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            ONE
            

         
 
         ‘Wow! It’s perfect for Rolf. We’ll get the film crew round there straight away.’
 
         The scene was the RSPCA call centre for the north-west and one of the controllers answering the phones had just informed the BBC production team of a rescue job about to be tasked to the Lancashire East inspector – me.
 
         The BBC hit programme Animal Hospital was being recorded in the region and a film crew was stationed at the call centre near Manchester ready to respond to any calls that might fit their bill. The legendary, much loved Rolf Harris fronted the show – a man of many talents and, unusually, a master of them all. The programme had proved immensely popular with the public and had showcased the work of the Society over many years.
         
 
         Personally, when I heard that the BBC would be filming in the area I had some misgivings about the whole thing. Till then, as a rule, I had always got the job done before involving any media folk. It was a policy that had served me well in the past but would have to be abandoned now: I had to change my ways whether I liked it or not. My only hope was that nothing of interest would happen in my patch while the film crew was in town. That phone call blew my hopes out of the water and, inevitably, the rescue itself turned out to be awkward and out of the ordinary.
         
 
         I asked for assistance, and was delighted when Inspector Sue Clough came down from north Lancashire to help. It just so happens that Sue, in addition to her excellent qualities as an RSPCA inspector, is a stunningly beautiful lass and I hoped that the camera would naturally follow her rather than myself on our rescue mission.
 
         A marooned cat had been sighted clinging to the branches of a large bush a few feet above the gloomy waters of the Leeds & Liverpool canal at Nelson, in the Pendle area north of Burnley. It was a cold winter’s day and I was in Darwen when the call came through. I estimated I’d reach Nelson in about twenty minutes and arranged to meet Sue there. This was all to the good as we’d have half an hour or so to assess the situation before the film crew arrived.
 
         Mrs Sutton, the caller, lived in a quiet little street adjoining the canal near one of the many small bridges that straddled it. Unfortunately, there was a mix-up over the bridge number and I met Sue at the wrong one. We started walking along the towpath towards the centre of Nelson, looking out for the cat along the way.
         
 
         ‘It must be here!’ I said. ‘They said the location was close to the bridge.’ I was finding it difficult to match up the information on my job sheet with what we were seeing. 
         
 
         Sue stopped and shook her head. ‘Something’s not right.’ She suggested we ring the caller. A few minutes later the mix-up over bridge numbers was resolved and we were knocking on Mrs Sutton’s door.
 
         ‘Come in. My name’s Nellie. Sit thee down.’ Inside, tea and home-made oat and honey biscuits were on the table waiting for us. We really wanted to get on with the job but Nellie said she had more to tell us and the biscuits looked delicious. Just then, a young lad about ten years old knocked on the door and ran into the house.
 
         ‘Ah, Jimmy!’
 
         Our host explained that the youngster had seen the trapped cat about an hour ago and had called to tell her. It was well known in the neighbourhood that she was fond of animals, and she had more than a few of her own. In fact, a great big friendly ginger and white tomcat had parked itself in Sue’s lap and two perky little Yorkshire terriers were romping around my feet craving attention.
 
         ‘Do you think the cat is hurt or injured, Jimmy?’ I asked.
 
         ‘I don’t think so, mister. Just cold and frightened.’
 
         ‘Jimmy’s a good lad,’ said Nellie. ‘He’s always lookin’ out for the animals. Will you show the officers where the cat is, Jimmy?’
 
         ‘Aye, missus.’
 
         Nellie reached into her apron pocket and retrieved a twenty-pence piece which she pressed into the young lad’s outstretched hand. ‘Goodness will always be rewarded in this house and don’t you forget that, Jimmy.’
 
         Jimmy thanked her, and the four of us set off up the road towards a narrow bridge across the canal. A short distance along the towpath Jimmy pointed to a bush growing out of the water near a high wall on the far side and we saw the black and white cat huddled uncomfortably in its branches. He looked thoroughly miserable, shivering with cold and fright.
         
