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Hello, lovely people –
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Little did I know that an evening spent feeding orphaned baby lambs would lead to the inspiration for my latest novel, Happiness for Beginners.


Hope Farm, the setting for my story, is based on the fabulous Animal Antiks farm – a place which helps children and young adults with learning difficulties, mental health issues and autism. They do great work and have very generously allowed me to spend time there in the name of research. There’s more about this wonderful place in the back of the book if you’d like to find out about their work. They are simply amazing.


So thank you for picking up my book. I hope that you enjoy it. The story is, obviously, pure fiction, but the heart behind it is very real.


Happy reading!


Love Carole : ) xx
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PS If you want to keep up with what’s happening – new books, a bit of chit-chat and some fab giveaways – I spend far too much time on social media, especially Facebook and Twitter, so you can always find me there. I have a newsletter which you can sign up to at www.carolematthews.com. I don’t share your information and you can unsubscribe at any time. I’m also on Instagram, but never seem able to find my messages there!
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who will be much missed.


Your crafting legacy will live on,
bringing so much pleasure to many people.
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Chapter One
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Anthony the Anti-Social Sheep lowers his head and growls. I hold up a hand, trying to establish myself as the head of the pack – which, if I’m honest, I’m not even sure is a sheep thing. It certainly doesn’t cut the mustard with Anthony. He squares his not-inconsiderable shoulders and makes eye contact. I can, however, tell a sheep with an evil glint in its eye and Anthony, as so often, has one now.


When he’s in this kind of mood there’s really no reckoning with him and I know that I have no option but to make a dash for the gate. Anthony, in turn, knows that I’m too far away to make it. Three times this week he’s charged and up-ended unsuspecting ramblers who’ve strayed into his field. I’ve lost count of the muddy walkers that I’ve patted down while apologising profusely as they try to re-set their spectacles and gather their backpacks. It took the last one two hastily brewed cups of tea and a sizeable wedge of lemon drizzle cake before they were right again. One of these days someone will sue me for a sheep-based assault.


‘Good boy, Anthony,’ I coo, as I back slowly away. ‘You’re not really the devil incarnate. You’re just misunderstood.’


Unappeased, he starts his run towards me and, as the other infinitely more placid sheep lift their heads to watch, I turn on my heels, sprinting as fast as my wellies will allow. ‘Play nicely, Anthony!’


He is unheeding.


The five-barred gate is coming tantalisingly closer, but I can hear Anthony’s hooves thundering behind me. He’s one hell of a size for a sheep, with a big, square head and the posture of a seasoned pugilist. Technically, he’s a ram, but on this farm we try not to complicate matters. He was recently parted from the elements that specifically made him a ram in the hope that it would make him more docile. Sadly, it didn’t work.


I don’t know what’s made him so bad-tempered and disgruntled with life. I love him as much as a human can love a sheep without it being illegal. He has the prime choice of fields. He’s first in line for food. If only he could learn to love me back or at least not want to knock me over every time I enter his territory then I’m sure we would both be happier. The dogs are, quite wisely, terrified of him and he certainly has a more menacing growl than either of them. Anthony has long eschewed baa-ing as a form of communication.


As I run, Little Dog is barking encouragement at the gate. He’s been on the wrong side of Anthony many times before now and has learned not to venture into his field. Little Dog knows how much a prod with his battering-ram nose in your nether regions hurts. Big Dog, possibly brighter than either of us, is staying well clear and is, quite sensibly, cowering behind the wheels of the tractor.


‘No, Anthony,’ I shout as fiercely as I can over my shoulder. ‘NO!’


But it’s too late. His massive head makes contact with my bottom and he tosses me as hard as he can. As I’m catapulted forwards, I can feel clear air between me and the ground. Lots of it.


I land, face forward, with an inelegant ‘ouff’ in the muddiest part of the field, the bit where we open the gate, the bit that’s trodden to sludge by the hooves of many more amenable sheep. Even though I’m short and sturdily built, I’m no match for Anthony.


His work for the day done, a contented Anthony trots off to find someone else to terrorise. I swear that sheep is smiling. Little Dog, braver now that the surly Anthony has gone, squeezes under the gate and comes to lick my face.


‘You’re not much use as a guard dog, are you?’ I admonish as I push myself up on my elbows.


He looks at me with his one eye and his expression seems to say that he wholeheartedly agrees. Like everything and everyone here, Little Dog came to us damaged. I think that he must have been kicked in the face or something equally dreadful in the past, because as well as losing an eye, he has suffered nerve damage which means that his lips are permanently pulled back so he looks as if he’s always smiling. Thankfully, he doesn’t seem any the worse for it now and his weird grin makes him look like the cutest thing there ever was. Which is just as well as he’s a pretty hopeless guard dog. Unless licking a burglar to death would count.


Little Dog is probably some kind of Jack Russell/random terrier combo. He’s got stubby legs and a white coat with brown patches that’s the texture of a paintbrush.


Then there’s Big Dog. He’s my second contender for the prize of Most Useless Guard Dog. He’s blessed with only three legs, breath that would floor a dinosaur and a fear of anyone wearing a red jumper. He’s a huge beast with a tail that can clear a coffee table in one wag. He might be Alsatian-based somewhere in there, possibly crossed with a mountain dog or wolf – yet he is the scarediest dog ever.


I haul myself up, grateful that no bones are broken, and hobble to the gate. I’ll probably have a corking bruise or two in the morning, but I’ll live to fight another day.


As I don’t want Anthony making a break for it today and terrorising any random strangers, I make sure that I secure the bolt very carefully behind me. ‘You’re going nowhere today, Big Man,’ I tell him, sternly. ‘I want you to take time out to think about your behaviour.’


He gives me a scornful look and goes to annoy his fellow field companions. He’s not well-liked, my dear Anthony, and that makes me love him more. We acquired him because he was considered too much of a handful for anyone else. It seems to have set a pattern.


I brush the dirt from my hands, my jeans, my shirt. I should introduce myself to you. How rude of me not to have done it before. I’m Molly Baker. I’m thirty-eight – no idea how that’s even possible. I’m single, but I’m not a mad cat lady. I’m a mad all-kinds-of-animals lady. Welcome to my life at Hope Farm.




