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PROLOGUE

The End

The two things I miss most about being a country vet in Ireland are the effervescent hue of green, which burns your eyes with joy, and the taste of the rain, which makes you drunk with pleasure. Somehow the rain in the west of Ireland tastes different, as if you were parched and God had poured it straight from heaven and into your mouth.

In West Cork the rain came hurling in from the Atlantic with such strength that if I drove my beat-up, rusty old Mazda at a certain speed, the rain would kind of flow off the windscreen, so I could see where I was going in spite of the broken windscreen wipers. I would wind down all the car windows to let out the condensation and permanently keep a large pile of newspaper on the passenger seat in order to wipe a little patch in the mist on the glass.

That morning, the clouds tumbled as giant balls of sodden cotton wool, bandaging the raw green of trees and grass down the mountainside, punctuated by streams and tarns. The radio signal was intermittent out on those coastal mountain roads, but I had a cassette player which was blaring out ‘Crazy’ by the brilliant vocalist Seal: ‘In a world full of people only some want to fly’ – indeed, I mused to myself as I rounded one of the myriad corners on the winding mountain road. I can’t sing or dance, but sitting in my ragged-edged driver’s seat with its broken springs I was doing both. The rain lashed down, the mist rose up, the dripping hedgerows tickled the rusted yellow sides of the Mazda as it splashed through the potholes. With my arm resting on the open window, it felt as if I could actually touch the blanket of cloud hugging the morning in its billowy embrace. Then, as if some celestial magician had waved his wand, the fog cleared, the rain stopped, the sun came out and the valley opened up like a glistening trinket box. I marvelled at the rainbow that followed and slowed down a bit to take it all in.

Then I saw him – a young lad, no more than ten years of age, sitting under a tree on a grassy bank by the side of the road, tears streaming down his face. I pulled over and asked if he was OK and then saw that he was cradling a small brown rabbit. He just rocked gently back and forth with the creature in his arms and said nothing. I got out and sat down beside him. I asked him again if he was all right. Again he said nothing. For the longest time, I just sat there looking at him, wanting to reach out and touch the rabbit, wanting to reach out and hug him, but I did neither. It was clear to me that the rabbit was dying.

Finally the small boy looked up at me with painfully sad big eyes and said, ‘You’re the veternary, aren’t ya?’ I nodded. ‘Can you save him?’ I shook my head. Again he said nothing, but just crouched forlornly over his stricken friend and cried without a sound.

We sat there together in silence, gentle drops of rain falling from the leaves on the tree above, and not for the first time nor the last I marvelled at the magnificence of creation all around me – and the fleetingness of our tenure in its midst. I looked up. It was a chestnut tree. When I was his age, I had often climbed such a tree in the garden of my childhood home. There I had dreamed up the adventures of my very own superhero whom I called Vetman, and launched him on his missions to save all the stricken animals of the world. I was suddenly overwhelmed by an intense sadness – a realisation of my profound limitations because I knew I couldn’t save that boy’s rabbit.

I had grown up on a farm, where a pragmatic attitude to animals was the norm – we lived among them, we did our best to look after them, we killed them and then we ate them. Rabbits were a pest to most farmers, eating valuable crops and of no consequence. But to that boy, the small creature in his arms meant the world. I knew from my own experience – taking care of mice or kittens, or sitting huddled in a dark, musty cattle shed talking to my beloved farm dog Pirate – that he and I were like alien beings in both our worlds. Souls like him and me related to the life and death, health and sickness and the love of animals as sentient creatures – creatures who feel, need and want, just as humans do. And here we were, sitting together, burying our pain as deep as we could inside us in an unspoken shared sorrow.

I had flashbacks to that night way back in 1978 when I was ten years old and had lost my first ever patient in a moonlit frosty field on our farm in Ballyfin in County Laois – a lamb that I couldn’t save. I had felt worthless and pathetic. That morning, fourteen years later, sitting with the boy and his dying rabbit in the spitting wind, those same feelings washed over me once again. I had locked myself away for a decade to study to become a veterinary surgeon, I had taken my oath to look after the welfare of all animals, and now the kindest thing to do was to allow the poor rabbit to escape his pain by putting him to sleep. Again I wished, as I had done way back then, that I might be clever enough to rescue life from the jaws of death and bring hope to that little boy. I wasn’t. Even if I had been, it wasn’t the right thing to do and, as would often prove the case in my early career, there was nothing I could do.

After a long silence, the boy looked up at me and asked, ‘What happens next, Mister?’ I paused, reached out and put my hand on his shoulder and said, ‘Well, I think we maybe should help him on his way now, don’t you?’ He nodded, but then again asked, ‘But, what happens next, Mister?’ I hesitated at first, but finally leaned forward and whispered, ‘You mean, what happens after he’s gone?’ He nodded. Wow. What happens next? Here I was, sitting under a chestnut tree on the side of a hill in West Cork, and a small boy was asking me the meaning of life itself.

