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Chapter 1


What Goes Around Comes Around


 


‘My cat has acute glaucoma!’ a shrill voice screeched down the phone.


It was the middle of the night. I sat on the floor just outside my bedroom, holding the mobile to my ear, struggling to recall the conditions that can cause increased pressure of the eyes. The phone only had reception in one isolated spot in the whole house, so I crouched low with my head on one side, praying that the signal would stay strong.


‘Acute glaucoma is very rare in cats,’ I replied, hoping to gain a little time. 


It was only my third night on call but as a freshly graduated vet, encyclopaedic knowledge was supposed to be at my fingertips. Given the number of books I’d crammed into my tiny brain just a few months ago, I should have known a thing or two about a poorly cat. 


‘How is he behaving?’ I asked.


‘Not well. I told you he has acute glaucoma!’ The voice had got shriller. ‘It’s very painful and you need to see him.’ 


I glanced at my watch. In the half-light of the landing, the cracked display was difficult to read.


‘Not a problem,’ I began. ‘I’d be delighted to see him – but it could be tricky getting into town right now . . .’


Somewhere outside, I heard a cheer going up.


‘What?’ came the terse reply.


‘Can you tell me what he is doing to make you think he has acute glaucoma?’ I asked.


‘My name,’ the voice declared, ‘is Mrs Beasley – and I have been a client of Mr Spotswode for fifteen years! I worked as a senior theatre nurse for an ophthalmic consultant for twenty-five years, so I certainly don’t need you questioning whether my cat has acute glaucoma or not!’ She paused. I could almost see the steam curling from the telephone receiver. ‘You will need to remove his eye.’


I had the nagging feeling that whatever I said or did wasn’t going to crack it with Mrs Beasley. I screwed up my eyes and took a deep breath.


‘Mrs Beasley . . .’ I began.


‘Are you going to come and help my poor cat or not?’


‘I might be some time.’


‘And why, exactly, is that?’


‘Mrs Beasley,’ I said. ‘It’s almost midnight. And it’s New Year’s Eve.’


I pictured it: the centre of town packed, the high street shut, me careering through crowds of revellers, screaming, ‘Feline glaucoma! Outta my way!’


‘That’s not good enough,’ Mrs Beasley announced. ‘Have you been drinking?’ There was no hint of shrillness now. The tone was positively menacing.


‘Mrs Beasley, I . . .’


‘I will see you at the practice at 6 a.m. Do not be late. I will put a cold compress on my poor cat’s eye for the next few hours since you refuse to see him.’ 


The line went dead. At first, I thought it was the dreaded reception and frantically tried to resurrect the caller’s number, but finding it withheld, I realised my one bar of reception was as strong as ever and Mrs Beasley had hung up on me. From outside, I could hear passing partygoers begin to count down: five, four, three, two, one. The New Year cries went up.


I had spent years reading epic texts, sitting endless exams, working my socks off to become a fully qualified vet – but none of my training had prepared me for a call like that. People, it seemed, were going to be as much a part of being a veterinarian as dogs and cats and snakes and rats. Balancing the phone on top of a picture hanging on the landing, I padded into my bedroom. Leaving the door open so I could hear it ring, I got into bed and flicked the light off, wishing myself a Happy New Year. 


Two minutes later, I flicked the light back on. Better read up about acute glaucoma, I thought. I’ve never taken an eye out before. 


 


Mrs Beasley’s husband pitched up at the practice just after dawn. Although he forgot to wish me a Happy New Year, he did kindly compliment me on how young I looked. It was only as he stalked into the practice that, with a double take, I understood why Mrs Beasley had been quite so shrill.


The cat, Thomas, did indeed have a bad eye. I knew it was bad, because it was protruding from the eye socket and was full of blood. Even a vet only a few days into the job can tell something’s wrong with that.


‘It’s about time you’d see him,’ Mr Beasley began.


It seemed that he was just as convinced of my gross negligence as his wife.


‘Well, the thing is . . .’


‘He’s been suffering for days!’


Grumbling, Mr Beasley signed the admission paperwork. Thomas, meanwhile, didn’t seem to be complaining. In fact, he wasn’t batting an eyelid about the situation.


We took Thomas into the prep area at the back of the practice. Holly, the duty nurse, was already out back, having checked and cleaned some of the patients who had seen the New Year in at the practice. A black Labrador called Rupert, standing alert and bright at Holly’s side, wagged his thick tail as I flashed them both a smile.


At least somebody liked me.


‘Happy New Year, Holly,’ I said, cradling Thomas and his bloody eye.


Holly flashed one look in my direction and raised her free hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle. At my shoulder, Mr Beasley stood imperiously, fixing me with a horrified stare. I could have sworn he was sniffing the air around me as well. No doubt Mrs Beasley had told him how much of a drunk I was.


‘Everything okay, Luke?’ Holly asked, her eyes creasing up in laughter.


I’d had two hours kip and had never taken out a cat’s eye before. 


 ‘Everything’s great,’ I lied.


Tears started to leak down Holly’s face and her body doubled over as she dissolved in a fit of hysterics. Whatever Holly was on, I needed some. I rolled my eyes at Rupert, who wagged his tail even harder. Even he seemed to be enjoying this joke.


‘Was it a special tea you had last night, Holly?’ I asked, slightly bemused.


‘Did you get ready in a hurry this morning?’ Holly just about managed to reply as another wave of hysterics racked her small frame. 


I looked down at my front and blanched.


When I got dressed that morning, I had grabbed the first item of clothing to hand – a T-shirt I had picked up in a high street sale. The big black lettering printed across the front, which normally read d o n, was inside out and clearly visible through the cheap fabric. I had n o b written across my front.


I turned. Mr Beasley did not seem amused.


‘Mr Beasley,’ I began, proudly bearing my nob. ‘Perhaps you’d like to take a seat while we examine Rupert?’


