinating stuff and, true to nature, Bertie had attempted this daredevil stunt himself.


However, rather than discovering new exciting terri-tories, marshes, bogs or mangroves, he found himself instead at seven o’clock in the morning on our landing carpet, having narrowly missed being trodden on by my half-asleep, barefoot and very disgruntled mother on her way to start the breakfast. I quickly scooped him up and carried him in my cupped hands down the hallway into my bedroom and lowered him gently back into the cool water. Miraculously, he survived, forever more trapped in his tank by the pile of Practical Fishkeeping magazines I had collected over the years now weighted on the aquarium hood (Mother’s request).


Growing up, there was not a day that went by without me hearing the word ‘JAMES’ being yelled, or shrieks, gasps or cries for ‘HELP!’ as my animal family crossed paths with my human family. In hindsight, the reaction of my poor long-suffering mother wasn’t entirely unjustified as this wasn’t the first, or last, time something like this happened. Wherever animals are involved, in whatever capacity, you can always expect the unexpected. And my later childhood, especially, was full of animals.


I wasn’t raised on a farm, or even in the countryside. Instead, I grew up on the outskirts of Huddersfield town centre. Rows of houses with neat lawns, soot-scarred stonework and a friendly community spirit – the typical warmth of Yorkshire suburbia where you could knock on a friend’s door at any time of day and end up staying for tea. I had a comfortable upbringing. We definitely weren’t spoilt as children, but I also don’t really recall any troubles. All I could decipher of my own father’s career was that he was a ‘businessman’ and went to ‘business meetings’.


I always looked at my father and thought it seemed boring at the time, dressing up in a suit and going to work. Too much like school. Although I can now, with hindsight, recognise just how incredibly hard he worked for his family. Weekdays were spent in the office and even when he got home, his briefcase overflowed with paperwork and documents well into the evenings. Then, most weekends, my parents would get dressed up and attend one of the many corporate dinners – my dad in a tuxedo, Mum often in a silk floral dress, huge eighties shoulder pads and a pair of large clip-on diamond earrings that made her earlobes hurt. Saturday night was the night my sister and I were allowed to stay up and watch Blind Date. There was something I loved about the sickly sweet smell of the twenty-pence bag of sweets balanced on my lap, mixed with the volatile aroma of hairspray and Chanel perfume that accompanied my mother as she swished up to us in the lounge and placed a kiss on both our foreheads before leaving me and my sister in the caring company of Cilla Black and a babysitter.


On the surface, there was nothing really about my two parents or the house into which I was born that would make anyone predict it’d spawn an animal-obsessed misfit like me, hell-bent on converting every corner of our home and garden into a multi-species suburban menagerie. On my mother’s side, though, my great-grandpa was a medical pathologist. During the war he practised out of the family home. His main speciality was in the diagnosis, treatment and prevention of venereal disease. It might well be approached differently nowadays but, at the time, sexually transmitted diseases weren’t thought to be a hugely appropriate topic to discuss with us as the young great-grandchildren of this liberal, forward-thinking physician – mainly to avoid the inevitably awkward questions around what the words ‘gonorrhoea’ and ‘chlamydia’ meant, and probably to stop us from using them in everyday conversations – So, could I catch gonorrhoea, Gran? I can’t really claim his life as a practitioner had a huge medical influence on me growing up, as we didn’t really know much about his career other than having a vague understanding that Great-Grandpa was the doctor in the family.


Perhaps more on topic, though, on my father’s side, my grandma was raised on a farm. And this I was allowed to know all about. I loved her stories, really loved her stories. They transported my young impressionable mind to the hilltops around Hebden Bridge. I pictured the horse and cart she rode to deliver fresh milk to the village, the faithful collie dog sent to round up the flock of hardy hill sheep and the day a herd of dairy cows slipped and slid down the cobbled lanes of Heptonstall one snowy winter. Her farming life completely captivated me. I absorbed every detail from her past and would ask to hear the same stories over and over, playing them out in my mind. I aspired as a young boy to one day live on a farm, encouraged by Grandma, and whenever I told her of my grand plan, she would tap her hand on my shoulder and in her thick Yorkshire dialect giggle the words, ‘Aye, champion’, as her official seal of approval.


