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Hello everyone


Merry Christmas! Thank you for spending time with me on this festive trip to Hope Farm. In these strange times, it’s nice to know that people are turning to heart-warming and uplifting stories to cheer them up and I hope you’ll find that here. There’s more from Molly, Lucas and those naughty alpacas.


While my novel is entirely fiction, Hope Farm is based on a very real place called Animal Antiks which, like Hope Farm, helps children and young adults with learning difficulties, mental health issues and autism. They do great work and are very gracious in continuing to help me with my research.


I hope you all have a wonderful Christmas and can spend time with your friends and family.


Carole : ) xx


If you want to keep up with what’s happening – new books, the occasional Live 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 when I remember.
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To have been writing a happy, festive book during lockdown and the strangest of times has been something of a challenge! Thank you to everyone who has helped me through it.


Yvette and Michelle, friends beyond compare – for all that you do and for all that you are.


Sharon and Owen for bonkers laughs, as always.


Our neighbours, Lyn and Martin, for regular takeaway roasty dinners in return for gin.


My dearest Sheila for embracing Zoom and doing yoga classes online – they have been a saviour.


To Jean, Lizzie, Hazel and my Tiara Ladies for welcome and much-needed chit-chats.


To my loyal and lovely readers who cheered me up on social media and joined me for a coffee every morning.


To my mum for coping so well and, at eighty-six, taking all this in her stride.


To Sophie Ellis-Bexter and family for the joyous madness of her weekly Kitchen Discos.


And to Lovely Kev for keeping me sane with our daily long walks, general silliness and for being the best person to be trapped in a house with.


Hopefully, better times are just around the corner.
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Chapter One
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One of the alpacas has eaten the Baby Jesus. I’m not sure which one. Frankly, they all look the picture of innocence, but I know them better.


‘I’m going to be watching your poo very closely over the next few days,’ I warn them. The thought troubles our troupe not one jot. Johnny Rotten, Tina Turner and Rod Stewart all stare me down. Rod gives a delicate little burp. Perhaps he was the perpetrator. He looks like the sort who wouldn’t think twice about scoffing down the Messiah. I will find out.


But, more pressing, what will I now use for the new-born reputed saviour of mankind, destined to be the centrepiece of my nativity tableau? Stupidly, I paid the vast sum of sixty-five pounds on eBay for a lifelike doll which clearly looked tastier than I could ever have imagined. Now all that’s left of him is a few chewed remnants of plastic that provide evidence of his untimely demise.


‘Did you see the culprit, Little Dog?’ I ask. But my faithful one-eyed terrier mash-up simply bares his teeth in his usual rictus grin and doesn’t dish any dirt on the alpacas. He knows, though, and he knows that I know he knows.


While I’m still musing on it, Lucas crosses the yard and comes to stand next to me in the barn. He’s sixteen now and, though he’s not my son, he might as well be, as I harbour all of the same maternal feelings for him.


‘You OK?’ he asks.


I nod towards our troublesome trio. ‘These guys will be the death of me.’ They all give us doe eyes and flutter their long lashes, feigning innocence. I snort at them. ‘Don’t give me that.’


‘Butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths,’ Lucas observes.


But we both know better.


I acquired these guys when their owners moved abroad. They’re pack animals and came as a job lot. How could I turn them down? I’d never owned alpacas before. I thought they’d be sweet, fun. I was wrong.


Tina is definitely our diva and rules the boys with a rod of iron. She’s chocolate-brown with an impressive pom-pom of hair which she likes to toss about. Rod is white with skinny legs and knobbly knees. He’s usually to be found humming and gazing into space and is our most contented alpaca. But that’s not saying a lot. Johnny Rotten is definitely channelling the punk rocker he’s named after. He has a tan coat with hair like a Mohican in a shade that’s almost orange. Despite being pampered like the rest of them, Johnny will bite you as soon as look at you. Actually, I wouldn’t mind betting that he’s the one who chowed down Jesus. Hmm.


Before we go any further, I should also tell you how Lucas came to be under my loving care. Here at Hope Farm, as well as taking in tricky animals, we look after disadvantaged kids too. We’re not your usual farm. Far from it. We don’t have crops or animals that we (whisper) eat. Instead, we offer alternative education for students who can’t cope or are currently excluded from mainstream schools. I set this place up as a charity a few years ago now and we take in kids – mostly teenagers – who have behavioural difficulties, mental health issues or are on the autistic spectrum. That’s how Lucas arrived here too.


Originally, Lucas was brought to the farm by his father, Shelby Dacre, who was at the end of his tether with his wayward son who had been expelled from his private school for antisocial behaviour. Their relationship had been strained since Shelby had recently lost his wife to cancer. Lucas, understandably, was floundering without his mum and getting any form of communication out of him at all was an uphill struggle. In Lucas’s eyes his father hadn’t mourned his mother sufficiently. Shelby had dealt with his grief by dating much younger actresses and submerging himself in his work. Lucas, at a terrible time, had been largely left to his own devices and had grown angrier which manifested in challenging behaviour. Instead of pulling together, father and son had grown increasingly apart – to the point where Shelby no longer felt able to deal with his disruptive son. That’s where I came in.


When he arrived here, I hadn’t expected to bond so easily with Lucas. He’s difficult, testing, terse, uncommunicative, moody – all of the usual teenage behaviour – but we connected straightaway. He talked to me when he couldn’t speak to anyone else. We have kids with all kinds of problems here, but I could instantly see that beneath the angry façade, there was a lost and lonely boy just wanting to be loved. And love him I do.


Equally surprising is the fact that I love his father too. It’s fair to say that love found me later in life. At thirty-several, having lived the life of a loner, this was a new experience for me. The fact that I’m a borderline recluse meant I had no idea who Shelby Dacre was when he first rocked up here. But, yes he’s the Shelby Dacre, star of Flinton’s Farm soap opera and national treasure. In my defence, I don’t even own a telly, so have never watched a soap opera in my life.