Without breathing a word, Mr Beasley turned on his heel and marched away.


‘We’ll take good care . . .’ I started to call, but the slamming of a door cut me short.


Popping Rupert back into his kennel, Holly gradually collected herself and began to ready the anaesthetic.


‘Definitely one way to make an impression with the clients,’ Holly began, setting herself off again.


‘I didn’t realise . . .’ I replied in disbelief, casting another look down at my T-shirt and shaking my head in despair at the whole situation.


With a heavy sigh, I pushed all thoughts of my attire to the back of my mind and focused my attention on Thomas’s protruding eye – it seemed to have got even bigger. There was nothing else for it; it would have to come out. I glanced over at a thick surgery textbook that lay open on the side. The procedure looked straightforward enough – and it wasn’t as if I’d never done surgery before. I’d taken off a cat’s testicles once – surely this couldn’t be so very different?


I looked at Holly. ‘I’m going to have to remove it. Do you think I should call someone?’ 


Holly looked at me as if I were the village idiot. 


‘New Year’s Day – who are you going to call?’ she said.


My mouth worked like a fish. No sound came out. I had only been at the practice four weeks; I didn’t want to label myself as the needy assistant and didn’t relish the prospect of phoning my new bosses. But a sudden lack of confidence gnawed at me – was it fair for Thomas to have me try and cut his eye out with only an open textbook as my guide? ‘What about Rachel?’ I began, thinking of a part-time small animal assistant who helped out at one of the practice’s branch surgeries.


Holly fixed me with a look.


‘No one will be in any fit state to help you at this time. It isn’t rocket science. You’ll be fine – and so will Thomas.’ She paused, fixing her needles. ‘Follow the book and, if you get in a muddle, we’ll call someone.’ Usually a bundle of good cheer, Holly also had a steel streak of common sense and forthright opinions. Despite being only five-feet tall, as one of the senior nurses she had a commanding presence – and, along with the head nurse, Sheila, the two of them were the backbone of the practice.


Holly wasn’t one to wait on indecision; it was clear I was going to have to get cracking on with the job. She was already gathering up the surgical kits, drapes, gloves and all the other bits and bobs we would need for the op, chatting away to Thomas as she did. Thomas, meanwhile, sat on the table idly observing her through his one good eye.


Five minutes passed as I helped Holly with the final preparations; then, proudly placing an intravenous catheter (the second ever in my career), I connected up a drip and introduced the anaesthetic.


Thomas’s one good eye started to close.


Holly nodded to herself, her mouth only half smiling as she made sure I placed the endotracheal tube in the right place. It was time to begin.


Desperate to still a slight tremble in my hand, I stitched the eyelids together over the damaged eyeball and steadily dissected down to cleanly remove it. I spent about twenty minutes working my way around towards the back of the eye.


‘There’s something hard here,’ I said as my forceps scraped something jagged.


‘I would hope it’s the skull . . .’


‘No – it’s a fragment.’ I gently pulled back and, with the eye removed, several small pieces of bone followed. 


A bead of sweat traced down my back. 


‘I think we’d better do a quick X-ray,’ Holly said. For once, she was not smiling.


Gently, we lifted the deeply anaesthetised Thomas through to the X-ray room. Sure enough, there were fragments of bone all around the back of the eye. A dense object nestled just behind the eye socket; it looked as if it was just touching the front lobe of Thomas’s brain. 


Gradually teasing the forceps deep into the back of Thomas’s eye socket and beyond, I delicately pinched what I assumed was the object in question and slowly withdrew. Holly and I held our breath.


Out it came: a crumpled air pellet.


Holly let out a little gasp of amazement as I placed the bent and blood-stained bit of lead on the table.


‘I didn’t see that one coming!’ she said.


‘Neither did Thomas,’ I replied, gently cleaning the wound with a sterile swab.


‘I don’t envy the people in Mrs Beasley’s neighbourhood when she finds out someone shot her innocent little cat,’ Holly remarked with a wry smile.


‘The whole town will hear about this, that’s for sure! I hope she hunts them down – they picked the wrong cat to mess with!’ I said with a heartfelt sense of satisfaction that there was little chance Thomas’s injury would pass unnoticed by the surrounding community.


Once the pellet was out, I swiftly removed a few more splinters of bone around it and flushed the socket clean. I was in my element, now, no longer afraid.


‘Hardcore healing!’ Holly declared as I put the last stitch in. ‘Brain surgery! I’ve never seen that before. Couple of eye removals, but never brain surgery!’


 


Being a vet was something I had dreamed of since the age of ten. It was hard to believe I was here, that all of that hard work was finally paying off – with, naturally, a whole lot more hard work. Nevertheless, this was what I had always wanted and a little thing like New Year’s brain surgery would never dampen my spirits.


Young for my year, I graduated from Bristol University at the age of twenty-two, fresh-faced and clueless about life in the big wide world. Naive about pretty much everything to do with the responsibilities of having my first proper job – being a barman in a country club during my final years of study probably didn’t impart the best grounding in social responsibilities – I knew I’d need a bit of mentoring as I ventured forth.


What was universally recognised amongst my more experienced colleagues was that the first job a new graduate takes is the most important of their career. Like all my friends, I’d chosen my first job with as much care as possible to set me up for the sort of career I wanted. With nearly six hundred new graduates applying for every vacancy, I knew I couldn’t be picky but I’d prepared as best as possible to get the job I craved: a role in a supportive and exciting practice that would allow me to gain experience in treating all types of animals. 


