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The climb up to the farm was spectacular. Mile after mile of wonderful hills piling one on the other with amazing views at every turn of the road. The farm itself stood tightly nestled into a hill, looking as though it had grown there rather than been built over two hundred years ago, and one didn’t come upon it until the turn into the farm gateway. There it was, grey-stoned, solid, secretive almost, but inviting at the same time.


And there she was, Megan Angharad Jones, waiting in the kitchen doorway for him to arrive, arms outstretched, her whole face filled with a smile. Half the house was in shadow but the sun still shone on the back door, highlighting the glints of red in Megan’s hair, the sparkle in her dark eyes, and he thought, not for the first time, of the wonders of the world and that surely it must be the eighth wonder that she loved him.
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Chapter 1


It was Joy, as Practice Manager, who struggled with the staff rota every month and with Graham Murgatroyd off with flu, and Dan hovering distractedly waiting for the birth of his son and likely to be off for at least a week, and Rhodri behaving like the lovelorn chap he most decidedly was, it was proving more than usually difficult to plan June’s staffing. She sat in her office in the last week in May, planning and replanning until her head spun. It was no good, she’d have to get Duncan to take a look. Joy rested her head against the back of her chair and closed her eyes. Briefly she dropped off, drained by a long, busy day. Moments later, someone clearing their throat disturbed her.


‘Sorry, Joy, to disturb you but …’


‘My fault. I’ve developed a splitting headache trying to plan the rota for June, it should have been done days ago.’ She rubbed her eyes to refresh them and saw Mungo looking down at her with sympathy. Her heart raced, though not quite as wildly as it had at times during the last twenty years. She sat upright. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘Just to say I’ve finished operating for today and I’m going up to the flat. I know you’re shorthanded, so Miriam and I are not taking this weekend away we promised ourselves, just in case.’


‘That’s wonderful. Thanks. If things get any worse I shall be doing the operating myself!’


‘You’ve had plenty of experience assisting me in the past. I’ve no doubt you’d do an excellent job.’


Joy laughed. ‘I don’t think so, things have moved on since I first helped you. New techniques, new equipment. No, no, our reputation would go straight down the pan! As they say, you’re only as good as your last operation.’


Mungo leaned across the desk and placed a kiss on her cheek. ‘Thanks for all you do and thanks for being such a good friend to Miriam. She does value your friendship.’


Joy’s eyes slid away from his face. ‘And I hers. Must press on. I’m taking this rota home to Duncan. He’ll sort it for me. There’s a solution somewhere but I can’t see it.’


‘Don’t hesitate to ring if you need me. Any time, and I mean it. It’s just a difficult patch and we have to gut it out.’


‘I’ll ring, you can bet on that.’ Joy allowed herself to watch him leave, to smile at him when he turned to say, ‘Be seeing you,’ to enjoy his handsome bearing, his restless energy, those splendid eyes and the gentleness of his mouth. She swallowed hard. There I go again, she thought, just when I’d begun to think he didn’t matter any more. When he’d closed the door behind him she clenched her fist and banged it on the desk in anger. Would she never learn he loved elsewhere? That his kiss was that of a comrade and not a lover and never would be.


Duncan. Duncan. She focused on Duncan’s face as she’d seen it that morning when the alarm had gone, making no impression on him at all. He lay snugly tucked in right against her back, one arm laid carelessly across her waist. When she’d tried to get up, he’d held her down and grunted his contentment. But she’d managed to turn over so she could look at him. She was always surprised how young he looked first thing. Which he was, all of nine years younger.


Joy said, ‘Got to get up. Let me go.’


‘Five more minutes.’


‘No.’


‘Please.’ It was more of a command than a request. The arm across her waist had tightened and kept her there.


Joy tolerated the five minutes and then pushed off his arm and sat up on the edge of the bed. But he followed her and was kissing the back of her neck and his arm was round her waist again, gripping her.


‘Duncan. Please. I’m going to be late.’


Duncan turned away from her without a word.


She’d stood up and headed for the bathroom and a shower and for an assessment of her allure in the bathroom mirror. It hadn’t made good viewing. That mood had stayed with her all day and was still with her as she parked her car and went into reception the following morning and found she was five minutes late.


Ordinarily she would have apologised for being slightly late, but this morning, instead, she could find fault with absolutely everything. In reception, Stephie and Annette came in for a few broadsides, Sarah Cockroft for leaving dirty, blood-streaked operating sheets out on the laundry worktop instead of putting them immediately in the washing machine, and finally Mungo for arriving late for his first appointment. ‘You should know better than to leave your first client waiting.’


‘Sorry.’


Mungo saw the way the wind blew and escaped Joy’s office as soon as he could, salving his conscience by being as charming as he possibly could to his client. ‘Please, forgive me. Do come this way.’


‘Don’t worry yourself, Mr Price, we know how busy you are.’


