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Chapter One
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Mandy Hope glanced up as she walked beneath the Running Wild banner. Today was the official opening for the new Outward Bound centre at Upper Welford Hall. Her heart lifted at the sight of the brightly coloured bunting whipped by a gusty wind under the grey November sky. It felt like ages since she’d had a day off. 


For the past three months, Mandy’s every waking moment had been consumed by her work. Animal Ark, the veterinary practice she shared with her parents, Adam and Emily Hope, would have taken up enough time on its own. In addition, she had set up a brand-new business in the field behind the clinic. Hope Meadows was the animal rescue centre Mandy had always dreamed of creating, and she still felt a glow of pride every time she entered the handsome glass and stone building. But between her clinical work and the construction project, she’d had almost no time for herself. There was also the distraction of trying to purchase Lamb’s Wood Cottage, the run-down smallholding on the edge of Welford that she dearly wanted to buy.


There had been a queue of cars lining up in the lane leading to the Outward Bound centre that Sunday afternoon so Mandy had parked some way off and walked up the narrow road with her beloved collie, Sky. Joining the crowd that was gathering in the paddock, she squeezed to the edge, with Sky at her heels, and admired the rope course that had been built at the edge of some ancient woodland. The rope constructions looked sturdy and safe, and the soft sandy colour of the materials blended into the trees until they seemed almost part of the growing forest. For today’s ceremony, a rope was strung between two trees on the platform where the course began. A microphone and a pair of speakers stood on the wooden structure.


Mandy crouched to hug Sky, who was behaving remarkably well given the number of people who were here. It was a sign of Sky’s rehabilitation that she could be comfortable among a busy crowd. Mandy let her mind drift back to her crazy, breathless summer, when animals in need of help had seemed to appear from every corner. Back then, the field she was standing in had been filled with rescued animals, thanks to the generosity of Sam Weston, the farmer who owned the land where Running Wild was situated. Mandy smiled as she pictured Bill, the enormous Shire horse, grazing among the sheep and cows she had rescued from Lamb’s Wood when Robbie Grimshaw, its previous owner, had been taken ill. 


Now there was a brand-new wooden shelter in the corner where six shiny quad bikes stood in a row. Both the shelter and the rope course had been built by Jimmy Marsh, Running Wild’s owner and manager. Looking at the neatly constructed bike shed, Mandy was reminded of how much help Jimmy had given her over the hectic summer. In her mind’s eye, she could still see him standing at the top of a ladder, carrying out repairs to the barn for her rescue animals. And if she was honest with herself, it wasn’t just his woodwork skills that she admired … 


A movement at the front of the crowd caught her eye. There he was, climbing confidently up to the platform in the trees: Jimmy Marsh himself. In his waxed jacket and corduroy trousers, he was almost invisible among the moss-covered branches and brown leaves. Another man climbed up beside him, reaching the top of the ladder with a grin that Mandy instantly recognised from TV. So this is the famous Aira Kirkbryde, she thought. 


The attendance of Aira Kirkbryde had been the talk of Welford ever since Jimmy had invited him to the opening ceremony. Mandy had lost count of the clients who had come into the practice gushing about his survival programme on the BBC. Aira too was wearing a waxed jacket and cords. The two men could almost have been bookends, with their broad shoulders and cropped hair. They had been at school together in the Lake District, apparently. Mandy watched as Aira said something to Jimmy that made him laugh, creasing his wind-tanned face until his eyes nearly disappeared. 


Jimmy turned to face the crowd and held up his hands for silence. Stepping up to the microphone, he bent his head and spoke. ‘Hello and welcome to Welford Hall,’ he said, then paused for a moment, looking out over the crowd. His eyes seemed to rest on Mandy and she thought she detected the ghost of a smile, but then he was talking again, his magnified voice echoing beneath the iron sky. 


‘I hope that the rain holds off, for the sake of my good friend Aira here,’ he said. A wave of clapping ran through the crowd, tailing off almost as soon as it began. ‘Not that he isn’t used to a bit of rain.’ A murmur of earnest agreement from the people beside Mandy. ‘Anyway, I don’t think he needs any further introduction. I am delighted he agreed to come along today to our opening ceremony. So here he is … Aira Kirkbryde.’


