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By the time she returned to the passenger seat and Scott was backing out prior to leaving, the whisky had hit her empty stomach with a bang. The euphoria she’d felt at witnessing the birth, rather than wearing off, was increasing: Kate felt on top of the world; there was nothing she couldn’t achieve. She glanced sideways at Scott and loved everything about him. Now her admiration of his skill with the calving was as nothing compared with her absorption in his physical magnetism. Her head-mistress’s homily was ditched as belonging to another age, nothing to do with a new century and the new woman she had become.
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Chapter 1


In the circumstances it would have been ridiculous to have arrived wearing a suit. So Kate had plumped for her smart – well, smarter – pair of black trousers, knee-length black cardigan and the pink shirt Mia had given her, which just managed to stay fastened without too much gaping between the buttons. That was one thing Kate envied about Mia, her ability to stay slim. She squeezed herself out of the car and looked around. It was certainly a beautiful setting. The hills rose almost immediately from the edge of the car park and if she shielded her eyes she could just make out Beulah Bank Top, one of the highest of the surrounding hills. Dotted all over the slopes were sheep, grazing in twos and threes. They looked to her to be Dorset Horns, lovely woolly sheep, grazing on land they’d grazed for hundreds of years making, Kate thought, an idyllic scene. Turning round she could see the town, which had now crept up the foothills making the hospital the last bit of civilisation before the hills.


Two Land Rovers, their wheels thick with dried mud, were parked in two of the spaces marked staff, along with several other cars, some large and opulent, others small and scruffy. Her hand trembled as she locked the car door and shook as she walked round to the front entrance. This was worse than starting at a new school. At least in school she’d been one of many new girls; here she was the only new girl and very green at that.


Kate remembered the weight of the imposing double doors from her interview and knew nothing less than a huge heave would open one. Then the inner glass door and she was in. Oh, God! That smell! She breathed it in, savouring the gloriously satisfying odour of disinfectant, of anaesthetic, of … well, of everything she had ever dreamt of. At five minutes to eight the clients hadn’t yet arrived, so she was alone. In front of her was the reception desk, strikingly new, very twenty-first century, white and clinical. To her right stretched the waiting room, well supplied with spanking-new, springy, bendy chrome chairs, a huge cheese plant reaching the ceiling, every windowsill filled with jaunty pots all bursting with plants still with the full flush of the garden centre upon them. Four doors went off from the waiting area, each with the words ‘Consulting Room’ in bold, bright-blue, up-to-the-minute lettering.


The first sign of life was the sound of two people arguing somewhere at the back behind the reception desk. She could hear the anger but not the words. Female voices, one belligerent, one patient. They must have moved closer to her for now she could hear: ‘I know you’ve taken her on to replace me; I’m not stupid.’


‘I’ve told you twenty times, she is not replacing you. Kate is here to work on reception as and when, but mainly to do the accounts.’


‘So … What have I been doing these last three months? The accounts!’


‘Only because there was no one else and you volunteered. You’re small-animal reception, Stephie, as well you know. You hate the accounts anyway, so I don’t know what you’re grumbling about. You should be relieved.’


‘Well, I’m not.’


‘I’ve too much on this morning to be bothered with your sulks, so you’ll have to get on with it, and make jolly sure you hand everything over in a systematic manner and with good grace, or you’ll hear further from me.’


Kate heard a derisive snort and then: ‘You might be in charge here, Joy, but there’s no need to take that tone with me.’


An answer snapped back at her almost before she’d finished speaking. ‘Oh, I am in charge. There’s no doubt about that and don’t you forget it. Now get out on the desk and check today’s appointments, there’s a good girl.’


A young woman about her own age came through from the back, a dowdy-looking girl with a sallow skin, brown, lifeless hair tied back in a ponytail, dark, sulky eyes and a long, hollow-cheeked face. She managed a tight-lipped question: ‘Yes?’


Kate, determining to be cheerful in adversity, said, ‘I’m Kate Howard, the new receptionist.’ She held out her hand to this Stephie, hoping flesh on flesh might make for peace between them.


Grudgingly Stephie shook hands. ‘I’m Stephie Budge. You’d better report to Joy, she’s in the back.’ The phone rang and Stephie quickly picked it up, answering it brightly with none of her bad temper evident in her voice: ‘Good morning! Barleybridge Veterinary Hospital. Stephie speaking. How may I help?’ As she listened she kicked out behind her with her foot and pushed open the door, nodding her head in the direction of the back office.


