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Chapter 1

Seb checked his watch. Ten minutes to eight. He was in good time for the first day of his new job. It was two years since he first qualified, yet he still felt a thrill.

A strong draught told him the rear door to the animal hospital had been opened and into the reception area came Joy Bastable the practice manager.

‘Seb! You’re here. You’ve found your way. Well, of course, you must have, and to prove it you’re standing in front of me!’ She put down her bag on the reception desk and turned to study him. What a lovely chap he was. Not handsome in the modern manner, but sweet and kind like her Duncan. Very like Duncan, in fact. ‘Look! Here’s your name-plate. This morning you’ll be in this last consulting room here, newly built just in time for you to use. It slots in here. Look.’ She held up the name-plate for him to see. It read: ‘Sebastian J. Partridge B.Vet.Med.,M.R.C.V.S.’ Seb almost burst with pride.

‘You put it in,’ Joyce said. ‘It moves with you, you see, to whichever consulting room you’re in.’

Seb dropped it into place and stood back to admire it. This was his reward. Despite his family’s opposition he’d stuck to his guns, determined to be a vet and not the farmer the  rest of them assumed he would be. Living on that isolated family farm for the rest of his life? Absolutely not. His dad had been bitterly disappointed, but Seb couldn’t help himself. He knew his brother was neither physically nor mentally capable of making a success of the farm, but a lifetime incarcerated there with nothing but bleak hills for company . . . well, he couldn’t. So here he was, ready to begin.

The emptiness of the reception area was disturbed by another blast of air and down the passage from the back door came a tall man with brown hair lightened by the sun. He wore a bush hat, an open-necked khaki shirt with pockets and epaulettes, and suede Timberland boots. Round his neck was a gold chain with a thick wedding ring threaded onto it.

Joy introduced him. ‘This is Scott.’

The said Scott held out his hand. ‘How do you do. I’m farm animal, not small.’

The accent gave him away. ‘You’re Australian?’ asked Seb.

‘I am. Australian by birth but English by inclination. Welcome to the practice. Best place on earth to be working. He looks as though he might turn out quite well, doesn’t he, Joy?’ Scott grinned broadly and play-punched Seb on his shoulder.

Joy looked Seb up and down. ‘Indeed he might.’

‘Is my list ready?’ Scott asked.

‘Of course. Busy day. But that’s what you like. How’s the baby doing?’

‘Very well indeed. Three children keep Zoe very busy so it’s a good thing the baby’s better behaved than the last one was.’

‘Well, Zoe deserved it to be so.’

‘She’s a glutton for punishment; she’s decided four would be a good idea.’

‘Heaven help us!’

‘That’s what I said.’ Scott smiled.

Suddenly there was an influx of staff arriving. Scott collected his list and left to begin his busy day. The introductions flustered Seb, and he got names and faces all mixed up. Then a woman arrived in their midst, with dark curly hair and a generous smile, her hand outstretched in welcome. ‘I’m Miriam Price, Mungo’s wife,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a pot of coffee waiting in the flat upstairs; come up and have a cup before your day begins. I shan’t keep him long, Joy.’ She tucked his hand into the crook of her arm and led him down the passage. ‘Mungo’s just finishing breakfast.’

They climbed the stairs to the Prices’ beautiful welcoming kitchen, and he felt immediately at home. Mungo was reading the paper and looked at him over the top of his reading glasses. ‘Morning, Seb. Welcome to Barleybridge Veterinary Hospital.’ He reached a hand round the edge of the paper and shook Seb’s vigorously.

Miriam asked, ‘Black? Milk? Sugar?’

‘Milk and sugar, please.’

‘I’ve a full list of clients this morning, Seb, so drink up and I’ll go down with you and show you the ropes before I begin.’

‘Thank you.’ Seb, remembering an incident that had occurred when he’d come for his second interview, recalled Mungo’s explosive temper and was grateful for his warm welcome.

Miriam anxiously enquired, ‘Flat all right? I made sure the boiler was on in good time. Are you pleased with it?’

‘Yes, it’s lovely. Thank you.’

‘Anything you need, just let me know. I look after the flat, you see.’

‘There’s nothing I can think of at the moment. I hadn’t expected two bedrooms; it feels luxurious.’

Mungo rattled his paper and Seb took the hint and drank his coffee right to the bottom. ‘Ready when you are, Mr Price.’