I applied for every job that fitted the bill, including one in a large and very successful mixed practice in the West Country. My interview with the senior partners, under the direction of the indomitable Mr Spotswode, had been intense to say the least. It seemed that at least half my year had applied for the same job as me – but what probably swung things in my favour was the fact that one of the junior assistants at the practice, Rob, had studied a year ahead of me at vet school. We knew each other well and, wanting to work with someone he could get along with, Rob had put in a good word for me with the management. Being a star vet student in his days at University, and someone who had taken to practice life like a duck to water, Rob’s opinion carried some weight with the Powers That Be, and the job was mine.


I’d spent my first week living with Rob whilst I got orientated around the local area. The second week, Rob had been away so I had stayed with three crazy female bikers who were friends with Sheila, the head nurse of the practice. By the third week, a fully-patched member of the gang – but unable to ride a bike – my assigned practice accommodation was finally ready. And so, with growing excitement, I moved into a small annex attached to a beautiful farmhouse near the border between Hampshire and Dorset. It was the first time in my life I had ever lived alone.


It proved to be a pretty novel experience. It wasn’t so much the freedom of being able to wander around half-dressed – we weren’t shy about that sort of thing in my University accommodation – it was more the fact there was no one else’s milk to borrow, no one to banter with about some rubbish TV show on in the background, and no one to have a cheeky beer with at the end of a hard day. I figured it would take a bit of getting used to and, in the meantime, set about renting the biggest TV screen I could find.


Once finally in my own accommodation, my induction period was deemed finished, and I was assigned to the out-of-hours rota. I had never anticipated the sense of dread that would accompany the harsh ringing of the practice mobile, nor the feeling of being unprepared and ill-equipped to deal with emergencies on my own. My self-confidence was ninety per cent bravado, with very little practical know-how to back it up. Although I knew the theory of how to perform a caesarean on a cow and the technical dose rates by which to anaesthetise a horse for castration, I was yet to find out if I could actually do it. 


Life as a proper vet was about to begin.


 


Thomas had put me on a high for the New Year, but I felt a tinge of nervousness as I sat down in Mr Spotswode’s office five days later. A big man with a steely gaze, Mr Spotswode demanded respect not only as the most senior partner of the biggest practice in the county, but also as a man who radiated personal authority. Partly because of his calm authoritative way – but mainly because of his famed ability as a mixed practitioner – he was the vet I wanted to impress the most.


Mr Spotswode had a story for every animal, clinical case and condition I could think of – and a thousand others I could not. Already, I had come to the conclusion that this was either because he really could heal everything and anything or else because he knocked a tenner off the bill of anyone he knew. Sheila explained to me during my induction week that senior partners could ‘manage pricing’ – but if I was ever in the mind to discount fifty pence off a four-hundred pound bill belonging to a one-legged pensioner whose much-loved, uninsured cat had been in an argument with next door’s lawnmower, I would receive a written warning. Assistants were there to graft, nothing else.


Mr Spotswode fixed me with a smile as I sat down. 


‘Thank you for coming to see me this morning, Luke. I thought we might have a chat about Thomas, who you saw the other day.’


My heart sank. ‘Mr Spotswode . . .’


What I was beginning to think was going to be a regular dressing-down turned out to be somewhat more sinister. Apparently, Mrs Beasley had reported Thomas being shot through the eye to a local paper – and, as the named veterinary surgeon, I was in the article.


‘Have you seen this, Luke?’ Mr Spotswode began.


From a drawer in his desk, he produced the newspaper. He lay it flat on the desk, spun it to face me – and there, ringed in blue ink, was a quote: ‘Whoever attacked this poor cat is a “mentally challenged dwarf”.’


My insides curdled. Suddenly, I remembered the call from the reporter. It was two days after the operation and I was dashing in and out of the office between consults. A man had phoned up to talk about the case ‘non-specifically’ and asked how I felt about the possibility that the person who had shot the cat might be laughing about what they had done. Conscious of the fact that I didn’t want to swear, I had blurted out ‘retarded cretin’. Now, looking at the newspaper, I saw the reporter’s more literal interpretation.


It must have been a slow news week.


I looked at Mr Spotswode, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. Mentally, vertically challenged people probably have a tough enough time as it is without being targeted by animal welfare vigilantes.


‘Luke,’ Mr Spotswode began. ‘While I agree that the perpetrator is unworthy of any form of charitable comment, we feel you might have been slightly overzealous in expressing this opinion.’


I tried to interject, but Mr Spotswode continued.


‘This rather . . .’ he searched for the right word, ‘unorthodox quote doesn’t reflect well on the reputation of the practice.’


‘Mr Spotswode, I can call the newspaper . . .’


Mr Spotswode held up a hand, folding the newspaper and dropping it into the bin at the corner of his desk.


‘We’ve issued an apology for the rather unfortunate terminology, Luke. I suggest, in future, that you be just a little more reserved when talking about cases to anyone but the animals.’


‘Even the animals?’ I suggested.


Mr Spotswode nodded sagely.


I stood to leave, slightly red-faced, but before I could even reach the door, Mr Spotswode cleared his throat.


‘We have also,’ he began, ‘had a letter from Mrs Beasley.’


I nodded mutely, certain that the sense of utter defeat I felt must be etched on my face.


‘She asked me to review the policies on drinking out-of-hours. Any ideas as to why that might be?’ 


Without pausing long enough for me to utter a strangled response, Mr Spotswode continued, ‘Luke, I phoned her this morning to explain that we were very careful in this regard – but, if she did feel disposed to giving you a bottle of wine for the magnificent job you did on Thomas, she could be reassured you wouldn’t be tempted to drink a glass on duty. The gesture, I said, would be appreciated by the whole team, who feel that you did very well with such a complicated case.’


I breathed a deep sigh of relief, pressed my hands together and smiled.


‘Thank you, Mr Spotswode.’


‘Mind how you go, Luke.’


Later that day, Mrs Beasley brought Thomas in to check the sutures. Naturally, I kept a low profile – there were always some injured pets to hide behind – and I emerged only when I could see the tail-lights of Mrs Beasley’s motor disappearing from the car park, Thomas mewling in the back window.