Kate walked round the reception desk, and into the blessed warmth and comfort of Joy’s own office. Warm and comfortable not because Joy had the heating on, for it was still warm, although the start of September, but because of Joy herself. She must have been fifty, which when you’re only nineteen seems ancient, but Joy’s fifty was different from other people’s fifty. Her smooth, unlined face glowed with an inner light, which enveloped you and made you smile despite yourself. She must have looked like this at twenty and would still at eighty. Her blonde hair waved and curled about her face, her blue eyes twinkled at you with scarcely concealed mirth. Her office echoed her personality, soft yellow walls, flowers, brightly coloured files lined neatly on a shelf behind her head, a fish tank on top of the royal-blue filing cabinet, with fishes flashing around it among lush waving plants; even her state-of-the-art computer echoed the blue of her eyes.


Joy took to her new receptionist immediately. She’d liked her at interview and had decided straight away to employ her if she’d come. She liked the forthrightness of her eyes and the open expression on her face. Apparently far too intelligent for the job but if this was what she wanted then so be it. She’d liked the modest confidence behind the pleasant manner. She saw now that Kate was almost pretty, no that wasn’t right, more classically good-looking perhaps, with a hint of good breeding. Most especially Joy had loved her happy outlook on life and, what was more, Kate reminded her of someone from the past whom she’d liked but couldn’t quite put a name to. Joy stood up to greet her.


‘Kate! How lovely! You are about to save my life. A nurse and a receptionist have called in ill this morning, and with Open Afternoon on Saturday that’s all we need, so you’re about to have a baptism of fire. But we’ll cope, we always do! So you’re on reception today, the accounts will have to wait. Welcome to Barleybridge!’


Kate drew confidence from her firm grasp and felt empowered. ‘Thank you, I don’t mind turning my hand to anything at all …’


‘Can’t find time to sort out a uniform for you at the moment, but you look very efficient and that’s the impression we always try to give: efficiency larded with compassion. Twenty minutes to lift-off. I’ll give you a quick tour.’


Joy came out from behind her desk and shot out of the door at the speed of light. Kate dashed after her, trying desperately to take in the operating rooms, the drugs store, the cages in the recovery room, the animals’ waiting room with its row of steel hooks for hitching dogs’ leashes up to, the staff room, Mr Price’s office, the washing machine, the drier, the shower room, the staff wash rooms: endless space all so new, so ready for action.


‘The consulting rooms are down that side with doors into the clients’ waiting room and into the back here, of course. Golden rule, no clients beyond the consulting rooms. We’ve no secrets to hide but nevertheless … This is where you’ll be doing accounts when you get a chance. The farm-animal vets are devils where keeping records is concerned and these new laptops they take with them now are a real challenge for them. Keeps them on their toes, you see, but they’re happier doing the job than keeping records but, as I tell them, if they don’t make notes about all they do we can’t invoice the farmers and then there’ll be no money to pay their salaries, so it’s up to them.’ Joy grinned at her. ‘Lovely people, though. Here’s one of them now.’ Joy was looking beyond Kate and giving one of her dazzling smiles.


Kate turned round and saw a lean, well-muscled man of at least six feet propped against the door frame. He wore one of those stiff-brimmed hats one imagines all Australian men always wear when going walkabout, a pair of very creased khaki shorts, a bush shirt and a grin that almost split his face.


‘G’day! You must be this new Kate they’re all talking about. I’m Errol Spencer.’


‘How do you do.’


Joy interrupted with: ‘He’s Errol really but we all call him Scott.’


‘Have you got Scottish parents, then?’


He burst out laughing. ‘Guess not. They’re always getting Aussies passing through this practice and the first one was called Scott and it’s stuck. Saves a lot of trouble remembering names.’


‘How do you do, Scott, then.’ He was still holding her hand and she couldn’t release it without making it obvious.


Joy raised an eyebrow. ‘Put her down, Scott, give her a chance to get in through the door.’ Kate blushed, Scott winked, Joy said, ‘Your morning visits await you at reception. Get cracking, you’ve a lot to get through.’


‘Slave driver, she is, beneath that charming exterior. Watch out for her, she keeps a whip in her top drawer and isn’t afraid to use it.’ He bunched his fingers, kissed them and departed.


Kate was laughing; she really couldn’t help herself. He was such fun; if all the vets were like him she was in for a good time. Until now she’d thought of the veterinary world as a serious business, where saving lives and relieving pain were paramount, but apparently you could have an uproarious time, too, and that was just what she needed.


Joy looked up at her. ‘Take him with a pinch of salt, my dear, he’s broken more hearts than I can count and he’s only been here three months. Farmers’ wives, farmers’ daughters, farmers’ mothers even, you name ’em; there’s girls carrying torches all over the county for that young man. Still, he does add spice to life, doesn’t he?’


When Kate got back to reception she couldn’t believe the change that had taken place in the ten minutes she’d been on her conducted tour. Stephie was at the desk, apparently answering three phones at once, as well as tapping furiously on the computer. The waiting room was filling up and that early-morning clinical aroma was being submerged by animal smells. Animals of all shapes and sizes had arrived, big ones, little ones, furry ones, feathered ones, brown and black, white and grey, some cowering, some bold and barking, some cats peering suspiciously from their carrying cages, other cats spitting at the dog taking too much interest in them and a massive Rottweiler sitting propped against his owner’s legs, aloof and slavering.


