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Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to
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where you can:
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We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Nell Dixon:

1. I once crashed a Sinclair C5 into a tree. (Sinclair C5s were weird little concept cars that looked like go carts.)

2. I’m scared of heights and got stuck on a rope bridge on an assault course and had to be rescued by a very nice army man.

3. I used to be a midwife and have delivered over a hundred babies.

4. I sing to the music in supermarkets, loudly and tunelessly. Strangely, my family prefer me to shop alone.

5. I have dyscalculia which means I can’t remember numbers and often read them back to front.




With admiration and respect to all the workers, volunteers and supporters of sanctuaries like Rainbow Ridge who do such wonderful work rescuing and re-homing animals.

This book is also especially dedicated to my husband, who has been suggesting for years that I should write a book about a parrot.
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The light from the hall spilled out into the night, illuminating the two figures on my front doorstep.

‘Surprise!’ Immi wobbled on her heels and blinked owlishly at me. ‘I’ve got a present for you.’ She waved an unopened bottle of champagne in my face.

‘That’ll be sixty quid, miss.’ The taxi driver supporting my sozzled stepsister propped her against the doorframe, a look of relief on his florid features. He must have driven her quite a distance to want sixty pounds, and it was typical of Immi not to have any money with her.

‘Pay the man, Clo,’ Immi ordered. She staggered sideways, flinging her arm round the driver’s neck to steady herself.

‘Whoops!’ She giggled.

The only money I had in the house - the only cash I had at all - was hidden in the greedy pig cookie barrel in the kitchen. I left Immi and her new friend on the doorstep and scurried off to fetch the cash, mentally cursing her as I went.

As soon as the cabbie had been paid, I yanked her inside and closed the door.

She peered at me in the dim yellow light of the hallway. ‘Wassup, Clo? Were you in bed?’

Well, duh, it was two o’clock in the morning and my pyjamas would be a big clue. I steered her into the kitchen and put the kettle on. One - or both of us - needed coffee.

Immi flopped on to one of the mismatched wooden chairs next to the Aga and plunked the champagne bottle down on the table. Her long blond hair was tousled and her usually immaculate make-up was smudged. She was dressed in a silvery minidress and matching cardi, as if she’d been out clubbing.

‘God, I need a drink.’ She leaned forward on to the table, scattering a pile of bills and final demands as she buried her head in her arms.

‘I think you’ve had enough to drink.’

Having my half-cut stepsister turn up out of the blue at such an odd hour wasn’t strange in itself. Normally, however, she would arrive with a full set of matching pink luggage, her mobile phone glued to her ear as she ranted on about whichever boyfriend of the moment had broken her heart. She would then stay for less than a day until the errant male in question arrived with his arms full of roses to beg her forgiveness.

She lifted her head. ‘You don’t understand, Clodagh. My life is over. Ruined.’ The dramatic effect of her statement was slightly marred by the slurring. I wondered where she’d been to arrive on my doorstep at this hour of the night.

‘I’m sure it can’t be that bad.’

‘ ’S worse than bad.’ She nodded her head drunkenly.

Her mood had changed from happy drunk to depths of despair during the short stagger from the hall to the kitchen. Oh, boy. At this rate I would be the one needing a drink; her current man trouble must be worse than usual. It had to be a boyfriend problem. Immi was the only person in the world with worse judgement than me when it came to men. I moved my book-keeping paperwork to one side and slid a mug of black coffee in front of her. ‘Drink this.’

Immi fixed big, tear-filled blue eyes on me. ‘I’m serious. I’m in big trouble.’

I wasn’t unduly shocked by her declaration. My stepsister always thought her emotional crises were the end of the world. I’d been holding her hand and passing her tissues ever since she’d hit her teens. She always fell in love too hard and too fast.

I took the chair opposite hers. ‘Who is it this time?’ I’d been racking my brains while I’d made the coffee to try to recall the name of her current squeeze.

She sniffed and wiped away a tear with the side of her finger. ‘It’s not a man. It’s a TV show.’

