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They climbed the narrow stairs, Oscar leading the way and Scott pushing her up step by step. Every footfall was an effort, and she clung to the handrail as though about to roll back down the stairs if she didn’t.

Scott went into the bathroom to get her a drink of water while she undressed. He could hear Oscar saying, ‘Mummy! Shoes off. Mummy! Please.’

But it was Scott who removed her shoes, Scott who undressed her with Oscar’s help, Scott who tidied the bed for her and Scott who persuaded her to lie down. He pulled up the duvet, lifted Oscar up so he could give her a kiss and couldn’t help smiling thinking of Zoe’s words when the two of them kissed in front of Samson lying in pieces on the operating table. And now he’d undressed her, something he would have loved to do in the right circumstances, but it couldn’t have been less romantic, their own son giving a hand. Would they never get things right?

‘Doctor’s on his way, Zo. Leave everything to me. I’ll sort out things at the practice, don’t fret.’

In acknowledgement of his generosity her hand came out from under the duvet and caressed his cheek, then she pulled the duvet right over her head to shut out the world. He thought to himself that she couldn’t have looked more unattractive, tear-streaked and exhausted as she was, but the touch of her hand on his cheek was sheer bliss.
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 Chapter 1

Zoe slammed the back door shut and stalked across the car park to her car seething with temper. How dare Graham look at her with those lustful eyes? By what right? It was always the same when you had a child but no wedding ring on your finger; easy virtue was always the assumption. Well, believe me, Graham, this time you’ve backed the wrong horse. Zoe flung her visiting list onto the front passenger seat, climbed in and started the engine. She reversed furiously, went into first and almost ran down Dan as he went out to his car. Nothing less than he deserved. He always, always seemed to be waiting to pounce for some misdemeanour or other of hers. As she slowed before turning into the main road she recollected his reasons and shrugged. To hell with him. She glanced in her rear-view mirror and saw he was already waiting behind her. Right now he’d be saying to himself, ‘Women drivers!’ and criticizing her for not pulling away as sharply as he supposed he would in the circumstances.

As the traffic cleared momentarily, she swung away into the road, glad that Dan had turned left over the bridge and was not following her. Zoe loved driving. If only she could have a soft-top car then she’d have the roof down all year round, with the wind blowing her hair and invigorating her. But with drugs to be carried a vet’s vehicle had to be secure.

Her first call was to Lord Askew’s dairy herd. The daft old goat. But you had to admire him for sticking to his principles, even if they were as outdated as a horse and cart. Still, at least she didn’t have to deal with him. She could leave all that to Dan with his instinctive equine talents. Zoe’s face screwed up when she thought that as though she’d tasted something very sour. Huh!

The stable courtyard was built as beautifully as the main house. What taste the Georgians had! Such beauty. She parked as close to the archway into the farmyard as she could and went to find Chris, the head stock man, her spirits lifting as she smelled the warm, comforting smell of cows kept inside because of the severe weather. There was one thing about cows – they were always even-tempered. Never resentful or irritable, unless they were in pain, just patient and willing. She tried calling his name. Must be at breakfast. Since he would have been up since five or so she decided to leave him in peace and went to sit on the mounting block in the stableyard for a while.

It was cold, almost beyond belief, but there was a brilliant sun shining with the crisp smell of frost in the air and Zoe loved it. Small animals! Give her large animals any time. OK, sometimes her strength ran out when she was heaving an unwilling sheep, or battling with a difficult calving, but by craft and guile, learned with experience, she usually managed. In any case, it always boosted a man’s ego if she had to ask for help.

Sound carried well in the sharp air and she heard his lordship coming back from his early ride long before she saw him. She’d half a mind to leap off the mounting block and escape him but the sheer cussedness that possessed her this morning made her stay.

He’d not lost a single stone of his massive weight. Still the same florid face, the shoulders like giant hams, the big fleshy hands masterfully holding the reins, his thick legs tucked into his hugely shiny chestnut-coloured riding boots. Give him his due, he could ride. Impressive he was. His fine black horse, one of the biggest hunters she’d ever seen, took a very able rider to control him and was still lively even though he was sweating from his exercise. Professional politeness got her to her feet. ‘Good morning, Lord Askew. Fine morning for a ride.’

Lord Askew swung down from the saddle, planted his great feet on the ground and said, ‘Made all the better for seeing you, my dear. How are we this morning? In fine fettle, I see. What a pleasant sight; you match the morning! Happy New Year to you!’

‘And to you, my lord.’ Zoe remembered to say what she knew would please him. ‘I see Lady Mary had considerable success at Olympia.’

‘Indeed she did. Very proud of the gal I am. Not only Galaxy but Constellation too did well. Thank God that Dan of yours spotted Galaxy’s problem.’ The downturn of Zoe’s mouth at the mention of Dan’s expertise amused him. ‘Breakfasted this morning?’