When Holly found me hiding out, she reported that the wound looked great and was healing well, but Mrs Beasley had complained bitterly that I had clipped too much fur back around the eye. Then, with a sudden flourish, she revealed an expensive looking bottle of red wine from behind her back.


‘What’s that?’ I asked, as she handed it to me.


‘Your first client thank you!’ she beamed. ‘And from Thomas Beasley as well. Quite an achievement! I thought she really had it in for you when she was going on about how much fur you shaved off – maybe she’s not so bad after all . . .’


I was on duty that night, but a glass of that wine tasted all the sweeter.


 


Vet school provides you with the fundamentals but there are things you’ll never learn until you’re out there, on the job, being mauled by a lovelorn donkey or running circles with a particularly truculent goose. One of the most novel bits of vetting I was to learn in my first two months of practice was that it is actually illegal to release a grey squirrel back into the wild. Not quite as interesting as the urban myth that the seemingly benign daddy-long-legs has a bite, which – if it had a mouth big enough to actually nip you, could kill a grown man in seconds – but nevertheless, still something I had to learn. 


Grey squirrels were introduced to Great Britain in the middle of the nineteenth century and, being bigger, stronger and more adaptable than our native reds, they rapidly multiplied and took over many of the reds’ former territories. The other big edge they have is that they carry the lethal squirrel-pox virus to which they are immune – but which wipes out reds. They are regarded by forest rangers and bird-lovers as pests because they damage trees and eat bird food – with all but the Fort Knox of bird feeders helpless in the face of their inventive attempts to get at any tasty contents within. You cannot, by law, release them into the wild, keep them as pets or import them into Britain. In fact, the biggest predator of grey squirrels is man – and, with both the Forestry Commission and National Trust constantly trapping and shooting grey squirrels in an effort to keep their numbers down, I have always found it hard not to sympathise with these sweet-looking survivors.


So, according to the law of the land, when a six-year-old boy and his twelve-year-old sister came into the surgery with a large cardboard box, whoever was on reception should have removed the box and disposed of the squirrel lying inside. 


However, in reality, when the small boy walked over to Sheila with a tear in his eye and, through those tears, told the story of how he had scooped the squirrel up after it had been hit by a truck, there was not a flicker of hesitation. With predictable efficiency and kindness, she wrapped an arm around the small boy, steered him and his sister into a consult room, told them we would do everything we could – and then called me to sort it out.


Little did I know what peril lay in store.


Until I walked into that room, I had always liked squirrels. I still remember the day, when I was a child, that my parents called in a murderous pest control man to shoot some squirrels who had taken up residence in our back garden. Even then I had known it was a death squad coming to my house and today I sensed my chance to make it up to the squirrel population for my family’s chequered history in squirrel rights. 


The boy had a mop of spiky red hair to go with an incredibly freckly face, and his sister immediately flashed me a beaming smile, showing off a set of spectacularly large braces. As a brother and sister pair, I suspect they might not have had the easiest time of it in the hard environment of a school playground. Each clutched the other’s hand – and Sheila stood protectively beside them with one of her, ‘I know you’ll do the right thing or I’ll soon put you straight’ sort of looks.


‘What happened here then?’ I asked.


‘He got run over by a big lorry,’ the sister replied.


‘A big blue lorry!’ the little boy interjected, nodding his head sadly.


‘And you picked him up?’ 


‘It went right over him and he just lay there.’ The little boy sniffed and looked at me.


‘Mummy got us a box and I put him in it,’ he said with tears welling in his eyes. ‘Will he be alright?’ 


‘I’m not sure,’ I said, ‘but I’ll do my best. Let’s take a look.’ 


I opened the box, expecting to see the flattened form of a small furry rodent looking up at me with fixed eyes and a little rictus grin.


Now, any experienced vet would have straight away identified this as a schoolboy error but, having been caught up in the emotion of the moment, and much to Sheila’s surprise, I reached into the box to get hold of the squirrel, completely forgetting to put on any gloves – or, indeed, to close the window to the adjoining office.


Another interesting fact about grey squirrels is that, not only are they super-agile, strong and adaptable but they are also super tough. It is said that they can survive a fall of thirty-feet onto the forest floor. As I quickly found out, they can definitely withstand being run over by a big blue lorry.


The squirrel launched itself from the box at the speed of light. Avoiding my futile effort to grab it, it raced around the room, knocked two pictures off the wall and jumped onto the little boy’s head as a springboard before leaping across the room towards the open window.


Sheila is not a super nurse with fifteen years’ experience for nothing, however. Perhaps she had been anticipating my stupidity – for, at exactly the same time as I committed the offence of opening the box, she hurled herself across the room and slammed the window shut.


The squirrel rebounded off the glass and I seized the moment to grasp it securely around the neck. It squirmed and scratched to get free. Thrusting it back into the box, I smiled at the shell-shocked children and flashed a grin at Sheila. She simply raised her eyebrows.


‘You’ve fixed it!’ the small boy cried.


I looked at the boy, unsure how to respond.


‘Yes,’ said Sheila, ushering the children out of the room. ‘He’s an amazing vet.’


As I carried the box through to the storeroom, I noticed a faint trace of blood on the lid of the box. I couldn’t release the squirrel injured and, aside from having established that it hadn’t broken any of its legs, I hadn’t really given it a proper examination. Quickly racing back to the consult room, I prepared some sedative, painkiller and antibiotic. Shutting the door carefully behind me – and this time making sure that the room was secure – I braced myself for another look.


The little squirrel stared up at me with an appealing cheeky face and I gently lifted it out of the box. It was breathing quickly, a touch nervous but that was only to be expected; the softly, softly approach was working. I relaxed my grip just a fraction and saw the source of the blood: it had caught its nail, probably on one of the picture frames in the consult room. Debating whether I needed to inject it or not, I thought I might as well dress the wound with antibiotic and anti-inflammatory. After all, stressed animals are more prone to infection and I reasoned that he must have been a little bruised after having been run over by a truck. 