Joy saw the owners of the dog shake his hand and smile and she thought he could charm the devil himself, he could.


He ruffled the head of his patient and asked, ‘This is Teddy, is it? Hello, old chap.’ To the owners he said, ‘Now, tell me in your own words what the problem is.’


Joy watched him lead them into his consulting room, and smiled grimly to herself. It really wasn’t fair for one man to have so much charm and such good looks. She saw Annette putting her empty coffee mug down on the reception desk. ‘You know how much Mr Price dislikes empty mugs standing about in public view. Take it away. Please.’


Duncan had organised the rota to her satisfaction and after she’d pinned it up on the staff notice board and made sure everyone of the veterinary staff had a copy in their pigeon hole she put her own copy on the noticeboard in her room and sat down to think.


But not for long. Dan Brown came in to see her.


Dan had lost weight these last few weeks and was not looking quite as stocky or well-built as he used to. But the craggy face and the penetrating brown eyes were still there and so too was his in-your-face-energy, which sometimes caught one on the raw, but not now, not since he’d won her over. She greeted him with warmth and affection. ‘Dan! You’re soon back, is everything all right with Rose, you know?’


‘She’s fine, we got there early and they’re delighted with her and we’ve to go back next week same time if the baby hasn’t happened in the meantime. She’s furious that she can’t drive herself any more.’


‘Have they said she shouldn’t?’


Dan gave the happiest laugh he’d given since she’d known him. ‘No. The truth is she can’t get behind the wheel and reach the pedals.’


‘Oh, well! Go have a coffee or something and take a rest. You’ve no calls for the moment.’


‘None?’


‘None whatsoever.’


‘Right. I will.’


‘You do that, it may be your last quiet day for some time!’


‘We can’t wait for the baby, you know. Just can’t wait. Rose’s stepdad has arrived and is out buying every item of baby equipment he can find. We wanted to wait … not tempt fate, you know.’


As Dan went off to take his break, Joy said quietly to herself, ‘I can understand that.’ She had just finished speaking when she heard the most terrifying sounds coming from reception. The papers on her desk flew in all directions as she squeezed out of her chair and raced to see what was happening.


Joy was appalled at the scene that met her eyes. A very large, heavily built dog of uncertain ancestry had a cat in his mouth. The cat was hanging upside down, yowling and trying to swing itself round to scratch at the dog’s face, its claws unsheathed, its mouth wide open, but the dog was hanging on tightly, his fangs exposed below his drawn back dewlaps.


The waiting clients were panic stricken, clutching their pets to them, lifting their feet to avoid the whirling dog. Mrs Parr, the owner of the cat, was screaming with terror. ‘Get him off! Quick! Somebody! Get him off. Oh! Oh! Oh!’


But the dog was intent on his trophy and had no intention of giving it up.


The clients were behaving like a coop full of chickens with a fox at their throats and Annette and Stephie were hysterical and no more use than a pair of mice.


Above the clamour Joy shouted, ‘Who owns this dog?’


A small, agitated man spoke up. ‘Bingo! Let go! Bingo! Let go!’ He was sweating so much his glasses were steaming up. ‘He hates cats.’


Mrs Parr shouted. ‘Get ’im off! Oh hell!’ and promptly fainted. Another client began to beat at the dog with a magazine, which only served to infuriate Bingo even further. He altered his grip on the cat, was now holding it even more firmly, and the cat had stopped struggling. Joy grabbed his collar, and instantly, Dan, appearing apparently from nowhere, took over from her, stood astride of Bingo and deftly manhandled the dog’s head to the ground, keeping a firm grip with both hands on its head and neck and his knee on its flanks. Taken by surprise the dog released its hold on the cat and it crawled away, trembling, its fur bristling and its mouth open wide, spitting hoarsely.


Joy took charge.


‘Right. Stephie! Ring for an ambulance for Mrs Parr. Annette! Capture the cat and put it in a cage in intensive care. Dan! Get that dog in the back and tie it up. Tight! I’ll get a blanket for this lady.’


She came back into reception with a blanket and a pillow. A client with her own cat safe from harm in its basket, got up to give her a hand.


Mungo came out with his clients to find uproar. If Joy hadn’t been so preoccupied she would have laughed at the astonished expression on his face. ‘What on earth … ?’


Dan finally managed to drag Bingo out. Annette caught the petrified cat and carried it away to make it safe, and Stephie called out, ‘The ambulance is on its way.’


‘Thanks, Stephie!’


Dan came back and faced Bingo’s shivering owner. ‘He’s yours?’


The man nodded.


‘Why have you brought him in?’


‘For his injections, it’s time.’


‘Yes?’


Realising that he was holding a very public discussion, Dan broke off and invited Bingo’s owner into an empty consulting room.


The man shuffled after him, still sweating, still shivering.