Mungo stood up, folded his newspaper and headed for the stairs. ‘You’re lucky to arrive when the building work is finished. It’s been hectic here this year, but finally it’s done and now we’ve to earn the money to pay for it all. Ah! I see your name-plate is up already.

The scene in the waiting room was transformed. The empty chairs were filled with clients holding cages housing gerbils or hamsters or birds, cats in baskets and dogs on leads. There was a general air of anxiety and activity to which, Seb realized, he belonged.

A consulting-room door opened and a voice called out, ‘Lucky Campbell’. It was immediately followed by a sharp click of the heels and a nod of the head. The client got to her feet and said, ‘Good morning, Mr Dedic.’

‘That’s Valentine Dedic,’ said Mungo. ‘Don’t be fooled by the clicking and bowing; it may look amusing but never under-estimate him. He’s the sharpest knife in the drawer. Remember that.’

Mungo ran through the equipment in the state-of-the-art consulting room which was to be Seb’s for the morning. Seb’s head whirled with detail and he desperately hoped he would remember it all.

‘Right. Time I wasn’t here,’ Mungo finished. ‘Immaculate  scrubs at all times. Only the best for our clients, with the highest standards of diagnosis, of course. Absolute integrity. No free consultations, much as some of them would like to get away with one. We have expenses and are not a charity. But do not over-charge. If clients feel that’s what you’ve done they’ll be resentful and it doesn’t do the client-vet relationship any good at all. Here in this folder is our list of statutory charges. Ask for advice whenever. You’re bound to need it at first and no one minds helping you out. Must go. Have a good morning.’

Seb took a deep breath, put on his scrubs, hung his stethoscope round his neck and looked at his list. So this was where it all began. The very first real step up in his career. This was the start of a new life, leaving behind, he hoped, the horrors of his first two years in practice, where he’d been marginalised and made to feel useless. Here he could prove just how good he was.

His first patient was a canary called Nellie. Problem? Removal of band. It all appeared too easy for words.

He opened his door and called out, ‘Nellie Smithson.’ A huge man got to his feet with the canary apparently in the cardboard box in his large fist.

Seb held out his hand. ‘I’m Seb Partridge. I’m new.’

‘Student, are yer?’

‘No, qualified but new to this practice. Can I see the bird?’

‘This ’ere is Nellie. Good name for a canary, don’t you think? Have to hope she’ll sing well, else I shall look silly.’

Seb had to acknowledge he didn’t know why.

Seemingly surprised by Seb’s ignorance, Mr Smithson said, ‘You know - Dame Nellie Melba, the famous Australian  singer from way back. This ’ere canary, I bought her yesterday. Took a right fancy to her, but I don’t like this band round her leg. She’s not fully grown, I’m told, and I’m frightened her leg might grow more and the band be too tight. You can hardly move it as it is now. See what you think.’

He withdrew Nellie from the cardboard box with the greatest of gentleness despite his large hands and thick fingers. She was a vivid yellow, with every feather well groomed and aligned.

‘She’s a great specimen.’ Seb tried moving the band on her leg and agreed that it was already tight. ‘Best off, I think. Would you like me to do it for you?’

‘That’s what I’ve come for, to have it cut off.’

It was the work of a moment to snip off the band. Seb held it out for Mr Smithson. ‘Want to take it? Keepsake?’

‘No, thanks. That’s it, then.’

‘Where did you get her from?’

‘Chap down the market. He included the cage, too.’

Seb took the opportunity to examine her while she lay so quietly in his hand. While he was looking at her feet he asked, ‘The perches in the cage, are they covered with sandpaper?’

‘Yes, they are. Gives the bird a better grip, he said.’

‘Will you take my advice? All they’re going to do is make her feet very tender and sore. She needs smooth perches. Imagine if you had sandpaper lining your shoes. You wouldn’t get far, would you?’ Seb said this as gently as he could so as not to give offence. With Nellie resting on her back on the palm of his hand, her head held securely between his finger and thumb, Seb held her feet out for inspection. ‘Look, they’re becoming inflamed already.’

Mr Smithson was appalled. ‘They are. They are. Well,  young man, you do know your stuff. I shall be back with my Nellie should a problem arise. Thanks for telling me. I’m straight back down the market to give that chap a piece of my mind. Now, how much do I owe?’

‘They’ll deal with that at the reception desk, Mr Smithson.’

‘Right. Thank you very much.’

Seb glanced at his statutory charge list and tapped the price into his computer.