Falling in love wasn’t easy for me, as we’re totally different people. But Shelby is such a confident, outgoing character that he’s brought me out of my shell and I think I offer him something more real than the world that he generally inhabits. They say that opposites attract and it’s certainly the case in our situation. Our lives couldn’t be more different. For Shelby, it’s filming, glamorous parties and adoration. For me it’s recalcitrant kids, awkward animals and a day that always features manure.


We’ve only been together for a short while, but he has changed my world in so many ways. The best part is that Lucas has transformed from the sullen, uncommunicative teenager he was. Over the last few months, our bond has grown and we’ve become ever closer. It would kill him to admit it, but he’s blossoming here and I feel that he’s teaching me as much as I’m teaching him.









Chapter Two
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I should also explain that we’re fairly new to these premises – Hope Farm mark two – as we lost the original farm when the dreaded railway line, HS2, was set to come trundling right through our home and school. It was Shelby who came to the rescue and for that I’ll be for ever grateful to him. He saved me, my animals and the kids who rely on me. He plays a romantic hero in his soap opera and to me he’s one in real life too.


When we moved to the new farm, my old dilapidated caravan didn’t survive the journey and collapsed into an uninhabitable heap. Shelby insisted on buying me one with all mod cons. You’d love it. It’s very shiny. As it turns out, Lucas loved it too. He’d been living mostly alone in a cottage in the grounds of Shelby’s manor house, just a short journey from here. After his day at the farm, he’d linger longer, sometimes staying for supper until Shelby or his driver could collect him. I’ve never crossed that professional boundary before with any of the kids, but Lucas and I got on so well.


When it was clear that Shelby and I were going to be together, I asked if Lucas could stay over occasionally if he wanted to as I now had the luxury of a spare bedroom. It was a weight off Shelby’s mind that his son wasn’t going home to an empty house when he was working late or away for a few days at some showbiz event. After one night of staying here, Lucas never went back home. Following some relentless cajoling from me he’s now an apprentice here, studying Animal Management, and is acing it with minimal effort. He’s proved to be both a natural at it and a huge help to me on the farm. I hope that Lucas may have found his niche. He’s a bright boy and the only person who sabotages him is himself.


Lucas, however, still blames everything on Shelby and isn’t convinced by his father’s altruistic behaviour. At best, they have a tetchy relationship. At worst, they go at it all guns blazing while I play the referee. It’s something of a work-in-progress. In all other areas, Lucas is an angel – albeit with slightly wonky wings. He’s become a valuable member of the team here and the other kids really look up to him.


Yet, despite the turnaround in his behaviour, Lucas likes to look the rebel and is still firmly attached to his signature Goth clothing. Today he’s sporting a Sex Pistols T-shirt, ripped bondage trousers and, the only nod to the farming life, green wellies. Even though he’s generally outside in all elements, his face is still as white as the driven snow. His black eyeliner and red lippy only serve to make him look paler. He’s carrying a bucket and a spade that’s nearly as big as him – though with all the physical work he does here, his skinny, gangly frame has started to fill out a little. He puts down his tools and climbs onto the first rung of the metal gate, the only thing that’s keeping our alpaca crew from running amok – something they love to do with every given chance. They all come up to nuzzle his hand in turn.


‘What have you been doing now?’ he says to them. ‘You’re making Molly frown and you’ll give her wrinkles. More wrinkles.’


As if I care. I’m a stranger to anti-ageing creams. In fact my bathroom is shockingly short on the usual unguents. The outdoor life is my beauty regime. I like to think of myself as fresh-faced and natural when I’m more likely wind-blasted and sun-baked. Though I think since this bolshie bunch of alpacas arrived they’ve been ageing me in dog years.


I fill Lucas in. ‘You saw our beautiful Baby Jesus? I only put him down for a minute and one of them had him for breakfast.’


‘That was short-lived. Naughty alpacas,’ Lucas says with a wag of his finger at them. ‘There’ll be a special place reserved for you in alpaca hell.’


‘I don’t think you’re taking this seriously,’ I admonish. ‘The Hope Farm Open Day and Nativity is rushing up towards us at an alarming rate and we are woefully unprepared.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ Lucas says with all the nonchalance of a Gen Z teenager who cares not for traditions. ‘You worry too much.’


He’s right. And I’m the only one that does worry. Everyone keeps telling me it will be fine, but the thought of an open day with nativity combo is already giving me sleepless nights. I don’t know why I let myself be persuaded to do this. I’m too malleable by half. I’m not even a Christmas person. Usually I spend it alone with the animals. I don’t possess any decorations. I’ve never had time for it. Much as I try to ignore it, this year, I fear, will be very different.


The whole open day thing was, of course, the bright idea of my trusty sidekick, Bev Adams. She’s what I like to think of as my link between Hope Farm and the outside world. Bev has been here at my side for years. She’s like a mum and a sister all rolled into one and, with the exception of Lucas, the closest thing to family that I have. When my guardian, Aunt Hettie, died and left me bereft and adrift, Bev was the one who helped to put me back together again. My dear friend is about fifteen years older than me – in her mid-fifties – but is as fit and as strong as a twenty-year-old. If you’d seen her throw hay bales around or wrangle a stubborn sheep, then you’d know. Bev’s an ex body-builder and is still in great shape, although the only exercise she does now is here on the farm.


