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To Teddy.
To the most wonderful dog in the world.
I’ll always love you and will see you again
on Rainbow Bridge.
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Introduction


Every fence, every gate, every inch of every acre of beautiful Sussex countryside that makes up the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary has been built from nothing. There was never meant to be a rescue shelter on this land, and it is still one of the few remaining private sanctuaries in Britain, which is more a testament to my sheer bloody-mindedness than anything else.


I have loved animals passionately since I was old enough to sit at my father’s knee and watch him dole out love and care to the many wounded, stray and abandoned creatures he’d rescue on a daily basis. I grew up in small, rented terraced houses in Eastbourne, not the most likely of places to keep neglected creatures, but that fact didn’t stop my father. A slight, unassuming man with a soft heart and the kindest face you’ve ever seen, my dad would buy up any animal that looked lonely or bedraggled from the local pet shops. He had an uncanny ability to attract any strays on the streets as well. I swear Dad was like the Pied Piper of animals. The sick, injured or lost would seek him out and he’d welcome them into our house. They’d follow him home, and more often than not, he would bring them inside, risking the severe wrath of my belligerent mother, and shower them with love and attention.


I loved the animals as much as my dad. I would amble in after school, always fearful of my mother’s reaction at seeing me as I was always told off for being too dirty, too scruffy or having a scowl on my face. Yet the sight of the hamsters we kept in a makeshift cage, or the rabbit in the tiny garden out back, or the litter of kittens crawling and mewing over each other in a large cardboard box in the lounge, always filled me with happiness.


I recall one mongrel with black fur and a limp that Dad brought home one day. The mongrel had followed him home, and it was clear that the dog was injured. As always, my mother stood at the door protesting, but Dad would always, always stand firm. That dog limped into our house and into my heart, just like all the others that preceded and followed him. We called him Hop-a-Long, and Dad took him under his wing. He fetched some leftover sausages and fed them to him, gently stroking him until he found the wounded limb. When the young dog, which must only have been about a year old, winced, Dad shushed him and continued to stroke him, speaking so gently that he could’ve been a newborn baby.


I sat beside him as he treated the injured animal, watching the exchange in awe. Observing my father was how I learned to love, and he taught me how to be gentle and kind. I didn’t learn that from my mother, for whom I could do nothing right. No, watching Dad was my passage to the knowledge of how caring for animals is ultimately an act of self-care for ourselves. I have always been fascinated by the exchange that happens between man and beast, carer and animal, for it isn’t just the animal that is healed and comforted, but the person as well. The relationship between humans and animals is an ancient one, which lies beyond words. It is an endless cycle of mutual respect, a bond that reaches into our prehistoric past, and yet one I see acted out on my land every day.


When word spread that I was prepared to take in abandoned creatures on the land I bought in 1971, I had no idea that the small trickle of diseased, neglected or simply unwanted animals would become a flood that took over the land, creating a twelve-acre sanctuary housing more than six hundred animals today. When people started approaching me, asking to work for free as volunteers to help care for the strays and rescue animals that were starting to arrive, I had no idea that they would become the loyal and hardworking tribe that I now call my motley crew. I had no idea that the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary charity would eventually be born, creating a legal entity that will continue to protect some of our region’s most vulnerable creatures long after I am gone. I sold the land, the premises, the buildings and the infrastructure to the charity for £1 in order to secure the charity’s future, to create a legacy that will continue day in, day out, giving a home to those who are unwanted and abandoned.


Material things have never interested me. When I was a young woman, I was offered a modelling contract in London. It was a big deal, lots of money and glamour, something that most young girls would dream of. I barely hesitated before refusing it. Looks and fortunes have never interested me ; they hold no value and no seduction for me. I have never yearned to travel, never lusted after expensive clothes, designer labels or luxury cars. I have never regretted turning down that opportunity, though it could’ve created an entirely different life for me. The only thing that has ever mattered to me was animal welfare. Perhaps I’ve lived a very sheltered life, and perhaps for many people, it would be unbearably limited, living on a sanctuary I’d created, attached like an umbilical cord to the animals that we all cared for, being here each and every day, including Christmas, to take in unwanted, abused or neglected animals. Perhaps it would crush others, but it has been everything to me. My life, my heart and my soul are embedded within this land, these people, and most of all, within the care of the creatures we house, some of which live out their lives with us.