And so, with medicine on one side of my family and farming on the other, perhaps it was nature that firmly planted a ‘veterinary seed’. For that seed to grow, though, it still required nurture – and it was nurture that allowed my veterinary dream to flourish. Casting my mind back as far as I possibly can, even my earliest blurred childhood memory involves animals, on the hilltop sheep farm belonging to my great-aunt, high up in the bleak moorlands of the Pennine Hills. An old Yorkshire stone farmhouse with small windows and low ceilings, kept warm by an open coal fire that roared in the sitting room through the twelve months of the year – the only buffer against the ever-present grey cloud sky and driving rain outside. The porch smelled of wet dogs, wellington boots and tar from the coal smoke. The air outside, in contrast, was filled with the deliciously sweet, punchy, vinegary smell of grass silage which, to this day, is a guaranteed trigger to make my mouth water. Various stone and tin-clad outbuildings housed all sorts of exciting clutter and at the farm gate a sheepdog barked loudly, tethered to the end of a metal chain with strict instructions to all children not to approach ‘unless yer want t’av yer ’ead ripped off’. It was a typically harsh hilltop farm with an unforgiving climate. ‘Hard graft’ is perhaps the most succinct summary, but I was captivated and loved our visits.


In the late eighties, one frosty February, I can distinctly remember the rough cracked hands of the shepherd as he gripped me by the wrist and wrapped my hand around a cold, slimy grey lump that dangled from the back end of a ewe. I can’t have been more than four years old. His skin, like sandpaper, grated against my soft, squidgy Play-Doh fingers as he moulded our hands together, forming a tight grip around the lamb’s foot.


‘Now, PULL!’ I felt him draw the leg towards us.


A rapid torrent of warm red fluid soon cascaded towards us and hit the ground. Through the biting cold air, steam rose from the dark, wet Yorkshire cobbles like the dry ice of a stage production and, as we let go, through the mist, a mysterious package had landed right by my feet. The shepherd ripped through the outer wrapping like a frenzied child playing pass the parcel and then from the pool of fluid and membranes emerged the wet head of a newborn lamb. Confused but enthralled, I heard a gentle round of congratulations erupt from the smiling group of adults that circled around me, unsure if it was for me or for the lamb. We retired back into the farmhouse for Sunday lunch and while the family continued to catch up, I sat mesmerised, with a million questions buzzing around my infant brain.


Witnessing new life is always a vivid experience but even at four years old I knew something monumental had just happened. Of course, I was far too young to understand the biology – but even now, as I write these words, I can still feel it: the same fascination, the thrill, the intrigue that flooded my soul that day. Something happened, something perhaps otherworldly. I felt an inexplicable connection, a magical adrenaline rush. Without any doubt in my mind, my own innate subconscious relationship with animals was born in that same moment, on that very day, alongside that very lamb.


I wasn’t lucky enough to live on a farm, but with such formative early animal experiences, that didn’t stop my attempts to bring the country life back to our home in suburbia. At the end of our road there was a patch of scrubland we, somewhat romantically, referred to as ‘the secret garden’. A deserted, overgrown plot that had sat on the market for decades. Untouched, completely left to nature and a great place for a young naturalist mind to explore. I would sneak through the rotten wooden gates with my best friend, Victoria, as we trampled through the undergrowth of thick brambles and nettles in the hope of spotting some potential suburban wildlife: a den of fox cubs, hedgehogs, perhaps even a tawny owl.