Even though I’m supposedly banned from taking in more rescue animals, we’ve recently rehomed two donkeys – also Bev’s idea: a mother and daughter called Harriet and Hilda. They are sweetness personified and came from a lady who was too old to look after them any more and wanted a caring home for the pair so they wouldn’t be separated. Cue an invitation to enjoy bed and breakfast on a permanent basis at Hope Farm. I’m so glad that we took them in, though. However, on the downside, our delightful donkeys do seem to have provided the inspiration for Bev’s desire to throw open our doors to the general public and share our work with them in a festive manner. The thought fills me with terror. I’m not what you might call a people-person – unless they are people with troubles.


But there’s no holding it back now – Christmas and our nativity are going to happen whether I like it or not.









Chapter Three
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‘I should get on,’ Lucas says. ‘Shit to do involving shit.’


‘You’re mucking out the barn?’


‘Yeah. The joy just keeps on flowing here.’ He pushes his long black fringe from his forehead and his dark eyes look across at me. ‘There are ten kids here today. I’ll take them with me. I’m sure they all need more poo to brighten their lives.’


Lucas gives great sarcasm.


‘Thanks. I haven’t even had time to look at the register today.’ I’m so grateful that Lucas is on top of it. Ten kids is a full house for us and a lot to handle. We need the income, but I like to keep the numbers low so that everyone gets the personal attention they need. We have our regulars and I’d like to say that makes life easier, but you never can tell what the day is going to throw up. If they all decide to kick off at once, then it’s mayhem.


We have some students for a few days; a couple are here all week. Some are long-term and have good council funding. Others come and go or are with us just briefly. We try to cater for as many needs as possible with the few people we have. The funding for Lucas’s apprenticeship is provided by his dad – something that irks him. But then a lot of things irk Lucas, especially if his father is involved.


‘You’re doing a great job.’ Whenever I look at Lucas, my heart squeezes. As I’ve said, he’s not my boy, but I could not love him more. ‘Can I hug you?’


He sighs. ‘Do you have to?’


‘I’d like to,’ I venture.


‘If you must.’ With a great show of reluctance, he surrenders to my embrace. Then he lingers a little longer than he needs to, which makes me smile. Sixteen-year-old boys need cuddles as much as anyone, even though they pretend they don’t. I hold his skinny, all-angles body tightly.


‘Enough,’ he says. ‘You’re breaking my ribs now.’ Lucas peels himself away from me and sets off towards the barn with a casual wave. ‘Laters.’


‘See you at lunch,’ I shout as he goes. ‘Chickpea curry.’


‘Be still my beating heart,’ he shouts back.


Watching him walk away, my chest fills with pride. I’m pleased to tell you that Lucas is in a good place. Or as good a place as a slightly surly, overly sensitive, passive-aggressive teenager with authority issues can be.


We’ve been at our new home – which should rightly be known as Hope Farm Two – since the end of summer. As I said, we were ousted from our previous land due to that terrible thing called ‘progress’ when our troubled children and misfit animals were kicked out of the way in favour of HS2. Even now I can’t bring myself to talk to you about it without muttering darkly and using my worst swear words. The diggers rolled in as we moved out and I haven’t been able to go back and look at the scars they will have created on the beautiful landscape. They’ve destroyed ancient woodland and untrammelled countryside, but commuters will soon be able to get from and on to Birmingham twenty minutes quicker, so that’s all right then. That sound is the gnashing of my teeth.


Still, silver linings and all that, this place is amazing. When I feared that, literally, all hope was lost, Shelby stepped in and found us this fantastic replacement. Thanks to him, we have a beautiful slice of Buckinghamshire countryside which we now call home and, dare I say, it’s probably better suited for our purposes than our previous home.


We need somewhere tranquil and private, a sanctuary away from the prying eyes and interference of neighbours. Our kids need peace and quiet while they try to overcome their individual challenges. We attempt to cater for all needs and the kids learn through interacting with our animals. Our daily activities teach them teamwork and allow them to flourish at their own pace in a safe environment. Some haven’t had the best start in life or have come from chaotic backgrounds. They need stability and a place to grow.


The downside of providing this idyll is that it all costs – handsomely – and we’re a teeny-tiny charity always struggling for funds. This new farm was only made possible by our patron and my other half, Shelby Dacre, but we need to raise the money to keep it going.


As I said, at the grand age of thirty-eight I fell in love for the very first time with someone who – given his reputation for dating ludicrously young and beautiful starlets – I’m still astonished even looked my way. Some days, I have to pinch myself to check that Shelby’s actually here and in my life. Except, at the moment, he isn’t. Well, not very much. The soap is filmed every weekday and is, more often than not, starting early and finishing late. Recently there have been a lot of meetings in London, too. Many things, it seems, conspire to keep him away from the farm and, consequently, from me.


Because he’s got so much on his plate, I don’t want to always be calling on Shelby for help to keep this place running, so I know that finding extra cash is essential. Bev is our chief fundraiser – as well as everything else she does to help me out. I just wish that she hadn’t come up with something so . . . exposing. She’s already got us going into care homes with our alpacas and I’ve barely got used to that. The residents, of course, love to see them. On paper, it’s a great idea. But, as you’ve probably already gathered, those guys love to look for trouble and I don’t want to be responsible for having a bunch of traumatised pensioners on my hands.


My default setting is to hide away; I just want to be alone here with the students, my needy animals and my heart-throb boyfriend. Is that too much to ask?


Apparently so.









Chapter Four
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‘I’ll be back to see you later,’ I tell the alpacas. ‘I won’t forget.’


In unison, they hum innocently at me. Not buying it.


It’s a bright, sunny day and, even though it’s frosty underfoot, it’s the kind of day that makes you feel warm in your heart. The kind of day that makes you wonder why everyone can’t live on a farm. I take a quick tour of our animals to make sure they’re all OK. As dawn is a little later in the winter, we all have a bit of a lie-in and the animal part of the Hope Farm team are just rousing themselves.