They certainly hadn’t prepared me for that in vet school.

What does it all mean? What is it all about? What is it all for? Maybe he was only asking me what would happen to the body of the poor rabbit after I had euthanised him, but all these ‘Big Questions’ came flooding into my head. Lost in these impenetrable reflections, I had a sudden sense of my profound responsibility – what I said next could shape how this lad might feel about life and death for the rest of his days.

I had no idea how I should answer. I looked out on the beautiful valley with its rivers and lakes and trees to the mountain beyond. The sun glistened on the rising mist blanketing the serene and idyllic beauty of the morning. I looked to the mountaintop, at the very edge of the horizon, and then a thought descended upon me, as if from the rain that I can still taste today. ‘Do you see the top of that mountain over there?’ He looked at the valley, then the mountain, and then the very top as far as he could see, then he looked back at me and nodded. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘even though you can’t see the other side, you still know there’s something great over there, don’t you?’

He paused for a long moment, both of us looking at the edge of heaven as if for the very first time. I was suddenly quite pleased with myself and my metaphor, hoping that I could inspire a young mind to think beyond this worldly existence to a more eternal and ethereal realm, over the rainbow bridge – quite forgetting that most ten-year-olds have no grasp of metaphor. At that age, I grappled even with the existence of the literal. The boy stared at the mountain for what seemed like an eternity, then he looked up at me and said, ‘Of course there is, Mister – sure that’s Dunmanway!’ And so, Dunmanway in County Cork will forever be a kind of heaven in my eyes.

As a surgeon, I would spend every day of the rest of my life walking the path between life and death at the top of that mountain – and trying to offer some kind of peace, and a measure of hope at the end of it all. I have put countless animals to sleep and, although my words of compassion, empathy and sympathy vary depending on the circumstance, the sequence of events in the aftermath is always the same – human lives unravel in front of my eyes. At the moment of passing of a deeply loved animal friend, the facade that we put up to friends, family and society comes crashing down. What’s left is the raw core of our inner selves that we have shared with that animal – and, possibly, with no other human being ever. All the things we thought so important fade to insignificance and the things we didn’t realise about ourselves suddenly come into sharp focus.

To some people, an animal may be only a rabbit, or a dog, or a cat, but to me and to the family in my consulting room, the essence of that animal and why we care for it is the very lifeblood of what makes us most ‘human’. In that moment, the entire fabric of who and what we are comes undone – a divorce, the joys and tragedies of children, a lover held then lost, the job we wish we had or the one we wish we’d never found, the horrible boss, the partner we take for granted, our mortality and our very reason for existence – all unfolding in front of us as we hold a paw while life ebbs away. And for this: unconditional love – a kind of love rarely seen among humankind. It’s a kind of love that makes us the very best we can ever be, and prevents us from being the worst we can be – a love that saves us from ourselves. This is the kind of love and sense of belonging in ‘oneness’ with animals that I have devoted my life to – and one that has saved my life many times over.

In the course of writing this book, a realisation of this ‘oneness’ came into sharp focus. I nearly died myself; through the guidance of an animal’s paw I travelled many journeys of enlightenment; a bit too late, I had the greatest awakening of my life; and the world realised what it was to slow down, to hit the pause button and stop completely. The enormity of every challenge we have ever faced was suddenly thrown into stark relief by the threat posed to mankind by the tiniest microbe – coronavirus (Covid-19).

Talking to the boy all those years ago under the chestnut tree by the side of the road, he told me he had adopted the rabbit as a baby from the wild when the rabbit’s family had been killed by a farm machine, and he kept it in a makeshift hutch hidden on the farm. His father didn’t really understand his love for a rabbit; he was much like my own father, I expect. The boy and I came from working farming stock and there was no time to indulge in such ‘childish’ feelings. But as I have grown older, and long after I became a vet and undertook further studies to become a specialist and a professor, the more I have realised that while it’s necessary to have scientific knowledge and professional acumen, none of the letters after my name really matter by comparison with the motivation behind Vetman, my imaginary hero who wanted to help all the animals and show mankind that together, as one, our planet and all creation can be so much better.

The more one learns, the more arrogant one can become if one invests in ego above compassion – and the further I too could have strayed from the childish notion that love and common sense will prevail. All knowledge in books is only there because someone wrote it once who believed it to be true. A year ago if I had written that a pandemic would stop the world, people would have believed it to be science fiction, and yet in a lecture on ‘One Medicine’ in October 2019 I said exactly that. That ‘science fiction’ has become our reality and as this pandemic pursues its deadly path across the globe, the truth is being rewritten day by day.