Chapter Two
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I’d have a shower, but there’s really no point. I usually end the day filthy, so I might as well start out that way too. The animals won’t mind and the people joining me on the farm today couldn’t care less what I look like. It can wait until later.


Besides – a small but not inconsiderable point – there’s no hot water on tap. That’s due to the fact that I live on-site at the farm in a small, but perfectly formed caravan – this place was never blessed with a sprawling farmhouse – and my only bathing facility is an open-air bucket shower at the back of one of the barns. Al fresco bathing is fine in the summer months and, sometimes, I hook the bucket shower up to the hosepipe for the horse wash and go with ice-cold water. Bracing, yet enjoyable in its own way. But in the depths of December the appeal of staying dirty can be quite overwhelming. Most of the time, I quite like the process of boiling myself a kettle of water to do my ablutions, or maybe I’m just used to it. It’s time-consuming though and I don’t have the luxury of being able to set it up right now – there’s so much else to do.


My home is modest, but I do my best to make it cosy. It was originally my aunt Hettie’s home and is as old as the hills. To cheer it up, I recently gave the outside a coat of paint and strung up a bit of pretty bunting to disguise the fact that it’s living on borrowed time. I’ve made it homely on the inside and I’m constantly doing running repairs to keep it going. Mind you, as I spend most of my time out on the farm, it’s purely a place to sleep and I don’t need much in the way of creature comforts. My assistant Bev bought me some nice cushions, embroidered with cutesy farm animals, which the dogs probably love more than I do. One of our casual volunteers crochets, and has hooked me a matching blanket – again possibly more appreciated by the canine inhabitants. Although I do like to snuggle under it if I can wrest if from them. I changed Hettie’s orange 1960s curtains for pale blue gingham numbers which do look pretty. What else do I need? Bev tells me that mismatched crockery is all the rage, which is just as well as mine has achieved that status quite by accident – usually an over-waggy tail. In the summer, I swelter and in the winter it’s like living in a freezer, but it’s a small price to pay for the freedom of the land.


Today, the spring weather is excelling itself and it feels as if we’ve finally cast off the harsh mantle of winter. A hearty dump of late snow in February seemed particularly cruel when the early snowdrops were out in full force. That’s all forgotten now, as spring is most definitely in the air and the day is balmy with a gentle breeze, when so often up here in our exposed position it can be howling a gale. The sky is the palest of blues dotted with clouds tinged with grey, hinting that we might be in for a spot of seasonal rain later.


I stretch my back, which is already tight due to my lumpy mattress. The one extravagance I do occasionally miss here is a long, hot bath, particularly when I’ve got a lot of aches and pains, but then everything else makes up for that. At Hope Farm I live in a most idyllic slice of Buckinghamshire countryside, with no nosy neighbours – in fact, no near neighbours at all. This place is situated in a spot of splendid isolation – just as I like it. I look around and know that every morning I wake up here I am truly blessed.


Little Dog falls into step at my heels – his favourite place in the world. Warily, Big Dog decides that it’s safe to come out of his hiding place and joins us.


‘Come on then, you two. Before we open our doors for business, let’s see how everyone else is.’


We head first to pick up our two pygmy goats, letting them out of their overnight pen. Dumb and Dumber spend the day out in the paddock with the horses who don’t mind them as company. The alpacas tolerate them occasionally too – when they’re in the mood. They are goats of very small brain, but they’re undeniably cute and set up a plaintive bleat whenever they see us.


‘Morning, lovelies,’ I say as I let them out into the yard. ‘Are you hungry?’


Goats are always hungry.


The dogs give them a good sniff in greeting. After they’ve been fed and fussed over, the goats wait patiently to be taken up to the paddock, already familiar with the routine.


I should tell you that Hope Farm isn’t what you might call a ‘traditional’ farm. Oh, no. We don’t grow crops, we don’t have cows, we don’t *lowers voice to whisper* kill any of our animals for food. Instead, our residents live a life of pampered luxury. They’ve all had tough starts in one way and another and I think they deserve a little TLC and understanding. Much like the young people who come to spend their time here, too. You see, I run the farm as an alternative way of educating kids who have special needs or behavioural issues. How I came to be doing that is quite a convoluted tale. We should sit down with a cup of tea and I’ll give you chapter and verse. Now, I’ve just got to crack on.


Our next resident is our ‘pet’ lamb, Fifty, who is at the opposite end of the spectrum to Anthony. Where Anthony is more often in an evil humour, Fifty is one of life’s most affable sheep. He’s convinced that he’s a human or a dog or a pig – anything but a lamb – and, as such, he’s pretty much given the free rein of our farmyard. If you drew a cartoon sheep, you’d draw Fifty. He has a handsome brown face, ears that are quite possibly big enough for him to take flight and a doleful expression in his big brown eyes. He has eyelashes to die for.


He’s best friends with our monster-sized pig, Teacup, and usually snuggles up at night beside him in Teacup’s pen. Now and then, when I’m feeling particularly soft, Fifty beds down in my caravan. When he hears us, he comes up for his early morning cuddle.


‘Hello, Fifty. What’s good today?’ He leans into my hand for his favourite itch behind the ear.


Fifty was an orphaned lamb who came to us with a fifty-fifty chance of survival. He was weak, underfed and literally on his last legs. He preferred to nestle in my lap rather than feeding, so I spent hours with my finger in his mouth teaching him how to suck. Eventually, he thrived with warm milk on tap and me with many sleepless nights beside him in the hay under a heat lamp. His legs were bent and buckled beneath him, so I massaged them with lavender oil every day to cajole his wasted muscles into life and bandaged his spindly limbs until he was strong enough to support his own weight. He still walks with an ungainly limp now but it never stops him from bossing the dogs around.


Teacup wakes up and hauls himself to see us, always open to the offer of food. Teacup’s only issue was to grow into a piggy the size of a Sherman tank when his owner foolishly bought one he was told would fit into a teacup. Hence the name. Living in the tiny garden of a semi-detached house in Hemel Hempstead soon wasn’t a viable option, so someone told someone who knew someone who knew us and that’s how we inherited him.


