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Chapter One

I hate getting up in the mornings. If I could, I would snuggle in bed all day long, but that is a luxury I cannot afford – so I am forced to take decisive action. Step one: I have equipped myself with the world’s noisiest alarm clock. This thing can probably wake the dead and I have set it to unleash its unholy racket at six o’clock on the dot. Rather than keep it by the bedside, though – and this is step two – I place it on the opposite side of the room, out of arms’ reach, so that I can’t simply silence it with a swat and sink back into my lovely warm duvet. Instead, when I can stand the din no longer – when my ears are on the point of bleeding – I groan, heave myself up from my nest and make a dash across a freezing cold room to switch it off. Mission accomplished. It is a rude awakening … but that seems to be the story of my life at the moment.

I still can’t quite believe that I am living back at home with Mum and Dad, at the age of twenty-three, six years after I moved out. I have been back for a few weeks now but it still takes me by surprise to wake up and realise I’m in my childhood bedroom in my parents’ farmhouse and that my fiancé, Steven, is not here with me.

My room has not changed much since I was last here. The same books line the shelves and my rosettes are still pinned to the walls. I half expect to see my teenage self sitting on a beanbag, nose in a dog-training manual. The walls themselves have had a lick of paint since then, but I can see a ghost of the garish orange I opted for in a moment of ill-judged teenage rebellion. I have to smile – it was truly frightful – but my smile quickly fades as the present reality sinks in. The room may be the same, but the girl in it is not.

I am back here because I said goodbye to the man I have been with for the past four years, the man I was going to marry. I just packed up my bags and left. The first thing everyone wants to know is: why? ‘I don’t know,’ I tell them, feebly. ‘I just felt that something was missing.’ And that’s about the long and short of it. I just couldn’t ignore the cloud that pursued me like an ominous forewarning. Nothing was particularly wrong between Steven and me; I wasn’t exactly unhappy; I just knew in my heart that it wasn’t the life I was supposed to be living, and that nothing would work out unless I tried to find out what was missing. I feel so bad about it all. I know everyone thinks it was a stupid, rash, selfish thing to do – and they’re probably right – but I know deep down that I am doing the right thing.

It’s October, and the view from the window – overcast sky, grey drizzle falling – is not exactly cheering, but the thought of the dogs waiting to be let out lifts up my spirits and spurs me to drag on some clothes and head downstairs.

Bess is still asleep in the kitchen. Once upon a time she would greet me with mad barks of joy but now she merely looks up, flaps her tail once and goes back to sleep. She is another one I hurt by leaving – but that was a long time ago. She was my first dog, my best friend, but when I wasn’t there any more she transferred her doting affections to Mum, and I think of her as Mum’s dog now. Things between us will never be the same again, but they are improving. When I first came home she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as me. Now she will tolerate my presence as long as I don’t make a fuss. At work, it is a different story: out in the fields we still have the same connection we always did.

My first real hello is waiting for me outside: Fly, Roy and Alfie.

Fly is as good as her name. She jumps with joy the moment she sees me – she can reach my full height and can even clear the six-foot run her kennel is in, though she would never do so unless I called for her. Roy is more reserved and only wants a pat before heading off to make sure he has marked everything in sight. Alfie is eager for attention, doing his full body wag, banging repeatedly against my legs in an effort to steal the limelight.

I let them run around for a bit but at my command they all leap into my battered Ford pickup. It is not the most glamorous set of wheels, but it is reliable and the back has been separated into compartments to minimise opportunities for doggy confrontations – a godsend now that we spend up to three hours a day on the road.

I am a shepherdess, looking after nine hundred sheep at Fairspring Farm in Northumberland, a good sixty miles away from Mum and Dad’s farm, Muirfield, in Hawick in the Scottish Borders. I am determined to keep my job. Fairspring is a fantastic farm. I love it to bits and after four years working there, it almost feels like my own. It has a great range of fields, from gorsy hills we know as ‘the banks’ to a cluster of smaller hayfields, and a canal that runs straight through it – very picturesque, but a total pain whenever the lambs decide to see if they can swim across.