The painkiller went in fine, no problem, but the antibiotic was a different story. I had injected about half when the squirrel decided enough prodding and needle poking was enough. Twisting round in its own skin, it promptly bit me through the middle finger of my left hand. I reared back – only to discover that it had not let go; the squirrel was latched to the end of my finger. Surely a bite from a great white shark wouldn’t hurt as much – my scream echoed around the consult room, into the waiting room, into the operating theatre and probably into the town beyond.


Suddenly, Sheila reappeared in the doorway. Freezing only momentarily, she bolted over, prised the jaws of the squirrel apart and unhooked my finger from its curved teeth. Those fifteen seconds felt like an hour. I was pale, shaking and pouring blood as the squirrel, bemused, hopped back into the box.


Sheila replaced the lid and looked at me with a withering eye.


‘You really should wear gloves when handling wild animals,’ she said. 


The news spread around the practice like wildfire and I was treated to a selection of my colleagues’ best witticisms. ‘Wrestled any squirrels recently?’ ‘Did he get hold of your nuts?’ The only things as persistent as those jibes and grinning glances were the throbbing pain in my finger and my new fear of squirrels. In fact, when I released the beast – as promised and against all the rules – a little part of me was concerned it might turn around and come back for more.


Was I a man or a mouse? Either way, I was petrified of another squirrel attack.


Suffice to say, the partners were not impressed. I didn’t want to be labelled the clown just two months into my first ever job, but it was proving difficult not to make a spectacle of myself – I had a finger three times bigger than any other on my hand. I had trouble driving, I couldn’t unwrap syringes without using my mouth and, despite Rob taking huge amusement in solemnly handing me some anti-squirrel capsules – actually super-strength dog antibiotics – the infection had clearly got into the bone.


I’m a man who considers that water torture is right up there on the list of violations of terrorism suspects’ human rights but I’ll say this: if you ever wanted a prisoner to talk, my tip is to unleash a squirrel. There’s nothing in the Convention on Human Rights about squirrels.


 


Desperate for a chance to redeem myself in the eyes of the partnership, I was keen to get out on the farms. Being out and about was the real deal – no backup on hand and I would have every chance to prove myself, and put the squirrelly mess far behind me.


Driving around in style wasn’t on the cards. As the new assistant at the practice, I did indeed get a car that would turn heads – but, unfortunately, only those heads belonging to scrap dealers. Even the general back-up vehicle was in another league to the ten-year-old Peugeot 205 I had to wind up to get around in. Apparently, not only was I deemed the most likely to crash but giving me a small car was also supposed to prevent me from hoarding huge amounts of medicines – a notorious habit of all new graduates. 


The nightmare stories we were all told at vet school about the dangers of forgetting the scout’s famous motto – and always going out on the road fully prepared – had been etched into my memory and, by the time I had finished familiarising myself with the ‘205 of Power’, it had therefore been pimped up to spec. It now contained a complete set of large and small animal textbooks, drugs in the glove box, and a shoebox of emergency medicines under the passenger seat. In addition to all that, both back seats were jammed full of equipment to treat every ailment I could possibly dream up – from a bloated llama to a limping duck – and I was ready for action. 


I’d been at the practice three months when Giles, one of Mr Spotswode’s senior partners and the practice’s primary farm vet, whose most distinguishable feature was a massive bushy black beard, gestured me over to the appointment book in the office and stabbed down at a visit under his name.


‘I wondered if you would do this visit for me?’ he asked. ‘Got another appointment here, can’t miss it, and they’re thirty miles apart.’


I looked at the name. Mr Tubbie from Homestead Farm didn’t ring any bells, and it was not an easy one to forget. Here was an ideal opportunity to prove myself to the partnership and show them I could handle being out on the farms. I nodded enthusiastically.


‘Martin will be going along with you,’ said Giles. ‘Wants to be a farm vet, useful lad. Nothing for him to do with me today – and he is here to see large animal work, after all.’ 


With a stroke of his beard – Giles stroking his own beard; I promise, I never touched it – he departed and I was left standing there dumbly staring at the appointment book.


I probably saw Giles about twice a week, but if you likened vets to grades of belt in a martial art, Giles would have been about a fifth dan black belt. In his late forties, he was rarely seen about the practice, keeping himself to himself and doing only large animal work, and – this was the amazing bit – orthopaedic surgery. If a dog had been run over and its leg shattered in eighteen places, Giles would manage to put it back together when no one else in the practice even knew where to start. Everybody referred difficult orthopaedic surgery to him, even Mr Spotswode – and Mr Spotswode was clearly the grandmaster of vets. Feeling honoured, I walked off to find Martin, get some extra gear together and look out a map to Mr Tubbie’s Homestead Farm.


Martin was the work-experience student. The practice had a solid stream of them and it is something we all have to do as we chew our way up the ranks at vet school. It had been less than half a year since I was a work-experience student myself and, whilst it was appealing to have a bit of company, the idea of Martin coming along didn’t fill me with joy. For some reason – not least the squirrel bite still throbbing in my finger – I didn’t quite feel justified in having worked long enough to offer anyone ‘work-experience’.


‘Do you need all this stuff?’ Martin asked as he inched his way into my car.


Martin was six-foot-five, built like a boathouse, and a mature student, which meant he looked about forty. It was going to be a bit strange having a student along for the job when he was almost as old as my dad. 


‘Good to be prepared,’ I replied.


‘Well, I’m not going to fit in here!’ he declared. ‘Are you sure you need everything?’