Next was a dog for its annual booster. Well, that was easy enough, except Rex bit him good and hard and the client almost collapsed with apologies.

‘That’s fine, Mrs Evans, I’ve kept my tetanus up to date so—’

‘Are you inferring my Rex has rabies?’ She hunched her shoulders defensively.

‘No, of course not, but every vet has to keep their tetanus up to date. One never knows.’ He smiled sweetly at her and that did the trick.

She beamed back at him. ‘Of course, it’s only sensible. You’ll go far, Mr Partridge. I shall ask for you next time.’

For one brief moment Seb thought she was going to kiss him, and he blushed. She noticed the blush and smiled at him, gave him a wave and left. Another satisfied customer, thought Seb. In fact, that morning he had a legion of happy customers and felt well pleased with his first morning’s work. In the afternoon he assisted Valentine with three operations and was complimented on his intuitive help.

‘You’ve a good instinct for surgery, Seb, congratulations.’

‘Thank you. I always enjoyed surgery at college.’

‘Why don’t you ask Mungo if you can watch his last  operation this afternoon; it’s very complicated and interesting. ’

‘Would he mind?’

‘He likes enthusiasm. Try him and see. It’s a badly smashed jaw.’

‘I will then.’

Seb found Mungo in the orthopaedic operating theatre, newly built along with the extra consulting rooms and the increased accommodation for intensive care.

‘Of course. Come in,’ he said in reply to Seb’s request.

Mungo didn’t speak again except to ask Bunty the nurse for instruments or mutter furiously about the owner who’d given this dog such a savage beating that his jaw was broken in three places. Most vets would have suggested the dog be put to sleep but Mungo, despite knowing he most likely wouldn’t get paid for his efforts, with his exceptional skills and his intense compassion for animals in pain, was willing to operate.

After two hours’ intense concentration he straightened his back with a great sigh. ‘Bunty, thanks for your help. It’s worked out better than I’d hoped. Take care of him. Enjoyed that, Seb, did you?’

‘I most certainly did. Thank you for letting me watch.’

‘Perhaps next time you might like to help?’

‘That would be a privilege.’ Seb helped Bunty lift the dog onto the trolley and wheeled it into the intensive-care room for her.

As Bunty settled the dog in a cage with a drip and a fleece over him to keep him warm, she asked, ‘You do realise you’ve just been watching a genius at work?’ Seb detected a note of passionate devotion in her voice but he was tactful enough to ignore it.

‘Of course I do.’

‘I’ve worked for him for ten years and he gets better all the time. People come from miles around, you know. He doesn’t turn up his nose at mongrels or moggies; if they need his help they’re all the same to him. A scruffy mongrel gets the same attention as a top show dog. We’ve a mongrel in next Monday from eighty miles away, coming on the recommendation of a grateful client of ours. I wouldn’t change my job for anything. I’ve told Dicky he needn’t think when he retires from the police that we’re moving away because I couldn’t. Not a single mile.’ Bunty gave him a trembling smile that Seb put down to fatigue, but he felt a mite of pity for poor Dicky.

He’d been lent an aged Land Rover belonging to the practice until a permanent vehicle was available, but the fact didn’t diminish his high spirits; he’d had such a spectacular day nothing could dishearten him. What finally put the icing on the cake was Scott saying, ‘I’ve got a call-out - want to come?’

‘Yes, please, I’d love to.’

‘It’s not far. A sow in trouble. Owners are Francesca and Cecil Goodwood, and a more peculiarly matched pair it would be hard to find. Lovely people, though. Come on, be sharp. They ring up and expect me there within five minutes.’

Scott paused to put his head round Joy’s office door. ‘Joy, I’m taking the mobile scanner, OK? I’ll bring it back before I go home.’

The moment Francesca Goodwood saw Seb, she beamed at him. ‘Well, young man. Seb, you say? I hope you know how lucky you are to be watching Scott at work. His veterinary skills are top of the shop and if you do as well as him you’ll do  all right, believe me. You look a grand chap to me. This way. Cecil’s brought Constantia in to give her a bit more comfort; she’s in the farrowing stall in the barn - more room for you, you see. She’s a favourite of his.’

‘Cecil?’

‘Yes, Scott, like I said, believe it or not, Cecil is in there with her now.’

The barn was mainly used for storing the straw used for the pigs’ bedding but Cecil had organised some bales to form a compact area for housing Constantia and the three piglets she’d managed to give birth to before her trouble started.

