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‘That’s the last patient gone,’ Helen Steer announced as she opened the door to the reception area of Hope Meadows Rescue Centre. It was the end of a busy afternoon at Animal Ark Veterinary Clinic where Helen worked as a nurse. It was always a joy at the end of a long shift to take her flat-coat retriever, Lucy, over to Hope Meadows to play with the rescue dogs. 


The centre had been open almost two years now, but it still felt new. It smelled of warm wood from the beams that held up the arching roof and somehow it always seemed filled with peace. To Helen’s left, the huge glass window looked out onto the steep fellside where puffy white sheep grazed among the heather. 


‘Mrs Ballantyne came for Dylan at last?’ Blond-haired Mandy Hope, one of Animal Ark’s veterinary surgeons and the owner of Hope Meadows, glanced up and smiled. She was crouching beside a small brown terrier with a black muzzle and bright button eyes. Mandy had left the clinic to begin her evening chores, leaving Helen to discharge the last of the post-surgery animals. 


‘She did,’ Helen replied. Helen had watched the rambunctious Golden Retriever go with some relief. He had spent the afternoon barking in his kennel and the enormous buster collar that Helen had fitted had ricocheted off every single chair in the waiting room before he managed to make it through the door. She didn’t envy Mrs Ballantyne the task of trying to settle him for the night. 


Mandy got to her feet and looked down at the terrier, who was gazing up at her. ‘Good boy, Bobby,’ she said. She gave him a treat and the stubby brown tail wagged back and forth on the ground.


‘Are you taking him out?’ Helen asked.


Mandy nodded. ‘Him and Flit,’ she replied. ‘Can you hang on to Bobby while I get her?’ she asked.


Helen took the lead and grinned up at Mandy. Though she was five foot eight, Helen always felt small when standing beside Mandy, who was almost six foot tall. Helen’s thick brown hair and hazel eyes were in contrast to Mandy’s Scandinavian colouring, but they shared a love of animals and a passion for their work. ‘See you outside,’ she said. 


Flit had recently arrived at Hope Meadows. She was an attractive Welsh Collie with intelligent eyes and one ear that flopped to the side, but she had a tendency to get overexcited. Helen knew that Mandy would take her time getting the fidgety collie to calm down before taking her out of the kennel.


‘Can you take Sky, too?’ Mandy called as she opened the kennel door. ‘Go on, Sky.’ There was a clicking of claws on the flagstone floor as Sky, Mandy’s gorgeous collie, rose from her bed in the corner. She scampered across the floor to join Lucy, who was waiting patiently at the door.


It was a beautiful summer day. Helen and the three dogs wandered outside and into the paddock. By the time they had reached the gate, Mandy had appeared with Flit. The collie’s ears pricked up and she began to bark when she saw the three other dogs. 


Mandy stopped. ‘Sit,’ she told the wriggling collie. She leaned down and fed Flit a treat, placing it on the ground and making her wait for permission to eat it. Once Flit had calmed down, Mandy gave her plenty of lead while she met the other dogs. They walked through the gate together. ‘You can let Bobby off the lead,’ Mandy said. 


Helen unclipped the leash. Bobby wagged his tail and licked her hand, then galloped off to join Lucy and Sky, who were running across the grass beneath the apple trees.


Even though the sun was starting to set, it was very warm. In the distance, the rocky outcrop of Axwith Tor looked peaceful under the arching blue sky. Beside them, Flit panted as they came to a halt near the wall that marked the end of the field. They climbed over the stone stile and continued up the sloping fell until they reached a crooked hawthorn bush growing out of a rock.


Helen perched on the rock and looked down at the village of Welford. Beyond Animal Ark and the cottage where Mandy had grown up, the church spire rose tall above the slate-tumbled roofs. Her eyes followed the road that led up to the Beacon on the far side of the village. Farms dotted the hillside and the familiar names came into her head: Upper Welford Hall, Old Dyke, Black Tor and Bleak Fell.


They set off back down the hill. Flit was walking well now, though she was still rather jumpy. As they came nearer to the paddock, she began pulling on her leash. A Jersey cow with a dished face and long eyelashes blinked at them over the wall with quiet curiosity. Mandy stopped and crouched down beside the restless collie. ‘It’s only Fluffybonce,’ she told her.


The Jersey was another of Mandy’s rescues. She’d come to them from a petting zoo in Sheffield which had closed down when its owners became too old. Many of the animals had gone to another centre on the outskirts of Leeds, but Fluffybonce had come to Hope Meadows accompanied by an outsized Flemish Giant rabbit called Lettuce.


‘Haven’t you thought of another name yet?’ Helen protested. The cow’s name had become a running joke. ‘What about Honey? Or Bramble? Or …’


‘Fluffybonce suits her,’ Mandy insisted.


Helen rolled her eyes, but it was hard to argue. Above her placid face, Fluffybonce had the most ridiculous tufty forelock. ‘Poor Fluffy,’ she said. 


A dark green van drove up the lane and turned into the drive that led to Animal Ark. ‘Seb’s here,’ Helen told Mandy, who was still on her haunches beside Flit. 


Seb and Helen had been going out for two years. She watched as he climbed out of the van and waved at them before vanishing out of sight behind the rescue centre. A moment later, he appeared at the gate to the orchard and began walking towards them. 