We can’t rehome every animal that comes to us. Some have been so badly beaten, so abused and neglected that all we can do is help them live out their last days in dignity and with proper care. It is hard not to hate humans when animals come to us with cigarette burns on their fur, their limbs broken, their weak bodies trembling, traumatised from a life spent being shouted at or hit. It is very hard not to react when people bring animals to us they simply don’t want any more, as if the little lives they have in their arms aren’t worth the commitment.


When I feel despair at the actions of human beings, I force myself to look around at the twenty or so workers who come every day to clean out the rabbit hutches or the cattery, administer food and water to the kennels, take the dogs out for walks, or help build outbuildings or store cupboards to house everything we need to run the sanctuary.


I look at these people, who work for nothing except the reward of helping animals, who give their time and energy to help desperately sick creatures, and I know that there is love and kindness in the world. I first saw it when I sat at my father’s side, helping him to care for mongrels, kittens and even a monkey once. I see it when I look at the faces of those who work here, the devotion that drives them to give their time and energy to help the animals who are brought here.


We know that not every injured or abandoned creature finds its way to us, and it is a hard truth to acknowledge that there are plenty that we can’t help, that we can’t love back to life, and that knowledge breaks my heart.


My sanctuary is a place where tragedy, comedy and a deep love for animals is present every single day. From day one, I vowed that I would never turn an animal away, and that policy remains today. However traumatised or sick an animal is, we take it in. No matter how it has been treated, what behaviour it displays, what condition it is in, we open our arms and our hearts and do whatever we can to give it the love it may never have received.


The sanctuary is a special place. There are six hundred mouths to feed and water each day, and we are home to every kind of creature, from dogs to peacocks to pigs, all waiting to be loved back to health, or simply loved and cared for if they are beyond human help. It is a privilege to help as we do, to create a space where no animal is denied treatment or care.


It is not an entirely unselfish act. As I care for an animal, so I am cared for, in ways I am unable to explain. Over and over again I see animals restored to health by the simple act of being loved, and the people who do this are, in turn, healed or nurtured, rewarded in some way that lies beyond words.


I want to share the heartbreak and the joy of being an animal fosterer, to demonstrate the reason why no animal is ever turned away from the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary because miracles can happen – we see them every day.




ONE


Locked In


‘Bad dog! You little git, look what you’ve done!’ The man’s voice thundered over my head, stopping me in my tracks. Instantly alert, I looked over and saw my master had thrown the door open. A large, tall, red-faced man with a cap on his head and wellington boots caked in mud on his feet, his face looked furious. He made two great strides into the room where I had been playing happily, absorbed in chasing a fly around the rooms of the large house I lived in. It was a spacious place with plenty of enticing smells and new things to discover, and outside there was a large field I could run around in, which was heaven. I was only a young puppy and everything was still new and exciting. This wasn’t, though. The man’s voice was scaring me. Confused, I cocked my head to one side, but my master had a look of pure menace on his face. He bent over and picked up a cushion I’d been chewing, and looked over at the chair I’d knocked over during my play. The stuffing from the cushion was scattered all over the floor, an ornament had smashed on the wooden floor and I’d left a trail of muddy paw prints across the sofa I’d leapt on. I saw what I’d done and my heart swooped down into my tummy. I knew I would be in trouble as I’d been a messy boy, again.


I gave an exploratory wag of my tail, wanting desperately to appeal to him, to make him soften, to reach down and tickle me under the chin, but if anything, he looked scarier. He took another pace forward. I could smell the cigarette smoke on his clothes and I cowered as he approached.


‘I’ve had enough, d’ya hear me?’ he shouted again, and it hurt my ears. I realised I was in terrible trouble. I wagged my tail again, staring up at him, desperately hoping that he would stop. I couldn’t help it. I was always trying to get some show of affection from him ; after all, he was my owner. So far in my short life there’d been little kindness shown to me, and I was starved of attention and strokes. Even though I was unsure of the welcome I would get, I bounded up to my master, who was looming over me now, my big puppy paws making my movements clumsy.


It was a mistake. As I reached him, he glared down at me, and as his eyes met mine, I saw there was no kindness there, no affection or love, just utter fury. I wagged my tail again, desperate for a kind smile or a quick stroke to make everything better. Instead, my master smiled a twisted smile, which made me stop in my tracks. My tail stopped moving. My ears flattened back, and in that split second as I hesitated, the blow landed.


I yelped as I was forced back, the force of the swipe knocking me over. My face hurt from the impact, and my head was spinning. What had I done? Why was he so cruel to me? My heart was racing now. I was scared, terrified of this brute. I backed off, my ears flattened, my sense of dread growing by the second. I kept retreating until the wall stopped me. I was trapped and shaking violently. The man put his head down level with mine. I whined a little, partly from my throbbing face and partly from fear. His eyes were mean.