‘Sit down. Please.’ Dan pulled the desk chair forward and waited for the man to sit, then leaned against the examination table and asked, ‘Yes? Mr … ?’


‘Tucker. Alan Tucker.’ He pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his top lip. ‘She should have had the cat in a basket or something. It wasn’t Bingo’s fault. Not at all, no. The cat spat at him and tried to scratch him. What else is a self-respecting dog supposed to do? I ask you.’


‘Apparently you haven’t got him under control or you could have stopped him.’


‘Under control in circumstances like that? He’s an angel at home. We’ve two children, little ones,’ he gauged their height with his hand, ‘this big and he’s like putty in their hands. They can ride on him, sit on him, cover him up with a blanket as if he’s baby, anything they like and he never murmurs. It’s only cats he can’t stand.’


Dan looked a little sceptical at this. ‘So you say.’


Alan Tucker mopped his face with his handkerchief again. ‘She should never have brought her cat in without a cage … it was her fault.’


‘You have got a point there. But I can tell you this. Never once in all the years I’ve worked as a vet have I known of such an attack. All the animals are so overcome by the smells and the strangeness or have memories of having been here before for injections or treatment that they are usually very subdued. He was alarming.’


‘I still say it was the cat’s fault …’


‘Well, Mr Tucker, quite what the owner of the cat will be thinking when she’s come round I don’t know. It has all been very distressing. You are a client of ours, are you?’


‘First time. We’ve only just moved here, changed my job, you know. Dog’s all upset, you know, children too. New vet, new house, new garden, different walks, it’s all been too much for Bingo, and then, on top of all that, that bloody cat.’


‘That’s understandable. Now, I must see to the cat. But be aware, Mr Tucker, that he’s nervous. Keep an eye on him when he’s with the children. He’s big, and could do a lot of damage. I’m serious, a special eye till he’s calmed down. OK?’


Mr Tucker stood up. ‘Thanks for getting him under control. I was too shocked to do anything. Never seen him like that.’


Dan opened the door. ‘Take care, Mr Tucker. Bring him back when he’s feeling happier. I’ll get him for you and then I’ll see to the cat.’


When Mr Tucker came back into reception holding Bingo tightly, the ambulance had just arrived and Mrs Parr was being taken out in a wheelchair. Mr Tucker said to her, ‘I’m so sorry.’


Ashen-faced she replied, ‘My cat. Where’s my Muffin?’


Joy said, ‘We’ll take care of her, she’ll have the best of attention. The vet’s examining her now.’


‘Thanks. I really don’t need to go to hospital. I only fainted. I think I’ll just go home.’ She made to get out of the chair.


Joy gently pressed her back. ‘Believe me, it’s best to have a check-up just in case. And it will make me feel easier in my mind that you’ve been looked at. I’ll ring tomorrow and let you know about Muffin, or if you feel up to it, you ring later today. I’m so sorry this has happened.’


After Mrs Parr had gone Stephie said, ‘Why were you so insistent that she went to hospital? There was really nothing wrong with her.’


‘You’re a doctor, are you?’


‘You know I’m not.’


‘And neither am I. Best to make sure in case of legal proceedings.’


‘But she’s nice, we’ve known her for years.’


‘She’s never had her cat attacked before though, has she? She might feel she should be safe to bring her cat here, which is quite right, but today she wasn’t … so … you never know.’ Joy wagged her finger at Stephie and disappeared into the back to find Dan.


He had carried the cat into a consulting room and was gently examining her. She wasn’t in the best of moods for a close examination and Dan was having to be very careful not to stress her more than necessary.


Dan glanced up at Joy as she watched his sensitive hands moving so sympathetically over the cat as he assessed her injuries. ‘She’s been punctured here, look, one of his fangs. She’s in deep shock. We’ll have to set up a drip, can’t do anything until she stabilises. Nothing broken I think.’


‘I’ll set up the drip. The girls are all busy.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Absolutely. If Mrs Parr had brought her in a cat carrier none of this would have happened.’


‘Exactly. Mr Tucker says the dog’s as soft as butter usually. Just cats he can’t stand.’


With a wry smile Joy said, ‘That’s plainly obvious.’


‘Even so, I’ve warned him to keep an eye on him. It really was a nasty attack.’


Mungo took a couple of minutes between clients to find out what was happening. ‘No farm calls this morning?’ he asked.


‘None so far. Colin’s out, but he only has three calls.’


‘So what about the cat? How is she?’


‘Shocked, Joy’s setting up a drip. I’ve found a hole where his fang caught her, but she’s too shocked for me to do anything about it.’


‘New client, was he? Didn’t recognise the owner.’


‘Yes. Claims the dog can’t abide cats. Otherwise no problem.’


Mungo shook his head. ‘Rose not pupped yet then?’


Dan laughed. ‘Not yet. You’d better not say that to her, she wouldn’t find it funny at the moment.’