There was a roll of kitchen towel on the counter, so I passed it over. Career issues were also nothing new. Immi’s an actress. Not A list, more like C list with aspirations. She’s had some good supporting roles, is the face of Blitzclean mouthwash and has a part in a daytime soap. Her lifestyle is a million miles away from mine; hers is glamour and glitter, mine denim and doggy. I don’t know much about Immi’s world - I don’t even own a TV any more.

‘A TV show?’ I remembered she’d sent me a confusing text a few weeks back about a live chat show. It had said BG BRK in capital letters a dozen times. I’d tried to call her but as usual had kept getting her voicemail instead.

Immi ripped off a sheet of kitchen towel and blew her nose. ‘It was awful. I can never appear on TV again. My career’s over. I’ll be lucky to get a chorus job in a pantomime in the sticks after this.’

‘What happened?’ I yawned. I wanted to go back to my nice warm bed. I love Immi dearly but I love her better when she’s in London. Her current problem didn’t sound as if it was likely to be something I would be able to help her with and I’d had a long day.

She let out a wail. ‘I was escorted off the set.’

Now that did sound bad. ‘What did you do?’

‘I’d had a few drinks in the green room. You know, just to relax a little before I went on. Honest to God, Clo, I only had a couple.’ She broke off with a hiccup and dabbed at her eyes once more, leaving a streak of blue eyeliner along her cheek. Immi’s drinking was a small bone of contention between us. Okay, a medium to large bone of contention.

‘And?’ My feet were freezing and I needed to get up at six to let the geese out into their field. I’m not normally unsympathetic but I was tired and she has a tendency to ramble, especially when she’s had a few.

‘You remember Kirk?’

Kirk had been one of the more memorable of Immi’s men, another bit-part actor who’d recently hit the big time with a popular TV series. Now he was hot property  and had recently landed a part in a big Hollywood movie - at least that was what the gossip magazines said.

‘Uh-huh.’ He and Immi had a truly spectacular break-up when Immi discovered that he’d installed secret video equipment inside her wardrobe. For a time she’d been concerned that she might have ended up doing a Paris Hilton all over the Internet. In revenge she’d burned his secret porn stash and rubbed white pepper along the seams of his underpants.

‘He was there too. Mr Big Time, throwing his success in my face.’ She scrubbed at her eyes again.

I could see where this was heading and it wasn’t looking pretty. ‘What did you do to get escorted off the show?’

‘I was on first, the three-minute ice-break slot. Bottom of the bill always gets put on first - so unfair.’

‘Immi!’

‘He was on last, the fat-headed pimple on the face of humanity. He was so full of crap, going on about his show and his film deal and his new girlfriend and all the time having nasty little digs at me.’ She scowled into her mug. ‘Pretending to be nice, the patronising sleaze bucket!’

‘Tell me what you did.’ I knew my sister. She was as sweet and kind as the next person, but if anyone upset her then woe betide them. Kirk had been pretty horrid to her, though. I mean, I know she peppered his pants, but he broke the heels off all her designer shoes and bad-mouthed her to a big Hollywood director.

‘He asked for it.’ She pouted.

‘What did you do?’

Immi was normally a happy drunk, but when she lost her temper she really lost it. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d landed in hot water as a result. There had been an unfortunate incident a few years ago when she’d shoved a fellow Miss Teen Starlet into a fishpond on a photo shoot. Drink had been involved on that occasion too.

‘Smacked him one. Right across his stupid, self-righteous, smug face.’ She rubbed her knuckles in satisfaction at the memory.

‘On live TV?’

A tear rolled down her cheek and landed with a fat blob on top of one of the outstanding vet bills. ‘I called him as many names as I could think of and told everyone about all the awful things he’d done to me.’

‘You mentioned the sex video?’ I hoped she’d managed to ensure that every copy of that tape had been destroyed. There were probably a million hits on You Tube even now as people tried to track down a copy.

She wiped her eyes and continued with her tale of woe. ‘Then his latest fling came rushing out of the green room - tarty little bitch with the most awful nose job - and we ended up brawling on the sofa.’

‘Bloody hell.’ I leaned back and pulled open the cutlery drawer. Now I did need a drink and I was sure there was a miniature of brandy in there, lurking under a pile of feed catalogues.

Immi grabbed the bottle from my hand as I unscrewed the cap and tipped a big slug into her coffee mug. I managed to snatch it back before she could drink the lot. I wanted a shot myself to help me think.

