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Chapter One
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Home. As the car swooped over the narrow bridge beside the woods, Mandy Hope had the feeling she was back where she belonged.


Beyond the leaf-heavy trees lining the road, she could see the smooth green curve of the beacon, high up on Norland Fell. A hawk hung in the air, riding an invisible current as it studied the ground for prey. Sheep dotted the fell, a scatter of cloudy white against the dark grass. Two walkers were hiking along the line of the dry-stone wall, and Mandy felt a stab of envy as she watched them climb over a stile and head up to the peak.


If only she could stop the car and go for a walk under the vast empty sky. Mandy took a sip of water from a plastic bottle, hoping to quell the butterflies in her stomach. She glanced across at the man beside her, his broad hands light on the steering wheel. Simon Webster, her boyfriend of just over twelve months, caught her eye and grinned. Mandy couldn’t help returning his smile. Simon had only visited her home village of Welford twice before – the curse of their equally frantic schedules at the veterinary clinic in Leeds – and she hoped he would learn to love it as much as she always had.


The giant oak tree that marked the boundary of the village flashed past.


‘Cock-a-doodle-do!’ Simon crowed.


Mandy raised her eyebrows, puzzled. ‘What?’


‘Isn’t that how you wake up sleepy villages?’ Simon teased.


Mandy groaned. ‘Seriously, dad jokes already?’


Simon laid his hand on Mandy’s thigh. His blue eyes were serious now. ‘I know today is going to be tricky for you. I was just trying to help.’


Mandy placed her hand on top of his. His palm felt warm and solid through the fabric of her skirt. ‘I know you were,’ she said. ‘And I appreciate it. Thank you.’ She leaned over to kiss his cheek.


Simon steered the car into a space close to the centre of the village. He pulled on the handbrake and turned towards her. ‘Ready?’


‘I think so,’ Mandy said. This was not just any normal homecoming. Today was far more important than that. James, wonderful James, the best friend anyone could have, was getting married and Mandy had agreed to be his best woman.


Simon was out of the car and had whisked round to help Mandy before she had a chance to gather her thoughts. The expression in his blue eyes warmed her as she pulled herself upright, and she was glad of his hand when she found herself teetering for a moment on the unfamiliar heels. Her jodhpur boots were so much more comfortable. The scent of newly cut silage greeted her and Mandy stood for a moment, transported back to the summers she and James had spent together all over Welford and the surrounding Dales.


In the distance, she could hear the burble of the river as they set off to walk up the lane that led to the village green. As they approached the crossroads, they passed the Fox and Goose.


Mandy nodded to the white-painted, slate-roofed pub. ‘That’s where the reception will be. There’s a lovely walled garden out the back. James and I held a charity dog wash there one year.’ That day had been almost as scorchingly perfect as this one. James and Mandy had finished soaked to the skin, but it had been worth it, knowing they had contributed to the We Love Animals campaign, one of the many wildlife charities they had raised funds for. Mandy couldn’t remember spending her pocket money on anything else; recalling how she had nearly poked her eye out with the mascara this morning, she wondered if she should have used some of the cash to start practising make-up at an earlier age than twenty-seven.


She pointed to a terrace of grey stone cottages that were squeezed into a lane behind the pub. ‘Up there is Ernie Bell’s old cottage. He used to have a grey squirrel as a pet.’ For a moment Mandy felt sad. Ernie and Sammy the squirrel were gone now, along with several of the villagers she had grown up with. Then she grinned as happier memories replaced the thoughts of what she had lost.


‘That’s the village hall.’ She pointed to a low stone building on the far side of the road. ‘We had a Christmas Eve party there once, and pets were invited, too. Susan Collins turned up with her pony, Prince.’


‘Really?’ Simon said. His eyebrows almost reached his fringe. ‘Was there room in the hall for a pony?’


‘Of course not.’ Mandy laughed. ‘Prince stood outside and stuck his head in through the window.’ She could still remember how absurd the little bay pony had looked with his head through the narrow gap.


‘So many big memories,’ Simon mused, ‘for such a pocket-sized village.’


Mandy turned to check her reflection in the window of the post office. Her face was only partly visible through the patchwork of small ad postcards. Her eyes fell on a card advertising a two-year-old lawnmower, economical to run and 100% reliable. At the bottom, in bold lettering, it was revealed that the ‘lawnmower’ was actually a goat named Cyrus.


‘It’s going to be great,’ Mandy said. ‘Coming back. Helping Mum and Dad.’


Throughout her long training, Mandy had never planned to return to Welford to work with her parents in the Animal Ark clinic. She wanted to find new challenges, carve out her own place in the world of veterinary science. Since meeting Simon at the clinic in Leeds, her future had seemed further from Welford than ever. But the new assistant Adam and Emily had recruited only a few weeks ago had unexpectedly quit. When Mandy learned of the struggle they were having to find a locum willing to take on large animal work, and with her own contract in Leeds coming to an end, it had been an obvious step to help out until her parents found a permanent replacement.


‘They’re very lucky to have you,’ Simon commented.


Mandy frowned. ‘Shula Maclean really let them down,’ she said. ‘I know it’s tough in mixed practice, with large animal cases day and night and pet consultations as well, but she could at least have stayed until they’d had time to find someone else.’


Her boyfriend shrugged. ‘True,’ he said, ‘but I can understand the temptation of a city job. Better money as well as every night and weekend off.’


Mandy sighed. ‘I suppose so.’


‘And what about you?’ Simon prompted. ‘Won’t you miss living in Leeds? Exchanging the bright lights and twenty-four-hour shopping for Welford …’ he looked around, ‘… pretty as it is. At least it will only be for a few months.’