Sometimes we did. But sadly, being on the outskirts of town, we had more chance of finding a few empty pop cans, discarded food containers and, on one occasion, a used condom – which we poked with sticks and laughed so uncontrollably at that we very nearly collapsed. Still, all very educational for two young minds! Our ‘secret garden’ obviously wasn’t that much of a secret to the rest of Huddersfield, looking back now, but the wilderness it provided was a great place for uninhibited adventures.


And, in Victoria, I had a true friend as our seven-year-old worlds collided beautifully over a shared love for animals. We also loved to dress up in her mother’s old clothes, watch Eurovision and puff on fake cigarettes, but, nevertheless, animals were always nearby. We shared a ‘ciggie’ nearly every time we cleaned out the guinea pigs. Great bellowing clouds of talcum powder forced from the end of white cardboard tubes that dangled from our lips as we chatted nonsense and occasionally tapped the tip of scrumpled gold foil against the roofing felt of the guinea-pig hutch. And then, once again, we would fall about laughing. And when we weren’t chain-smoking, we explored the secret garden, tended to the toy farm set sprawled in my attic and recorded a weekly ‘radio show’ about animal rights on our ghetto blaster. With Victoria by my side my early childhood really was carefree and completely joyous.


Looking back, I probably do owe everything to animals. I also owe everything to my parents for allowing me to indulge my curiosity with animals and for their trust in me to look after them.


The general expectation of boys growing up in the early nineties, especially in Yorkshire, was that you would play sport. I tried cricket but couldn’t catch. Then football but I couldn’t run very fast. And as for rugby – well, I was too busy learning the words to the debut album from a new group called the Spice Girls. I was useless at all sport (causing much confusion and disappointment in our keen sporting family) so no one really knew what to do with me.


My parents tried everything. ‘Look here, at the music!’ our piano teacher would screech at me as she frantically tapped at the pages of ‘Three Blind Mice’ with the end of her HB pencil. I drove the poor woman to despair as I randomly hammered down on any one of the cream-coloured keys of her expensive black shiny piano, while looking over my shoulder or down at my feet, searching for even the tiniest glimpse of her two black cats.


‘The boy is too distracted. If he’s not asking about the frogs in the pond then he’s too obsessed with finding the cats. It’s hopeless,’ I overheard her report back to my mother when she came to pick me up.


With music and sport both certified non-starters, it became clear that unless animals were involved, whatever hobbies were thrust upon me just could not hold my attention.


Animals have remained a stable constant through my entire life – an influence that shaped and developed me as a person then, and still does today. Two goldfish came first (great choice), quickly followed by two unhandleable Russian dwarf hamsters (terrible choice). Two guinea pigs (not actually our choice) arrived as a surprise Christmas present from my uncle one year (his choice) and then rabbits the next (a very lovely choice).*


Meanwhile, a tortoiseshell cat called Toffee lived in the kitchen, rescued by my parents before I was born, and no matter how many times I crouched to the floor, rubbed my thumb against my first two fingers and made the infamous ‘kissy lip noise’ that everyone seems to do when they are being ignored by cats, I could never tempt her to stay anything less than six feet away from me. I was often on the receiving end of a mean hiss and a Tyson-inspired right hook, which is cat language for ‘I-warned-you-small-human-to-get-the-hell-out-of-my-kitchen!’


After this sass-puss sadly slimmed down to a tiny waif due to her failing kidneys, she passed at a remarkable twenty years old. And so then, and only then, came the huge family decision to bring a puppy into our home. A Cavalier King Charles spaniel we called Smudge. She was our first family dog and quickly gained the adoration of us all. She had a lovely white blaze down the centre of her caramel face, with two large, doting brown eyes and long floppy ears. A splodge of misplaced caramel fur smeared across the white of her muzzle (hence the name ‘Smudge’) which meant she was ‘imperfect’ according to the breed standard, but we didn’t care. She was gentle and sweet-natured, and the perfect first family dog.