Now the crowd clapped in earnest. There were a few yells of ‘Aira’ and an ironic wolf-whistle, and then Aira was holding up his arms like a rock star on a very small, high up stage. Gradually, the crowd fell silent. 


‘Thank you,’ he said and smiled. Even from this distance, Mandy could sense the magnetism in that grin. ‘It’s my pleasure to be here today,’ he went on, ‘at this opening ceremony for the wonderful new Running Wild Outward Bound Centre. It’s good to see so many people committed to exploring our fabulous British countryside.’ A pause for cheers, with nods to individuals in the crowd. He certainly knew how to work his audience. ‘Much as he’ll hate it, I want to say a few words about my good friend Jimmy Marsh.’ He held out his hand, indicating Jimmy, whose ears were turning red. Mandy felt a stab of sympathy, but was also curious to hear what Aira was going to say. She felt there was still a lot to learn about Running Wild’s owner. 


‘Many years ago, Jimmy and I went to school together.’ Mandy saw Jimmy glance down at the wooden platform under his feet. ‘Back then, Jimmy was forever getting into trouble for climbing trees,’ Aira said. ‘It seems he has decided to make a career of it.’ To Mandy’s relief, Jimmy was grinning. ‘Before he came here, he was a park-ranger in the Lake District National Park. It was his job to make sure that the local wildlife and the general public could both enjoy the countryside. I know that here in Welford he wants to do the same thing, especially for people who haven’t been lucky enough to experience an outdoor life the way that we have.’ 


He stretched out his arm to take in the whole crowd, and Mandy sensed people nodding earnestly around her. There had been a rumble of opposition to the Outward Bound centre because of the fear that ‘city kids’ would run riot across the lovely moors. Aira was making the local community feel as if they were being incredibly generous, and doing a vital public duty.


‘Anyway, I’m not going to talk for long. I know that many of you have come here today to try out the wonderful rope course behind me, so I won’t keep you hanging any longer …’ He paused as a mixture of groans and scattered laughter rose. Then he turned to Jimmy, who handed over a sturdy-looking hunting knife. ‘Without further ado,’ Aira announced, taking hold of the rope that stood in place of the more traditional ribbon, ‘I declare that the new Running Wild Outward Bound Centre is officially open!’ With a flick of the knife, he sliced through the rope. 


There were a few cheers, a burst of clapping and then the crowd began to surge forward. Looking down, Mandy could see that despite the chilly wind, Sky had begun to pant. From the tension in her face, Mandy knew that the noise and movement was disturbing the sensitive dog. She reached into her pocket and crouched down beside the collie. ‘Here you go,’ she whispered, slipping Sky a chew. As the crowd continued to mill around them, Mandy stayed with her pet, running her hands through the soft fur on the sides of Sky’s neck. ‘What do you want to do now then?’ she asked. Sky looked at her, her liquid brown eyes filled with trust. ‘Should we head home? I’m guessing Jimmy will be too busy to speak to us today.’


‘Guess again!’ A pair of lightweight climbing boots with wasp-striped laces had come to a standstill in front of her. Mandy’s eyes followed upwards, past the dark trousers and the new-looking Barbour to the familiar face that was grinning down at her. With a last caress of Sky’s ear, Mandy took the hand he was holding out and pulled herself, rather awkwardly, to a standing position. She felt breathless, even as the heat rose in her face. Back in the summer, when they had first met, Jimmy Marsh had always seemed to catch her off-guard and now here she was again, blushing like a sixteen-year-old. 


His grin widened. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t intend to creep up on you.’ Close up, he looked as friendly as ever, his frank green eyes surrounded by laughter lines. 


The wind whirled against Mandy’s cheeks and a shiver ran through her as she caught the scent of Jimmy’s aftershave. ‘I thought you’d be on duty all day,’ she said.