But the journey is taking its toll. I could really do without the physical strain of all that driving, not to mention the extra financial cost involved. My diesel bills have rocketed – so much so that I have been forced to dip into my savings. The journey is stretching me to my limits. I am desperate to find somewhere closer to live and I keep my eye out for TO LET signs as I trundle along. The dogs are subdued during the long drive, but the second we bump over the cattle grid on the final approach to Fairspring they are on their paws and yipping with excitement. We made it!

It is Friday and that means the Hexham Courant is out. As I have been doing every Friday for weeks now, I turn straight to the property section to scour the rental adverts. A soul defeating pattern has emerged. I will find a place that sounds just right – something close to Fairspring, affordable on my small salary. When I phone up, I get on swimmingly with the landlord and everything is fine – until I mention that I have three collies, four if you include my old dog Bill (but he will stay at my parents’ until I am more settled). From then on in my hopes will begin to deflate, slowly but surely, like a punctured tyre. I explain how farm dogs are extremely well behaved, happy to live outside, are ever so quiet, and out with me all day anyway – but it doesn’t seem to make any difference. It is like a three-letter curse. Nobody wants a d-o-g – or even worse, d-o-g-s.

My dogs are my life, though, and I’m not going anywhere without them. They are the tools of my trade and my loyal friends, constant companions through thick and thin. We are a team. Sometimes I think they understand me better than any human being can; they even seem to be in touch with my moods, knowing instinctively when I am sad and in need of an affectionate nuzzle, or when their light-hearted japes are just what is required to distract me from my troubles.

Today’s paper lists an advert for a place about half an hour’s drive from Fairspring. Marlene Cottage. It is a bit farther out than is ideal, but still, I am excited because I know the owners and I guess that might stand me in better stead than usual. They invite me over to take a look round. It is a small house on two levels: a kitchen, a living room and a bathroom downstairs, and a bedroom upstairs in the attic space. There is no central heating but in a place this cosy a coal fire works a charm. The warmth rushes up to hug me the moment I step over the threshold – it’s like my beloved duvet, in house form. I’m in love.

I gather the wherewithal to mention the d-o-g-s. It takes a little bit of chat and some negotiation but eventually we reach an agreement – they will let me put up my kennels in the back garden on the condition that I keep the collies quiet. Village life is unforgiving and it is in everyone’s best interests to avoid rubbing the neighbours up the wrong way. We shake hands on it, there and then. I’m back in the Ford and driving away before it sinks in. I can move out of my parents’ house and get back to Northumberland; and I can finally do something about forging the future I gave up so much for. My life will certainly be different at Marlene Cottage. I’ll be living on my own, away from a farm for the first time, right in the heart of a small village … But there is a pub a short walk away, and of course I have my dogs to keep me company and the villagers will take me under their wing, there’s bound to be heaps going on, plenty of new friends. If this is the new start I have been looking for, I tell myself, then I think I’m going to like it.

I gather the last of the lambs. They have been in the shed for four weeks, deeply bedded on good straw and with carefully balanced rations of high quality feed to help them fatten. Today they are going to another farm to fatten further before they are sold for slaughter.

Most of the lambs left Fairspring over the last few weeks of the summer when they were four or five months old, straight off the grass with no extra feeding whatsoever, but the quality of the grass is poorer now that it’s October, and those lambs which didn’t fatten need to be cosseted so that they stay warm and channel all their resources into putting on weight. Their problems usually date back to lambing time. Perhaps they had an older mother than the rest, who did not milk as well as the younger ewes; or maybe they were one of triplets and lost the battle at feeding time. Either way they start out on the back foot.

Among this lot are a few of the pet lambs. Pet lambs are infinitely different from the others. They might look the same to the untrained eye, but I can pick them out for the air of superiority they wear like a royal robe. They lack the normal instincts of a sheep. This has some distinct disadvantages, one of which is that they have no fear. Rather than keep with the pack they will often wander off wherever they please, carelessly leading a trail of followers over the hills and far away.

