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			Will the gift of friendship save their past, present and future?
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			Chapter One

			Saturday 13 August

			Ebenezer’s ledger

			The Garrison Theatre, Lerwick – 80 years old!!! Bah humbug to you, Dickens, and your 179 years! Hopefully, my past, my present and my future – bound together as one!

			Callie

			‘Morning!’ calls the postman cheerily, unlatching our garden gate.

			I slam the front door. I’m not a morning person, but there are some folks you can’t readily ignore. And I can’t afford to ignore his bulky size, his smiley disposition, but most importantly his regular deliveries of bad news. He’s my guilty conscience, if it ever morphed into a fully fledged human being, capable of walking, talking and constantly popping up in order to irritate me.

			Couldn’t I live further along the street so our paths didn’t cross each morning? Or could his postal route be reversed so he delivers mid-morning when I am safely out of the way? Or maybe I should move out from my parents’ home? Sadly, not. Though moving out wouldn’t truly solve my problem, unless I leave Shetland for ever and change my identity – which would be a bit drastic. Instead, I get to eyeball my guilty conscience square in the face on a daily basis and receive a handful of brown and white envelopes, none of which will deliver joy. Ever.

			The clutch of envelopes, all slim and neatly franked, contain twisted promises which are guaranteed to ruin my day, should I open them. So, I don’t. Instead, I flick through, seeking anyone’s name other than my own, ‘Ms C. Quinn’ – which rarely happens, as my parents seem to have gone paperless.

			It’s fashionable to own an oversized handbag, one that can hold everything plus the kitchen sink, twenty-four hours a day seven days a week. Some women carry their make-up, their hair brushes, a spare pair of shoes, a change of tights . . . me, I carry my overdue statements and demands. All unopened, and not necessarily in the bottom of my bag. Sometimes the pile reaches the top of my bag, with my purse sitting neatly on the summit.

			Without missing a step, I frantically stuff the envelopes into my shoulder bag, acting as if I’m late or too busy with my career to care. The reality is, I’m neither. I’m between jobs: waitressing. Not an ideal role, given my qualifications in beauty therapy. But beggars can’t be choosers – especially when wages are vital and opportunities are scarce – so I accepted the role seven months ago. I’ve been kidding myself about its temporary status too; I’ve hugely overrun on the two-week stint I’d originally planned.

			‘Thank you, have a nice day!’ I call in a cheery voice as I follow the postie down the pathway, hoping he’s fooled by my apparent delight at receiving my mail.

			I’m not delighted. I never am. It’s never news of a lottery win, confirmation of a job interview or a long-lost cousin insisting on depositing a zillion pounds into my bank account before lunchtime. Instead, I receive oodles of charge card and credit card bills, notifications of additional charges, or demands for urgent payments to rectify a missed instalment. In some cases, I accidentally forgot to pay; in others, I strategically deleted the direct debit in a last-ditch attempt to delay an automatic transaction leaving my account on a particular day.

			It’s not that I’m trying to deny the lenders the money I owe; I acknowledge my debts. I simply wish they’d organise themselves in an orderly queue and patiently wait their turn, shuffling forward until they reach the front, much like stores make me do when I wish to purchase goods using my array of flexible friends. But oh no! Credit cards and store cards want to be served immediately, requesting automatic bank payments as the clock strikes midnight. There might just be enough funds to go around if they’d allow me to juggle my finances throughout the month. But they don’t, despite me creating a password-protected and colour-coded spreadsheet tracking my payments.

			As a result, I receive daily text messages from my equally unsupportive bank, kindly suggesting I might, could or should transfer money into my current account by two o’clock to cover today’s outgoing payments. Or else! Two o’clock, why such a random time of day? Why not spread the debit payments throughout the day? Such a wasted text message, when I planned on depositing my waitressing tips later that afternoon. Yet I receive and ignore the kindly request with the same determination as I’ve just dodged the morning postie.

			It makes for an uncomfortable start to my day. The routine of slamming the front door, turning around to utter a greeting, whilst faking a smile, and receiving my envelopes, quickly followed by a stroll towards the gallery, knowing I’ll receive the anticipated daily text message en route. I suspect that our postie and the anonymous bank texter are in cahoots with each other to ruin my life. They might be one and the same person: I bet he delivers the mail before whipping out his phone to send the dreaded text message whilst I’m still in sight. It’s a feasible theory, and one I’ll cling to if it enables me to ignore the discomfort of my bulging shoulder bag, gaining daily in size and weight in equal proportion to my conscience.

			I reach the corner of our housing estate, cross the road and look up at the newly erected brown tourist sign: ‘Lerwick Manor Gallery and Hotel 1km’. I begin the trek in my sensible, flat waitressing shoes, hoping that my pristine white blouse isn’t too creased or soiled on arrival. That’s what I loved about my beautician’s attire; a simple black tunic, leggings and ballet pumps were always pristine and smart, unless I splattered a mud mask over myself during a client’s treatment.

			I head out, ready to face the world: blonde bob pinned back, my painted smile in place, and a spring in my step. Living with debt, I’ve learnt to compartmentalise my life, which is a skill in itself; my existence is neatly separated into blocks of time or tasks. Firstly, home life alongside my parents, where I’ve perfected the role of solo child for the last thirty-three years. It’s a hefty weight to carry, as I shoulder their kind requests, forced suggestions, hopes and dreams alone, without others to lighten the load. Over the years, I’ve learnt to agree, say ‘mmm’ and ‘ahhh’ in all the right places; there’s no point in arguing, as it’s two against one every time, so I go with the flow and then secretly please myself. The flip side is that no one grasses me up – unlike friends’ siblings who break their necks to spill the beans over the Sunday roast.

			I do as I wish, most of the time, which can inadvertently lead to trouble – rather like my ‘shoulder bag secret’ – but deep down, I’m combatting my parents’ constant demands on my time and avoiding the regular chimes of ‘Who else can we ask?’, ‘We’re not getting any younger, you know’ and, the worst of all, ‘We’ve given you everything, Callie!’

			Away from home, there’s my current waitressing work in an artisan coffee shop connected to my cousin’s arts and crafts gallery, all set within her husband’s ancestral stately home. Not that I’m jealous of our Jemima, but in recent years she has had all the luck; if she fell over in goat’s muck she’d stand back up wearing a new cashmere jumper. Though I don’t envy her the constant sickness she’s enduring with her first pregnancy. ‘Blooming’ and ‘radiant’ are the comments usually uttered about expectant mothers; most of the time she’s looking pretty sallow, drained and totally fed up. And the baby isn’t due until December. I appreciate that she’s encountered heartache, with the untimely death of her mum and then our grandfather Tommy – but she struck lucky again there, and received a surprise legacy. Unlike me.

			Perhaps it’s thoughts such as these that are sullying my karma. Maybe if I took a leaf out of Pippa’s book – my other, younger cousin – and pressed the ‘reset’ button, I could ignite a new beginning alongside a decent guy like Levi. Pippa also works for cousin Jemima, driving her mobile bread delivery van. The downside is that I’m surrounded by cousins and extended family all day at work, and smothered by my parents when I get home – another reason why I compartmentalise my existence and overindulge in retail therapy, courtesy of my credit limit.

