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They both laughed, Joy with abandon, Duncan with a sad guardedness that hurt. Joy’s glance slipped past him to come to rest on the flames dancing in the hearth. She began to despise herself for so lightly dismissing Duncan’s love and, instead, snatching at morsels of Mungo’s, which in reality didn’t belong to her and never would. How much longer would she keep chasing shadows? Joy reached out and touched his lips with her fingers. ‘I’ll take your advice and go in tomorrow and begin to plan.’


He kissed her fingers as they lingered on his mouth. ‘I love you,’ he said, but she didn’t respond in kind.
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Chapter 1


The locum had been working for the practice one whole week and Joy wasn’t at all sure he should be there another day, never mind waiting until they had appointed someone permanently. It wasn’t that he didn’t work hard, nor that he didn’t know his job, because he did, his experience was extensive and his meticulous punctuality and his enthusiasm were A1. No, it was none of these things, it was his attitude that got up her nose and not only hers but Mungo’s and everyone else’s too. He’d be in shortly and she was wishing like hell he wouldn’t be, and that it would be the much lamented Scott who would be nonchalantly strolling in to collect his call list, his devastatingly blue eyes twinkling, his hands in his pockets, and be setting himself out to flirt with her. But it wasn’t to be; all she could do was make sure that over her dead body would this particular locum become a regular member of the staff. Glancing at the reception clock she saw she had only five minutes exactly before the glass doors swung open and he would march in, brisk and alert, eager for whatever the day would bring, good or bad.


She checked his list of calls for the fourth time to make sure he couldn’t find any fault with it and wished Kate weren’t on day off because she seemed to know instinctively how to deal with him. Kate needed a break, though, she’d been looking ghastly this last week and they all knew why, but didn’t dare say a word to her because Kate was endeavouring to carry on as though Scott had never existed, but it was evident from her face that he’d worked his magic on her, as he had on others, and his sudden departure had hit her hard. Joy heard the outer door open and braced herself for the arrival of Daniel Brown.


Somehow he could have been excused some of his bluntness if he’d been good-looking but he wasn’t. He was a couple of inches under six feet, well-built, very dark-haired with a kind of craggy face that even his mother couldn’t call handsome and large, challenging, alert brown eyes, which missed nothing. Also, there was a sort of ‘in your face’ energy about him which intimidated lesser mortals.


The inner glass door crashed open and there stood Dan, in his brown corduroy trousers, his checked sports jacket and matching cap; jaw jutting, his dark eyes wide awake, eager to begin his day’s work. ‘Good morning, Joy. Got my list?’


‘Good morning to you. Here it is, Dan, long list today, I’m afraid.’


‘Afraid? Why afraid? Isn’t that what work is about? I shan’t earn my keep if I’m sitting about all day twiddling my thumbs. Those results back from the laboratory?’


‘The post hasn’t come yet, unfortunately.’


‘That isn’t your fault, I’ll ring in during the morning.’


Joy nodded her head. Come back, Scott, all is forgiven.


‘Right, I’ll be away then. There’s something wrong with the Land Rover. That chap who had it before me must have driven it like a maniac. Which garage do you use for servicing the vehicles?’


‘Vickers.’


‘Where is it?’


Joy turned to the map pinned behind the reception desk and pointed it out to him. ‘But Mungo likes to know; I’ll tell him.’


‘No need for that. I’ll take it and see what they say. Something to do with the transmission. I can’t afford for it to break down and leave me stranded with calls still to do. That’s not the way to run a practice, is it?’


‘Well, no, it isn’t.’


‘Are they not serviced regularly?’


‘Of course they are but we can’t repair them before they’ve gone wrong, can we?’


‘Is it you responsible for seeing them serviced?’


‘Well, yes, but …’


‘When is the service due, then?’


‘Look here …’


‘I asked a simple question.’


‘I’d have to get the records out.’


‘Then do it, now, let’s find out. I can’t afford to be standing around here wasting time.’ Dan tapped his fingers impatiently on the reception desk.


‘At this time in the morning I’m busy with clients and appointments. I’ll have a look later when I’ve a few minutes to spare.’


Dan shrugged his shoulders. ‘Very well, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. I can’t stand inefficiency and if the Land Rover breaks down today that’s exactly what it will be: inefficiency, yours not mine.’


‘Look here …’


‘If it’s cost you’re concerned about I can assure you that if I take it to the garage myself, don’t fret yourself, they won’t overcharge me.’


Joy, seething with the injustice of his opinions, thought, No, I bet they won’t. They’ll do it for free just to get you off the premises.


He studied his list for a moment. ‘This first call, Lord Askew’s? Is it a stately home, then?’