Mandy, who had been about to say she didn’t think she would miss the city at all, closed her mouth. They had reached the heart of Welford and the village green with its sombre grey war memorial and tranquil pond. A crowd of people stood chatting on the daisy-strewn grass. Beyond them, several rows of white seats were lined up in front of the oak tree in the centre of the green. A white-painted archway woven with flowers stood under the branches of the tree. Mandy was suddenly aware of the tightness of the navy sheath dress that James had chosen for her, and of just how tall she was in heels. The fascinator in her hair was tugging and she lifted a hand, hoping to relieve the tension, but her fingers met the smoothly pinned chignon and she didn’t dare touch it.


‘You look stunning.’ Simon seemed to sense that she was having a moment of self-doubt and she managed a weak smile, but at that instant there came a cry from a figure standing on the edge of the neatly mown grass.


‘Mandy?’ Trying to ignore the sensation that everyone was staring at her, Mandy studied the dark-haired young woman who had called her name.


‘Susan?’ she gasped. ‘It’s Susan Collins. The girl with the pony I was talking about,’ she explained to Simon.


Susan was smiling. ‘It’s great to see you,’ she said. ‘I heard James had chosen you as his best woman.’ Her face softened as a small boy with huge brown eyes trotted towards them across the grass, clutching a handful of purple Michaelmas daisies.


‘What have you got there, sweetie?’ Susan asked, bending to greet him and then looking up at Mandy. ‘This is my son Jack.’ There was pride in her gaze.


‘Nice flowers for you, Mummy,’ said Jack. ‘From over there.’


Mandy looked where he was pointing and wanted to laugh. The other half of the bouquet remained on the plinth at the base of the cenotaph.


Susan put her hand over her mouth, trying to hide a broad grin. ‘They’re very nice,’ she said. ‘But they don’t belong to us. Shall we put them back?’ She took Jack’s hand and led him towards the monument.


‘Mandy!’ There was another exclamation.


‘Gran!’ Forgetting the dress and the hair and the heels, Mandy made a rush across the grass and hugged Dorothy Hope. ‘You’re looking wonderful,’ she said, stepping back to admire her grandmother’s clear skin and sparkling blue eyes. ‘Where’s Grandad?’ Before Dorothy could reply, Tom Hope emerged from the group of guests that were gathered near the roadside and Mandy hugged him as well.


‘It’s so lovely to see you,’ Dorothy said. Her blue eyes were a little more clouded than Mandy remembered, and she made a mental note to check whether her grandmother was due to see the cataract specialist again.


‘What a splendid dress!’ her grandfather exclaimed. ‘You look so grown up!’


‘And you’re so elegant and tall,’ her grandmother added.


Mandy wondered if Dorothy had genuinely forgotten that she was almost a head shorter than her granddaughter. She bent down and kissed her grandmother’s smooth powdered cheek. ‘You look stunning,’ she told Dorothy. ‘That shade of green really suits you.’


Dorothy smoothed her pistachio-coloured jacket. ‘Your grandad told me I looked like a giant leaf.’


‘But I like leaves!’ Tom Hope protested.


‘You remember Simon?’ Mandy turned and pulled her boyfriend to her side.


‘Of course!’ said Dorothy. She shook Simon’s hand. ‘You look very smart, dear.’


Behind her grandparents, Mandy could see lots of faces she recognised. Brandon Gill was there. He had been in Mandy’s class at school, but now raised cattle as well as pigs on Greystones Farm where he had grown up. Brandon was looking uncomfortable; his suit seemed a little too tight. Sympathy coursed through Mandy as she saw him tug surreptitiously at his collar. She felt the same about her dress.


‘Hello, Brandon,’ she called and he flushed bright red.


‘Mandy,’ he said with a nod, meeting her eyes for a nanosecond.


Mandy could also see Jean Knox, Animal Ark’s former receptionist. On her retirement, Jean had moved away from Welford to be closer to her family. Mandy was delighted to see she had returned for the occasion. ‘Hello there, young lady!’ Jean reached up to kiss Mandy’s cheek. She was looking very elegant in a sapphire blue suit. Despite Mandy’s regular visits to Welford, she and Jean never seemed to be there at the same time.


‘Hello!’ Mandy grinned. ‘It’s great to see you. Are you just back for the day or will you be staying a bit longer?’


‘Just for today, I’m afraid,’ Jean said. ‘I’m baby-sitting tomorrow but I was so pleased when James invited me.’


‘How are the twins?’ Mandy knew that Jean looked after her grandchildren regularly now she lived nearer to them.


‘They’re very well, thank goodness. A handful of trouble, but growing up so fast!’


Mandy caught sight of a thickset woman walking up the road towards the green, wearing a broad-brimmed hat and firmly clutching a fat Pekinese to her bosom. ‘Look who it is,’ she whispered to Jean.


‘You mean Mrs Ponsonby?’ Jean looked surprised. ‘Did James invite her to the wedding?’


‘I don’t think so.’ Mandy shook her head. ‘There wasn’t room at the reception to invite everyone from the village, or I suspect he would have done! I suppose she couldn’t resist coming to take a look at us all,’ she added. ‘But that can’t be …’


‘It’s not Pandora.’ Mandy turned to see that Susan had returned, carrying Jack, whose eyes were fixed on the dog. Mandy had already realised that it couldn’t be the same pampered Pekinese she remembered so well from her childhood, but the likeness was uncanny.


‘She’s called Fancy and she’s a distant relative of Pandora’s. Third cousin twice removed, I think,’ Susan continued. ‘Give Mrs P a few days and she could probably tell you their ancestry, right back to the time when their great-great-great-grandmother was panting her way around the Forbidden City.’


Mandy laughed, but smothered it quickly as Mrs Ponsonby approached.


‘Good morning, Amanda,’ she said as she walked past. Coming to a halt, she lowered her eyes to admire the raised flower bed that lay close to the pond, but Mandy could see the older woman was unable to resist a series of long glances at the wedding guests. She felt a surge of affection for the timeless pillar of Welford’s community. Life in the village would have been very different without Amelia Ponsonby.


Simon touched her elbow. ‘Your parents are here,’ he told her.


Mandy turned to see her mother and father coming up the lane.