As soon as Joy saw him she said quietly to Kate, ‘I’d forgotten it was the first Monday of the month. Go and get the old fire bucket from the laundry room, fill it full of cold water and bring it here.’


It seemed the oddest thing to be doing but she filled it, carried it through, surprised at how heavy an old iron bucket filled to the brim with water proved to be, and asked Stephie where she should put it. Stephie pointed to the floor under the desk. ‘Down there. Thanks. Can you answer that? It’s the farm vets’ phone.’


‘Good morning. Barleybridge Veterinary Hospital. How may I help?’


The lilting Welsh voice, with its strong musical undertones, threw Kate for a moment but when she had adjusted her mind to the accent she realised the woman was wanting to speak to a Rhodri Hughes. ‘Hold the line a moment, please.’ Placing her hand over the mouthpiece, she asked Stephie what she should do. ‘Tell her he’s out on a call, take her number and we’ll get him to ring her back.’


During a brief lull Stephie brought Kate up to speed on the telephone system. ‘It’s all so clever now you wouldn’t believe. Talk about state of the art. All the farm vets have mobiles in their cars so if they’re out on a call and a request for a visit comes in we ring the vet nearest to the farm wanting the visit and it saves them miles of driving. There’s usually at least three vets out on call. Small-animal vets hardly go out on visits at all, most of them can come in, you see. This map on the wall here behind us, see, it’s got a flag pinned on for every farm client we have, so you look on there, check today’s lists and you know where they all are. Let’s have a look at that number for Rhodri, see if I can recognise it.’ She studied Kate’s writing for a moment, then said in a fierce whisper, ‘Welsh, was she?’


Kate nodded. ‘Very definitely.’


‘Look, I know her. That’s Megan Jones. She fancies him something rotten, keeps ringing him up. He’s not interested and he’s desperate to avoid her. Next time say day off, or on holiday, or at a conference, or off ill, or something, anything to put her off. If he speaks to her by mistake he’ll blow his top and that’s not a pretty sight.’


‘How long has this been going on?’


‘Weeks and weeks, every single day. She must be mad.’


‘Is he a good catch, then?’


Stephie looked sceptically at her. ‘If you fancy short, thick-set Welshmen with a penchant for singing tenor in a male-voice choir and a liking for ferrets and total independence for the principality of Wales, then yes. I don’t really understand what she sees in him; he’s not my type at all.’


‘What is your type, then?’


The phone rang again so Kate never got her answer. Then she spoke to an old lady, who was so small she could only just see over the top of the reception desk, about her nine-o’clock appointment and whether that nice Mr Murgatroyd was running late or had she time to go to the toilet, or should she delay going until after her appointment because she didn’t want to be in the toilet when her name was called because her cat was so very ill she really mustn’t delay her appointment and was she new she hadn’t seen her before and what was her name she was such a pretty girl. Kate was about to advise her to go to the toilet first, though she hadn’t a clue if it was the right answer or not, when a terrible snarling sound began, which became louder and louder and louder. The fearsome noise turned out to be an Airedale terrier, which hurtled through from the back and, just missing knocking down the old lady, went like an arrow for the Rottweiler. But he was ready. The moment they’d all heard the first snarling sound the Rottweiler had been on red alert, his fur bristling, his fangs showing, on his feet ready for the inevitable skirmish. But it wasn’t a skirmish, it was a full-scale fight. The owner was screaming, ‘Adolf! Oh, God! Adolf! Get that bloody dog off him, get him off!’ Every client clutched their pets to themselves and watched, frozen with horror. The two dogs took no notice whatsoever of Adolf’s owner, swirling round, round and round, lunging and snarling open-mouthed, each trying as hard as the other to sink its fangs into its opponent’s neck or indeed anywhere it could get a hold.


Stephie, as was to be expected at moments of crisis, was answering the phone. She clapped her hand over the receiver and shouted, ‘The water! Throw it on them!’


Kate, too stunned to react for a moment, suddenly galvanised herself, grabbed the bucket and emptied the entire contents over the two dogs. The Airedale leapt back, shook itself free of the water, looked up at Kate and … well, he laughed at her. There was no other way to describe his expression: his tongue was lolling out of his open mouth, his eyes were bright with pleasure, his tail wagged furiously. She’d never seen a dog grin before and it gave her the distinct impression he found the whole incident very amusing indeed.


Outraged, she said in a loud voice, ‘Who owns this dog? Because you’re not keeping it under control. Please do so immediately.’ She glared round the waiting room, in her panic and anger not noticing the deathly hush that had descended.


The old man with the two cats volunteered, ‘It’s not none of ours. It’s Perkins, Mr Price’s dog. Adolf and ’im are mates.’ This brought a chuckle from the regulars.