‘Are you coming to Gemma’s leaving party?’ Helen asked Mandy.


‘Of course.’ Mandy stood up. ‘I’m going to miss her at the post office. Gemma always knows everything that’s going on.’ 


Helen laughed. ‘Always knows everything that’s going on’ was a polite way to say Gemma had the juiciest gossip in the village. 


Gemma Moss was Helen’s best friend. She had worked in Welford post office for the past five years, but now she was heading off on an extended summer break. ‘Sounds like an amazing adventure,’ Mandy added. ‘Riding across France with her cousin. And you’re incredibly generous to lend her Moondance.’


Moondance was Helen’s horse, a sixteen-hand grey warmblood mare. Helen and Moondance had ridden out many times with Gemma, but now Gemma was taking her to France and Helen would not see her for nearly three months. ‘Moondance will love it,’ she said, though she felt a pang as she spoke. She was going to miss her beloved horse at least as much as she would miss Gemma. ‘And it’s been fun getting her fit to go.’ They had been on lots of long rides over the moors. Lucy had come too, running beside them. 


‘Maybe you should go trekking across Europe next year,’ Mandy suggested. 


‘There’s too much going on here,’ Helen said, shaking her head.


‘Well, that’s true,’ Mandy admitted. ‘Animal Ark and Hope Meadows would grind to a halt without you.’ She waved at Seb, who was crossing the paddock towards them. ‘I must put the dogs back and change my trousers,’ she said, looking down at her hair-covered jeans. ‘See you in a minute. We can walk to the pub together.’


‘Come, Lucy!’ Helen called. Lucy raced up to her and sat down. Helen stroked her dog’s smooth domed head. It had been magical riding Moondance across the moors with Lucy at their heels. She reached out her hands and smoothed Lucy’s silky ears. In this weather, being on horseback all day would be heavenly. Gemma was very lucky, she thought. 


‘Penny for them?’ Seb’s voice broke through her reverie. Lucy’s tail began to wag.


‘Sorry, what?’ Helen squinted up. Seb was standing in front of her in a halo of sunlight. His spiky ash-blond hair stood up above his sweet-natured face. He was smiling, his deep-set brown eyes crinkling.


‘You were miles away,’ Seb said. ‘Penny for your thoughts.’ He reached out a hand and pulled her upright.


Helen smiled. ‘I was just thinking what a great summer Gemma is going to have.’


Seb turned to stand beside her, looking down the valley, then put his arm around her waist. ‘She is indeed,’ he said. He pulled her in closer and kissed her hair. ‘Shall we head down?’ he suggested. ‘We don’t want to miss the party. Come on, Lucy,’ he called as they set off down the grassy slope.


Ten minutes later, they were outside the Fox and Goose. It was an ancient inn that stood at the crossroads in the heart of Welford. Terracotta flowerpots filled with begonias stood along the window ledges and a pair of jaunty hanging baskets swung on either side of the black-painted front door. Through the open windows they could hear the low hum of voices, but as they rounded the corner and approached the entrance to the beer garden, they could hear music playing. Peals of laughter rang out above the chatter of a party in full swing. 


‘Helen! Mandy! Seb!’ Gemma sashayed towards them as soon as they opened the gate. She was wearing the biggest sunhat Helen had ever seen. It was made of straw, about the size of a wagon wheel, and had miniature stirrups and horseshoes dangling from the brim. She reached out her arms, green eyes a-glitter, and wrapped them round Helen’s neck. ‘Thanks for coming,’ she cried. ‘Seb!’ She hugged him in turn. ‘Mandy!’ She opened her arms a third time. ‘Is Jimmy coming?’ she asked as she stepped back.


‘He’ll be along soon,’ Mandy told her. ‘He’s just finishing up. There was a hen party in this afternoon.’ Jimmy Marsh was Mandy’s boyfriend. He ran an Outward Bound centre on the outskirts of Welford. 


‘It’s so lovely to have you all,’ Gemma said. She turned to look for her husband, then held out a hand to him. ‘Look who’s arrived, Luke!’ 


Luke sauntered over. He had a pint glass in his hand and a huge grin on his sunburnt face. His shiny brown hair was clipped very short. ‘Afternoon, all.’ He waved his glass at them. ‘Can I get you guys a drink?’ 


‘I’ll get them,’ said Seb. ‘What’ll you have, Mandy?’


Mandy glanced towards the open door that led into the bar. ‘How about a glass of Pimm’s?’ 


Helen suddenly realised how thirsty she was. ‘Brilliant idea,’ she agreed. She linked her arm through Gemma’s. ‘Would you like one too, Gem?’ 


‘Don’t mind if I do!’ Gemma beamed.


‘I’ll get a jug.’ Seb regarded her with a smile. He really was very sweet, Helen thought. He almost brought to mind a puppy, with his adoring eyes and willingness to please. He trotted off towards the door. 


Helen squeezed Gemma’s arm. ‘So,’ she said, ‘are you ready for the off?’


Gemma giggled. ‘I’m ready for anything,’ she said. 


Luke was watching Gemma with a benevolent gaze. ‘What about you, Luke?’ Helen asked. ‘Won’t you miss her like mad?’


‘Of course I will,’ Luke replied. ‘But it’ll be worth it in the long run.’


Mandy looked puzzled. ‘In what way?’