He shrugged, his eyes apologetic. ‘I’ll have to go in a minute,’ he admitted. ‘Aira’s keeping them entertained for now, but the rope course is free today so there’s a bit of a stampede. I’ll need to supervise.’ 


‘It all looks great.’ Mandy glanced around. ‘I can see how much work you’ve put in.’ 


Jimmy nodded. ‘You and me both,’ he said. ‘The new buildings at Hope Meadows seemed to spring up overnight. We’ve both had our hands full.’


‘How are Abi and Max?’ Mandy asked. She had met Jimmy’s eight-year-old twins briefly when he had been caring for them during the summer holiday.


Jimmy’s face softened. ‘They’re great, thanks,’ he said. ‘They’ll be over next Saturday.’ He paused for a moment. ‘How about all your charges?’ he asked. ‘Did you ever manage to find a home for Rudolph?’ 


Mandy smiled. The adorable pygmy goat had been one of Hope Meadows’ first residents. ‘He’s gone to a smallholding on the far side of Walton,’ she replied. ‘They’ve got loads of goats … and very tall fences,’ she added. Jimmy had been driving past when Rudolph had taken a daring leap out of his pen and escaped onto the road. Happily for Mandy, Jimmy had caught the spirited goat – who really did seem to fly like one of Santa’s reindeer – before he had a chance to cause an accident. 


‘Do you have many other inmates just now?’ Jimmy asked. ‘Only I know someone who’s looking for a cat.’


‘We’ve lots of lovely cats,’ Mandy was always delighted to hear of any potential new homes. She glanced sideways at Jimmy, teasing him with a smile. ‘How about you?’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t you like one, too?’


‘I’m sure they’re lovely, but I’m more of a dog person. I’d love to come round and see them though – and you, of course,’ he added.


Mandy felt herself going red again. She had been so busy recently that she and Jimmy had barely seen each other. He was very good company and made her laugh, but she had so little time to spare. She’d already cancelled more than one date when work had intervened. Understanding as he was, she wondered whether she was really being fair to him. 


‘Mr Marsh?’ A young woman with dark hair and a smart black raincoat appeared behind Jimmy. Mandy recognised the farm secretary from Upper Welford Hall. ‘We’re going to let people onto the rope course now.’


Jimmy flashed Mandy a wry smile. ‘I have to go,’ he said, ‘but I’ll see you soon.’ He reached out a hand and gave Mandy’s fingers a brief squeeze. ‘Bye,’ he said, then turned and strode off towards the large queue that was waiting at the foot of the first net. 


Mandy sighed and looked down at Sky. ‘Guess it’s just you and me again,’ she said.


‘Hello.’ Before she had a chance to move off, a cheery voice accosted her. ‘Lovely to see you here, Mandy.’ It was Mrs Jackson, who lived in Rose Cottage, just up from Mandy’s grandparents. Mandy was impressed to see that as well as wearing sturdy boots and a warm hat and coat, the old lady was sporting a hefty pair of binoculars. Was she hoping to birdwatch from the heights of the tree-house that stood at the end of the rope course? 


‘Just going to take a wander through the woods.’ Mrs Jackson adjusted the strap on her binoculars. ‘I’m glad that Jimmy Marsh seems to be taking his wildlife protection duties seriously,’ she went on. ‘Though I’m sure if he didn’t, you’d put him straight.’ 


Mandy smiled to herself. She had lectured Jimmy more than enough about the local environment when they had first met, but she knew now that he was just as invested as she was. ‘I’m sure he’ll be very careful,’ she replied.


Mrs Jackson nodded as if the reply was quite satisfactory.


‘Hi, Mandy!’ Rachel Farmer, the Animal Ark receptionist, came over to join them. Dressed warmly in an eye-catching red scarf and knitted hat, she was arm in arm with her fiancé, Brandon Gill from Greystones Farm. ‘Are you going to have a go on the rope course?’ Rachel asked.


Mandy shook her head. ‘I’ve got Sky with me,’ she said, by way of explanation. 