All the animals here have been rescued for one reason or another. They’ve been neglected, sometimes abused, or they’ve outgrown their welcome or their cuteness. Most have sad stories in their past. But they’re here now and are treated with care, kindness and respect. Some might say they’re spoiled and pampered. But why not? We all deserve a bit of TLC in life, whether human or animal. The students who come here are taught how to look after the animals and, together, can make the world seem like a better place. Half the kids have never even seen a real hen, let alone cuddled one.


As well as taking on the new donkeys, I’ve adopted another dog to add to my growing pack. I know. But what could I do? Betty Bad Dog has been in and out of various rescue homes as she proves to be too much of a handful for one family after another. She’s also here as a last resort and, my goodness, is she living up to her name. We’ve tried to re-christen her as Betty Good Girl in the hope she’d turn over a new leaf, but I’m not sure that she’s fully embracing it. She loves to tip over the food bins and tries to lick sheep inappropriately whenever she can. But she’s cute with it – which is a good job. Betty’s still young – an indeterminate age – and has all the ‘exuberance’ of youth. She’s huge, but that doesn’t stop her from trying to sit on anyone and everyone’s lap. She’s pale like a golden retriever, sturdy like a Rhodesian Ridgeback. She permanently has one ear up and one ear down and looks as mad as cheese. Mischief seems to be the only thing on her mind. Her favourite misdemeanours include drinking unguarded cups of tea, chewing tissues, particularly the used variety, and weeing on everything when she gets over-excited, which is quite often. Still, she gets along very well with Little Dog and three-legged Big Dog, so I’ll take that.


Accompanied by my doggie companions, I carry on with my morning round. I’ve brought some pig nuts for Teacup our giant ‘miniature’ pig and I lean over the door of his stall to say, ‘Morning, big guy. How’s it going?’


Teacup heaves his substantial bulk to his feet and I throw him some breakfast and scratch his ears. Our lovely pig came to us when he’d outgrown his owner’s pocket-size garden in Hemel Hempstead. He’s enormous and built like a tank. Not even one of his trotters would fit in a teacup and I’d like to string up any breeder who sells these monster animals to tiny homes. My advice is never, ever get a pet pig unless you live on a farm.


Teacup’s closest companion is our dear little lamb, Fifty, who can often be found sleeping alongside him in his stall. This morning, Fifty is still out for the count, snuggled into the hay, and shows no signs of being ready to face the day. Fifty has the run of the yard. He seems to self-identify as a human or a dog rather than a sheep and we’re happy to go along with that. Gender and, apparently, species are more fluid these days. Fifty is a very handsome sheep with a brown face, doe eyes and large, flappy ears – a sheep made by Aardman. We indulge him, not only because he’s cute, but he was an orphaned lamb with damaged legs who we thought would never make it. He thrived through sheer will and determination, plus daily massages of lavender oil and being fed only the finest of foods. He still limps a bit, but that doesn’t stop him controlling the dogs in the yard – even Betty, to some extent. Occasionally, before I had a soap star sharing my bed, I used to let Fifty sleep with me alongside Big Dog and Little Dog. Now, because Fifty got fed up of being squashed by excess of dogs, he’s happier in Teacup’s quarters, but I do miss him sometimes.


In the next pen along are the other sheep. I don’t even like to count them now as we take on too many waifs and strays. I know it’s more than thirty. I hope it’s less than forty. Our main guy is Anthony the Anti-Social Sheep who has to have his own specially reinforced pen as he is a grumpy, middle-aged man of a sheep and will head-butt anyone he can of any species – humans are a speciality. Many a time, Anthony’s horns have made contact with my rear end, to my detriment. He’ll take any chance to catapult man or beast across the farmyard or field. Even when he’s outside we have to put him in his own paddock for the safety of all concerned. Anthony has to be handled with iron resolve and kid gloves, but I still love him dearly despite his curmudgeonly tendencies. We took away his ‘gentleman’s playthings’ in an attempt to make him less testy – with only limited success. He is more cross with the world than a pampered sheep needs to be.


The rest of the sheep are, more often than not, named by the students. As well as Midnight, Fluffy and Teddy, we’ve got most of Little Mix, One Direction and, from our impressionable young girls, members of Korean pop sensation BTS. We’ve also got a pen full of cuddly bunnies including two Flemish giant rabbits called Ant and Dec who are over a metre long and the size of dogs. Despite their heft, unlike our naughty alpacas, they are no trouble at all. They generally sit there being passive and agreeable in return for lettuce and carrots. The kids, of course, all love them and I have to strictly ration the cuddles otherwise I’d never get anyone to perform any of the other more onerous tasks that need doing as part of their education.


I open the door to the barn and there’s a frenzied dash for the door that we call the morning ‘rush hour’. The ducks, hens and geese that are kept in there overnight scuttle to freedom as if they’ve never seen daylight before. Dick the Cock struts out and stretches as if he’s only just woken up. He treats me to an ear-splitting crow.


‘It’s nine o’clock, Dick,’ I point out. ‘We’re all up before you.’ So much for him heralding in the dawn. Since we’ve moved to our new premises, our cockerel does like a lie-in. Though, once he starts to crow, he never stops.


We have two guard geese, Snowy and Blossom, who patrol the farmyard on a daily basis and nip the legs of anyone who disses them. Sometimes they wear jaunty neckerchiefs, courtesy of Bev, when the mood takes them to let her tie them on. If they’re not in the mood, you can’t get near them.


Our dear hens are a motley crew too: there’s Bouncer, the matriarch of the hen house, one-eyed Mrs Magoo, Peg the one-legged hen and Gloria Gaynor who is a champion of surviving fox attacks. They’re all ex-battery hens so they are extra spoiled now they’re here. We’ve got a few dozen at the moment and I’m not sure that any one of them has a full complement of legs, eyes or feathers. When they arrive they’re in a terrible state – devoid of plumage and hope – and require a lot of nurturing.