‘How beautiful you look.’ Emily Hope put her arms around Mandy and kissed her cheek.


‘Indeed you do,’ said her father Adam, giving her a lopsided grin. ‘I wasn’t sure whether James would convince you to wear something different. I half expected to find you here with your jeans and boots on.’


Mandy regarded him affectionately. ‘I could say the same to you,’ she teased. ‘Maybe you should have come in your waterproofs and wellies.’ Instead her father was looking handsome in a charcoal grey suit. There were a few more lines on his brow these days, and his dark hair had faded, but his laughing brown eyes were just the same.


‘And how lovely to see you again, Simon.’ Mandy was pleased to hear the warmth in her mother’s voice. After all, they had barely met the man who was already such a huge part of Mandy’s life. But she felt a stir of concern as she studied Emily more closely. Unlike her father, who seemed full of life, her mum was looking tireder than usual. Her skin, usually fair, seemed stretched around the eyes and there was precious little colour in her cheeks. Mandy knew better than to ask if everything was okay. Her adoptive mother had always prided herself on her stamina and, despite her compassion for others, tended to view illness in herself as a weakness. Simon had started telling Adam about the drive up from Leeds and impulsively, Mandy gave her mum’s hand a squeeze.


‘It’s lovely to be back,’ she said, with a rush of gratitude for her precious parents, who had always been so proud of everything she had done. No wonder her mother was looking tired. Without an assistant, they must be snowed under. In a couple of weeks, she would be able to help them properly, Mandy reminded herself. Thank goodness the locum contract in Leeds was finishing just at the right time. Her mum and dad might even be able to take a holiday. She was sure she could manage on her own for a few days.


The rumble of a vintage car engine broke through the chatter and everyone turned to look. It was James arriving in typical style, and Mandy found herself grinning as he pulled up on the edge of the grass and climbed out of the driver’s seat. How dashing he looked in his pale blue suit. The old round glasses – the ones that had made him a dead-ringer for Harry Potter throughout their school days – had been replaced with a smart rimless pair, and he no longer wore them halfway down his nose. But his hair still flopped forwards onto his forehead, resistant to any hairbrush or styling gel.


James’s face lit up when he saw Mandy waiting for him. ‘Hello,’ he said and then pretended to wince as she threw herself at him and hugged him tight.


‘I’ve missed you,’ she said, ‘but you’re looking fantastic and it’s a lovely day and … oh I can’t believe the day has actually arrived and you’re getting married.’ She stopped, realising she was talking too much, but James laughed.


‘It does seem a bit unreal,’ he admitted and regarded her fondly. ‘But what about you? You look amazing.’


Self-conscious again under his gaze, Mandy said, ‘At least you had the sense to choose navy blue. Can you imagine me as a six-foot bridesmaid in lilac chiffon?’


‘Not really.’ James shook his head. ‘But even if you were dressed in a doily, nobody has ever had a more wonderful best woman, I’m sure of it.’


Best woman. Even though Mandy had been overjoyed when James asked, the title sounded clumsy. ‘I’ll do everything I can to make it a good day,’ Mandy said. Despite herself, she felt a sudden prickling behind her eyes. She lowered them, hoping James wouldn’t notice, but he grasped her arms, suddenly fierce.


‘You promised you wouldn’t cry, remember?’ Loosening his grip, he gazed at her. The pleading in his eyes made Mandy wince. Taking a deep breath and blinking away the unshed tears, she nodded.


‘Mum! Dad!’ James’s parents arrived and to Mandy’s relief, he turned his attention to his mother, who started to fuss over his suit, straightening the white flower pinned to his lapel and brushing invisible dust from his sleeve. Mrs Hunter looked amazing, Mandy thought. She was wearing a long cream coat with gold brocade over a linen dress in a subtle shade of bronze. Her hair, which had always been the same shade of brown as James’s, had turned white, but it was tied back in an elegant bun, and her blue eyes were full of concern as she regarded her son.


‘Look at your hair!’ she exclaimed, tipping her head back to see him better. ‘I said you should get it cut.’


‘I had better things to think about, Mum.’ James shook his head, but his voice was affectionate.


‘Do you have a comb?’ Mrs Hunter asked and when James shrugged, she turned to her husband. ‘Gavin, do you have a comb? Just look at his hair.’


Mr Hunter was regarding his son quietly. ‘He looks fine to me,’ he said, ‘and I think it’s time for us to go and find our seats.’ With an apologetic wave, he guided his wife towards the rapidly filling chairs.


‘I hope Paul gets here soon. Lily and Seamus are coming with him.’ James glanced at his watch. Lily and Seamus were James’s much-loved dogs and Mandy knew they were going to play a very special part in the ceremony.


‘Maybe they’ve got cold feet – or paws – about their big role?’ she said, trying to distract him as he looked down at his wrist again.


James managed a smile. ‘I couldn’t leave them out of the ceremony, not with …’ but his words tailed off as another classic car drew up alongside his Bentley. ‘Here they are.’


Mandy heard the relief in his voice. There were two people in the car, but Mandy only had eyes for the passenger, a handsome man with a shaven head, who smiled and waved as the car drew up. He climbed out, opened the rear door, and unclipped the harnesses of the two wriggling animals in the back seat. One black, one brindle, both whippet thin, the two mixed-breed dogs bounded towards James and Mandy, their sleek coats gleaming. James bent briefly and hugged them both and a moment later, they were hurling themselves at Mandy. She laughingly fended them off as Lily, the smaller of the two, scrabbled at her bare legs and Seamus, slightly taller, threatened to plant both feet on the front of her dress.


‘They haven’t forgotten the rings,’ Mandy said, catching sight of the tiny leather boxes that James had attached to the dogs’ collars. She stood up as the passenger from the car approached.


‘Paul,’ she said and reached up to kiss him on the cheek. ‘You’re looking great.’


‘Thank you,’ he replied, but James stepped between them with a mock-frown.