Luke’s grin widened. ‘Well, next time I want to go on a fishing trip, she’ll have to let me,’ he said. ‘I’ll have three months of trips in hand. A lifetime’s worth, don’cha think?’


Gemma frowned up at him. ‘I’ve never once made a fuss about your fishing obsession,’ she declared.


Luke laughed. ‘You were pretty mad at me last month,’ he reminded her, winking at Helen and Mandy.


Gemma looked outraged. ‘That wasn’t about the fishing,’ she protested. ‘You blocked the kitchen sink with your stinky fish-scales. You’d have been mad too, wouldn’t you, Helen?’


Helen held up her hands in mock surrender. ‘Don’t involve me in your fishy arguments,’ she said.


‘Hi, Mandy. Hi, Helen!’ A booming voice sounded behind them and Helen turned. It was Douglas MacLeod, larger than life with his huge red beard and his hair all standing on end. Beside him, Mandy’s good friend Susan Collins looked positively petite with her smooth cap of dark brown hair. Both of them looked wonderfully happy, Helen thought. They’d only been together since Christmas, but you could tell at once they belonged together. 


‘Where’s Jack tonight?’ Mandy asked Susan. Jack was Susan’s five-year-old son from a previous relationship.


‘He’s at Mum’s,’ Susan said. ‘We thought we’d make a night of it,’ she added. She was clutching a long-stemmed champagne glass. ‘Douglas and I have been together six months today.’


Douglas put his arm around her, pulling her to his side. ‘Best six months of my life,’ he declared. His blue eyes twinkled. 


Out of the corner of her eye, Helen spotted a movement. The side gate had opened again and Toby Gordon appeared. Toby was the latest addition to Animal Ark’s veterinary staff. This evening his usually immaculate hair was ruffled and his face looked slightly pink. Despite that, nothing could hide the impressive bone structure that lay beneath his smooth tanned skin. He had high cheekbones, an aquiline nose and an understated self-confidence that made him look distinguished even when everything was chaotic around him. Beside him, Douglas MacLeod looked more dishevelled than ever.


‘All okay?’ Mandy asked Toby. ‘Did you get your foot-trimming done?’ He had left for Tom Hapwell’s in Twyford at lunchtime, Helen remembered. Had the call really taken him all this time?


‘More or less,’ he said, ‘but I could do with a cold beer.’ His tone was so intense that Helen wanted to laugh.


‘You sound very much in need,’ she teased him. ‘Did the nasty cow wear you out?’


Toby raised his eyebrows and regarded her. ‘I’ll have you know,’ he said, ‘that the cow in question was number 272.’


Gemma frowned. Luke, Susan and Douglas looked equally mystified. But Mandy’s eyes widened and Helen found herself looking at Toby with new-found respect. Cow 272 was well known in the local farming community. She had been known to kick out at head height with a speed that made Usain Bolt look positively glacial. She had hospitalised her owner one year at calving time and Mandy and her father Adam, also a vet, always treated her with the utmost respect. If Toby had managed to trim her hooves without breaking one of his own limbs, it was practically a miracle.


‘What’s so special about 272?’ Susan asked.


Mandy laughed. ‘She’s the fastest kicker in Yorkshire,’ she said. ‘Infamous. Tom Hapwell is lucky to still have his wedding tackle, or so the story goes. He spent a week in the infirmary the first time he tried to calve her.’


‘Really?’ Gemma turned to look at Toby and raised her glass in a toast. ‘How on earth did you manage?’


‘Nice hat, Gem,’ Toby commented with a grin. ‘I managed to sedate her, but even that was touch and go. She almost had me a couple of times, but I finally got the needle in. I used my own special mix of sedatives.’


He had studied anaesthesia before he’d come here, Helen remembered. He’d had a high-flying career at Glasgow University and it had been something of a mystery why he’d chosen to come to Welford, but he had settled in so well over the six months since he’d arrived that she’d almost forgotten.


‘Why on earth does Tom Hapwell keep her if she’s such a menace?’ Susan asked. 


Mandy shrugged. ‘She’s a great milker,’ she said. ‘The best Mr Hapwell’s ever had, but I reckon the real reason she’s still alive is sheer bravado. The great and the good in Welford’s farming community were taking bets on how long it would be before she was made into burgers, once Tom Hapwell was out of hospital. I think he decided not to let anyone win!’


Douglas let out a huge guffaw, making Helen jump. ‘Lucky old 272,’ he said. ‘She’ll probably live out her days in splendid notoriety. The cow they couldn’t kill!’


‘Not so lucky for the vets who have to treat her,’ Helen put in. There was a clinking sound behind her and she turned to see Seb approaching carefully over the grass. He was carrying a tray laden with a large jug of fruit-filled Pimm’s and several glasses. ‘Seb?’ He set the tray down on the table beside her. ‘Could you go and get Toby a pint, please? He’s been out at Twyford, wrestling with number 272’s feet!’


Seb blinked. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about,’ he said, ‘but I’ll gladly get Toby a drink.’ He turned and walked back into the bar.


He returned five minutes later with Jimmy Marsh, who put his arm round Mandy’s shoulders. He was looking very tanned, as he always did at this time of year. ‘Afternoon,’ he said. He raised a brimming pint glass to his lips and took a long draught, then breathed out. ‘Oh, that’s good,’ he said, gazing at his drink for a moment. He looked up, his green eyes twinkling. ‘I thought I was going to miss all the fun, but I see you’re just getting going.’