‘You’ve ripped the sofa, AGAIN. You’ve trashed this house, AGAIN. That’s it, you’re goin’ back outside. You can’t live in ’ere any more.’


His voice was harsh, his manner furious. I didn’t know what he was saying to me but I cowered in fear, desperately wanting to get away from him. My tail was firmly between my legs, my ears back in fright as he reached towards me. Would he hurt me again?


Instead, he grabbed me roughly. I yelped again, his fingers digging painfully into my fur as he marched towards the door, flinging it open with his other arm. I was wedged inside the crook of his arm, his arm gripping my middle tightly. I tried to squirm but stopped when he shouted again.


The shock of being suddenly greeted by the night air silenced me. It was the kind of spring evening when the air is still crisp, the winter chill still present. The air was thick with the smoke from a wood burner and I could smell a sharp scent from foxes and other night-time creatures. My owner kept going, striding across the yard until we came to one of the outbuildings. It was only then that I realised what was happening. I started to struggle again but he held me tighter, hissing at me to be quiet. I was squirming with fear by the time we reached the rough wooden door, behind which lay my worst nightmare, a place where I’d been left many times before, a place of absolute darkness.


‘Get in there, you won’t be comin’ out for a while, not until I’ve decided what to do with ya …’


The words meant nothing to me, but I got the sense of them. I knew, somehow, that my future was in jeopardy, and I was powerless to do anything about it.


I whimpered as he threw open the door, the stench of mould, rotten wood and my own urine and faeces greeting me. As I tried to cower into his arms, my owner threw me roughly to the floor and strode out without another word, slamming the door shut behind him and leaving me standing alone, quivering with fright, in the pitch black of that terrible place.


I heard the man’s footsteps retreat across the yard, and then there was silence, broken only by the screech of an owl close by that made me cry. I couldn’t help but tremble in fear and loneliness, the cold biting at me. The only sounds were my whimpering, the scratching of mice, and the rustle of old musty leaves as I sat there on the damp earthen floor.


The stench of my surroundings stung my nose, reminding me of all the times I’d been dumped here before when I’d done something wrong. I never knew what it was that upset my master so much. I was a big puppy, prone to knocking things over, galloping awkwardly through the house and grounds with the master’s other dogs, but I never deliberately damaged anything, I never got grumpy or cross, never tried to bite anyone or chase them. My predicament was a mystery to me, which made it all the harder to bear. My face was throbbing and I was thirsty. There was no water to drink, no bowl of food to eat either. Panic rose again in me. The darkness was unrelenting. I couldn’t see my own paws in the blackness. I ran to the door, scratching at it, crying as I tried to open it, to find a crack of light, anything that might set me free. I sniffed at the floor, pawing at the cold, hard floor in the hope of finding a way to open it. When I finally realised I was hopelessly trapped, I started to howl in fear and misery. I couldn’t see anything. The terrors of the night lay before me and I crumbled inside. I barked, I howled, I whimpered all night but no one came.


The blackness filled my head. I used my sense of smell to navigate towards the mouldy old sofa that had been dumped in the building. The air was cold and damp. I shivered as I crept onto the sofa, the only place I could curl up and wait for the morning to come, shutting my eyes against the enveloping darkness, all the time hoping that someone would let me out.


Hours later, I was curled up on the sofa when I finally heard the sound of footsteps approaching. The cocks had started crowing out in the yard so I knew that morning had come, though there was little light creeping into my prison. Suddenly the door burst open and my master stood in the doorway.


I jumped up and bounded over, filled with joy at the prospect of being released, my tail wagging, my tongue lolling out. I didn’t care that he’d treated me so cruelly, I just wanted to be free, and I was ready to lavish him with devotion for letting me out again.


‘Don’t even think about it. There’s yer food, you’re staying in ’ere.’


I didn’t understand his words, but his voice still sounded angry. Nonetheless, I was happy to see him. He shoved a bowl of food and another of water down by the door, and I tried to nuzzle against him, my whole body overcome with relief that I wouldn’t have to endure another second in this horrible place.


My joy turned to horror as his boot found my body.


‘Get back. Bloody dog!’ he growled, kicking me aside. ‘You’re not comin’ out. I’ve had enough of ya, boy, d’ya hear me? Enough. I’m getting’ rid of ya and when I’ve decided what to do, I’ll be back.’