‘Mr Price?’


‘Your Mr Price.’


Kate blushed, Stephie came off the phone, took Perkins by the collar and led him down through the back, muttering threats as she went. Joy emerged with a bucket and mop. ‘Mop up, there’s a dear, we don’t want anyone slipping on that water. Sorry about that, everybody. You all right, Mr Featherstonehough?’


Adolf’s owner exploded. ‘How many times have I asked you to keep that blasted dog under control. You know I bring Adolf every first Monday for his injection and this happens every single time. You even have the water ready, so you do know what day it is. I shall be complaining to the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons about this and don’t think I won’t because I shall. I’ve threatened before but this time I mean it. I know my rights. I shall sue your Mr Price for every damned penny he’s got if my Adolf gets hurt. This is just once too often, this is.’


‘Mr Featherstonehough, I can’t understand how Perkins knows you’re here. He was upstairs in Mr Price’s flat, safely shut away, and then somehow he realised you were here. And you know it does take two to make a fight and Adolf does his share …’


A consulting-room door opened and a gruff Northern voice called out, ‘Mr Featherstonehough, please? Good morning, Adolf. Been knocking hell out of Perkins again, have you? Do come through.’


Kate mopped up the water and went into the laundry to empty the mop bucket down the sink. Joy came through with a tray of mugs in her hands. ‘Thanks for that, coffee time, take the weight off your feet. Here you are.’


The coffee tasted wonderful, but as she drank it Kate’s conscience surfaced. ‘What about Stephie? Shall I go and relieve her?’


‘We’ll both go, you can’t be by yourself, not yet. Take your mug but if Mr Price comes through hide it. He doesn’t like us drinking on duty – looks unbusinesslike.’


Mr Price, senior partner and lord of all he surveyed, did come through reception on the way to taking his orthopaedic clinic, and he did see her drinking and reprimanded her for it, and made her feel knee-high to a teaspoon and she wished the floor would open up. But of course it didn’t, and Stephie heard the tail end of the conversation and sniggered. ‘Tut! Tut! How sad! On your first day, too.’


Kate ignored her uncharitable comment. ‘That’s the great Mungo Price, is it? I’ll never learn to put all the names to faces.’


‘You will. Given time. But he’s the one to watch. Old Hawk-Eye, I call him. Isn’t he gorgeous, though? So suave, so sophisticated. He can ask eighty pounds for an orthopaedic consultation. And that’s just the consultation, never mind the operation, or the drugs, or X-rays, or the repeat visits. I can’t even earn that in a day. Some people!’


‘I expect he’s worked hard for years to get where he is.’


Stephie shrugged her shoulders. ‘Even so … Talking of working hard, I saw your CV. With A levels like yours, what you doing working here?’


‘Ah!’ Kate thought quickly. ‘Always wanted to work with animals. Bit mushy, I know, but there you are.’


Stephie put her head on one side and, looking quizzically at Kate, said, ‘Seems a funny thing to me.’


‘Well, why are you here? You must like animals just like I do.’


Stephie shrugged her shoulders. ‘Suppose I must. It’s the smells I can’t stand and as for being a nurse! All that blood! God help us, not likely.’


‘But that really is the sharp end, where it all happens.’


‘You sound a bit wistful to me. Why don’t you be a nurse? The pay’s not brilliant so they’re always crying out for them.’ Stephie began shuffling her papers about, in preparation for leaving. ‘Anyway, I’m off for lunch, back at four. I hate split shifts. Too far to go home, really, too long to spend wandering round the shops, it only makes me buy things. Still, it’s better than where the practice was before, at the back of nowhere. At least you feel at the hub of things here. Not a bad town once you get to know it. I’ll be glad when the new shopping mall’s finished; they say all the big stores will be there. Your mum and dad coming Saturday?’


‘For the opening? Possibly.’


‘They’ll like to see where you’re working, won’t they?’


‘Have a nice afternoon.’


‘Thanks. We’ll go through the accounts tomorrow. Can’t afford to let them slip, otherwise it’s hell. See yer!’


Kate watched her disappear through the big double doors. Funny girl. Nice one minute, nasty the next. Unpleasantness was one thing she hated and the conversation she’d inadvertently overheard when she’d first arrived had been unpleasant to the nth degree. She hadn’t asked Dad and Mia yet, and rather guessed they wouldn’t want to come. Not after the fuss Dad had made when she’d taken the job. She’d ask when she got home, the moment she got in the door.


Dad’s car was in the drive; he was home early. Kate glanced at her watch – half past four, that was definitely early for him. She pushed down the door handle, which was slack and didn’t always work first go, and wished for the umpteenth time her dad would get around to mending it.