‘No, I’m just waiting for Chris to finish his.’

Lord Askew’s face lost its hail-fellow-well-met look. ‘Call him out! It’s what I pay him for.’

‘I most certainly shan’t. He’ll have already been up at least three hours and he deserves to refuel. And for what I imagine you pay him for all the hours he puts in he’s earned his break.’

Lord Askew, liking feisty women, said, ‘Hmm. Well. You have breakfast with me then while you wait.’ He ran an expert eye over Zoe and mentally licked his lips.

‘Thanks all the same, but no. I’ve lots to do. Good morning to you, my lord.’ She deliberately turned her back on him and went through the archway because she’d heard Chris’s boots slurping along, almost beating a tattoo as his boot heels bumped along the cobbled yard.

‘Hi Chris! Lead me to the offending cow. I’m in a mood for instant diagnosis!’

‘Glad about that because she has me foxed and not half. Happy New Year to you!’

‘And to you.’

They went companionably through into the largest of the cow byres and became lost in veterinary discussions, which were meat and drink to them both. By the time Zoe left, Lord Askew was already back in the stableyard talking to Gavin, his head groom. Zoe waved to them both, calling out New Year greetings to Gavin, who sulkily acknowledged them. Obviously Gavin was getting torn to pieces over something. Lord Askew touched the peak of his cap to her and said nothing. How she’d hate to have him as her employer. Tied house, long hours and an attitude that said you owed Lord Askew something for the privilege of working for him. One day she’d have the most horrendous row with him, she knew she would. It was inevitable.

Beulah Bank Farm next and then along the cart track, which she used as a short cut to skirt past Magnum Percy to reach Pick’s Farm. She enjoyed the drive to Beulah Bank, steep, twisting and very dangerous if it had snowed and afterwards frozen over. But today the icy patches would only be where the trees had prevented the sun shining on the road. Zoe decided to call into the Practice on the way with the samples she’d collected from the sick Guernsey at Lord Askew’s and a quick coffee wouldn’t go amiss.

She took them into the office to leave them with Joy. ‘Here we are, samples to go off today, please.’

Joy glanced at the clock. ‘It took a while there?’

‘Well, Chris had gone for his breakfast so I had to wait.’ Zoe leaned over the desk and asked quietly, ‘You didn’t hear from Duncan for Christmas?’

‘How do you know I didn’t?’

‘Light’s gone out of your face again, that’s how I know. Thought you might hear, you know, festive season and all that.’

‘Well, I didn’t.’ Joy fidgeted with a pen on her desk. ‘Primarily it’s all my fault, which doesn’t help.’

‘You mean Mungo?’

Joy stared at her and eventually nodded agreement.

‘Duncan knows, obviously?’

The answer to Zoe’s question was another nod from Joy.

‘It could be described as banging your head against a brick wall. Mungo will never forsake Miriam for anyone, you know that, and still you persist. You must be mad. Absolutely mad. No man’s worth that kind of devotion.’

‘Some are.’

‘I know Mungo’s an absolute prize, a total charmer in fact, but there are limits.’

Somewhat tartly Joy asked, ‘You know all about men, do you?’

‘Not all, but a lot. Anyhow, it’s you who’s been left with nothing, no lover, no husband, so just think on that. Going for a coffee, it’s blasted cold out there.’

Zoe turned on her heel and left as abruptly as she’d come. The coffee with plenty of sugar in it revived her flagging spirits and she was off to Beulah Bank in no time at all.

This was the best bit of veterinary practice, all the darting about from one farm to another, never knowing from one day to the next where you’d be going, what problems you’d have to solve, who you’d be chatting to about the best subject in the world.

Beulah Bank Farm nestled in the foothills, sheltered from the wind by the high point of the moor above Barleybridge. Zoe always had the same thought as she arrived in the farmyard. If she had to choose somewhere else to live and she had the money she’d live here. The views from the back of the house were spectacular. She saw Megan waving to her from the kitchen window and waved back. She didn’t go in but shouted through the window that she’d find Josh first and then come in for a word when she’d finished.

She found Josh sitting in a stable with the lad. They had a fan heater going, the electric light on and the lad was dealing a hand of cards onto the old trunk they used for a table.

‘Hi, Zoe.’ Josh pulled up a box for her to sit on.

‘What’s this, then? Here am I, slaving my guts out in all this cold weather, and you two are as snug as two bugs in a rug, playing cards.’

The lad winked.

Josh laughed. ‘He’s beating me. Would you believe it? Beating me.’ He punched the lad on his arm.

Zoe, who had a soft spot for the lad, said jokingly, ‘Well, it’s not your brains is it, lad? It’s your sheer native cunning.’

