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One

Mandy Hope sat at the kitchen table at Animal Ark, watching the sun glinting off her mother’s row of shiny brass pans. The warm spring air blew in at the open window, ruffling the red checked curtains.

Mandy could hear her father talking on the telephone in the hall. Mandy’s parents were both vets in the village of Welford. Animal Ark was their home as well as their surgery.

‘I wonder who that is,’ she said dreamily. Mandy was always interested in the patients her mother and father took care of.

Emily Hope put a bowl of fluffy scrambled eggs on the kitchen table and smiled. ‘Whoever it is, I hope they don’t keep your dad much longer,’ she said. ‘Otherwise these eggs will get cold.’

‘Mmm, can I start?’ Mandy asked.

‘Go ahead,’ said Mrs Hope. She cocked her head. ‘That’s him finished.’

Mandy scooped a pile of scrambled eggs on to her plate as her father came into the kitchen.

‘That was Nick Summers on the phone,’ he said to his wife as he sat down at the table.

Mandy looked at her dad, concern on her face. ‘Bessie is all right, isn’t she?’ she asked.

Bessie was Nick’s brood mare up at Drysdale Farm. She was in foal and due to give birth in a few weeks. And, even more exciting – she was expecting twins!

Mr Hope ruffled his daughter’s fair hair and poured himself a cup of tea from the blue and white striped pot.

‘Of course she is,’ he replied. ‘Nick is just a bit worried about her, that’s all. She’s been restless.’

Mrs Hope looked up. ‘How restless ?’ she asked.

Mr Hope shrugged. ‘Nick says she’s been lying down and standing up since early morning,’ he said. ‘She just can’t settle.’

‘What does that mean?’ Mandy asked.

Mrs Hope looked concerned. ‘Sometimes when a mare is near to giving birth she gets very uncomfortable,’ she said. ‘She moves about, lies down, stands up.’

‘You mean Bessie might be foaling early?’ said Mandy.

‘She might be showing signs of restlessness just because she’s carrying twins,’ said Mr Hope.

‘I hope so,’ Mrs Hope said. ‘Nick has got enough troubles without premature foals to look after.’

‘Mrs Ponsonby says Nick has taken on more than he can chew at Drysdale,’ said Mandy, munching a slice of toast.

Emily Hope laughed. ‘That sounds just like Mrs Ponsonby,’ she replied.

Mrs Ponsonby was the bossiest woman in Welford. She was a leading light in the Welford village Women’s Institute. If anybody set up a committee, Mrs Ponsonby was bound to be on it – no matter what it was for!

‘She’s always poking her nose into other people’s business,’ said Mandy.

Fiona is Mrs Ponsonby’s niece,’ Mrs Hope reminded her. ‘Mrs Ponsonby is quite worried about her. She says Fiona is wearing herself out working up at Drysdale every weekend.’

‘But Fiona wants to help Nick with the farm so that they can get married,’ Mandy declared. ‘I think he’s wonderful, wanting to raise horses.’

‘Mrs Ponsonby doesn’t think raising horses is a proper job,’ said Emily Hope.

‘She’s wrong there,’ said Adam Hope. ‘It’s one of the hardest jobs there is.’

‘Oh, I’m really looking forward to seeing Bessie’s foals,’ said Mandy. ‘But I hope they don’t come too soon – for her sake.’

‘It won’t be easy for Bessie giving birth to twins,’ said Emily Hope.

‘Just imagine – twin foals!’ exclaimed Mandy.

‘Double the work,’ said Mrs Hope. ‘Nick has taken on a lot with that old farm. I hope he can manage two foals.’

Mandy looked at her mum. Emily Hope’s bright red hair was tied back with a green scarf that matched her eyes.

‘I bet you’re glad I’m not twins,’ she said.

‘Now that really would be double trouble,’ Mr Hope joked.

Mandy smiled. Adam and Emily Hope weren’t her natural parents. Mandy’s own mother and father had been killed in a car crash when she was a baby and the Hopes had adopted her. Mandy had never known her real parents, but that didn’t worry her. Adam and Emily Hope were the best parents anybody could have.

‘I said I’d go up and have a look at Bessie after breakfast,’ said Adam Hope. ‘I’m going that way anyway. I’ve got to look in on Tom Hapwell at Twyford.’

Mandy jiggled about on her chair. ‘Can I come? Please, Dad,’ she begged.

‘I thought you and James were going to work on your project this morning,’ Emily Hope reminded her.

‘School work on a Saturday!’ Mr Hope said. ‘You and James must be turning over a new leaf.’

