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      As the taxi wound between the magnificent Malvern Hills - right in the heart of England - Tamsin balanced her suitcase on her lap and gazed open-mouthed at the views opening up before her.

      “See this big gap we’re driving through?” said the chatty driver as they passed through a cutting with the rock rearing up to a great height either side of them.

      “It feels so ancient!” said Tamsin, all agog. 

      “It’s called the Wyche Cutting. And do you know why it’s called Wyche?” He was clearly one of those knowledgeable taxi-drivers who loves to give their rides a guided tour.

      “Did witches live here?” she suggested tentatively.

      “Nah!” he laughed, delighted to be able to show off his knowledge. “It’s from the Saxon. Old English, you know. Ancient. It’s to do with transporting salt.”

      “Salt?”

      “Yep. This is an Iron Age salt route. Salt was valuable in those days, you know.” 

      “I had no idea ..” Her voice tailed off as the vista right across Herefordshire to Wales opened up before her. “This is amazing - and so different from what I’m used to in Birmingham!”

      They’d been climbing all the way from the railway station in Great Malvern, and were still going up.

      “Here you are, West Malvern!” said the jolly driver, and they turned off the main road and went through a couple of hairpin bends, zigzagging steeply up the hill till they came to a stop above a long low house. The driveway overlooked the house, and she could see the grass growing on the roof as she looked across the top of the building to take in the view once more.

      The driver jumped out, stretched noisily, and opened her door, ready to take her suitcase for her. As she stepped out Tamsin could see how far up the Hills they were - it looked as though you could step out from the house right onto the many footpaths that she could see weaving across the hill above her. She savoured the unaccustomed silence: she could hear some distant baa-ing, and a strange mewing she couldn’t recognise - of a circling buzzard calling out to its mate, slowly drifting on a thermal as its astonishingly sharp eyes hunted the pastures and scrub for its next meal.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a flurry of deep barking, then two big black labradors raced up to the gate, tails wagging furiously, tongues lolling, mobbing her with the friendliest of greetings. She fished in her pocket and pulled out a note to pay her taxi, saying “Keep the change!” in a grand gesture that she hoped she wouldn’t regret, her funds already being at a very low level - hence the need for her to take this house-sitting job for the next two months.

      “Ow! Your tails hurt!” she laughed, as she stepped through the gate with her suitcase, two thick tails whacking her legs and drumming on her case as she negotiated the steep steps down to the house. The taxi  driver did a several-point turn in the narrow driveway and, giving her a cheery wave, he drove away. Tamsin realised her adventure had truly begun.

      “Come in, come in, come in,” she heard a voice from the open kitchen door. “Dogs, leave her alone!”

      “Oh, they’re fine - just getting to know me,” she answered politely, taking the last step and peering from the sunny garden into the dark kitchen to get a glimpse of her new employer.

      A small wiry figure with pepper-and-salt hair and beard emerged from the depths of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a tea-towel before abruptly extending a hand to her, nearly jabbing her in the midriff.

      “Robin Langley-Fortescue. Robin. And you’re Tamsin? Good good good. I see you’ve met the horrors.”

      “What are their names?”

      “The one with the frilly ear is Flora. She caught it on barbed wire up on the Hills, years ago. And this bigger one is Jasper. They’re brother and sister, same age. And they egg each other on in their naughtiness …” He suddenly remembered himself and added, “but they’re good dogs really - no trouble. You’ll enjoy them, I hope. Seeing as your references said how much you like animals?”

      “Oh I do! And I’m sure I will enjoy them! You’ll have to show me where everything is, what to feed them and all that.”

      “I expect you’d like a cup of tea first? How was your journey?”

      “Oh, it was fine - Birmingham is a bit nearer than the Arctic,” she laughed, “so just a hop for you, I’m sure!”

      “You’re right! I’m used to trekking thousands of miles over snowy wastes.” He waved his arm expansively. “I can tell you there were times when I could have done with a comfy inter-city train!” he guffawed loudly and turned away.

      They adjourned to the living room, with its enormous picture-window showing as much of the view as possible - a feature Tamsin would learn was common to many of the houses on this side of the Malvern Hills, who enjoyed glorious sunsets while their neighbours on the other side of the Hills were in shade from early in the afternoon.