‘Won two pounds off him this Christmas, I have.’

‘Good lad. Just what I like to hear. Well, come on then, Josh, let’s be having you. Rhodri said one of your ewes was in distress. Said something about her being special.’

They turned off the fan heater, put on their warm coats and stumped off with her to a sheep pen at the far side of the barn. ‘She’s early, been straining since first light. I’ve had a feel round and I don’t like it. It’s beyond me. I don’t want anything to happen to her. She’s Megan’s pet sheep Myfanwy.’

‘I’ll have a look.’ Zoe believed in hands on and didn’t always bother with the elbow-length plastic gloves and … ‘My word, you don’t think it could be quads, do you? There’s an almighty jumble in here.’ She was silent for a moment and then said, ‘There’s an awful lot of legs. OK, old girl, OK. Zoe’s doing her best. Has she had a multiple birth before?’

‘Megan says she’s had twins twice before, but then that’s common nowadays. Bloody hell! You don’t really think it might be quads?’

The lad’s eyes grew large with interest. ‘Is that four? I’d best boil a kettle like they do in films.’

Josh muttered, ‘It’s not a baby she’s having, it’s a lamb, you daft beggar.’

‘I know. I know. But it’s Megan’s, shouldn’t we do something special?’

Zoe, still feeling about inside the ewe, said, ‘You can bring me a big bucket of hot water and a bar of soap, please. I’ll need that.’

‘Right!’ The lad got up off his knees and dashed away, bent on doing the right thing. ‘Bucket of hot water and a bar of soap. Bucket of hot water and a bar of soap.’

He came back with some towels too and the news that Megan was coming when she’d put the baby in his cradle.

Zoe was still knee-deep in straw, trying as best she could to disentangle however many there were inside Myfanwy. ‘I’ve nearly got one of them. How’s the mother looking?’

‘Down in the mouth. Straining all the time.’

‘Don’t I know it. She’s making it difficult.’

Zoe gave a heave, the nose and front feet of a lamb appeared, and then out on the straw popped one of the smallest lambs she’d ever seen, bleating though and struggling. Megan arrived at that moment and said, ‘It’s small.’

‘Exactly. Can it go in your warming oven, Megan, just for an hour while I sort out the rest? Needs a bit of TLC. Not too happy about it. The lad’ll give it a clean with some straw for you.’

‘Quads or triplets, do you think? That must be why it’s so small. Here we are, young lady.’ Megan scooped up the lamb in one of the towels she’d sent in with the lad and, snuggling it inside her jacket, went back to the house.

Zoe managed to extricate another lamb, bigger and stronger than the first, and then the third. The fourth slipped out easily. She sat back in the straw. ‘Well, there’s a first time for everything and this is my first set of quads. Wonderful! I’ll give Myfanwy a booster and some antibiotic as a precaution, she’s had a rough time. Give those lambs a good rub with the towel, lad, she’s too weary to bother just yet. I’ll do the injections and then we’ll see if she’ll let them feed.’

Josh was beside himself with delight. ‘It’s a first for me too. Brilliant. I can’t believe it. Though a lamb in the house will be a lot of work for Megan with the baby, too.’

‘Leave that to me. I’ll get Old Man Jones on with feeding it. He needs to earn his living somehow.’

‘You’ll not. He’s an awkward cuss, he is. The less I have to do with him the better.’

‘Just you wait and see.’

Josh grunted, ‘I’ll wait a long time.’

‘You won’t. See, look, she’s letting them suckle. Great, they’re real doers, this lot.’ The lambs’ little tails were waggling excitedly as they drew down their very first food from their mother’s udder. ‘If I was a sentimentalist I’d say, “Don’t they look sweet?”.’ Zoe rubbed her hands and arms vigorously with the soap, rinsed them clean in the bucket and dried them off on her sweater.

‘I’ll leave you here and go see Old Man Jones.’

Josh shouted after her, ‘Bet you a pound.’

‘You’ve lost already,’ came Zoe’s voice on the wind.

In the sheep pen Josh and the lad knelt in the straw together, admiring the lambs and marvelling at the mother’s loving attention. ‘Wonder how little Tom Thumb’s doing?’ asked the lad.

‘Tomasina more like. He was a she.’

‘Oh! That’s what we want, isn’t it? Girls?’

Josh had to smile at the innocence of his double entendre. That was what both of them wanted but were unlikely to get.

Zoe tapped on the back door of the farmhouse and opened it shouting, ‘It’s me! How are we doing in the oven department?’

Leaving her boots outside the door, she padded into the kitchen and couldn’t help smiling to herself. The pound was hers, no doubt about it. ‘Good morning, Mr Jones. How is she?’

As far as he was able, in that he was crippled with arthritis, Megan’s father turned to look at her. He was sitting in a chair by the cooker with the newborn lamb on his lap, trying to get it to suck from a baby’s feeding bottle. ‘Not so good. She’s no strength to suck.’