Joy answered him as civilly as she could: ‘A minor one, but stately all the same. We do all his farm work but his horses are looked after by a practice near Sherborne.’


‘Why don’t we do all his veterinary work?’


‘Because his horses are rather special, and the Sherborne practice specialises in equine work and he prefers to use them.’


‘That’s enough to get my back up. However …’


‘Be seeing you.’


‘Indeed.’ Dan nodded his head at her and dashed out through the front door.


Livid with temper and more determined than ever that he had to go, Joy listened to the roar of the Land Rover and heard it brake suddenly, and then there was the screech of brakes other than his. But there was no sound of metal on metal so they must have missed each other. Pity.


Dan roared off, taking the sign for Askew Newton as he was leaving the town. He’d spent a whole evening in the clinic painstakingly copying on to his own large-scale map the names of the farms and their positions from the map behind the reception desk, so now with only the briefest reference to his handiwork he could head off to the various clients. It took a while to get to know all the farmers and their own particular idiosyncrasies but he was already getting the hang of the place and Dan had to admit to a liking for it. It hadn’t been easy coming back to England after seven years abroad, but a clean break had been the best thing. He’d done that and found this job in less than a week of returning, and he had half a mind to stay if they would have him.


He swung into the turning for Lord Askew’s place, admiring the beautifully sculptured parkland and enjoying the glimpse he caught of the large stone house through the trees.


He pulled up in an immaculate cobbled courtyard surrounded by stables. A groom was walking a horse across the yard. Dan didn’t know when he’d seen a more princely looking animal. It was a wonderful roan, just the shade which appealed to him. He admired it for a moment, thoroughly enjoying its beauty.


The groom called to Dan. ‘Morning, can I help?’


Dan got out and went across to him. ‘My name’s Dan Brown, from the Barleybridge Veterinary Hospital, come to see Chris? Has a cow with mastitis.’


‘That’ll be through the archway.’


‘Right.’ Dan paused for a moment, looked at the horse and said, ‘Don’t like the look of the action of his front feet.’ He touched his cap to the groom, climbed back in the Land Rover and swept away through the arch. Now this really was a well-kept place. Just what he preferred to see. Attention to detail meant well-cared-for animals and he liked that, did Dan. Nothing he hated more than careless husbandry. In fact, if it was careless, ‘husbandry’ was a misnomer.


A man he took to be Chris came out to greet him. ‘Where’s Scott, then?’


‘Gone back to Aussie land in a hurry.’


‘Not surprising. Woman trouble I expect! He was a rare womaniser, was that Scott. There wasn’t a female anywhere around these parts who hadn’t fallen for his charm, including her ladyship. Pick of the lot of ’em he could have had. So, it’s goodbye Scott and hello …?’


‘I’m Dan Brown, come to see a cow with mastitis.’


‘I’m Chris, nice to meet you.’ Chris appraised Dan with a piercing eye as he shook his hand and said, ‘That Scott was a bad lad but he knew his job.’


‘You’ll find no fault with me. Lead the way.’


‘Didn’t say I would, just didn’t want you to get the wrong impression of Scott.’


‘How big’s your herd?’


‘One hundred and forty-three at the moment. All pedigree Guernseys.’


Dan was impressed but he was appalled when he saw how ill the cow was.


While he took her temperature he very, very quietly asked how long she’d been like this.


‘Three or four days, not bad like, just off colour more than anything this morning …’


After checking the thermometer and feeling the affected quarter of the cow’s udder, Dan straightened up and looked Chris in the eye. ‘You’re the stockman, are you?’


Chris nodded.


‘Are you sure?’


Puzzled, Chris nodded again.


‘No stockman worth his salt would allow a cow to suffer like this. She’s been more than “off colour” as you put it for three or four days, as well you know. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. It could be almost too late to save her. Is his lordship about this morning?’


Chris took a deep breath, ‘Out riding. But …’


‘There’s no buts about this. How many years’ experience have you had?’


‘Eleven years in charge, but look here, it’s not my fault.’


‘Kindly tell me whose fault it is, then? The gardener’s or the housemaid’s or someone?’


‘No, of course not, but his lordship …’


‘Oh! I see, now it’s his lordship to blame, is it. What time is he usually back from his ride?’


‘Any time now.’


‘I’ll deal with the cow and then I’ll deal with him.’


‘It’s the money you see.’


Dan wagged his finger at Chris, saying, ‘I don’t expect owners to lavish care on their beasts but I do expect them to be well-cared-for. With veterinary work, a good motto to remember is a stitch in time saves nine and you’d do well to abide by that.’