‘Morning, boy. Did you have a good night?’ I scratch his cheeks and the pig gives me a cheery grunt in reply.


I feed and water them all, holding the dogs away with my foot so they don’t nick their brekky. We have two domestic white geese who come wandering into the yard, obviously worried that they’re missing some breakfast action. We keep Snowy and Blossom for their eggs which are popular and Bev likes to put jaunty neckerchiefs on them which they usually surrender to after a few protest pecks.


Next to Teacup we have two more pigs – Salt and Pepper. They’re New Zealand Kunekunes and are short, fat and hairy. Pepper, the lady pig, is very vocal and bossy. Poor old Salt mostly stands in the corner of his pen being the epitome of a long-suffering and hen-pecked husband. If you go to fuss them, Pepper barges him out of the way so that he doesn’t get a look-in – poor thing – so we try to sneak him treats when she’s not looking. They get their breakfast too.


Further along is a run with a dozen or more rabbits of all shapes and sizes who are used to being cuddled to within an inch of their life and seem none the worse for it. Many of the kids who come here aren’t used to animals at all, so they’re great for introducing them to the work of the farm and in learning to how to look after another creature. The alpacas will give you a nip or a swift kick if you do something they don’t like, but the bunnies are altogether more agreeable. They’re all content to sit quietly soothing a troubled teen in return for a carrot.


‘Do you want to stay with Teacup?’ I ask Fifty. ‘Or will you come with us?’


Our favourite lamb finds a spot in the sunshine next to Teacup’s pen and settles down. Looks as if I have my answer. Which is just as well as I have a lot to do and need to get a wiggle on.




Chapter Three
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It’s not yet eight o’clock, but the sun is climbing high and it looks set to be a warm day. Big Dog wanders ahead as we meander up to the field, sniffing anything he comes to with an intensity that’s admirable. Little Dog stays contentedly by my side, my constant companion.


As always, when I’m striding out across the farm, I feel my soul settle. This is my home, the place where I belong. It’s only here that I can be myself and am truly happy. I should tell you some more about it as we go. Hope Farm was left to me by my aunt Hettie, my godmother and my mother’s older sister. I spent most of my childhood at this place and she was more of a mum to me than my real mother ever was. I don’t remember even calling my mother ‘Mum’. It was always Joan. And poor Joan was an alcoholic and never really had the time or the ability to look after a child. Her mothering skills could best be described as erratic. By the time I was born my father had long gone, so he was never in my life.


Hettie was the one who was always there for me. Joan saw me as an unwelcome interruption to her social life and made it abundantly clear. So Hettie would sweep me away from our awful, loveless home and take me to the farm where I’d tell all my troubles to the animals and find my comfort in caring for them all. Hettie was always patient, nurturing and showed me what to do. I looked after her small flock of sheep, her menagerie of pets and her rag-tag brood of chickens, learning what feed they needed, how to collect the eggs from the hens and what to do when they weren’t well.


When, eventually, my mother cared more about the bottle than anything else in her life, Hettie took me on permanently before Social Services did. Just after I started secondary school, she installed me in her run-down caravan on the farm, making me take the only bed while she slept on the sofa-cum-bed in the living area. I didn’t know that the best word to describe my aunt then was ‘recluse’. I just thought she was shy. The truth of it was that for years she’d pretty much shut herself off in this green and pleasant part of Buckinghamshire, shunning neighbours, family and friends – pretty much everyone apart from me. I never thought to question why. It was more of a case of ‘why wouldn’t you?’ After all, I was ‘shy’ too.


We never had visits from friends or neighbours and I never thought it strange. If Hettie didn’t miss contact with the outside world, then neither did I. Going to school was torture. Every day, I used to sit at my desk and count the hours until home time. I wanted nothing more than for the lessons to be over so that I could run straight back to the farm. The other girls might hang around in the village or have play-dates for tea at each other’s houses, but not me. I was a loner, the odd one out, the one who didn’t get invited and I didn’t mind at all. Hettie taught me a lot about animals, but nothing about social skills. The idea of being up here surrounded by all this beauty with creatures that didn’t judge you or expect anything of you was more appealing to me as well.


When Hettie died I took over the running of the farm and the mantle of family weirdo. Not that I see any of our relatives now. When my mother and then Hettie passed away, I lost any tenuous contact I had with the remaining cousins and whatever. The few phone calls I did get from them after Hettie’s funeral I never quite managed to return and, eventually, they stopped. What did I have to talk to them about, anyway? They had normal office jobs, families, holidays in Majorca. I had my animals and, beyond that, no discernible life. Trust me, there’s only so much mileage in talking about alpaca poo.


We cross the stream on our well-trodden path, both dogs running ahead of me now I check and feed the animals three times a day: once early in the morning before everyone else arrives, then again late afternoon and usually I do another round again at sunset, just to make sure that everyone’s all right.


My aunt was young and strong when I joined her here. I was eleven, self-sufficient out of necessity and a willing helper. I helped her to feed the animals before I went to school and when I came home, I’d throw off my uniform and race back out into the fields again, usually finding her up to her elbows in muck somewhere. At the weekends, I rarely left the farm. It won’t surprise you to know that I never spent my Saturday afternoons shopping for eyeshadow or at the cinema in giggly groups. I could count the number of friends on one hand. Well, one finger actually.


Hettie never said so but, as the years went on, I think the land was becoming too much for her. Although she was as strong as an ox for her age, there are twenty-five acres here which is not a lot in farming circles, but is more than enough to manage for two and is almost impossible to cope with single-handedly. Until I arrived, Hettie would never have anyone here to help her – she wouldn’t have considered having strangers on her land – but somehow she kept it going. When I joined her, we divided up the tasks between the two of us. As I was younger, I took on the heavier labour and, in my teens, became a dab-hand at tractor driving while she tended the animals, always preferring to be with her beloved beasts. Yet, as Hettie aged, I gradually shouldered the bulk of the work and happily so. My aunt never owned the land, but rented it from the neighbouring farmer and when she’d gone the arrangement continued seamlessly.