‘We could hold her for you, couldn’t we, Brandon?’ Rachel looked up at the young farmer, who flushed red before giving a single nod.


‘That’s very kind of you,’ Mandy said. ‘But I think we should be heading home.’ She glanced down at Sky, whose fur was lifting like feathers in the wind. She was looking up at Mandy, her eyes expectant. Mandy slid her hand into her pocket and gave her a treat. ‘Bye, Mrs Jackson. See you on Monday, Rachel,’ she called, and then to Sky, ‘Come on, girl.’


They got as far as the gate to the paddock before she was hailed again.


‘Hello! Mandy?’ The voice came from the farmyard next door. It was Graham, the dairyman from Upper Welford Hall. He was wearing his usual faded blue boiler suit and his hair stuck up on end, as if he had rubbed his hands through it. ‘I was just about to take the stitches out of the cow you saw last week. She’s healed beautifully. Want to take a look?’


Even though it was officially her day off, Mandy couldn’t resist following Graham to see the black and white Friesian she had treated ten days earlier. As she passed through the archway into the Welford Hall courtyard, her eye was caught by the twinkling white lights of a huge Christmas tree that stood in the centre of the yard. The row of little shops specialising in crafts and homemade produce were also trimmed with greenery and lights and a mobile stall had been set up to roast chestnuts. For the first time, it crossed Mandy’s mind that Christmas was not too far away. She felt a shiver of excitement. Christmas in Welford had always been magical. 


Graham was disappearing into a passageway at the far side of the cobbles. Hurrying after him, Mandy followed him into a shed close to the milking parlour where her patient was being kept. She had carried out an operation to move the abomasum, the fourth chamber of the cow’s stomach. It had become displaced to the left side of the cow’s abdomen. Mandy had shifted it back to its normal position and sutured it in place. The cow had been unable to eat and would have died without surgery. 


It was the first time Mandy had performed the op. Now, she was pleased to see the animal tucking into hay as if nothing had happened. The cow turned her head to gaze at them, a few wisps of hay hanging from her mouth.


‘She started eating straight away,’ Graham told Mandy. ‘It’s like a miracle.’ Mandy could see that the cow’s flanks had filled out and her eyes were bright and curious. The wound on her right side was, as Graham had said, impressively healed. ‘Would you mind holding her tail while I take the stitches out, or would you like to do it?’ he asked.


‘I would quite like to do it,’ Mandy said.


‘Be my guest!’ Graham smiled before handing over the small curved blade that would be used to remove the stitches. With a well-practised hand, he took hold of the cow’s tail and leaned on her hind end until she swung round against the wall. Absent-mindedly, he scratched the placid animal’s rump as Mandy approached. The wound site was smooth and clean, to her relief. The hair around the scar was already beginning to regrow. In a few months, there would be only a thin line to mark the operation. With a steady hand, Mandy clipped the thick suture material at the top and bottom of the wound, then unpicked the interlocking stitches in between.


‘We’ve made some adjustments to the feeding routine after calving for the rest of the herd, as you suggested,’ Graham told her. ‘We’ve increased the fibre intake and we’re supplementing with calcium and phosphorus. We don’t want another one getting ill.’


‘That’s great.’ Mandy stood back from the cow as Graham moved up towards the animal’s head, loosening the halter from behind her ears, then dropping it free over her nose. Slipping the rope over his shoulder, he followed Mandy out of the pen and swung the gate shut. For a moment they stood side by side, watching as the cow pulled another mouthful of hay from the rack.


‘We should go,’ Mandy said. She could have stood there all day, breathing in the sweet scent of hay and clean bovine, but there was a lot to do back at Hope Meadows. Untying Sky’s lead from a ring on the wall of the byre, she leaned down and stroked the collie’s soft domed head. She would buy some of the delicious chestnuts she had smelled earlier on her way through the yard, she thought. They would warm her up as she walked back to the car. Pulling open the door, she stepped back outside into the chilly November wind. 