‘It’s me!’ Kate flung her bag down on the hall chair and went into the kitchen. With her eyes shut she could have done a painting of that kitchen scene because it was so familiar. The kitchen table under the window with its blue-and-white checked cloth and its bowl of flowers. Dad lounging in his rocker by the side of the range, the stub of a cigarette in his mouth, his jacket lying on a kitchen chair. Lost in thought, his pale, fleshy slab of a face turned upwards as though seeking heavenly inspiration, light-blue eyes focused on nothing at all, his stockinged feet thrust against the bottom of the range snatching at the warmth it generated and, without looking up, his muttered ‘You’re back, then’.


Even more predictable was Mia: thin, almost to the point of emaciation, seated on the special wooden kitchen chair she used when she was working. Mia raised her eyes, glazed with concentration, to look at her. ‘Kate! Sit down. I want to hear all.’ Putting down the tiny brush she was using, she sat back to study her work. It was a miniature painted from a photograph of a pretty girl, a present for the girl’s twenty-first. Kate, always genuinely full of admiration for Mia’s delicate skills, said, ‘Why, Mia! That’s wonderful! She’ll be delighted. So lively!’


‘Kiss! Kiss! Please.’ Mia hooked her arm round Kate’s neck to make sure her kiss reached its target. ‘Glad you like it, I think it’s one of my best. There’s such a glow about her, isn’t there? Do you think I’ve captured it? I do. Such a zest for life and I’ve caught the colour of her hair just right. Tea’s still hot. Pour me a cup too and we’ll listen to your news, won’t we, Gerry? How did it go?’


‘Absolutely brilliantly! I don’t think I have had a more fantastic day in all my life. So interesting!’


‘The staff, what are they like? Nice girls?’


‘There’s two Sarahs, they’re nurses, and a round, plump one called Bunty. Two receptionists, Stephie Budge and Lynne Seymour, besides me. The senior receptionist – well, practice manager, I suppose – is called Joy. She was the one who interviewed me and she’s lovely but she does have a steely backbone when necessary, I think. I’ve met Mr Price and got told off …’


‘Trust you.’ This from Gerry.


‘Gerry! What a thing to say. Kate’s not like that. Go on, love, take no notice.’


Accustomed to her father’s diminishing remarks to her, Kate ignored him. ‘He is so superior. He can charge eighty pounds a consultation. Just think!’


‘That could be you.’


‘Don’t talk daft, Dad. He’s Dr Price really, and he trained for years and years.’


‘You could have. With your ability.’


‘Give it a rest, Gerry.’ Mia reached across, patted Kate’s leg and gave her a wink.


‘I met this Australian called Scott but his real name is Errol.’


Gerry grunted. ‘Right wimp he sounds.’


‘You should see him, Mia. Talk about drop-dead gorgeous!’


Mia giggled.


‘He’s a vet.’


‘Just what you should have been.’


Both Kate and Mia disregarded Gerry’s comments.


‘I met Graham Murgatroyd, Rhodri Hughes and Zoe Savage. They’re vets but there’s others I haven’t seen today. It’s all so exciting, I can’t believe how much I’ve enjoyed myself.’


‘You’d have enjoyed yourself a lot more if you’d done like I said.’


‘Look, Dad …’


‘Gerry! Will you give it a rest. It’s Kate’s life not yours.’


Gerry sat up, threw his cigarette stub on the range and said, ‘Did I or did I not beg her to take that A level again and reapply? She’s wanted to be a vet all her life and one stumble, just one little stumble’ – he measured the stumble between his thumb and forefinger – ‘and she throws in the towel.’ Gerry launched himself out of his chair. ‘If I had my way …’


‘Dad! I did warn you that the school wasn’t geared for teaching to a standard that would get anyone three As even though it’s easier now. I did say. So it’s no good going on about it. If I’d stayed there ten years I still wouldn’t have got them.’


Gerry wagged a finger at her. ‘Ah! But you’ll soon have that money your Granny Howard left you. You could go private and pay for tuition.’


In the past Kate’s immediate reaction to her father’s ideas for furthering her career was flatly to deny them any merit, so she opened her mouth to do exactly as she had always done and then shut it again.


‘See! I knew it! You have to admit it’s quite an idea.’


‘No, it isn’t. It’s no better than all the rest of your ideas. I can’t but help remember when I was working all hours studying you saying to me that nothing on earth was worth all that devotion. You’ve certainly changed your tune. Not only have I a full-time job but now you’re expecting me to study too. Well, believe you me, I’ve had it up to here with studying and I’m not going to do any more, so that’s that.’


‘You’re a fool! One bit more extra push and you’re there. A lifetime’s ambition fulfilled! I’d be so proud of you. To say nothing of your satisfaction.’


Mia stood up. ‘Think about it, Kate. No good finding when you’re thirty that your dad was right all along and it’s all too late.’