‘But that’s what he doesn’t …’


‘I bet one of his eventers would have had quicker treatment than this, no matter the cost.’


‘Yes, but you see …’


‘It may surprise you to know that cows feel pain just as much as horses.’


Dan, having assessed the cow’s problem, went back to his vehicle and picked out the drugs which past experience told him he would need. He returned and concentrated on treating the cow. While he waited for an injection to bring down the milk into the infected quarter to take effect, he gave the cow antibiotics into the vein. After a few minutes he was able to strip out the milk and give the cow some relief. ‘I would normally suggest that I leave you some antibiotics for you to give her for the next three days, but in view of your reluctance to call us in, I’ll be back in the morning myself first thing. Right?’


Angered by his attitude, Chris said, ‘Right. Perhaps next time you might let me get a word in edgeways.’


Dan turned back. ‘I’m so sorry, please … be my guest.’


‘His lordship gets wild if I call in a vet too early or if he considers we could have managed without. It’s the money, you see. It all goes on the horses. It’s more than my job’s worth; I’ve a wife and children, and we’re living in a tied house and that. If I upset him we’ll all be homeless. Scott knew that and made allowances.’


‘I beg your pardon. I was angry, always affects me like that when pain could have been avoided. I’ll clear it with …’ The clatter of hooves and a loud, braying voice interrupted him.


Quietly Chris said, ‘That’s him back.’


‘Right. See you tomorrow.’ Dan, emerging from the archway, saw a splendid black horse skittering about on the cobbles and mounted on its impressive back was a giant of a man in immaculate riding kit. From under his riding hat a thick swath of snow-white hair framed a ruddy, well-fleshed face with a prominent pulpy nose dominating it.


‘Mornin’ to you. Who might you be? Here, Gavin, take him for me.’ Lord Askew dismounted and eyed Dan up and down. He was a head taller than Dan and the word giant was very apt. His shoulders were wide, his chest built like a barrel and his arms were thick as tree trunks.


Dan held out his hand. ‘I’m Dan Brown from Barleybridge.’


Lord Askew ignored his outstretched hand. ‘Seeing that damned cow of mine, I’ve no doubt. Eh? More cost. Coming back tomorrow, are you, on some flimsy excuse? More money. Never ending it is.’


Dan deliberately kept his voice low in sharp contrast to his lordship. ‘You have a herd of over a hundred cows and you can’t expect them to produce milk at the rate they do without needing attention from time to time …’


‘Eh? Speak up. Can’t hear.’


Dan raised the level of his voice but kept the same quiet determination in his tone. ‘I’m sorry to have to say this but I should have been called earlier. In fact, to be honest I’m annoyed your stockman has felt compelled to leave it so late.’


Lord Askew began to bluster. ‘I damn well don’t know who you are, but whoever you are you’ve too damn much to say for yourself. Too damn much, and I shall be having a word with Mungo Price about you. What’s yer name, you say?’


‘Dan Brown. You can have as many words as you like, but Mungo will agree with me that she shouldn’t have been left for so long. As I have several other calls to make this morning, if you will excuse me, I must leave right now.’


‘Damned impertinence! There’s no need to come back in the morning. My stockman can see to her.’


‘Either I take responsibility for her or I don’t, you can’t have it both ways. I shall be here tomorrow. By the way, that roan’ – he nodded his head in the direction of the roan now tethered to a ring in the stable wall – ‘has a problem with its front feet.’


Lord Askew’s face registered shock bordering on horror. ‘Eh? Eh?’


‘Good morning to you.’


Dan drove away seething with temper and well aware he’d made a big mistake tackling Lord Askew in the way he had, but people like him made his blood boil. Mungo would be rather less than pleased to have that blustering idiot complaining down the phone, though. Well, if it cost him his job so what? He had his principles and that poor stockman, tied hand and fist because of his domestic circumstances, couldn’t be allowed to take the blame. Dan Brown was probably heading for the biggest apology of his life.


On his way to Tattersall’s Cop he called in at the practice for the results of the specimens he’d sent to the laboratory, to be faced by an indignant Joy. She beckoned him into her office with a schoolmarmish finger. ‘I have had Lord Askew on the phone. What on earth have you said to him, as if I need to ask.’


‘I’ve no doubt he explained very thoroughly, Joy, and I shall make a point of apologising to him tomorrow when I go.’


‘You won’t be going. He refuses to have you on his land.’


‘Does he indeed.’


‘Also, what on earth were you doing examining one of his horses? It’s hardly veterinary etiquette, is it?’


‘I didn’t. It was obvious. Only a fool could have missed it.’


Joy calmed down a little and a glimmer of amusement flicked across her face. ‘Only a fool!’