‘What does Marty have to say about all this?’ I was sure Immi’s chain-smoking, ballsy agent would be out there firefighting on her behalf. After all, everyone knew a scandal was usually good for business, especially when that business was show business. I mean, Kate Moss and co. hadn’t done so badly out of their headline-making antics.

‘I don’t know. I called and called her on my mobile all the way here until the battery died and she still wouldn’t pick up. I must have left a zillion messages.’

That didn’t sound good. ‘Listen, I’ll go and make up the spare bed. Perhaps Marty will ring in the morning once your phone’s charged.’

Immi gave a doleful sniff. ‘Suppose. Thanks, Clo.’

I left her nursing her mug of coffee and slipped upstairs to turf Clive, the cat, off the spare bed. Luckily there weren’t too many hairs on the quilt. Immi gets quite funny about little things like that. Once the cat had been evicted and the electric blanket switched on to air the bed I called Marty on my own phone.

I left a message on her voicemail. ‘It’s Clodagh. Immi’s here with me at the sanctuary. Call me.’

I’d barely had time to get across the landing to find Immi some nightclothes when my phone rang.

‘Clodagh, Marty. God, all hell’s broken loose here. Keep Imogen away from the press and out of the pub. I’ll call tomorrow with an update.’ I could hear another phone ringing in the background as she ended the call.

‘Was that the phone?’ Immi staggered into the hall on her high heels. ‘If it was Marty I need to talk to her.’

‘Wrong number.’ It didn’t seem like a great idea at this time in the morning to tell her what Marty had said.

‘Oh.’ Immi’s face crumpled and she slid down the wall to sit crying on the bottom step.

‘Come on, let’s get you upstairs. Everything will seem better when you wake up.’ At least, I hoped everything would seem better, otherwise Immi might be staying with me for a while and that would drive both of us mad.

I coaxed her up to her bedroom and hoped that the cat had enough sense to stay out of her way. Immi wasn’t overly fond of pets, which was a snag as I ran an animal sanctuary. Whenever she stayed she complained about the cat, the geese, the general smell, and Dave, the parrot no one would take on because of his bad language.

With Immi safely tucked up under her duvet I checked the locks and headed back to bed. She might have troubles but I had problems enough of my own. Rainbow Ridge Animal Sanctuary was broke and if I didn’t come up with some money soon it wasn’t only the animals that would be homeless.

 



The alarm seemed to sound only seconds after I’d closed my eyes. I moved Clive, who had settled around my head like a feline fur hat, and tried to focus. Today was a big day. Once I’d seen to the animals, organised the volunteers, and poured more caffeine into Immi, I had an important afternoon appointment at the bank.

Not that I was hopeful about getting another loan from them. Mr Curzon, my not-so-friendly bank manager, had taken to avoiding seeing me in person.  Instead I kept receiving threatening letters via the post. Today I had actually managed to make an appointment, but unless I could come up with a fantabulous business plan by three o’clock I guessed I would be coming home empty-handed.

The volunteers who helped me run the sanctuary would be arriving soon so I scrambled into my jeans and sweater and headed downstairs. One of my aims had been to make enough money to employ staff instead of relying on goodwill. Since I barely made enough to cover a basic wage for myself my aim was rapidly becoming a distant dream.

‘Cooee, Clodagh.’ There was a sharp rap on the back door.

I opened the door for Susie. She’s my longest-standing volunteer, not that she actually does very much - well, except make tea and talk a lot. She’s very good at tea-making and talking. I’d kind of inherited her when I’d taken over the sanctuary.

‘Ooh, it’s a bit chilly this morning.’ She wombled into the kitchen, unravelling a vast hand-knitted scarf from round her neck as she entered. I wondered how she would cope when it really did turn cold. We were only in September now and she was already muffled up in layers of wool.

Susie is a bit of an odd bod. She’s in her late thirties and has never mentioned a family or a social life in all the time I’ve known her. I’m not even really sure how she can afford to spend most of her time at the sanctuary, since she doesn’t have a job of any kind. She has a kind  heart, though, and means well even if she can be a pain in the bottom sometimes.

