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     The idea was starting to sink in, that my hand wasn't the only thing inside the leather glove I was wearing. I was in a face off with a fierce Red Tailed Hawk, and it now seemed as if it could go either way. I'd been working at WRANPS Wildlife Rehabilitation center for a little over four months, and I'd never needed more than these gloves while handling a raptor before. "There's a first time for everything, I guess", I told myself in good humor. I finally maneuvered a cloth over her head so that she couldn't see me, and I was able to get a hold on her legs. I secured her in the weigh box, and smiled to myself.  She'd been a lifeless stiff mass only two days ago. Quick recovery for the old girl. Then, I caught the sight of red on the side of my wrist. "So she did get me". Just a little puncture wound, but none the less impressive through all that leather. A ray of pride shot through me. "She's getting back to her old self" Indeed, of all the Red Tails I had seen since working here, she struck me as the most virulently serious, and on top of that an engagingly beautiful bird. Red tails have a natural bone shape to their eyes, that gives them a worried expression, but there's no hiding the firey aggression behind hers. Completely in love with her, I couldn't help thinking how beautiful she must be flying out over the Gulf inlets. I couldn't wait to be secure in the knowledge that she'd be back to her natural, beautiful self. I quickly finished her up, and settled  her back into the kennel until the next day. Then I cleaned the not-so-critical inside patients, fed them. Cleaned the outside diurnal patients, fed them. Cleaned the outside nocturnal patients, fed them. Then moved on to regular cleaning chores.(Dishes, bedding, kennels, the clinic, etc; all while answering the phone, and feeding juvenile birds every half hour) 





   "Uh oh" I thought, looking at the clock. "It's quarter to eight, sun will be setting soon." Normally it wouldn't have bothered me. I knew my way on the wooded path from where I  normally parked my car to the clinic very well in the dark, but today would be different. I hadn't been able to drive my car through the spillway. The clinic was situated just up over a Mississippi bayou, and the spillway normally controlled the overflow so that a car could be driven across. Freak splashes of heavy rain however would force me to walk through it. It wouldn't be so bad, had I not spent many countless hours observing the large cottonmouth snakes, and gigantic snapping turtles splashing about in it. Walking through it was an idea I could deal with in the daylight, at least then I could navigate my way through the rushing water, but nightfall would bring other problems. I packed up my regular "take-home" work; any nestlings, or young fledgeling birds that required night-time hand feedings. I situated them carefully into pet carrier/ weigh boxes, closed up the clinic, chirped good-night to Molly(our resident educational opposum) as she emerged from her bed in search of yogurt, and small bits of fruit we mixed in with her food, and then we were off. 





    I could hear the water rushing as soon as I was on the outside of the compound fence. It sounded like a large truck was driving up the road, but as I approached I realized it was just the sound of the water itself pushing over large reeds, and completely covering the base of a longleaf pine. The pine gave me courage. 


 I checked my passengers; they were being very still, and quiet. I wouldn't be able to use my arms to steady myself, as I had a box of young birds in each hand. "Alright" I thought, "nothing to fear, but fear... just go on, and stop thinking" I quite suddenly felt the water over my foot before I even expected it. It was unusually cold as well. Most of the water in the gulf coast is very warm. My Reebok sandles absorbed it glutonously.  The cool water felt good on the ant bites I had recieved earlier in the day. "Small steps" I thought. The water krept up on me, and all the times I wished I had been taller, or thinner vanished from existence. "Thank god I'm short and rugged" I thought as I passed the pine.  It smiled at me, it was glad I was strong too. So were my little birdies. We made it across fine, of course. I read in the book "How to Stay Alive in the Woods"(by Bradford Angier) that when one can't afford to make mistakes, one doesn't. I agreed to that whole-heartedly. When I got my avian babes to my car, I looked around the lot to find a marsh rabbit peeking at me out of a thick of young magnolia. The sun was setting over the winding bayou on the other side, and as I took my sandles off one at a time to shake the water off, I was really happy. After all, I had taken care of all the patients at WRANPS wildlife clinic, including the new patients; an American Crow(started on antibiotics for a cat wound), a Rock Dove(given fluid therapy for severe dehydration, and carnidazole for treatment of trichomaniasis- her original ailment), an infant Grey Squirrel(passed along to a lady who already had some to raise) and a Brown Pelican(Sent off to a vet clinic for further treatment).  I went home feeling real good about myself. Never did I feel more deserving of a good book, and some favorite music, with a quiet dinner. Truly rewarding work.





    I could have developed problems like any other teen. Instead, I found something I love, accompanied by a reason to care. Thanks to Chevron for sponsoring my Internship at WRANPS, and thanks to Katy Pope for being a vibrant, as well as charismatic mentor. I intend to stay focused and disciplined, so that I am able to make the most positive, and long lasting impact I can on the wilderness I love. 


 