‘Exciting times we live in, eh?’ Mungo clapped Dan on the shoulder, added, ‘Thanks for that just now. Got a client. Must go.’


Muffin the cat was an exceptionally beautiful Siamese, and one after another the staff came to see her. ‘Isn’t she gorgeous? Just gorgeous,’ Stephie said, and Annette thought she was utterly beautiful too and very takehomeable. ‘Hope she’s going to be all right. The poor thing. I hate big dogs.’


‘Muffin. It’s a poor choice of name for such an elegant cat. Sounds like a name for an ordinary moggy, not an aristocrat.’


Rhodri came in at this point.


Stephie turned to greet him. ‘Good morning, Rhodri, come to see our new patient?’


‘Who organised this?’


‘Dan did. You had a client and we had to do something quicko.’


‘I see. Did no one think to consult me? I am the only small-animal vet on duty this morning.’


This outburst silenced the two girls because they honestly didn’t know how to answer him.


Rhodri turned on his heel and went back to his consulting room.


Stephie looked at Annette and they both pulled a face.


‘Honestly! He gets worse. It’s always poor Dan he has his knife in.’


Halfway through the morning, Dan went home to Rose, promising Joy that if a farm call came in he would go. Rose was seated in her favourite chair by the French windows looking out on to the garden. Beside her on a small table was the book she’d put down the moment she heard him coming. ‘Darling! What are you doing home at this time? How lovely.’


‘It’s one of those strange mornings when there are no calls for me. It can’t last, I’m quite sure. You all right?’


‘I’m fine. Absolutely fine. So you’ve had an idle morning then?’


‘No, not really, just a bit of an upset at the morning clinic.’


‘Dresden china I am not. Please tell me.’


‘Sorry. Huge great dog attacked a cat in the waiting room. Total uproar.’


‘Poor thing.’


‘I had to tackle it to the floor and then drag it out and tie it up.’


‘You didn’t have to put it down?’


‘It did occur to me that perhaps it would be for the best, but one can’t just rush about putting dogs down; it’s not on and it would give the Practice a bad name.’


Rose grinned up at him. ‘It most certainly would. I shall have a dog or a cat sometime. I always wanted a pet but mother would never let me. Too messy, she said.’


‘Then you shall. You can choose, so long as it’s not a huge one like a St Bernard. This cottage isn’t big enough.’


‘Could you get me a glass of water, Danny, please? Save me having to heave myself out of this chair.’


‘Of course. Nothing stronger?’


‘Like orange juice?’ Rose smiled at him. It was a smile he had missed those months while they’d been apart. He should never have walked out on her. But the blazing row he’d had with her mother over an entirely mythical ‘woman’ she swore he had hidden away, had hurt him beyond belief. There had never been anyone but Rose. He found a glass, turned on the cold tap and let it run to make sure it was cold. As he watched the torrent of water gushing out he remembered looking for Rose at that time and finding her climbing out of the pool after her daily dozen lengths. She had stood in front of him, water streaming from her, and said, ‘You’re still here, then? Just go away. I can’t bear it. Go away.’


Dan hadn’t been able to come to terms with the fact that she sided with her mother. ‘You know there isn’t anyone else. No one. On this earth. No one but you,’ he’d told her.


He’d seen her hesitate, but a lifetime of agreeing with her mother had overcome her natural inclination to believe him. Thankfully, she’d soon discovered the truth.


He turned off the tap, took the glass to her, and as he handed it over he bent to kiss the top of her head. ‘Love you.’


Rose drank the glass right to the bottom before she said, ‘I don’t deserve you, my darling. I simply don’t.’


‘Clean slate, we said. You stay right there, and watch me mow the lawn. Got to do something. Can’t sit about. I’ll open the window. If you need anything, give me a shout.’


He glanced at her once or twice and saw she’d picked up her book again. Then the next time he checked, the book had slipped off her knee and she was asleep. Do her good. She didn’t get much sleep at night now. It was just what she needed. He paused for a moment to admire her. Everywhere she went people stared. And no wonder. She really was beautiful. Halfway through cutting the lawn his mobile rang. It was a call to Tattersall’s Cop. One of Callum’s goats was ill, and he was worried. He didn’t want to bring it in because his wife, Nuala, who was very ill, couldn’t be left. Dan left the mower where it was, wrote a note and put it on the table beside Rose and left.


To get to Tattersall’s Cop Dan had to cross the river in the centre of Barleybridge by the Weymouth Bridge and then take the left fork, called Cop Lane, in Wootton. He was struck once again as he approached Callum’s farm by how smart it looked. Dan sometimes thought that Callum spent too much time keeping the premises in order. While that was commendable and something other farmers could do well to think about, keeping the farm immaculate didn’t fill the coffers.


‘Good morning, Callum. What’s the problem?’