‘Evening, Cecil. I can see why you’ve taken a fancy to her. I’ve no doubt she’s a winner.’ Scott was instantly on his knees examining Constantia. ‘Fancy name, lovely sow. My stethoscope, Seb. Thanks.’

Seb watched while Scott examined Constantia, and to him there was something rather disturbing about Scott’s careful examination. It felt rather over the top.

Eventually Scott sat back on his haunches. ‘Have you any other sows just pigged?’

‘Why?’ Cecil asked, looking panicked for the first time.

‘I’m not happy about her, things appear very wrong. I was thinking of handing her three piglets over to another sow, just in case.’

Francesca choked on her words. ‘Just in case what?’

‘How long has she been at this?’

‘Well, we didn’t notice until about an hour ago that she’d started, by then she already had the three, so we don’t really know.’

Cecil began to shake. ‘Not my Constantia, not her.’

‘First litter?’

Francesca nodded.

Scott slowly shook his head. ‘She’s completely stopped having contractions.’

‘Can’t you give her something out of that magic bag of yours? You’ve always worked the miracle before.’ By this time Francesca was kneeling in the straw beside Scott, a trembling hand resting on his shoulder.

‘I’ll give her some oxytocin but we’ll use the scanner first and see just exactly what’s going on in there. Hopefully the injection will start up the contractions again. She’s definitely got more piglets inside - a good number, I should say.’

Cecil rubbed a hand across his eyes. ‘Well, let’s get on with it then. No point in hanging about.’

‘I agree.’

Fascinated, Seb watched the screen. The piglets were lying head to tail in the womb. But at the same time he could feel Scott’s anxiety.

‘I’ll have to reach inside and get out the first one. Here, look down this side - it’s big and it’s stuck fast. That’s what’s holding everything up, I think.’

Scott stripped off and put on his calving gown. He rolled up the sleeves as far as he could and, almost lying down on the barn floor, reached inside. The other three stood breathless, waiting for a result. It seemed an age until Scott grunted his satisfaction and managed to release the piglet. Out it popped and Scott gave it to Francesca to clean up and get it breathing.

‘It’s a whopper! An absolute whopper! Never seen one as big.’ Cecil was beside himself with joy. ‘He’s a Goliath, he is. My God! No wonder she was having problems.’

The oxytocin gradually began to have an effect on the sow’s  contractions, and slowly but surely the rest of the litter made their appearance. The piglets burst into life with astonishing swiftness and were searching for their mother’s teats in no time at all. Seb was full of admiration for Scott; there was no sentimental tosh, simply the drive to get the matter dealt with and have a successful conclusion. Whereas Seb could have wept tears of joy as each piglet appeared. They were such jolly little things with lovely curly tails and sweet little faces.

‘Just look at them! Aren’t they all wonderful? Well done!’ He stopped his tears and took a tight grip on himself as Scott spoke to Francesca.

‘There we are. Thirteen safe and sound. They all look as though they’ll thrive.’

Cecil fetched a bucket of hot water, a bar of soap and a clean towel. ‘There we are. Thanks very much - she’d have died without you.’

‘All part of the service.’

Cecil pulled up a box and sat on it to watch the litter. ‘It’s grand, is this. Thirteen. Good old Constantia.’

 



As Scott revved up his Land Rover, Seb said, ‘Why was one of them so very big?’

‘It happens. Frankly, I think we got there just in time. She was beginning to flag, and with a piglet that size I’m not surprised. Been in labour a lot longer than they realised, I think. Newborn piglets are pretty mobile virtually immediately, but those first three little beggars were stronger on their feet than I would have expected.’

Scott dropped Seb off at the practice, returned the scanner and left Seb to make his way home in his old Land Rover.

On his way back to the flat Seb took a wrong turning and  spotted a fish and chip shop with a queue of customers inside. He decided to pick up his supper, but he was the sixth in the queue and had a while to wait.

Someone roared in shouting, ‘Three plaice and chips a.s.a.p.! Who’s driving that old Land Rover outside? Eh?’

Seb put up his hand. ‘Me.’

‘You the new vet, then?’

Seb nodded.

‘Thought so.’

Seb smiled. ‘I’m Seb Partridge, and you are?’

‘I’m Phil Parsons, Applegate Farm. Pleased to meet you.’ He offered his hand to Seb and shook his vigorously. ‘You’ll have some good times there. They’re a great bunch.’