 
         Sue and I walked round and considered the possibility of reaching down over the wall to rescue the animal. The sheer drop to the water was around twenty feet and not much less to the cat. What was more, the branches of a tree seemed an impossible barrier to such an approach. I leaned forward over the edge of the wall, just to make sure, and nearly lost my footing.
 
         ‘Blimey, Steve!’ yelled Sue. ‘You frightened me to death.’
 
         ‘Sorry. Still, it would have been a laugh for the spectators.’ There were folk everywhere, and a posse of Jimmy’s friends had joined him and Nellie Sutton on the bridge. Like us, they were wondering what would happen next.
         
 
         ‘I think we’d better try to get the boat up from Manchester,’ I suggested.
 
         ‘Best bet, I should say,’ Sue agreed. Within a few minutes I’d got through to the call centre to enquire after the boat, but unluckily it was undergoing repairs and a non-starter as far as the rescue was concerned. Sue and I looked at one another and raised our eyebrows. Things were going badly, and were about to get worse. The film crew arrived.
 
         Their leading light was athletic looking and wore jeans and a designer sweater. He had a light raincoat over his shoulders and was smiling as he approached us. 
         
 
         ‘We got here as fast as we could,’ he assured us. ‘Not missed anything, have we?’ Sue looked across at me, obviously recalling my balancing act above the murky waters of the canal.
         
 
         ‘Not a lot,’ she said, much to my relief.
 
         ‘What’s the plan then?’ he enquired. I thought for a minute.
 
         ‘I think it’s time to call the fire brigade. We’ll see where we go from there.’
 
         That was it. Cameras and other essential equipment were quickly in place and the Animal Hospital team did a short interview with me while their leader stood some distance away chatting to Sue. The fire brigade arrived in no time and had a look for themselves before joining us.
         
 
         ‘It’s a tricky one is this,’ the officer in charge told me. ‘I’m not sure how we can help. Any ideas?’
 
         ‘We were hoping you’d have some.’
 
         ‘We’ve ladders, ropes and cutting equipment, but nothing that seems to fit the bill. I reckon you need a boat.’
         
 
         ‘We tried to get ours from Manchester, but it’s out of action,’ I said.
 
         ‘Do you know anyone we might approach to borrow one?’ I asked. The fireman scratched his head.
 
         ‘You could try the waterways authority. They certainly have some.’
 
         We retired to Nellie Sutton’s house where I spent a good half-hour on the phone. Finally, when all seemed lost, I got an offer of a small rowboat which would arrive by lorry within the hour. It would have to do.
 
         We returned to the canal bank in the hope that a passing narrow boat might appear on the horizon – not likely in the middle of winter. The crowd had increased threefold and we were the centre of attention, along with the film crew. We had another confab with the fire lads, who told us they would stay around in case they could help out when the boat arrived – providing there were no emergency calls in the meantime.
         
 
         ‘Right, lads.’ We turned round and there was Nellie Sutton with three of the youngsters who were her eyes and ears in the neighbourhood. They were carrying trays loaded with hot mugs of tea and sandwiches and carrot cake on delicate porcelain plates that looked as if they might have been inherited from her grandmother – far too good for general use.
 
         ‘You’re a life-saver, Mrs Sutton,’ I told her, taking a mug of tea off her tray.
 
         ‘Don’t be daft. And call me Nellie, won’t you.’ I nodded, and waited while Sue grabbed a mug of tea and a slice of carrot cake. Leaving the rest for the film crew and the firemen, we sat down on a couple of plastic bags to enjoy our unexpected elevenses.
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t seem right sitting here,’ she said, ‘supping tea and scoffing cake while that poor beggar’s stuck there shivering.’
 
         ‘Too right. And the natives are getting restless.’
 
         ‘Not to mention the film crew. Eddie thought they’d be finished and on their way by now.’ I smiled. ’What’s up with you then?’ she demanded.
 
         ‘Eddie, is it? Is he the bloke wearing jeans and a flash sweater?’ 
         
 
         ‘He might be.’
 
         ‘You’ve got a boyfriend, haven’t you?’
 
         ‘Not any more. We broke up.’
 
