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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Early Birds
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      I stepped out into the morning gloom to be greeted by the usual chorus of yapping, barking, crowing and cackling animals. As
         I made my way across the compound and through the gate that separated our house from the catteries, aviaries and assorted
         pens of the RSPCA centre, the cacophony swelled even louder. I knew all too well why they were getting worked up, but breakfast
         would have to wait. It was another noise that was preoccupying me right now.
      

      
      Thanks to the bell we’d fitted on the outside wall of the office a few months earlier, I couldn’t fail to hear the telephone
         ringing. We didn’t usually get many calls this early in the day, especially not in January, one of our quietest months. It
         must be an emergency, I told myself.
      

      
      Fishing for the keys, I opened up the office, flicked on the light and grabbed the phone behind the reception desk, which was still ringing. Almost immediately a part of me wished I’d ignored it.
      

      
      ‘Perranporth RSPCA Centre. Good morn—’

      
      ‘Ah! About flaming time,’ a well-to-do male voice announced. He was clearly disinterested in any pleasantries. ‘I’ve being
         trying to get hold of you lot all morning but there’s been no reply.’
      

      
      I glanced up at the clock on the wall and saw it wasn’t much after 7.30 a.m. ‘Well, we don’t officially open for a while yet,’
         I said. ‘You should have got the answer machine. Anyhow, what’s the problem?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell you what the flaming problem is,’ he said. ‘There’s a bloody great badger in my backyard. It’s been there all night
         and it’s wrecking the place. You should see the state of it. It’ll cost me hundreds to sort it out.’
      

      
      I really didn’t like his tone. It was as if all of Cornwall’s wildlife was my personal responsibility and it was my fault
         that his garden had an unwanted visitor. But he wasn’t the first bad-mannered caller we’d had, and nor would he be the last.
         I got on with doing my job.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ I said, looking for my notepad. ‘Give me a second and I’ll jot down some details.’

      
      By now the first of the centre staff were trickling in, hanging up their coats and getting ready for the day’s work. My main
         assistants, Sue and Karen, were in early as usual. One of the four inspectors who were based in our cramped offices had also
         arrived, but was already preparing to head out.
      

      
      It must have been obvious I had a difficult caller on my hands: Karen threw me a look of sympathy before grabbing my mug and using hand signals to ask whether I wanted some tea. I gave her a thumbs-up.
      

      
      ‘OK, fire away,’ I said to the man on the phone.

      
      The caller gave me an address in Truro. I told him I’d get there as soon as I could, but even this failed to placate him.
         ‘Look. I want it got rid of. Right away. You’re supposed to be the animal rescue people, so come down here and do your job
         and rescue the bloody thing.’
      

      
      It was pretty obvious that the less said in this particular instance, the better, so I reassured him I would be there by 9
         a.m. at the very latest.
      

      
      ‘Well, just make sure you’re not any longer,’ he said, before slamming down the phone.

      
      ‘Charming,’ I muttered to myself.

      
      It was 1989, a dozen or so years since a corner of our farm, Ferndale, a mile or so from Perranporth, on the north Cornish
         coast, had been taken over by the RSPCA. Until then my wife, Julie, and I had run our own private animal sanctuary, taking
         in waifs and strays. The RSPCA had transformed our modest little enterprise into the county’s only animal welfare centre and
         an extremely busy, highly professional operation. As warden of the centre, I oversaw a team that included Sue and Karen –
         two local girls who had proved to be expert all-round animal handlers – Vicky, who was a cat expert, and a stream of voluntary
         workers, who helped out with exercising the dogs, cleaning cages and feeding the inmates. In addition to the four RSPCA inspectors
         who used the centre as their base, the county’s chief inspector, Les Sutton, also worked out of our offices, so there were
         times when the building was like Waterloo Station during rush hour, with people playing musical chairs whenever a free seat
         became available. At this time of year, however, the place was relatively calm.
      

      
      So far the New Year had been fairly free of drama. During the Christmas and New Year holidays we’d had our usual influx of
         oiled birds brought in from the coast. A few dozen guillemots and razorbills had been recovered on the beaches, coated in
         oil from spillages that had lain undisturbed on the seabed until the winter gales had churned them up, causing them to float
         on the water’s surface.
      

      
      For a few years now we’d had a specialist bird-cleaning centre, equipped with the most up-to-date equipment. By now well practised
         at dealing with these spillages, our team of bird-cleaners had coped comfortably and a large percentage of the victims had
         been returned to the sea safe and well.
      