Sometimes, if I’m lucky, I catch the occasional glimpse of Phantom – our feral farmyard cat with half a face who lives in the barn. Occasionally, I’ll see him skulking along the hedge or sitting in the rafters. I’ve given up trying to tempt him into contact with cat food as he seems to prefer surviving on the rodents he catches – and I’m glad to have such an energetic mouser as he saves me a fortune in pest control. We didn’t adopt Phantom, he chose us to move in with. Neither I nor the vet have managed to get close enough to him to manage a proper examination. He must have had a road traffic accident or something to cause the loss of his face and he walks with a goose step. Occasionally, I’ll see him having a fit in the barn, but I daren’t approach. He always seems to recover and, despite his issues, he seems in reasonable shape. I just wish he’d let me get closer to him.


As I’m checking our pygmy goats, one of our students comes wandering into the barn. Penny is one of our newer arrivals and has a very difficult home life. She sidles up beside me and stares over the fence at Dumb and Dumber.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘Thought you were helping Lucas?’ Like most of the teenage girls we have here, she likes Lucas – a lot.


‘I’m too tired.’


None of them particularly like mucking out and some will do anything to get out of it – which is fine – but I can tell that Penny’s not trying to pull the wool over my eyes. There are shadows like bruises under her eyes and her face is paler than normal. She does look exhausted and world-weary.


‘Lucas said you were in the barn and to come and find you.’


‘What can I help with?’


She shrugs at me.


‘Trouble at home?’


‘Yeah. Usual.’


Penny’s father likes to use her mother as a punchbag and, when it gets too bad, Penny’s disruptive at school or, if that doesn’t work, she runs away. Who can blame her? Would you want to live like that? Her father is a management consultant and her mother works for a small double-glazing company in the local town who don’t seem to mind her frequent absences due to her ‘clumsiness’. They live in a nice home with a manicured lawn and dark secrets. Bev goes along to the meetings with social services and tries to explain that it’s not Penny who’s the root of the problem. We have her for three days a week, so we do our best to pick up the pieces and be kind to her.


Penny looks so lost and lonely that it breaks my heart. I want to scoop up all these waifs and strays and hold them close. Some people just don’t deserve the kids that they’re blessed with.


‘You could do my rounds with me,’ I say. ‘If you want to.’ Little Dog bares his teeth in his mad grin. ‘He’d like it.’


Penny bends to fuss his ears and I see a solitary tear fall. ‘OK.’


So, I put my arm rounds her insubstantial shoulders and we head off towards the fields.









Chapter Five


[image: illustration]


Penny and I climb over the stile which is set into a thick hawthorn hedge. The dogs squeeze through a low gap in the hedge and are already running ahead of us, sniffing at the grass, the trees, tails wagging. Occasionally, they come back to herd Penny and me, to make sure that we’re following. They must walk twice as far as us.


Away from the shelter of the farm buildings, we’re treated to the full extent of the crisp, cold day. There’s freezing mist hanging over the ground, but I love a good walk on a fresh and bracing winter’s day.


‘Warm enough?’ I ask Penny.


‘Yeah.’ But she shivers slightly, so I take off my scarf and she winds it round her neck.


‘Better?’


A grateful nod, a ghost of a smile.


This really is an idyllic spot of Buckinghamshire’s finest countryside. We have gently rolling hills which take us down to a narrow ribbon of river, fringed with weeping willows, that meanders through the land. There’s an ancient wood to the right hand side and, at the far end of our area, we have a large pond surrounded by trees. Bev wants to introduce walks with our animals for people with mental health issues. It’s a fantastic idea and this would be the perfect spot. Though I’m not sure that letting some of our badly behaved animals loose on people with troubles would be good for my own mental health.


There’s no doubt that the countryside here is soft and soothing – and with the added bonus that there’s no threat of a pesky high-speed railway rushing through. If anyone thinks of doing that again here, then the world really has gone mad. We have this land on a ten-year lease courtesy of Shelby and his business partners.


I like this time to myself when I can see how everyone is and I’m not crowded by things that I have to do or say. Until Lucas came into my life, I was always happiest on my own. I was brought up on our original farm by Aunt Hettie and was never one for mixing with humans. I always preferred to be with animals. You know where you are with a pig. Today, though, I’m grateful that Penny has sought me out.


‘Things not improving at home?’


Bev says that every time they have a meeting with social services, the father swears it’s the last time.


Penny shakes her head. ‘Nah.’


‘Is your mum OK?’


‘They were going at it again last night. She’s got a black eye this morning. She put loads of make-up on, but I can still see it. She says it’s nothing. They must think I’m deaf too.’


‘Social services can help her to leave.’


‘They’ve tried,’ Penny says, her voice flat. ‘She won’t do anything.’


‘She’s probably frightened to,’ I tell her.


‘I’d be more frightened to stay,’ she counters and then falls quiet.


We walk up the hill to the field where our massive Shire horses are kept. I see that the fence is broken. Again. Another job and more expense. Sadly, fence breakage is a regular occurrence. Our two ex-police Shire horses, Sweeney and Carter, like to lean on the fence. The fence is not so keen – with a couple of thousand pounds of muscle against it, the fence is never going to win.


Someone has put them in with the Shetland ponies, which means that they won’t break the fence here as they could just step over it. Sweeney and Carter are huddled together in one corner. Carter suffers from seasonal affective disorder and despises cold weather and grey days. It’s a job to try to get him to come out of his stall at all from October to March. Sweeney is as jumpy as they come, having been involved in policing more riots than he should have. The slightest noise makes him bolt across his field. But they are good companions for each other and now that Lucas is here permanently, we take them out together for an exercise ride across the land. Which means I’ve regained my love of riding and Lucas, who seems to be a natural at everything he turns his hand to, has proved to be a skilled rider.