By the time I reached my early teen years I had crammed my bedroom with tank upon tank, which housed a whole array of residents whose names read longer than my class register: pufferfish, stick insects, tropical fish, fire-bellied salamanders, cold-water fish (including the immortal Bertie and his adrenaline-fuelled lifestyle choices), all housed along one wall, with aquatic frogs and red-clawed crabs showcased along the next, then a smaller row of tanks housed the offspring of a group of polyamorous guppy fish. Never one to be held back by the constraints of four bedroom walls, I even seized an opportunity to claim and convert the disused Wendy house in the back garden into a rather smart poultry mansion for five feather-footed bantams from Clitheroe poultry market who took up residence in the penthouse suite of nesting boxes I had attached at waist height.


Then, by about fourteen, I had honed my negotiating skills and managed to convince the gatekeepers of my small suburban zoo (i.e. my parents) that ducks would be a great idea – a ‘gardener’s best friend’ – on the promise they would hoover up any slugs and snails. Although I hadn’t quite realised how destructive the four webbed feet of a pair of ducks could be, as Molly and Daisy trampled their daily path through the neat foliage in search of sluggy snacks. ‘Slug-free and flattened’ wasn’t quite the garden aesthetic my green-fingered parents had been promised.


The ducks, sadly, never quite managed to win over the other humans in the house – messy, smelly, loud (the ducks, that is) – and despite my repeated attempts to educate them (my family, that is), the ducks just didn’t help themselves and instead seemed to bring a whole new level of feathery calamity to every situation. An encounter with a fox led to an altercation involving a broom handle and then, more specifically, on the morning of my parents’ silver wedding anniversary things really came to a head.


‘Animals bloody EVERYWHERE!’ screeched my exasperated mother, both of us in our wellington boots holding brooms, her in a posh frock, as we frantically swept against a rising tsunami of floating poultry sewage. The caterers had to leap and dance around us as the tide of manure crept ever closer to the edge of the pristine white marquee, all courtesy of a burst hosepipe that had flooded the duck house – just twenty minutes before guests were due to arrive.


She was, of course, right – as mothers tend to be. There were indeed animals everywhere. My plan to convert the back garden of our house on our residential lane on the outskirts of town into a fully functional farmyard seemed, somehow, to be slowly working. But I still had one last idea to pitch. And it involved the secret garden.


I had started secondary school and on leaving for the school bus, I had very mysteriously asked my parents if we could talk about ‘something’ when I got home later that day.


‘What’s this all about?’ my mother asked in a nervous tone as she pulled up a chair to the kitchen table.


‘No, we have to wait for Dad,’ I replied, putting the brakes on.


‘DAD, COME ON!’ I shouted.


He left his desk of neatly arranged documents upstairs and made his way down to the kitchen.


‘What’s the matter?’ he said as he pulled out a seat from under the table and joined my mother opposite me. He loosened his tie, folded his arms and reclined back into the rounded arc of the pine kitchen chair.


‘Has something happened at school?’ Mum asked reluctantly.


‘No, no, nothing like that. It’s just, I’ve been thinking for a long time now about something …’


A wave of uncertainty hit me mid-flow and suddenly the dialogue I had rehearsed in my head felt clumsy.


‘Go on then?’ My dad sat forwards from his chair, unfolded his arms and placed them on the table.


‘OK. You know I’ve not really ever been any good at things like playing football or—’


‘Rugby, golf, yes …’ he interrupted, his two biggest passions in life in which I shared little interest.


I hesitated. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.


‘But … I like other things instead?’ I continued.


‘Right, and …?’ Mum said, in a kind of hurried but encouraging manner.


‘OK, well …’ I took in a deep breath before continuing. ‘I think … we … or, more, I … because you won’t have to have anything to do with this at all … because … I mean, I will do everything … but …’


The anticipation was killing them. They looked terrified at whatever I was about to say, if I could only get my jumbled words into a formed sentence.