‘Hey,’ he said to Mandy. ‘It’s my job to tell him that!’ Mandy moved aside as James smiled at Paul. ‘Was the journey okay?’ he asked.


‘Not bad,’ Paul said. He looked at James with appreciation. ‘You really are very handsome in those new glasses,’ he said with a grin. ‘Just as well your looks and personality match.’


James shook his head. ‘You’ve always been the good-looking one,’ he said and he took Paul’s hand. ‘Ready?’ he asked.


Paul nodded. ‘More than ready,’ he replied and, side by side, dogs at their heels, they began the solemn walk along the pathway towards the oak tree.


Mandy turned to Simon. James might be ready, but despite her determination to honour her promise, she was finding it hard to keep herself together.


‘All right?’ Simon whispered, taking her hand and squeezing it. She nodded and swallowed.


‘Paul looks well,’ Simon commented. Mandy nodded again.


‘We should go,’ he said, and Mandy was glad to have him beside her when they walked up the narrow aisle between the rows of chairs. Ahead of them, Paul and James stopped in front of the registrar, a kind-eyed woman in a neat navy suit, who stood waiting under the scented canopy. Simon joined Mandy’s parents and she took her place beside James.


As James and his fiancé turned to face one another in the shade of the magnificent oak, the shadows around Paul’s eyes that had been camouflaged in the sunshine were thrown into sharp relief. He stood square-shouldered and smiling as if everything in his life was perfect. Mandy pressed her lips together hard. That her best friend was in love, that he had found a partner for life, should have been a source of pure joy, and yet today was exquisitely painful. Paul, who was the dearest thing in the world to James, who had brought him so much happiness, was in the final stages of osteosarcoma. Mandy knew too much about bone cancer to be under any illusion there would be a happy ending. Her friends had to steal what time they could.


In the distance, Mandy could hear the sweet chirruping of a skylark as the registrar read out the vows. ‘Paul William Franco, is it your will to have this man to be your spouse, to live together in the state of marriage? Is it your will to love him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, to be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?’


How serious Paul looked as he spoke. ‘I will.’


The registrar turned her gaze to James. ‘James Hunter,’ she said, her voice calm. ‘Is it your will to have this man to be your spouse, to live together in the state of marriage? Is it your will to love him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, to be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?’


‘I will.’


There was a moment of stillness, the silver song of the lark clear in the distance. ‘And now,’ the registrar smiled, ‘Reverend Hadcroft has been invited to say a few words.’ Stepping aside, she made way for the vicar who had presided for many years over the parish. His hair was still black, his blue eyes still twinkled as he faced the congregation. Although he had only recently met Paul, Mandy knew he had taken time to sit down with the couple and learn about their short history.


‘Thank you, my friends,’ he said, ‘for joining us here today, to celebrate the marriage of these two wonderful young men. I was honoured when James asked me if I would be willing to say a few words at their wedding ceremony. I would also like to invite anyone who wishes to join us for a special prayer session for Paul and James at the end of tomorrow morning’s service in the church.’ He paused for a long moment, smiling at James and Paul, before looking out across the rows of seats. ‘It takes courage,’ he said, ‘to commit one’s life to someone, but there is a story that James has told me that I think illustrates the strength these two wonderful young men have found in one another. And,’ he smiled, casting his gaze over the crowd, ‘I think anyone who has lived in this village as long as I have will agree that this tale illustrates how well suited they are. I understand these two young men met in a very unusual way. They were walking in opposite directions down a street in York when they heard howling. Both of them felt unable to ignore such a sound and on investigation, they discovered a group of boys who had trapped something,’ he raised an eyebrow, ‘or indeed, two somethings in a plastic bag, which they were about to throw in the river. James and Paul, despite being outnumbered, chased off the boys and retrieved the bag. Inside, to their surprise, they found two young puppies, one black and one brindle.’


Mandy couldn’t take her eyes off the vicar, even though she had heard the story before. ‘I think all of you know where this is going,’ said the reverend, bending down to pat Seamus’s head and then Lily’s. ‘Rather than allowing the police to take the puppies to a rescue centre, Paul and James agreed to take one each, but to keep in touch so that the tiny brother and sister would not lose one another completely. And the rest, of course, is history.’ He looked around, first at Paul, then at James and finally resting his eyes on Mandy. ‘Many of us can recall that in James’s younger days, he and Mandy Hope, who stands here beside her friend, had lots of similar adventures. I know that she will join me and everyone here in wishing you both,’ he beamed at the couple, ‘the great joy of sharing your love of animals with your love for one another.’


Mandy heard a single gasping sob from somewhere behind her. Half turning, she caught sight of Gran and Grandad Hope sitting beside her dad. Catching Mandy’s eye, her grandfather sent her a reassuring smile. She held her breath for a moment and dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands. If her friends could be this brave, then she must be brave for them. By the time the couple had kissed and turned towards her, she was able to smile. Unsure that she could trust her voice, she reached out. Briefly she grasped their hands, one warm and dry, one cooler, with fingers too slim. A moment later she released them and the newly married couple turned to face the congregation. Joining hands, fingers tightly intertwined, they made their way back down the aisle, the two dogs with them, one on either side.


Mandy finished her last spoonful of chocolate mousse and sat back. She suspected she was putting undue pressure on the seams of her dress. Simon was talking to his neighbour, James’s cousin Daniel, about the significance of the 1851 classification of French wine regions. On Mandy’s other side, James was holding out his hand for an elderly aunt to admire his gleaming gold ring. His free hand grasped Paul’s, resting on Paul’s slim thigh.


The horde of young and slightly nervous serving staff had almost finished clearing away the plates. Mandy took a deep breath and tried to smooth out the wrinkles in her dress. She stood up as Gary and Bev Parsons, the landlords of the Fox and Goose, filled the last few glasses with champagne. Mandy felt a flutter of butterflies as people stopped their conversations and turned to look at her.