‘How was this afternoon?’ Mandy asked. 


‘About an hour and a half too long,’ Jimmy replied. He took another mouthful of beer, then lifted his other hand, stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it. ‘Pretty sure I’m deaf on this side now. The bride-to-be shrieked so loudly when she hit the netting after the rope swing I thought she’d broken something. If I’m ever tempted to book in another hen party, just remind me I don’t want premature hearing loss, will you?’


Helen laughed. The Pimm’s was very refreshing and slipped down with alarming ease. They drank the first jug and ordered another. Helen sat on the wooden bench, leaning against Seb and watching her friends and neighbours mill around her. It was great to see so many people turn up to wish Gemma well. Jimmy had just returned with yet another round of drinks when Gemma, whose hat was now at such a jaunty angle it was a wonder it hadn’t fallen off, clambered onto a picnic table. She stood there, swaying slightly. Luke picked up a teaspoon and chinked it on the side of a glass until silence fell.


‘Thank you, everyone, for coming,’ Gemma began. ‘I’ve had a lovely time. I’m really going to miss you all …’ She threw out her arms, then winked at Susan’s boyfriend. ‘Yes, Douglas, even you!’


Douglas roared with laughter. Helen couldn’t help joining in. It was such an infectious sound.


Gemma waited until they were all quiet again. ‘First of all, I want to say thank you to a very special person.’ She raised her glass and grinned down at Helen. ‘Helen Steer has been mad enough to trust me with her wonderful mare Moondance.’ Helen could feel her cheeks reddening as everyone looked at her. ‘And I want to promise you, Helen, that I’ll look after her and bring her back in one piece.’ Gemma took a generous drink and waved at Helen with her free hand.


Helen raised her own glass. ‘You’d better,’ she said, then pursed her lips into a mock pout. ‘Otherwise you’ll have Seb to reckon with. He is our local animal welfare officer, after all!’


A ripple of laughter ran through the crowd.


Gemma held her hands up, scattering amber droplets of Pimm’s on the people standing nearest. ‘Most of all,’ Gemma raised her voice again, ‘I want to thank the most wonderful man in the world: my handsome husband Luke. He’s given me his blessing to go away for three months. I’m pretty sure it’s not just to get me out of the house so he can put his stinky fish in the freezer.’ She smiled down at Luke. ‘I really am very, very lucky,’ she said. ‘He’s the very best person in the world. Look at him, everyone. Isn’t he gorgeous?’ She reached out a hand as if to pull Luke up beside her, caught the heel of her shoe on the edge of the bench and, for a moment, wobbled on the brink of disaster, but Luke reached out and caught her easily.


‘Don’t go hurting yourself now.’ He looked down into her giggling face and shook his head. ‘Can’t ride a horse with a broken leg.’


Gemma wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. Douglas whooped. Cheers and catcalls sounded from all around.


To Helen’s left, Jimmy cleared his throat. ‘I’d like to raise a toast,’ he said, ‘to Gemma. I hope you have a wonderful time on your travels.’ He paused for a moment, looking round at the cheery faces. ‘And a toast to Luke as well, for letting her go.’ He lifted his glass. ‘To Gemma and Luke,’ he cried, and the crowd raised their glasses in return.


‘Gemma and Luke!’ they chorused. 


Mandy beamed up at Jimmy with a loving look of pride. Jimmy reached out and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. Helen had rarely seen Mandy looking more contented. She and Jimmy seemed so perfectly suited. 


Susan had made her way to Gemma’s side with Douglas in tow. ‘We’re going now,’ she said. ‘We have a table booked in Walton.’ 


Gemma opened her arms and hugged first Susan, then Douglas. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said.


An overly loud burst of giggling made Helen turn and look over her shoulder. Toby was standing behind her, surrounded by a throng of young women who were tossing their glossy hair like a herd of well-groomed ponies. Most of the young women were unfamiliar but Helen recognised Imogen Parker-Smythe pressed against Toby’s left arm. She was home from university and had brought her dog into Animal Ark a week ago. From the way she was gazing into Toby’s eyes now, it looked to Helen as if she had more than her dog’s health in mind.


Toby was telling them about his visit to Twyford and embellishing the story with some lurid details about the injuries 272 had inflicted over the years. The high-kicking cow might have hospitalised Tom Hapwell, but Helen was pretty sure she’d never escaped and run amok in Welford churchyard chasing the vicar. She made a mental note to tease him tomorrow morning about his tall tales, but Imogen and her rivals were lapping it up. Toby reached out and touched one of the girls’ forearms. Her face went red with pleasure.


Mandy came up beside Helen and nudged her. ‘Quite the heartbreaker, our Toby,’ she whispered.


Helen felt laughter rising in her throat. ‘Should we tell Mrs Ponsonby he’s cheating on her?’ she murmured. It was a running joke in the practice how often Mrs Ponsonby, Welford’s stalwart of the Women’s Institute, had brought her Pekinese Fancy in to see Toby. The little dog knew his way straight into the correct consulting room. 


Seb joined them, followed by Gemma, battling her way through the crowd. When she arrived, she reached out and put a hand on Helen’s arm. ‘I wanted to thank you again,’ she gushed, ‘for lending me Moondance.’ Helen noticed Gemma had tears in her eyes. ‘You really are the most incredible friend. I wish you were coming with us. I know how much you’ll miss your gorgeous horse.’ The tears were now overflowing, and Helen had to swallow a lump in her throat before she managed to smile. 