With one final deep breath, I decided to just come out and say it: ‘I think we should get a goat.’


As soon as the words left my mouth, their faces shifted from terrified and concerned to complete confusion as the three of us sat in silence just staring at each other.


‘Get … a goat?’ my dad mirrored back at me in disbelief.


At the same time, my mother (who didn’t have ‘get a goat’ on her list of possible conversation topics with her adolescent son) stood up. Through the screeching sound of her chair legs scraping along the kitchen floor tiles, she broke her own silence with a loud ‘OH-FOR-GOODNESS-SAKE …’ as she pulled the tea towel that was draped from over her shoulder, screwed it up and thrust it on the kitchen table.


A fantastic cook, my mother returned to the hob and gave a pot of Bolognese a good stir before she lifted the spoon to her lips and slurped a taste. Fighting through the heat and passing the sauce around her mouth, inhaling and exhaling around each word, she asked, ‘How are you going to keep a poor goat in the middle of Huddersfield?!’


She had a point.


I looked back at my father, as he waited to hear my proposal.


‘Well, I can walk her to graze the brambles in the secret garden, then I could fence off some of the lawn and she could sleep … she could sleep …’ I hurried out the words in case there was any glimmer of hope, but he had already started to heave his tired body back out of the wooden chair and retire towards the door. I was losing hope. My pitch was a complete disaster, and my ship was sinking fast.


I pushed my chair back and followed after him, spitting my words out as fast as I could: ‘She could sleep in the garage and she won’t be any trouble’ – I knew this was a little bit of a small lie – ‘but I just really do think we really need a goat.’ Now the desperation in my voice reached a fever pitch.


He paused. ‘But why do we NEED a goat? No one else seems to NEED a goat!’ my father continued, overemphasising the word NEED each time he said it.


I then realised I had completely overlooked the whole point of my request. ‘So we can have milk,’ I replied, with a furrowed brow that questioned whether that bit wasn’t obvious.


‘Milk?’ he repeated, only louder, which told me that milking a goat wasn’t the obvious part at all (major oversight on my part!).


‘And what’s next? Turn the garage into a dairy?’ he continued, in complete disbelief and mockery.


Truth is, I hadn’t actually thought that far ahead but when he said it, a small dairy at the back of the garage didn’t half sound like a bad idea to me at all. I caught him glance across the kitchen at my mum, who replied with nothing more than a big wide stare, both eyes forced wider than their natural aperture should allow and lips clenched tightly shut as if to say, ‘Sort this out!’


‘I think that face says it all,’ he said, throwing me a playful wink. ‘You’ll just have to wait till you’re older.’ He patted me on the back and walked out.


I turned back to my mother, but as I opened my mouth she beat me to it. ‘Don’t utter another word! The answer is no!’ she said, smirking in shock at my preposterous proposition. ‘Once you’re older and you’ve got a place of your own, you can have as many goats, fish, dogs, chickens and cows as you want.’ She switched the extractor fan on to full blast and turned the gas to high. ‘You can have a hippopotamus for all I care!’ Over the roaring hum of the fan motor and the popping sounds of her bubbling sauce, she pointed her index finger at me, stifling back a giggle, and shouted the words: ‘But until then … NO … MORE … ANIMALS!’


 


 


 


 





* FYI – as much as we loved them, I absolutely do not endorse the gifting of pets as presents to children!





CHAPTER 2



Hank


I reached secondary school well before the days when mobile phones were commonplace. The only option to make a phone call was to use the public payphone situated in the corridor outside the headmaster’s office. I lifted the receiver and found a grubby twenty-pence piece at the bottom of my school rucksack. I gave it a quick wipe before posting it into the metal slot of the payphone, making a guess that twenty pence should hopefully allow at least thirty seconds of talk time. I punched in the numbers and cautiously waited, hoping that someone, anyone, would answer.


After three long rings, a voice suddenly appeared on the line. ‘Hello?’