‘I’ll watch for a moment.’

Mr Jones was right. She was eager but couldn’t muster any energy for the life-giving milk.

‘I’ve got just the thing in my car.’

Zoe returned carrying a syringe, which she used for dosing various noxious liquids such as worming potions. ‘This is brand new, never been used, and I can’t think of a better use for it at the moment than feeding this little scrap.’

She drew some of the milk into the syringe and handed it to Mr Jones. By dribbling the milk in drop by drop through the syringe so there was no effort on the lamb’s part except swallowing, he managed to get some milk into her. Zoe’s approving tone when she said, ‘Your kind of patience is just what she needs,’ gave Old Man Jones the impetus to volunteer to take over feeding.

He took his eyes from the lamb for a moment and said, ‘Normally I would have thought it a waste of valuable time keeping a lamb like this alive, better to finish it here and now, but being one of quads and one of Myfanwy’s I think we’ll have a go.’ He glanced towards the door to check that Megan wasn’t within hearing distance and whispered, ‘Megan needs a boost. Very low at the moment.’

‘Ah! Right, I see. Post baby, you mean?’

Mr Jones nodded. ‘Rough time at the birth, and she’s not really recovered. So we’ve got to succeed. Can you put her back in the oven for me?’

Zoe took the fragile lamb from him and briefly hugged it, enjoying the homely smell of it and the weight of it in her arms; it reminded her of Oscar when he was newborn. ‘There we are, young lady. You hang in there, for Megan. Right.’ She placed the lamb on the blanket in the bottom of the oven and left the door ajar. Zoe was so moved by this lamb hovering between life and death she almost kissed it before she let go of it, but that kind of slushy behaviour to an animal was against her nature so she didn’t. ‘All I can say is thank heavens for an Aga. They do have their uses. Be seeing you, Mr Jones. Any probs give me a bell. Anytime. For some reason I’ve taken a shine to this lamb, seeing as she’s one of my first quadruplets ever. What a start to the New Year.’

‘We’ll give it a damn good try. Many thanks and good morning to you, Zoe. Happy New Year.’

‘And to you. And to Megan, of course.’

‘Of course.’

Zoe took the cart track to Pick’s Farm, leaving Magnum Percy undisturbed, and joined the tarmac road to the farm thinking about her lunch. At least today this was her last call, except for emergencies, so she’d treat herself to lunch in Barleybridge, do some vital shopping and go home.

She arrived home three hours later to be greeted by her mother in complaining mode.

‘Zoe! Where have you been? I’m at my wits’ end. Oscar’s done nothing but race about all morning and it’s been too cold for me to take him for a walk.’

‘Didn’t you take him to nursery?’

‘No.’ Her mother avoided looking at her so Zoe knew she’d not taken him on purpose.

‘Why not?’

‘Because …’

‘Yes?’

‘Because I couldn’t be bothered.’

‘So don’t complain at me that’s he’s driven you crackers.’ She walked into the sitting room and was aghast at what she saw. There were toys everywhere, apparently flung out of the toy cupboard then discarded, some of them without even being played with. There wasn’t anything which annoyed her more. ‘This room would have stayed tidy if only you’d taken him. Look at it. Just look at it.’

Hands on hips, her mother, with that icy tone Zoe knew only too well, said, ‘Well, he’s your son, you tidy it.’

A thought occurred to Zoe. ‘Where is he?’

‘I’ve no idea. I went out to the bin—’

‘And left the door open, of course.’

‘I was only out a moment and he’d disappeared.’

‘How long ago was that?’

Her mother glanced at the clock. ‘Ten minutes.’

‘Half an hour more like! God! Mother, you need your brains examining.’

Zoe ran at a furious pace into every room in the house, which didn’t take long. ‘He’s not in the house. Anywhere. Had he a coat on?’

‘Of course not, he was in the house.’

‘What then? The clothes I put out before I left?’

‘Well, he didn’t want his jumper on so he just had a T-shirt. Said it was his tickly one and he didn’t like it. I hadn’t the energy to insist.’

Zoe shrugged her coat back on again and rushed outside into the lane calling, calling, ‘Oscar! Oscar! Oscar!’ Eventually she spotted him coming out of a neighbour’s gate.

‘Mummy! Not in. All gone out.’ He ran to her, arms outstretched. In her relief Zoe clasped him to her and swung him round and round.

‘You’re a naughty boy, do you know that? A very naughty boy. Granny’s cross.’

‘Mummy cross?’

Zoe nuzzled her face into the softness of Oscar’s neck. ‘Not cross, but very worried. Boys your age should never run off without someone with them. Don’t do it again. Ever. OK?’