‘Tea?’ I don’t know why I bothered asking. Susie never turned down a cup of tea.

‘Lovely.’ She settled herself at the table and rubbed her hands together to warm them up.

I handed her a mug and grabbed my old wax jacket from the back of the pantry door. ‘I’ll go and let the geese out. Could you unveil Dave?’

Dave’s cage was in the sitting room; I had to keep him well away from the public. His previous owner had owned a brothel and Dave had acquired a very colourful vocabulary from his time there. He also had a very vicious personality.

Susie’s lips pursed and I waited for the excuse.

‘I’ve got a bit of a sniffle at the moment, Clodagh; I wouldn’t want to infect the animals. Perhaps I should tidy up for you. Jade could see to Dave when she gets here in a minute.’ She produced a tissue from her pocket and blew her nose in an unconvincing fashion.

I guessed what she really wanted was an opportunity to snoop. She was incredibly nosy and on a couple of occasions I’d caught her reading private letters that I thought I’d put away in the cutlery drawer. I think she liked to feel she knew more about what was going on than the other volunteers. It was as if it made her feel important in some way.

‘If you like.’ I picked up the pile of books and invoices from the table. ‘I’ll pop these out of your way.’ I carried them upstairs and dumped them on my bed; I didn’t want  her to know about the sanctuary’s financial problems. Some things need to be kept private.

Immi’s room was silent. I assumed she must still be sleeping off the events of the previous night and was glad of it. It would be better if she didn’t run into Susie or any of the other volunteers. If Marty was to be believed, the press would be all over the sanctuary like a rash if they found out Immi was here. The last thing I needed was bad publicity and camera crews blocking the gates.

Susie was still at the table drinking her tea when I tiptoed back down to the kitchen.

‘I’ll be back in a few minutes.’ I toed my feet into my wellies.

She glanced up from an old copy of Pet Keepers Monthly. ‘Okay. Is it all right if I get a biscuit?’

‘There are a few left in the tin.’ I clumped off down the steps and left her to finish off the digestives. If I wasn’t so short of helpers I might have been tempted to tell Susie to sling her hook ages ago. Perhaps that’s a bit mean; she did have some good points when she wasn’t being nosy and annoying. She was quite good at organising the rest of the volunteers and, to tell the truth, it was nice to have someone to talk to. Well, apart from Dave, that is.

I let the geese into their field and put out the feed. A pale mist hovered over the dewy grass, which sparkled in the early morning light. Mr Sheen, the goat, peered hopefully at me over his fence as I made my way back to the house to finish my morning cuppa. He always hoped  more food would be headed his way. Goats don’t have a reputation for being greedy for nothing.

Jade, the other volunteer, had arrived and was standing in the kitchen cradling her drink when I returned. I could hear Dave squawking and cursing from the other room so she must have taken the blanket off his cage.

‘Hiya, boss.’ Jade grinned at me from under her floppy pink fringe. She was a college student who gave me a hand at weekends and on the days she didn’t have any lectures. She wanted to be a social worker but liked animals. I always felt guilty that I couldn’t afford to pay her or Susie. They both put in hours of time helping me to keep the sanctuary going. Jade was supposed to be on holiday as lectures didn’t start again for a few more weeks but she had a boyfriend locally and had stayed on for the summer, supplementing her income with bar jobs.

Susie didn’t appear to have moved from where I’d left her. I’ve seen giant land snails with a better turn of speed than Susie.

‘Jade, will you be around to look after the animals this afternoon? I have to go to a meeting in town.’

‘Sure.’ Jade swallowed the rest of her tea.

‘Is there anything I can do to help you with your meeting?’ Susie offered.

‘No, it’s a personal thing.’ Nosy cow. I wasn’t about to tell her where I was going. Not that it would be a secret for much longer if I didn’t get the loan I needed to keep the sanctuary open. All the helpers knew we were broke, but none of them knew quite how bad it was.

‘Come on then, Suze. Time we cleaned out the donkeys.’ Jade pulled a bright green knitted cap from her coat pocket and set it on her head at a jaunty angle, then dragged a reluctant Susie out of the kitchen.

I jammed some bread in the toaster and refilled the kettle. A floorboard creaked upstairs.