         ‘Sorry. I didn’t know. I thought …’
 
         ‘Four years we were together. Then he ups and dumps me.’
 
         ‘Must be bonkers,’ I said.
 
         ‘Thanks … I think.’
 
         ‘Went off with another woman, did he?’
 
         ‘Yes … Eddie’s wife! That’s what we were talking about.’ Suddenly, I felt rather ashamed of myself. I had jumped to conclusions seeing them together and, on top of that, it was really none of my business anyway.
 
         ‘Hey, I feel awful …’ I began.
 
         ‘Don’t. It’s history now.’ We sat and finished our tea. It wasn’t until I got up to go that I noticed what looked like a tear rolling slowly down her cheek as she stared wistfully into the distance.
 
         The lorry with the rowboat arrived and with the help of the fire lads it was unloaded and carried over to the towpath ready for launching. I got my van while Sue prepared the boat. I selected two life jackets, a cat basket, a blanket and my grasper from the equipment stored in the back. A grasper is a hollow metal rod about three feet long with a smooth, thick piece of rope threaded through it to form a loop at the end. It’s a useful and, if you know what you’re doing, perfectly humane means of controlling a feral or frightened animal until it can be confined safely. I arrived back at the boat to be confronted with another problem. 
         
 
         ‘Hi, Steve,’ said Sue, laughing.
 
         ‘Something wrong?’
 
         ‘Sort of.’
 
         ‘Go on then.’ The firemen and the film crew were giggling intermittently, which didn’t bode well. Finally, Sue enlightened me.
         
 
         ‘There’s only one oar.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘One oar!’
 
         ‘Well … we’ll just have to take turns, then. It should give Rolf and the viewers a laugh if nothing else.’
 
         ‘It’ll look fine after editing,’ Eddie said.
 
         ‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’
 
         Sue and I, wearing our life jackets, scrambled into the boat with all our stuff. I took the oar first and paddled a few strokes before handing it over to Sue, who followed suit then passed it back to me. In this Laurel and Hardy fashion we almost managed a straight course towards the cat, still clinging to the bush near the canal wall. The petrified animal was clearly alarmed by our approach but seemed to be in a state of shock, not knowing quite what to do. More than once he looked as though he was about to jump, but had second thoughts. His hesitation allowed Sue to reach out and grab him gently by the scruff of the neck.
 
         ‘Open the basket, Steve. Quick as you like.’ That proved far from easy in the crowded little boat, but somehow I managed it. As the cold, frightened cat was secured the spectators began clapping and cheering. They kept it up as, elated and excited, we paddled our crazy way back to the towpath using our one oar. It was almost surreal, as though we were actors on a stage giving a crowd-pleasing performance without realizing it.
         
 
         We reached the bank and one of the firemen took the basket off me while Sue jumped out and I passed the rest of the equipment over to her. As I stepped out of the boat I was suddenly aware that the Animal Hospital film crew was recording everything. Concentrating solely on the rescue I’d forgotten all about them. It was just as well: if you constantly have one eye on the camera you usually come unstuck and end up looking foolish.
         
 
         We thanked the fire lads and waved goodbye to Nellie and her helpers before heading for the local animal shelter. Once we were inside the little office we took the young black and white cat out of the basket. He was about two years old, in good condition and obviously used to humans, since he immediately started purring and rubbing his head against the nearest arm or hand he could find.
         
 
         ‘Someone will be missing him,’ Sue said.
 
         ‘No ID though,’ I commented. ‘We’ll have to wait and see if they come forward.’
 
         ‘Let’s call him Ben,’ she mused. Warming up and feeling more confident, our new friend tucked into a meal and a bowl of milk. To see him safe, sound and relatively happy again was the reward for everyone’s efforts. Best of all, Nellie Sutton organized all her youngsters and sent them round the neighbourhood in small groups enquiring after the owner of Ben, and within a day or two she was located.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I was having a late tea one evening and watching an episode of Animal Hospital with my wife Kathie when Rolf mentioned the rescue of a cat stuck in a bush above a canal in Nelson. We interrupted our meal to watch the report.
         