‘Thanks. I’m sure I will.’

‘That other vet in the High Street packed up two weeks ago. Miserable beggar, he was. I don’t wonder he lost all his business to your practice. No wonder at all.’ There followed an in-depth discussion about which animals each of the customers had taken to the Barleybridge practice at some time or another, and suddenly, all over again, Seb felt he belonged. There was an outbreak of hand-shaking and back-slapping for Seb, followed by free fish and chips. He held out his money but it was sturdily refused.

‘By heck!’ said Phil Parsons. ‘You’re favoured. Take ’em while you can, it won’t happen again.’

The whole queue dissolved into laughter.

Someone else shouted, ‘Don’t miss out on your salt and vinegar! Put plenty on, them’s free, and they’ll taste even better than normal. You’re favoured, you are.’

The man behind the counter took their teasing in his stride. ‘You lot can shut up. You’re all here because I sell the best  fish and chips for miles, and well you know it.’ The till rang and the fish and chips were served sizzling and crisp as fast as he was able.

Seb left to a chorus of ‘goodnights’, greatly moved by the enthusiasm of the queue. So this was what being a vet in a country market town meant; people knew you and, not only that, accepted you immediately.

Seb watched TV while he ate his supper. Kindly provided by the practice, the set wasn’t very up to date, but it was satisfactory. This then was the life he had always longed to live, and the time spent observing Mungo Price repairing that dog’s jaw had been absolutely fascinating. He was obviously a very skilled surgeon and fired Seb into wondering if he too could reach that level of skill.

He’d always enjoyed surgery when he was at college but at his first practice he hadn’t had the opportunity to observe that level of expertise. If serious orthopaedic work was needed then it was given to a referral practice and Seb had never had the chance to watch. Three breaks in the jaw, but with clever drilling and pinning it had been restored to almost perfect condition.

In fact, come to think of it, he’d never been trusted with anything that required diagnosis or research or the use of his brain. He’d always been given the routine stuff, like boosters and nail clipping, and he’d become thoroughly disillusioned about his veterinary prospects. For two years he’d laboured on, then one bright shining morning he’d seen the light, as his mother would have said, and decided to find a new job. He’d even got a flat, too. At the other practice he’d found his own accommodation and it had been grotty, cold and depressing. But here! Seb glanced round the flat, admiring the  comfortable terracotta-coloured sofa, the light cream walls, the luxurious sheepskin hearth rug and the black stove glowing behind the glass doors and throwing out enough heat to warm his flat and the next-door flat, too. He’d have to turn it to low.

For over an hour Seb dozed, relaxed and happy. The TV programme had changed twice by the time he woke and he had to smile at himself. One day at work and he was so tired he’d fallen asleep like an old man. The phone rang. That would be his mother he was sure, but it wasn’t. It was Dan, one of the farm vets he’d spoken to at lunchtime, ringing to see if he’d come round to their house for a drink.

‘I’d be delighted.’

‘Scott’s coming and Ginny and Gab. It’ll give you a chance to get to know them.’

‘Lovely. Where exactly do you live?’

‘The address is Rose Cottage, appropriate as my wife is called Rose, and we live down Newton New Road, it’s—’

‘Don’t worry, I have a map.’

‘It’s called New Road but it’s ancient, about two hundred years older than most of the roads round here.’

Seb had to laugh. ‘Right, I’ll be there. Won’t be long.’

Sometimes Seb had difficulty with small talk and though he was glad to be invited, that nervous edge which always beset him when meeting new people manifested itself. But he needn’t have worried because he was welcomed like a long-lost brother.

Rose, with her American accent, embraced and kissed him as though she’d known him all his life, and that broke the ice for him. Ginny shook hands rather more formally but Gab, her husband, shook his hand vigorously, clapping him  on the back and saying, ‘Welcome, Seb, to the Barleybridge Veterinary Hospital. I can tell you’ll fit in brilliantly.’ He was only too obviously an outdoors man; weather-beaten with the air of a farmer about him. A very good-looking son of the soil, Seb thought.

‘Ginny and I own Bridge End Farm,’ Gab continued. ‘Been there two years now and we’re really beginning to turn it round. In a very poor way when we bought it, but with Ginny’s veterinary skills and my farming experience it’s going from strength to strength. Not to be confused with Bridge Farm, which my father owns; they’re very close. But you’re not farming, are you?’

‘I only have experience with small animals but I am intrigued by farm animal work.’