As I clip the lambs’ tails and attach ear tags to identify them as the property of Fairspring, I hear the washer-board swoosh of wheels rumbling over the two broken cattle grids on the mile-long track leading up to the farm – this sound is always my first alert to my visitors’ arrivals. The wagon is on its way.

The wagon is bright red and the words PATRICK BROS. are emblazoned in gold across the front. It does a deft spin in the yard and backs up to the sheep pens. I wave it in, ‘Keep coming, keep coming. Whoa!’

Hylton is the driver and co-owner of a fleet of wagons as well as running a farm of his own. We have a well-oiled routine now, he and I, having repeated this same job at least once a week almost every week since the late summer. The drill commences without much ceremony. Down drops the wagon’s tailgate whereupon we shush the sheep up the ramps and on to the top deck. The door swings shut and that’s it. They are as good as gone.

‘Bet you’re pleased to see the back of that lot, eh?’ says Hylton with a grin.

‘Yeah, they’re a lot of work.’

He asks me if I have found anywhere to live yet and I tell him about the cottage.

‘Ah, I was thinking of you the other day. There’s a little farm just a few mile from me that’s come up to let.’ He looks at me and pauses, sensing my interest.

‘Go on.’

‘Aye, it’s through the National Trust. They call it Fallowlees. You’re probably not bothered now, but you can always give them a ring and get the particulars. Mind, it’s a rough sort of spot, very remote, no mains electric, stuck in the trees.’

‘Sounds like it’ll suit me down to the ground,’ I say, with a giggle, half joking. But the moment he’s gone I go and look up the number for the National Trust.

I moved in to Marlene Cottage two weeks ago. It’s a Saturday night, the pub is just down the road, and what am I doing? I am staying in on my own by the fireside. All those fantasies I had about village life, about being at the heart of the community! It would be funny if it wasn’t so tragic. I have been thinking about my friends, going through the names of people I could call, but it only makes me realise how many of them I met through Steven. Even if I did pluck up the courage to call, I am pretty sure none of them would want anything to do with me. They probably wouldn’t even answer the phone.

I’m not going to get any sympathy from anyone, that’s for sure, least of all Mum and Dad. They are both still in shock – they are very fond of Steven and they cannot believe I could do something like this to him. Sometimes I think that Dad sees Steven as the son he never had. Maybe that is not quite the case, but I know they both hoped that it was just a silly phase, that I would see sense soon enough and go back to him. In my darker moments I wonder whether they are right, that it was a case of ‘out of the frying pan and into the fire’ – but those moments never last long. I made the right decision, the hardest decision, and I just have to trust that the rest of the world will see it that way too, in time.

Right now, I have my work to keep me going. Shepherding can be a solitary occupation and there are days when I find I’ve spoken more to the dogs and the sheep than to my fellow humans (come to think of it, most days are like that) but at least when I’m on the farm with the animals for company, I feel – no, it’s stronger than that, I know – that I am wanted.

Perhaps this is why I have not been able to stop thinking about Fallowlees since Hylton told me about it.

I have let the dogs inside to stretch out in the warmth. A lot of farmers have strong views about their working dogs and don’t allow them in the house, but mine come in and potter about like members of the family. Fly stirs and opens an adoring eye to check on me before closing it again. I have had Fly for almost four years, since she was tiny, the only black and white pup in a litter of blue merles. After everyone had taken their pick of the more unusual blues she was the only one left and I’m just thankful that nobody else took a shine to her. From the word go, the two of us have been a team. I was not an experienced trainer, but she and I worked through it all together, both learning as we went. She is the most loyal dog I will ever own. She will sit and gaze into my eyes. I am her world. She does not have the strength of some sheepdogs, but what she lacks in raw power she more than makes up for in pure effort. If I were to set her an impossible task, she would persevere to her last breath rather than let me down. Whether we are out checking the sheep, gathering lambs for dosing or just sitting together in my car, having lunch and listening to Radio 1, we are inseparable. I doubt I will ever own another dog like her.