 
         ‘Hey, we shouldn’t bother with this,’ I said. ‘It’ll show Sue Clough and me rowing a boat with only one oar between us. We’ll be a laughing stock.’
 
         ‘Don’t be soft,’ Kathie replied. ‘They’ll make you look good. Better than you deserve, I wouldn’t be surprised.’
 
         ‘Thanks!’ But Kathie was right. Sue and I looked determined, calm and assured, due to the excellent, painstaking editing. What was particularly stunning was the movement of the rowboat across the water. All the ridiculous swapping of the single oar and the weaving about had been eliminated. There were great shots of Nellie and the cheering crowd on the bridge – number 141 if I remember. I looked a right prune as usual but no amount of editing could put that right.
         
 
         After showing the rescue itself Rolf announced that the owner of the trapped cat had been found and promptly joined her and ‘Ben’, as we knew him, on a sofa in the studio. Apparently, her pet had been missing for eleven days in all and his name was actually Matthew. She’d almost given up hope of finding him and was overjoyed to see him again. I always told people not to give up on lost or missing cats, as they occasionally turn up weeks, even months, afterwards. I even heard of one returning home a year after last being seen there. Where it had been all that time was a mystery.
         
 
         Matthew’s owner was happy to have him back, Sue and I were pleased to have pulled off a tricky rescue and Rolf and co. at Animal Hospital had a good story for the show. Perfect, really.
         
 
         One thing still puzzled me, though. I instigated a thorough search of the canal area with the help of Nellie Sutton and her young friends – but the missing oar was never found.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When the Animal Hospital series came to an end a party was arranged for everyone connected with the programme. Sadly, I was ill that evening, but Sue Clough kindly took along my daughter’s Rolf on Saturday OK? LP and asked the great man himself to sign it for her (all right, for me too). Not only did he take time out to oblige, inscribing the song sheet inside ‘To EMMA with love, Rolf Harris’, he also drew a caricature of himself beside the lyrics of ‘The Laughing Policeman’. A true gent indeed.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
            TWO
            

         

         On a bitterly cold winter’s evening, as hailstones clattered against the windows, Kathie and I huddled round the small open fire in our half-empty living room. Beneath our feet the layers of industrial-strength brown paper that served as a carpet rustled at the slightest movement. The house was not centrally heated, but we could not close the door to keep the heat in because, like all the others, the handle had been removed by the previous tenant and it would be impossible to open it again. A glaring light emanated from the bare light bulb in the middle of the ceiling. In fact, there wasn’t a light shade left in the whole place nor a plug still remaining in bath, basin or sink. It was our second week in the Society’s tied house and there was no doubt that the spartan living conditions were tempering the elation of starting out upon my new career as an RSPCA inspector and our wedding the month before.

         ‘Tell me again,’ mused Kathie. ‘How did we end up living here – like this? 
         

         ‘I’m sorry … I think we’ve just been unlucky with the house. I’ve got estimates for the repairs and we’ll laugh about it one day. Wait and see.’ I looked across at her smooth beautiful face glowing in the firelight and leaned forward to kiss her cheek gently. ‘Don’t worry. It won’t always be like this. Promise.’ She smiled and sipped her coffee. At least that was still piping hot. The minutes passed in silence as we contemplated the fire and the leaping shadows dancing on the bare walls.
         

         ‘Steve. I just realized. You never answered my question. How did we end up here and like this?’

         ‘That advert, I suppose.’

         ‘Yes. That advert!’

         
            RSPCA REQUIRES INSPECTORS between 22 and 35 years of age. Candidates should be of good general education and possess a clean full driving licence. Six months intensive training course to be undertaken at the Society’s Headquarters and in the field. Applications please to the Training Superintendent by 26 June 1973.
            