			I wouldn’t say I’m spoilt exactly – despite my parents ensuring that I never wanted for anything growing up. My dad lives by the old adage ‘buy cheap, buy twice’. So having always had the best, I’ve found it’s a hard habit to break. Be it high-end make-up which promises to stay put for twenty-four hours, or extortionately priced tights which never snag or wrinkle, or my passion for hair and beauty treatments which are a future investment in the fight against visible aging. I appreciate that others can’t tell the difference between my expensive, high-end purchases and their cut-price, own-brand goods, but I know. This’ll make me sound like an utter bitch, but I genuinely like my colleague Aileen’s Superdrug lip gloss – it’s a nice shade and definitely costs less than a tenner, maybe even change from a fiver – but it doesn’t stay put like my lipstick does. This morning’s application of my current favourite lipstick, in the exclusive shade of Clover Dew, won’t need retouching for hours, but then it did cost nearly £130 from New York via the internet! Aileen probably couldn’t tell the difference, but I can.

			And therein lies my problem; I’m used to the best. My spending splurges have simply become a way of life. It’s not as if I’m admitting to a shopping addiction; I only have access to the local stores here in Shetland, though my purchasing prowess does include the internet and TV channels – though, sadly, they deny me the same buzz. Shopping is simply my happy place; my chosen comfort when I’m feeling a bit low, or a tad lonely, or tired, or upset – and sometimes, just occasionally, a little bit woozy after a night out.

			I manage to earn a little extra at Lerwick Manor by volunteering to assist in leading the alpaca walking tours. Not your usual run-of-the-mill job, but one I love. I never imagined that alpacas could be adorable and affectionate towards their handlers. We organise a package deal offering twice-weekly treks followed by afternoon tea in The Orangery. I visit ‘my boys’ in their paddock or overnight stable on a daily basis after my waitressing shift has finished. The herd has a mix of fleece colours – cream, fawn, russet and black – that gallop over to greet me as I approach, and it isn’t just the dried food stash in my pocket that they recognise!

			My main concern is my debt. I’ve learnt to catalogue my worries and stack them on the bookcase inside my head. I say bookcase, it’s more like a four-storey mainland city library with wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling bookcases, and still each shelf is jam-packed. I battle through each day as required, much as I did when I was a beautician. Whilst performing a deep-tissue massage, I thought only of the massage. Whether delivering a pedicure, a manicure or a facial, the same rules always applied and I only ever focused on the task in hand. Now, as a waitress, I apply exactly the same rule. Latte. Flat white. Wipe tables. Stack cutlery. Hot chocolate. Sprinkles. Mop floor. Make tea. Greet. Serve. Smile. Repeat. And repeat. Again. I’ve taught myself how to switch between tasks, knowing that each completed task earns me wages and allows the hands on the clock to move around a little faster.

			I deal with my debt, and how to juggle all the demands for repayment, once I’m alone at the end of my day. I can’t afford for it to ruin my shift, or divert my attention from earning. My tips aren’t great, but at least Isla, The Orangery’s manager, shares out the ‘tips mug’ on a daily basis amongst the waitresses on duty, which is fair.

			In no time, I’ve walked the kilometre along the lane, arriving at the entrance to Lerwick Manor. Traipsing along the driveway, passing the recently installed sculpture park and picnic tables, I can’t help but admire the impressive view of the red-stone manor house, its windows glistening in the morning light. Inside, it will be a hive of activity as hotel guests occupy the breakfast room and service staff dash back and forth catering to their every need. In the private quarters on the third floor, my cousin Jemima and her husband, Ned, will be preparing for the day ahead. Meanwhile, I trek doggedly towards the decorative stone archway leading to the gallery’s cobbled courtyard and The Orangery’s artisan café beyond.

			At this time of day, all is quiet in the converted stable yard. A couple of artists mill around, getting ready for the first visitors of the day, and Crispy duck – Jemima’s pet – potters around, pecking at the cobblestones. I walk beneath the monumental arch and complete the transition between home and work life; I smarten my attitude, forget about brown envelopes and APR rates, in preparation for the busy shift ahead.

			Heather

			‘Hello!’ I holler, opening the back door of the farmhouse kitchen.

			I wait on the doorstep, ear cocked, listening for the faint reply before entering; it’s manners, and an old habit. They always answer with, ‘Come on in!’ I wouldn’t want folk traipsing through my house willy-nilly, whatever stage of life I’m at. I treat my eldest sister, Iona, and her husband, Clyde, with the same courtesy.

			Responding to the silence with a shout of, ‘Only me!’ I actually enter their kitchen. I close the back door behind me, unzip my fleece and kick off my boots, leaving them on the age-old coir doormat, before padding in stockinged feet across the red-tiled floor towards their warm lounge. Which is an understatement; as it’s always roasting-toasting hot, whatever the season. My nephew, Magnus, is working single-handed to provide for his parents the best he can since their retirement from farming. He grafts all day in the fields before returning home to the farmhouse at night.

			‘Heather, I was just saying to Clyde, “Heather’s running late!” Are you running late?’ asks my sister, sitting cosily on the sofa with her crochet hook in one hand and a ball of wool nestled at her slippered feet.

			‘You know me too well. Our Pepper got herself wedged behind the sofa. I’ve had to shift half the lounge furniture in order to retrieve her safely. She’d chewed a section of hessian before I realised she needed help. The little sod. Our Ellie said to leave her – “She got herself stuck so she can get herself out” – but I had visions of returning home to find the insides of my couch scattered around the lounge in her attempt to struggle free.’

			‘Has she still not had those pups?’ asks Clyde, clad in his usual russet corduroys, addressing me from his fireside chair. Remote control in hand, he’s staring at the oversized plasma TV showing a rerun of a classic snooker final from decades ago.

			‘Not yet. She’s not far off, judging by this morning’s antics. I reckon she was trying to nest despite me preparing her usual whelping spot under the stairs.’

			‘She’ll do as she pleases . . . where she pleases,’ adds Clyde, not averting his gaze from the drama of who will succeed in potting the black ball.

			I stare at Iona, her hands working ten to the dozen, as she gazes up at me. Her wiry fringe could do with a trim and tidy. I look at the silver-grey strands sweeping the bridge of her glasses and remember when it was a vibrant auburn colour like mine – though even mine has the odd silver strand peeping through nowadays. Evidence of my so-called wisdom, as I tell my daughters.

			‘Did he not hear me mention under the stairs?’ I ask.

			‘Aye, lass, he heard you alright!’ says Iona, pulling a length of lemon yarn from her ball of wool before resuming her crocheting. Her hands are a rhythmical blur as the hook pokes, twists, turns and works each stitch to create the delicate garment spread across her lap. I can’t knit, let alone master a crochet hook, despite the numerous demonstrations Iona’s given me over the years.

			‘Anyway, I’ve brought these groceries, as your Magnus sent me a text earlier.’ I retrieve several items from my shopping bag – milk, bread and fresh haddock – placing each on the coffee table, before continuing. ‘And I thought you might like something a bit special for Sunday, so I dropped by the butcher’s for a beef joint.’

			They both abruptly turn and stare as I hold the joint aloft, wrapped in paper – which is a novel occurrence, as Clyde’s gaze rarely diverts from his snooker.