‘Mum, it’s me. I’ve not got long but I need your help.’


‘Why? What’s happened?’


‘Can you come and collect something from me at school? It’s important.’


‘Collect something?’ she asked, confused.


‘Just … something.’


‘What do you mean, collect something? James? What’s going on?’


‘YOU HAVE TEN SECONDS OF TIME REMAINING,’ the automated voice of the telecom service spoke over our conversation.


‘I haven’t got much time,’ I said. ‘I’ll explain when you get here.’


‘James, I’m not driving all the way into the middle of Bradford unless you tell me what’s …’ The line rang dead.


ARRRGH. My idea had failed. I replaced the handset, grabbed my rucksack and hurried through the crowded corridors, pushing my way through to reach my next lesson, desperately trying to think up plan B before breaktime.


During French class, our group recital of the words ‘J’écoute de la musique’ was interrupted by a knock on the classroom door. The school secretary appeared.


‘Ah, James, could I borrow you for a second?’


My face immediately blushed beetroot as the synchronised ‘Oooooh!’ erupted from the other pupils in the room. I stood and followed her out.


‘I’ve been asked to bring you to the headmaster’s office,’ the school secretary said over her shoulder, as she marched along the wooden parquet floor of the school corridor. I followed a few paces behind.


The headteacher was a typically intimidating man. He seemed to purposefully tower above his pupils whenever he addressed us, and had a thickly grown moustache which amplified the sound of his nasal breathing as it whistled rhythmically down the microphone in morning assembly.


As we entered his office, he had perched himself against the huge mahogany desk with his two legs crossed over at the ankles, in a not quite sitting but not quite standing ‘lean’. Without breaking his telephone conversation, he beckoned us by waggling a hooked index finger in the air as if to say ‘enter’. We crossed the threshold into the wood-panelled room and the secretary heaved the large oak door closed. The whole fusty room stank of his stale coffee and tobacco breath mixed with the tannins of the cracked leather chair he had relinquished in favour of his characteristic ‘desk lean’.


‘Yes, he’s with me now,’ the headteacher said into the mouthpiece of the telephone receiver pressed to his ear. He lowered the handset to the lapel of his charcoal-grey suit in an attempt to muffle and control how much could be shared down the line and then said in a hushed voice, ‘I have your mother on the phone. She has asked me to find out what it is you need her to come and collect from you?’


My heart was racing.


‘Right, well …’


Never one able to think on my feet, I decided that honesty was the best policy. The situation was bigger than any embarrassment I might feel, and there might be a life at stake. So I reached in and gently unhooked the legs of the stowaway passenger that had been clinging all morning to the inside seam of my blazer pocket. Then I pulled out my hand and held it out in front of me. The headteacher and school secretary both leant forwards. I slowly opened my cupped palm to reveal a lime-green twig, no bigger than a matchstick, with two long antennae and six spindly legs, gently swaying from side to side.


‘What the hell is that?’ the headteacher asked, pulling his face into a grimace while the school secretary recoiled in horror.


‘Sir,’ I hesitated, ‘I’ve been trying to breed my stick insects and … I think it’s worked.’


The baby arthropod must have hatched in the night, crawled from the uncovered tray on my bedside table and found her way onto my blazer, which lay dumped on the floor. Only to be discovered, halfway through morning assembly, when I suddenly felt a gentle tickle on the back of my neck.


They both stared at me in silence.


‘I was wondering if she might come and pick her up for me,’ I tentatively muttered in a quiet voice, still with my palm outstretched. ‘And, also … could you ask her to shut my bedroom door … please?’


I had suddenly realised that there must have been at least one hundred eggs scattered like poppy seeds across the uncovered sheet of moistened kitchen roll laid out on a tray under my bed. I had the nightmare vision of them exploding like popcorn into little green sticks, crawling free and migrating around the entire house.