‘It really is fine,’ she insisted. ‘I know you’ll look after her. And the two of you’ll have a great time, I know you will.’ 


She felt Seb lay his hand gently on the small of her back. It was a typically restrained gesture. He knew better than anyone how hard it would be for Helen to say goodbye to her horse for the summer. But Helen wished suddenly that he would wrap his arms around her and hold her tight, as Jimmy had with Mandy earlier. It was going to be a long summer without her wonderful mare. 


Luke was holding on to Gemma and Seb had taken his hand away. Helen found herself wishing with a fierce intensity that she was the one leaving for France tomorrow. How wonderful it would be to head off with Moondance and Lucy for company and a horizon full of adventure ahead of them.




Chapter Two
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Helen rubbed her eyes, then pressed her fingers to her temples. It did nothing to relieve the pounding in her head or the gritty feeling whenever she blinked. Five a.m. was early even for a normal morning; the day after a party it was madness. But Moondance was being loaded up for her extended holiday and nothing would have induced Helen to miss saying goodbye. Beside her in the yard at Six Oaks Stables, Gemma looked deathly white with a greenish tinge around her mouth. Despite the huge sunglasses she was sporting, she still seemed wary of the early morning sunlight.


Moondance, in contrast, was looking fabulous, Helen thought. Her eyes were calm and her mane and tail were perfectly groomed. Helen watched as Molly Future, the owner of the stable yard, walked the long-legged grey mare up the ramp and into the lorry. 


Molly’s red pixie cut was immaculate, as were her jodhpurs and shiny boots, despite the early hour. She reappeared, having tied Moondance up, and with quiet efficiency raised the ramp and bolted the door into place. She turned and regarded Gemma and Helen as if they were a couple of feeble geldings that needed pepping up. ‘I’m starting to think it was a wise move to miss the party last night,’ she said.


Gemma groaned. ‘I’m going to sleep all the way to Southampton,’ she muttered.


‘I do hope it’s a not a rough crossing,’ Molly said, with something approaching a smirk. 


Helen laughed as Gemma grimaced and wrapped her arms around herself. ‘It’d better not be,’ she said with another whimper.


‘Did you remember to pick up the saddlebags?’ Molly asked. ‘They were in the tack room.’


Gemma yelped, then winced as if the noise had bitten her. ‘Thank you for reminding me,’ she whispered, and tottered off across the cobbles.


Helen walked over to the lorry, opened the jockey door in the side and clambered up the steep steps. Moondance was pulling at the hay net that Molly had filled for her. She was looking very smart in her green travelling rug and matching leg wraps. Helen reached up and wrapped her arms round Moondance’s neck. A lump rose in her throat as the mare rested her head on her shoulder for a moment, then blew in her ear. 


‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ Helen whispered. ‘Be good for Gemma, won’t you? Don’t you go falling for any of those fancy French stallions.’ 


Moondance twitched an ear backwards and tossed her head as if the idea was ridiculous. Helen smiled, though there were tears in her eyes. It was so strange to think of all the amazing adventures that were coming Moondance’s way: adventures she wouldn’t be sharing. 


There was a sound from the doorway and Gemma appeared carrying the saddlebags. Helen ran her hand down the velvety hair on Moondance’s neck, then turned and hugged Gemma. ‘Have an amazing time, both of you,’ she said. She patted Gemma’s shoulder, glanced at Moondance one last time, then climbed back down and stood beside Molly. A moment later, the engine roared into life and the vehicle lumbered down the driveway. Helen watched until it rounded the corner.


‘You know you’re welcome to come over any time,’ Molly said. ‘You can ride any of the horses while Moondance is away.’


‘Thanks,’ Helen said. She smiled at Molly. It was going to be very odd, not having Moondance around. Lucy would miss her too, though she would probably appreciate all the extra attention. 


Helen set off for the walk down into Welford. The morning air was fresh and she began to feel better. She was going to be incredibly early for work but it would give her a chance to catch up with some of the chores she hadn’t had time for in the last few days. It was comforting to enter the waiting room at Animal Ark and switch on the coffee machine before she set about the familiar tasks, checking the consulting rooms were fully stocked and that each room had a stethoscope and thermometer. Next she went to the store cupboard to update the inventory; she was pretty sure Emily Hope, the practice manager and Mandy’s mum, wanted to place an order today.


A car pulled up outside the window just as she was finishing. Helen walked into the waiting room to see whether it was an early client. Mandy was outside, rooting through the boot of her RAV4. Two minutes later, she rushed through the door clutching several empty injection bottles and a container filled with discarded plastic gloves and used syringes. She looked at Helen, eyebrows raised as if surprised, then she seemed to remember why Helen might be at work early. ‘Did Moondance get off okay?’ she asked, her eyes sympathetic.


‘Fine, thanks,’ Helen replied. ‘Although Molly was the only one fit enough to load her. Not sure Gemma would have got off without her.’


Mandy smiled. ‘Good job she was there,’ she said. She looked down at the rubbish she was carrying. ‘I just need to put this in the bin,’ she said, ‘then maybe you could give me a hand with the rescues? I know you don’t usually in the morning, but I really need to get on. I’ve got to be at Upper Welford Hall in an hour.’