‘Yes. I must confess his lordship looked more than a little startled. I bet their so-called equine vet will be there humming and hawing this very minute. Post come?’


‘Yes. Here we are.’ She handed him the letter he was waiting for and watched as he opened it.


His face lit up and he raised a clenched fist into the air. ‘Eureka! I knew I was right! Ha!’


Briefly, Joy couldn’t help but like him. ‘This won’t cancel the appointment you have with Mungo at one. He can’t see you now because he has a full list of consultations this morning, but he wants you to make sure you’re here. We can’t afford to lose a good customer and Lord Askew has a lot of influence. It’s not just him we’ll lose, he’ll tell half the county.’


Dan, looking at her with a dead-straight face, replied, ‘You’re very wrong there, very wrong, he’ll tell all the county. Nothing I did or said was out of order, believe me. I will not tolerate neglect. Must be off. This Tattersall’s Cop, is there anything I should know?’


‘Beautiful, beautiful setting. Lovely people, struggling to make ends meet. We try to be economical with their bills.’


Dan raised his eyebrows. ‘Tut-tut! That won’t pay back the overdraft.’


There he was again, catching her on the raw. Rather tartly she answered him with, ‘That’s Mungo’s worry not yours.’


‘Indeed it is. Be seeing you at one.’ As Dan went back into reception he glanced around the seating area, catching the eye of a few of the clients and giving them a brusque nod of greeting.


After the door had closed on his departure one of the longstanding clients called out to Joy, ‘He looks a bit grim, Joy.’


Between tight lips she answered, ‘His heart’s in the right place.’


‘Well, he certainly wasn’t in the right place when good looks were given out.’


A general chortle broke out.


‘Bring back Scott, I say,’ another client contributed to the debate.


‘All these bleeding hearts he’s left behind, nothing short of criminal.’


‘It was ’is ’ands I liked, sensitive they were.’


‘Did you ever see him in his shorts?’ The client rolled her eyes in appreciation.


‘Oops! Steady, Bridget, you’ll be spinning out of control!’


They all laughed and then resettled to discussing their animals’ symptoms.


Joy silently agreed with them. Despite the broken hearts among her own staff, Scott had brought laughter and delight with him to the practice every day and that couldn’t be bad; added to which, the farm clients loved him for his expertise. She’d an idea they would appreciate Dan’s knowledge too but they’d never appreciate the man. And neither would she.


By a quarter to one Dan was eating his home-made sandwiches outside on the old bench by the back door. There was a powerful wind coming down from Beulah Bank Top, which seemed to slice through any clothing you chose to be wearing, but Dan preferred the peace and quiet to the banter in the staffroom where most of the staff ate their lunch. Social chit-chat had never appealed to him and still less now with so much on his mind. Though when he’d visited Tattersall’s Cop, his own problems had been momentarily forgotten. What a beautiful, neat little farm it was, loving care in every inch of hedging, in every ditch, in every farm building but … it seemed to Dan that Callum Tattersall dabbled first in this and then in that, never sticking at anything long enough to get real returns on his investment. He hadn’t enough acres, not enough guts and, to be honest, not enough commitment. Bad luck had played a big part in his life too, or so Callum had said as they shared a mounting block while they drank their coffee. A sick wife needing a lot of care, one in a thousand chance of disease and his entire turkey flock had been decimated, his scheme for producing fresh farm yoghurt had fallen at the first fence, to say nothing of the race horse he bought a share in which, after falling at the first fence, was never fit for racing again. But you dratted well couldn’t help but like the man. A shadow fell across his legs and he looked up to find Mungo standing beside him. Dan put the apple he was about to sink his teeth into in his pocket and shifted further along the bench to make room for him.


Mungo broke the silence with, ‘Well?’


‘I was polite, controlled and well-mannered, and absolutely right. Like you, I abhor animals having to suffer because their owners are too mean to get treatment for them and that’s what it is, absolute, sod-awful meanness that makes that huge well-fed lord of the manor refuse to allow the stockman to call for help when the chap knows it’s needed. I shall go tomorrow to attend the cow, in spite of being forbidden to do so, because my professional integrity is being challenged and neither you nor I can allow that. I shall, however, apologise.’ Dan looked at Mungo and waited for his reply.


‘The big mistake was examining the horse.’


‘I didn’t. Just watching him trot across the yard I knew his problem, without doubt.’ Dan grinned. ‘You should have seen old Askew’s face when I commented on his limp. You’d have enjoyed it.’


‘Would I? You’re not wet behind the ears – I’m well aware of that – you know what you’re doing, but I’ve spent twenty years of my life building up this practice and I don’t want to lose it all because of someone …’


‘Yes?’