Chapter Two
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Mandy stood behind the glass wall of the rescue centre and stared out. The trees in the orchard were bare in the late afternoon light and the fellside had faded to its muted winter hue. The beauty of the landscape, the serene grasslands and endlessly climbing dry-stone walls lifted Mandy’s heart. Hope Meadows, and its furry occupants, still felt like a wonderful dream to her. From the earliest days of helping animals with James, she had known she wanted to spend her life working with and for them. 


Closing her eyes and inhaling deeply, she could still detect the fresh scent of sawdust clinging to the wooden beams. With the help of an architect, Mandy’s father Adam had come up with the design for the centre. The reception area was dominated by a soaring glass window which flooded the building with natural light, even on the greyest days. 


Despite the hard work Mandy had to put in at all hours, there was nowhere else she would rather be. 


She opened her eyes and walked behind the counter she used both as an office and as a reception area when clients visited. There was a letter waiting for her on the desk. Rachel must have put it there yesterday. Picking it up, she saw the Harper’s Supplies logo on the envelope and for a moment she felt uneasy. Her adoptive parents had made a generous investment in Hope Meadows, but in spite of their help, there were still occasions when the size of the feed bills and all the other expenses made her wince. Ripping open the envelope, she pressed her lips together. The invoice was far higher than she had anticipated. There was a letter attached and she flipped it open. 


‘Dear Amanda,’ she read. ‘I am sorry to let you know there was an error with your invoice from October and therefore the outstanding amount is rather higher than usual. Should you have any problems meeting this account, please do get in touch and we will discuss possible means of payment. Many thanks. Sally Harper.’


She looked up. The scene beyond the window was unchanged, but for a moment, the joy it brought her was dimmed. She had checked over the Hope Meadows accounts the day before and her bank statement had told her that without additional funding, she would soon be eating into her overdraft. She had calculated that she had enough to cover the November feed bill, but with the extra payment, there was no way she could afford to pay immediately. She would have to ring Sally, but it was Sunday evening. There was nothing she could do for now.


Pulling herself upright with a sigh, she walked through to the room where she kept her smallest inmates. She was greeted by the welcoming wheek, wheek, wheek of two guinea pigs who had been brought in last week. Their previous owner had gone to university and her mother had felt unable to give them the care they deserved. The sight of them lifted Mandy’s heart again. Despite the difficulties, this was all she had ever wanted. She smiled at the sight of a blunt little nose twitching. A pair of bright eyes peered out from the cage. ‘Hello, Snowie,’ she said to the rough-haired white cavy, ‘and hello, Bubble,’ as the second little creature appeared. Opening the fridge, Mandy pulled out a packet of rocket and posted a few leaves through the bars of the cage. She had been working with Snowie and Bubble every day, getting them used to being handled by someone different. They were mostly calm now, though if Mandy made a sudden noise or movement, they would still make a scrabbling dash for their bed.


Crossing to the other side of the room, Mandy gave some rocket to a pair of delicate, tiny Himalayan rabbits. She opened the door and stroked them each in turn. Their slim faces were almost comical with their twitching brown noses and soft dark ears, which contrasted so strikingly with the silky white fur on the rest of their bodies. Taking out her phone, Mandy took a few snaps of them in their newly cleaned cage. She would put the pictures on the rehoming page of her website later, alongside the profiles of the guinea pigs.


When Mandy returned to the reception area, Sky stood up from where she had been lying on her bed in the corner and came to greet her. Mandy bent down to give the collie a cuddle, burying her face in the soft fur. How sweet she smelled.


‘I’ll be with you in a minute,’ Mandy promised. ‘I’m just going to check on the cats.’ She walked over to the soft basket and dropped a chew for Sky, who snuffled up the treat and lay down with a sigh that made Mandy want to laugh. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘You need so much patience to be my dog, don’t you?’ The sound of shuffling paws and Sky’s tail flickering up and down was her reply. 