‘It’s little Sybil.’


Callum had bought the complete stock of a goat farmer who’d died, and amongst them were seven pygmy goats; perky, bright versions of full-sized goats, born with more than their fair share of curiosity. They’d been brought into a pen close to the house, and leaning on the gate alongside Callum, Dan paused to study them for a moment before going in. ‘They all look fit. Which is Sybil, then?’


‘The all-black one.’ All seven of them were springing around the pen on a familiarisation tour. They were a mixture of black, white and fawn, and looked as though they’d all been in the washing machine that morning so fresh and smart did they look. What with their appealing looks and their cheeky antics, Dan couldn’t help but smile at them.


‘Settling down nicely, are they?’


‘All of them are. Think they’d been getting a bit neglected towards the end. Nothing serious mind, but neglected.’


‘What did you want them for, Callum?’


‘Fancied a change and Nuala was keen.’


‘How is she?’


Callum didn’t reply for a moment and then he said, ‘You’ll see for yourself in a minute, she’s coming out to see you. Wants to know about your wife.’


‘I see. So why am I here? There doesn’t seem much wrong with Sybil.’


‘I reckon it’s worms. Appetite like you wouldn’t believe.’


Dan climbed over the gate and was immediately mobbed by all seven of the goats. Dan crouched to examine Sybil and found himself with pygmy goats endeavouring to raid his pockets, steal his mobile, climb on his back, and generally get in on the act by making their own diagnosis.


‘How long have you been farming, Callum?’


‘Fifteen years or thereabouts. Why?’


‘Don’t you know what happens when you put a billy in with nanny goats?’


Callum’s eyebrows shot up when he’d absorbed what Dan had said. ‘Oh God! You don’t mean …’


‘I do. Sybil’s in kid.’


Callum rubbed his hands with glee. ‘No! Never thought it might be that. Nuala’ll be delighted. Delighted. Well, I never. That’s great. Sure it is.’ His tanned face almost split in two with delight.


‘Not long to go, I shouldn’t think.’ He stood up, trying to escape the goats’ attentions without knocking any of them down. ‘In fact, this one looks as if …’


‘That’s Cassandra, she’s Nuala’s favourite.’


‘… she might be too.’


Callum’s Nuala came out of the house and walked slowly towards them, every delicate step an effort. Dan hoped his face didn’t register the shock he felt when he saw her. She was emaciated beyond belief. It didn’t seem possible that she was still able to stand upright.


Dan touched his cap. ‘Good morning, Mrs Tattersall. I’ve just been giving Callum some good news.’


Callum interrupted. ‘Let me tell her. Sybil’s expecting!’


‘Really!’ Nuala’s face burst into life and the small spark of what was left of her lit up her beautiful blue eyes. ‘Well now, isn’t that good news, for sure. When?’


‘Within the week, I would have thought.’


‘Within the week!’


Dan watched Callum hug her as though she were made of the finest glass. So tenderly.


‘I might just see that. Yes, I might. They must look so sweet.’


‘They do, Mrs Tattersall, nothing sweeter.’ Dan noticed a grimace cross her face. Immediately Callum said, ‘I’ll take you in.’ He picked her up as easily as he would a baby, and set off for the house, calling over his shoulder, ‘I’ll call you when she’s in labour. Can’t afford to take any risks.’


‘Right. ’Bye, Mrs Tattersall.’


‘ ’Bye, Dan. My love to your Rose.’ Her feeble voice just reached Dan and he was glad she couldn’t see his face, because he felt so distressed. He looked at Sybil and said quietly, ‘You’d better hurry up or she won’t see that kid of yours. Do you hear me?’ Sybil, however, had other things to think about as Callum had left the goats some titbits in the feed trough and she was concentrating on getting the major share.


Dan was almost home when he decided to ring the practice to see if there were any more calls for him, but found he must have left his mobile in the goat pen. One nil to the goats. He just hoped Rose hadn’t been trying to ring him. He drove all the way back to Tattersall’s Cop, parked his Land Rover, intending to knock at the farmhouse door, but saw a doctor from the medical practice in Barleybridge just going in. So he went quietly to the goat pen to find his mobile laid abandoned and unharmed in the long grass by the fencing.


It had a text message on it from Rose. ‘Baby started.’





Chapter 2


It was eleven o’clock that night before things really got going with Rose, and it was half past one in the morning when the consultant decided a Caesarean section was advisable.


Dan was almost beside himself with anxiety, and even considered offering his services, after all he’d done plenty in his time, but arrived at the conclusion he’d probably pass out if he witnessed Rose having surgery and that he’d be better keeping her stepfather, Lloyd, company.


He was worse than Dan himself; taking sips from his hip flask, marching round the waiting room, tap tap tapping his fingernails on the table, asking questions to which Dan couldn’t possibly have the answers, and generally behaving like someone on the brink of a breakdown.