Immi appeared in the doorway, wearing the pale blue satin pyjamas she’d sent me last Christmas. She looked wrecked.

‘Coffee?’

She raked her hand through her hair, making it appear even crazier than before. ‘I just want to die.’

‘No, you don’t.’ I snatched my toast from the toaster and dropped it on to a plate.

‘My life is over.’ Immi flopped on to the chair Susie had recently vacated.

‘Rubbish.’ I started to butter my toast.

Immi winced. ‘Clo, please, some of us have a headache.’

I handed her a mug and took a bite of toast as an all too familiar 4×4 pulled into the yard.
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Jack Thatcher opened his car door and jumped out. I allowed myself a few seconds of pleasurable drooling while safely hidden behind the kitchen window curtain. He is the original Mr Tall, Dark and Handsome. This morning he looked particularly fine in snug-fitting dark denim jeans and a plain black sweater that showed off his broad shoulders very nicely.

The back of my house opens on to a small square yard beyond which are the animal fields and the public paths. From my kitchen window I can see any cars coming up the private lane, and I can watch the animals and keep tracks on the visitors as they go round the park. The downside to such a good view is a distinct lack of privacy. Friends, family and the volunteers all come round through the yard, although I lock the gate in the lane at night so no one can sneak in.

The front of the house faces out towards the main road and public car park. I have a tiny front lawn surrounded by a dense privet hedge and a wrought-iron gate to allow access to the narrow brick path leading to the front door.

Susie emerged from the donkey field like a woolly Exocet missile and homed straight in on Jack. She has some kind of grudge against him and is forever bending my ear with tales of his latest misdeeds. According to Susie all men are the epitome of evil and Jack is the worst, although he’s always very polite and friendly to me, if anything a bit too friendly, especially lately. So, while it was tempting to leave him to her tender mercies, I supposed I’d better get out there and find out what he wanted.

Jack’s main crime is that he’s a property developer. He inherited the family building firm from his father and in the space of a few years he’s managed to turn it into a multimillion-pound business. His company was responsible for most of the new housing in the town and for the redevelopment of the main shopping centre. I wished I had some of his business acumen: if I had then I might be able to save Rainbow Ridge.

I rummaged on the dresser for my hairbrush and a scrunchie.

‘What are you doing?’ Immi asked.

‘Nothing. I just need to pop outside and, um . . . see someone.’ I shoved my hair back so it looked a bit tidier and applied a dab of lipgloss from the almost dead tube nestling next to the cookie tin.

Immi crossed over to the window. ‘Nice.’

‘He’s not so nice.’ The words sounded sharper than I’d intended.

She gave me a curious look. ‘Oh?’

‘He might look okay, but he’s not.’ The sanctuary  stood on land that was considered ripe for development - a fact that was never far from my mind when Jack was around. We had stunning views over the open countryside with the convenience of being on the edge of town and in the catchment area for good local schools. Any houses built here would fetch large sums of money and sprout queues of chequebook-bearing yummy mummies waiting to buy them that would stretch round the block.

I’d had several unsolicited letters drop through my front door over the last few months asking me if I was interested in selling the land. Some were from developers and some were from the estate agency in town. I didn’t recall seeing one from Thatcher Developments but he could have asked one of the estate agents to act on his behalf. Long Meadow, the field bordering the sanctuary, had recently been sold to Lovett Properties and they had been granted planning permission for a housing development.

Jack was good friends with many of the local councillors and I was under no illusions about his ability to pull strings if he needed to. I’d come to know him quite well from the various functions and fundraisers we’d both attended over the last few years. I knew he’d been involved in a bidding war with Lovett’s for Long Meadow and recently he’d started to show a more personal interest in me.

‘And that’s why you’ve slapped on the lippy and tidied your hair?’

I ignored Immi and headed outside, giving the back  door a very satisfactory slam as I left. She considered herself to be the expert on men. I suppose compared to me she probably was, although given her recent adventures with Kirk, the homemade-porn enthusiast, I had my doubts.

Susie had Jack pinned up against the side of his car and appeared to be yattering into his face. She was probably giving him a lecture on carbon emissions, although if I hadn’t known she was such a man-hater I might have suspected that she secretly fancied him. I could see her arms flailing about like a demented windmill while she talked.