Oscar’s thumb was in his mouth and his blond head snuggled onto her shoulder.

‘Hungry?’

Oscar nodded.

‘Then while I make lunch, you go say sorry to Granny. Right?’

Oscar nodded.

‘Really sorry. She’s very upset.’

Zoe carried him back up the lane to her house, closed the garden gate with the special catch she’d had fitted to keep him safe, though why she did that when he’d apparently already learned to undo it she had no idea, and then stood looking up at her house.

Twelve years she’d been qualified and what had she to show for it? A dream of a country cottage, which though small was very lovely, a son whom she adored when she remembered, a mother who endeavoured on a daily basis to drive her out of her mind, a partnership bought with Dad’s money, which meant a good job which she loved … but that was it.

Zoe hitched Oscar’s weight onto her other hip and marched up the path, determined not to row with her mother if she could possibly help it. The sitting room hadn’t been touched, the lunch not even started even though it was two o’clock and Oscar wouldn’t have eaten since she’d given him his breakfast at half past seven, and her mother was stretched out in an easy chair with a G and T in her hand. Zoe’s temper rose inside her like bile.

‘I work damned hard to keep a roof over your head. I feed you, pay all the bills, shop for you, pay for your car, your pension is your own, what more can I do? All you’re asked to do is look after Oscar. Taking him to nursery isn’t that onerous, is it? You know, turn the key in the ignition, take off the handbrake and go. I bought the car, I pay for the petrol, what’s hard about that? It must be easier than this.’ Zoe waved her arm at the chaos in her sitting room.

Joan Savage took a sip of gin before she replied, ‘I don’t approve of nursery at his age. He shouldn’t need to go. You should have married his father.’ She paused and then added spitefully, ‘Whoever he was.’

Zoe stood Oscar down saying to him, ‘Lunch in five minutes, go play for a minute.’

‘Hungry. Cri’ps? Biccy?’

‘In a minute.’ She leaned over her mother and with her mouth close to her ear she said, ‘I’ve told you before, don’t mention his father in his presence. I won’t have it.’

‘I haven’t mentioned him because I don’t know who he is. So how can I?’

Zoe looked at Oscar, at the blond hair, his fair skin and his big blue eyes, so unlike herself, but the familiar pang she usually felt was missing. Maybe at long last she’d got over him. Then Oscar smiled at her. ‘Juice?’ he said and before she knew it, his smile had re-awakened the memories of his father.


Chapter 2

While Zoe was spending what remained of her afternoon off taking Oscar out for a walk through the woods and paddling in a stream, cracking the ice at the edges with their boot heels, Joy was experiencing a seriously bad afternoon. Two clients on the small animal side arrived believing they had made appointments, which proved not to have been entered in the schedules, and as both Graham and Valentine had full lists it meant squeezing the unexpected clients in between other appointments. Nothing annoyed her more than this happening and she swore that before nightfall she would have found the guilty party and had a severe word. Either Stephie or Annette was at fault.

But worse was yet to come.

Dan had been out since early morning driving from one farm to another on severely icy roads. He was using his own car because the Land Rover was in for a badly needed servicing. He was cautiously climbing the hill from Chess Gorge Farm where he’d been seeing to one of their ponies and on the steep climb up towards the main road at Crossways, Dan saw a farm lorry approaching him. He drew in close to the hedgerow to leave plenty of space for it, then, too late realized it was beginning to go out of control. Unable to take any action to avoid it, he watched with horror as the lorry skidded on the ice towards him.

The noise of crunching metal was terrifying, and the impact of his forehead on the windscreen and then the crushing of him by his own distorted dashboard and his smashed car door, momentarily knocked him unconscious.

When he came to there was silence.

Broken in moments by the lorry driver appearing at his smashed door, numb with shock.

The chap tried to open it but he couldn’t and so shouted through the shattered glass, ‘All right?’

‘No.’

‘Well, then.’

‘I can’t get out, my legs are trapped.’

‘Door won’t open.’

‘Then could you kindly get me some help? Like an ambulance, or the fire brigade to cut me out.’

The lorry driver shrugged. ‘Got no phone. Nearest is at the Dog and Partridge. My lorry won’t move.’

‘Use my mobile.’ It was on the seat beside him and Dan, despite the pain of which he was suddenly becoming aware, reached for it and handed it to the chap through the broken glass.

Solicitously the driver observed, ‘Mind, be careful, you don’t want a scratch with broken glass. Glass cuts deep.’

Rather sarcastically Dan said, ‘That’s the least of my problems. Go on then nine, nine, nine.’

‘Ah! Right.’

When they arrived, the ambulance medics found Dan sweating and grey from the pain.

‘Keep absolutely still. You’ll need cutting out.’

The remainder of his rescue went by through a haze of searing pain and then unconsciousness.