There were currently six cats in the centre, three adults and one mother who was nursing a pair of three-week-old kittens. Despite Mandy’s best efforts, the black and white mother cat was still very nervous about being handled and was inclined to hiss at the slightest provocation. She would, however, allow Mandy to remove her kittens from the nursing kennel. Since their eyes had opened, Mandy had been lifting them out at regular intervals, getting them used to being placed in different positions and learning to play simple games that would help with their training. 


Mandy opened the cage of the oldest cat. Tango was a sweet ginger tom whose owner had died three weeks ago. The old lady’s relatives hadn’t been able to take him because they lived in a high rise flat and Tango had been used to going outside. He had once been very handsome, they had told Mandy. She thought he still looked splendid. His face held the quiet dignity of the aged feline: all prominent cheekbones with hollows in front of his ears. Tango butted his head against her, purring as she scratched behind his ear. He hadn’t taken all his food, she noticed. At least half of it was still in his bowl. With a last stroke for his nose, she ushered him back into the cage and swung the door closed. 


It was time to take the dogs out. There were currently four dogs in the canine section. There was a brief burst of barking as Mandy entered the kennel area, but it stopped as soon as she called out. She worked as hard as she could to keep the dogs quiet, though it could be a problem with any new inmate, and one or two never seemed to stop. She took out the two crossbreeds first. The slightly larger male was called Albert, the female Twiglet. 


With Sky watching through the window, Mandy led them into the orchard and put them through their paces, working them both on the lead and off, giving them time to play together and interact as well as working with them individually. With their smooth coats and endearingly long noses, they reminded Mandy of Seamus and Lily, the two muscular little dogs that belonged to James Hunter, her best friend. 


Back in the summer, Seamus and Lily had been ringbearers at James’s wedding to Paul. Their marriage had lasted only a few short months before James’s new husband had succumbed to the devastating bone cancer that had torn through his body. Despite the pain, Mandy still felt privileged to have known Paul. He had named Hope Meadows and Mandy felt that with every animal she helped, it honoured the memory of a wonderful man. Seamus and Lily had been so dear to Paul, and Mandy knew that they had comforted James. She hoped she would find an equally special home for Albert and Twiglet.


Next it was the turn of the other two dogs, Melon and Flame. Melon was a two-year-old West Highland White terrier. His owners were due to have a baby. Mandy had offered to provide them with behavioural support when the baby arrived, but the couple seemed to feel that it was unsafe to have a dog in the house at all. Mandy hadn’t had the heart to argue with them. It was better for the characterful little dog to come to Hope Meadows than to be left with a family who didn’t really want him. Melon’s eyes were bright in his white fluffy face. He looked sweetly cheeky when he put his head on one side, his short tail aloft. Mandy was sure that someone would fall in love with him very soon.


The last of the four dogs was a gorgeous golden brindle lurcher with the most piercing bronze gaze Mandy had ever seen. Even after several weeks of training, Flame was highly excitable and not easy to control. Mandy had spent a lot of time ensuring the fences and the hedge that ran along one side of the orchard were secure, but she still worried about Flame’s safety. Although the fences were tall, the gate that led out into the field was slightly lower. If Flame spotted anything outside the paddock that she might view as prey, Mandy had a feeling that she might prove to be a talented escape artist.


As yet, Mandy had not found a way to practice Flame’s recall reliably. She knew it was important never to call the lurcher to come until she was certain Flame’s attention was on her and she would obey. There was no point setting the dog up to fail. Mandy had begun the training inside, where it was easier to keep Flame’s focus on her. But as soon as they moved outside, sniffing around the paddock had proved to be far more exciting than anything Mandy could offer. Nor was Flame motivated by food, not when there was a whiff of prey scent on the air. While Flame gambolled around, sniffing at every tree and clump of grass, Mandy did not dare to call her. If she did and Flame failed to come, then the lurcher would be learning the wrong lesson. Mandy had a thin nylon wire on a harness that she could use to pull the lurcher in if Flame’s training proved truly impossible. But she preferred not to use physical methods of attracting attention or to enforce obedience. They could, on occasion, give the animal unpleasant feedback. It was important to Mandy that Flame was able to enjoy their sessions.