I bit back an easy solution to the problem and started to shuffle things around. There was no escaping that the box of textbooks on Martin’s seat had to go, and a mounting pile of items was hurriedly ferried back into the practice. Desperately trying to keep an eye on Martin to make sure he didn’t remove anything I would definitely need, I repacked and replaced half the boxes we had removed. More than once, Martin raised his eyes skyward.


‘Everything okay now?’ I asked, as I finally slid into the driver’s seat.


Forcing himself into the seat beside me, Martin shrugged.


At last, we headed off, weaving our way through some stunning Dorset countryside and patchwork fields of prime arable and dairy grassland. As we went, Martin began to recount his life story. I pretended to listen, but really, I was lost in the rolling hills, hidden valleys and sweeping vistas. He had worked as a farmhand for ten years before going to college and then University. ‘Life experience’, he knew, would give him a natural edge in practice. ‘One day,’ he told me, ‘you’ll develop the instincts to win over a farmer’s trust. You stick with me – you’ll see . . .’


I snapped out of my daydream, the car slewing on the road.


‘How’s your student debt going, Martin?’ I asked.


We drove the second half of the journey in silence.


As we pulled up at the farm, having swooped in through a falling gateway flanked by dirty stone walls, I opened the door of the Peugeot and climbed out. There, waiting for us with a glowering gaze, was Mr Tubbie. He certainly lived up to his name. He was a short man with a big round belly and an angry face. On his head, he wore a tatty tartan hat, vainly trying to tame a thick mop of greasy brown hair. 


‘Hello, Mr Tubbie,’ I began. ‘I’m Luke, from Mr Spotswode’s.’


Mr Tubbie walked straight past me, stretching out his hand. When I turned, I saw that Martin had already climbed out of the car on the other side. As he got to his feet, I could see Mr Tubbie nodding in approval.


‘Giles said you were new,’ he began, ‘but you look useful enough . . .’


I hurried around the old jalopy and tried to head off the handshake but couldn’t cut in quickly enough.


‘I’m the vet, Mr Tubbie,’ I began. ‘Martin is seeing practice with me today.’


Martin looked at Mr Tubbie, holding his handshake just a little too long.


‘I’ve still got a couple of exams to sit before I can come out unaccompanied,’ he said. ‘But I spent ten years working on a farm, so I know my stock.’ 


I lowered my hand. I may as well have offered Mr Tubbie a packet of dirty playing cards, for the fleeting look of utter disgust he shot at me.


‘Yes, yes,’ said Mr Tubbie. They were still holding hands. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘come and look at my cows. I’ve got three for you to check.’ He walked on to show us the way, but threw a look over his shoulder. ‘And I need you,’ he said to me with a stern tone, ‘to do me a certificate.’


There are few things more insulting than being completely blanked but it wasn’t as if this was the first time it had happened to me, and I was determined not to let Tubbie know that his behaviour was getting to me. Mainly, I had received this treatment from the fairer sex, when attempting to engage them in witty banter – but this was the first time I’d had it from a farmer. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go. This was my very first farm call. I was supposed to pile into the farm with the Indiana Jones theme blasting out of the radio, ready to save a cow from certain death with a few jabs and a magic drench solution.


I opened the boot of the car to grab my wellies. 


 


The wellies weren’t there. None of my waterproofs were there. Nor were my rectal arm-length examination gloves.


I turned around. Martin and Mr Tubbie were already marching across the yard. They may as well have been arm-in-arm.


Grabbing my examination box, which contained my stethoscope, thermometer and a few basic medicines with needles and syringes, I hurried after Mr Tubbie and Martin. I caught up with them in the cowshed. It was filthy. The deep bed of straw hadn’t been cleaned out for what I suspected was the best part of a year, and my shoes instantly sunk into the soft goo. From the fence, Martin looked back and gave me a good going over with his eyes. I was beginning to think he had removed those wellies deliberately. I didn’t even need to look at Mr Tubbie to know he was regarding me with utter contempt.


‘Left your wellies behind?’ Martin said.


At Martin’s side, Mr Tubbie smirked. Struggling to maintain composure, I turned towards the farmer.


‘Mr Tubbie,’ I began. ‘Which cows would you like me to examine?’


‘Those three over there to start.’ Mr Tubbie gleefully pointed to three fat beef animals loosely tied up to posts at the far side of the barn. ‘But you’ll need your gloves, won’t you? I haven’t got time to wait here all day for you to go back to the practice. You’ll have to phone Giles to come out . . .’ 


 ‘Not a problem, Mr Tubbie . . .’ I steeled myself, looking between the farmer and Martin. This was my first farm call. I wasn’t going to be defeated. I was going to be Indiana Jones. ‘Gloves would be nice,’ I reasoned, ‘but I’m not worried about a bit of muck.’ 


Walking over to the three animals, rolling up my sleeve as far as it could go, I pushed my arm into each of the cows. It was warm, horrible and I looked ridiculous – but I was confidently able to tell Mr Tubbie that two of the cows were heavily in calf, and that one was not pregnant. He grunted as if he already knew, and then beckoned me towards the dark corner right at the far end of the barn. Mr Tubbie stood over a fourth unfortunate cow, collapsed against the wall. The cow, a large brown suckler, was lying on her side encrusted in muck. Her upwardly-facing eye tracked from side to side, streaked with blood. Her breathing was laboured and my heart went out to her. I should have seen her first, not at the end of the visit – she was in desperate need of attention.


I shot a look at Mr Tubbie and bent down to examine her. As I did so, I slipped and smeared muck all over my trousers and shirt. Behind me, Martin was mute. He was going to pay for the absence of those waterproofs.


‘How long has she been like this?’ I asked. I did not mean to be curt, but I couldn’t help it.


‘I’m not sure I like your tone, young man.’ Mr Tubbie screwed his eyes up so he looked even more pig like than ever. ‘She fell over,’ he explained. ‘The leg’s broken.’ He crouched beside me. ‘I need you to sign a certificate for me and be on your way.’