The miniature Shetland ponies we have are always a big hit with the students. We’ve got three now. Ringo and Buzz Lightyear have been joined by Beyoncé who, though she’s relatively new, keeps both of her boys in check. They, of course, both dote on her and jostle for her attention. She only has to flick her long blonde mane or waggle her comely rump and they come running.


‘Have you fed Beyoncé yet?’ I ask Penny.


‘No.’


I’ve got a pocket full of carrots for the horses. Pulling them out, I hand half to Penny.


When I shout their names, they amble over to be fed. We give them all a rub on the snout, especially Ringo who suffers from sweet itch. He’s allergic to his own hair and, as there’s nothing sweet about it, is always grateful for a good scratch. The itchy little pony now has his own celebrity hairdresser, Christian Lee – a good friend of Shelby’s and generous supporter of the farm. Christian lives near here and comes once a month to layer Ringo’s fringe into a gorgeous, swishy bob to keep it away from his skin. His mane and tail are styled and kept short too. I’m sure that Beyoncé seems more than a little jealous of his locks.


Occasionally, Christian – who despairs of me – cuts my own unkempt hair into a neat, brown bob and I keep having to check in the mirror that I am really me. When Christian’s not looking, more often than not, I take the kitchen scissors to it.


Beyoncé pushes the boys out of the way and hogs the fence, nuzzling Penny’s hand.


‘She likes you,’ I say to Penny and get a nervous smile in return.


Horses and ponies fussed and fed, we head back down to the barn walking at a leisurely pace. I want to give Penny time to talk if she needs to, but she seems happy just to be quiet. Her situation is a difficult one and only her mother can resolve it.


‘Shall we go and warm up in the tea room? The others will probably be there now.’


‘Yeah.’


Little Dog pumps his stubby little legs and runs ahead of us, stretching out his body. At some point, while I wasn’t watching, he rolled in something unspeakable, so his brown and white coat is tipped with caked-on mud. At least, I hope it’s mud.


Today, Big Dog has joined us, but more often and probably quite sensibly during the winter he decides to stay at home sleeping next to one of the radiators in my caravan. He’s another enormous dog, this time shaggy. Lucas says he’s an Alsatian/Dire Wolf cross. He also tells me that this is a Game of Thrones reference but, as I don’t have a television, I can neither confirm nor deny this.


What I can tell you is that Big Dog has a number of issues. People in red jumpers can throw him into a frenzy of barking. He only has three legs and it never used to stop him doing anything, but as he’s got older he’s begun taking his time and is sparing with his choice of activities. And who can blame him? That exemplifies the ethos of this place. Each animal or person goes at the pace they’re comfortable. No one is rushed or pushed. Taking things slowly generally brings out the best in everyone, I find. I used to be a teacher in a mainstream school and pretty much hated everything about how the system was set up. With large, unruly classes, constant examinations and a one-size-fits-all approach, it seemed to bring out the worst in everyone – pupils and teachers. And I was no exception. I had to get out before I blew a fuse. So that’s how I found myself running a small charity supporting educational needs for the disenfranchised and sidelined. Because I was once someone who needed help, I can see it in others too.









Chapter Six
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On our way to the tea room we pass the barn and I can see that mucking-out is in full progress. Wheelbarrows are being loaded with used hay ready to be replaced with a fresh new batch. Lucas is getting stuck in with everyone and there’s a cheery atmosphere in the air – never a given. Each day presents us with a different challenge and it’s a blessing when all of our students are in a good place and their time here is without major incident. It looks as if we’ve got Lucas’s hardcore fan club in today. He’s a big hit with the students here. They see him as anti-authority – which quite often he is – and hang on his every word. Only Lucas can get the other students mucking out without protest.


Penny and I stop to watch as they finish up. Two of our long-term girls are here today – Lottie and Erin – and it’s fair to say that they don’t like getting their hands dirty. Apparently, as they tell me on a regular basis, glittery manicures and manure are not the best of mixes. However, they also rather like being with Lucas, so they’re getting on with it today, glittery nails or not.


They both look like angels, but have mouths born of the gutter. Both girls have chaotic home lives and as soon as they seem to be settling, their parents seem to do something to send them into a downward spiral again. Here the two teenagers cling together and seem to bring out the best in each other. When they do have a meltdown, they like to do it as a joint affair to really challenge our resources.


Jack’s here too – one of my own favourite students. Not that I should have favourites, but he’s easy company and if you give him a task he’ll see it through with meticulous attention to detail. Jack is on the autistic spectrum and has also been with us for a long time now. He couldn’t cope with the bustle of mainstream education, but he’s done very well here as he loves the quiet, structured routine of the farm. His favourite job is making tea, which he does with military precision, and I’ve started to encourage him to help Bev in the kitchen in a more formal way. If I had some extra funding, then I think we could soon give Jack a paid job here and it would be a delight to see him gain some more independence. Perhaps it’s something I could talk to Shelby about.


As well as Penny, we have some more relatively new students too and the idea is that, as part of their learning, the kids who have been here longer look after the newer ones. That’s how it works in theory. Some fit in straightaway, for some it takes much longer, but one thing I’ve learned over the years is that you can’t force it.


‘Good morning,’ I say to everyone. ‘How’s it going?’


Lucas leans on his spade. ‘OK. We’ll be done soon.’


‘Excellent. I’ll go and get the tea ready.’


‘Cool.’


‘After break, Alan might need you to give him a hand with mending Sweeney and Carter’s fence. It’s been knocked over again.’


‘No worries.’ Lucas, too, is unusually sunny-natured today. There must be something behind it but I don’t know what. Hopefully I’ll find out, but you can never tell with Lucas. Even though I think he trusts me now, he still likes to hold his cards very close to his chest.