‘Have a cup of tea, Lloyd. I’ll get one from the machine.’


‘Tea? What good will that do. A glass of whisky, yes. Tea? No. I’ve nearly run out of whisky. Do they sell it here? No, of course not. Narrow pelvis they said. Big baby. God! If I’d known I’d’ve had you castrated.’


‘Thank God you didn’t. Rose wouldn’t have wanted that.’


Lloyd gave Dan half a smile, which he smothered instantly by reminding himself that he should be ringing Rose’s mother. ‘I should you know, she ought to know. She should be told. I’ll ring her.’


Dan clamped his hand on Lloyd’s mobile phone. ‘Not here, it might interfere with the equipment. And … what’s more, it’s Rose’s decision. She’ll tell her if she wishes. Not you and not me.’


‘You’re damn right. Of course. God! I’m tired. What the hell are they doing all this time?’ Lloyd stood up and began prowling again. ‘I love that girl. Like she was my very own. She’s a gem. Gutsy, you know. I’ve tried to shield her from her mother’s more crass ideas, but … God! That woman’s something. She’s a hell of a woman to keep in check.’


Wryly Dan said, ‘I know.’


Lloyd looked at him. ‘Huh! You don’t need me to tell you that. I could have killed her when I found out she’d driven you away.’


The door opened and the consultant came in smiling. Dan’s heart felt fit to burst. ‘All’s fine! A wonderful baby boy, four kilos exactly. Mother’s doing fine. Wonderful patient.’


He shook Dan’s hand and offered his congratulations, and then Lloyd’s. ‘Mustn’t leave out Grandad!’ He pumped Lloyd’s hand up and down vigorously.


Lloyd asked, ‘What the hell’s four kilos? What does it mean in America?’


Dan said, ‘About eight and a half pounds. Wait here and you can see her after me.’


‘But I …’


‘After me.’


Dan and Lloyd were completely enraptured by the baby. Lloyd was convinced he looked exactly like himself, though how he worked that out Dan couldn’t think. But everyone else said he was the spitting image of his father and he was. The same nose, and the same shaped face, but hair the colour of Rose’s. He’d always imagined that all babies looked alike but this one was his and no doubt about it. Rose was bone weary but immensely happy, and kept saying, ‘Isn’t he wonderful? Aren’t we clever? You and me?’


She came home three days later to find that Lloyd had been to the supermarket and bought up what appeared to be half its stock. He’d also bought another freezer to put in the garage and filled that too. ‘Can’t have you running out of anything at all. There’s not a thing I haven’t thought of. There won’t be any need to shop for weeks. Now, let me have a hold of young Jonathan Daniel Franklin-Brown.’


Dan got out his wallet. ‘Look! I must pay you for all that.’


‘Nonsense. He is my reward and anyway money can’t buy him.’ He sat in a chair where the sun couldn’t reach, holding Rose’s son, in a world of his own.


Dan made coffee for the three of them, settled Rose in her favourite chair by the window, and gave her some post to open. She flung the junk mail on the floor, then voiced her anger when she recognised her mother’s handwriting. ‘She’s written to me! She knows where I am.’ Angry disappointment showed in her face. ‘I know it won’t be you, Danny. Is it you, Pa?’


Lloyd, absorbed in delicately smoothing his fingers over the baby’s face and his tiny starlike fingers, time and time again, had to be asked twice before he answered. ‘Mmm. I felt it only right. She is your mother.’


‘She lost all her rights as a mother when she persuaded me that Dan was a no-good son-in-law. I shall regret right to my last breath being so influenced by her. You’d no right, Pa.’ Tears poured down her face in rivers, unheeded. ‘I feel awful. So miserable.’


Lloyd stood up and went to put Jonathan in Rose’s arms. ‘It’s your hormones, I read about it in a book. Here, hold him, your mother can’t take him away from you, he’s yours and Dan’s. I won’t let her come between you and him, if I have to throttle her to do it.’


The phone rang. Dan went to answer it. ‘Dan Brown here.’


It was Kate from the Practice. ‘Sorry to disturb you when you’re off limits so to speak,’ she said, ‘but you know Callum Tattersall, well, he’s rung in to say Sybil is in labour and it’s not going right. He wonders if you’d come out to see her. I told him you were off but he says he can’t bring her in and you’ll know why. Who’s Sybil?’


‘A pygmy goat. Yes, I do know why. I’ll go. OK.’


‘Thanks ever so much, Dan.’


Dan picked up his car keys from the hall table, and went back into the sitting room. ‘Lloyd, you’re not planning going somewhere, are you? Can I leave you to make lunch for Rose and yourself and be generally useful?’


‘What the hell, you’re not going out on a call?’


Rose interrupted. ‘Pa! Don’t interfere. What is it, darling?’


‘Callum’s goat having problems delivering. You know who I mean. I’ll be two hours at most.’