Roy is the Casanova of the dog world. Like a cocky young lad strutting about in a bar eyeing the pretty girls before charming them with cheesy chat-up lines, Roy is convinced he is God’s gift. And just like those lads at the bar, it never ceases to amaze me how often it works! Surround him with female trial dogs and he is in his element. But he’s also my best work dog, a real powerhouse, and has such presence that the sheep know that he’s the boss as soon as he comes into contact with them.

He is very intelligent and always seems to know what is required of him. I can trust Roy to do anything, whether it’s bringing in the big aggressive tups (male sheep) or gently catching a baby lamb that’s become separated from its mother.

Alfie is six months Roy’s junior and twice Roy’s size but he has deferred to Roy ever since he was a puppy – he still worships him. Alfie is the goon in the team: think of Scooby-Doo with the brains of Homer Simpson. People often can’t believe he’s a collie because he is as smooth as a piglet and built like a lurcher with long legs and a deep chest. He is a true athlete and can run for miles and miles without tiring. Dog owners call it ‘having a good engine’. He is obedient to the last – but sometimes ‘obedient’ can be another word for ‘stupid’. If I ask him to lie down and then get side-tracked, he will stay glued to the very spot until eventually I come looking for him ten minutes later. I could take sheep out the same gate every day for a week and on day seven Alfie would still need to be told what to do. But he is a great work dog and very honest, and no matter what situation he gets into he is always listening for my commands and has full faith that I will not see him wrong.

Each of my dogs is a rich, rounded character to me, and the more I get to know them, the more interesting and inspiring they become. Yet if it were not for my grandpa, I might never have discovered the joys of having my own dog and – who knows? – I might not have gone on to do the job I so adore. When I was growing up my dad could not see any need for me to have a dog of my own. We already had an old farm dog and although she was no great shakes as a sheepdog, she could just about do what was required of her. My desperate pleas for a puppy continued to fall on deaf ears.

Then one day, Grandpa rolled up in his battered old Trooper. A visit from Grandpa was a rare treat; he had his own farm to run in Northumberland and was always busy. My sisters, Caroline and Elizabeth, and I looked forward to his visits like mad.

‘I’ve got a present for the girls,’ he announced to Mum as he strode into the farmhouse.

It was a late summer’s day, and Dad was still out working. I felt a bubble-rush of excitement fizzing through my chest.

‘She’s in the back,’ he said, tilting his head in the direction of the Trooper. We girls dashed into the yard, Grandpa following right behind. We yanked open the mud-splattered door and peered inside. On the back seat was a small, sodden box on top of a pile of old newspapers. Being the eldest, and a real bossy boots, I decided it was my job to open it. My sisters could hardly contain themselves beside me.

‘What is it?’

‘I can’t see!’

‘Nor can I!’

I pulled open the lid to reveal, with a gasp, the smallest Border collie pup I had ever seen – hardly more than a bundle of fluff, she was perfect and beautiful down to her last hair. I loved her at first sight but knew I mustn’t let myself get carried away. What was Dad going to say when he found out?

‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ said Grandpa impatiently. ‘Get her out of there.’

I saw Mum give him one of her looks. It was a look that said, ‘Uh-oh …’

I scooped up the tiny scrap and carried her into the kitchen, ignoring Mum’s protests. Mum has always been very houseproud and does not like animals inside, and a sodden pup, too young to be housetrained, was hardly likely to change her mind. Fortunately Grandpa was a bit of a charmer and she quickly gave in.

By the time Dad appeared, my sisters and I were happily playing with our new, freshly washed puppy in front of the Aga while Mum and Grandpa looked on.

‘What the … What is that doing here? I’m telling you now, it’s not bloody staying!’

All three of our faces crumpled. Grandpa looked at Dad. Dad looked back at him, furious. Mum looked as if she would rather not get involved.

