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One

‘James, come and look at these!’ Mandy Hope hovered over a counter full of chocolate bunnies, all wrapped in cellophane and tied up with pink, yellow and blue ribbons. Rows of little rabbits crouched, looking up at her with their enormous almond-shaped eyes. Their ears seemed to twitch. ‘They’re so lifelike!’ she whispered.

James Hunter sighed. ‘Uh-oh, I can see this is going to be your newest craze. Rabbits!’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ Mandy knew he was teasing. ‘It’s nearly Easter, isn’t it? Easter bunnies!’

‘Yes, well, they’re better than boring old eggs, I suppose,’ James grumbled. He joined Mandy at the counter. There were rows of fat chocolate pigs beside the shy bunnies, and some cheerful frogs squatting, dark brown and shiny, along the back of the counter.

‘Yes, please?’ Mr Cecil said, coming out from the back room. He brought with him the delicious bittersweet smell of melted chocolate. He wore a spotless white coat and sparkling, silver-rimmed spectacles. His head was round and bald and shiny. ‘Can I help?’

Mandy took ages to decide. She wanted a small gift for each of her friends in Welford village: for Jean Knox who worked as the receptionist at Animal Ark; for Simon, their nurse; for Lydia Fawcett on the goat farm up at High Cross; and for Ernie Bell in the cottages behind the Fox and Goose pub.

‘Do you do squirrels?’ she asked Mr Cecil. A squirrel would be ideal for Ernie, who had his own pet squirrel in a run in his back garden.

‘Squirrels? Certainly.’ The old man spread his hands to display the bushy-tailed creatures. Each clutched a hazelnut in its front paws. ‘In dark chocolate, milk chocolate, or white chocolate?’ he asked.

Mandy hesitated again. ‘Oh!’ she sighed. ‘They’re all so … perfect!’

‘Frogs for me,’ James decided in an instant. He pointed to the comical shapes, all squatting on their haunches, their mouths stretched wide. He ordered six in milk chocolate and waited for Mr Cecil to pack them into a white cardboard box with ‘Cecil’s Confectionery’ printed in elegant silver letters on the top and sides.

‘Of course, they’d be too good to eat.’ Mandy switched her gaze back to the baby rabbits. She peered once more through the glass counter and took a deep breath. ‘I’ll take a squirrel for Ernie, please, a pig for Simon, a frog for Jean, oh – and a bunny for Lydia!’ She’d made up her mind at last.

‘She’ll love you for that!’ James warned with a wry grin.

‘Why?’

‘Her fields are overrun with them. She’s always going on about it. Rabbits make such a mess of the land.’

‘But Lydia likes them all the same.’ Mandy smiled across at her best friend. He looked so serious sometimes, with his glasses and his floppy fringe of dark brown hair. She turned to the shopkeeper. ‘I don’t suppose you do goats, by any chance?’ she said suddenly.

Mr Cecil smiled and his eyes twinkled. ‘No, I’m sorry. Their legs are too thin; they’d break. The same with horses, I’m afraid. Now, did you want this little chap in dark, milk, or white?’ He pointed to the row of enchanting bunnies.

At last, the big decisions were made and all Mandy’s little chocolate animals were safely packed inside a second cardboard box. Then the kind old man smiled and gestured for them to wait. ‘I think you’d like to take a peek at something I’ve just finished,’ he whispered. ‘And I must say I’m rather pleased with it myself!’

Mandy balanced her light box with both hands and waited for him to return. He came back through the swing-doors, proudly displaying his latest masterpiece. It sat on an icing-sugar nest on a silver cardboard disc about thirty centimetres wide; a huge, glossy, chocolate hen, perfect in every detail, down to her beady eye and last wing feather. When Mandy looked more closely, she saw tiny white chocolate chicks peering out of the nest, and when Mr Cecil lifted the broody hen, there were the discarded shells and three more chocolate eggs with a pale brown sugar coating, speckled and looking as though they were about to hatch.
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‘Wow!’ Even James allowed himself to be impressed.

Mandy was speechless. Her eyes darted over the beautiful, delicious object.

‘Special order,’ Mr Cecil said proudly. ‘For Mrs Parker Smythe. It’s an Easter gift for her little girl, Imogen.’

‘Lucky thing!’ Mandy breathed. She secretly thought that spoilt Imogen Parker Smythe, who lived in luxury up at Beacon House, just above Welford village, had done nothing to deserve such a special gift. She was a girl who had everything but seemed pleased with none of it.

Mr Cecil glanced across at Mandy. ‘You like animals?’ He nodded and smiled as she pored over the hen and her brood.

‘Ha!’ James laughed. ‘You could say that!’

‘I live at Animal Ark,’ Mandy explained. ‘My mum and dad are the Welford vets.’