James was Mandy’s best friend. They cycled to school in Walton together every day. He was a year younger than her and in a different class at school but they had persuaded their teachers to let them work on their local history project together. James and his Labrador, Blackie, were always round at Animal Ark. James liked animals almost as much as Mandy did.

Mandy groaned. ‘Oh, so we were,’ she said. Then she brightened. ‘Wait a minute. Drysdale Farm is pretty old, isn’t it, Dad?’

Mr Hope nodded. ‘At least a couple of hundred years,’ he said.

‘That’s all right then,’ said Mandy. ‘Our project is about Welford and the surrounding area as it was in olden times. Two hundred years is definitely olden times. James can come too and we can make it part of our project. I’ll just give him a ring and get him to bring his camera and the Ordnance Survey map. I’ll still have time to clean out Scrap’s cage and see how he’s getting on.’

Mandy jumped off her chair and made a dive for the door.

‘Wait a minute,’ cried her dad. ‘I haven’t said you can come, never mind James!’

Mandy put her head on one side. ‘Oh, Dad, you wouldn’t say no.’

Adam Hope raised his eyebrows until they almost disappeared under his dark hair. ‘I suppose I wouldn’t,’ he said, smiling. ‘OK, go on then.’

‘Softie!’ exclaimed Emily Hope to her husband.

Mandy made a dash for the phone. It was usually easier to get round her dad than her mum – and she really did want to see Bessie. But then, Mandy always wanted to see all of Animal Ark’s patients.

James agreed enthusiastically to Mandy’s plan.

‘Great idea,’ he said. ‘I’ll come round straight away.’ He was nearly as keen as Mandy to see Bessie.

Mandy made her way to the residential unit. This was for animals who had to stay at Animal Ark while they were being looked after. Scrap had arrived only the day before and Mandy was determined to make the little kitten feel at home.

‘Hello, Scrap,’ she said, as she walked down the row of animal cages.

A black-and-white kitten looked up and limped to the side of the cage, pushing a paw through the bars. One of its legs was thickly bandaged and there was a dressing on its abdomen. In fact, there seemed to be more bandage than kitten.

‘Poor Scrap,’ said Mandy, opening the cage and taking the little animal out. ‘Are you feeling sore? You’ll soon be better, don’t worry.’

Mandy was determined that she was going to be a vet too when she grew up. She spent every minute her parents would allow around the animals that came into Animal Ark. Scrap was her favourite at the moment. The little kitten had taken on a much bigger cat in a fight and lost.

Scrap had been in a sorry state when his owner brought him into Animal Ark. Even Simon, the practice nurse, had thought the kitten couldn’t be saved. But Mrs Hope had spent two hours working on the little kitten’s leg and abdominal injuries. He was getting on nicely now.

Mr Hope looked into the residential unit just as Mandy was putting Scrap back into his cage.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

Mandy nodded. ‘I’ve cleaned the cage,’ she replied. ‘I’ll just wash my hands.’

Mr Hope turned as the sound of a bicycle bell came floating through the open window.

‘That sounds like James.’

Mandy turned off the tap and dried her hands on a paper towel. ‘Ready!’ she cried.
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Two

‘There it is,’ said James, shoving his glasses up his nose and pointing to a spot on the Ordnance Survey map.

The Land-rover crested the hill above Welford and Mandy leaned over to look where James was pointing.

‘Drysdale Farm,’ she said. She took a hand-drawn map out of her project folder and scanned it. ‘It should be just about here.’ She put a cross in pencil on the map.

‘That looks very professional,’ commented Mr Hope from the front seat.

James looked pleased. ‘It took us ages to draw that map,’ he said. ‘We’re putting all the farms and houses we’re studying on it. They’re all at least a hundred years old.’

Mr Hope turned the Land-rover on to a farm track. ‘Drysdale is certainly old,’ he said. ‘It’s been in Nick’s family for generations. The Summers had always raised horses there. But by the time Nick took it on, the farm was falling to bits.’

‘How come?’ asked James.

Mr Hope shrugged. ‘I don’t know the whole story,’ he admitted. ‘There was a terrible fire at the farm about forty years ago and after that the whole place was abandoned. Then young Nick arrived about a year back and said he was going to start raising horses again.’

‘It sounds as though that would be a really interesting story for our project,’ James said thoughtfully.

Mandy’s thoughts were elsewhere. ‘What happened to the horses?’ she asked.

‘What horses?’ her dad said.

‘The ones that were there when the fire happened,’ said Mandy.

Mr Hope smiled. ‘Trust you, Mandy,’ he said. ‘You always think about the animals, don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ said Mandy. ‘Animals are important!’

‘You could ask Grandad all about it,’ Mr Hope said. ‘He’s bound to remember the fire.’