			‘Tomorrow. Verity is coming for tea . . . you said you wanted it to be a bit special,’ I gently remind them. I knew they’d forget, so I made a note on my phone last week. Magnus hadn’t mentioned it in his earlier message, but he wouldn’t, would he? That’s our Magnus for you. My nephew doesn’t expect people to chase around after him, despite the effort he shows towards others. Iona’s thrilled that he’s finally met someone who makes him happy; she’d given up on that happening years ago.

			Tomorrow’s special tea will be the highlight of my sister’s week. Neither of them leaves the farmhouse much these days; I suppose that’s balancing out the decades when they were rarely at home, out in all weathers, tending to sheep and lambs across their many fields. With twenty years between us, I feel like her daughter rather than her youngest sister, but that’s the case when family age gaps, ailments and tragedies take hold in life. Bless them, they’ve been through the mill since the loss of their own daughter, Marina, as a child. Not that I’m suggesting I’m some sort of replacement, but given the four-year age gap between Marina and me, you can understand how grief altered our relationship.

			Being the youngest, I wasn’t old enough to care for our parents in their twilight years, so I’m repaying my eldest sister and her husband for doing the necessary back then. When you belong to a large family like mine, the generations might be blurred, with sisters acting as parents, and nephews acting like brothers, but the love and devotion shine through. I try to explain this to my daughters, Ellie and Isla. But as young adults they don’t care to see – not yet, anyway.

			‘Is that this week?’ asks Iona, exchanging a fleeting glance with her husband, who has just missed seeing who potted the black ball and clinched the deciding frame.

			‘Yeah. Which is why I thought we could have a little spruce-up while I’m here . . . a quick whizz round with the Hoover and a wipe down of the kitchen worktops.’ It might sound tactical, but Iona won’t be wanting Verity to see the true them. I’m the same when my eldest, Ellie, brings a new beau home. I want to portray the real us – us as a family of three – but without portraying the real us. The craziness of our family can wait until their seventh, or tenth date . . . or even their wedding day until it truly shines through.

			‘I thought we could make a start on the dining room; I expect you’ll be eating in there?’

			‘Am I cooking?’ asks Iona, putting aside her crochet hook, prising herself out of the armchair where she will have been sitting since breakfast. She doesn’t suffer from ill health but she doesn’t move as well as she ought. I reckon her joints are paying the price for all those early mornings, damp weather, and long tiring hours as sheep farmers.

			‘Yessss,’ I reply dubiously, before adding, ‘you said you wanted to make her your famous Cullen skink followed by Shetland beef.’

			‘Oh no, don’t tell me I said that!’ wails Iona, almost begrudgingly.

			Has she really forgotten, or is she just acting daft, pretending certain changes to the family dynamic might not be happening in the foreseeable future? I’ll play along, just for now, and see what happens.

			‘You did . . . so you must. This lady means a lot to our Magnus. You said you wanted to make her feel welcome as part of the family,’ I declare, knowing she’ll want to do her best by her lad. ‘There’s only half the work to do if I help out.’

			‘Are you not coming tomorrow?’

			‘No. I’ve got my own brood to sort and feed! And that’s without a litter of new arrivals, if Pepper decides to whelp,’ I retort. Honestly, enough is never enough for some folk.

			‘Is the haddock from the fishmonger’s?’ asks my sister, eyeing the supermarket packaging.

			I quickly shake my head.

			‘And that bread’s certainly not from your Isla or the baker’s.’

			‘Nah, I’m splitting my shopping trips between the local shops and the supermarket,’ I say, not wanting to explain why. ‘So what’s it to be – dining room or the kitchen first?’

			‘Kitchen. I can start making Cullen skink once you’re done,’ says Iona, straightening her hand-knitted cardigan and heading for the kitchen.

			Relieved that the decisions have been made, Clyde returns his attention to the snooker.

			As I wander around my sister’s home, I envisage our Magnus laughing when I recall this conversation. The poor bloke can’t win. When he was a long-term singleton, they took a keen interest in his future prospects, but now that he’s courting someone special, they appear to show no interest. The man has very little support – which probably goes some way to explaining why I always try my best!

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Tabitha

			‘Thank you . . . excuse me . . . sorry,’ I utter, dashing between the shoppers and tourists in Lerwick’s Market Street on a busy Saturday afternoon. I hate hot-footing it towards an event, knowing I should be manning my soapery pitch at the manor’s gallery instead. I’ve had to beg, borrow and steal favours to ensure that my business isn’t affected, and all for what? A five-minute stunt, an embarrassment which many of us don’t wish to participate in but feel coerced into doing. If I could get away with not attending then I’d feign forgetfulness and go AWOL. Though I’d kick myself if Ebenezer – our aged, but newly acquired, creative director – pencils a black mark in his battered ledger against my name. Why anyone would swap the bright lights of London’s West End for a theatre in Shetland, at his time of life, is beyond me. But I’d best keep him sweet if I’m to be considered for future starring roles.

			Why he thinks apparently spontaneous events such as these are still ‘a thing’ is beyond me; I’m sure they went out of fashion years ago. Our performance will hardly go viral and attract new blood to join us, given our remote location. Right now, I’d happily swap places with Aileen in The Orangery, wiping tables and serving coffee – her involvement with our little troupe purely as an enthusiastic hobbyist obviously has its advantages! I’m not knocking Aileen’s lack of ambition but her participation usually peaks with the seasonal performances, regardless of whatever role she’s awarded.

			As I near the bastions of Fort Charlotte, I spy Kenzie lingering on the ancient rampart alongside a sturdy but silent cannon. Her thick chestnut mane is secured into coiled plaits, and her arms are heavily laden with swathes of cloth as she stands looking out across the water of Bressay Sound. She looks a picture of serenity. Maybe I should have tied back my natural flame-red locks with a hair scrunchie, but as my dad says, ‘You can’t tame your crowning glory, so flaunt it!’

			I scamper up the grassy slope to join her elevated position. Who in their right mind would pitch me there? I need a high vantage point compared to the other actor, but has Ebenezer not thought this through? It’ll be a brave soul who questions his authority.

			I’m grateful for Kenzie’s support, so I won’t complain to her, but I’m still miffed at having to participate in another potential fiasco – yet another spectacular fail. Like last time, and the time before. After which we all vowed never to attempt such a stunt again. But here we are, with everyone having apparently forgotten the sheer embarrassment Ebenezer’s enthusiasm caused us.

			‘Hi,’ I say quietly, sauntering alongside Kenzie.

			She answers without turning to look at me, as if we’re on a covert mission, watching for some long-forgotten Dutch invaders appearing on the horizon. ‘Hi, Tabby. Are you ready?’

			‘Yep. You?’ Not that I doubt her preparation, but it seems polite to ask.

			She gives a curt nod.

			We stand pretending to admire the glistening sunlight on the choppy waves. We’re not, we’re simply waiting for ‘the signal’; I daren’t imagine the consequences if we miss it. A trillion black marks pencilled against my name in one fell swoop, I expect.

			Several people are milling about the artillery fort; it’s a popular tourist attraction throughout the year. I’m not into Shetland’s historical heritage, though many a school trip was spent identifying features of the pentagonal-shaped construction.