I didn’t understand, but I could feel the pain I was in. The hard toe of his boot had knocked the breath from my body, and before I knew it, the door had slammed and I was left bewildered and crying, still trapped, still frightened, and all alone.


What had I done to upset him? I was a happy, playful dog. I loved nothing more than chasing the other grown-up dogs around the fields, but surely that couldn’t be wrong?


I slumped down, all the joy I had felt just minutes before draining away, filled with dread as I wondered how much longer I’d be there, or even whether I’d ever come out again. The shock of the disappointment, the slammed door and the prospect of staying in this horrible place in the dark that frightened me, was too much for me. I started shaking from nose to tail, my ears pricked up, listening for every sound, hoping against hope that my owner would come back for me.


It was a long, long wait before he did. I had no idea how much time had passed before the door finally opened again. I dragged my head up from my paws, blinking in pain at the small shaft of sunlight that had entered the room so abruptly. The man was standing there, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He didn’t say anything this time but walked towards me, his face menacing. I watched him nervously, trembling, unsure whether to wag my tail or keep my head down in case he hit me again. The light made my eyes sore and I realised I must’ve been in that outbuilding for a long time. I’d had no toys to play with, little food to eat, only a bowl shoved in here and there with barely enough time to make a run for it at the open door. I had become resigned to the dark, the terrible blackness that kept me coiled tightly in a ball, wishing my ordeal would end.


This time, the man scooped me up more gently than he had before, and carried me out. I licked his face, which was rough with stubble, and wagged my tail a little, wondering if he’d forgiven me and everything was alright now.


Instead of heading towards the house, he carried on walking and we reached his van. Opening the boot, he put me down inside a large cardboard box, which puzzled me. He left the flaps open at the top but I still didn’t like the feeling of being trapped again. I started to whine to show my master I didn’t like it.


‘Stop moaning, it’s for yer own good,’ the man barked at me.


It was clear that there would be no love, no tenderness at all from him. I had no choice. I didn’t want to upset him again because I was scared of what he might do, so I settled down. At least there was a blanket and a chew toy in there, so I tried not to whimper as the van started to move off, the crunch of gravel under its tyres signalling our departure. I was confused now rather than scared, wondering what on earth the man was doing, and, more importantly, where he was taking me.


As the van drove off, I stuck my head out of the box, catching a glimpse of the house and outbuildings where I’d undergone my punishment, the fields that seemed to go on forever and even some of the other dogs who were bounding around playfully. I sighed a little, hopeful that this time my master would be taking me somewhere better. My loyalty had not been crushed by my punishment, I was ready to forgive, so desperate for love was I. I did not know it, but that was the last time I’d ever set eyes on my home.




TWO


Dumped


The sound of blackbirds singing the dawn chorus in the ash trees that lined the far end of my site woke me up. As soon as my eyes were open, before I’d so much as stretched or indulged in a yawn, Bessie and Paddington, two of my four beloved dogs, were already sniffing around my face, gently nudging me to get up and feed them. Bessie was a white, black and brown corgi, while Paddington was a collie cross. Both dogs had been dumped at my shelter, and now they shared my home with me.


Hercules, a huge St Bernard, tried to join them by attempting to climb up on my double bed that I shared with Bessie and Paddington, but the great bulk of him was too much and I playfully pushed him away, somehow managing to sit up. Hercules had been brought in after his owner found him too large to handle. A couple of people had shown an interest in him, coming to look at him, but his size was off-putting, and somehow they always went home with a smaller, more manageable dog. I used to say to Hercules that he was with me ‘by default’.


Wobbly, a beautiful small Labrador crossed with either a whippet or greyhound, appeared, jumping up and starting to lick my face. Wobbly had been abandoned when he was just weeks old, left out by the gate one summer evening, and it had been pure chance that one of the sanctuary volunteers had been walking by only minutes after the owner had vanished and spotted the little creature. Wobbly was a tiny black ball when he arrived, so small that I would carry him around inside my bra, an action that gave him his name!


I suppose people might think me eccentric, but I’ve always been surrounded by animals, and to my way of thinking, carrying one on me was no different to a mother carrying her baby in a sling.


My earliest memories as a young girl, a stick-thin, grumpy-faced, brown-haired little urchin, centre around the pets and strays that found themselves living with my mother, father, older brother Peter and, later, my younger sister Pam, who arrived when I was ten years old, a happy surprise for my parents.