‘Good idea!’ said James.

Mr Hope drew the Land-rover to a stop in the farmyard. Mandy looked around. It was obvious somebody had been working very hard. There were bags of cement propped up against the stable wall and a half-built structure on the other side of the stableyard.

‘That must be the new stable block,’ Mandy said. ‘I wonder how many horses Nick is planning to have.’

‘Here he is now,’ Mr Hope said. ‘You can ask him all the questions you like – after we’ve had a look at Bessie.’

A young man came out of the stable block to welcome them.

Nick Summers was in his mid-twenties. He was tall and thin with wavy dark hair and deep-blue eyes. At the moment his eyes looked worried and his face was drawn with tiredness.

‘It was good of you to come, Adam,’ he said to Mr Hope. ‘Bessie seems to be getting more restless all the time. I’ve been up most of the night with her. She’s pawing the ground a lot.’

‘It might just be discomfort,’ Mr Hope said. ‘It can’t be easy carrying two foals.’

‘I hope so,’ said Nick. ‘She should have another three weeks to go.’

‘I hope you don’t mind a couple of visitors,’ Adam Hope said. ‘When Mandy heard I was coming to visit Bessie, I couldn’t keep her away.’

Nick smiled and his whole face lit up. ‘Bessie will be delighted to see you, Mandy,’ he said. Nick had already discovered that Mandy loved all animals.

‘This is James,’ Mandy said as they walked towards the stable block. ‘We’re doing a project about old farms and stuff in the area. Do you think we could ask you some questions about Drysdale? It’s so old, you see, it’ll be great for our project.’

Nick laughed and ran a hand through his mop of curly hair. ‘Drysdale is certainly old enough,’ he said. ‘Just look at these stables. If I don’t get a move on they’re going to fall apart before Bessie’s twins are even born.’

Mandy looked across the stableyard to the half-finished building. ‘Are those the new stables?’ she asked.

Nick nodded. ‘They were supposed to be finished by now,’ he said as they passed through the door of the old stables. ‘I hadn’t realised just how much work it would be.’

‘You’re doing a great job, Nick,’ Mr Hope said. ‘You’re working sixteen hours a day from what I hear.’

Nick looked around the old-fashioned stalls. ‘It still isn’t enough,’ he said. ‘This place isn’t safe any longer. I just hope we don’t have any really bad weather before I get the new ones finished. These leak like a sieve as it is.’

‘You’ll manage it, Nick,’ Mr Hope said. ‘But it is a huge amount of work for one person to take on.’

‘Who said anything about one person?’ said a voice from the far end of the stables. ‘I’ve heaved so many bricks and shovelled so much cement, I could get a job on a building site any day.’

Mandy grinned as a young woman in jeans, gumboots and a tatty old jersey poked her head out of the end stall. It was Fiona Armour, Nick’s girlfriend.

‘You’d never think Fiona was Mrs Ponsonby’s niece, would you?’ whispered James, grinning.

Mandy smiled as she thought of Mrs Ponsonby with her big flowery hats and high-heeled shoes. She was certainly nothing like Fiona.

‘Hi, Fiona!’ she said.

‘Come and see Bessie,’ Fiona replied.

Fiona had a round, rosy face and soft brown hair tied up on top of her head in an untidy knot.

Mandy and James ran towards the stall. ‘Hello, Bessie,’ Mandy said softly.

The big black mare turned her head at the sound of Mandy’s voice and whickered softly. Mandy stretched up a hand and stroked her neck. The mare moved restlessly from side to side.
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‘How is she?’ asked James.

Fiona ran a hand through her hair making it even more untidy. ‘She’s getting a bit tired,’ the girl said. ‘This is hard work for an old lady like Bessie.’

‘I hope her foals are black just like their mum,’ Mandy said. ‘Bessie’s coat is so shiny.’

‘I don’t mind what colour they are so long as they’re healthy,’ Nick said as he and Mr Hope arrived at the stall.

‘Of course, that’s the most important thing,’ Mandy said.

Mr Hope ran a hand over Bessie’s flank.

‘Why don’t we go and have a cool drink while your dad is examining Bessie?’ Fiona said to Mandy and James. ‘And maybe some cherry cake.’

James nodded eagerly. ‘That sounds great. I’m starving,’ he said.

‘You’re always starving,’ laughed Mandy.

They left Mr Hope in the stables with Nick and Bessie and walked across the stableyard to the house.

‘Fiona,’ Mandy said. ‘Can we ask you some questions about Drysdale Farm?’

Fiona shrugged. ‘Ask me anything you like,’ she said. ‘But I don’t know if I can be any help. What do you want to know?’
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