I looked at Tubbie, and slowly it dawned on me what he was asking. A government scheme was in place to help subsidise farmers. In essence, it meant that, if a vet signed a certificate to say that an animal had injured itself and had to be slaughtered on farm – but was fit for human consumption – then the farmer would receive a payment for it. Few of the carcasses were reportedly checked but, still, the premise was that vets had to safeguard the welfare of animals on farms – and sick or diseased animals did not qualify for the scheme. 


‘I’ll check her over, Mr Tubbie, but she looks more sick to me than injured.’ 


With a flourish, I removed my thermometer from the cow’s backend. Her temperature was extremely high – evidence of a raging infection.


I stood. Underneath me, the cow lowed sadly.


‘This cow is toxic, Mr Tubbie.’ I held up the thermometer, as if brandishing the branch of truth. ‘She isn’t fit for human consumption. I’ll put her down for you – but I can’t sign a certificate.’ 


Mr Tubbie threw a look at Martin.


‘You can see she’s hurt, can’t you?’ he demanded, pleading to some higher authority. ‘She got a bit sick this morning but she’s down because of a bad leg. All bent up, it is! I’d show you but she’s laying on it and we can’t turn her in here.’ He marched to Martin’s side. ‘Tell him to sign the form, would you? These new vets just don’t know their arse from their elbow!’ 


Martin patted Mr Tubbie on the shoulder and strolled over to my side. I knelt again at the poor cow’s side, rubbing the space between her eyes. Martin crouched beside me. ‘Come on Luke,’ he began. ‘You’ve made your point. Just sign the form. She’ll pass inspection, it’ll be fine . . .’


When I spoke, it was cold and measured. 


‘Martin – you aren’t a vet. You’re a student. I don’t need or want your advice. This cow is sick. She hasn’t got a broken leg.’ I looked at him. He eyeballed me back. ‘If you were a vet and you wanted to false certify the cow, then that’s your look-out.’ I paused. ‘But you’re not and you can’t.’


Mr Tubbie advanced towards me. ‘Now, listen here . . .’ he seethed. ‘You’ll get that certificate, sign it and get off my farm.’


I looked the farmer straight in the eye. ‘This cow needs to be put out of her misery, Tubbie. And if you don’t agree with my decision, I suggest you phone Giles right now to discuss things.’


Mr Tubbie reached into his pocket and withdrew a mobile phone. Pushing the keypad with his thick, fat little fingers, he glared at me.


‘You put her down whilst I sort your incompetence out.’ 


He put the phone to his ear, turned his back on me and stalked – as fast as his fat little legs would carry him – out of the yard.


I looked down at the poor cow. Undoubtedly, she had been down for several days and was dehydrated. A raging fever racked her body and she was close to death. Anger welled inside me – how could Tubbie have such disregard for a creature’s life? I didn’t – and still don’t – care for any excuses about how busy farmers are, the commercial pressures of running a viable business. Good farmers, who run successful farms, care hugely about the animals under their charge; cruel farmers are always bad ones. Getting a sick cow some clean bedding and a bucket of fresh water isn’t an insurmountable task – and Mr Tubbie had neglected to do it.


Without looking at Martin, I went and got the necessary injections from the car. Back at the cow’s side, I soothed her and administered the lethal injection.


I used the hosepipe in the yard to liberally wash my shoes and arms, pulled my shirt off, slipped on a spare T-shirt that Martin had failed to remove from the car, and got ready to drive back to the practice barefoot. 


As I was climbing into the cab, Mr Tubbie rounded the corner, Martin trotting at his heel. His face was blotchy red and he was sweating.


‘You’ll need to get her out of the barn sooner rather than later, Mr Tubbie,’ I began, winding down the window. ‘She’ll bloat and make the job a lot harder if you don’t get on and do it.’ I paused, kicking the engine into gear. ‘Martin,’ I said, eyes on the road, ‘if you want a lift back to the practice, get in the car.’


Martin did not move.


‘Giles is on his way,’ Tubbie spat. ‘He’ll put you in your place when this is all sorted out. What goes around comes around – you’ll see . . .’


I nosed the car forward, kicking up dirt in the wild farmyard. 


‘Great stuff,’ I said. ‘Martin, you can wait here. Explain all my terrible mistakes to Giles, would you?’


 And with that, I drove off, feeling a bit sick.


 


Mr Spotswode and Giles were waiting in the office when I arrived the next morning. Martin was nowhere to be seen but word had clearly spread about my adventure on Mr Tubbie’s farm. In the practice common room, Rob informed me that Giles had pitched up at the farm about 9 p.m. Martin, then, had been left there for the best part of eight hours. 


I entered the office and sat down. Giles’s thick black beard looked somehow more menacing but his eyes were clear and I thought I detected a hint of amusement around the edges. Maybe he enjoys firing assistants, I began to think.


‘So you forgot your wellies on your farm visit yesterday,’ Mr Spotswode began.


‘And gloves, I believe?’ Giles added.


Grimly, I nodded.


‘Not a great day,’ I replied.


There was a long, stony silence. I closed my eyes, began to wonder if there were any jobs going at my local supermarket.


‘Don’t you just hate it when that happens?’ Giles smiled. ‘I once spent a whole morning on rounds without wellies or gloves. Had to get the car valeted afterwards.’ 


I couldn’t handle small talk; my nerves were at breaking point.


‘I’m sorry about yesterday.’ The words had escaped my mouth before I knew it.


Mr Spotswode stood.


‘What are you sorry about?’ he began.


I looked at them uncomprehendingly.


‘Forgetting your wellies and gloves is a bit silly, but you got on with the job – in difficult circumstances, I hear.’ Mr Spotswode paused, took his seat again. ‘We’ve called you here to discuss getting your Local Veterinary Inspector status pushed forward. Both Giles and I think you’ll make a great asset to the farm team.’