Ginny interrupted. ‘Don’t believe a word he says. I happen to know he spent a blissful couple of hours watching Mungo at work this afternoon. Seb’s much more interested in surgery.’

‘Surgery?’ Scott looked appalled. ‘Surgery? Oh, my God! Surgery? Mungo’s minute, detailed orthopaedic work? Heavens above. In the open air, in a field or a barn - now that’s real surgery.’

Seb, a little taken aback by Scott’s remarks, hesitated for a moment and then replied, ‘Yes, I love it. You should have seen—’

‘Stop this minute! Dan, get the man a drink immediately; his need is greater than mine.’

They all settled down in comfortable chairs around a blazing fire in the huge inglenook fireplace. Genuine horse brasses lined up on the brickwork and brass fire irons shone as though they’d been polished that very day. With a good drink in his hand, Seb began to relax.

Above the noise of everyone’s voices the wail of a very young baby floated downstairs. Rose sprang to her feet. ‘That’s James. Sorry. Feed-time. Anybody mind if I feed him down here? Otherwise I shall miss all the fun.’

They all agreed she mustn’t miss the fun and Rose returned down the stairs carrying a baby so like Dan there was no doubting who his father was.

Seb had to say so and Rose replied that Serena was like her and the two boys like Dan - ‘Thank goodness.’ She laughed at Dan, who grinned back, and settled down like an earth mother to feed the baby. No one minded, no one was embarrassed, and the conversation flowed as before until someone mentioned the Hunt, which would be leaving from Barleybridge town square the very next day.

Seb had reservations about hunting, so he held back from any comment until he had a chance to see how everyone else felt.

Gab only too obviously approved, Scott kind of half-approved, and Ginny was so against it that Seb was surprised the other vets were still speaking to her.

‘Well, Seb, where do you stand with hunting?’ Ginny asked.

So Seb had to declare, ‘The Hunt at home goes over our farm fields. I’ve grown up with it, accepted it, and although I have never hunted myself I cannot say I disapprove; it’s all part of country life to me. When I see our chickens dead because the fox has been past on his nightly inspection and discovered that the chickens have not been locked up for the night, and they’re slaughtered right to the last one, then I think the fewer foxes there are the better.’

‘That’s not the fox’s fault; it’s your fault for forgetting to lock them up,’ Ginny protested loudly.

Seb spoke up in defence of the chickens. ‘If the fox took just enough food for itself, then I suppose it wouldn’t appear so cruel, but slaughtering them all needlessly is . . . well, not fair.’

An explosion of opinions flooded the room and baby James took fright.

Dan said, ‘Remember the baby!’

The argument, now far too fierce to be called a discussion, continued, but Seb kept silent and didn’t join in again. As the new man of the party he decided that was more diplomatic. Eventually, at half past eleven they decided to agree to differ and they all dispersed.

As Seb was getting into his Land Rover Dan came to speak to him. ‘Stick to your own opinions, Seb, it’s your right. They all get worked up about it. They forget the number of times the Hunt goes out and never even sees a fox. Goodnight. Thanks for coming. You should do well. If surgery is your passion you couldn’t have a better teacher than Mungo.’

‘That’s right. Thanks for inviting me. Sorry I stirred things up, but that’s how it strikes me.’

‘Well, at least the death is quick with the hounds whereas shooting them can leave them dying in agony for days. Goodnight.’




Chapter 2

Full to the brim with enthusiasm, Seb got to the practice even earlier the next day, but it gave him a chance to talk to Scott, who invited him to visit a couple of farms with him that afternoon if he was free. ‘I’ll be here at lunchtime because Zoe’s lunching with Rose and exchanging baby talk so we’ll see if you’re free. I’ll mention it to Joy.’

‘Thanks, that’ll be great.’

‘You’ll love it here when you get settled in. Lovely staff, great clients. Wonderful place to live. Wouldn’t be anywhere else in the world.’

‘Don’t you miss the sun and the wide open spaces?’

‘And the flies and the boiling heat and the thousands of sheep to shear and the million miles to see a neighbour? No, I do not. A quiet trundle down to the Fox and Grapes, a pleasant chat over a pint with country people is much, much better. Right?’

Seb laughed. He had thought Australia would be too captivating to leave, but apparently not.

His first client that morning was Miranda Costello. He flicked through the on-screen notes and saw that Valentine had added ‘difficult client’ to them. A rabbit named Lettice was the patient.