Rex was the first love of my life. He was a scruffy, handsome (in my eyes) mongrel with a permanent lopsided grin on his face. He was brought home by my father one day after seeing him roaming the streets of Eastbourne in Sussex, where we lived. It was the year the Second World War ended and the bunting from VE Day was still hanging, albeit wonkily by now, from the windows of the shops and houses in our town. Pam had just been born, and although I was thrilled to have a baby sister, it was the animals that were truly in my heart at that young age of ten.


‘He’s beautiful. Can he be mine? Please, pleeeease?’ I wailed at my mother as I flung my school satchel in a corner of the lounge and sprinted into the garden with the dog that had greeted me on my doorstep.


‘Mind you don’t get his dirty paws on my clean floors. Get that thing outside or I’ll chase it out with my broom,’ Mum shouted as she thundered towards me, her hands on her aproned hips, a permanent scowl on her face. Pam was nowhere to be seen so I assumed she’d been put down for a nap, which meant Mum was on the prowl. I dashed past her, knowing that she hated the motley collection of animals that Dad brought home from goodness knows where every week.


‘Dad has no right bringing that thing here,’ she called after me.


‘Yes he does, so there!’ I shouted back at her over my shoulder, knowing there’d be hell to pay later for my cheek. I think I even blew a raspberry at her. I really was a ratbag at that age, and I had little affection for the woman who had brought me into the world. I had no sympathy for her dislike of Dad’s rescue creatures. She made it very clear that she bore their company with ill-disguised bad grace.


Dad, normally a mild-mannered man who was distinctly under her thumb, would never back down when it came to the animals he was saving. His passion and commitment for them meant he would risk her displeasure again and again, Mum clattering the pots in the kitchen loudly to make her feelings known, or emptying out his pipe with the pointed gesture of a put-upon saint to make the point that if she had to put up with his animals, then she would make sure he’d forgo the nightly pipe he enjoyed.


I’d watched the power struggles between my parents warily over the years, always wondering when Mum would turn on me and I’d get it in the neck. My brother Peter, two years older than me and as different as you can imagine with golden hair and a beatific smile, would always be the one to help distract me from my worries by helping me to feed our pets and carrying the sacks of hamster or rabbit food, so that most of the time I was able to stay inside my animal-loving bubble, my place of safety and sanctuary where the care of the animals came first. The two of us spent many happy hours petting and stroking the various animals we shared our home with, drip-feeding baby birds who’d dropped from the hedgerows, and making sure we were as far as possible away from the troubled marriage we lived alongside. Many years later, Dad left our mother and came to live with me, at first in my flat in Eastbourne, then in a separate caravan on my site, and he was just the same, lending a hand to look after the animals that found their way to us over the years.


‘Come on, Barby, let’s play with him together,’ I heard Peter call as he clattered into the house after me, his hobnail boots echoing on the wooden floors.


I turned, beaming at him. The sight of my brother was enough to make most of my troubles vanish in an instant. His tie was askew, his hair ruffled after his day at school, but to me, he looked wonderful.


‘Okay, Peter, I’ll race you.’ I giggled before haring off, making Mother scream all the harder, but we’d heard it so many times, it was like water off a duck’s back by now.


From the moment we met, Rex seemed to gravitate straight to me. He’d jumped up at me when I crashed open the front door, which made me shriek with surprise and delight. I chased him out into the scrubby bit of garden at the back of the tiny terraced house, which comprised an area of grass about two metres square, a shed at the end that had been requisitioned by Dad as his store space for keeping animal feed, pieces of wood he could build hutches or runs from, and a big coil of chicken wire.


Rex barked, jumping and rolling on the ground, as Peter and I threw a ball for him, laughing with glee at our new-found friend.


‘He’s mine, though,’ I said to Peter sternly as he rubbed the dog’s belly. Peter shrugged. There were plenty of other animals for him to help me with so he wasn’t too bothered. He loved them but he was never mad about them like me and Dad.


‘I’m calling him Rex because he’s a king of dogs,’ I added stoutly. That was probably the only time my Latin lessons ever came in useful.


‘Rex, come here, boy,’ I called, and sure enough, to my delight, he came over, his funny face looking like he was smiling at me, his honey-coloured fur sticking up all over the place.


‘You really are the scruffiest, funniest-looking dog,’ I said softly, stroking his rough ears and tickling him under the chin.


Rex cocked his head to one side.


‘He looks like he’s listening!’ I laughed.