For the time being, Mandy worked with Melon and kept her eye on Flame. On the odd occasion when the right moment arrived, and Flame did react positively, Mandy made sure she encouraged her as much as possible, both with treats and play. 


Throughout the session with Melon and Flame, sometimes wandering round the orchard, but more of the time watching and joining in, was Sky. Mandy had worked hard to ensure the collie was as thoroughly socialised as possible. It was safe now for almost any dog to interact with her, and seeing Sky perform and receive treats often helped to raise the value of the rewards she gave to the other dogs. There was no question of Sky going anywhere, that was for sure. Hope Meadows would be her home forever.


Mandy thought back to the moment when she had plucked up the courage to ask her parents if she could keep Sky. Throughout her childhood at Animal Ark, Adam and Emily had maintained strict rules about taking on any of the stray animals that Mandy and James rescued. But Sky had been different from the beginning. Mandy hadn’t been sure what to expect when she sat Mum and Dad down and asked them outright whether she would be able to keep the collie. They had looked at one another with half-smiles, as if they found her question amusing. Then Adam had pointed out she was an adult now, and more than capable of electing to have a pet. Emily had added that she was delighted Mandy would have company when it was time for her to move out.


Mandy felt a familiar knot of worry inside her stomach. When she had first enquired about Lamb’s Wood Cottage, back in the summer, the estate agents had been encouraging and helpful. But when she had approached a mortgage company about the purchase, all kinds of problems had sprung up. Mandy had known how run down the cottage was, but she hadn’t realised that it might affect her ability to get a loan. It was three months since Robbie Grimshaw’s trustees had accepted her offer, and Mandy had her fingers crossed that next week might bring the news that her application had been granted. Much as Mandy loved her parents, there had been times in the past months when she been painfully aware that she had much less independence living under their roof. 


A loud yelping jolted her back to the orchard. Mandy looked up to see Flame being catapulted tail over paws over the fence. The lurcher had tried to jump the gate, but one of her paws had caught on the railing. For an instant, Mandy thought she had broken her neck, but a moment later, the long-legged creature was back on her feet and racing across the field. Far beyond her on the green grass, a rabbit was in flight, its white tail receding at speed.


‘Flame!’ Mandy shouted. The lurcher did not check, even for a second. ‘Flame!’ Mandy called again, almost a screech. Running to the edge of the orchard, Mandy scanned the field, but Flame had already disappeared. 


She called to Melon, who came trotting over at once, and took him back to his kennel. When she saw Flame’s empty cage, Mandy almost wanted to cry. It was her own fault. She had let her attention wander when she should have been focussed on a sensitive, reactive dog who was entirely her responsibility. Rushing into the cottage, she found Adam at the kitchen table. 


Her father stood up as she hurtled in. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘It’s Flame!’ Mandy panted. ‘She’s run off.’


‘Okay.’ Adam took off his reading glasses. ‘What would you like me to do?’ 


Mandy thought fast. ‘I’ll go out in the car to look for her. I don’t have a chance of keeping up on foot. I think it’s best if you stay here in case someone spots her and rings on the landline.’


Adam nodded. ‘Right you are. Don’t forget to take your phone so you can let me know if you find Flame.’ 


Mandy grabbed her car keys, rushed outside, and jumped into her RAV4. Adam had followed her outside and she wound down the window.


‘She’ll turn up,’ said her father. Mandy pressed her lips together. She hoped he was right.


But after half an hour of driving around the lanes and the village, there was still no sign of the distinctive lurcher. Mandy headed back to Animal Ark with a sense of despair. What else could she do to find Flame? The short November day was ending and the darkening sky echoed Mandy’s gloom. She sighed as she turned off the engine and undid her seatbelt. 


She was still sitting in the driver’s seat when the back door of the cottage burst open. Adam rushed out, the phone in his hand. ‘I’ve just had a report about a wild dog attacking some children’s rabbits! It sounds like Flame!’ he gasped. ‘This is the address.’ He handed over a sheet of paper. 