I did once have a job in the real world. Hettie insisted. When I left school I trained as a teacher as I had no idea what else to do and Hettie wanted me to continue with my education. I’d have happily stayed on at the farm, but one of us needed to bring in some money. Hettie had largely funded us both out of money left to her from her parents and I knew that was becoming increasingly sparse.


Teaching was the obvious thing, I suppose. I liked the idea of helping children. At school, I’d had no one to turn to when times were tough at home and I thought I’d like to make a difference to kids who might be suffering in similar ways. So, very reluctantly, I left the farm every day and went off to the local college and completed a City and Guilds course in teaching, fitting my studies in around looking after the animals. After that, I landed a job at a local secondary school. It wasn’t as I’d imagined and, to be honest, I felt as much out of my depth there as I had done as a pupil. I don’t easily fit in.


I had no idea how noisy schools had become since I’d been at one and I’d disliked it then. My experience of it as a teacher was little better. The class sizes were enormous and somehow turned children who started out with real potential into surly, badly behaved monsters. I felt ill-equipped to deal with it all. I couldn’t connect emotionally with the children when they needed it and I couldn’t make a difference as I’d wanted to because I was bogged down with the curriculum and exam targets. The workload was never-ending and the bureaucracy of the state school system was too constraining. I found it all so stressful. I began to wonder if there was another way to educate those, like me, who were square pegs in round holes, the ones who had difficult home lives, as I had, the ones who didn’t conform to the ‘norm’.


Then, one day, I’d just finished a lesson where I barely had control over a small but foul-tempered, foul-mouthed rabble who were riding roughshod over any desire the other pupils might have had to learn and was so disheartened and disillusioned that, instead of walking to the staffroom for a group moan and a restorative cup of tea, I just kept walking, down the corridors, out of the door, beyond the bounds of the playground and never went back. Some might call it a breakdown. Some might call it coming to my senses. Whichever way, I wasn’t required to work my resignation.


So that was it. I simply retreated to the world of the farm and found that, like Hettie, I was so much happier surrounded by animals rather than people. But I worried about those children. The thought of the ones who were lost or angry with no one to turn to kept me awake at night. I wasn’t cut out to deal with kids en masse – I’d learned that quickly enough – but I did want to help. Surely there had to be a better way?


I found it. Eventually. And quite by accident. It seems ironic that Hope Farm is now the home to an alternative school for some of the most challenging youngsters in our society. With me, the most reluctant of teachers, as the founder, principal and chief dogsbody. Who’d have thought? Yet I love my job and find it so rewarding. This square peg forged herself a square hole.


But I’ll have to tell you all about that later as I need to press on with my tasks and high-tail it back to the yard before today’s students arrive.




Chapter Four
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Up here in the big field we have two enormous Shire horses, Sweeney and Carter, both ex-police mounts. Sweeney suffers from anxiety. One riot too many, maybe. Carter has Seasonal Affective Disorder and is a nightmare in the winter months. Talk about grumpy. If he could stay huddled up in his stall and never venture outdoors, he would. Thankfully, he’s a different boy altogether during the summer and loves to be out in the paddock. They’re both fine, handsome lads and, other than being a huge expense, give us little trouble.


I fill two buckets from the shed and feed them both their breakfast. When they’ve finished, I give them each a sneaky carrot I have in my pocket as an extra treat. Bev, my assistant, comes to the farm pretty much every day and she rides them regularly to keep them exercised. I miss sharing the task as we used to, but I never seem to have the time to ride any more. There’s always something more pressing demanding my attention. I can’t think when I was last on a horse. I still have no idea what possessed me to take on these hulking great beasts, but someone asked me to and so I did.


I make a note that the top plank of their fence is broken – again – and will add it to the never-ending list of jobs that need doing. All these boys have to do is lean their weight on it and the wood snaps like a matchstick.


‘You’re very naughty,’ I tell them. ‘You’re always breaking your fence.’ But I stroke their noses so that they know I’m not really cross.


At the other end of the scale we have two miniature Shetland ponies, who look as cute as you can imagine. Ringo, however, suffers from permanent sweet itch as he’s allergic to his own hair. I tell you, I spend half of my life hacking at Ringo’s fringe with my kitchen scissors – much as I do with my own hair. I try to keep his mane brutally short so that it doesn’t touch his face and am constantly rubbing him with antihistamine cream which seems to help as well. He’s a dear little soul, though, and bears his horsey eczema stoically. His companion is Buzz Lightyear who fancies himself an escape artist. Despite being short in the leg, he’s always trying to jump his fence to get out to infinity and beyond. He very rarely manages it and, when he does, we always catch him before he gets too far as he’s easily distracted by butterflies, flowers and streams.


‘I bring breakfast and your friends,’ I tell them and dish out the feed buckets I brought from the shed.


While Ringo and Buzz are eating, I put the goats in the ponies’ paddock. They have a complaining bleat – I’ve never known goats with separation anxiety before – so I fuss them for a bit longer. They’ll be fine when they settle and the goats and ponies do love each other’s company.


Once everyone in the top fields are fed, I whistle for the dogs and they come hurtling towards me. We stride out back down the hill and I can already see from the cars parked in the yard that Bev and Alan have arrived. They are my stalwarts and I couldn’t manage without them.


Bev and Alan are the main people who help me to run this place and, generally, keep me on track. I make a mental note to tell Alan about the broken fence. He can go up there later and knock a few nails in – something he does on a weekly basis, if not more often. The rest of the time he systematically works his way through all the jobs written on the chalkboard in the barn.


‘Morning, lovely!’ Bev shouts as she closes the gate. ‘Nice day for it!’


‘Glorious,’ I agree.