I think if anyone other than Grandpa had been responsible for this new arrival, my dream would have ended there and then. But Grandpa commanded a lot of respect from people, including his own son. He had been a hard taskmaster in his younger years (Dad vouched for that) and although he had mellowed with age, he still tended to get his own way.

Perhaps Grandpa thought that having a dog of your own was a rite of passage all farm children deserved. He himself was a great dog man and had a knack for bringing out the best in them. Although he never trialled, he was well known in the area for having good, capable work dogs.

Between Grandad’s authority, Mum’s loaded silence, and our three smitten faces, Dad clearly didn’t have much choice in the matter.

‘Well, if you’re going to keep it …’ He hesitated. I held my breath.

‘I say if, mind you – if you’re going to keep it, then it’s to be your responsibility and yours alone. Don’t expect me to go cleaning up after the damn thing. And it lives out-side. No argument.’

The three of us shrieked with delight.

He wasn’t exactly over the moon about the whole thing, and it would be a long time before he would admit that having a good dog around did bring some benefits, but Bess – as we named her – became a member of the Gray household. And what a member she was!

Although she came from an immaculate line, Bess was the runt of the litter. She was only six weeks old when she came to us (eight to ten weeks is the usual age for pups to leave their mothers), so it was a massive upheaval for her.

Seeing how weedy and rather pot-bellied she looked, Mum decided to worm her that night and allowed her to stay in a cardboard box in the utility room, ‘just one night’. I remember how little sleep I got. I was far too excited. A puppy, a real puppy! I lay in bed imagining all the agility and obedience trophies we would win. Most of all, somehow I knew I had just gained a best friend. I might have to share her with my sisters, but I would put up with that if it meant she could stay.

I shot downstairs at the crack of dawn. It felt a bit like Christmas morning. I flung open the door to the utility room and stopped dead. The smell was appalling. All over the floor were massive piles of faeces covered with worms.

‘Mum! Dad! Something’s wrong with Bess,’ I wailed.

The commotion brought the whole family out of bed. Caroline and Elizabeth were as repulsed by the scene as I was, but Mum seemed to take it in her stride. She explained that these were dog worms and that they were common in young puppies. All it meant was that the medicine had worked and Bess would be fine. I could have cried with relief. Then Mum reminded us that Bess was our puppy and it was our job to clean up the mess. Caroline and Elizabeth shrank away at the prospect, and I wasn’t too happy about doing it all on my own if Bess did indeed belong to all three of us. However, I had spotted a golden opportunity for some bargaining. I suggested to my sisters that if I took charge of this unpleasant task, then Bess would become my dog. I would allow them to play with her whenever they wanted, but I would be responsible for feeding her, walking her and training her.

They were only too happy to agree to my terms.

Such deviousness in one so young! Such cunning! But in my head it was only fair. I was the oldest, I had been looking forward to having my own dog far longer than they had, and if all it took was a pair of Marigolds and bit of cleaning to call her mine – then so be it; it was a small price to pay.

Bess turned out to be a little minx. She was into everything. Even though she lived outside – neither Dad nor Mum would relent there – she managed to sneak in at the slightest opportunity and zone in on whatever she should not be messing with. She was attracted to the weirdest household items: she could scissor a zip from an expensive jacket in next to no time, and as for brooms and dishcloths, well, they didn’t stand a chance.

Bess and I spent hours in each other’s company. I would get up early to take her out in the morning and rush home after school so that I could play with her. I taught her to sit, lie down, play dead, give a paw and hide her face with her paws. I had great hopes of turning her into a superb agility dog – and although she was too young to train properly, she was a quick learner. I taught her to wriggle her way through the concrete pipes the water board had left lying around, and to jump over little hurdles I made with some traffic cones I had acquired from the A7. By the time she was six months old we were trying our hand at sheep gathering, though I was as ignorant about this as she was. I would take her out on a ridiculously long lead – all the books were agreed that this was the best way to keep control of a young dog – and as a result I would be dragged all over the place. It was a wonder my arm remained attached to my shoulder. When it came to enthusiasm, we had it in buckets and there was no challenge we would not put our minds to cracking.