‘Oh, my word! My dear wife’s agreeing with me! That’s a first.’ Gerry disappeared off upstairs calling, ‘I need something to eat, if anyone can spare the time.’


Mia began to clear away her painting.


Kate studied the miniature Mia was about to put safely away to dry. ‘It’s lovely, Mia, really lovely.’


Mia smiled at her and reached out to place the palm of her hand softly on Kate’s cheek, saying, ‘Thank you, Kate. You’re my very dear girl. I love you very much and I’m glad you enjoyed yourself today.’


Kate got up to get out the knives and forks from the kitchen table drawer. It wasn’t possible, was it, that her dad could be giving good advice for once? ‘You think he could be right, don’t you?’


Mia nodded. ‘Think about it. It means another year of waiting but think of the rewards if you …’ She hesitated a moment to choose her words, not wishing to cause hurt. ‘If you win through, it’s worth a try. You’ve already been accepted, it is only a question of improving your grades. Then you’d be wearing the white coat.’


‘I see what you mean. I will think about it, but only because you think it’s a good idea. Perhaps I have given up too easily, too quickly. Do we need spoons?’


‘Yes.’ Mia busied herself with the casserole, which had been slowly cooking most of the afternoon. She gave it a stir, added some cream and put it back in the oven. ‘Adam rang, by the way.’


Kate’s heart sank.


‘He rang at lunchtime and again about an hour ago. He says he’s coming round to hear how you got on. I told him to wait until we’d eaten. I thought you might need your meal in peace.’


Gerry, reaching the bottom of the stairs as Mia told her about Adam, said, ‘Nice boy, that. Solid; good, steady job; you could do worse.’


Kate snapped back at him, ‘Make up your mind, Dad, I can’t marry Adam and go to vet college, can I?’


‘True, true, but …’


‘No buts, I can’t.’ Kate contemplated marriage to Adam as she got the plates out of the warming oven and saw the years unfolding before her. The regulation two children, one boy one girl, the nice semi in the nice road, the routine, the mind numbing routine of Adam’s life. The discussion of how close to the main entrance his current car-parking space was, of his desk and the quality of the chair he’d been allocated. Next year, perhaps, when they refurbished the office he’d get a bigger, better one, then he’d know he was finally going somewhere. The ritual of the Sunday pub lunch; it’s Tuesday so it’s his ten-pin bowling night; no he couldn’t go swimming, his sinuses were playing up: the terrible shattering monotony of a future like that.


Almost instantly a picture of Scott bunching his fingers and kissing them as he’d left her and Joy that morning came into her mind’s eye. Catch Adam doing it. He’d dismiss a gesture like that as flamboyant continental nonsense. How had she ever come to be involved with him? Well, she knew, really, she didn’t need to ask. Because he’d been convenient, because he had money and she had only the money she earned on Saturdays working in the office at Apex Costings pic and in the café in Weymouth in the summer holidays. Because she hadn’t time for emotions when she was working so hard at school. Because he was comfortable, like an old glove, and didn’t demand anything of her. Because he was there and he was loyal in a kind of dumb-animal sort of way. Kate sat at the table.


‘Is that enough potato for you, Kate?’


‘Oh, yes, thanks.’


She told them the story of Perkins and Adolf, of the old lady worrying about the toilet and how very ill her cat was and how she didn’t know what she would do if she died. And if Adam came she wasn’t in.


‘Not in!’ Gerry choked on a carrot. ‘Not in!’


‘I can’t stand him tonight. Tell him I’ve gone to bed with a migraine.’


‘You never get migraines.’


‘Well, a bad head, then. I’m too tired to bother with him.’


Mia said gently, ‘Don’t be unkind to him, Kate, he genuinely is concerned; he’s rung twice, after all.’


‘All right, then. I’ll see him but I’m going to bed early.’


‘Well, he’ll understand that.’


‘So he should, he’s always having to get a good night’s sleep because he has a “big day” tomorrow.’


Her father chased the last of his peas around the plate and having secured it said, ‘I don’t understand why you have such a down on him. He’s a grand chap and I like him. He’s got some worthy principles, which I greatly admire. You’ll always be safe with him.’


Kate placed her knife and fork together on her empty plate. ‘Oh, very safe, but absolutely bored to tears. Is there a pudding?’


‘Your favourite, my love, apple sponge.’


‘With cinnamon?’


Mia nodded. Kate rubbed her hands together. ‘Just what a woman needs when she’s been at the coalface all day.’ They all three heard the front door open and a voice call out, ‘It’s me, Adam, the man of the moment.’


Kate raised her eyebrows at Mia and they both giggled. Mia answered, ‘I know what you’re doing, Adam Pentecost, and I have said before there’s no need to take your shoes off when you come here.’


His voice, muffled by his exertions, could just be heard: ‘Mum would kill me if she ever found out I hadn’t taken them off.’


Mia and Kate giggled again.