‘… someone who thinks he’s a clever beggar.’


Dan grunted and held back on an angry reply.


Mungo, sensing his anger, tried a more conciliatory approach. ‘Horses. I didn’t realise.’


‘Worked for an Arab sheikh for a while. Learnt a lot.’


‘Interesting work.’


Dan nodded. ‘You’d do well to take horses on. Just that bit more money into the coffers. You see plenty hereabouts when you’re driving around.’


‘Never had the inclination.’


‘Worth thinking about. There’s money in it.’


‘Got to speak frankly, Dan. To be honest, I’m not in it for the money. Yes, I have wages to pay and drugs to buy and a building to keep up, but my main reason for being a vet is the animals and their needs are paramount in my mind. Do well by them and you and I will get on famously, have money as your prime motivation and we won’t and you can leave.’


‘You’re not questioning my integrity too, are you?’


‘No, I am not. I’m just … telling you. Putting it on the line, so we both know where we stand.’ Mungo stood up and faced him. ‘Watch yourself tomorrow. I dislike Lord Askew as much as you do, there’s nothing gracious nor pleasing about him, but he is a client, his bills are always paid on the dot and we owe him a duty of care, and also he has a lot of influence.’


‘Exactly, a duty of care and that’s just what I shall be doing when I go in the morning: caring.’


‘Good, then you and I understand each other. Dinner with us tomorrow night in the flat Miriam says, if you’ve nothing better to do.’


‘Thanks. Yes.’


‘Seven thirty.’


‘Fine. I look forward to it.’


*


Dan arrived at Mungo and Miriam’s at seven twenty-nine precisely after a long, arduous day. He was the last to arrive. Waiting to greet him were Joy and her husband Duncan, Colin and his wife Letty, and a heavily pregnant Zoe with no husband. Something about the tension in the air made him wonder if this was to become a third-degree interrogation because here he was, faced with all three partners.


Miriam came out of the kitchen and broke into smiles on seeing him. ‘Dan! How lovely!’


She gave him a great big hug as naturally as if they’d known each other for years and he responded gladly, ‘Miriam! Nice to see you again.’


When she released him she asked what he would like to drink. Briefly he studied her face, saw how genuine her greeting was and felt grateful. ‘A whisky and water, please.’


‘Mungo, a whisky and water for Dan. The food is almost ready.’ She crossed her fingers and laughed.


Colin introduced his wife Letty. She was short and round and pale and blonde, and had the misfortune to have chosen to wear a cream wool suit and Vaseline on her lips instead of lipstick, so she appeared to have no substance at all, but her tongue belied her appearance. ‘Got the practice into deep trouble and you’ve only been here a week.’


‘Letty!’ Colin protested.


‘Deep trouble?’


‘Hadn’t you heard? Lord Askew has cancelled his account with us.’


‘No, I hadn’t heard. More fool him.’


‘After your rudeness …’


Colin interrupted, ‘Letty! It’s none of your business. Leave it.’


Looking Colin directly in the face she said, ‘Our income is my business. It cost an arm and a leg to set up this place. If the practice fails, so too do we.’ In profile Dan saw that Letty’s nose was longer and sharper than any he’d seen in a long time. Unfulfilled, that was her trouble. Then he smiled inwardly at his assumption, or thought he had.


‘It’s amusing, is it?’


Insulted by Letty thinking he was not taking the matter seriously enough, Dan answered her sharply, ‘No, it is not.’


‘Wait till Mungo’s taken in what’s happened. You’ll be out on your ear in no time at all.’


Dan, growing angrier by the minute, asked her, ‘Shall I indeed?’


She nodded her head vigorously. ‘If I have my way you will.’


Exasperated by her rudeness Colin said, ‘Please! Leave it, leave it.’ By his tone it was obvious he knew she would ignore his protest.


‘I hadn’t realised you owned the practice.’


Slightly taken aback by his directness, she paused a moment and then answered him, ‘I do have a large say in the matter but then money talks, doesn’t it?’


‘Are you always so unpleasant to people you don’t know?’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I said are you always so unpleasant to people you’ve never met before?’


‘Unpleasant? I believe in calling a spade a spade and so do you, judging by what you said to Lord Askew yesterday morning.’


‘I hadn’t realised you were there?’


‘I wasn’t. Colin told me.’


‘Ah!’


Miriam called out for help in the kitchen from Mungo and asked Joy to seat everybody.


In the general mêlée of Joy organising everyone Dan deftly separated himself from Letty and managed to find a seat next to Zoe. ‘Hello, Zoe, how are you?’