‘Would you like to do a bit more out on the farms, Luke?’ Giles asked, his eyes twinkling now.


My mouth was so very dry that I seemed to be chewing my words. ‘What about the certificate yesterday?’


‘You did the right thing,’ Mr Spotswode said in a measured tone. ‘Mr Tubbie is an appalling man. Very dependable of you to stand up for yourself – not an easy situation.’ He paused. ‘As for the work-experience student, well, we have decided to send him on his way . . . He won’t get his EMS experience form stamped by us.’


‘Perhaps he’ll have to false-certify it,’ Giles laughed. ‘That cow was in a mess, Luke, you did well there.’


It was a moment before I realised I was grinning stupidly but somehow I couldn’t stop it.


‘The LVI training is in Taunton – it’s a two day course and then you’ll need to be assessed doing a TB test out on farm,’ said Mr Spotswode.


‘Doing a test under ministry supervision is painful,’ Giles added. ‘It takes a whole day, they check all the farmer’s movement records, ear tags – it really puts them through the mill. Get this first one out of the way and then, after you’ve done it with the ministry, I’ll show you how I do them and you can learn a few bad habits to ease things along.’ 


Mr Spotswode gave Giles a slightly disapproving look, not keen to condone anything that wasn’t exactly by the book.


 ‘It’s almost a shame to inflict a whole team of Ministry vets on any farmer, make them go through all of their records. It’s hard to know which client to single out as the Ministry always find something wrong – it can take up to a week. The farmers really hate it.’ 


Both Mr Spotswode and Giles were really grinning now, pleased with themselves for coming up with the idea.


I grinned back at them. ‘Let me guess,’ I said, peering at the list of farms due a TB test on Mr Spotswode’s desk. A big asterisk was next to one name.


‘Homestead Farm,’ I read.


The client is always right – what goes around, does indeed come around.










Chapter 2


A Right Proper Soaking


 


The morning post contained a ridiculously thick envelope from my best friend Sam. Born in South Africa, Sam was the oldest of three brothers and had moved to Cornwall when he was ten years old. We’d met on the first day of Bristol vet school. My parents had dutifully driven me the three hours from our family home in the South Downs and were as curious as I was to discover what my new digs would be like. My first impression of University was actually of Sam hanging upside down from two straps fixed above a doorframe in the hallway, as I arrived. I was all fresh-faced and laden with the useless items I had naively deemed essential for my first year away from home.


If Mum and Dad were worried by the fact I was going to be living in the same house as a student who thought he was some sort of bat, they did well to hide it and with a friendly hello to Sam – as if his hanging upside down was the most normal thing in the world – they deposited my gear in a room the size of a small cupboard, and promptly departed. Whilst I had various hideous wooden masks, wall-hangings and CDs, in the frenzy of last-minute packing, I had forgotten any form of sustenance so, in a joint effort to save our limited money for the important things in life, Sam, having descended from the doorframe, heated up a couple of Cornish pasties and boiled some frozen vegetables whilst I nipped out to buy us a couple of beers. It was the beginning of a firm friendship that endured over five years of living together – and, remarkably, saw us both qualify as fledgling vets. Unleashed after long years of study, Sam had headed straight into small animal practice whilst I had chosen a mixed practice route since I craved as much variety as possible in my daily work.


Sam was interested in cardiology and was determined to focus his interests on becoming an excellent small animal clinician. With unmatched mental agility, and a knack for predicting which subjects were likely to come up in the endless exams we had to take, Sam had soared through his finals and landed himself a well-paid job in a leading small animal hospital in Kent. Now, as I battled with the likes of Mr Tubbie and Martin, Sam was on a mission to climb the ranks and establish a long-term future within his practice. 


I tugged hard at the envelope, already knowing what was inside. Sam had sent me a  holiday brochure of luxury resorts on the Greek Island of Samos in the North Eastern Aegean. Moderately exclusive, it was purported to be a paradise destination – and I was trying to convince Sam that it was a good idea if he accompanied me on a week’s trip there. Unfortunately, the sort of holiday I had in mind was slightly different from the trip Sam was planning. 


A few weeks earlier, Mr Spotswode had pulled me aside and told me how he’d met a wealthy couple who lived on the island, and who were very concerned about the number of stray dogs roaming the streets. 


The couple were sponsoring a dog shelter on the island but there was no veterinarian there, and the dogs needed neutering. 


‘I’ve already been out there, Luke,’ Mr Spotswode explained, upturning a small hamster to check on its stitching. ‘We’ve even made a donation. What I need from you, however, is a little time.’


I lifted an eyebrow.


‘I want you to go over there, Luke.’ He popped the hamster back in its cage. ‘Your mission,’ he grinned, ‘should you choose to accept it, is to get out there with a donation of medicine, and neuter their dogs.’


‘To Samos, Mr Spotswode?’


‘To Samos, Luke. The shelter is prepared to fund the flights and you may want to take another vet, just to share in the work load.’ He wiped his hands clean. ‘It isn’t particularly pleasant spending a week just neutering dogs.’


I phoned Sam that very night. As I’d expected, his idea of the perfect Samos holiday hadn’t quite chimed with what Mr Spotswode required. Dog neutering need only be one half of the equation, Sam seemed to be saying – and the holiday brochure was his way of flagging that fact up.


 


‘My wife has webbed feet,’ Mr Baffer said, his bulging eyes unblinking.


I regarded Mr Baffer with a new respect. This gentleman had come into my consult room carrying a cardboard box, his lank brown hair covering a spotty forehead and stubby squashed nose. He was short, totally unthreatening, and didn’t even wear a hint of a smile. When a man can carry off an opening gambit like that and maintain a totally straight face, he deserves a bit of admiration. 
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