Helen nodded, suspecting that Mandy was deliberately trying to keep her busy to stop her dwelling on saying goodbye to Moondance. ‘I’ll go and make a start,’ she said.




It didn’t take her long to feed the cats and clean out their litter trays. Her favourite at the moment was a large white chinchilla breed with piercing green eyes. His name was Emerald, and he had come to the centre when his owner had died. When Helen picked him up to put him back in his cage, he purred so loudly that she couldn’t resist cuddling him. He was still purring like an engine five minutes later when Mandy put her head round the door. ‘I’ve finished cleaning the dogs,’ she said, ‘but I need to take Flit out for a few minutes. Could you see to Lettuce, please?’


With a last snuggle, Helen put Emerald back in his cage. Mandy had brought Lettuce to show her when he first arrived, but this was the first time Helen had fed him. He was far too big to fit into one of the standard rabbit kennels, so Mandy had put him in the isolation ward in one of the cat cages. When Helen opened the door of his kennel he hopped out, lolloped twice around her legs, then stopped right in front of her with his front paws on her feet. His whiskers twitched as he gazed up at her. Helen crouched down and tickled him under his floppy ear and he leaned into her hand with a satisfied groaning noise. His fur was so soft. ‘Let’s get you fed,’ she said, unable to resist smiling at him. He really was enormous, easily as big as Emerald and definitely heavier. 


She stood up and checked the chart that was clipped to the front of his cage. Each of Hope Meadows’ furry tenants had one of these charts, which detailed everything from health information to food preferences. ‘It says here you like carrot tops,’ she said, looking down at the oversized rabbit. ‘And that you need six cups of chopped vegetables.’ Lettuce twitched his whiskers.


To Helen’s delight, he lolloped after her as she walked through to the fridge. He was incredibly tame and in very good condition. He had been well looked after at the petting farm, Helen realised.


Mandy arrived back as Helen was putting a handful of timothy hay in the corner of Lettuce’s cage. ‘Thanks for sorting him out,’ Mandy said. ‘It takes ages to chop all his veg.’


‘He seems to be enjoying my efforts,’ Helen observed. Lettuce’s broad head bobbed a little as he chewed. 


Mandy nodded. ‘He certainly loves his food.’ She pulled her mobile out and checked the time. ‘Must get off to Welford Hall,’ she said, thrusting the phone back into her pocket. She smiled at Helen. ‘Mrs Bell will be arriving with Croissant in a minute. Could you see to him, please?’


Helen had been in the clinic with Mandy yesterday when Mandy had diagnosed Croissant Bell’s diabetes. He had gone home for the night but was coming back this morning to start on insulin. He would be hospitalised for a few days until they had him stabilised.


‘I’ve written the plan,’ Mandy said. ‘Bloods first, then insulin, and we’ll take it from there.’


‘No problem.’ Helen gave a brisk nod. Starting an animal on a treatment plan that was going to make a big difference to their health was the kind of task she enjoyed best.


Croissant meowed loudly as Mrs Bell carried his basket inside. Anthea Bell was a retired teacher with short grey hair that fitted her head like a cap. She was normally known for her common sense and she had an apologetic look on her face as she held out a well-filled plastic bag to Helen. ‘I know it’s silly,’ she said, ‘but I’ve brought along a few of his things. Michael wanted me to bring them. We’re both worried about him.’ Michael was Mrs Bell’s husband. Like Mrs Bell, he was very attached to crotchety Croissant.


Helen took the bag and looked inside. She wanted to laugh when she saw the contents. Mrs Bell must have brought all Croissant’s toys as well as his favourite blanket and a full set of grooming brushes. As well as a ball with a bell in it, there was a toy fishing rod with a goldfish attached, and a large fluffy toy mouse with a well-chewed ear. She swallowed her amusement and smiled with sympathy at Mrs Bell. ‘I know it’s a worrying time,’ she said, ‘but I’ll take good care of him for you.’ 


They walked into the cattery and Helen set up the cage where Croissant would spend the next few days. She folded his blanket up and placed it on top of the absorbent pad and set the ball and mouse beside it. ‘I’ll pop Mr Fishy in here,’ she said, propping the toy fishing rod in the plastic tub attached to the cage bars, where normally they stored any medications. Croissant’s insulin would be kept in the fridge. ‘I’m afraid we don’t have space for his grooming kit, though.’ She closed the bag and handed it back to Mrs Bell. ‘We’ve grooming equipment here if we need it, but if you’d like to come in and spend some time with him each day to do your own brushing, you’d be very welcome.’


Mrs Bell managed a smile. ‘You’re very kind,’ she said.


Helen opened the box and gently lifted Croissant out. He was a large, handsome cat with a chocolate brown coat and huge golden eyes. He stared at Helen as she cuddled him for a moment before putting him down on his blanket. He turned round twice, then walked over to press his nose to the bars. ‘He’ll soon settle in,’ Helen said.


Mrs Bell nodded. ‘He’s already calmer than I thought he’d be,’ she said. ‘I know he’s in good hands.’


‘I just need to get some paperwork sorted out before you go,’ Helen told her. She had already printed out the consent information and the treatment plan Mandy had put together. 