Another new thing is that once a week, I have a volunteer coming in to do arts and crafts with the students and she’s due in later. I don’t know what Anna has planned for them, but at some point we should make Christmas cards and decorations – bunting and stuff, I suppose – to adorn the barn for our open day. Time is of the essence and I guess we need to make a start on it before Christmas has been and gone. There are plenty of holly bushes on the farm if she wants to do something with a natural feel. It’s nice that the kids have some indoor activities to occupy them when the weather is bitterly cold and it’s not so easy to let them loose on the farm. They also have regular, structured lessons every afternoon – maths, English, history – which they are, to a man, less keen on.


‘I’m going to put the kettle on,’ I say to Penny. ‘Want to come down with me?’


‘I’ll wait here,’ she says and stands a little bit closer to Lucas, who is oblivious to her presence. Poor Penny, I think. I’m not sure her adoration is returned.


‘I’ll see you later. You know where I am if you want to chat.’ Then to Lucas, ‘Ten minutes for tea.’


He nods and then turns to finish supervising the kids. It makes me smile to see him organising them so efficiently. They don’t play him up like they do the grown-ups. Lucas is seen as very much on their side.


As I leave them to complete their task in the barn and head to the workshop, I dwell further on Christmas. It’s rushing up with alacrity and I don’t even know what Shelby’s plans are for the holidays. We haven’t had that discussion yet. I can’t see him wanting to spend it in my caravan, as cosy as I find it. He has a beautiful home not far from the farm: Homewood Manor. But it terrifies me. It’s like a palace. I’ve only been there a few times – reluctantly at that – and it’s very fancy. The place is filled with expensive furniture, tasteful paintings and things that look as if they might smash easily. I always feel as if I’m making it untidy just by being there. The air inside is still and smells of nothing, so I’m always aware that my natural and unavoidable eau de farmyard is somewhat amplified. It’s not somewhere I can relax and I know that Shelby finds it difficult to understand my reticence.


He’s filming today and they’re under great pressure, he tells me. As well as the daily episodes to shoot, there is to be a feature-length special that will air on Christmas Day and the schedule is tight. He finds it difficult to grab a few minutes to call me, but he does so when he can.


Today, I hope it doesn’t run too late as he’s promised to have supper with Lucas and me. I’m always on tenterhooks as, if he cancels – especially at the last minute – it can send Lucas into a terrible sulk. Unfortunately though, more often than not, Shelby’s either too late to eat with us or he doesn’t come back to the farm at all, preferring to stay in a hotel near the set where Flinton’s Farm is filmed.


I only went to the set once – that was more than enough. It’s like a proper little village to look at – except there’s nothing behind the façade. Lucas would say the same about his dad – that’s he’s all image with very little sincerity behind the front. I like to think that I’ve seen a different side of Shelby. Between you and me, I think he’s growing tired of the celebrity life. Its shallowness doesn’t give him the comfort and support that he needs. He likes to escape the pretence of Flinton’s Farm and come back to an actual, down-to-earth farm. I think that’s why we’re together, though I might not be the best judge of this. I’m not like the usual, high-maintenance, starry women he’s used to. Far from it. Instead, I hope that I can offer him an alternative type of life. However, while he’s terribly supportive of us financially, I have to admit that he doesn’t much care for getting his hands dirty. The problem is that he’s massively allergic to anything with fur, fluff or feathers. I do think that if the animals didn’t make him sneeze and sniffle he’d love to spend longer here and get more involved with the mucky end of it all, but Lucas doesn’t believe it for one minute. He thinks that Shelby simply wants to drift about feeling benevolent. Even though he’s made great progress since he came to the farm, Lucas’s relationship with his father still hangs by a thread. Shelby daren’t put a foot wrong. Even the slightest word out of place and Lucas reads far too much into it. But I’m working on them both and, hopefully, one day they’ll be fully reconciled. I have my fingers crossed when I say that.









Chapter Seven
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I’m pleased to say that I’m not the only one at Hope Farm who has found love. Bev and Alan, who works here too, have recently become an item. They’re also an unlikely pairing.


In contrast to Bev, Alan is the strong, silent type. He does all kinds of jobs for me, particularly ones that involve heavy lifting or a hammer. I’d like to say that he’s become chattier now that he and Bev are madly in love, but conversation is still a strange bedfellow for him.


I swing into the workshop and he pauses in his sawing when he sees me. ‘All right?’


‘I’m fine. You?’


Alan nods.


He used to be quite scruffy in an ageing-hippy kind of way. Now love has found him, he has the air of the older Kris Kristofferson with either a flowing, freshly shampooed mane or a neat plait. Today is a neat-plait day. Before they were a couple, the main source of entertainment for Bev and me was to guess which band T-shirt that he’d be wearing each day. Now he and Bev dress in identical outfits from the merch stand, so Lucas and I have taken over the mantle of daily guessing. This isn’t so much fun for Lucas as, apart from the Sex Pistols, he’s never heard of any bands prior to 2001, which pretty much rules out most of the bands that Alan and Bev know. You’d think that this would increase my chance of winning, but that’s yet to materialise. This is mainly due, as I’ve said, to the fact that I don’t have, and never have had, a telly, so I am woefully ill-informed about popular culture in general. Hence the embarrassment when Shelby and I first met as I’d never actually heard of him, despite his character, Farmer Gordon Flinton, being a long-standing fixture on our screens.


Alan breaks into my musing to state, ‘Horses have done the fence again.’


‘Yeah. I’ve just been up there. Lucas is mucking out the barn, but he can give you a hand with it when he’s done.’


The tiniest inclination of the head says that’s a good idea.


‘What are you making?’