Bev Adams is in her mid-fifties, an ex-body builder who is still in great shape. She has muscles that pop up everywhere and is as fit as a fiddle. I think I’m quite strong after years of physical work, but I’ve never seen anyone chuck hay bales round like she can. If you saw her, you’d think she was quite hard – her face always bears a ‘don’t mess with me’ expression – but she’s a total softie. Her skin is tanned and quite lined from working outside – don’t ever tell her I said that. God, she’d kill me. Her hair is long and home-bleached, but spends most of its time scraped back in a ponytail. And, as she’s as busy as I am, it’s not often that she gets time to bleach it so she usually has an inch of grey roots peeping through. She too favours my minimal style of hairdressing. My hair is short, brown and, as I mentioned, I cut it myself with the kitchen scissors. I like to think I’ve achieved a funky, choppy cut. A professional hair stylist might think otherwise. But when I’m showering outside under a bucket, the last thing I want to do is fiddle with my hair. I’m seriously low-maintenance all the way. I’d rather groom a horse for an hour than titivate myself.


‘I bet you’ve been up and at it since the crack of sparrows,’ Bev observes.


‘Pretty much.’


‘I’m knackered.’ She yawns. ‘I was on the lash last night at the Queen’s Head. Open mic night. Poets and shit. It was wicked. Everyone was there. You should have come along.’


Bev knows that I’d rather stick pins in my own eyes than spend an evening in a pub, but she never gives up trying.


After Hettie died, I lost my way a bit, let myself go. Turning to drink was always a worry given my mother’s history. I didn’t know if a tendency to that kind of addiction would be in my genes. You never know, do you – and I certainly didn’t want to risk it. Even now I rarely touch the hard stuff and, when I do, I’m usually cajoled into it by Bev. I enjoy a sip or two but, to my eternal relief, I can always take it or leave it.


I was lonely up here without Hettie. Goodness only knows, I like the isolated life, but everyone needs someone and I had no one. If I’m honest with you, I could have just joyfully let myself fade away. Who would have noticed anyway? I simply couldn’t face going into the town, a trip to the supermarket began to terrify me and, like my aunt before me, I was only comfortable when I was around the animals. It’s probably having to look after them that kept me going.


When I was younger Bev had always been kind to me when my mum was at her worst. The only true friend I had at school was her daughter, Stella. Bev was a young mum, having had Stella at just sixteen, so she felt more like a friend than a grown-up. As their house was between mine and our secondary school, I used to walk with Stella every day, picking her up on the way.


Bev knew what my home life was like – all the neighbours did as they’d hear mum shouting incoherently when she was drunk or weaving down the street clinging to lamp-posts for support. Bev would check every morning that I’d had breakfast and that there was something in my schoolbag for lunch. Usually, there wasn’t so Bev would give me a bowl of cereal or some toast and there’d be a sandwich already wrapped alongside Stella’s for my lunch break. As I said, she’d always been kind. In fact, her urge to feed me has never really waned.


When we left school, Stella went on to do wonderful things. University first and then some fabulous job in America – a lawyer or something. She comes home once in a while and Bev has been out to see her, but she doesn’t like the flight. I’m with her on that. It would be my idea of hell too.


To fill the gap Bev became carer to a young girl, Trina, who had Asperger’s Syndrome. Her parents both had high-flying professional jobs so could afford personal care for her. I didn’t know what Asperger’s Syndrome was, but I knew it took up a lot of Bev’s time and I saw less of her.


But when Bev heard about Hettie passing away, she came straight up to see me. She came along to the funeral too. There were only a few of us there. Me, Bev and … no, I think that was it. Unless, you count the celebrant. We went to the local pub afterwards and had a cheese sandwich and a glass of decent white wine. There was no fanfare, no farewell tune, no letting off of helium balloons into the ether. It was quiet, dignified and involved as few humans as possible. It was how Hettie would have wanted it. I threw her ashes into the air at the farm and let the wind carry them over the land.


Afterwards, Bev insisted on setting up a routine of regular visits to the farm. In truth, I welcomed and dreaded Bev ‘dropping by’ in equal measure. The effort of talking to people had become enormous. Yet, despite my unenthusiastic response, she brought me food, home-baked pies and Tupperware containers brimming with wholesome soup on a thrice-weekly basis. When I was at my most pathetic, Bev’s husband, Steve, rigged up a freezer for me in the barn and she filled it with food that would provide me with a staple diet. For a long time, I lived entirely on Bev’s dinners that I only needed to microwave. She’ll never know how grateful I am to her for that.


Sometimes, she brought the little girl she looked after with her. Which I think was for her own sake as much as mine. Bev was endlessly patient and kind with her charge, but I could see that it was demanding work. At the time, Trina didn’t speak much at all yet I still found it difficult coping with them both in the cramped space of the caravan. The sense of claustrophobia could feel overwhelming, but I knew that Bev enjoyed bringing Trina up to the farm and it seemed as if it was the least I could do for her. She’d always been there for me. Despite her own commitments, Bev carried on visiting me, regardless. She was a constant and dogged companion, carrying on a stream of chatter even when Trina and I stared blankly at each other, willing her to stop.


Even in my self-absorbed and insular state, I could see that Trina’s behaviour could be challenging. She was quite a handful, restless and frustrated, always difficult to entertain. Bev was wonderful and seemed to have the knack of dealing with her. Not everyone could do it. I think it’s because Bev is one of life’s nice people, a natural carer.


‘I could kill for a bacon buttie,’ Bev complains, bringing me from my reverie. ‘But I suppose I’ll have to make do with a biscuit.’


Like the animals, Bev’s thoughts never stray far from her food. And, despite her love of our four-legged friends – or mostly four-legged in our case – I’ve never managed to convince her of the joys of being a vegetarian.


‘One of the parents brought us some Tunnock’s Teacakes,’ I tell her.


‘Food of the Gods!’ Bev looks beside herself with glee. We all love it when we get unexpected treats. ‘What have we got on today?’


‘I haven’t written up the list of tasks on the board yet,’ I confess. ‘That’ll be my next job.’


‘Slacker,’ Bev teases. ‘You’ve normally got that done by six o’clock. Have we got a full house?’


‘Just four students, I think.’ Our students all have different requirements, so no day is the same and we can’t cope with too many at one time if we’re to give them the attention they need. Some require one-on-one care, others can manage to do more for themselves. The time they spend here varies too. Some of the kids we have all week, some just for a few days, others only have a few hours here which – quite frankly – is never enough. Today, we have some of our less troubled youngsters booked in. ‘It should be quiet.’