‘Lettice Costello, please.’ The dazzling Mrs Costello rose to her feet and sailed forthwith into his consulting room. Musk! That was it, she was wearing musk perfume and he didn’t like it. Still, she was a client and smiling broadly at him.

‘Why is it that all the vets who work here are good-looking? ’ she said. ‘There’s Valentine, there’s Scott, there’s that Rhodri with the Welsh accent, and now you.’ She put her head on one side and looked up at him beguilingly.

‘I’m Seb Partridge. This is my second day at the practice. What can I do for you, Mrs Costello?’

She patted his forearm. ‘Miranda to everyone who knows me.’

‘What seems to be the problem?’

Miranda’s eyes welled with tears. Two large ones spilled down her rouged cheeks. She sniffed loudly. ‘Sorry. It’s Lettice, you see. In my bones I know there’s something wrong with her. What, I don’t know, but there is. I’ve tried to ignore it, pretend it isn’t there, but it’s no good. Yesterday I had to face up to it. Now if it’s too much for you I’ll see Valentine instead; he’ll know what to do.’

‘Let me try first, Mrs . . .’ She wagged a finger at him. ‘. . . Miranda. I kept rabbits when I was a boy at home. Come to think of it, I kept almost every pet you could name. I might have known I would turn out to be a vet. You get her out.’

Seb placed Lettice on the examination table. ‘What is it you had to face yesterday, exactly? Tell me in your own words. Take your time.’

A pathetic smile flickered at the corners of Miranda Costello’s mouth; she was so grateful for his understanding. ‘At first, like two or three weeks ago, I thought she must be  pregnant, though I couldn’t see how. I only have girl rabbits, but then you never know. I was so excited. Baby rabbits! Would I be able to part with them? Should I keep them all?’ She paused to gain control of her voice. ‘But I realise now the swelling is bigger, and she’d have had the babies by now, and . . . she’s almost stopped . . . eating, and things are not working their way out at the other end, if you get my meaning.’ A long, heartfelt sob halted any further conversation.

Seb knew precisely what the matter was the moment he examined her. The lump was monstrous and beyond veterinary care. ‘Are you brave, Miranda?’ he asked.

His answer was a nod. ‘You mean you need me to be brave now?’

Seb nodded, too. ‘You love her, I know, and so we must decide what to do. You see she’s probably in pain, and we can’t have that, can we?’

Miranda shook her head.

‘We’ve got to take the pain away, haven’t we?’

‘You mean you could operate?’ A gleam of hope shone in Miranda’s eyes.

‘No, I’m afraid not.’

‘You mean she’s too old?’

‘How old do you think she is?’

‘I don’t know. So she’s not pregnant?’

‘No, it’s a swelling that shouldn’t be there and it must be causing her pain right now. If you like I’ll get a second opinion from one of the other vets. Would you like me to do that?’

‘It’s not that I don’t trust you, because I do, but . . . yes, seeing as you’re new. Yes, I would.’

‘Hold her. I’ll get someone.’

Rhodri had a short gap in his appointments and was about to sink his teeth into a tempting sandwich Megan had made him for his lunch, even though there were three more hours to go before his lunch-hour.

Carefully wrapping his sandwich up to keep it fresh Rhodri followed Seb and greeted Miranda like a long-lost friend, shaking her hand and patting her forearm. ‘Miranda! Long time no see. How are you?’

Bravely Miranda smiled at him. ‘Not too good today.’

‘I expect not. Seb says you’d like a second opinion on Lettice?’

Miranda nodded.

Rhodi took over at the examination table and gently examined Lettice, his face grim. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Costello, but . . . Seb is absolutely right. I’m afraid it’s all too late. Lettice is in pain and the very kindest gift you can give her at this moment is to have Seb put her to sleep and out of her misery. It’s a massive growth and will only get worse. The pain will become indescribable; in fact, it is at that level now, I should imagine. Poor old thing.’ Rhodri gently scratched Lettice behind her ear.

‘I see. I’d be doing her a kindness, you mean?’

Rhodri nodded. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

After he’d gone Miranda said, ‘Same thing happened to my mother. She never told us she had a lump and when she couldn’t stand it any longer she admitted it and we had to watch her die filled to the brim with morphine and still she had pain. At least I can put Lettice out of her agony before she gets even worse.’