It may seem like impossible ‘science fiction’ now, but I have always believed that it is only in looking after animals that we will look after ourselves and that the medical professions, both veterinary and human, must unite in the guise of One Medicine. In my view, we must rewrite our perception of ‘the truth’ in medicine. To fail to do so, we risk our own annihilation through our arrogant neglect of the diseases, ecosystems and habitats that affect our animal friends on whom we depend. We claim superiority in sentience, in our ability to solve problems, in our trillions spent in the pursuit of new planets while we continue to destroy our own, and yet it requires only the tiny microbial spike of coronavirus to burst our overinflated balloon. It’s no coincidence that ‘corona’ refers to the ‘crown’ of spikes on this virus, because this minute pathogen has become the cruel master of our planet for a while. We will only ever reclaim any authority over disease if we work together, studying disease in man and animal and finding cures side by side in One Medicine.

I often wonder how many of the people governing the countries of our planet we actually trust to do the right thing. Animals don’t judge us, they accept us and allow us to be truly ourselves, and they trust us to do the right thing. I believe we can learn and grow from this special kind of simple, unconditional love – and that it can save us from ourselves. Each and every one of us can be a happier person, a more effective manager, better in business, a more determined leader, a more caring partner, more patient, more positive, more passionate and compassionate, less irritable, less worried and less consumed with the material world we have built around us.

I believe that my love of the patients I treat, and for my dearest companions Keira, my Border terrier dog, and Ricochet, my Maine Coon cat, has rescued me from the egotistical self-serving indulgence of being ‘the Supervet’. In my everyday working life, time and again animals have shown me that they can help us to be whomever or whatever we want to be – if only we listen.

The boy’s rabbit was dying from myxomatosis, which was endemic where I grew up in rural Ireland. It is a deadly disease caused by a virus that jumped from Brazilian cottontail tapeti rabbits, which have adapted to live with the virus, to European rabbits for whom it is frequently fatal. Myxomatosis is transmitted to rabbits by an intermediate host like a mosquito, flea, mite or louse and brings about a horrible death, which I have seen many times. Our corona pandemic also causes horrible death, also likely originated in an animal host such as a bat, and may have been transferred to us via an intermediate carrier of the virus. At the time of writing, we don’t know for sure. All I do know is that the future of medicine and the salvation of the planet will be built on the pillars of the four E’s – ethics, evidence, efficacy and education.

We need to educate veterinary and human medicine that a ‘joined-up’ approach provides greater evidence of efficacy for any investigation or treatment, and that this is the only truly ethical approach. I know with absolute certainty that in the next generation the human race will pay the price of disregarding naturally occurring disease in animals – be it infection, cancer or any other ailment – and snubbing the lessons that a collaboration between human and veterinary doctors could yield through One Medicine. The stakes are too high for us to continue to ignore the obvious evidence that nature is screaming out at us. We have to listen to the animals because they could save our lives – and those of our children after us.

There is only one reason for me to write this book, and it’s the same reason that I take time to hold a hand in a consultation, hold a scalpel blade in surgery, hold a paw in recovery, hold a pen to write a scientific paper or lecture, or hold One Medicine as the central goal of my lifetime’s work. It is to help one person or one animal to have a better life or to be a better ‘being’. I believe that all animals and humans are ‘beings’, connected by oneness which is greater than any of us; greater than a moniker like ‘the Supervet’; and greater than anything I can achieve in my lifetime. But if this book helps one person or one animal, that will be enough for me.

The small boy put the limp and quietly gasping rabbit in my arms and in the back of my car I administered the necessary injection – straight into the heart, which is the quickest way in such circumstances; horrible and necessary and peaceful all at the same time. I showed him the body and he nodded, his tears drying in salty rivulets down his cheeks.

‘He’s at peace,’ I said. ‘Shall I take him?’ He nodded.

‘You OK?’ I asked. He just looked at me, eyes wide with fear of the unknown. I put my hand on his shoulder for a brief second and whispered, ‘It’ll be all right.’ As I was getting into the car to drive off, he gently nudged me and said, almost in an embarrassed whisper, ‘Thank you for taking time, Mister. Thank you for the time.’ Then he turned and started up the lane to the farmhouse. I laid the little body on the window-wiping newspaper on the passenger seat, and drove off into the azure light of a new day.

I don’t know what happened to that boy, or if anything I said or did that morning actually mattered, but it changed forever what I felt about birth, death and the blink of an eye in the middle which we call life. It’s all time and time is all we have – but what will we do with ours?

Thank you for allowing me to share with you how animals saved me from wasting my time and from profound darkness when I couldn’t see the light. Thank you for even beginning to consider the inevitable truth that we are all on this journey side by side – you, me, human, animal.

I can only hope that the crisis we face together in Covid-19 brings unity in the wake of our isolation, compassion from our implosion, solidarity from our insularity, and oneness from our numbness. We are all in this together. We are truly one, both in the beginning and in the end – always one.
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