Bev snorts. ‘Famous last words, Ms Glass Half-full.’


She’s right, of course. Whenever I say that, there’s always some kind of drama and Bev is always here to help. She has been a steadfast friend and I’d give her an affectionate glance, but she’d kill me if she saw it. Nevertheless, I don’t know what I’d do without her now.




Chapter Five
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‘Where’s Alan?’ I ask Bev.


‘Disappeared into the barn the minute we got here,’ she says.


No change there.


Whereas Bev is an open book, Alan Taylor is one of life’s mysteries. Hettie would have called him a ‘conundrum’. Alan’s probably in his sixties and is a minimal communicator. I’m only glad that he managed to land at our door. In one of his more voluble moments, I managed to wheedle out of him that he’s a retired engineer of some sort – he might have said defence industry, but I don’t like to ask him again. Apparently, early retirement – even with a generous pay-off and pension – wasn’t all it was cracked up to be and he was looking for a few hours of volunteer work to fill his day. Some kind soul pointed him in our direction, so one day he just rocked up, got stuck in and never left. He says very little, can fix everything and won’t take any payment from me. That’s it. I can tell you nothing else about his work or personal background. He has his Enhanced DBS check that enables him to work with children, so that’s all I need to know.


I sometimes think he might fancy Bev but it’s quite hard to tell. Occasionally, I sense that his expression softens when he looks at her. I might be imagining it, though. The only time he shows any real emotion is if I splash out and tell Bev to get some chocolate Hobnobs with the weekly shop – then his eyes truly light up.


His appearance is a bit of an enigma too. Alan has a surfeit of grey hair that sticks out in all directions and a long, straggly beard that ZZ Top might envy. Like me, he is a stranger to grooming products. He favours baggy trousers, a ripped check shirt and ancient Hunter wellies.


‘Did you see what he’s wearing today?’ Bev widens her eyes – which are more than a little bloodshot after last night’s enthusiastic pub session.


The only excitement we get from Alan – and our lives in general – is that he wears a different band T-shirt every day under his unbuttoned shirt. Some surprising ones too. Yesterday, for instance, was a Pulp day. We vie for the first glimpse which can send us into a frenzy. Every evening Bev and I take bets on who he’ll turn up in, usually wagering cake or biscuits for the winner. We are normally way off. Though, in fairness, neither of us would have guessed Alan was a Bucks Fizz fan.


‘No. Did you catch it? Were we anywhere close?’


‘Remind me?’ Bev says. ‘What did you have?’


‘Kings of Leon.’


‘I went for Kaiser Chiefs.’


‘And?’


‘Florence and the Machine.’ We both sigh our defeat. Didn’t see him as a Florence fan either. He is a man of deep mystery.


‘Not a hope,’ I complain. ‘He’s always one step ahead of us. It’s as if he knows.’


‘Tomorrow’s another day,’ Bev says, consoling. ‘We will crack the band T-shirt code. Fancy joining me for a quick tea and a teacake in commiseration at our abject failure?’


‘Why not?’


So, dogs in tow, we head towards our communal tea room for a welcome break and a breakfast of biscuits for me.




Chapter Six
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When I was slowly surfacing from my trough – I don’t like to call it depression, but it may have been – someone asked me to take on a Shetland pony that had been neglected. I had no idea how to say no, so Tiny joined us.


He arrived malnourished and unkempt. Bev and I would walk out into the fields together with Trina to take care of him. It was then that we found that Trina loved the animals and, in turn, they seemed to calm her. Tiny was a particular favourite and she’d stand stroking the little pony and brushing his mane for as long as he’d let her. I’ve since discovered that some horses have a knack of knowing how to treat kids who need that bit of extra attention and Tiny was one of them. He was always kind and gentle, despite never having been treated that way himself. He was with us for a long time and had a good life here. We missed him terribly when he went to that big, open paddock in the sky.


Over that first summer, the improvement in Trina was incredible. She still never spoke directly to either Bev or me, but she began to coo away contentedly to the animals. When we acquired poor, battered Little Dog as not much more than a puppy, he joined her inner circle of three. She’d grin back at his weird perma-smile and, when she thought we weren’t looking, we’d hear her chatting away to him, Little Dog cocking his ears as if listening intently.


That was ten years ago and, since then, Trina has blossomed into a lovely, and remarkably chatty, young woman. She’s now at a local college doing an art foundation course. She still needs extra tuition and extended time for exams – and some days she has a complete meltdown out of nowhere – but her achievements are nothing to be sneezed at. She paints big, bold, beautiful landscapes with vivid, expressive colours. In her spare time, she rides ponies and helps out at nearby stables. Sometimes, she still comes up here to see us and it’s always a joy to be with her.


When the local press found out about Trina’s visits here and how they’d helped her, they sent a journalist who looked about twelve to interview us all. Then a photographer came and took some pictures of our very photogenic animals which we still have hanging in the tea room. When the piece appeared in the paper, I got phone calls from other parents – mostly stressed people at the end of their tether – asking if they could bring their children here. With Bev’s help, we had a few informal open days – where I would do my best to hide in a barn. The children would arrive, pet the animals, maybe try riding a pony, collect eggs from the hens or some other simple, supervised tasks around the farm. Without exception, they loved it. So their relieved parents told other people and the word spread.


So, after much deliberation and angst, I decided to make it a formal arrangement and set up a permanent school here. Soon I had about ten people coming on a weekly basis. I generally have children over the age of ten up to about sixteen, with either behavioural difficulties or mental health issues. Some of them are brought here by harried parents who just need a few hours respite. Some come here because no one can think what else to do with them. We take students from the school down the road that caters for children with special education needs when they just need time out of the classroom to let off steam – mucking out a stable is an excellent way to burn off excess, destructive energy. Now we have about fifty kids in total on our books and just try to help them to overcome their fears and build self-confidence.