         

         Some nine months ago on my way home one evening I had bought a copy of the Manchester Evening News and, unexpectedly, it changed our lives for ever. The prospect of a career in animal welfare had always appealed to me and I wondered why I had never seriously considered the possibility before. A few years back I’d desperately wanted to be a vet but had soon realized that the qualifications and long training period were a step too far for me. With the trimming of my aspirations in that direction I hadn’t thought of other possibilities in animal welfare work, despite seeing RSPCA inspectors at the local vet’s when I’d taken next door’s old collie, Samson, for his annual check-up. His owner, Mrs Barber, had chronic arthritis in her hands and I often ended up exercising the dog or taking him to the vet when occasion demanded, but for some reason I’d never quite made the connection and considered a career with the Society.
         

         Ironically, just the day before buying the paper and seeing the RSPCA advert I had been interviewed by Manchester Education Authority for the post of senior technician in the science department of a large city high school. I’d been sorely tempted to accept the position with its increased salary and holidays when the portly chairman of the interview panel interrupted my thoughts. ‘There is, to be fair, something of a fly in the ointment, Mr Greenhalgh.’
         

         ‘Oh?’ I waited with bated breath, unable to imagine what could possibly be the problem.

         ‘Harpurhey, I’m afraid, is an all girls school. Do you think you’d be able to cope?’

         Somehow suppressing my surprise and delight, I looked him straight in the eye.

         ‘It wouldn’t be an issue for me,’ I assured him. Visions of lovelorn gazes, unremitting feminine adulation and enough Valentine cards to decorate a mansion drifted before my mind’s eye. I told the chairman I’d think it over and let them know within forty-eight hours. Then came the RSPCA ad, and knowing without question that I would accept that job if I were fortunate enough to be offered it I reluctantly turned down the position at Harpurhey High School – but not without a lump the size of a golf ball in my throat.
         

         It was some two weeks later that I was invited down to RSPCA Headquarters to appear before a selection committee and, if successful, undergo a full medical examination by the Society’s doctor. Unknown to me then, there had been almost three thousand applications for the posts and I was one of the sixty lucky individuals who’d made it through to the interview stage. As there were only twenty or so places available on the training course I needed to be a little luckier yet.
         

         
             

         

         ‘We could make a short holiday out of the trip,’ said Kathie. We’d been going out together for three and a half years and were saving for a deposit on a house. ‘Borrow your friend Andy’s tent. Roughing it for a few days would be fun.’

         ‘Hm. We’d need the sleeping bags and stove too.’

         ‘Do you remember how to put that tent up?’

         ‘No. But I know it comes down a lot faster than it goes up. I don’t fancy backpacking and train journeys, to be honest.’

         ‘We could hire a car,’ she suggested. ‘I get paid at the end of the week.’

         ‘Great idea!’

         And, of course, it was. If only I’d listened to Kathie and hired a car for the journey everything would have been all right. But I thought about our holidays to come in August and weekend trips out. Stupidly, I decided to buy one instead.
         

         Scanning the endless columns of Vehicles For Sale I picked out an old Austin A40 that seemed to fit the bill. At the sale address I was greeted by a long-faced youth with acute halitosis who described the car in glowing terms. Nevertheless, I insisted on a test drive, and when he saw that I meant business the colour noticeably drained from his cheeks. He stood well back as I started the engine – at the sixth attempt – and pulled away from the kerb in a cloud of smoke.
         

         Despite my initial reservations I was surprisingly impressed with my charge until I tried to steer round a sharp right-hand bend. Approaching cautiously, I turned the wheel, naturally expecting an appropriate response from the old Austin. Nothing much happened. The little A40 turned out to have a turning circle akin to the Titanic’s. Luckily I was only going 20 mph and managed to negotiate the bend in time and intact. Leaving the car where it was I walked back white faced and informed the sheepish-looking owner, from a distance, that the deal was off.
         

         The next car I pinpointed was a white-roofed, maroon Ford Anglia, registration number HN 2713, mine for a mere fifty quid. (Why is it so much easier to recall long redundant car registrations than it is to remember anniversaries and birthdays?) I was hardly an expert when it came to judging second-hand motors, and the fact that it started first time and nothing fell off during the obligatory test drive was enough to persuade me to part with my money.
         

         Unduly pleased with myself I drove straight round to Kathie’s to show off our new wheels, which she examined with a barely concealed look of horror on her face.