Mother called Peter and me in for tea, and so, reluctantly, we left Rex chewing the ball outside while we trooped in, knowing we’d get a telling-off dished out to us along with the meat pie and beans from Dad’s allotment.


At the time, Rex wasn’t the only creature sheltering in our wholly inadequate space. There was a menagerie of creatures, such as a hamster who lived in the lounge in a makeshift cage, several cats prowling the area, who came into the kitchen to sleep overnight by the warm oven, a wounded seagull in a box on the kitchen worktop and an injured bird that needed our attention living in the shed. Each morning and evening, I would spoon-feed the bird, carefully dripping milk into its quivering beak. Dad thought its wing was broken so he’d bound it up with bandages and each day we peered at the tiny creature, willing it to get better.


Suddenly I felt a large shaggy paw on my knee and I realised I’d been caught up in my memories.


‘Rex is long gone, darling,’ I mused to Paddington, whose doleful eyes looked up at me.


I looked down at the dogs and burst out laughing. All four of them were sitting expectantly in front of me, waiting to be fed and let outside.


‘Come on then, let’s get up and get going before the day’s half gone,’ I said, scattering the dogs as I walked through to the kitchen.


Home for me and my dogs was a large but leaky caravan on the land I owned, which I’d named Pipzedene as a tribute to the animals I’d owned when we’d first moved in : Pip the spaniel, Zede the Alsatian and Dene the bush baby. None of the animals were with me any more, and it was my way of keeping their memories alive.


Outside the cockerels started to crow.


‘You’re too late, I’m already up,’ I muttered as I put down four bowls for the dogs and watched in amusement as they descended like a pack of wolves onto the food.


I grabbed a handful of bread and headed across the paddock, which housed our three resident horses, to the patch of land where I routinely fed two seagulls each morning.


At 6 am promptly, the two gulls, who I’d nicknamed Elvis and Pebbles, would settle on the electricity pylon that ran overhead and wait for their feed.


‘Here you go, one slice for you, Elvis, and another for you, Pebbles …’ I said, scrunching up the bread into crumbs and watching it fall to the floor in a shower.


In an instant, the birds swooped down, pecked at the offering, then just as suddenly, rose back up into the sky. I watched as they disappeared over the landscape, heading towards the coast just a couple of miles due south. From my current position, all I could see was countryside, its green acres dotted with hedgerows and trees, radiant in the morning light.


It was still a bit nippy out this early, so I hurried back to my makeshift home to make a cup of tea and wait for my trusted friend Diane to arrive and start the work of the day.


Diane had begun as a temporary volunteer years earlier, after seeing an article in a local free paper saying I needed help feeding our forty cats. She had been to Sainsbury’s with her parents and bought a load of cat food to donate, and rang the bell to hand it over. I came to the gate, took one look at Diane, and took an instant liking to her. She was as rough and ready as me, and she’d been helping out ever since.


Diane was a well-built, strong woman with wisps of blonde hair poking out of the woolly hat she wore whatever the weather, and I knew she’d be here, dependable and hard-working, by 6.30 am at the very latest.


I sat down, a cup of tea in my hand, listening to the sounds of the ducks, geese, chickens, horses, dogs, cats and various assorted other creatures, waking up and starting a new day. Dad poked his head around the door to say ‘Good morning’, and I offered him the cuppa I’d already made for him. We sat together in companionable silence as the skies filled with sound.


That day began no differently from any other. Diane appeared and together we fed the horses, goats and pigs, before turning our attention to the cats that needed medication. Each morning Diane and I would head to the makeshift hospital, checking the room where the poorly cats were kept. The smell always hit us first as the litter trays would be full and cleaning them would take a good hour. When that was done, we’d go through the list from the vet, checking which cats needed doses of whatever meds they were prescribed. We had diabetic cats, several recovering from surgery and one that had an abscess in her mouth that we were administering antibiotics to. The whole process took much of the morning, but I couldn’t stay with Diane for long as I’d promised one of our volunteers I’d check the rabbits, which desperately needed a new hutch as we were rapidly running out of space. By 11 am, both Diane and I needed a break, and I radioed her over our walkie-talkie system, as she was still with the cats and I was ensconced with the rabbits, to meet for a cup of tea at my caravan in ten minutes.


‘Right you are, Barby,’ she replied.


I thought I’d nip over to feed the pigs on the way back. I was just carrying a load of out-of-date buns and bagels over to the pigsty when I heard the sound of running feet.


‘Quick, Barby, someone’s at the gate,’ Diane panted as she came to a halt.
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