Gerry frowned at them and shouted, ‘Come on in, son. You’re just in time for some pudding.’


Adam stood in the doorway, glowing with self-satisfaction. Kate liked tall men and he was certainly that but so thin he gave the impression of having outgrown his strength like a runner bean or something. Suitably, given his name, his Adam’s apple was bigger and bonier than most, and bobbed up and down when he spoke; his shoulders were narrow, his bottom nonexistent no matter which trousers he wore. Having said all that there was something very appealing about him, a kind of vulnerability that made women feel he needed mothering. Kate could tell he was bursting for someone to ask him his news. ‘You’ve got something exciting to tell us, haven’t you?’


He tried to dismiss his news as trivial but then couldn’t resist telling them. ‘No, no, no, it’s nothing, really. Well, it is. I’ve been shortlisted for that promotion.’


Mia congratulated him. ‘Oh, I am pleased. Your mum will be delighted.’


Adam looked for a response from Kate. ‘That’s lovely,’ she said.


‘There’s four of us, but I’m the most likely one to get it. Longest service and all that. Second interview on Friday.’


‘You’ll have to get that best suit out.’ Kate put his pudding in front of him and gave him her spoon. ‘What will it mean if you get it?’


‘I shall be second assistant to the deputy. It means another three thousand a year and a move to a vastly superior office. There’ll just be the two assistants sharing instead often of us in that terrible Portakabin. Another step up the ladder.’ Adam spooned apple sponge into his mouth, his self-satisfaction reaching new heights now he had an admiring audience.


‘This calls for a celebration, son! That red wine you bought, Mia, get a bottle out.’


When they’d all finished their pudding they moved from the kitchen into the sitting room and Mia fussed about sorting out their best, long-unused wineglasses from the 1930s glass-fronted cabinet, giving them a surreptitious wipe first on a corner of her cardigan.


Gerry opened up the wine and took time sniffing its bouquet and studying the clarity of it by holding up the bottle to the window. ‘Try that, Adam, son, first-rate I think you’ll find. Mia’s a gem at hunting down good wine.’ He flashed her one of his loving smiles, which Mia didn’t notice.


They’d been sipping their wine and admiring it, and listening to Adam outlining the changes in his working practices if he got the promotion, when he suddenly interrupted himself and said, ‘Kate! I’m sorry I’m so taken up with my promotion. I’ve forgotten to ask you about your day.’


‘I’ve had an excellent day, the best day of my life to date.’


Adam patted her hand. ‘That’s good, I’m really pleased. Nice people to work with?’


‘Absolutely!’ For sheer devilment she overemphasised the merits of the male vets. ‘Scott’s Australian and he’s such fun, Adam, you’ve no idea. As for Rhodri Hughes, well! He’s Welsh, which is obvious from his name, and he’s handsome and he sings! And the clients all adore him. Terribly good vet. And you should see Valentine Dedic! Eastern European and sort of Omar Sharif kind of, olive-skinned, and his smile! It’s Open Afternoon on Saturday. I shall be busy but would you like to come? You’ll come, won’t you, Mia?’ Mia nodded. ‘Are you coming, Dad? Last chance to see the operating rooms and the like, and a free feed.’


Gerry grunted but it was difficult to know whether it was a yes or a no. Kate turned to Adam and waited for his answer.


‘I think I should like that, I think that might be very interesting. Yes, I’ll come. We could celebrate afterwards, couldn’t we? Me getting the promotion and you getting a good job.’


Gerry interrupted Adam’s fantasy with an emphatic ‘No. Not good enough, Adam, for Kate. She can do better than that. I want her to try again for veterinary college. Don’t we, Mia?’


‘It’s Kate’s decision. What do you think, Adam?’


‘Frankly I think she’d be happier doing what she’s doing. Five years’ hard work is a long time out of a life and what’s the point when she’ll get married, settle down, have a family? She doesn’t need to do it. No, not at all. She’s better off where she is. Definitely.’


‘Who says I’ll get married?’


Adam shuffled his feet in embarrassment. ‘Well …’ Rather lamely he ended with, ‘There’s someone not so very far away from you this very minute who would be delighted if you said yes to him.’


‘You mean you?’


Mia nodded to Gerry and they both slipped out quietly, leaving Kate laughing fit to die.


‘I don’t think it’s that funny. I’ve been courting you for two years now. It’s not altogether unexpected, is it?’


‘Courting me? Courting me? So that’s what you call it, is it?’


‘Isn’t that what I’ve been doing? I thought I was.’


She stopped laughing because she realised she was being cruel and that wasn’t fair. ‘I’m sorry, sorry for laughing, but I don’t think a girl could have had a more peculiar proposal ever. Marriage is the last thing on my mind. Heavens above, I’m nineteen, that’s all, and I’ve things to do with my life before I start thinking about babies and mortgages. Because I’m a woman it doesn’t mean I take a job just to fill in time before I get married. I’m after a career. You’re like something out of the ark, you really are.’