I suppose you could say I became obsessed with my dog in the way that other young girls might become obsessed with horses. When I wasn’t with Bess I spent hours poring over training manuals and Border collie books. Actual people didn’t get much of a look-in. She was just as devoted to me as I was to her. A collie’s love is all-consuming, as near to unconditional as I have ever experienced. I was proud of the fact that Bess would ditch anyone else if she had a chance of being by my side, that I was the only person who could get her to chase sheep and obey commands. She even went so far as to give Dad the odd nip when he was trying to feed the sheep, but was clever enough to do this when he had his hands full and couldn’t chase after her. Oh, Bess was my pride and joy!

What happened next was a nightmare. It was a Sunday evening in the run-up to lambing. I was busy finishing some homework that was due in the next day, while Mum and Dad were down in the shed giving the pregnant ewes their nighttime feed of silage. Unbeknown to us all, Bess had sneaked along to help them, never liking to miss out on the action.

Dad was driving the telehandler, which we often used for feeding. They are useful machines but with notoriously poor operator visibility. Suddenly, a bloodcurdling noise ripped the night apart. Mum dropped everything and rushed to find Dad. The noise was so human, she said later; it was like someone was being tortured. And it just went on and on. By the time she reached Dad he was crouching over something on the ground. The thing was screaming, screaming.

It was Bess.

‘I just didn’t see her,’ said Dad, clearly upset. He gently examined her, while Mum stood helplessly beside him.

‘She’s badly damaged, Helen. Her back end is crushed. I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to take her to be put down.’

He carefully lifted the wrecked creature into the back of the car, telling Mum he would ring the vet so that the surgery would be prepared for her arrival.

I sensed something was wrong. I think I even knew it was Bess and when Mum dashed indoors to grab her car keys, I was there waiting for her. As soon as Mum looked at me she started crying. It confirmed everything.

‘Where is she?’

‘She’s with Dad, in the car. I’m sorry, Emma, I’m so sorry, but there’s been an accident. It was the telehandler, it’s so heavy, and—’ She couldn’t say any more.

Tears welled up in my eyes and my throat felt tight and painful. I ran outside and flung myself into the car beside her. Bess lay there in a crumpled heap, her mouth wide open. The only noise coming from her now was a laboured rasp as she breathed in and out.

‘Oh,’ I said in a trembling voice. I started to shake but took a deep breath and pulled myself together. ‘It’s OK, Bess, you’re going to be fine. I’m coming with you.’

Mum started the car and we set off on the twenty-minute drive to the vet’s. I tried to make out in the darkness how badly injured she was. Her crushed back leg hung at a dreadful angle, almost as if it wasn’t attached to the rest of her body at all, while her little white paw pointed out to the side. She tried to lift herself up at one point and I could hear her broken bones grind together.

I tried not to think about what would happen when we arrived at the surgery. I didn’t want that moment to arrive, yet I also wanted her misery to end as soon as possible. I was not prepared to believe that these were the last minutes I would spend with my best friend Bess.

The journey seemed to take forever, cars ahead of us crawling along as if deliberately trying to slow us down. I could sense Mum getting frustrated in the driver’s seat. She kept glancing at me in the rear view mirror; she was as devastated as I was, whether for Bess’s sake or for mine I don’t know.

When we finally arrived I dashed round to the other side of the car and tried to lift Bess without hurting her. Mum stood beside me, crying quietly as she watched. Despite her pain, Bess made no attempt to snap or growl as I held her in my arms and followed Mum from the dark street into the fluorescent light of the surgery.

I don’t know if Mum intended to say it, or if it just came out, but she ignored everything that Dad had said about having Bess put down and greeted the vet with the words, ‘Fix this dog. I don’t care what it costs, just please fix her.’ Huge billowing sobs poured out of her then, as if having relinquished responsibility to someone else she could finally let herself feel the full force of what had happened.