         ‘What’s all that blue smoke coming out of the exhaust?’ she enquired.

         ‘Don’t worry. That’s normal for an older car,’ I assured her. Moving on, she began to wind down the passenger window, which promptly dropped out of view in a blur of smeared glass. ‘No problem … I’ll fix that easily enough.’

         ‘These doors are too heavy for their hinges. There’s a two-inch gap at the top. I can hardly shut the passenger door at all.’

         ‘Well,’ I reasoned, ‘we can both use the driver’s side, can’t we? Be fair … you can’t expect a Rolls-Royce for fifty quid.’

         With the transport sorted – to my satisfaction at least – I requisitioned Andy’s tent and equipment and bought a decent up-to-date road map in preparation for the journey down south. I arranged for a quick trim of my long hair and late that evening we were waved off by my parents. In the broken mirror I could see Dad shaking his head as the Anglia’s old engine roared like a lion with colic as we pulled away.

         Miraculously, nearly 300 trouble-free miles later, we arrived safely at our campsite on the outskirts of a still sleepy Sussex town and pitched our borrowed tent in the early dawn light. Kathie was wearing my ex-army combat jacket, which left little of her slight, delicate figure visible. She hit her thumb with the rubber hammer whilst knocking in a tent peg and barely stifled a scream. I tripped over a rope and established intimate contact with a cow pat. Laughing, we rubbed noses like Eskimos (something we’d always done) and made huge mugs of tea before the stove coughed and spluttered to empty. None of it seemed to matter as we looked out from our newly erected refuge at a magnificent sunrise over the dew-ridden Downs. Then, perhaps more tired than we realized, we keeled over asleep on top of our sleeping bags on the floor of the tent.
         

         At 9.58 a.m. precisely, feeble and exhausted, I arrived outside RSPCA headquarters, an imposing manor house in extensive lawned grounds off a quiet lane near the centre of Horsham, a busy Sussex market town which still retained an air of timeless, genteel prosperity.

         Two minutes later and right on time I was announcing myself at the reception desk when, suddenly, all hell broke loose. Fire alarms throughout the place trilled loudly in unison and people came hurrying out of a multitude of rooms and corridors before surging outdoors to predetermined locations at the front and rear of the building.
         

         Unaffected, the elegant receptionist studied the list below her desk before announcing confidently, ‘Ah, Stephen Greenhall—’

         ‘Greenhalgh,’ I corrected. ‘It’s pronounced halsh. The last two syllables sound as if you’re telling someone to be quiet in a library.’

         ‘Really? Well, that’s as may be. But you should already be at point F2, middle of the lawn at the back. Opposite the windows of the legal superintendent’s department. Go on … hurry!’
         

         ‘What about you?’ I enquired.

         ‘Oh, I’m coordinating here. It’s only a test. My colleague, Sheila, set the alarms off in the back room.’

         ‘Well, if it’s only a test, I’ll be okay to stay, eh?’

         ‘F2, Mr Greenbank. F2!’ Her pointing finger ultimately proved irresistible. Grinning, I strolled nonchalantly round the side of the building to point F2, where a chattering crowd had already gathered. As I waited my eyes widened and I began to stare open mouthed, amazed at the sheer number of people constantly adding to the size of the throng. The old place was clearly something of a Tardis. I almost expected Jon Pertwee to arrive in a red velvet jacket – though that said, some of the shirts on display would have given his ruffles a run for their money.

         Everything quickly returned to normal and before long I found myself seated in a narrow corridor with a clutch of other prospective candidates for places on the inspectorate training course. As is always the case in such situations, they all seemed smarter, better groomed and altogether more suited to be chosen than I was. Despair and a certain sense of déjà vu were beginning to loom when, unexpectedly, the broad thick-set chap with a dark moustache who was sitting along from me spoke up. ‘Had far to come?’
         

         ‘Manchester,’ I replied hopefully, fairly confident he’d have heard of it despite his strong cockney accent. He scratched his head and paused theatrically.

         ‘Just up the motorway from Watford, isn’t it?’ 
         