Adam’s dark-brown eyes looked searchingly into hers. She reached out sympathetically to touch his hair and found he’d put too much gel on it. ‘You’re all sticky.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Anyway, if you want to settle down, as you put it, right now, then find someone else because honestly, Adam, I am not ready for marriage just yet.’


‘Even if you want to wait for us to get married there’s still no need to try for college again, is there? I mean, is there?’


‘No. Only if I want to.’


‘I love you, you see. There’s no one else for me and with this promotion it makes it possible for …’


‘Adam! You’re tempting fate saying that. Stop it! Let’s change the subject. Shall we go out for a drink?’


‘Do you think we should? I’m wanting some early nights, you know, second interview Friday …’


Kate sprang up off the sofa. ‘Right then, you go get your early night. Be seeing you.’ She left the sitting room, leaving him to follow as and when. It might be an idea to try for college, she thought, just to spite him, him with his boring old-fashioned views. At twenty-five his attitude to life was older than her dad’s. Kate heard the quiet closing of the front door from the kitchen where she was getting herself a drink of water. Mia looked at her. ‘Well?’


‘There was no need to leave unless you were just too overcome with merriment to stay. Don’t worry, I’m not marrying him now or ever. I’m going to bed. He is such a bore.’ Kate went upstairs, after giving Mia a goodnight kiss.


Gerry waited until the door was firmly shut and then asked Mia, ‘Did she say bore or did she say boor?’


‘The former for sure. Which he is; she’s too lively for him. He’d snuff all her spirit out of her inside a year. Please, Gerry, don’t encourage him.’


‘But he is a nice, reliable chap. He’d look after her, not half, and he and I get on really well.’


‘And that just about sums him up.’


‘Eh!’


In bed, Kate let her mind wander to Scott. She honestly could not imagine him wanting an early night because he had an interview on Friday. He’d be far more likely to be living it up somewhere; preferably, she speculated, with Kate Howard in tow. Then blotting out that enthralling idea came the memory of the warning that she’d had from Joy about taking him with a pinch of salt.





Chapter 2


Saturday morning dawned, cloudy but dry, for which Joy heaved a sigh of relief. It was still only six o’clock so she lay down to snatch ten more minutes of peace before she got up. Her list of things to check was by the telephone downstairs and she resisted the idea of dashing down to take yet another look at it. Open Afternoons were no joke for the staff, at least not for her. The younger ones seemed to take them in their stride, but for her the smooth running of them entailed meticulous planning and, frankly, she had enough on her plate with the practice opening in a new building without the clients galloping about all over the place, though she knew she would enjoy it when it all started to happen. She turned over to find herself the only occupant of the bed. That particular discovery did not augur well for the rest of the day.


Joy sat up, drew up her knees, wrapped her arms round them and thought. Where could he have gone? So early, too. Please, Duncan, please. Not today. But he would if he wanted. Nothing could stop him, not pleas, nor cajoling, nor shouting, nor complaining, and certainly not begging. She smiled grimly when she thought what she did every day of her life, namely stand by her man. Would it be better if he didn’t go to the Open Afternoon at all? No one would miss him, for Duncan was no conversationalist. Yes, she’d not remind him. Just go off as if it were an ordinary day and she was going to work. Which in part she was, as emergencies had to be dealt with by someone; one couldn’t leave an animal in pain simply because they all wanted to have fun. Mungo and she would be on duty.


The very mention of his name could still melt her bones. They’d known each other for more than twenty years; she’d been his first receptionist when he set up for himself and had stayed with him through all the ups and downs of his life. The worst had been when his darling Janie had been killed in that ferry disaster. After that for almost two years he’d lived on automatic pilot, unapproachable, silent, detached, but she’d put up with all that and just when she thought her moment had come he’d arrived out of the blue one afternoon with his new bride in tow: Miriam. Joy’s pain and shock were so great that she felt as though Miriam herself had taken dozens of knives and forced them straight through her heart. But she’d kept answering the phone, counting money, making out receipts, helping clients, making appointments, as though having one’s heart torn asunder was an everyday occurrence and not to be permitted to hinder one’s devotion to duty.


The devil of it was that this Miriam was the nicest, kindest, loveliest, gentlest being any man could hope to have as a wife, or any woman hope to have as a friend; and that was exactly what Miriam determined on, that she and Joy should be friends. Strange thing was, considering Joy’s devastating disappointment, it wasn’t difficult to be Mungo’s wife’s friend. After fifteen years Miriam still considered Joy her great friend, not suspecting for a moment how Joy felt about Mungo. She knew that even now Miriam would be up and about, getting the desserts and the savouries she’d made for the lunch buffet out of the freezer, checking her lists of things to do and all for Joy’s sake, not for the sake of the practice.
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