			I daren’t look at Kenzie. I fear my nerves kicking in beforehand, and there’s a good chance of me being literally sick with stage fright; I can do without buckling at the knees and hurling chunks over the tourists. I’m much better when I’m performing, when my brain can focus, and that sudden rush of adrenaline instantly dispels any last-minute panic.

			I’m sure the other participants assume I haven’t spotted them, but I have. Ebenezer and Freddie are below the nearest bastion, pretending to photograph each other, though their guise of revered grandfather and doting youth isn’t quite believable. Ebenezer’s usual combination of brocade frock coat and contrasting wild white hair, coupled with Freddie’s skinny jeans and bright trainers, sets them apart by more than a few generations. I spy Rabbie lounging on the grassy bank, sunbathing without his shirt, revealing a lean and muscular frame. How I wish he were playing today’s other lead role. I give him a quick glance, not wishing to be caught admiring his naked torso. Further along the approach to the fort, Deacon and Old Reg are struggling to manhandle a long cardboard box. This isn’t an everyday occurrence on the fort’s grassy banks, so I’m surprised Ebenezer has allowed it.

			‘Come on! What’s the delay?’ mutters Kenzie.

			I’m about to answer her when a young couple, hand in hand and looking very much in love, dawdle in our direction as if intending to join us at the artillery cannon. Not what we need or practised; it’ll only heighten the embarrassment for all concerned if they linger to inspect the replica relic.

			‘Go away, go away!’ whispers Kenzie, in a harsh but audible tone.

			‘Shush,’ I mouth, fearing the couple might overhear and disrupt the proceedings by asking what her problem is. I can do without being dragged into a fraught situation because of feisty Kenzie. Love her and all that, but sometimes she’s a little firecracker. I breathe a sigh of relief as the couple drift by; their curiosity regarding the cannon quickly wanes after giving us pair the once-over. Their jaded glances make me feel like a social freak, when really what I’m about to do will secure that gold medal in an instant. No competition.

			I hate what I’m about to do. And yet, I do it. I do it because I have dreams. Big dreams I’ve held dear for nineteen years, ever since I was five years of age and played an angel in the school nativity. My halo was a twisted wire coat hanger covered in a strand of cheap gold tinsel, held in place with a pack of hairgrips. I do it because . . . I believe the others will judge me as flaky or worse . . . talentless, if I don’t. I hate myself for even participating when I should really be working at the gallery, taking care of my day job instead of chasing my dream job. Which others say will never happen. But I hope against hope that it does, and that one day . . .

			Oh shit!

			Ebenezer is frantically waving at us in his ‘Go, go, go!’ manner. He’s attempting to mute his flamboyant semi-dance in order to avoid attracting the attention of passing tourists before I’m ready to begin.

			‘Go!’ screeches Kenzie, as if I could miss the director’s crazy waving-not-waving action.

			I take a deep breath, stand close against the parapet, and project my voice towards the blond youth in snazzy trainers who has appeared directly beneath me on the grassy bank.

			‘O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy father, and refuse thy name. Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, and I’ll no longer be a Capulet.’ I focus upon my lines as Kenzie swiftly throws her armful of fabric over my head to dress me in a mock-Elizabethan style, complete with white ruff, plunging neckline and corset ties. I’ll give her credit, I’m transformed in one swift move, and she becomes my nursemaid seconds later with a flowing cape. Freddie is transformed too, thanks to a wide ruff and oversized feathered hat, deftly delivered by a half-naked Rabbie.

			I’m not a fan of these flash-mob acting stunts – which are meant to take the public by surprise, intriguing and entertaining them with our artistic expression, caught between their mid-morning latte and a gentle stroll – but Ebenezer appears to delight in them.

			There’s a momentary pause before Freddie gets his act together to stare doe-eyed up at me, reciting, ‘Shall I hear more, or shall I speak at this?’

			I cringe, as he turns around on the grassy bank to mutter an aside to a non-existent audience. My theatrical outburst and costume change, high up on the rampart, should ensure they appear soon. Well, they usually do. I suppose I should be grateful we aren’t performing the Scottish play, the unmentionable one, which is cursed to high heaven.

			I deliver my practised lines. ‘’Tis but thy name that is my enemy. Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.’ My speech spills from my lips as fluidly as it did during Wednesday night’s rehearsals, and every night this week, parading around my mum’s lounge and interrupting her nightly soap watching. My muscle memory takes over and away I go, my stage directions perfect; there’s no way Ebenezer can complain that I didn’t perform or handle the pressure of a lead part. I’m no Shakespearean fan – but needs must, especially when you’ve a point to prove. Fingers crossed, the director will be impressed enough to give me the role I really want in this year’s Christmas special.

			I fall silent, waiting for Freddie to respond, ‘I take thee at thy word . . .’

			I don’t know how I’ll hide my disappointment if Aileen or Kenzie audition and secure my desired role. No doubt I’ll smile and congratulate them, as expected. Could I accept a lesser role? No! I’d rather throw in the towel. I want what I want – and if performing flash-mob skits such as this is what it takes to show my worth, then so be it.

			I quickly deliver my next two lines, slightly distracted by the growing audience of tourists who have heard the commotion and have reliably drifted across to watch. Deacon and Old Reg now reveal a large wooden ladder from their cardboard box and plant it firmly against the stone wall, enabling young Romeo, aka Freddie, to gingerly climb up a few rungs and converse with me on my makeshift balcony – though he’s not high enough, in my humble opinion. Two backstage guys gather at the foot of the ladder, adding their combined body weight and helping to secure it in place.

			Ebenezer is shouting at Freddie, ‘Higher, higher!’

			As I correctly predicted, my hesitant Romeo is barely using the prop to its full potential. Freddie delivers his lines whilst nervously climbing the rungs; I can spy his white knuckles and jittering knees from up here.

			That’s when disaster strikes. In full flow, delivering his memorised lines, his gaze fixed on mine, Freddie begins to lean backwards. Slowly at first, the ladder moves away from the rampart, hoisting him upright above the heads of the backstage gang . . . before a mighty wobble occurs. His support gang begin sidestepping and stumbling, fighting to regain control of the ladder, which is beginning to teeter dangerously. Freddie’s life is in their hands. His complexion pales to match his knuckles as he is thrust forward, narrowly missing face-planting into the parapet wall, before being snatched backwards by the manhandlers, all the while fighting to maintain his balance. The audience utter loud cries of ‘ohhh’ and ‘ahhh’ at each dramatic sway, as if viewing a pantomime with pre-planned antics. Freddie releases his grip from the top rung and clings frantically to the side rails, wrapping both arms and legs around the ladder, like a koala on a eucalyptus tree trunk.

			But it’s too late, the damage is done. Gravity wins.

			Freddie performs a slow-motion fall backwards, in a comedic arc, taking him beyond the balance of the support act beneath. I watch as he crashes unceremoniously on to the grassy embankment, then gambols down the steep slope like a child at a ball pit, before disappearing into the astonished crowd in a parody of a well-rehearsed magician’s trick. The scene could only have been made worse if he’d been catapulted from the ladder across the Bressay Sound, wailing and limbs flailing, providing a watery end to his escapades.

			‘Well, that’s definitely jinxed the proceedings!’ I whisper to Kenzie, who is nestled at my feet against the parapet wall, pretending to be within my imaginary boudoir, blissfully unaware of Freddie’s antics.