         ‘I deserved that, I suppose.’ We laughed and introduced ourselves. Marvin Lampton turned out to be an Eastender and ran a pub to boot. He had a wry sense of humour and, it transpired, a talent for playing the banjo.

         ‘I don’t fancy our chances today,’ he whispered.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I hear the rest are all ex-military or police – used to discipline and a uniform, good at taking orders and all that. We don’t seem to fit the bill.’

         ‘I used to be in the Scouts,’ I recalled.

         ‘Oh. That’s all right then.’

         Marvin’s name was called and he gave a thumbs-up sign as he departed for the interview room. Some fifteen minutes later he emerged, smiling and upbeat.
         

         ‘It went well then?’

         He nodded. ‘Want some good advice, Steve?’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘Make them laugh. Make ’em giggle, my son!’

         ‘What … tell jokes?’

         ‘Nah. You know … make them smile!’

         Inadvertently, as it happened, I did. The interview panel consisted of two men and two women, the men tall, bespectacled and severe, the women manicured, well dressed and almost, but not quite, smiling. During my inquisition I was nervous but managed to exude enough false confidence to answer the questions reasonably positively. Then, suddenly, I was taken aback.
         

         ‘What experience do you have of handling and caring for animals, Mr Greenhargh?’ 
         

         I decided to let the mispronunciation pass and racked my brains for a convincing reply. Experience … experience …? Resisting the urge to mention my infrequent visits to the vet with Mrs Barber’s old collie, I remembered Billie and Peter, the family budgerigars.
         

         ‘Well, we had a couple of budgies. Not at the same time, though. We had one and then we got another when the first one died.’ The suppressed grins threatening to break out on the other side of the table were alarming, but I’d started so I had to finish, as it were. ‘I looked after them while Mum was at work – sometimes,’ I added lamely. Despite themselves, all four of the panel burst out laughing. Grinning inanely à la Frank Spencer, I could only hope Marvin had been right or my prospects of a place on the forthcoming training course were almost non-existent.

         ‘That’s fine,’ announced the taller of the two men, quickly recovering his solemnity. ‘Could you wait outside, please, and we’ll inform you of the result of your application shortly.’
         

         I tottered out to re-join Marvin and the others, and he glanced up enquiringly. ‘Did you make them laugh, Steve?’

         ‘Oh, I did that all right,’ I assured him. ‘I left a bunch of happy hyenas in there.’

         ‘Then you’re in! No doubt about it. You’ve cracked it, my son!’

         I did doubt it, though. How could he possibly, conceivably, be right? Still, not ten minutes later, we learned to our delight that both of us had been successful after all. In fact, all that remained before taking our places on the training course were the medical examinations to follow shortly.
         

         With the help of the receptionist’s well-meant directions we managed to lose ourselves in the rambling, rabbit warren of a building and the room set aside for the use of the Society’s doctor proved to be the proverbial needle in a haystack. Fortunately, a quite gorgeous young secretary in the transport supervisor’s office felt sufficiently sorry for us to direct us back onto the right path. Marvin’s eyes were on stalks, I noticed, as this vision glided alluringly away down the corridor.
         

         ‘They don’t make ’em like that in London then?’ I enquired.

         ‘Only for export.’

         ‘She’s okay, but I reckon you can’t beat a reet good-lookin’ Lancashire lass.’
         

         ‘Maybe you’re right, Steve. Has to be some reason you lot grub for a living up there.’

         ‘Cheers!’

         My medical proved relatively straightforward. The Society’s doctor was one of the old school, the type that reputedly scorned anaesthetics and operated with a scalpel in one hand and a cigar in the other. I answered the usual stream of curt textbook questions: Height? Five foot nine inches. Weight? Nine stone six pounds. Hair? Yes. Long and light coloured but under orders to become short and light coloured. Previous significant illnesses and ailments? Only (and appropriately) chickenpox. Operations? Tonsils, adenoids and appendix – all removed in childhood. Smoker? Definitely not. Vegetarian? Afraid not, but maybe one day … ad infinitum, it seemed. However, the examination ended at last and I was about to leave when the doctor stroked his chin thoughtfully with his right hand.
         