‘Here’s Clodagh now.’ He broke away from Susie’s interrogation and strode towards me with a relieved expression.

Stupidly, my heart rate went up a notch as it always did when I was close to Jack. He was drop-dead gorgeous. I mean seriously gorgeous - every female I knew from tots to grannies fell for his crooked smile and the dimple that appeared in his right cheek. However lovely Jack might be, though, I always had to remember that he was the enemy. Unusually, that was something both Susie and Jade agreed on.

‘You left your jacket at the pub last night. I had to come this way to work today so I said I’d drop it in for you.’ His dark eyes burned into mine and I swallowed hard.

‘Um, thanks.’ I took my denim coat from his outstretched hand. I’d been doing a bit of illicit bar work down at the Frog and Ferret. It gave me some pin money  and I could watch the TV in the lounge between pulling pints. I wished I’d been watching Immi’s chat-show disaster - at least then I would have been prepared for her arrival - but instead the channel had been tuned to TV Gold.

The Frog and Ferret was the last place in the world I’d expected Jack to frequent. It was a real working men’s pub, all lager and pork scratchings. I’d have thought that with all his money he would have gone somewhere much more glamorous and upmarket. But he’d arrived with a group of friends, male and female, a little before closing time and they’d all stood around near the wide-screen TV, chatting and laughing. I’d assumed they had been on their way back from somewhere posh, judging by the way they were dressed. Jack had leaned on the bar chatting to me for quite some time. When I’d left they were still there, Jack deep in conversation with Frank, the pub landlord, and his wife Jenny.

‘Are you working at the pub again tonight?’ Jack asked.

I was conscious of Susie still standing by the car with her arms folded and her ears flapping. ‘No. I just help out when they’re short of staff. It’s more of a favour really.’

Frank paid me cash, no questions asked, so I didn’t want anyone to think my being there was anything other than voluntary. I could have died last night when Jack had arrived as I was finishing up. We’d met socially a few times before when I’d been out touting for sponsorship at various business functions. Lately, however, he’d taken to stopping by the sanctuary on various pretexts, dropping off a rotary club invitation, asking advice about getting a  guinea pig for his niece, all sorts of things. Jade thought he fancied me but Susie, like me, was suspicious of his motives.

Melhampton is a small place so everyone knows everyone else, although as a fairly recent incomer I hadn’t fully worked out all the relationships yet. It would take longer than the seven years I’d lived here to do that. It was the kind of town where everyone went back at least three generations before they were considered a resident.

Talking to Susie and Jade was helpful; they seemed to know everything about everyone. Susie had lived locally for years and although Jade was an incomer like me, she had some kind of family connection to the town. Other than my fear of making some frightful social gaffe, I didn’t mind too much about being considered an outsider. It suited me to be on the edge of things.

‘I wondered what you were doing behind the bar.’ A lock of dark hair fell across his brow as he tilted his head to smile at me.

‘A girl has to have some social life.’ Heat built up in my cheeks. Jack was the last person I wanted to know about my financial problems. He might be gorgeous and sexy but he was also the man who wouldn’t hesitate to take the sanctuary and its land away from me if he spotted an opportunity. I had read and heard plenty of stories about his ruthless commercial streak. Jade and Susie had both been quick to fill me in on tales of Jack Thatcher and his ability to sniff out a business that was in trouble.

‘I wondered if you wanted to come out for a drink with me tonight.’ He waited for my answer.

What to do? The girly part of me wanted to say yes, but unless my interview at the bank could secure the sanctuary’s future the sensible part of me had to say no. I didn’t have much confidence around men and Jack was way out of my league. He’d asked me a few leading questions at the pub last night about my plans for the sanctuary, and I couldn’t shake off the uneasy feeing that he might be circling, vulture-like, about my business. I also had the new problem of Immi. I didn’t want to leave her alone in the house, especially if she wasn’t feeling good.

‘Um, Clodagh?’ Jack was still waiting.

‘I’d better not. I’ve a lot of things I need to get done.’ My excuse sounded lame even to me. He’d asked me out before and my excuses got worse each time. I think there was only the old chestnut about needing to wash my hair that I hadn’t used yet.