			I’d best not think of the consequences for either of us. Ebenezer will either withdraw his battered ledger and stubby pencil from his frock coat, delivering his dreaded black marks, or demand we repeat this performance again tomorrow!

			‘Wrap it up, Kenzie! Quick!’ I hiss.

			Having performed my script, and feeling satisfied that it was word-perfect, I’m called away from the parapet by my nursemaid, thus ending the fiasco. I wave goodbye, igniting rapturous applause from the audience below.

			‘They never fail us,’ I mutter, appreciating the applause – which is pretty much what Ebenezer coerces us into believing each time we prepare for a performance.

			It feels great to be shrugging off my costume; I need to swiftly return to my usual Saturday afternoon, back in the modern era. I’m relieved that this skit is over. Though, if there’s any suggestion of repeating this farce, I’m definitely going AWOL – black mark or not!

			Callie

			‘Callie, would you do me a favour, please?’ calls Isla across the serving counter of The Orangery. She’s been working in the rear prep room, and her hands are held aloft, splayed fingers covered in beige gloopy batter. ‘Head across to Tabitha and ask if we can have a bar of our usual soap? She’ll know which one. I meant to nip across earlier. Take a fiver out of the till – I’ll account for it later.’

			‘A bit pricey for in here, isn’t it?’ I say, pressing the till buttons so the drawer springs wide open, before retrieving a five-pound note.

			‘The price is irrelevant, it’s the quality that matters when you wash your hands as much as we do each day. The Campbells know, I’ve run it past them before. It actually lasts longer than you’d think.’ She disappears again as I close the till drawer.

			That’s the atmosphere working here, efficient but relaxed, enhanced by the creative decor of mismatched couches, armchairs and chairs. An eclectic mix of patterns, textures and colours, neatly arranged around various large tables and smaller, more intimate coffee table layouts. It’s a far cry from my days in the beauty salon, when the fluffy colour-coordinated towels and the all-pervading fragrance of lemongrass couldn’t hide the stress we beauticians were under, fulfilling non-stop treatment bookings in swift succession, as if on a conveyer belt. I smile to myself. Waitressing might not pay as much, but I’d rather be here than back there, any day. The allure of the beauty industry can sometimes be barely skin deep; I’ve found there’s a lot of bad blood and underlying jealousy, all of which needs exfoliating on a daily basis.

			‘Aileen!’ I call out, attracting the attention of the nearest waitress, who is busy refilling wicker display baskets with freshly baked delights.

			She looks up from where she is working, further along the serving counter.

			‘I’m just popping out on an errand.’ I jerk a thumb towards the gallery’s courtyard, visible through the huge plate-glass window.

			Aileen nods and gives me a quick smile of acknowledgement.

			Clutching the cash, I dart across the cobbled courtyard, which has been a hive of activity all day, heading for Tabitha’s stable. The sign above her door reads ‘The Goat Milk Soapery’, from where she creates and sells all kinds of artisan toiletries by combining goat’s milk with botanical fragrances.

			Each stable is slightly different, reflecting the art or craft within, though the terracotta plastering and the historic wooden beams provide uniformity and a reminder of purpose in bygone years.

			As always, a range of fragrances awaken my senses on entering: zingy lemons, tantalising limes, and a mellow undertone of lavender, I think.

			I find several customers happily browsing the shelves. It’s a thoroughly enjoyable process which consists of selecting and sniffing a product, reading the information label, before deciding to either purchase or replace it, then moving on to sample another fragrant delight.

			‘Hello, Nessie! Is Tabitha around?’ I ask, spying the gallery’s resident blacksmith behind the soapery counter. She looks totally out of place, dressed in her usual beige gansey and denim dungarees, though her orange pixie-cut hairstyle does match some of the soap labels.

			‘I’m the official babysitter, as Tabitha’s had to head into town to “do her thing”. She said she won’t be long. So what can I do you for?’

			‘Mmmm, I’m looking for some soap,’ I say, perusing the stocked shelving units that reach from floor to ceiling. In every direction, there’s something of interest: bulbous glass jars filled with dried botanicals, rows of navy glass bottles with protruding pipettes, and a corner section filled with stainless-steel equipment similar to Isla’s prep room in The Orangery.

			‘Seriously, I’ll need a little more info, Callie. I haven’t the foggiest about this kind of thing,’ exclaims Nessie.

			‘I can’t imagine it’s your sort of thing.’ I smile reassuringly at her, remembering only too well my beautician days surrounded by lotions and potions.

			Nessie’s chin juts forward. ‘Oi, cheeky, I’ll have you know I regularly use the lemon and bergamot bar over there.’ She gestures towards a lower shelf, before adding, ‘Tabby recommended it for its astringent properties and natural oils – I’ve bought it ever since.’

			‘You surprise me, that’s all.’

			‘A blacksmith needs her luxuries too,’ says Nessie, giving me a coy look. ‘Isaac wouldn’t be so keen on snuggling up to me if my skin was rougher than my filing rasp.’

			‘Or his current designer stubble,’ I jest, having spied his facial hair earlier.

			‘Have you seen it? He’s so proud of his new grooming style.’ Nessie shakes her head, but her smile suggests she doesn’t mind what her beau does. ‘If he’s hoping to match Mungo’s bushy beard, he’d better look out. I’ll be asking Tabby for suggestions on a shaving balm to persuade him otherwise.’

			We both laugh. I’ve liked Nessie from the off; she’s not your usual sort, but I suppose female blacksmiths never are. She’s got a wicked sense of humour and an indomitable spirit – both essential attributes with which to fight her corner. She isn’t going to be cowed by any shallow-minded views about a woman’s place in a traditionally male-dominated industry.

			‘When is Tabby due back?’ I ask, remembering that Isla did say ‘our usual soap’. I wouldn’t recognise the fragrance amongst this vast selection. In the salon, we’d only used a handful of essential oils, nothing like the huge variety on display in Tabitha’s stable.

			‘Any time soon,’ says Nessie, glancing at the wall clock.

			I step aside as a young woman nears the counter, her arms laden with an assortment of soap bars and other toiletries.

			‘Hi, did you find everything you were looking for?’ asks Nessie, in a bright and breezy tone, sounding like a true professional. She has no idea about the product but always puts her best sales face on.

			‘Yes, thank you. It’s quite overwhelming . . . you stock such a huge range,’ says the customer, glancing around at the shelves. She’s certainly not wrong there.

			I’ll leave it for another time. If I go back with the wrong soap, Isla won’t be best pleased – especially if my random selection doesn’t meet with her approval.

			‘Hey, hey, hey! What have we here?’ asks Tabitha, entering the soapery.

			‘Good timing, Tabby,’ says Nessie, glancing up from packing the customer’s goodies into one of the gallery’s logoed paper bags, before announcing the till price to her customer. ‘That’ll be seventeen pounds twenty, please.’

			The lady finds her purse while I swiftly nab Tabby and ask her about our usual soap.

			‘It’s this one here,’ says Tabitha, reaching up to a high shelf and grabbing a soap bar decorated with a spiky cactus-type plant. ‘Aloe vera. Antibacterial properties, which Isla likes for The Orangery.’