It’s hard to say what we do exactly, but what we most definitely don’t do is try to force square pegs into round holes. The students here are encouraged to develop at their own pace. We build self-confidence, self-esteem and responsibility. We teach them to learn by doing rather than by lessons. They look after the animals, they look after each other and they work on the farm. To the outside observer, it may seem haphazard – dare I say chaotic. No day is the same. But somehow, with a bit of luck and a following wind, it works. You know me well enough by now to realise that I like to stay as off-grid as possible but, of course, we have to jump through hoops with all the paperwork required for a place like this. Bev cajoled me into setting up a charity and I’m glad that I did as it certainly made this strange and unique little establishment feel more rooted. With Bev’s guidance we’ve grown, developed and, not wishing to blow my own trumpet, helped so many kids to reach their full potential – especially the ones who would have foundered in the usual school set-up. I didn’t exactly enjoy my teacher training or my work in state schools, but it was a means to an end and has certainly stood me in good stead for what I do now.


So that’s kind of how we started and it’s still what we do now. We just help people.




Chapter Seven
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While we’re having our first cuppa of the day, the students start to arrive. Some are brought by parents, others arrive in taxis – most of whom now know how to find us tucked away in our little satnav-teaser spot.


We’ve got some of our easier students today. First to arrive are two lovely young men, Jack and Seb. They’re both fourteen and are on the autism spectrum. They’ve been coming here for roughly a year or so now, during which time they’ve become firm friends. If all of our kids were like this, then our job would be easy-peasy, lemon-squeezy. Set them a task – whether it’s collecting eggs or mucking out a stable – and, generally, they’ll carry it out without faltering.


Jack’s favourite task is making tea for everyone and so his first job is always to put the kettle on. His routine is more precise than any Japanese tea-house, I’m sure. We like to meet up with the students here in our tea room each morning before we start the day with them, so that we can have time to chat through any issues. We also have our breaks here and our lunch. It’s where everyone congregates for tea and sympathy. We call it the tea room, but that makes it sounds an awful lot more glamorous than it is. Essentially, it’s a knackered old outbuilding with windows that are draughtier than I’d like. It could do with a lick of paint too, but we brighten it up with bunting made by the students and photos of their achievements. There’s a wall of photos of our animals too, and granny blankets scattered everywhere thanks to our tame crochet fan – no one should be without a blanky in their lives.


There’s a small kitchen at the back with a newish oven that was donated to us. Bev whips up our lunches here. She likes to bake too so there are often cakes to be had. But mostly it’s just sitting around. Often that’s the easiest way to get kids to open up. Then again, there are times when they just need to be quiet with their own thoughts and the modern world doesn’t allow for much of that. If it was up to me, I’d confiscate everyone’s phones the minute they came through the gate. Mobile phones are the devil’s work, I’m convinced.


Jack makes a beeline for his favourite kettle and Bev and I oblige by having another brew while he and Seb tell us what they’ve been up to since they were last here a couple of days ago.


Jack lives at home with his parents – which not all of our students do – and has a couple of hens in the garden there, so we always get the lowdown on what his girls have been up to. His favourite job here is to collect the eggs from our scraggy brood and to write it up in the ledger.


Seb lives with foster parents and it seems as if his entire evenings are spent on his PlayStation, which sometimes worries me. I’d like to see him have some other interests, but we do everything in tiny bites here and that’s something I can work on in the future.


‘Who’d like to write up the list of tasks for the day?’ I ask.


‘I will.’ Seb volunteers first. I reel off the jobs we have to do and slowly Seb writes them in his meticulous handwriting on the whiteboard in red marker pen, his favourite colour.


‘The hens will be waiting for us.’ There’s a note of anxiety in Jack’s voice as he dries the last of the mugs. ‘They won’t like that.’


‘You go,’ Bev says to me. ‘I’ll wait here for the other students to arrive and then I’ll take them up to the field.’


‘Come on then, Jack. Don’t forget your bucket.’ We head out together and Jack collects his pail from the barn en route. We walk up to the chicken coop which is set behind the tea room, close enough that I can see it from my caravan window. We have about twenty chickens now. It varies as we have a very active and determined fox in the vicinity. No matter what I do, he somehow finds his way in to their high-security unit. The chicken coops and run have recently been relocated so if I hear any kerfuffle in the dead of night, I’m up, out of my bed and there like a shot. No one messes with my girls.


‘I think I saw Phantom,’ Jack says as he swings the bucket next to him. ‘Hiding behind the hay bales.’


‘Really?’ We have a cat with half a face, probably due to a past traffic accident, who lives in our barn. He wasn’t brought here like the others; Phantom just moved in by himself about six months ago. Perhaps he just felt it would be a safe haven for him. I haven’t ever been able to get close enough to him to fully ascertain that he is a ‘he’. Phantom walks with a goose-step, lives mostly on the mice he catches, has fits occasionally and rarely comes out to see us. Every now and then, I try to cajole him to come and talk to me so that I can check he’s all right, but he’s a very reluctant patient. ‘Did he look OK?’


‘He has half a face,’ Jack reminds me. ‘He looks awful.’


‘I meant did he seem to be healthy?’


‘I don’t know,’ Jack says and I realise that will perplex him for the rest of the day.


Needless to say, Little Dog and Big Dog come along to help with the chickens too.


‘How many eggs do you think there’ll be today, Molly?’ Jack asks, slightly anxious at the unknown.


‘A dozen,’ I guess. ‘What do you think?’


Jack ponders for a while as we walk through the yard in the sunshine. ‘Ten,’ he says eventually. ‘Is that less than a dozen?’


‘Two less.’


He nods, happy with that information.


‘I’m going to leave you to collect the eggs by yourself, while I go and check on the alpacas. Are you OK with that today?’


He nods again that he is.


‘Don’t forget to put the net over the door before you go in.’ In fairness, Jack very rarely slips up, but we’ve had so many chickens bolt for freedom when one or more of our students have left the door to the coop open that it’s worth repeating myself. Though we now have so many security measures that our chicken run is more like an escape room.


‘I’ll be back in five minutes, Jack. Just shout out if you need me.’


I see him check his watch.


‘I might be ten minutes,’ I correct. ‘I’m only in the next paddock. Don’t worry if I’m a little bit longer.’