In a lucid moment he phoned Rose and told her his news but nothing at all about the severity of the crash. ‘No, no, darling, I’m absolutely fine, just taking me to hospital for a check-up, don’t worry please. Barleybridge A&E. That’s right. No need to come to the hospital, I’ll be OK.’ Then he fainted dead away. His last conscious effort was to switch off his phone.

When Joy heard the police saying they were taking him to hospital as soon as he’d been extricated from the car she felt sick at the thought of how close Dan must have been to being killed. Having to be cut out of his car! Heavens above. Then to her shame she selfishly thought, Hell! Now what? How would they manage? With them all working at full stretch, and Dan obviously going to be out of action for a while they were almost completely stuffed as far as farm work was concerned, except for Zoe and Colin.

Rose needed to know. Joy rang her number, planning, while she waited for Rose to answer, how tactfully she could best phrase her news.

‘Rose Franklin Brown speaking. Oh, it’s you, Joy. It’s all right, they rang me first. Don’t worry. I’m going to the hospital right now. My help’s looking after Jonathan. No! Please. Just let me go. I’ll ring with any news. No, no, he’s conscious, I’ve spoken to him. Thanks for ringing. Yes, yes, I will. Bye for now.’

Rose squeezed herself as best she could behind the wheel of her Volvo, took a deep breath to calm her nerves, fastened her safety belt and set off, hands gripping the steering wheel with fierce determination. Rose’s one thought was how badly had Dan been hurt. In her head she could hear the almost superhuman effort Dan had made in order to be able to speak reassuringly to her, but she knew in her heart of hearts that matters were serious. You didn’t have a big farm lorry score down the side of your car and emerge uninjured. She paused at that stupid roundabout which no one liked, went what she considered to be the wrong way round it and ended up in the hospital car park, parking quite by chance in exactly the same space as when she’d brought Letty to the hospital that time and Letty had proved to be pregnant. Well, that was good news then, maybe she’d have good news now.

They’d taken Dan down for a brain scan when she arrived in A&E so Rose sat patiently waiting his return. They’d given her the news about Dan quite cheerfully but Rose could sense there was an awful lot they weren’t telling her. Dan! Dan! I love you. So much. Please don’t let go. Stay here for me. For Jonathan. For this little one. Rose placed a soothing hand on her bump and briefly communicated with this new one like she did every day during her pregnancy. Two months to go. Dan! Dan! She couldn’t stop his name running through her head. It was all she could think to say. Dan! Dan! Begging him to stay alive.

A lone woman left the department, weeping inconsolably. For a single second Rose thought that might be herself in a moment, in an hour, tomorrow. No! No! She’d no one she could call who could comfort her like Dan could. No one at all. Oh God! Please. He hadn’t the best of good looks, he could be tetchy, he didn’t suffer fools gladly and sometimes his squeaky clean morals infuriated her, but he had such presence, such an aura of strength. A pillar of strength, that was Dan. And a very loving man. Where he loved he gave his heart and soul, everything that was him, unconditionally. Daniel Jonathan Franklin Brown, don’t you dare leave me.

Rose was so immersed in her pain that she didn’t realize that Letty had arrived, until she plumped down beside her and took her hand. ‘I’ve come. Colin told me what had happened.’

‘Oh! You shouldn’t have. What about the baby?’

‘My sister’s staying with me at the moment. She’s delighted for the chance to be in charge. Have you any news?’

‘They’ve taken him for a brain scan. He hit his forehead with an almighty blow on the windscreen, you see.’

‘Well, I’ll stay. My sister will look after Colin. Nothing she likes better than a man to look after. Thinks I don’t feed him enough.’ Letty smiled. She still gripped Rose’s hand and didn’t look like letting go.

‘There’s no need to stay, you know. You can’t do anything.’

‘I know, but you can’t be alone, not right now. I’ve never forgotten how grateful I was to you for that day, you know when you brought me here and I heard our wonderful news. So now it’s my turn to wait with you.’ Letty smiled encouragingly, releasing Rose’s hand and adding, ‘I need something to drink. How about you?’

Rose nodded.

They brought Dan back just as soon as Letty went to find a coffee machine.

They took her in to see him.

They said his brain scan had proved fine. He must have a skull made from concrete to take a blow like that and his brain to be unaffected. They told her both his legs were broken where he’d been trapped by the dashboard collapsing, so he was in a lot of pain. They were taking him down to theatre as soon as maybe to fix them. She mustn’t worry, he was sedated. Perhaps he wouldn’t know she was there.

Rose stood beside the bed, staring down at Dan. His forehead was badly swollen and coloured a strange black and purple and it overhung his eyes, which were also blackened. In her mind arose the picture of him striding away from her when she’d told him she didn’t want her unfaithful husband any more. As if Dan could ever be unfaithful to her, or she to him. Oh, God! Her heart broke at the memory of her gross lack of trust.