      “Do you take sugar?” yelled her host as he clattered cups in the kitchen. 

      “No thank you,” replied Tamsin distractedly, as she looked at all the black and white photos on the walls, of snow, snow, and more snow. Sometimes there was a smiling person clad in furs - some local scout, she guessed. Occasionally a tent could be seen, and some dogs and sledges.

      “Ah, you’ve seen what I do!” said Robin. Those were taken .. on a number of expeditions. Lots of them,” he grinned, “Lots …” and placed the tea tray on the table and offered Tamsin her tea and a seat. She was quick to put her mug down on a nearby shelf, as two black noses jogged her elbow and by lurching forward she just managed not to spill the lot on the Persian carpet.

      “They’ll calm down in a moment,” said Robin nervously, and perhaps seeing that he was in danger of losing his house-sitter before she’d even begun, roared, “DOGS!”

      They both froze, looked sideways at him, and slunk away to their beds in the kitchen.

      “That’s better! We’ll get a bit of peace now. You don’t train dogs by any chance, do you?” he asked hopefully.

      “I used to enjoy doing ‘showjumping’ in the back garden with my Jack Russell,” she smiled. “They weren’t real jumps of course - just bamboo canes laid across flowerpots - I was about 7 or 8 I think. But we had fun! Perhaps you’d like me to take the dogs to classes while I’m here?” 

      “Oh, I’m sure that’s not necessary. But don’t let them get away with anything. Give ‘em an inch and they’ll take a mile,” he smiled broadly, coughed, and sat back in his armchair. “Let’s get all the details out of the way,” and they fell to confirming their terms, payment details, and dates. He gave her a sheet of paper with phone numbers on - for the vet, a neighbour, doctor, and so on. Amongst the numbers was one heavily scratched out. As she looked at it, Robin snatched back the sheet and put it on the table saying, “It’ll be here for you. Let’s hope you never need it! Let me show you what you may need to water in the garden.” And they set off for a tour of the lovely garden, with a central lawn scattered with chewed up tennis balls and other dog toys, and wild-looking trees and bushes all around the house, with a cottage garden effect of chaotic colour in the flower-beds. At the bottom of the garden was a robust fence, protecting residents from the sheer drop to the neighbour below.

      On asking about the dogs, he took her to the kitchen where he showed her where their food was, their bowls, beds and so on. The clattering of the bowls aroused great interest in the dogs. But they were sadly disappointed to see them parked back in the cupboard again.

      “Where are their leads?”

      “Oh we don’t use leads. Just step out of the gate and straight on to the Hills. They don’t run off .. much.”

      Tamsin resolved to fashion leads out of rope till she could get to a shop to buy two. She had a slight sinking feeling in her stomach over what she’d committed to - hadn’t she heard sheep bleating when she arrived? Getting the dogs shot while their owner was away was definitely not on her agenda.

      “I’ll be leaving tomorrow,” he nodded his head towards the row of suitcases and awkward-shaped bags stacked up in front of the fireplace. “So we can eat together this evening, if that’s alright with you?”

      Tamsin nodded dutifully.

      “You can finish off whatever perishable food is in the kitchen - tide you over till you get out to the shops, don’t you know.”

      Tamsin finished her tea and went to unpack, ‘helped’ by Flora and Jasper, who found her belongings irresistible. She had to chase after Jasper twice to retrieve an item of underwear that she didn’t want trailed all round the house.

      From her bedroom window she could see the Hills climbing steeply to the right, and to the left - part of the vista across to Wales. “I don’t think I’ll tire of this view in a hurry!” she said to her appreciative audience.

      At last she sat on the bed, two drooly muzzles on her knee. She sighed and was glad she’d noticed a washing machine in the kitchen. It would clearly be getting a lot of use! Picking up her phone, she whizzed off a text to her mother:

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Arrived safe and sound. Nice dogs. Strange man - glad he’s off tomorrow. Beautiful place! Think I’ll get very fit here, up and down these hills. Talk soon xxx

      

      

      Tossing the phone on the bed, she picked up the book conveniently left on her bedside table. Not a Gideon Bible, but clearly a bible of a different kind - Surviving in the Arctic by Renowned
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