‘Manger for Baby Jesus.’ Taxed by our exchange, Alan returns to his sawing.


I can’t begin to tell Alan what dastardly fate has befallen our poor Jesus. I fear it would tip him over the edge. So, instead, I offer, ‘It looks very nice.’


Bev can find the right moment to tell him that we are in need of a replacement.


As I go to leave, my dear friend turns up. ‘Hello, my lover.’ She twines her arms around Alan and presses her full-chest Whitesnake band logo against his. Neither Lucas nor I were even close to this level of heavy metal, so no band T-shirt winner today.


They snuggle together and make coochy-coo love noises to each other.


‘Get a room, you two,’ I say. ‘That’s gross.’


‘You’re only jealous because your man’s not here,’ Bev says.


‘This is true.’ I haven’t seen Shelby for days. ‘Can I tear you away from each other? You and I need to have a conversation about this looming nativity stuff and Christmas in general.’


‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ Bev assures me. ‘I have it all under control.’


For the record, there is no evidence of this.


‘Come to the caravan, you can reassure me over a cup of tea.’


‘Talk you down off the ledge?’


‘Yes, that’s the one.’


With a last press of her fulsome bosom against Alan, she says, ‘Later, lover!’ and peels herself off him. It’s a good job that none of the kids are around. They’d be scandalised by such displays of affection in ‘old’ people.


Bev comes to link her arm through mine and we walk across the yard.


‘I have to put the tea on for the kids first,’ I tell her.


She checks her watch. ‘Is it that time already? Where do the flipping days go?’


Normally, our day starts with greeting our students in the tea room, but I missed out today due to the mysteriously eaten Baby Jesus crisis. Our morning meeting gives us an opportunity to see what mood our kids are in and if they have any problems that we need to work through with them during the day. We also get together again for lunch and a hot meal usually cooked by Bev.


The tea room on our new farm is lovely. It doesn’t have a leaky roof and the windows actually keep out draughts. Luxury. When we moved here, I got the students to decorate it with photographs of themselves and their activities. We have a budding photographer here in Tamara, who’s thirteen going on thirty-five. Tamara has mental health issues and spends her time on Instagram obsessively following celebrities. I try to give her other subjects to focus on in an attempt to tear her away from taking copious selfies of herself and her friends here. They are typical teenagers in that every moment of their day has to be documented for social media. We try to frame it in a more constructive way and encourage them to provide content for our social media accounts and not just do it mindlessly – see how modern we are? Not me, obviously. But Bev says we need to be ‘outward looking’ and ‘media savvy.’ Who am I to argue?


Photography is definitely Tamara’s forte and we try to encourage it as a way of development. I’m no expert, but I think she’s good. Bev managed to persuade one of the local shops to donate a decent camera to us and we take it in turns walking with Tamara across the farm to help her take some shots. Tamara nearly faints with delight on the rare occasion that Lucas offers to take her. It’s another thing that Bev sees as a potential fundraiser. She’s convinced that local camera clubs will cough up a few quid to get close to our animals and have access to our land. She might be right. It would be nice if we could get someone who knew about photography to come and mentor Tamara on a regular basis. Another thing to add to our wish list.


Bev and I go into the tea room together and I get the kettles going while she puts out the cups. Minutes later everyone arrives en masse, shouting, laughing and talking over each other, and our moment of peace is turned to bedlam. We dish out tea and biscuits. I’m pleased to note that Lucas is with Penny and he’s making her giggle. I like the sound of that.


When they’re all happy and we’ve sorted out any problems and they’ve devoured all the biscuits and we’ve organised their next tasks, Bev and I take our leave. Of course, she can’t do that without smothering Alan with kisses again.


‘I can’t get enough of him. That man is grrrrrrrr . . .’ She growls at me, yanking at me playfully as we go out of the door.


I’m sure Bev’s experiencing a hormone surge. ‘I’m assuming that’s a good thing.’


‘It’s a wonderful thing.’


‘You can have too much love,’ I say.


‘You can’t,’ she replies. ‘I’ve been a desert for many years and Alan is my rain. I’m slaking my thirst.’


‘I think that’s nice,’ I say as I ponder the image.


‘It’s lovely,’ she states categorically. ‘You should be doing the same.’


‘I prefer little sips,’ I counter.


Little Dog barks excitedly as he follows Bev and me as we head towards my caravan.


Bev laughs. ‘Where is The Great Shelby, by the way?’


‘Filming. A Christmas special.’


‘Oh, smashing,’ Bev says. ‘Last Christmas found him in bed with Slack Sally who runs the café.’


‘Right.’


‘The village pub burned down too.’


‘Were the two things connected?’


She tuts at me. ‘Don’t be silly.’


Bev is a big fan of Flinton’s Farm, but I confess that I’ve still never watched Shelby’s soap. She does, however, insist on giving me a blow-by-blow account of nearly every episode and I struggle to keep up with the number of women in the fictitious village who he seems to have had affairs with. We did – on my one ill-fated visit – take our alpacas there to have a ‘starring’ role in the soap, but they behaved appallingly, running amok on the village green, knocking over actors and cameras with gay abandon. They were summarily sacked off the site before getting anywhere near the screen and have never been back since. Their moment of stardom was brief and traumatic for all concerned.


‘I can’t help but mention that Shelby’s hardly here these days.’ Bev frowns at me. ‘There’s nothing wrong?’


‘Other than the fact that he’s still allergic to all of the animals?’ We both smile at that. It’s a constant source of amusement – more than it should be – that someone who has made his living at portraying a farmer sneezes at the sight of a sheep and is, therefore, completely useless with any of the animals. To be able to help for just an hour he has to mainline antihistamine. When he spends any length of time here, his eyes take on a permanent red hue – not ideal for his television work. ‘It’s difficult for him. He has a lot on. I understand that.’
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