Toby arrived as Mrs Bell was signing the form. He peered over Helen’s shoulder at the computer screen, then disappeared into the cat kennel. He must be checking Croissant out, Helen thought. 


By the time he came back out, Mrs Bell had gone. He sauntered over to the reception desk, where Helen was entering the details onto the computer. ‘I see you’ve made Croissant comfortable,’ he said. ‘I love the fishy on the string. Is that part of his treatment? Two fishy sessions, ten minutes each, twice a day?’ 


He was standing close behind her. So close that Helen had to twist round and look up to see his face. He grinned down at her, his eyes twinkling. 


‘Some people know how to look after their pets properly.’ She narrowed her eyes at him, pretending to scowl, and he laughed.


‘Speaking of people who love their pets,’ Toby went on, ‘I heard you slipped a little something into Moondance’s saddlebag. Strict instructions to give her a piece every evening before bed! Now that is dedication.’ 


Helen sat up very straight. Who could possibly have told him? Was it Gemma? Helen wasn’t going to give him the upper hand by asking. ‘Moondance can’t survive without her Kendal Mint Cake,’ she said. ‘And Gemma had better look after Moondance even better than I’m looking after Croissant.’


‘I’m sure she will,’ Toby said. His voice had lost its teasing tone. He patted her on the shoulder as if he’d realised this might be a touchy subject. ‘You’re very caring,’ he said. ‘Seb’s a lucky guy.’


If Helen hadn’t known better, she could have sworn he sounded almost wistful. She risked a glance up at him and he was smiling again. He really was a heartbreaker, she thought. Thank goodness she and Mandy were both immune.


‘He is,’ she replied with a brisk smile, ‘but you won’t be so lucky if you aren’t ready when your first client arrives.’ She nodded at the window. A car had just pulled up.


‘I’m on it,’ he said. He patted her shoulder again, then strolled towards the door of his consulting room, whistling. 


He was incorrigible, Helen thought as he disappeared inside. It was amazing he was still single. Every other week, he seemed to have a new date, though until now none of them had lasted past the first few outings. 


The client came in with a large pet carrier. Helen registered them and Toby called them through. Alone again, Helen stood up and began to sort through the leaflet rack that stood by the door. It was odd, she thought as she shuffled the pamphlets into place. Toby had been here for half a year, but she knew next to nothing about him. He hailed from some remote part of Scotland and he’d had a glittering career at Glasgow Vet School as an anaesthetist before he’d come to Welford. That was all she knew. Asking him questions didn’t help. Any time she tried to get him talking about himself, he turned the conversation around. It sometimes felt as if he was deliberately trying to be mysterious. 


Adam Hope opened the door that connected the cottage and the veterinary practice just as another car arrived. His greying hair was neatly brushed and he was already wearing his white coat. Mandy had grown up in the cottage with her adoptive parents since she was a tiny baby. Both Adam and Emily were vets and they had worked together for years until Emily had been diagnosed with MS a couple of years ago. Now Emily had stepped down into the role of practice manager, but Adam seemed as sprightly as he had six years ago, when Helen had first come to work at Animal Ark.


‘Everything ready?’ he asked. 


‘Theatre’s all set up,’ she replied. Adam’s first patient this morning was a plump Labrador retriever called Tampa. He had a lipoma – a fatty lump – behind his shoulder. Helen had put the surgical kit out and set up the anaesthetic machine first thing. ‘Here’s the consent form.’ She held out the papers and Adam took them. ‘What would we do without you?’ he said, then whisked off to open the door to the theatre before she had a chance to reply.


The surgery went well. Helen enjoyed watching Adam operate. He worked with a minimum of fuss, often with Radio 4 playing quietly in the background. He put in the last stitch and pulled away the sterile drape so Helen could clean up Tampa’s flank. ‘You can turn him off now,’ he said, as he always did.


‘Already done,’ Helen replied. She liked to turn off the anaesthetic gas when he was putting in the final suture. That way the patient woke up as soon as possible after the procedure. Staying too long under anaesthetic could lead to all kinds of problems, above and beyond the initial need for surgery. 


‘Give me a shout when you need to lift him onto the trolley,’ Adam said, pulling off his gloves. ‘I’ll get the notes done and we can go next door for a coffee if you like.’


Helen nodded. ‘Thanks,’ she said as Adam pushed his way through the double swing doors.


Emily was looking well, Helen thought as she walked into the cottage kitchen. The dark rings that had shadowed her large green eyes had gone. Her hair was still golden red, though it was starting to be streaked with white strands. An open laptop lay on the table in front of her, but she stood up when Helen came in and walked over to put the kettle on. ‘I hear Moondance got off safely,’ she said, turning back to Helen.


Lucy, who had been in the kitchen since Helen’s early start that morning, came pottering over and pushed her damp nose into Helen’s hand.


‘She was totally calm about loading up,’ Helen replied. ‘Gemma not so much,’ she added. ‘I’d say of the two Moondance was in a better state.’


Emily laughed. ‘I did hear it was quite the party last night,’ she said. 


Helen crouched beside Lucy to give her a hug and Lucy leaned her weight into Helen’s body, her tail brushing the ground. Emily watched as Helen gave Lucy a kiss. ‘She’s been as good as gold,’ she said. ‘Sit down and I’ll get you a cup of coffee.’


‘Thanks,’ Helen said, straightening up. She pulled out a chair at the scrubbed pine table.