      
      So with things ticking away quietly, Karen, Sue and I had been able to concentrate on other areas. As usual, we were using
         January to take stock and prepare for the coming twelve months. There was plenty of paperwork to catch up on, and each year
         I was required to write an annual report, which I always struggled to finish in time. There were also various repairs that
         needed doing around the place, and we were developing plans to add a swan compound and a new aviary. The thing that was occupying
         our minds most, however, was the inspection of the centre that RSPCA headquarters were due to make in February, in just three
         weeks’ time.
      

      
      The RSPCA were our paymasters and employers. Financially and for support, the centre’s existence depended on us getting a
         clean bill of health from the inspection team they were going to send out. We knew everything had to be shipshape and Bristol
         fashion in readiness for their arrival, which could come at any time. Their standards were exacting, and rightly so. As a
         consequence, the girls and myself were working hard to get things in order. We’d even drawn up a timetable for working our
         way around the compound carrying out the various repairs that were required. I’d hoped to tackle one of the catteries myself
         this morning, but my early caller had put paid to those plans.
      

      
      ‘Where are you off to looking so miserable?’ my wife, Julie, asked, as I emerged from the office and headed towards the van.
         Dressed in a thick jumper and wellington boots, she had just finished tending to the collection of goats, sheep and cattle
         we kept in the few acres of grazing land that we’d acquired with the farm.
      

      
      ‘Truro. To catch a badger,’ I said.

      
      ‘Hope he doesn’t bite,’ she said, smiling.

      
      ‘I’m not too worried about the badger. It’s the grumpy so-and-so who called in about it who’s bothering me. He bit my head
         off just for letting the phone ring for a couple of minutes.’
      

      
      This was half true at least: I really wasn’t worried about retrieving the badger. I’d been called out to deal with my fair
         share of them over the years. They were never easy creatures to placate and always had to be treated with caution. I knew
         of one trainee vet who’d come off second best dealing with a badger. He’d come over to the centre to see one that had been found injured in nearby sand dunes. Despite
         warnings from Julie, he had tried to pick up the apparently sleeping animal from its basket. The badger had snapped out of
         its false slumber and bitten the chap’s hand really badly. There had been blood everywhere and the vet had had to have stitches.
         I knew the key was to use the right equipment. So, having gulped down the mug of tea that Karen had brought out to me, I loaded
         the van with a grasper – an adjustable noose on a long pole – thick gloves and a carrying basket.
      

      
      I arrived in Truro well before 9 a.m., as promised, though I soon realised I would get no thanks for keeping my word. The
         property turned out to be a large town house near the middle of the city. No sooner had I pulled up than I was met at the
         front gate by a tall, red-faced man dressed in an immaculate suit. Predictably, he wasn’t even prepared to grunt a good morning.
         Instead, rather like a member of the landed gentry dispatching a delivery boy to the tradesman’s entrance, he dismissively
         pointed me towards a gate at the side of the house.
      

      
      ‘It’s back there, in the yard at the rear of the house,’ he said. ‘And do try not to make any more mess while you’re in there.’

      
      ‘I’ll try,’ I said through gritted teeth.

      
      The man disappeared back into the house, and I ventured down the alley leading to the rear. The backyard was surrounded by
         a high wall, above which there was thickly hedged land. At first there was no obvious sign of a badger, although its handiwork
         was plain to see. I guessed that the badger must have fallen into the yard from the hedge above and found itself trapped in the enclosed garden. Panic-stricken,
         it had torn chunks of wood from the bottom of the garden gate, then rampaged around the yard, scattering a large pile of firewood
         and flattening some raised flower beds. I couldn’t help smiling at the carnage the badger had caused. It wasn’t physically
         possible to make any more mess, I thought. A small voice inside me was saying, ‘Couldn’t have happened to a nicer chap.’
      

      
      Scanning the scene, I soon discovered where the intruder had ended up. Its trail of destruction led to a bale of peat. Peering
         inside the bale, I could see the distinctive black and white markings of the badger, which was curled up in a ball, pretending
         to be asleep. It was my responsibility to remove the badger before it did any more damage to the premises or itself, so, setting
         down the carrying basket, I started to ease the grasper into the peat bale towards the inanimate shape curled up inside it.
      

      
      As the unfortunate trainee vet had discovered for himself, badgers often make out that they’re asleep. They use the technique
         as a defence mechanism, a last resort when they’re cornered. I wasn’t fooled, though. I knew only too well that the wily creature
         was really sizing up the situation. It would, in all likelihood, uncurl like lightning and attack if touched, so I moved in
         carefully.
      

      
      Sure enough, at the first touch of the grasper’s noose on its neck the badger lifted its head ready to snap. It did so just
         sufficiently for me to work the noose over its neck.
      