			‘Are you sure? I’ll blame you if it’s wrong,’ I say truthfully.

			‘I’m sure. Are you doubting my memory?’

			‘No, I’m just saying.’ I fish the five pounds out, and flatten the rolled note on the nearest shelf before handing it to Tabitha.

			‘Thank you, do you need a bag?’

			I shake my head.

			‘Great news – that saves the environment too,’ she chuckles.

			‘You’re in a good mood,’ I say, pulling a quizzical expression.

			‘Ignore me. We’ve just floored an audience at the fort with a Shakespearean flash-mob skit. It was so embarrassing, I can’t begin to tell you. But I’ve a funny feeling things are about to go my way, for once!’

			‘Ha, that’s funny. To bag, or not to bag: that is the question in the soapery,’ I say, showing my limited knowledge of the English bard.

			‘Very funny. Though it was Romeo and Juliet we performed, not Hamlet.’

			‘In that case, I’m off. I’m out of my depth in here with your soaps and your scripts. But thanks for this, it’ll keep Isla happy.’

			I stroll back across the cobblestones, unsure if my joke was verging on funny, a faux pas, or purely idiotic – whatever, I need to get a wiggle on before I’m missed in The Orangery.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sunday 14 August

			Tabitha

			Unlocking the stable door, I pin my ‘open’ sign on the doornail and sneak inside. This is my precious time, my favourite part of the day. With one flick of a switch, my tiny world springs to life beneath neon lights, revealing shelf upon shelf of creamy soap products, each one handmade by me. There’s not a single item within these four walls that I haven’t personally blended or mixed before curing and cutting it into individual blocks for retail. My main table is a rainbow of creamy pastel colours, with each soap featuring like a pixel in the overall display. Handwritten labels on orange cards stand to attention beside each product pile, proudly announcing the unique name of each soap above a detailed list of ingredients, benefits or comforts. Be it an astringent quality, an invigorating fragrance, enhanced with vitamins, or simply a soothing lather to ease skin irritations, my goat’s milk soaps add a little luxury to the necessary routines of everyone’s daily life. Whether a basic hand soap, a luxury bath soap or a shaving balm – I genuinely have a little something for every customer who enters my stable.

			I remove my coat and handbag, stowing them in the storage space beneath my counter, and reach for my tabard. When I was at school, I’d have laughed at anyone who suggested a tabard would become my daily uniform. But back then, I hadn’t bargained on a full-time job crafting beautiful soaps from an organic product. I also couldn’t have envisaged internet sales and shipping a high quantity abroad at least three times a week, either. Though, if my science teacher could have foretold my future – donning protective goggles and gloves, and handling glass beakers of sodium hydroxide – I’d have laughed myself silly throughout my exams. Sadly, I didn’t cut it; I flunked the lot, securing a full house at grade D. Not my finest hour, but an experience which forced me to rapidly hone my skill set and face up to the practicalities of life.

			I quickly tie my hair back, securing it with a hair net, and don my first pair of protective gloves. I’ll lose count of the number of times I change and replenish items of PPE on a production day, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. Firstly, my health and well-being need protecting from the caustic chemicals, and secondly, the slightest cross-contamination of products or colourings can ruin an entire batch of soap in seconds.

			I was raised playing amongst my mother’s small herd of goats, so there was never a shortage of furry playmates or milk in our house. A little sideline that provided her with extra pin money by selling to the locals, nothing more. It seemed logical to produce something from the surplus milk, especially as sterilised goat’s milk has a shelf life of around forty-five days; Mum didn’t want to waste it by throwing it away. Having flunked my Highers exams, I took on the challenge of searching the internet and creating concoctions in the tiny shed at the bottom of our garden. From humble beginnings my venture was born, though I soon ran out of storage space – there’s a limit to what can be squeezed into a six-by-four shed – hence the much-needed move to Lerwick Manor and my decision to rent this stable. Plus, it was pretty lonesome spending each day cutting and packaging soaps. Here I get to enjoy the constant flow of people, whether customers, manor guests or other artists dropping by, all of which helps break up the day.

			The sweet spot in my soapery is the impressive range of shelving. It dominates the end wall, stretching from floor to virtually ceiling height, complete with a tiny ladder, which Mungo kindly made for me. One shelf houses my selection of wooden boxes shaped like treasure chests, inside which sit my vials of essential oils. They are volatile, so keeping them in a cool dark storage box prevents them from vaporising or oxidising, ensuring each soap blend is of the highest quality.

			I have my favourites, just as I’ve heard Isla admit to having preferred ingredients for her artisan bread making. She loves poppy seeds, wholegrains and toasted almonds, while I favour lemongrass, bergamot and geranium. Though I do have to show some restraint and not select them all the time; after all, there is such a vast array of essential oils, each with additional benefits. I try not to over-complicate each blend – going ‘too flowery’, as I term it. I’m sure many people love a good whiff of fragrance during their morning shower. Likewise, I’m certain many don’t. I have to rein in my enthusiasm at times, remembering I’m not the one who purchases and uses each product I make. I’m not making soaps for my own liking but for others.

			Whatever the problem, be it a shaving rash, acne-prone skin, or troublesome eczema, I have a nourishing balm or essential oil that will ease the irritation when blended with rich goat’s milk. There are times when I simply stand and stare at the paraphernalia before me and dream of creating new combinations from the dried botanicals contained within the glass jars. Alongside huge demijohns are apothecary bottles of organic oils: jojoba, cocoa, sweet almond, grapeseed, sunflower, olive, apricot, avocado, coconut and almond, all lined up like tubby soldiers. Each oil has a unique element which benefits my customers each time they use my beautiful soaps or balms.

			In the corner stand my two shiny items. I’m a sucker for a bit of polished metal – and so, it seems, are many of my customers, who are drawn like moths to a flame. One item is my trusty tea urn which had a previous life serving hot beverages at the local community centre until it was refurbished a few years ago. My dad spotted the urn and saved it from being pitched into a skip by offering a couple of quid. It’s pretty basic in design, just an element snaking around the bottom and a simple dial control on the outside; I had to repaint the faded dial indicators for fear of misreading temperatures. As a heat source for blending it is perfect for large quantities of a basic soap mix which I then divide into smaller batches before colouring and adding fragrance. The second shiny object, which many customers never expect to find here, is my milk fridge. And I kid you not but I lose count of the number of people who remark each week, ‘So there’s actually goat’s milk in each soap?’ I smile and nod politely. If they aren’t convinced by my answer, I open the milk fridge to show the flasks of cold fresh goat’s milk, though supplies tend to be running low or have run out by the weekend. I rarely make a new blend of soap during the weekend. The increased customer footfall and the extra time required to answer forthcoming questions takes up all my attention and can potentially cause a blend to be ruined, or else pose a health and safety risk when working with hot oils.

			Quack! Quack!

			I turn to find Crispy duck waddling through my open doorway. His emerald head feathers shimmer with accents of navy while he happily pecks the floor with each webbed step.

			‘No, you don’t! Not in here – you’re barred,’ I say, quickly shooing him back outside on to the cobblestones. I’ve no aversion to his presence as the gallery’s resident duck, but I can do without a customer finding a tiny feather in their soap bar. I’d struggle to explain away a duck’s-feather-and-goat’s-milk combination!