‘More to the point, how are you?’ Lowering her voice she added, ‘She really is the absolute limit. I don’t know how Colin puts up with her.’


‘He seems well laid back.’


‘One day the worm will turn, believe me. One can put up with so much and then …’


‘Water?’


Zoe nodded. Dan poured her a glass of water and wishing not to become involved too deeply in practice politics he asked, ‘Are you hoping to come back to work after the baby?’


‘Of course.’


‘How will you manage?’


‘My mother lives with me. Between us we shall cope.’


Dan hesitated. ‘I hadn’t … I didn’t know …’


‘There’s no need to tiptoe delicately around the matter, I’m unmarried and intend staying so, this’ – she waved vaguely in the direction of her bump – ‘is a momentary blip.’


‘I see. That’s a new word for a baby. Blip.’


‘I hear a hint of disapproval. You can disapprove as much as you like. I don’t really care.’


‘I’m old-fashioned enough to believe that two are better than one where babies are concerned.’


‘There will be two. My mother and I.’


They were interrupted by the soup arriving.


Miriam came to sit down and put herself out to make him feel comfortable. She was an astute and caring hostess and a thoughtful conversationalist, and after a few minutes of her company Dan dismissed his clashes with Zoe and Letty as more a misfortune on their part than his.


‘Where were you working before you came here, Dan?’


‘Here and there. In the the Gulf, the Caribbean, in the States. But now I’m home for good.’


‘You mean in England for good.’


Dan nodded. ‘That’s right.’


‘Good, I’m glad. There comes a time when gadding about all over the place is just not enough any more and one longs to put down one’s roots. Is that how you feel?’


There was a slight hesitation, then Dan answered firmly, ‘It is.’


‘That’s lovely. I am pleased. Is the flat all right? I paid a company to clean it and everything, they’re usually very good. If there is anything you’re short of let me know. The flat is my particular charge, you see, so any problems, see Miriam.’


Dan who had been about to reply got beaten to it by Letty. ‘He won’t be here long enough to know if anything’s missing.’


Colin touched her arm and said, ‘Now, Letty, now, Letty.’


Miriam flushed. Dan saw her agitation and felt concerned. She was too sweet to have to suffer this kind of unpleasantness. Visibly angry, Miriam said, ‘Letty, I expect my guests to put themselves out to be charming while they are in my home, even if they’re … not charming.’ She stood up and began to collect the soup plates.


Dan said loudly, ‘That soup was delicious, Miriam, if I might say so, some of the best I’ve had.’


‘Thank you. I shan’t be long with the main course. It’s all ready.’


Joy bounced up to give her a hand and they both disappeared into the kitchen.


Along silence fell because those still sitting at the table had been surprised by the sharpness of Miriam’s retort to Letty.


It was Duncan who saved the day. ‘My cat, Tiger, shall I have her spayed when the time comes? Do you advise it, Mungo?’


‘Question is, do you want kittens?’


‘No.’


‘Then have it done, it’s the only way.’


‘Have I the right?’


‘Right to what?’


‘Have I the right to have her snipped? I wouldn’t want to have the snipping job done, so have I the right to have the cat done. It’s not as if I can ask her permission, is it?’


A wave of laughter went round the table, except for Letty who pulled a disapproving face. What else could the woman expect when sitting at a table dominated by members of the veterinary profession, thought Dan.


Mungo stopped laughing long enough to say, ‘Look here, Duncan, it isn’t very long since you mocked me at this very table for loving my Perkins and here you are treating Tiger as if she were a human being. She isn’t, she has no soul, no aspirations for the future, no knowledge of what she’s having done, no thinking “God! Now I shall never be a mother, why is he doing this to me?”, so blessed well get it done for her sake. Come on, man. There’s no debate.’


‘Isn’t there?’


Duncan asked Zoe and she agreed with Mungo. He asked Dan and he said, ‘Having litter after litter of kittens is cruelty in the extreme, and finding homes for them all even more cruel for yourself. There’s no debate, like Mungo said.’


‘I’m not too sure.’


Dan replied emphatically, ‘Well, I am. In fact, come to think of it there are plenty of human beings who could do to be snipped, never mind the odd cat.’


‘She isn’t an odd cat, she’s my cat,’ Duncan protested.


‘Your cat or not, I should have her snipped. She’ll never know the difference and the world will be dozens of unwanted cats the fewer. Two-minute job. Bring her in tomorrow and I’ll do it for her.’


Panicking, Duncan said quickly, ‘No, no, she’s too young yet.’


‘Well, when she’s old enough I’ll do it and …’


Zoe forcefully interrupted him. ‘Was “plenty of human beings” a reference to me?’