She felt him squeeze her hand. ‘Dan? It’s Rose.’

‘I know. Love you. I’ll soon be up … and about.’

‘I know you will. They won’t keep you tied to a hospital bed for long.’

Dan’s eyes opened and he half smiled and then drifted away again. His hand fell away from hers so she found a chair and sat down, exhausted by witnessing Dan’s pain.

Before she knew it Letty had come in with the nursing staff. ‘They’re taking him down to theatre now, Rose. It’ll be a long time, so I’ve promised them I’ll take you home and make you a meal. You need to rest, being as you are.’

Rose only half heard what she said because she was bending over the bed kissing Dan. ‘My darling, take care. Love you.’ She thought she felt him squeeze her hand again and she clung to that feeling the whole interminable evening.

Finally, at almost midnight, the hospital rang to say they’d fixed his legs, he was beginning to come round and they were very satisfied with what they’d done. ‘Be a new man in a few weeks, Mrs Brown, as if it’s never happened. He’s a strong chap so he’s withstood the operation very well indeed.’

‘I’m coming to see him.’

‘You’re welcome to come, but we’d rather he had a chance to sleep. Best cure in the world. So you get a good night’s sleep too and come in tomorrow. Goodnight.’

Rose put down the phone and reported to Letty. ‘They aren’t hiding something from me, are they? Maybe I’d better go, whatever they say.’

Something of the old Letty, the Letty that had dominated Colin’s every thought and action for years, came back. ‘Absolutely not. They’re thinking of you with a baby and another on the way. No point in sitting all night looking at a man asleep. Bed is what you need. Anyway, you must take care of yourself. We don’t want Dan upset by you having the baby too early. That wouldn’t do at all. Set him back weeks, that would. I’m ringing Colin to ask him to pop over with my night things so I can stay here.’

Rose stood up, intending to protest.

‘No! I won’t listen to a word. You’ll do as you are told.’ Letty pushed her gently back into her chair and bustled out to phone Colin, turning at the door to say, ‘If Jonathan wakes, I’ll see to him – if he’ll let me. After all, I’m used to babies now, aren’t I?’ She gave Rose such a lovely proud smile that Rose had to smile back. It was amazing what one small six-pound scrap of humanity called John had done for Letty.

Rose’s help arrived by eight the next morning, but by then she was up, showered and dressed and was breakfasting with Jonathan and Letty, having already rung the hospital and been told Dan had had a good night, was conscious and looking forward to seeing her.

‘Toast, Rose?’

‘No, thanks.’ Rose saw Letty’s disapproving look and changed her mind. ‘I know, I know. I’ve got to keep up my strength. I’m dreading seeing him in case I fall about weeping.’

‘You won’t, for his sake.’

‘I guess you’re right. I hope not. You go home, Letty. My help will care for Jonathan for me. Little John needs to see his mum.’

A dreamy look came over Letty’s face. ‘He’s so beautiful. Just like Colin was at his age, judging by his baby photos. So amenable to everything. No trouble at all.’ Letty popped the last piece of her toast in her mouth and said, ‘I’ll see you off to the hospital, then I’ll leave. If you need me for anything at all, you’ve only got to ring me. Right?’

That morning at the Practice they were inundated with phone calls from clients, who, having heard about Dan, were anxious for progress reports. Joy, Stephie and Annette steeled themselves for a busy day.

‘Look, girls, it’s only to be expected that they’ll all want to know, though how they’ve found out in such a short space of time I’ll never know. It isn’t twenty-four hours since the accident so I know there isn’t much to tell, but tell it and remember to thank them and say you’ll pass their good wishes on to him. Make a list on the computer of the calls and we’ll print it out and send it to him tomorrow or the day after. OK?’

Annette said, ‘Let’s go round with the hat and buy him flowers from everyone or something just to let him know we’re thinking of him. Agreed, Joy?’

‘Absolutely. Yes. You do that. Meanwhile I’m going to sort the farm calls for today. Routine calls are abandoned, otherwise Zoe and Colin won’t cope.’

‘So what is the message? About Dan?’ Stephie asked.

‘Two broken legs. Rather nasty breaks though. But in good spirits. OK?’

Stephie commented, ‘It’ll take more than two broken legs to get Dan down.’

Joy nodded. ‘You’re right. It’s Rose I’m worried about. Pregnant again, and all that anxiety. She loves him so.’

‘He loves her. Wish I had a man who loved me like that. Talk about Romeo and Juliet. They’re completely dotty about each other.’ The three of them laughed when Annette said that.

‘To work, the pair of you, and let me get on.’ Joy disappeared into her office.

Zoe came in at that moment. ‘What’s the latest on his lordship?’