James had asked her to make a speech. It had been almost impossible to decide what to say. It didn’t seem appropriate to joke too much and she didn’t want to dwell on Paul’s illness. Mandy wasn’t sure she could talk about it without breaking down anyway. She had settled on keeping her comments brief. Beside her, James lifted his eyes and smiled, and she felt courage flow into her.


‘I’m not going to talk for long,’ she began. ‘For those who don’t know me yet,’ she glanced over to where Paul’s family were sitting, ‘I am Mandy Hope and I grew up in Welford with James. Despite being a year younger than me, I think everyone who knows us would agree he has always been the sensible one. But I always knew he loved animals as much as I did and back then, we made it our mission to save the world. Unlike Noah, who saved his animals two-by-two, we set out to rescue them one at a time.’ She paused as a wave of laughter ran through the guests. ‘Well, it seems my efforts have been bettered. When James and Paul met, they managed to save a pair of animals. Noah would have been proud!’ Another pause for laughter and a ripple of applause. ‘Paul,’ Mandy looked at him directly, ‘I couldn’t have been dethroned by a better person.’


Paul acknowledged her words with a nod. So far, so good, Mandy thought, though the most difficult part was still to come. Taking a deep breath, keeping her voice steady, she addressed Paul again.


‘Your new husband is the most gentle, generous, loyal and, crucially for me,’ she paused and held up her hands, managing a grin, ‘the most patient man I have ever met. If I had a magic wand and could turn him into an animal, I think he would make the most wonderful pet.’ She was nearing the end now. ‘Obviously, I have known Paul for a much shorter time than James, but I know they are a perfect match. Paul, you too are generous, loyal and patient. I truly believe you deserve one another.’ From the corner of her eye, she saw her grandparents sitting beside her father. Dorothy was wiping a tear from her eye. Although Mandy’s hand was shaking, she gripped her glass tightly and raised it in a toast.


‘To James and Paul!’ she said and collectively, the guests lifted their drinks and toasted the newly-weds. With a thump, Mandy sat down in her chair.


James reached his arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. ‘Thanks,’ he whispered. ‘That was lovely.’


As soon as the speeches were over, Mandy left Simon talking to her parents and escaped into the garden to cool her burning cheeks. She was inhaling the scent of a huge yellow rose when she heard her name.


‘Mandy?’


She turned to see Mrs McFarlane, who had worked in the post office when Mandy and James were growing up. The elderly lady was resplendent in a blue and white floral suit and scarlet hat. Mandy felt a rush of gratitude that she had taken so much trouble to dress up for James’s wedding.


‘I thought of you this morning,’ Mandy said, ‘when I passed the post office. I was remembering all the ice creams James and I used to buy.’


‘Those were the days,’ Mrs McFarlane agreed. Her eyes were bright behind her glasses. ‘I remember you used to come in during the holidays to post samples for your mum and dad.’


Mandy smiled. ‘So we did,’ she said. ‘So much responsibility! I think we even argued about who got to carry the envelopes.’


‘You and James were always together.’ Mrs McFarlane glanced around the garden and her face softened when she caught sight of James, who was sitting on a bench in the sun with Paul beside him. ‘It was such an exciting day for the village when James decided to have his wedding here. And I was so happy to hear you were coming back for the occasion as well. It’s amazing how time passes. You’re both so grown up.’


‘We are,’ said Mandy.


‘What are you up to now? I’ve seen you around Welford a few times, but I hear you’ve been working in Leeds this past year.’


‘That’s right,’ Mandy said, ‘but in three weeks’ time, I’m coming back here to Welford for more than a visit. I’m going to help Mum and Dad out.’


The former postmistress’s face lit up. ‘You’ll be working at Animal Ark? That’s wonderful.’


‘It’s not a permanent thing though, is it?’ Mandy hadn’t heard Simon approaching and she jumped when he spoke. Several other people had drifted into the garden by now, including Jean Knox, who was helping Susan’s son Jack to pick dandelions.


Simon put his arm around her waist and smiled at Fiona and Mrs McFarlane. ‘Mandy is only here until Adam and Emily find a replacement. After that, we’re going to open our own clinic in Leeds. We’re very interested in the recent advances in orthopaedic surgery, aren’t we?’


Mandy wrinkled her nose. She wished Simon hadn’t interrupted quite so condescendingly. It wasn’t even entirely true, she thought. Simon was much more interested in extreme surgery than she was. She had always been fascinated by animal rehabilitation and had chosen to study animal behaviour to Masters level when she had finished her vet degree. They had talked about setting up a combined clinic and rescue centre. She didn’t know what to say and was glad when Jean Knox, having heard Simon’s comment, started asking him questions about progress in small animal surgery.


‘I’m going to see if I can find James,’ Mandy said. He and Paul had disappeared from the bench. Simon was too busy explaining the technicalities of toggling a hip joint to do more than wave at Mandy as she walked away.


She couldn’t immediately see James and Paul inside. She approached the bar, where Bev Parsons, red-cheeked and wild-haired, was pulling a pint of local ale.


‘Hi, Bev. Do you know where James and Paul are?’ Mandy asked.


Bev pointed towards an inconspicuous doorway beside the bar. ‘They’re through there,’ she said.


Mandy walked into a wood-panelled room where James was holding the hand of a grey-looking Paul. ‘Is everything okay?’ she said, feeling a stir of concern. ‘Is there anything I can do?’


James smiled at her in a strained way. ‘Actually, you’re just the person we need,’ he said. ‘You know how Paul has to get injections of Fragmin to help prevent blood clots?’ Mandy nodded. ‘Well, we’re lucky enough to live next door to a nurse, and she’s been helping with the injections.’


‘Okay,’ said Mandy.


‘The staff at the hospital showed me how to give him the injection,’ James said miserably, ‘but I just can’t do it. I’m frightened I’ll hurt him or inject into the muscle by mistake.’


‘And you want me to help?’ Mandy guessed.


‘Please.’ It was Paul’s turn to speak, though he sounded breathless. ‘I don’t want my husband to do anything on his wedding day that makes him unhappy.’ James was holding Paul’s hand and Mandy watched as the sick man’s fingers tightened.