The headteacher looked perplexed as he relayed this information back to my mother. I couldn’t decipher much of the conversation as it continued to play out, but I could overhear a lot of apologising. He replaced the handset and sat down in his chair, taking his time to think through how to deliver his verdict.


‘Your mother says that thing will survive perfectly fine in your lunchbox.’


YES! Great thinking! I thought to myself.


‘BUT, let this be a formal warning, Greenwood,’ he continued. ‘Any more and you’ll find yourself in DETENTION!’


I think it’s fair to claim that my illegal (if accidental) smuggling of a pet onto school property for an impromptu ‘show and tell’ in the headmaster’s office counts as my first active step towards veterinary medicine, involving both my education and animals!


Animals weren’t just a part of my childhood, though, they were my childhood. Through writing this book, I’ve spent a lot of time taking my mind back to those early childhood memories. How safe I felt with animals around me. I would talk to them, worry about them, and I’d want to protect them, nurture them, feed them, pet them. My animal knowledge had to be sought through books, magazines or passed down through word of mouth. It quickly became a part of my identity – that I wanted to learn as much as I could about animals.


When it came to actually making some serious decisions, though – choosing which life route I should take – it is perhaps unsurprising that getting into vet school became my sole and absolute life’s ambition.


Veterinary medicine was (and still is) a largely oversubscribed course. The odds of getting in were stacked against me. A crucial step to getting a foot in the veterinary door, though, was to gain some first-hand experience ‘behind the scenes’ in a vet’s practice. Undeterred by the slim chances of success, at fifteen I applied for a Saturday job at our local vet’s surgery. A month later, before school, a handwritten note arrived through the post and, unusually, it was addressed to me.


Sutcliffe & Wells Veterinary Surgeons


Station Road


Huddersfield


25/9/1998


Dear James,


In reply to your letter of 24/8/98 with regards to voluntary work with the surgery.


After the summer there is a vacancy for work experience on a Saturday morning 8.45–12 noon.


Please can you telephone Kym Gledhill VN, the head nurse, to discuss this matter further.


Yours sincerely,


Jayne Oxley VN.


My golden ticket. This was my ‘in’. Volunteering at a vet’s practice might not seem that exciting to most fifteen-year-olds, but for me, the chance to go behind the scenes at a vet’s felt like I’d been given a backstage pass at a concert to meet my idol. For the next three and a half years, every Saturday was spent cleaning kennels, wiping tables, feeding the patients and cleaning up after them – taking on the role of general dogsbody to observe and absorb as much veterinary insight as I possibly could.


And I loved it. Well, I think I loved it. I look back now, having spent every Saturday morning working to build and add weight to my vet school application, and wonder whether it’s really that healthy or even plausible, at fifteen, to try to make plans for what to do with the rest of your life. I was perhaps blinkered by my own unwavering passion and determination and sacrificed all other interests to get into veterinary medicine – I wonder now how much I missed out on while chasing my dream.


However, the excitement I felt the first time I watched a surgical operation on a dog or shadowed a vet as she removed a wolf tooth from a horse, the adrenaline rush of helping out with a cow caesarean – I could not ignore that fire in my belly to do more, learn more, be more ‘like them’ and eventually become a vet myself. I knew that if I didn’t at least try to get into vet school, then I would regret it for the rest of my life. And so, in 2001, I sent off my university application to study veterinary medicine.


When the university offer landed in the post, after all my hard work, I’m not exaggerating when I say the exhilaration I felt was the same as I imagine it would be if I won the lottery. It’s sometimes easy to look back and subconsciously trivialise the significance of these milestone moments in life, but at the time, the sheer excitement was overwhelming. All my doubts, worries, the disbelief in myself, the questioning: it all completely vanished and was replaced instead with pure elation, a huge buzz, an electrifying sense of achievement and purpose. And through feeling so excited, it confirmed in my mind that veterinary medicine was exactly why I was put on this earth and exactly what I wanted to do with my life.
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