      
      ‘Got you,’ I said, relieved.

      
      The job was far from complete, however. My next task was to lift the badger into the carrying basket – no easy feat. Understandably,
         the badger really didn’t like being ensnared like this and started snarling viciously. Badgers aren’t small creatures. They
         can grow to forty-five pounds, or twenty kilograms, in weight. This one wasn’t far off that size, and as it started thrashing
         around, I found it a real effort to contain it. The danger now was that the grasper could strangle the badger, so I had to
         move fast. Fortunately, I had the carrying basket ready. I rapidly manhandled the struggling creature inside and strapped
         the lid down while it pushed its snout against the wire, gamely trying to escape.
      

      
      I was breathing rather heavily when I emerged from the alleyway leading to the front of the house. As I struggled to carry
         the basket towards the van, one or two passers-by stopped to see what all the fuss was about. A couple of young children were
         particularly fascinated by the captive creature.
      

      
      ‘Careful – he bites,’ I had to caution them when they got a little too close to the basket.

      
      To the owner of the house, however, the animal held no fascination whatsoever. The lord of the manor emerged with his briefcase
         and umbrella and a newspaper under his arm. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘If your people answered their phone at a reasonable time,
         we could have sorted this situation out hours ago. Now I’m late for the bloody office,’ he added, striding past me and waving
         his umbrella like a rapier.
      

      
      After carefully placing the badger in the back of the van, I returned to close the garden gate. As I did so, I couldn’t help but notice a stream of rather unpleasant-looking brown
         slime leading all the way along the garden path and nearly up to the front door of the house. The badger’s capture had clearly
         had a detrimental effect on its bowels, which had opened uncontrollably. The resulting mess had dripped through the wire mesh
         at the bottom of the cage, thankfully missing my trousers but streaking the path in the gross-smelling liquid. For a moment
         I considered clearing it up but then thought better of it. I made a mental note to make sure the office phone was on answer
         machine that evening.
      

      
      Surveying the local landscape, I spotted a lane that led to an area of grass- and scrubland. This seemed a good place to let
         the badger go. It would be well acquainted with this kind of terrain, I felt sure. I drove the van as far as I could, then
         hauled the basket out and on to the ground. As I’d hoped, the moment I opened the gate on the carrying basket the badger shot
         off into the bushes without so much as a backward glance. At least I have one satisfied customer this morning, I thought to
         myself.
      

      
      The Cornish weather is always unpredictable during the early months of the year. As I headed back to the centre in the van
         after freeing the badger, I saw that the blue skies were being consumed by banks of swirling grey clouds that were being driven
         in from the coast. I didn’t like the look of them at all. Sure enough, within a few minutes the first waves of rain were lashing
         down against my windscreen. From the way the trees were bending and twisting in the fields and the van was being buffeted around on the road, it was clear the winds were building
         in force. By the time I had reached home, they were strong enough to wrench the van’s door from my grasp as I climbed out.
         Out at sea, conditions would be terrible. The turbulence would be churning up more old oil on the seabed. It wouldn’t be long
         before we’d be getting our first oil-soaked casualties. I knew this would mean a busy few days ahead.
      

      
      Shielding my face from the lashing wind, I ran across the compound to the office. There hadn’t been any reports of oiled birds
         – yet. But there would be, I was certain. The girls told me it had been fairly quiet that morning. A family had dropped in
         on the off chance we had a dog that might make a pet. In years gone by, people often walked away with a new companion there
         and then. That had changed, however. We had seen far too many dogs returned to us within days of having left. Now we had a
         policy of vetting potential owners carefully via home visits and detailed questionnaires, so Sue had taken the family’s details
         and told them we’d be in touch.
      

      
      The girls then told me that there had been a couple of reports of sightings of stray dogs. A lady had also reported a horse
         she believed was malnourished and being poorly cared for by its farmer owner. All had been referred to the inspectors, whose
         job it would be to check them out. The only significant arrivals that morning had been two feral cats, which one of the inspectors
         had caught at a building site near Newquay. Karen and Sue had taken them to the small isolation unit where feline newcomers spent their first week with us while they were vaccinated,
         checked over for parasites and assessed for temperament.
      

      
      I had a meeting at the RSPCA’s regional headquarters in Exeter later in the day and wasn’t going to be around during the afternoon,
         so I had a quick look at the two cats before heading back home to change into something that didn’t smell of badger. They
         were a scruffy pair, half-grown tabbies with wild eyes and unkempt fur. Thin and obviously hungry, the two cats had settled
         down in a cage in the isolation unit and were already making short work of a plate of food. They seemed content enough, and
         there were no obvious signs of serious problems. With the weather looking more menacing by the second, I was more concerned
         about the imminent bird arrivals and didn’t dwell on the cats for more than a couple of minutes.
      