‘Where’s the injection?’ said Mandy. James handed her a tiny syringe. ‘Watch closely,’ she said as she took a small pinch of Paul’s skin between her fingers and inserted the needle. ‘They maybe didn’t show you this, but because Paul is so slim now, you might need to put the needle in at an angle to get properly under the skin.’


James nodded, his eyes relieved. ‘Thanks, Mandy,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how you can be a vet. I would have been much too squeamish.’


‘I don’t think that’s true at all,’ she said, looking at James. ‘You are one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met. You could do anything you wanted. Next time you have to give the injection, you’ll manage fine.’


James smiled at her. He opened his mouth to speak but his face crumpled and his eyes filled with tears.


Paul reached out and took both James’s hands in his. ‘Mandy’s right,’ he said. ‘You are indeed the most amazing man in the world, and I am so happy I met you. This is, without doubt, the best day of my life.’


Mandy felt tears prickling behind her own eyes, and for the first time that day, she did nothing to stop them.




Chapter Two
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‘What a glorious day.’ Adam Hope lowered himself into his favourite armchair. Mandy spotted a new clock on the mantelpiece, and DVDs lined the shelves where there had once been videos, but her father’s wing-back chair still occupied the corner where it had always stood. ‘Sit down, Simon, make yourself at home.’


‘Thank you, Mr Hope.’


‘I’ve told you before, young man. Call me Adam.’ Mandy’s dad beamed. ‘Tell me, Simon, do you like whisky?’ He reached out and took a bottle from a cabinet that was close by his seat. ‘I have a wonderful malt here, ten years old …’


Mandy raised her eyebrows at Simon. ‘Don’t let him get started on his malts,’ she advised, ‘or you’ll never hear the end of it,’ but Simon was already leaning towards Adam to have a look at the bottle.


‘Bladnoch,’ he said, nodding appreciatively. ‘Flora and fauna edition. Very appropriate.’ He sat back. ‘I wouldn’t say no.’


Adam’s eyes twinkled. ‘Mandy?’


‘No, thanks, Dad. You know I think whisky tastes like disinfectant.’ To her relief, her mother appeared.


‘I’m just going to have a look at the in-patients,’ Emily said.


‘I’ll give you a hand.’ Mandy stood up, glad to have an excuse not to get involved in the whisky discussion. Together, she and Emily made their way through to the modern veterinary unit attached to the back of the cottage.


‘There are only a couple of residents,’ said her mum, ‘but I thought you’d like to take a peek at them.’


‘Of course I would,’ said Mandy.


‘This is Trundle.’ Emily opened the door to the first cage and gently stroked the Jack Russell terrier inside. ‘She came in this morning with a huge pyo. I had to operate as soon as she arrived. That’s why we only got to the wedding at the last minute.’ She checked the little dog’s drip-line and membranes. ‘She’s doing fine,’ she said with satisfaction.


Mandy reached into the kennel when her mum had finished and scratched Trundle behind the ear. The brown and white dog swivelled her head to lick Mandy’s hand. ‘She’s a lovely little thing.’


‘She really is,’ her mother agreed. ‘Our other patient isn’t quite so peaceful.’


Mandy half expected to be shown a fractious cat, so she was surprised when her mum led her into the wildlife section and closed the door carefully. Emily opened the only occupied cage and a gull with a chocolate-brown head gave a loud squawk before flapping out onto the floor. Mandy dropped to her knees to take a closer look and the bird stood still, regarding her with its ringed eye.


‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, grinning up at her mum. ‘What’s it in for?’


‘Seb Conway, the animal welfare officer in Walton, brought it in,’ Emily said. ‘Apparently, there are lots of black-headed gulls nesting near the gravel-pit. Someone reported this one because its wing was hurt.’


‘Oh.’ Mandy looked sadly at the bird. ‘I hope it wasn’t looking after any chicks.’


‘Seb says he watched it for a while,’ Emily told her. ‘It didn’t seem to be nesting and it was too badly injured to fly so he picked it up. It’s been eating cat food and exercising its wings and we’ve set up a water bath which it uses every day. I think we should be able to release it next week.’


Mandy resisted the temptation to reach out and stroke the bird. It was better not to handle wildlife too much, though she would have loved to feel the warmth of the muscular body beneath the smooth feathers. It would be good to get the bird some fresh fish, she thought, to make a change from cat food. She hoped they would be able to let it go before she returned to Leeds. It would be great to see it fly off, back to its flock.


‘Would you like something to drink before bed?’ her mum asked as she used a towel to guide the bird back into the cage.


Mandy thought for a moment. ‘I know it’s warm,’ she said, ‘but would it be too much hassle to make some hot chocolate?’


‘Of course not.’ Emily looked pleased. ‘It’s lovely to have you back,’ she said, reaching out to give Mandy an impulsive hug. Mandy hugged her back and tried to ignore how thin and fragile her mum felt. I’ll be able to do some of the cooking when I come back, too. She needs fattening up as much as this gull!


Despite the hot chocolate, a few hours later Mandy found herself tossing and turning. It felt strange being home but not sleeping in her own room. She climbed out of the double bed, where Simon was snoring after his evening of whisky tasting. On tiptoes, Mandy made her way to her old bedroom at the back of the house. Everything felt comforting and familiar, though the animal posters were gone and a new sewing table had been set in the corner. She sat on the single bed, wedged the pillow behind her back, and gazed out of the window.


A faint wash of moonlight illuminated the orchard beyond the cottage’s lawn and flower-filled borders. Beyond the branches, Mandy could just make out the low barn where Adam stored his tools and the dry-stone walls that climbed the fell. She would sleep in here, she decided, once Simon had gone back to Leeds.


Still restless, she decided to go downstairs to check on Trundle. She was glad she did, as the little dog had twisted herself around the drip-line and the infusion pump was beeping.