My responsibility, now, was to place Bess on to the examination table as gently as possible. I kept talking to her, reassuring her everything was going to be OK. I remember thinking to myself how brave she was being for me, hiding the extent of the pain behind her dark brown eyes, and how hard I tried to match her courage and hold my emotions in check. When the vet injected her with a painkiller, I watched the needle sink into her fur and the syringe being emptied and felt the relief seep through my whole body.

The vet wanted to muzzle Bess while she examined her, but I told her that there was no need for that, that I would hold her head steady myself. The vet looked sceptical. For the length of the examination Bess did nothing more than cry a little, and once or twice, when the pain got too much, she licked my arm and looked up at me in confusion.

An X-ray confirmed the worst: she had several fractured vertebrae, her pelvis was broken in several places, her hip joint was shattered and the damage to her leg looked irreparable.

The vet spoke frankly and sympathetically. It would be expensive to operate, she said. It was a dangerous procedure with a severe risk of massive internal bleeding. Even if surgery was a complete success, it would leave Bess lame for the rest of her life. There was one other option – we could say our goodbyes now and let her go.

I stroked Bess’s head. I could not look at Mum, but I didn’t have to. If Mum hesitated in giving the vet our response, it was only for a second. ‘Just do whatever you can.’

The vet nodded.

As they wheeled Bess away her eyes searched for me until the theatre doors flapped shut and she was gone. Then it was my turn to cry. I thought I would never be able to stop.

*

Bess’s recovery was truly remarkable. Youth was on her side, though – her broken leg was pinned and plated and the shattered hip joint removed, but she was strong and otherwise healthy and she healed quickly.

The biggest hardship was the enforced cage rest she had to endure to ensure that her pelvis healed correctly. Caging a nine-month-old collie is no joke, but Bess was a fine patient. During those four weeks of incarceration the staff at the surgery grew attached to her and, not being able to visit as often as I would have liked, I worried, like a typical thirteen-yearold, that with all these new admirers there to lavish her with care and attention she would soon forget about me. I need not have been so insecure and doubting of her loyalty. Every time I showed up, she was overjoyed to see me.

We all missed having Bess around, and on the day she came home, Mum declared that from now on she would be a house pet, hairs and mess be damned. Bess has lived in Muirfield farmhouse from that day, commandeering her favourite spot on the living room sofa and no other creature – human or beast – would dare claim it from her. Even Dad who, astonishingly, I have witnessed giving up his place so that Bess can make herself comfortable.

I sometimes wonder if my life would have followed a different course if Bess had been put down that night. I think I would have been so sickened that I would never have wanted another dog. Rudyard Kipling once said, ‘Beware of giving your heart to a dog to tear.’ It is so true: when you take on a dog to love, you make yourself vulnerable to so much heartbreak.



Chapter Two

One rainy night a few days after ringing the National Trust, a large envelope is lying on the mat when I get home from work. The brochure on Fallowlees has arrived. I am cold and wet and was thinking only of lighting the fire, putting the kettle on and running a hot bath, but the moment I see the letter I forget all about that in my haste to rip it open. My hands are trembling – and not from the chill, either.

The photograph on the first page shows a sturdy farmhouse standing beside a mismatch of other stone buildings, sheltering behind three huge sycamore trees. In the foreground, black cows graze next to woolly white-faced Cheviot ewes in a field scattered with bulrushes and edged with a great stone wall.

It looks beautiful.

The farm is one hundred and twenty acres in total and a map shows how it is split into fields. It seems small compared to the land I am managing at Fairspring, but I know it is more than big enough for someone on their own and just starting out. Someone like me, in other words. I try to be cautious. ‘Don’t go jumping the gun, Emma,’ I tell myself, ‘you’re so not there yet.’

I read on. The farm has no mains electricity or water and no phone line. Power comes from a diesel generator situated in one of the outbuildings, water from a spring. It is flanked on three sides by the
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