‘Of course. You go. I shall be fine. I guess Pa and me will cope. There’s one thing for certain – we shan’t starve to death. My love to Nuala.’ She pursed her lips ready for him to kiss, so he bent to do as she asked and whispered his thanks.


When he arrived at Tattersall’s Cop he found Sybil ensconced on a makeshift bed in the kitchen with Callum seated on a chair keeping an eye on her, a glass of neat whisky in his hand.


‘She’s in a poor way.’ There was a very slight slur in his speech, and it occurred to Dan that the bottle on the table had reached its present level that very day.


‘Now, Sybil, what are you making such a fuss about?’ After he’d examined her he asked how long she’d been in labour.


‘I got up at half five to see to Nuala and decided to go check on Sybil while I was up. She was very restless then. Jesus! Don’t let her die, it’ll kill Nuala.’ Once he’d said that Callum looked as though he wished he hadn’t.


Dan ignored his mistake and continued to check Sybil. ‘It’s my opinion she can’t deliver. Her pelvis is too narrow for such a big kid to get through. I’m going to have to operate.’


Callum shot upright, his face drip white and beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead. ‘Operate! Oh God! No! I can’t stand it. Not Sybil.’ The remains of his whisky went down his gullet in a trice.


‘If I don’t, she and the kid will die a slow death. Pull yourself together, Callum. My Rose had a Caesarean only three days ago and she’s home and doing well. So stop the blather and give me a hand.’


‘I can’t. I can’t stand the sight of blood. Not Sybil’s.’ Tremblingly he refilled his glass, but Dan took it from him before he could drink it.


‘When we’ve done you can celebrate with that.’


‘But …’


‘No buts.’


Dan did a businesslike job of the operation, aided and abetted by Callum who continually threatened to pass out.


When the tiny kid was pulled from his mother Callum was massively impressed. He ran excitedly into the hall shouting, ‘It’s a girl! All safe and sound!’ Then rushed back in to eulogise over the kid all over again.


‘Isn’t it fantastic? Have you ever seen anything as wonderful as that? Why, it’s astounding. Honest to God. A marvel!’


‘Clean her up while …’


‘It’s a girl. That’s what Nuala’s always wanted, a little girl.’


‘… I stitch up and finish off.’


Callum said decisively, ‘Right. When we’ve done, we’ll take her to Nuala to see. Her being so near the end I can do nothing but exactly as she asks. She just wants to hold her. To have a share in all this loveliness.’ Callum concentrated on making the little kid as pretty as a picture for Nuala. ‘Her hooves, look! Aren’t they beautiful? So tiny, why, you can’t believe she’s real!’


‘She is though and she won’t be the last, by the looks of Cassandra.’


‘Black with these white patches, you have to agree she’s well marked.’


Dan finished closing up Sybil, and then suggested Callum took the kid for Nuala to see. He intended staying in the kitchen and getting washed before he left, but Callum insisted that Nuala would like to see him. ‘She doesn’t get much company, you know. People don’t know what to say.’


So he followed Callum into the dining room now converted into a bedroom for Nuala. She lay in a big double bed, propped on snow-white pillows the colour of her face. If it were possible Nuala looked even more frail than the last time he’d seen her. There was no flesh on her face, it was quite simply skin stretched over bones. Once she had been pretty, he could see that. She was wearing a bedjacket so only her hands were visible on the counterpane and they too, like her face, were skin and bone. Nothing more. There was such a terrible stillness about her you could have thought she was already dead.


Callum, carrying the kid in a baby’s blanket, laid it reverently on the bed beside Nuala just where she could reach to touch it. Her eyes glowed with delight. She whispered to Callum to put the kid in her arms, so he did, protesting that it was too heavy for her. She shook her head. Taking a big breath, which ran out before she’d finished speaking, Nuala said, ‘I always wanted a little girl. Remember that time when …’


Callum nodded. ‘What shall we call her?’


Breathing deeply she gasped, ‘Carmel.’


‘Sure, that’s a great choice. Carmel it shall be. I’m going to take her back to Sybil now, she’ll be missing her.’


The tiny kid made a sweet attempt at an anxious bleat, so Callum scooped her up in his arms and left. Dan said, ‘Good morning, Mrs Tattersall. I’ll be seeing you. Rose sends her love.’


Nuala looked at him and whispered, ‘Thank you. God bless. Look after Callum for me. You know, when I’m …’


‘Certainly, I most definitely will. ’Bye Nuala.’ He smiled at her and raised his hand in a half salute, at a loss to know what else to say. Dan found Callum seated in the kitchen watching Sybil and Carmel getting to know each other.


‘That’s what we were going to call our baby that we never got to hold. Losing her broke Nuala’s heart.’


Dan’s answer to that was to squeeze Callum’s shoulder in sympathy. ‘Best be off.’