‘Don’t worry,’ Mandy whispered. ‘I’ll soon have you sorted out.’ For a while, she knelt beside the kennel, stroking Trundle and talking to her quietly. There was no doubt the little animal was well on the way to recovery. Mandy shifted position so that she was sitting more comfortably against the cage and rested her hand on Trundle’s furry flank. Her thoughts drifted back to the wedding, and the joy and excitement that had filled the air, in spite of everything.


After a while, the sound of a cock crowing roused her. She had better get back to bed, she thought. It was starting to get light and she didn’t want Simon to think she had run away. Later, they would go to the church and help James and Paul celebrate the final prayers of their wedding weekend, but for now, she should return to Simon’s side.


As usual for a Monday morning, the Animal Ark appointment list was full. Mandy had waved Simon off the day before, promising to call every day. Although she would be returning to Leeds for two more weeks before moving back to Welford, she had booked a few days’ holiday when James had told her his wedding date and she intended to make the most of it. Despite having accompanied her parents on farm calls in the past, she hadn’t worked with large animals since qualifying and was looking forward to brushing up her skills.


Mandy was sitting at the computer admiring the photos and information on the clinic’s website when the door opened. A young woman with long brown hair burst in, wrestling with a bulging leather satchel. A glossy black flatcoat retriever trotted beside her, ducking out of the way when the satchel lunged towards the floor. Mandy smiled. She recognised Helen Steer, the clinic’s veterinary nurse, but she hadn’t seen the retriever before.


‘What a gorgeous dog!’


‘She is, isn’t she? She’s called Lucy.’ Helen kicked her satchel under the desk and patted Lucy. ‘How’s Trundle doing?’ she asked as she pulled off her jacket. Without pausing for the answer, she dropped a plastic tub of home-made biscuits on the desk, leaned over to check the answerphone and then straightened up, heading for the kennels.


‘She’s doing really well.’ Mandy scooted after Helen, feeling slightly breathless.


Trundle stood up in her cage and greeted them with a wagging tail and a small bark.


‘She looks much better,’ Helen said with satisfaction. ‘I think we can take her off her drip now, and I can give her a proper pain assessment before we send her home.’ Mandy watched as the girl switched off the machine that was controlling the fluid running into the vein. ‘Does that sound okay?’ Helen looked up at Mandy, who smiled.


‘Of course,’ she replied. Helen seemed to be as competent as she was confident.


‘How about Kehaar?’


‘Is that what you call the gull?’ Mandy asked.


‘Yes. After the one in …’


‘… Watership Down.’ Mandy finished the sentence for her.


‘Exactly.’ Helen’s eyes were sparkling. ‘Seb brought him in.’


‘Him? Is he male?’ Mandy was impressed. ‘I didn’t know it was possible to tell.’


‘Seb thought so,’ said Helen, ‘based on the size of his beak. Not that it makes any difference to his care plan.’


The sound of the main door opening and footsteps on the tiled floor alerted them to the arrival of a customer.


‘I’ll go,’ Mandy told Helen. She was pleasantly surprised to see Bill Ward, their postman, standing at the reception desk with a cat in a wicker basket.


‘Hello, Mandy.’ He seemed equally pleased to see her. ‘Is that you coming back all grown up and ready to get stuck in? It seems no time at all since you were at school.’


‘I’m just here for a week this time, but I’ll be back for longer at the end of the month.’


Bill grinned. ‘Your mum and dad must be over the moon. They talk about you all the time, you know!’ He reached down and poked a finger through the wire door of the basket. Inside, a furry black shape clawed the side of the carrier and let out a hiss. ‘Now then, Sable,’ said Bill. ‘Best behaviour for young Mandy! We’re actually here to see your dad today,’ he said. ‘Sable’s been under his care for a while.’


Mandy smiled. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Dad’ll be through in a minute. If you take a seat, I’ll let him know you’re here.’


Mandy sat back down behind the reception desk an hour and a half later, warming her hands on a mug of tea. Morning surgery was over, and at times it had felt like a This Is Your Life-style return to her childhood. Two of the clients had been people she hadn’t met before, but there had been lots of faces she knew. Old Mrs Jackson had brought two cats to be vaccinated. She was as interested in wildlife as she had ever been, and Mandy had taken her through to see Kehaar once the cats were finished. Hannah Burgess had been in with one of her huskies, Tanika, who had hurt her front paw. Hannah had been delighted to see Mandy and introduce her to the beautiful dog. Tanika was the daughter of Aspen, who Mandy had taken care of as a puppy years ago. Mandy felt as if she had fallen into a photo album of her past life.


She took a sip of her tea and wondered if she should go and find Helen for a chat. She had been impressed by the nurse’s whirlwind energy and wanted to get to know her better. Before she could make up her mind, the door to the clinic swung open again and Susan Collins rushed in carrying Jack with one hand and a cat basket with the other.


‘Mandy,’ she said with relief in her voice. ‘I’m so glad to see you. It’s my cat Marmalade. I don’t know if it’s an infection, but his ear has suddenly blown up. It’s enormous and seems ever so sore. I know I don’t have an appointment, but do you think you could take a quick look at him for me, please?’


‘Of course I could,’ Mandy said. ‘Bring him through.’ She led Susan to the consulting room and opened the door of the cat basket, waiting until Marmalade walked out of the cage before reaching out to him. The problem ear was impossible to miss, swollen to several times its usual thickness, and the diagnosis was equally unmistakeable.


‘It’s an aural haematoma,’ Mandy told Susan. ‘It happens when they shake their head or scratch their ear and a blood vessel bursts between the skin and cartilage. It’s good you brought him in so quickly. It’s very painful because there isn’t much space for the blood.’


Susan’s gaze darted from Mandy to Jack, who was peering over the edge of the table, his small fingers reaching for Marmalade. Mandy took a plastic syringe from its packet, as she had seen her mother do many times before, and handed it to the small boy to play with. Jack regarded it with awe as he pulled the plunger in and out.