         ‘Mr Greenalg …’

         ‘Greenhalgh,’ I corrected, wearily.

         ‘Hm … that’s as may be,’ he growled, echoing the receptionist earlier. ‘How did you get here today?’

         ‘Let’s see … M6, M1, then Watford, Slough, Windsor …’

         ‘Yes, yes. By car then?’ Puzzled, I nodded agreement. ‘And you drive regularly back home?’

         ‘Yes.’

         The doc paused and squeezed his nostrils between the forefinger and thumb of his left hand. ‘Then you should be aware that you’re a danger, indeed a menace, on the road. Your eyesight must have deteriorated substantially in the, what is it, three years since you were tested. I suggest that you take the train home.’

         ‘But I’ve never needed glasses before … I don’t understand …’

         ‘Don’t worry. It’s quite common for someone to think their vision is A1 when it’s not. They think the way they see things is the way everyone else does … bit like politicians in that respect, I suppose. Otherwise, though, you’re fine. My advice is get some goggles asap and you’ll never look back. Or, if you do, you’ll see things properly, at least.’

         
             

         

         Back at the campsite Kathie saw me approaching and assumed the worst. My glum head-down aspect didn’t bode well.
         

         ‘No luck then?’ she enquired sympathetically.

         ‘Oh, I’m on the training course. No problem there.’

         ‘Brilliant! What’s with the long face then?’

         ‘It’s the medical …’

         ‘What’s wrong, Steve?’

         ‘Well … I’ve got …’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’ve got …’ Somehow, the words stuck in my throat.

         ‘Is it contagious? Am I going to get it too?’

         ‘No. It’s just that I’ve got …’

         ‘Not that wretched Hong Kong flu, is it?’

         ‘Will you listen, Kathie? It’s serious. I’ve got … to wear glasses!’ At last I’d blurted out the dreaded news. There was a short silence that seemed to go on for ever. How she would react dominated my thoughts completely. Would she fancy me any more? Was it the end of the road? Could our love possibly survive specs?

         ‘You idiot!’ she cried, hugging me. ‘I thought something terrible was wrong. A pair of specs aren’t going to wreck our relationship.’

         ‘Are you sure?’ One X-rated snog later I was reassured enough to fetch a bottle of Rioja and a Chinese meal back to the tent. During the course of the evening, however, Kathie could see that I was still worried.

         ‘It’s cool to wear glasses, Steve.’

         ‘Really? You don’t see James Bond wearing them, do you? Unless they’re shades, a disguise for a laser weapon or a spy camera or something.’
         

         ‘Well … I think they’re cool.’

         ‘Name me one cool person who wears specs, then.’ She looked nonplussed for a moment, but then produced a flash of inspiration out of nowhere.

         ‘Peter Fonda. He wears them in Easy Rider. He’s cool, right?’ It was a short straw to clutch at but, rather surprisingly, I slept well that night – aided and abetted by a few more glasses of excellent wine.
         

         The journey home began well enough. Despite the doctor’s comments I was (foolishly) determined, taking it very carefully, to get us back in the car. Then, before I did anything else, a trip to Lofthouse’s opticians would be a priority. We averaged nearly 40 mph in the noisy, rattling old Anglia until, just north of Oxford, Kathie’s voice broke into my thoughts. There was a puzzled expression on her face.

         ‘Steve, what’s that red light mean?’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘On the speedo.’

         ‘Oh, that red light. It’s been on for ages, but everything seems okay.’

         ‘Shouldn’t we get it checked out?’ Before I could reply the car began coughing, spluttering and generally having an auto-fit before slowing to an embarrassing halt. We looked across at each other, faces etched with foreboding, as a drizzling rain blurred the view from the windows.

         ‘Are we in the AA, Steve?’ 
         

         ‘Don’t drink enough.’

         ‘You’re in nothing at all, are you?’

         ‘There’s the Cheltenham and Gloucester, but I don’t suppose they’ll be much help at the moment.’

         ‘What’s to be done, then?’

         ‘I think I saw a garage just
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