‘Some other time, maybe.’ His tone was stiff and it was more of a polite response than a genuine suggestion.

‘Great.’ I forced a smile and tried to sound keen, as if by imbuing one word with hearty enthusiasm I could remove the awkwardness hanging in the space between us.

‘I’d better get going. See you around.’ He turned and walked back towards his car.

Bugger. My social life was even more in the toilet than my finances. I should have agreed to go for a drink. I waved as his car pulled away but he didn’t look back.

‘What did he want?’ Susie bore down on me before Jack had even left the yard.

‘I left my jacket somewhere and he was passing so he dropped it in.’ I kept my answer as vague as possible.

‘Humph. You do know he has his eye on this place?’ Susie glared at the gate where Jack’s car had left a rapidly dispersing dust-cloud on the dirt track.

‘That’s just a rumour, Susie. Besides, the sanctuary is not for sale.’ At least it wasn’t for sale yet.

‘Good. You wouldn’t want to sell to him, anyway. He’d just shove a load of executive houses on here. You know that’s what Lovett’s are going to put on Long Meadow?’ She waved her arms for emphasis and looked even more like a mad bag lady than usual.

‘It’s not going to happen.’ I crossed my fingers inside my jacket pockets.

She scowled. ‘Well, why else does he keep hanging around like a bad smell? That’s three times in the last fortnight he’s popped up here on some pretext.’

Well, excuse me! It’s not entirely out of the realms of possibility that he might actually fancy me. Naturally, I didn’t say that to Susie. Instead I mumbled something about paperwork and scuttled back to the kitchen, where Immi was waiting for me.

‘Well, come on then, spill the beans on Mr Hunky.’ She seemed to have perked up considerably during the time I’d been outside.

‘There’s nothing to spill.’ I hung my denim jacket on the hook on the back of the pantry door and picked up what was left of my almost-cold coffee.

Immi folded her arms. ‘Clodagh, you are as transparent as a pane of glass. You have a thing for him, don’t you? So who is he and why did he have your coat?’

Good grief, between her and Susie I would probably go nuts. ‘I do not have a thing for Jack. He had my coat because I left it at the pub last night. He was simply doing me a favour by dropping it off on his way to work.’

‘Yeah, right. A really yummy-looking bloke goes out of his way to trek up here just to bring you your manky coat, but you aren’t interested in him or him in you?’ She leaned back with a smug expression on her face.

‘It’s not that simple.’ My cold coffee tasted foul so I tipped it down the sink.

‘I bet he didn’t only come here to give you your coat.’

‘Oh, okay, he asked me to go for a drink with him tonight.’ I rinsed my mug under the tap, glad of an excuse not to meet Immi’s triumphant smirk.

‘Ha!’

‘And I said no.’ I plopped my mug on the draining board and turned to face my sister.

‘You’ve been living up here with these bloody animals too long. What’s wrong with you?’

‘He’s a property developer. It’s Rainbow Ridge he’s interested in, not me.’

Immi rolled her eyes. ‘That’s crap.’

‘Excuse me?’ Typical Immi - she always thought she knew everything when it came to dating. You’d have thought after the recent Kirk disaster she’d have learned her lesson. After my past experiences with men - well, one man in particular - I’d certainly learned mine. At  least with my animals I wasn’t likely to get my heart broken.

‘Look, he’s a gorgeous bloke who’s asked you out. It’s not as if you’re overwhelmed with other offers. Plus, there’s no way you’d ever sell this place, so why are you worried?’

I couldn’t look at her. ‘There’s a problem with the sanctuary,’ I mumbled.

‘What do you mean? What kind of problem?’ She slipped her arm round my shoulders.

‘It’s broke. I’ve enough money to keep it going for the next three months but that’s it.’ It was a relief to tell someone. I’d kept my worries to myself for months, although if the volunteers had been counting the visitor numbers they had to know something was wrong.

‘That’s crazy. You work so hard here. How come you haven’t any money?’ She rested her head on my shoulder.

‘No visitors, lack of sponsorship, big vet bills - take your pick.’ I tried not to cry as I recited the list. ‘Then there’s been the vandalism.’