			I want to make a start on a fresh batch of soap but I’d like it to be well under way before any customers come browsing. Not that they aren’t welcome to watch, but there are times when the layout of each stable means customers put you off your task. I can measure out my ingredients – the botanicals, the essential oils – and at a vital moment be distracted by a customer’s question. My hands switch to auto pilot, and I wonder for the remainder of the day did I add those essential oils or not? At least this morning, I can begin mixing before the gallery officially opens at ten o’clock. That’ll be the best of both worlds: the important task done, releasing beautiful aromas into the air, enticing customers to venture inside. Which usually results in higher sales. Making everyone happy!

			‘Morning, lassie.’ Dottie’s voice makes me jump.

			I whip around to find her tottering through the doorway. Her full-length pinny is secured with a double tie at the front, and her piercing blue eyes are twinkling bright. She’s virtually a full-time fixture here at the manor, completing a little ‘light dusting’ when necessary. Though don’t let this octogenarian’s delicate bird-like stature fool you, she’s as sharp as a tack.

			‘Morning, Dottie. Anything wrong?’ I sense there is, as it’s just gone eight o’clock.

			‘That wee lovey has been up all night with her sickness. This bairn has been a worry and a half already, and it’s nowhere near its due date.’

			I want to giggle but daren’t; Dottie’s so funny when she witters. Though Jemima’s pregnancy sickness is no laughing matter – the woman looks delicate at the best of times.

			‘And you’ve come to me?’ I say, sensing a request.

			‘These botanical things . . . anything for sickness?’ asks Dottie, gesturing towards my shelf of glass jars. ‘Anything at all.’

			‘Ginger is supposed to be very good.’

			Dottie grimaces and shakes her head. ‘The lass surely can’t stomach any more ginger – she’s been nibbling on my home-made ginger biscuits since week two – this bairn will appear swaddled in a biscuit wrapper if she consumes much more.’

			‘Peppermint?’

			‘Nah, she’ll gag at the very thought. Jemima’s been sucking on packets of peppermints to recover from having thrown up.’

			I scan my jars and bottles for anything that might help. ‘I’ve got raspberry leaf – but that’s supposed to prepare the body for birth rather than prevent sickness. Surely her midwife or doctors can suggest something suitable?’

			‘They have loads of remedies. The poor wench has tried the lot, but it’s not helping. She just needs a day or two to regain some strength by keeping her food down, otherwise she’ll be a hospital case, I’m sure.’

			‘Oh, Dottie, that’s awful. She’s supposed to be enjoying her pregnancy.’

			‘Phuh! The quicker this bairn’s due date arrives, the better,’ says Dottie sternly, before her tone softens and she gives a little shimmy of excitement. ‘I can’t wait to have a munch and get my cuddles in.’

			I burst out laughing. ‘Oh, Dottie, you are funny.’

			‘Shhhh, I can’t wait. Do you know how long it’s been since I had a little one to coo over? Do you?’

			I shake my head, taking delight in her renewed spirit.

			‘Too bloody long, that’s how long! Ned Campbell’s kept us all waiting for this honour, and I’m not about to miss out on the joy.’

			‘Dottie, you’re a star. I’m sure they appreciate everything you do, especially at the minute with Jemima feeling so poorly.’

			Dottie waves a hand as if batting my compliment away. ‘Like I said, it’s an honour. His own mother would have dearly loved to have seen him at this stage in his life. Bless her dear soul. And Jemima has no mother to support her, either.’

			A sudden flashback from yesterday’s theatrical skit invades my thoughts. Kenzie’s nursemaid act is nothing compared to Dottie’s true care and attention.

			I’m stunned by the lump in my throat, and hastily swallow. Why am I getting emotional? I often imagine that some folk want for nothing in life – I only have to picture Ned’s stately home, or Jemima’s art gallery and thriving hotel venture – when reality shows that they too have suffered loss and untold sadness. I perk up, sidestepping the change in mood.

			‘Here,’ I say, striding towards my selection of soothing balms. ‘A little gift of a chamomile balm – a little dab to her wrists might help to soothe her.’ I return, pressing the small tin into Dottie’s hesitant hand.

			‘Would chamomile tea help?’ asks Dottie eagerly.

			‘I wouldn’t try it. Not without chatting to her midwife – herbal teas sound harmless enough but you’d be surprised by some of the effects. The same goes for the essential oils.’ I gesture towards my shelving supplies. ‘It’s better to be on the safe side, isn’t it?’

			‘Thank you, I’ll tell her you kindly sent a gift. She’ll be grateful. Well, she will be once she can think of anything other than the constant nausea and the location of her sick bowl.’

			‘Urgh!’ My gag reflex is instant.

			‘Exactly. It’s not nice, Tabitha,’ says Dottie. ‘Anyway, thank you for this. And if you think of anything else . . . just let me know.’

			‘I will. And you take care – it isn’t an easy job looking after others all the time. Would you like a little something for yourself?’ I nod towards my soap bars.

			‘Oh no, I couldn’t . . . it’s Pears soap for me – nothing else.’

			I give her a beaming smile; I hear that a lot from the older generation. My own gran wouldn’t dream of using my goat’s milk soap in preference to her trusted Imperial Leather.

			Heather

			I glance at the clock; I’ve been pacing the lounge for twenty minutes. If I do it for much longer the carpet will be threadbare and the dog will be a nervous wreck. Though at the minute she seems to be bearing up, which is more than I am.

			I stand a fair distance away from Pepper’s self-made nest, an undignified position wedged in the gap between and slightly behind the two armchairs. Obviously, yesterday’s episode with the couch had purpose. I could scream! I spent an entire day last week sorting out her usual spot in the cupboard under the stairs where she’s happily had and nursed three litters. But no, Pepper likes to surprise me.

			Our Isla’s in for a shock when she arrives home from work. The dog has dragged her single duvet from her bedroom, opting for a little luxury on which to lie. I only left the house for an hour – to fetch and deliver gravy granules for our Iona’s special tea – and returned to find this. There’s no point me trying to salvage the duvet at the moment. No doubt it’ll be a ‘bin it and replace it’ job, as I can see Pepper’s already birthed three pups on it.

			After a decade of breeding Shelties – or Shetland sheepdogs, as most folk call them – you’d think I’d be used to whelping by now. My three girls, Pepper, Socks and Rosie, are very different to each other when it comes to motherhood. Pepper, a sable-and-white-coated beauty, is my most experienced, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying.

			‘Come on, girl, tell me what you need. Is it simply more time to do as you please, or do I call the vet?’ I whisper softly, her large brown eyes glancing up at the sound of my voice. She’s a good mum, always has been, but you never can tell how things will turn out, so I always plan, always prepare early. And still, I find myself pacing like an expectant father. If she needs a vet, I won’t hesitate – even on a Sunday, with emergency call-out fees. Any other day, I’d have phoned already, giving the local practice the heads up. Call me stupid but it always seems the right thing to do. If push comes to shove, and the vet can’t attend, I’ll call our Magnus if Pepper needs practical hands-on assistance. I can’t imagine that birthing a sheep is much different to a dog. Well, he’d know, that’s for sure. Though how our Magnus – or any fully grown adult, for that matter – is going to squeeze in between my three-piece suite, on hands and knees, to assist is anyone’s guess. The cupboard under the stairs is roomy, yet here Pepper lies on a duvet licking her three wriggling babies.