‘Ah!’ The old man looked up as the doorbell gave a high, tuneful tinkle. Another customer had come into the shop. ‘In that case, you’d be interested in the new pet shop that’s just opened down the road.’

No sooner said than Mandy shot out on to the street, ahead of James, gabbling her thanks as she went.

James followed. ‘Mandy, we have to catch the bus, remember!’ He called after her. ‘I promised my mum I’d be back home for tea.’

Mandy ran as fast as the precious box allowed her to, down Walton’s main street with its rows of smart shop fronts, its cafés and bookshops. ‘Just two minutes!’ she shouted. ‘I think we can still make it!’

She spotted the new pet shop and dashed over to peer through the window. At first she saw only her own reflection; a tall, slim figure in jeans and a sweater, with shortish blonde hair. Then, she made out racks of dog leads, furry playthings for kittens, imitation bones for dogs to chew, packs of dry rabbit food, budgerigar cages, and, at the back of the dark shop, a big glass aquarium with fish darting back and forth; vivid streaks of silver, blue and fiery red.

‘Here comes the bus!’ James warned.

‘Hang on a sec!’ The pet shop owner was carrying a bulky cage towards the window, coming out of the gloom of a back room. Struggling, he reached over a ledge and set it firmly in a space in the crowded window, in full view. The cage was lined with fresh straw. There was a clear drinking bottle tilted towards the floor, and when the cage was firmly settled and the warmth of the late sun struck through the glass of the shop window, Mandy saw a small movement. ‘Look!’ she whispered.

James instantly forgot all about the approaching bus. ‘What is it?’ He craned forward to look.

Two noses emerged from the more private wooden section, through a hole in the side. They were small, round and brown, with long whiskers. Then the ears came into view, erect and twitching; listening, listening.

‘Baby rabbits!’ Mandy breathed.

Two small, furry shapes shyly hopped into view. One sat and scratched his ears with his back leg, the other perched upright, his nose twitching. Then he came to the water bottle and began to drink, ears back, eyes still wide and staring.

‘They’re so perfect!’ James marvelled at the tiny creatures. The second baby came to crouch in the sun, side by side, fawn-coloured and adorable, with great, liquid, dark eyes. ‘But you’ve got three rabbits at home,’ he reminded her. ‘So don’t get any ideas.’ He glanced up at the name of the new shop; ‘Pets’ Parlour’, written in bright red and gold letters.

‘But you haven’t!’ Mandy turned sideways and widened her blue eyes in his direction. ‘James …’

‘No!’ He jumped in quickly. ‘Blackie and Eric are already a handful!’ But he sighed all the same. The baby rabbits were irresistible. Still, Blackie, his Labrador, needed a lot of walking to keep his weight down, and Eric the kitten was into everything.

‘Do you think someone nice will come along and buy them?’ she asked with a touch of regret. She yearned to take them home, yet she knew that common sense said no. Animal Ark was always overflowing with visitors and patients; anything from Jack Russells with mites in their ears, to badgers wounded in traps.

‘They’re bound to,’ James reassured her.

‘I just hope they buy both of them together. Rabbits like company.’ Slowly she stood back from the shop window. She smiled briefly at the owner; a tall young man in a dark blue sweater, with a red checked shirt.

‘Mandy!’ James reminded her about the time. He heard the bus engine choke and roar at the stop on the other side of the street.

Mandy stepped back again. ‘Bye, bunnies!’ she said wistfully. The two babies took slow, identical, rocking hops across their cage and sat, ears up, noses twitching.

‘Don’t worry, they’ll find a good home,’ James said as they crossed the busy street. They climbed on to the bus just as the driver let off the handbrake and signalled to pull out. He took their money and they sank into a nearby seat.

As the bus drew out of town and set off over the moor road towards Welford, Mandy found herself dreaming. Spring was in the air. The sticky-buds on the horse chestnut trees were beginning to burst open, the hawthorn hedges were tipped with green. In the fields, lambs nibbled at fresh young shoots or skipped up and down the hillside. She would have called those twin rabbits Barney and Button, she decided, and they would have the best food, with carrots and apples as a treat every weekend. She stared up at the drifting clouds as the bus rocked and swayed along the twisting road.

Gently James dug his elbow against her arm. ‘Look!’ He pointed out of the window.

The sun had sunk low, leaving the crest of the eastern hill bathed in warm, yellow light. Shadows fell long and deep over the rough pasture. In the distance there was a stretch of pale purple heather that ran all along the valley ridge. Nearby, in the soft sunlight, the green field was dotted with wild rabbits.

They sat in twos and threes; small brown shapes with pointed ears. At the sound of the bus they stamped their back legs and sniffed the air for danger. They looked startled, froze for a split second, then bolted. They fanned out across the field, scattering into the brambles and ditch bottoms. Some made for their underground runs. They vanished inside with a flash of white tail and one last kick of their powerful hind legs.