Immi moved her head to look me in the face. ‘Vandalism?’

‘Someone has been damaging our fences and buildings. They seem to have been deliberately targeting us. We lost a lot of the animal feed when the store was set on fire. Now the insurance company is talking about not paying the claims. If it continues I might not be able to get cover for next year.’ Despite my best efforts a large round tear escaped and rolled down my cheek.

‘That’s terrible. Have you been to the police? Can’t they do something?’

I shook my head and swiped my hand across my face to get rid of the tear. ‘They’ve started coming round on patrol more often but haven’t caught anyone yet. I have an appointment at the bank this afternoon to try to borrow more money but I’ve nothing left to put up as collateral, so it’s not looking good.’

‘There has to be something you can try.’

‘I don’t know. I’m running out of ideas. I’m hoping the bank will help.’ I didn’t have much hope, but appealing to Mr Curzon’s better nature, if he had one, had seemed like the next logical step to save my home.

A commotion outside in the yard caught my attention. I rushed to the back door and peeped out. Susie was in hot pursuit of Mr Sheen, who looked as if he’d taken advantage of an open gate to ramble off to look for more food. Jade waved at me from the donkey field where she was leaning on a broom and laughing at Susie’s futile attempts to recapture him.

‘You’d better stay out of sight.’ I hoped Jade hadn’t seen Immi standing at the back of the kitchen.

‘I’m going upstairs to get dressed. Can I borrow something to wear? I need Marty to bring me my stuff from the flat.’ She eyed my jumper and jeans with distaste. Most of my clothes came from the dress agency or charity shops in town. My wardrobe was mostly practical with a couple of nicer things for when I was at the Frog and Ferret, plus my suit, which I needed to press before I went to the bank.

Immi’s clothes were all designer brands or knock-offs that were good enough to pass as such. I wasn’t worried  that she might want to keep any of my things for a moment longer than she needed to. I wondered when Marty would get in touch. Immi would soon get bored hanging around the sanctuary, and since the only social hotspot locally was the Frog and Ferret, another potential PR disaster could be looming.

‘Help yourself.’ I turned back to the door to see what was happening.

Susie had grabbed Mr Sheen’s halter and was attempting to tug him back towards his field. Unsurprisingly, the goat had dug his hooves into the dirt and was refusing to budge. I was about to go out and help when Jade took pity on Susie and appeared with a handful of treats to tempt Mr Sheen back to his rightful place.

With the goat safely back in his pen Susie trudged off, presumably to go and sit in the kiosk at the visitors’ entrance. It looked as if it would be quite a nice day so with luck we might get a few paying customers to buy bags of animal feed and maybe make a donation towards the running costs.

Although it would take a lot more than a handful of visitors to solve my current financial headache.
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With Susie out of the way and Immi installed under the shower, I retrieved the account books to try to work out a business recovery plan. From my vantage point at the kitchen table I could see Jade completing the cleaning and feeding chores. Immi crashed about upstairs and Dave the parrot kept up a constant barrage of abuse from the lounge. The atmosphere wasn’t exactly conducive to working on a complex financial strategy, but it would have to do.

Despite the sunny weather, the paths around the animal fields remained depressingly empty. A lone mum with a toddler in a buggy stared vacantly at the donkeys and an elderly man scattered some food for the geese. My projected gate numbers looked even more pathetic as I tried to think up new and more creative ways to increase the visitor footfall.

Advertising cost a lot of money and had done very little to boost our totals. I’d tried leaflets and posters but any positive responses had been wiped out by bad luck and the miserable weather during the school holidays. Vet bills took up a huge chunk of the sanctuary income,  and even though I barely drew enough money for myself to call a wage, the out totals appeared depressingly large.

The telephone rang and Immi bounced down the stairs to snatch it up before I’d even had a chance to get up from my seat.

‘Hello?’

I glared at her. The house phone was for sanctuary calls.

‘Yes, this is Rainbow Ridge Animal Sanctuary.’ She passed the handset over with a gusty sigh.

I dealt with the enquiry about the baby rabbits we had for sale then returned my attention to my stepsister. She was frowning over my accountancy books with a thoughtful expression on her face.
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