Stephie raised an eyebrow at her. ‘On Dan, you mean?’

‘Who else?’

‘He’s got two broken legs. They operated last night and they were nasty breaks.’

‘Ouch! That’s him out of action for at least three months then. Poor chap.’

‘No routine calls, just emergencies, Joy says.’

‘I see. My list.’ Zoe dug in her pockets and brought out a five-pound note. ‘That’s for flowers or whatever. Right. List? List? Come on.’

Annette handed it to her and watched while she studied it. ‘Is it all right?’

‘Oh, yes. Busy day. I’ll be in touch. Just Colin and me today then and for the foreseeable future?’

‘Well, yes, unless we get a locum.’

‘Come on, Annette, you know Mungo doesn’t like paying out locum charges. They come extremely expensive, you know, well, he thinks it’s expensive, but if you’re in a hole you have to pay to get out of it.’

‘Exactly, Zoe. Bring back Scott, I say, whatever it costs.’ Stephie laughed as she said this. With hand on her heart and her eyes sparkling, she added, ‘Oh for a sight of his gorgeous blue eyes. And those pecs, absolutely fabulous. And that unbelievable tan! Wow!’ She gripped the edge of the desk and pretended to fan herself.

Zoe leaned over the reception desk and quietly, but viciously, snarled, ‘Over my dead body. He’s best left where he is, in the outback, thousands of miles away.’

She left behind a stunned silence.

During the morning Zoe added another call to her list. She still had on her mind the little lamb at Beulah Bank Farm, so she made it convenient to call to see how she prospered.

Knocking on the back door of the farmhouse and opening it at the same time, she called out, ‘It’s Zoe. Called to see my favourite lamb.’

Megan called out from the kitchen, ‘She’s doing well. Come and take a look.’

The lamb, now forty-eight hours old, was cosily tucked down in a cardboard box placed close to the warmth of the Aga. She got to her feet when Zoe walked in and performed a kind of hop, skip and a jump towards her, unconsciously making a very pretty picture.

‘My word! You look much better than when I saw you last. Megan, you’ve done wonders with her.’

‘Not me. Da’s done all the work. Up all hours. Thrilled to bits, he is. Josh is out lambing at the moment, but he keeps popping in for a look just in case Da isn’t doing things properly.’

Zoe didn’t answer for a moment because she was busy petting the lamb. Then she looked up and said, ‘This young lady should join the others, she’s strong enough now. We might just get Myfanway to take her on, but time’s running out for that. Been away from her too long. I’ll go see Josh.’

Josh was in the lambing barn attending another ewe that was giving birth. Beside him on the straw lay a dead lamb. ‘Bad do here, Zoe. They’re both dead. Well, certainly one is. Think this one is too.’ Josh brought out another dead lamb. ‘Yes. No point in trying to revive it. Can’t understand this. I’m so disappointed. Can’t bear to lose a single lamb. Always seems such a failure on my part. I’m glad it’s the lad’s day off, he takes it so badly when they’re dead. He’s asked for a funeral service in the past.’

‘I’ve an idea. Hold on, don’t let her go.’

Zoe ran down the yard to the farmhouse, kicked off her boots and raced into the kitchen. ‘Megan! I might have got a foster mother for this little one. All right if I have a go? Or would you prefer to keep her?’

‘I’d be glad for Tomasina to have a mother. Take her. Go on. See if it works.’

Zoe snatched the lamb up under her arm, dashed out, struggled to pull on her boots and then headed for the barn.

‘Look, Josh, this is what we’ll try.’

Josh sat back on his heels to listen, as Zoe told him what she wanted him to do. ‘Put your hand inside the ewe and get some of her discharge on to it. That’s it, now rub your hands together and smear it all over this little one, go on, all over Tomasina, especially her face and head. Now bring her round to the front of the ewe, as though you’ve just delivered her and let the ewe have a chance to smell her. That’s it. Yes!’ Quickly Zoe moved the two dead lambs away from their mother’s sight.

Josh and Zoe waited breathlessly to see if their ruse would work. At first there was hesitation on the part of the foster mother and then more interest and then contact was made with the little lamb and she began nuzzling it as though it was her own. The lamb bleated joyously.

‘See! See!’ Zoe was beside herself with delight. ‘Now, first hurdle over, let’s see if it goes instinctively to suckle.’

The two of them knelt silently in the straw, watching and waiting for the miracle. Josh had his fingers crossed on both hands. Zoe, not being superstitious, merely watched with her heart in her mouth. One satisfied ewe. One happy lamb. All’s right with the world. Instinct overruled forty-eight hours in the house and the lamb started searching for the ewe’s udder. When its little tail began waggling with pleasure, Zoe knew she’d succeeded. ‘Brilliant. What a sight. Just look at it. Just look!’

‘Never seen that done before, but
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