Dan laughed. ‘About human beings having the snip? Come to think of it, there can’t be that much difference between doing a cat and a human being. If you want snipping, Zoe, after your blip has arrived, just say the word. It could be a first. You wouldn’t need to wait for months, we could slip you in between ops.’ He pretended to look at the operations diary, using his hands as though flicking through the pages. ‘Let’s see. Valentine has a castration at eleven thirty, a spay at twelve, would twelve thirty suit you? How about it, Mungo? Neutering human beings could open up a whole new world for us humble vets.’


Mungo, enjoying his joke, didn’t get a chance to answer because Zoe got there first. ‘Did you say that to illustrate yet again your disapproval of me being a single mother?’


‘The manner in which you conduct your life is none of my business, though I do have a right to my opinion.’


Zoe, losing her temper with him, demanded, ‘Well, let’s hear it, then.’


‘I don’t think it a subject for the dinner table.’


‘I do.’


Dan looked at her, saying quietly, ‘Very well, I’ll state my case. I think it is the height of selfishness for young women to want a baby purely for their own satisfaction, and that, unfortunately, is very often the case. I understand that some single mothers don’t even tell the man they have made use of about the birth. That is appalling. Babies are not a fashion accessory, nor are they there to be born simply because their mothers need someone to love. They do not ask to be born, but when they do come they deserve the very best from two parents. I do not know the circumstances of the conception of your blip, so I cannot judge, can I?’


By the end of his statement Dan was speaking loudly and the others couldn’t help but hear. It seemed odd to everyone that he should have such strong views on the matter and more than one seated at the table intuitively surmised that there was more to Dan’s views than just an opinion aired.


They were all embarrassed into silence by his outburst. Only Zoe was distressed by it, because he had so accurately put his finger on her own feelings about becoming pregnant.


Miriam broke the spell they were under by bringing in the main course: a huge dish of beautifully presented crown of lamb surrounded by roasted vegetables, which Mungo took from her and placed at his end of the table. Joy followed with a couple of tureens and the two of them sat down. Miriam said, I’ve just had a thought, you’re not vegetarian, are you, Dan? I never thought to ask.’


‘No, I’m not and that lamb looks delicious.’ He watched the admirable almost elegant way in which Mungo carved and served the lamb, and thought how much he liked the man – he was so honest and straightforward and compassionate. It hardly seemed fair that so many enviable qualities should be concentrated in one person. Dan caught Letty watching him and he met her ice-cold gaze boldly. He smiled and raised his glass to her but her eyes slid away from him and she completely ignored his gesture. He realised he’d made more than one enemy tonight.


The dinner party never quite recovered after the argument between Zoe and Dan, and he wasn’t the only one glad when people began to leave.


Mungo called him over to his side of the room as he was about to go. ‘A word please, before you disappear, Dan.’ He led the way back into the dining room and closed the door. ‘Askew has rung me to say he is not requiring our services any more. He’s going to the practice in the High Street. He claims you trespassed this morning and he is threatening you with police action. He also says that there is nothing wrong with the horse and that what you said, you said out of malice.’


Dan raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Do you believe him?’


‘I don’t know what to believe. You tell me.’


‘OK, in his opinion I did trespass, but like I said, the cow merited further attention and in all conscience I gave it that attention this morning, nothing more, nothing less. I wasn’t able to apologise because his lordship hadn’t got back from his ride when I was ready to leave, but I shall do it in writing tomorrow. As for the horse, I know I am right and his vet is wrong.’ Dan shrugged his shoulders. ‘But there we are. There is the possibility of doing something about it if it is treated immediately. To ignore it will cut short its career quick smart.’


‘I see. Well, do not lose me any more accounts. We can’t afford it.’


‘I’ll do my best.’


‘We’ve advertised the job, by the way.’


‘Fair enough. I quite understand.’


‘Take no notice of Letty. No one else does.’


‘I won’t. She’s a bitch.’


Mungo’s head came up with a jerk. ‘She’s right, though, about the practice losing money when we lose clients and don’t forget that.’


‘Mm. Goodnight and thank you for a lovely meal. Much appreciated.’


‘Thank Miriam before you go. She does all the work and it was her idea. I’m taking Perkins out. OK.’


Dan found Miriam making a start on stacking the dishwasher. ‘I’m a whizz at stacking dishwashers. May I?’


‘Lovely man, making an offer like that, but I have a strict rule: first-time guests may not help clear up.’


‘I doubt there’ll be a second time.’


‘You wait and see.’ She took his hand and held it between both her own. ‘Welcome to the practice from me. Goodnight.’


‘Goodnight, Miriam.’