‘Can it be treated?’ Susan looked worriedly at Mandy.


‘Absolutely,’ Mandy said. ‘We’ll need to sedate him, but we can drain it right now. I’ll just give Helen a shout.’ She stuck her head into the waiting-room, where she was relieved to see the nurse sitting behind the desk.


‘Can you give me a hand, please?’ she said. ‘I’ve got Susan Collins’s cat here with an aural haematoma.’


‘Poor Marmalade!’ Helen exclaimed when she saw the hugely swollen ear. She took the ginger-striped cat from Susan as Mandy drew up some sedative into a new syringe. Holding him close to her body, Helen kept him steady while Mandy gave him the injection.


‘Just a few minutes and he’ll be asleep,’ Mandy said as Helen let Marmalade walk back into his carrier.


Once the little cat was sedated, Helen lifted him back out and placed him on a warmed towel before shaving and cleaning his ear. Mandy opened and closed several drawers before she found the instruments she would need.


‘I’m going to make two small incisions in Marmalade’s ear,’ she explained to Susan. ‘Then we’ll place a small drain through so that the blood doesn’t build back up. Without the drain, the blood is likely to come straight back. I’ll also need to take a sample from his ear canal to see if there’s any infection.’


‘Thanks.’ Susan stood well back, holding Jack in her arms.


‘Are you sure the two of you want to stay?’ Mandy nodded towards Jack, whose unblinking eyes were fixed on his pet. ‘It’s a bit on the messy side.’


Susan smiled. ‘He’ll be all right,’ she said. ‘He always likes to know everything that’s going on.’


‘Marmalade okay, Mummy?’ the little boy asked.


‘He’s fine,’ Susan told him. ‘Mandy is a vet. A doctor for animals. She’s going to make his sore ear better.’


Mandy sutured the drain in place and then took a swab from inside the ear canal. ‘He has a fungal ear infection as well, poor chap,’ she explained after peering down the microscope for a few moments. ‘That’s probably what caused the haematoma in the first place. Was he scratching before the swelling appeared?’


Susan nodded.


‘We’ll treat that with some eardrops. He’ll need a bandage over the wound for a few days, so we can clean his ear and put them in when he comes in to have that changed.’


Susan looked relieved. ‘I’m really grateful you were here,’ she said to Mandy as Helen took Marmalade through to the recovery area.


‘I’m glad you came,’ said Mandy. She thought for a moment. ‘Would you like some tea?’ she offered. ‘Marmalade will be asleep for a little while yet and if there are things you need to do, you can come back to collect him later. But if you’d like to wait here, it would be nice to get to know Jack better.’


She looked at Susan, who nodded. ‘That would be lovely.’


‘It’s strange,’ said Mandy as they sat outside in the sunshine. ‘I thought of you almost as soon as I came back yesterday. I was thinking about the Christmas Eve party in the village hall. Do you remember?’


‘Yes, of course!’ Susan laughed. ‘With Prince. He couldn’t come inside, but he put his head through the window, wearing that crazy hat. It seems so long ago.’ She looked at Mandy over the rim of her mug. ‘And now you’re a proper qualified vet, just like you always wanted to be.’


Mandy nodded. ‘I’ve been really lucky,’ she admitted. ‘What about you? Do you work? Around looking after Jack, I mean,’ she added, hoping she didn’t sound as if she was interrogating Susan.


‘I’m a nursery nurse,’ Susan replied. ‘I’m the assistant manager at the village nursery school.’


Mandy raised her eyebrows. ‘I didn’t know Welford had a nursery school.’


‘My boss has converted one of the houses on the other side of the church. It’s really lovely, with rooms for different age groups and loads of space to play outside.’ Susan’s cheeks went pink. ‘Sorry, I sound like I’m trying to sign you up! I guess you’re too busy for babies just yet.’


Mandy smiled. ‘I am. But the nursery sounds great.’


‘It is. You should come and have a look around. The older children would love to hear about what a vet does.’


Mandy watched as Jack ran around the garden chasing the butterflies that were fluttering to and from the lavender bush under the window. The scent from her father’s climbing roses filled the garden. Susan showed Jack a ladybird that had landed on her arm and, boosted by her earlier success with the syringe, Mandy spoke to him.


‘Do you like ladybirds?’ she asked, but Jack just stared at her then turned and hid his face against his mother.


Mandy shrugged. ‘I’ve always been better with animals,’ she said.


Susan lifted her son onto her lap and he put his arms around her neck. ‘I’m definitely better with children,’ she said with a grin.


‘Does Jack go to nursery with you?’ Mandy asked.


‘He comes with me two days a week,’ Susan replied, glancing down at the small dark head. ‘My mum has him the other two days I work.’


‘Does Jack’s dad work in Welford, too?’


Susan shook her head. ‘He didn’t stick around to see what he was missing.’ She softened the words with a smile, but Mandy was glad when Adam put his head around the back door.


‘Did you notice anything we need to order from Thomson’s?’ he asked.


‘Our suppliers,’ Mandy explained to Susan. She smiled at her dad. ‘I opened the last box of clotrimazole ear drops this morning and I used a Penrose drain on Marmalade’s ear, so that needs replacing.’


Adam Hope stepped out of the doorway as Helen zoomed past. ‘Just getting some lunch,’ she said without breaking speed. Adam disappeared back inside to place the order.


Jack had fallen asleep in Susan’s arms. His mother leaned down to kiss the top of his head, before looking up at Mandy. ‘It’s been great to catch up. It feels as if you’ve been here forever already,’ she said.


Mandy smiled. ‘It feels as if I’ve never been away.’




Chapter Three
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‘See you tomorrow,’ Helen called as she closed the clinic door. Mandy watched through the window as the veterinary nurse walked down the path, Lucy trotting at her heels.


Emily stuck her head around the door that led to the kitchen. ‘Everything okay?’


‘Everything’s fine, Mum.’


‘I was just going to make a cup of tea,’ Emily said. ‘Would you like one?’
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