‘I won’t worry,’ he says with a worried frown and I wait and watch him until he’s safely inside the chicken run with his favourite girls.




Chapter Eight
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The dogs and I reach the alpacas. ‘Hello, lovelies,’ I shout out as I dig a handful of pellets out of their feed bucket. ‘Here’s your breakfast.’


They trot over, always eager to see me if there’s food on offer. I hold out a hand and they jostle each other out of the way to have a nibble on the food and, where possible, my fingers.


‘Don’t nip,’ I admonish. ‘Play nicely.’


Alpacas will get away with blue murder if you let them. We have three here, and they are all total divas. I’d never intended to keep alpacas. I inherited them from a couple whose work was taking them abroad for a few years and, having got them as rather high-maintenance ornaments for their fields, had no further use for them. I got a phone call out of the blue – they knew someone who knew someone else who knew me through someone in the village, something like that. They thought I’d be ideal to take them on. Or a mug.


I suspect that they’d previously tried many other places but with no luck. Both with students and with animals, we are so often the last resort.


I said yes. Of course I did. What else was I to do?


The three of them stay together in one field and share the same stable. Rarely are they pleased about that. Tina Turner likes to be the boss. She’s brown all over and has by far the most lavish chocolate-coloured pom-pom hair tipped with black, which she loves to flick about. Rod Stewart is white, with skinny legs and knobbly knees. Mostly, he sits there humming happily to himself on one note – the sound that alpacas make when they’re content – and gazing blissfully into middle distance. Johnny Rotten is our most troubled alpaca – our post-punk bad boy. He’ll nip your elbow if you’re foolish enough to turn your back on him. As his name suggests, his hair is more Mohican than pom-pom and where his body is generally a tan colour, his top-knot is borderline orange. He’s also pretty vacant.


Alpacas are herd animals and really, we should have more of them. They’re supposed to thrive much better when they’re surrounded by company. No one has told Johnny Rotten this. He, more than the other two, hates his fellow field-dwellers and will also hiss at you as soon as look at you. Our fluffy friends may look cute and have endearingly smiley faces but they are a skittish and temperamental bunch who need careful handling. Upset them and they’ll give you a sharp back-heel with a hoof given half the chance. Technically, they don’t spit, but they hiss if they’re pissed off and it’s pretty much the same thing. Tina is also prone to hold a grudge.


The upside is that their droppings – of which there are many – are a useful sideline. Bags of Alpaca Gold sell to keen gardeners for a small fortune. It’s a hundred per cent organic and all the rage among the local allotment glitterati. We don’t advertise it widely, but we’re open every day to the public to sell our surplus eggs and alpaca manure. I don’t like doing it, as anyone can come through the gate and my social skills when it comes to dealing with the general public I’m sure leave a lot to be desired. But we need the money and that’s all there is to it. However, it is a great learning opportunity for the kids, so I try to focus on the positive aspects of it. If they’re able to, the young people serve the sporadic customers, count out the eggs into our recycled boxes, haul the bags of Alpaca Gold to 4x4s and are responsible for giving change, then writing up the transaction into our Egg and Poo Ledger. Learning by stealth.


‘How are we doing today, Tina?’ Our diva waggles her head at me. I don’t usually stroke the alpacas as they’re not that fond of being touched. Much like myself. When you don’t have much human contact, you kind of forget what it’s like and tend to shy away from it. When I go to the supermarket now – if I’ve failed in my quest to make Bev do it instead – I’m aware that people don’t respect your personal space any more. Half of the women still seem to be in their pyjamas and they’re forever pushing past or bumping into you. Perhaps that’s why I have an affinity with the alpacas. They’re pretty aloof too.


We give the kids jobs to do every day like feeding the animals or grooming them, maybe some small maintenance jobs like mucking out or, if they’re safe to handle tools, mending a fence. Each according to their abilities. Some of our students stay for as little as a week, a couple have been here since we began.


Bev helps me out permanently now and frankly, I don’t think I could cope without her. A few years ago, her husband left her for a younger model and, to help her get over the pain, she threw herself into the farm in the same way that I have. She spent a lot of time kicking buckets around the farmyard or crying into the shoulder of a Shetland pony until she was over him. For me, she’s invaluable. While I hide away here, Bev’s the public face of the farm. She’s the one who goes to meetings with the council, as required. She’s the one who deals with our inspections. I’m the coward who lurks in the background messing about with chicken feed and pony tack, exuding anxiety. She’s my rock, my friend, the closest thing I have to family and I love her to bits.


So that’s us. Pretty much. Hope Farm for bewildered, damaged and troubled animals and humans. I think Hettie would have approved.




Chapter Nine
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When I’ve dealt with the alpacas and the three of them are reasonably happy, I go back to see how Jack’s getting on with the chickens.


He’s busy changing the water in their drinkers and I smile when I see the meticulous care that he’s lavishing onto this small task.


‘How are you doing?’


Jack stands up, careful not to spill a precious drop of water. ‘Ten eggs,’ he says proudly. ‘I thought so. One of them has laid a giant egg.’ He comes to the bucket and shows me.


‘Wow. That is a whopper.’ We examine the egg together. It’s an egg that looks as if it’s on steroids. ‘I bet that made her eyes pop out of her head.’


Jack looks at the hen in question. ‘I don’t think it did.’


‘You remember what we discussed about people not meaning exactly what they say? Sometimes they try to be a bit funny?’


‘Ah,’ Jack says. ‘That was you being funny.’


‘Kind of,’ I agree.


‘What’s funny about a chicken’s eyes popping out?’


‘Not much,’ I have to concede.


‘People are strange,’ Jack concludes.


They are, indeed. That’s why I stick mainly to animals.


All our hens are ex-battery and tend to have shorter lifespans than your regular chicken. So, unfortunately, it means that our students also get fairly regular lessons on what death means. I try to make the time that our all poultry visitors have here as happy as possible. They usually arrive looking truly terrible, in an ‘oven-ready’ state with no feathers or with floppy combs. They’re often weak too as they’ve had no exercise at all, but it’s good to see them strengthen and thrive with a bit of tender, loving care.
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