Chapter 2


Dan, heartened by Miriam’s obvious approval of him, set off next morning to begin his calls with new heart. Before he’d gone to bed after the dinner party he’d penned a grovelling apology to Lord Askew, which it had gone against his temperament to do but he’d seen the necessity for. He’d taken it with him to the practice to post, with a copy to Mungo.


He was only halfway to the village of Wootton when the engine cut out and he came to a halt. Nothing he could do would make it start again so he rang in to Barleybridge and asked Stephie to ring the garage for him and request them to come to the rescue. He cursed himself for not having called there the previous day, but it was too late now.


Dan went to sit on the fence beside the road and enjoy the early-morning air. He’d forgotten how beautiful even a November morning in England could be; the sun wasn’t shining but it was reasonably bright, and his view of the roofs and spires of Barleybridge to his right and the great sweep of woodland in front of him was very pleasing. There was something about the countryside here at home which fed the soul. Dry, arid plains, for all their feeling of space and freedom, didn’t enrich him, but this did. He contemplated living here and decided once again that if it came about he’d jump at the chance.


His reverie was eventually broken by the rumble of a van approaching from his left. Even before it slurred to a halt in the middle of the road, he could see it was patently almost derelict, one headlight was missing and it was difficult to ascertain its original colour. All along the side nearest to Dan was a massive dent, which must have hindered the opening of the door. Ahead encased in a balaclava with slits in it poked out from the gap where the driver’s window should have been. ‘Recognise that Land Rover, you must be Scott’s replacement?’


Dan slid off the fence and crossed the verge to speak to him. ‘That’s right. I’m Dan Brown.’


‘I’m Phil Parsons. Applegate Farm. Nice to meet you, Dan. What’s up? Enjoying the air. Nowt to do?’


‘Plenty to do, but I’ve broken down.’


‘I’ll give you a lift into Barleybridge, Blossom and me’s off shopping, it being market day.’


The head of the said Blossom appeared from behind Phil Parsons and gave Dan a shock. Her peroxided hair appeared to have reached the very heights of dazzle. That, combined with her lavishly applied electric-blue eyeshadow, her dark plum-coloured lipstick and her yard upon yard of cheap gilt jewellery, gave Dan the distinct impression that she was a lady ever on the lookout for ‘talent’. If they were husband and wife, or partners, the two were the most incompatible pair he had ever come across: she a painted doll and he … well, he didn’t know what Phil was because you couldn’t see for his headgear, but he could smell him from where he stood.


Blossom greeted him in a slightly breathless Marilyn Monroe kind of voice. ‘Pleased to meet you, Dan.’


Dan touched the neb of his cap in greeting. ‘And me you. I’ll ring the practice again and see what the state of play is. I might be glad of your offer. If you’ll excuse me.’


Stephie answered, saying they were about to ring him to tell him that the garage couldn’t come out with the truck for at least another two hours as they were away on a job already and, if he could get a lift, then to come in to the practice and he could borrow Mungo’s car to do his rounds, and the truck would tow the offending vehicle in, and they’d let them know the problem as and when. Dan clicked off his mobile and relayed the message to Phil.


‘Jump in. Shove up, Blossom.’ He threw a pile of women’s magazines and farming leaflets on to the floor by his feet to make room for Dan.


‘It’s very kind of you. I need a few things with me. Won’t be a minute.’


‘Leave the keys in. Nobody’ll pinch it, it’s too well known.’


Dan climbed up into the van, squeezed himself in beside Blossom and struggled to shut the door. Eventually, by almost sitting on Blossom’s lap, he managed it.


‘Here, put your things in the back behind me.’ She ducked her head away to make room for Dan to reach into the back. When he turned to look where to put his belongings he found himself staring into what appeared to be a boudoir. The inside walls of the back of the van were thickly draped in pink filmy fabric, and the floor was filled with what must be a mattress covered in shiny, lurid-pink furry stuff with frilly pink and white pillows piled on top of it. Dan, without saying a word or letting his face slip, placed his things on the nearest pink and white pillow and squeezed himself back into position. Blossom wriggled delightedly, causing waves of a rich, overpowering perfume to escape and envelop him. ‘Well, set off then, Phil. We’ll never get there sat here in the middle of the road like this. Turn the key.’


A vehicle behind tooted impatiently so Phil turned the key and the engine responded with the most tremendous heave. Phil shoved it into gear and off they lurched. Dan had a nightmare ride back into the town, made worse by the constant titillating movements of Blossom. His right thigh felt her flexing and reflexing her leg muscles, his right arm was subject to a series of surreptitious nudges and rubbings, and her left hand hovered constantly within reach of his knee.
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