The door opened and Adam came in. He walked over and kissed Emily on the side of her head. ‘You sit down,’ he told her. ‘I’ll get the coffee.’


‘Thanks,’ Emily replied. ‘I’ve been working on the website. Mandy asked me to update the rescues that are ready for rehoming.’ She looked at Helen. ‘I’m just adding Lettuce,’ she said. ‘I’ve written down that he’s a Giant Flemish and that he’s sandy coloured. What else?’


Helen laughed. ‘He’s absolutely enormous?’ she suggested.


‘That does seem to be his most distinguishing feature.’ Adam grinned.


‘Also that he can eat his own weight in vegetables,’ Helen added.


The kettle boiled. Helen watched as Adam poured out three mugs of coffee and put them on the table. 


Emily lifted her mug and took a sip, then looked at Helen, her expression humorous. ‘Do you have space in your life for an oversized rabbit?’ she teased. ‘I’m sure Lettuce would be quite large enough to keep up with Lucy.’


Helen wrinkled her nose. ‘I’m sure he could,’ she said. ‘But I’m not sure what Lucy would make of a bunny sibling. Don’t you think he’d look good hopping round the kitchen here?’ She waved a hand round the comfortable room with its cheerful flowered curtains and wood stove.


Adam looked scandalised. ‘Tango would never agree to that,’ he said.


Tango was an ancient ginger cat that had come into Hope Meadows a year and a half ago. Adam and he had become great friends. A month later, he had officially moved into the cottage, though he spent as much time in the clinic, supervising the dogs as they went in and out.


‘Where is Tango?’ Helen asked, looking around. 


Adam shrugged one shoulder. ‘Nobody knows,’ he said, his voice mysterious. He grinned as he lifted his mug. ‘He comes and goes as he likes. You know he hates being shut in anywhere,’ he added in a more normal tone. 


Oh, to be so free! Helen found herself wondering where Moondance was. Hopefully not stuck in a traffic jam on the M1. Beneath the table, Lucy’s warm head slid onto her lap. Helen reached down and stroked her silky ear. Just you and me, girl, for the summer. We’ll have to find our own adventures!




Chapter Three


[image: Image Missing]


Helen drove home in bright afternoon sunshine. Midsummer was almost here, and the sun was still high over the fells that rose beyond the little village of Kimbleton, just before the turn-off to Helen’s home. She topped the summit of Kimbleton Bank and dropped down the steep road that led to Sunrise Farm. Helen had rented the converted granary from Anneka and Steve Mellor for the past three years. 


Anneka and Steve had bought Sunrise Farm ten years ago, abandoning city life in Rochdale to begin a new life growing fruit. The little valley had already been filled with densely planted fruit trees in a wonderful orchard of apples and pears. Behind the trees, the Mellors had erected a series of polytunnels to stock with strawberries, raspberries and gooseberries on long raised planters. Two additional fields were given over to ground-growing strawberries, warmed in rows of yellow straw. The evening air was often scented with the sweet aroma of ripening fruit or of the wonderful jam Steve cooked on the farmhouse kitchen stove.


Helen climbed out of the car and stretched. She smiled at Lucy, who was waiting patiently in the back seat. She opened the door and unclipped Lucy’s harness from the seat belt.


‘Lucy!’ A happy shout and the sound of running feet across the yard heralded the arrival of Anneka and Steve’s three children. Nine-year-old Barney led the way, followed by seven-year-old Connie, then Harry, who was only four. A rather roly-poly basset hound brought up the rear. 


‘Hello, Birdie.’ Helen bent to rub the basset’s ear, and he sat on his haunches and groaned with pleasure as he leaned into her hand.


‘Daddy’s making jam,’ Connie told Helen. Her wide blue eyes almost filled her small round face. 


‘We helped,’ Barney piped up. He was a sweet-natured boy with a halo of brown curls.


‘I can see that,’ Helen replied, trying not to laugh. All three children were covered in scarlet juice. 


‘Rice pudding and jam for tea,’ Harry said, then put his red-stained thumb in his mouth.


‘Dad said we could bring you a jar, once it’s finished,’ Connie told her. ‘Can we bring it round later, please?’ 


‘Of course.’ Helen smiled at the earnest little faces. ‘That would be lovely, thank you. Anyway, I’d better get Lucy inside. Come on, Lucy.’


The black retriever was sniffing around the gravelled yard with Birdie, but came as soon as Helen called. Lucy would have stayed outside quite happily, but Helen wanted nothing more after her long day than to escape into the peaceful granary and put her feet up for half an hour.


It was blissfully quiet in her tiny stone-flagged kitchen. Helen felt herself starting to relax as she opened the fridge and poured herself a glass of wine. She tossed spinach, tomatoes and red onions in a bowl, then sat down on one of the two leather chairs that stood on either side of the unlit stove in the living area. It was cosy in winter time, but in summer it was blissfully cool. Helen sipped her wine and Lucy lay down at her feet with a sigh. Helen’s mind was drifting on the subject of Lettuce when she heard the click of the front door latch. Lucy’s tail began to wag and she jumped up and rushed out into the hall.


‘Hello.’ Seb sounded as if he was smiling. A moment later, he appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘And hello you,’ he said to Helen. He walked over and gave her a kiss, then held out a closed fist. ‘Guess what I got for you today.’ 
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