‘Brilliant!’ Mandy said. Then she turned to James. ‘You were right!’

‘What?’ He blushed under her direct gaze.

‘Today is the day for rabbits!’ She held her box of chocolate animals safely on her knee as the bus jolted and lurched.
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Two

The bus dropped them off outside the Fox and Goose. Mandy spotted Ernie Bell and his neighbour, Walter Pickard, sitting outside the pub. The two old men were chatting as usual on the porch by the front door of the low stone building. One either side of the door, they sat and watched whoever came and went.

‘There you are!’ Mandy went across with a bright smile.

‘Where else?’ Walter asked.

‘Like a pair of bookends, we are,’ Ernie agreed. ‘You always know where to look for us on a fine night like this, sitting over a good pint, putting the world to rights. You can’t beat it!’ He took a sip from his glass, then pointed to Mandy’s box. ‘What’ve you got in there?’

‘Aha, close your eyes!’ Mandy replied. James joined her, and together they opened the boxes and took out one of the chocolate figures.

‘Happy Easter!’ they cried. Mandy presented a squirrel to Ernie and James gave a frog to Walter, who kept his eyes closed, his hands outstretched.

They opened their eyes. ‘By gum!’ Ernie said with a look at the squirrel. ‘Lord knows what Sammy will make of this!’ He gave Mandy a crooked, embarrassed smile.

‘Well, I’ll be … !’ Walter’s frog smiled up at him. ‘He’s a funny little fellow!’

‘Don’t you like them?’ James was anxious not to offend the two old men. Walter was a cat lover; a steady, reliable friend to Mandy and James. Ernie seemed grumpier, with his low, growly voice and short, grey stubble. But adopting Sammy the squirrel and Tiddles the cat had softened him up, and ever since he’d always been willing to help them out of a tight corner.

Ernie sat and studied his cellophane-wrapped squirrel. ‘What do I do with him? Eat him, or stick him on my mantelpiece?’

‘Nay, the poor chap would melt by the fire!’ Walter put in. He grinned at James. ‘Young sir, you should never have gone to this trouble for old Ernie and me, you know!’

‘Hey, hey, I’m not so old!’ Ernie grumbled. He winked at Mandy. ‘I reckon you’ve been into Walton and paid a visit to Harry Cecil’s posh shop. He’s not cheap, I’m told. You shouldn’t have, like Walter says.’

His face set in a frown, but Mandy could tell he was pleased. She and James turned to leave, but Walter half stood up from his bench and stopped them.

‘Hang on a minute! What’s this?’

A low, dark green car sped down the high street, past the post office. It drew into the pub carpark and the engine died.

‘It’s the boss!’ Ernie said, meaning Mr Hardy, the pub landlord. He called a warning to the bar staff inside. ‘Look lively! He’s back!’

They heard empty glasses clink and rattle as the staff quickly removed them from view.

‘Didn’t he go over to fetch his boy earlier this afternoon?’ Walter asked. He turned to James. ‘It seems to me young John Hardy is in for a surprise when he goes inside!’

John had just got out of his father’s car. He looked up at the pub, at the room where he lived with his father during the holidays. During term time he lived seventy or eighty kilometres away at Grange School in the Lake District.

James frowned, then turned to Mandy. ‘Didn’t his dad tell him about Sara?’

‘Shh!’ Walter warned.

Mandy widened her eyes and shook her head. John’s dad, Julian, had announced his engagement just a week ago. His fiancée was one of the women who helped behind the bar.

‘Just look at that whacking great suitcase,’ Ernie pointed out. ‘What’s he got in there, the kitchen sink?’

Mandy saw Mr Hardy lift a case out of the boot. He let it thump heavily to the ground.

It was all too easy to forget about John Hardy when he was away at school. Mandy had known him all her life, yet never known him. That was the peculiar thing. He was eleven, the same age as James, and he was even born in the same week at Walton Maternity Hospital. He was a small, neat, ordinary-looking boy, with dark, wavy hair that seemed to make his face rounder and a bit too goody-goody. It was the sort of hair that always stayed in place. He was never untidy, never hot, never running; always walking in his cool, collected manner. He looked more grown-up than eleven, but Mandy never thought he looked very happy.

‘Come on, John,’ his father said, leaving the suitcase where it was. He headed for the front door with eager steps. ‘Leave that. I’ve got some news for you, and there’s someone inside I want you to meet.’ He smiled and went on ahead.

Mandy saw John hesitate. He was wearing a light Aran sweater and jeans. His white sports shoes looked brand-new, but somehow he looked as if he was in his Sunday best. Then Sara came to the door to greet them both. She looked nervous as she stood there waiting.
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