THE LAST OF A KIND

 "Bricks" Katy said; "Bricks, Bricks, Bricks". I eyed her, to find that she was indeed carrying a brick in each hand. I replied to her "salad" and walked past. I heard her chuckle, as she realized that I was relaying to her in the same crude method, what it was I was holding, and thinking about..

"Bricks" she said one last time before she walked into the clinic.  I  chuckled about our strange understanding of the humour present in our interchange, as I scraped the "salad" I had into a compost bin. It was no ordinary salad. It was specially comprised, and nutritionally balanced for an African Spurred Tortoise.

"It's not a job, it's a lifestyle" Katy had explained to me before. I totally agreed.

Katy and I were working the begining of the last stretch of  strenuous work known as Wildlife Rehabilitation. The organization we opperated through, had about three weeks worth of funds left. This not only put us under financial stress, it also gave us the burden of wondering what would happen to the wildlife we currently had, and were projected to help in the future. The sanity presented itself in the fact that we had little time to reflect on these hardships. Running the clinic requires two people, and it must be open every day, and usually for at least 12 hours, often more. Katy and I were the only people working there.

  With job stress like that it's quite easy to assume one would quit with no questions asked. The fact is that Katy, and I were bound to it by our responsibility for a great number of  living critters that require daily medication, cleaning, and feeding. "Fidelis et Fortis" my motto comes from the leader of the Three Musketeers, and means "faithful, and strong". Protecting the innocense of wildlife  is more than a job, it's a lifestyle. There's our situation. The rest of this writing will be an account of what happened as the wildlife rehabilitation clinic lost footing, and eventually gave out. 

Today was a drizzly day from the beginning. I started by dragging myself out of bed at six in the morning to start feeding doves, blue jays, mocking birds, a brown thrasher, downy woodpecker, and an English sparrow. (I have them all here again tonight ~ with the addition of a cardinal, and a swallow)  At about quarter to eight I pile the boxes and carriers they're in, into my car. It's a two door oldsmobile sport coupe. It was designed for cruising, not for busing baby birds around, but it works. When I get to the first set of main gates, I shut off my engine, and get out to open the padlock. I have to open the doors one at a time, because they're heavy, and bulky. Then I bring the trashcans back inside the gates, and get back in my car to procede. I drive down the muddy gravel road looking for signs of animals. I see a marsh rabbit, a fire ant hill, and a red shoulder hawk. There were also several turtles eyeing me as I drove through the spillway, and upset the water they were in.  "Quiet! Wildlife Animal Hospital" The sign greets me as I round the last corner, and the compound is in full view. I make a first trip up to the privacy gates with my critical patients. The modo(mourning dove ~ they become a very familiar sight in this job, so we just call them modo's), and the sparrow. I take them up to the back of the clinic, and get the last lock so I can bring them inside, and set them in the incubator. I turn it on, and fill the water tank in it. I turn on the lights, computer, copy machine, air conditioner, and reptile lights for the turtles. I open up the front door so that I can recieve members of the public. Then I head back to the car for the rest of the birds. When I get them all in, it's time for a feeding. When they've all eaten(they are all hand, or force fed) I start setting up enclosures for them. I give the insectivore enclosures meal worms. I'll begin taking them out of their boxes one at a time; weighing them, writing down anything I notice on their treatment chart, and giving them medicines, if they need it. Then they can go in their enclosures for the day.  Going through this process with all of them has recently been taking me almost two hours. When that's finished, I'll walk out to the songbird aviary, unlock it, and go through the large enclosures one by one, removing old food, scrubbing, and spraying away messes, and misting the birds. I also take inventory of them, and listen for respiratory noises, watch for neorological abnormalities, and in general be keenly aware of anything that doesn't seem right about any of them. This is purely an acquired skill from being familiar with them. I'll then go back inside to help caring for "inside" animals(critical patients). Make sure my other birds are fed, and then head back outside to the flight cage. I'll unlock it, and then go directly to Cheyenne. She's a beautiful Red Tailed Hawk that has been at the center for several years. She's unable to be released into the wild because of her inability to fly properly. She chirps, and scolds me through the whole process, while I find the skin of the rat she ate yesterday, spray away her feces, collect a pellet, changer her water, and rake the ground of her enclosure. I go through a similar process with a fledgeling Great Horned Owl, and a Barred owl. Then I went to our number seven enclosure, on the far side of the flight cage where we have two juvenile armadilloes, and a tortoise. I fight with ants, and spiders in there continually, and am personally responsible for mass floodings of several ant colonies. They hang around waiting for the armadilloes to move their food to the side of the ant pan, so that they can hop in, and take it over without risking being drowned.  I didn't buy 14 cans of catfood, 28 cans of sweet potatoes baby food, 28 cans of chicken baby food, and 28 cans of banana baby food at eleven o' clock one night, just for the ants to picnic on. 

 After I finish there, I go back inside the privacy gates, and start taking care of possums, screech owls, a Red Shouldered Hawk, a Canada Goose, The only known grey eyed Great Horned Owl(Franky; he's another one that can't fly and stays permanently), a River Cooter, Gopher Tortoise, Sea Gull, and then clean the pool where a Brown Pelican had been living until yesterday. He was released, and has been sited several times. They say he's doing well, although he acts socially retarded; but that's to be expected. He had lived in captivity several months before his respiratory system healed, and his flight feathers grew back.  

 When I get all this done, I go inside, and look at the clock. I feel good about it, if it's before 12:30. Today it was. I did good. I then start delivering AM diets. That's everyone except the possums, and owls. When I finish there, Katy tells me to bleach out number 11, move the Peggy in with the Gull, and then put the Screechies(Screech owls) in where she had been. Peggy is our Canada goose. She was given that name by the last intern, and I found it humorously appropriate; Peggy only has one leg. She was caught by a Rottweiler.  The rest of the afternoon was consumed by medicating new patients, doing laundry for all the soiled bedding, and dishes for all of yesterdays feedings. As dark starts to set in, I'm frantically cutting tails off of dead rats, and mice, and cutting out their intestines so they can be fed to the owls. The day lasts several more hours. There's always more to do. Eventually I sneak out to the car, with my twenty or so little birdies, and head home. When I get there I feed them, get a bite to eat, take a shower, get ready for bed, feed birds again, set my alarm for the morning, and go to sleep; content, and proud of myself.   I just turned eighteen three days ago, but I was way ahead of myself on the whole growing up thing.

  What now? I looked at my left foot to find that the front left portion of it was completely revealed. They finally gave out. I smiled at my broken Reebock sport sandle.They had been through a lot. I'd climbed mountains in them, walked through rivers; even driven the I-95 ranging from Maine to Georgia in them. This most recent challenge was just too much I guess. I've worn them to work every day since I've been here. Two months, and ten days of trodding around in the Mississippi wilderness finally did the trick. Well, no immediate harm to keep wearing them for now, so I kept walking. As if in cue; it started raining. I mean; really raining. 