‘There’ll be no point in it all without her.’


‘I’ll call tomorrow perhaps, or better still, ring me if you need me. Right?’


‘Right.’


Dan left Callum downing another whisky while he supervised Carmel having her first feed. He paused for a moment at the back door, thought about the cards life had dealt Callum, and remembered Jonathan Franklin-Brown and Rose and how happy he was by comparison.


‘You say Dan’s gone to Tattersall’s Cop? That’s good of him.’ Joy looked over the top of her glasses at Kate but had to wait for her reply while Kate counted the money a client had given her for some budgie seed.


‘That’s right, exactly and there’s your receipt. Thank you. ’Bye. Well, Callum rang to say his goat was in dire straits and he wanted Dan and Dan would understand, and so I rang him and Dan went.’


‘Well, try not to ring him again, he needs this holiday, and with Rose …’


‘I know but you see Callum’s wife is … well she’s dying and he can’t leave her.’


‘Ah! Right! I see. And your exams, Kate? How are they going?’


‘Third paper on Tuesday.’


‘Yes, I know but what about the two you’ve already done? Are you feeling happy about them?’


‘Well, yes, I am, I seem to have aimed my revision in all the right areas so far, so fingers crossed. Thank you for giving me time off.’


‘My pleasure. I don’t know why I’m wanting you to do well though, because it means you won’t be here after September.’ Joy laughed at her and all Kate could say was, ‘Sorry,’ with a smile on her face.


‘You’ve done so well learning this job. Hardly a foot wrong all the time you’ve been here.’


‘Well, not quite, I have had my moments.’


‘Well, yes. There was that time when … and the other when …’ They both collapsed with laughter.


‘Seriously though, I shall be thrilled when you’ve passed and delighted for you to go. You’ve got just the right strain of common sense to make a good vet.’ Joy picked up a stack of files from the counter and disappeared into the back to get on with some administration, leaving Kate on her own, as Stephie had had to go to the dentist for an urgent appointment. She wasn’t by herself for long though because the afternoon clinic was beginning and the first booking was for a budgie to have its claws and beak trimmed.


The client came in carrying a cardboard box punched with dozens of holes to give the bird air. She was a strange person, this client, she believed quite adamantly that animals were far superior to human beings, yet could allow her rabbits’ teeth to overgrow so much they couldn’t eat, neglect her ponies’ hooves so they could hardly walk, and her cats to have fleas to the extent they were completely overrun with them. Nevertheless, all of them at the Practice had a great affection for her and her eccentricities. Her appearance was out of the ordinary, to say the least. It appeared she’d used a builder’s trowel to apply her makeup and her hair was blacker than black, if that were possible. Today she wore a full-length black skirt, which looked as though it had done the rounds of the Nearly New Sales for far too long, topped by a mustard yellow twinset covered in beaded embroidery, over which she wore a scarlet sequinned waistcoat. Miranda Costello was nothing if not colourful.


‘Hello, Mrs Costello. Take a seat. Rhodri’s almost ready for you.’


Mrs Costello wagged a finger at her. ‘How many times have I told you, it’s Miranda to all my friends.’


‘Sorry. Habit, you know.’


‘That’s all right, dear. I do hope Rhodri won’t be long, Beauty hates being shut in. Listen to him making such a fuss, he’s usually so quiet when he can’t see me.’


Mrs Costello sat herself down on a chair close to the counter and Kate made the foolish mistake of asking her how all her other animals were. The moment the words were out of her mouth she could have kicked herself. There followed a long monologue of how wonderfully intelligent her animals were and of the tricks they got up to and … with an indulgent smile, Miranda added, ‘Listen to him talking to me. He’s such a talker he is, aren’t you, Beauty?’ By then she had inched open the lid of her cardboad box to ensure that Beauty was in full working order and he’d swept out before she could stop him and perched in the top of the giant cheese plant in the far corner of reception.


‘Oh! Beauty! Well, bless him, isn’t he clever? Knowing just where to perch. Doesn’t he look lovely all amongst the leaves? Come to Mummy, Beauty.’ She held out her finger and made tweeting noises to Beauty, but he was listening to none of her enticements. Eventually she climbed on a chair and made a grab for him, and got him squawking and struggling in her hand. He nipped her hard on her fingers and made her squeal. She kissed him before she put him in the box, protesting and squawking, and fastened the lid back on. ‘I told you he was clever and he is. Better company than people he is, and certainly more obedient.’ Then Beauty went completely quiet. ‘There you are, you see, he does know how to behave really.’ She preened herself like a budgie might, and sat back to continue her monologue.


Kate listened with half an ear to her stories for a few minutes more, wishing all the time that Rhodri would hurry up with his lunch. Eventually he did open his consulting room door and call out, ‘Beauty Costello, please. Good afternoon, Miranda, and how are you this afternoon?’
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