			I glance at the mantelpiece clock, yet again: thirty minutes gone. This isn’t like her, unless she’s done. Given her size and the vet’s ultrasound scan, I did think there would be another two pups perhaps, but maybe I’m wrong. She’s caught me out on previous occasions.

			‘Is three the magic number this time, Pepper?’ I don’t want to disturb her by getting nearer to take a closer look, but I’m in two minds; she just doesn’t seem right. I’m sure she’s straining every now and then, which means she’s struggling. I hope I’m not wasting time by observing when I should be doing: phoning or calling for assistance.

			What’s it to be, Heather? Call out the emergency vet on a weekend, or phone Magnus for advice – which is it? Wait much longer and the poor dog might suffer the loss of her pups, or worse. I can’t think straight. Can’t decide. I don’t care about the cost – only about my dog, and which intervention will arrive quicker. I can’t dither, either; it’ll unsettle my nerves, which in turn will spook Pepper.

			I grab my phone from the coffee table, tapping the screen into life. The ringing tone goes on for ages. My knees begin to quiver as I wait for it to be answered. Maybe I’ll have no choice, after all. Maybe I should end the call and dial—

			A male voice answers. ‘Hello, Heather.’

			‘Magnus, thank God for that! Any chance you could come over and take a look at Pepper? She’s whelped three pups but nothing more for thirty-odd minutes, but she’s straining herself. I know you’ve arrangements with your parents tonight, so I’ll willingly call the vet, if you’re busy this morning.’

			‘Don’t be daft! Put the kettle on, grab your stash of dog towels and I’ll be with you in ten minutes.’

			‘Thank you, Magnus. Bye.’

			‘Heather?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Make sure you put the kettle on – I’ll be wanting tea when I get there.’

			‘You cheeky bugger. I’m more concerned with my dog than making you tea. I thought you were suggesting a hot-water-and-towels birthing job.’

			‘I am, but I’ll still want a cuppa.’

			‘I’m gone. Goodbye!’

			‘Bye, Heather.’

			 

			‘Come on, little lady . . . let’s make you comfy and see what’s happening.’

			I stand by, watching intently, as Magnus crawls on all fours; for a giant of a guy he’s done well to squeeze himself into a fairly tight spot. Pepper gently noses his proffered hand as her three pups wriggle and squirm at her teats.

			‘There now, let’s have a quick feel,’ he reassures her.

			I look away, unsure if I need to witness my nephew performing midwifery duties on my dog. It seems crazy that we’re the same age, yet belong to different generations, due to the age range of my siblings. We’re more like brother and sister than anything. I can breathe again, now he’s here; everything will be just fine. Though the cheeky bugger asked where his cuppa was on arrival.

			‘I wouldn’t have the nerve to check her,’ I say, stupidly staring away at my skirting boards.

			‘It’s best to feel if there’s a pup stuck in the birth canal and . . . oh, yep . . . there it is. That little blighter needs to come out. If I can just . . .’

			‘Oh, stop with the running commentary. I don’t need to know what you’re doing, Magnus,’ I say, feeling slightly queasy and trying not to focus on his actions at her rear end.

			Magnus laughs, shaking his brown curls. ‘You’d be no good come the lambing season.’

			‘I’d hate to think where your hands have been over the years – you’ve dealt with sheep, goats and my dogs.’

			‘Horses. Donkeys. A cow on one occasion. I’ll be birthing alpacas soon, if Jemima’s plans for breeding the manor’s herd are successful.’

			‘Stop it! I don’t know how Verity puts up with you.’

			I sneak a peek, unsure if I wish to see, but Pepper seems content with his manhandling, so I shouldn’t be complaining.

			‘If I can just ease . . . oh there, that moved a little way.’

			‘Is it alive?’ I ask, my fingers crossing instinctively.

			Magnus gives a shrug. ‘I haven’t felt it move. You might want to be ready with a towel. A bit of rubbing to stimulate it might be needed . . . if I could just . . . perfect timing, Pepper.’

			‘What?’

			‘She’s contracting . . . and that’s all the help we needed . . . to get this peerie pup moving in the right direction and . . . here it is!’

			‘How quick was that!’

			I step closer, looking awkwardly down over the arms of the chairs to see a wet and withered puppy cradled in Magnus’ giant palm.

			‘Here,’ I say, holding an open towel to receive the lifeless pup.

			‘Don’t be too gentle. Give it a firm going over, nose to tail – swing it, if you need to.’

			I perch on the edge of the couch and place the folded towel, with the pup inside, on my lap. My upper hand vigorously rubs the tiny body encased beneath.

			‘There’s another one coming. Are you doing this one on your tod, Pepper?’ Magnus crawls backwards before rising to his knees and stretching his back.

			I can’t bear to think about the life-and-death struggle happening on my lap, so instead I take a deep breath and continue to rub.

			‘It’s not moving,’ I say.

			‘Check it, wipe its mouth and nose, then swing it.’

			I open the towel, dabbing the corner against the pup’s tiny muzzle. Four lifeless paws rest in my lap. I remember buying this towelling bale when I decorated the bathroom a decade ago – who’d have thought I’d be using one to revive a pup.

			‘I can’t,’ I say, my eyes pleading for help.

			‘Come here.’ His hand lifts the pup from my lap, his long fingers settle along its backbone and neck, before giving the lifeless body a sharp flip with his wrist, as if emptying a ketchup bottle over my towelling lap.

			‘Come on, yee little bugger,’ he mutters, quickly repeating the action.

			I want to tell Magnus not to be so rough; don’t snap its head off. But I’m being daft, the pup’s in the safest of hands.

			‘Pass me the towel,’ he says, before gesturing towards Pepper. ‘Watch over her a second.’ Magnus demonstrates what I should have been doing. I couldn’t be so rough with a tiny creature, little limbs and head wobbling about like there’s no tomorrow.

			Squeak!

			‘That’s it, peerie pup, give us another,’ says Magnus, his weathered features creasing into a smile.

			‘Was that . . .?’ I point to the towel.

			He nods, just as another little squeak comes from inside the towel. ‘Let’s make sure, though, before we stop rubbing.’

			I don’t know whether to laugh, cry, or both, at the sheer relief.

			‘Heather,’ says Magnus, nodding towards Pepper’s nest as a fifth pup appears naturally and mum begins to lick the newborn.

			‘Pup four was stuck!’

			Magnus opens the towel and the pup wriggles inside, its tiny mouth wide open, revealing a rosy tongue.

			‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ I ask.

			‘Does it matter?’ asks Magnus, nestling his pup alongside the new arrival and not bothering to look. ‘Here you go, Mum. Do your job.’

			Pepper instantly licks both pups as Magnus sits back on his haunches and I burst into tears.

			‘Would you have cried this much if the vet had attended?’

			‘Probably. After I’d paid the emergency weekend rate,’ I mutter through my tears.

			‘You’re a soppy-head, aren’t you?’

			‘And you’re not, I suppose.’ I sniff, not bothering to wipe away my tears of joy.

			‘Get ready, number six is on its way,’ urges Magnus, ignoring my remark and focusing on my dog.
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