Seb watched the decision being made and regretted he had it to do, but do it he must. ‘Believe me, it’s for the best. She’ll  know nothing about it. Nothing at all. You sit down there in the chair and we’ll put her on your knee and you can cuddle her while I get the injection ready and then she’ll fall quietly to sleep.’

‘For ever!’ Miranda gave a strangled sob, which struck Seb right to his heart. But he gently laid Lettice on Miranda’s knee and turned away to prepare the injection.

Lettice was given enough cuddles to last her for weeks as Miranda stroked and stroked her from head to toe, whispering sweet nothings to her with tears pouring down her face.

Lettice fell asleep for ever within seconds and Seb left Miranda to cuddle her a while longer.

‘Now shall you take her home, or would you like me to dispose of her for you?’

Seb knew instantly he should have phrased that better, but Miranda didn’t appear to notice how clumsy he’d been.

‘I have a graveyard for my pets, in a quiet corner of my garden. Did I say garden? More like a tip but there’s loads of wildlife. I’ll take her.’ Completely forgetting she’d brought Lettice in one of her cat baskets, Miranda stood up and shuffled out into the waiting room with Lettice in her arms before Seb could stop her, so every anxious pet-owner witnessed the departure of Lettice, who was so obviously dead it brought a gasp of horror from them. Seb followed her out with the cat basket but too late to prevent the clients from being shocked.

Silence fell in the waiting room. Dodie Pilgrim the senior receptionist almost collapsed at the sight of a dead rabbit being carried through reception. Miranda came to a halt and declared loudly to anyone who cared to listen, ‘This is Lettice, out of her pain and gone to the rabbit heaven in the  sky where all the carrots are juicy and fresh, the grass as green as green, and the burrows warm and cosy.’

This highly romantic picture of a bunny heaven left not a dry eye in the waiting room. Hankies came out and were swiftly put to use, loud sniffs were heard, and there was an outbreak of patting and stroking of the animals awaiting their turn.

Seb raced outside with the cat basket, saw Miranda safely installed in her van and waved her off. He returned feeling drained by his experience of putting a beloved animal down in front of its owner, only to find himself, when he went back in, facing the stern, beckoning finger of Dodie Pilgrim. She nodded her head in the direction of the back office and Seb followed her, puzzled as to why she needed to speak to him.

Between clenched teeth Dodie said, ‘Dead animals go out through the back. It’s a wonder our clients haven’t collapsed  en masse with the horror of what happened just now. You remember that, right? Dead - out the back, no messing. Alive - out the front. OK?’ She emphasised her point by prodding his chest vigorously with a very sharp finger.

When lunchtime came Seb wondered whether he should eat his sandwich and drink his tea somewhere other than the staffroom because he couldn’t face the wrath of Dodie Pilgrim. Someone had mentioned her a couple of times when he came for his second interview but he hadn’t imagined that she could be so . . . well . . . vicious. He felt so depressed about Lettice he went to sit outside on the bench by the back door to eat, all alone, looking up at the cold, unwelcoming foothills of Beulah Bank Top. Was that snow he saw on the top-most peaks? Surely not. His spirits plummeted even further.

The back door opened and Dodie came out. Seb stood up. ‘Sit down, boy.’ She joined him on the bench, a vast mug of steaming coffee in her hand. ‘She also left without paying. Cardinal sin, that.’

‘I’d forgotten that. The last place I was at sent out monthly accounts. I just didn’t think.’

‘Obviously.’

‘It seems so thoughtless to ask for money in those circumstances. ’

‘It isn’t. They know it and expect to pay. Chasing unpaid accounts takes up too much time and the bad debts that arise . . . You see, when you’ve been here a while your earnings will cover your salary and allow us to make a profit to pay for the upkeep of this place, but at the moment, with no clients of your own yet, you don’t earn your salary. Understand?’ She turned her head to smile at him.

‘I understand. It won’t happen again.’

‘Good boy. The clients you dealt with yesterday were mightily impressed, especially that canary man. Keep it like that and you’ll do all right.’

‘Thanks.’

Dodie disappeared inside, leaving Seb to finish his now almost cold tea and reflect on life. But his mood lifted when he remembered he was going to a couple of farms with Scott after lunch.

 



‘We’re going to Applegate Farm first,’ Scott said. ‘Don’t be surprised by anything, right? The Parsons are excellent clients, every bill paid on time, but inclined to be hysterical. You’ll see what I mean when you get there. Got your wellingtons?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Believe me, you’ll need them.’
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