      
      The meeting and the long cross-country drive to Exeter and back took up most of the afternoon and early evening. The weather
         was, if anything, getting worse. Crossing Bodmin Moor, the winds had been so wild that dead branches and twigs had been flying
         dangerously across the road in front of me. As I pulled into the relative shelter of Ferndale, the gale was still driving
         in from the coast, bringing with it squalls of dense, sheeting rain. The sky looked as grey as slate, and tuning in to the
         shipping forecast, there were warnings of more storms to come in the days ahead. The outlook was grim in the extreme.
      

      
      To no one’s surprise, the first bird casualty had arrived mid-afternoon when a man from nearby Perranporth had arrived with
         a gannet wrapped in a large towel. He’d found the bird on the beach with large quantities of oil on its back and wings. It
         was the first of what had turned into a stream of avian casualties. Soon afterwards another gannet, four guillemots and a
         razorbill were brought in. To judge by the phone calls we’d received, there were many more to come. I knew already that we
         would have to call in our volunteer bird-cleaners for the days that lay ahead.
      

      
      I spent a little time that evening inspecting this first wave of birds. You can tell a great deal from the weight and fitness
         of an oiled bird, in particular whether it came into contact with the oil close to shore or further out to sea.
      

      
      Some seabirds only come ashore during the breeding season, when they find nesting sites on the ledges of tall cliffs or the
         tops of rocky islands, so a bird’s normal reaction when it gets oil on its plumage is to stay at sea for as long as possible,
         even though the oil prevents them from diving and catching fish as normal. The bird will remain out at sea until it is too
         weak to fight the pull of the tide any longer and is eventually washed ashore. If the oiling takes place a long way out at
         sea, many birds may not arrive on the shore until it is too late. Those that do make it may be badly dehydrated and weak after
         going for days without food. On the other hand, if the oil was close to the coast, the affected birds may come ashore far
         quicker and so will stand a much better chance of survival.
      

      
      Inspecting these birds, I got the clear feeling that most had been oiled close to shore. They were in relatively good physical
         condition. Each of the new arrivals had been treated the same way by the girls. They had been placed in indoor pens and medicated
         so as to push any ingested oil through their gut. They had then been left to feed and rest for a day before we started the
         long process of cleaning. One or two of the birds looked a little weaker than the others, but with a day’s rest and some food
         I felt fairly sure they had a good chance of pulling through.
      

      
      Mildly comforted by the condition of the birds, I decided to check on the two tabbies in the isolation unit. It had been such
         a hectic day I hadn’t looked at them as closely as I might have done. I’d left it to Karen and Sue to begin their treatment.
         As I held the smaller of the two cats up to the light, however, I saw something that bothered me a little. Although at first
         glance it looked well enough, there was a small drop of grey mucus in the corner of one of the cat’s eyes.
      

      
      When cats are in poor condition, runny eyes are not uncommon, but they can also be the first symptoms of something worse,
         in particular viruses such as cat flu. And that was the last thing I wanted at the centre. The cat-flu virus can be pretty
         lethal when it occurs in a cattery. Every cat has to be put under the charge of a vet, who administers antibiotic injections
         and advises on individual cases. All adoptions stop, and no fresh cats can be admitted until the vet has given the all-clear,
         which can mean a wait of several weeks until things return to normal.
      

      
      In the thirty or so years since Julie and I had started taking in animals, we’d managed to avoid it, but we’d seen its impact
         elsewhere and knew how lucky we’d been to be spared. With the centre inspection imminent, it would be disastrous if it struck
         us now. The last thing we needed was a cattery in quarantine and a centre full of sickly cats.
      

      
      We’ll have to keep a careful eye on those two, I told myself, suddenly rather alarmed at the turn of events that had befallen
         us over the last twenty-four hours.
      

      
      As I left the cattery, then switched off the lights in the office, I heard rain beginning to hammer on the roof. Stepping
         outside into the porch, I could hear the wind howling. This was going to be a rough night.
      

      
      So that people could leave birds with us at any time, we always kept a portable emergency cage in the centre’s porch. Checking
         it now, I found another three guillemots had been placed there. They would have to be taken to the unit, ready to be dealt
         with in the morning, so I picked up the cage and stepped out from the shelter of the building back into the compound. As I
         did so, a sudden squall hit me, dispensing with it what felt like half a bucket of rainwater. I was soaked to the skin. It
         never rains but it pours, I thought to myself.
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