Mandy read the note with a sinking feeling. Had Flame really attacked someone’s pets? For a moment she pictured the awful scene, but she dragged her mind back and read the note her father had handed her. Geoff Hemmings, 21 Norland Way. That was in the new estate on the edge of Welford. It wasn’t too far away. Putting the car into gear, she set off. 




Chapter Three


[image: Image Missing]


The modern estate looked peaceful in the gathering dusk. One or two houses had Christmas lights along their gables and there were a few decorated trees already in windows. Their twinkling brightness felt inappropriate. Mandy’s head was throbbing. If Flame had killed the rabbits … Pulling on the handbrake outside number 21, she climbed out. 


She walked up the path on shaking legs and rang the bell. The door swung open as if someone had been waiting. A man in a blue jacket glared at her. 


‘I’m Amanda Hope.’ It was hard to get the words out. ‘About the dog.’


‘Come in.’ Mr Hemmings’ voice was curt. ‘We called the vet because we didn’t know what else to do. But the man we spoke to said it was from the rescue centre.’ He spat the words over his shoulder as he walked through to the back of the house. Two girls, both dressed in pyjamas and dressing gowns, stood in the living room, their hands against a glass door that led into the back garden. Both had their eyes fixed on the golden dog that was attacking the rabbit hutch in the garden.


Flame looked frantic, snapping at the wire and chewing the wooden frame. As Mandy watched, the dog grabbed the wire mesh with her teeth and shook her head as if trying to rip it free. There was no sign of the rabbits, who were presumably hiding in the sleeping area. The younger of the children gasped. The older had tears running down her face. ‘Daddy! Save Nibbles!’ she cried.


‘Does this door open?’ Mandy almost shouted. Without a word, the man turned the key in the handle and slid the glass aside. As Mandy walked through, he pulled it closed behind her. It was clear he didn’t want to go anywhere near the snarling dog.


Mandy stood at the edge of the lawn, trying not to panic. Should she take hold of Flame and drag her away from the hutch? Would she bite? The lurcher was like a possessed thing, and hadn’t even noticed Mandy come into the garden. The thought of Flame ripping the mesh away and killing the rabbits in front of their owners gave Mandy courage. As she walked forward, to her relief, Flame’s eyes swivelled towards her. Letting go of the wire, she bounded off around the garden. Mandy stood very still. If Flame jumped the fence again, they would be back at square one. 


Flame bounced towards Mandy as if she wanted to play. Although she had a pocket filled with chews, Mandy wished she had brought a tug toy. Reaching into her pocket, she took out a treat but Flame raced off again. Mandy winced as she rushed across a flowerbed, leaving deep paw-prints in the soft earth. She didn’t want to call Flame until she had the dog’s attention again. But the family watching her through the windows would think she was a complete incompetent if she didn’t do something. More rushing from Flame, more mud, a snarling dash at the hutch.


‘Flame!’ Mandy yelled in desperation and was relieved when the lurcher stopped, her ears pricked. ‘Flame!’ Mandy called again. Flame bounded up, thrusting her long nose into Mandy’s left hand. Mandy lunged at Flame’s collar and clung on. She reached across her body and pulled the rope lead from her other pocket. Without letting go of the collar, she slid the leash over the dog’s slim neck and pulled it close, but not tight. Flame shook her head once, making her ears flap, then stood still.


For a moment, Mandy waited in the darkened garden, trying to catch her breath. Then she heard the patio door sliding open.


Mr Hemmings was marching towards her. ‘About time!’ he roared. ‘Thought you’d let your stupid dog have a run in our garden, did you?’


‘I had to …’ Mandy began, but he was yelling again.


‘Dangerous animal like that shouldn’t be on the loose … could have attacked anyone … what if it had been the children …’ Mr Hemmings was red-faced and incoherent with rage.


‘She wouldn’t attack the children.’ Mandy was fairly sure that was true. Flame had never shown any signs of aggression towards people or dogs, just prey animals. But Mr Hemmings wasn’t listening. 


‘I know exactly where your rescue centre is. I’m going to call the police and tell them that you have dangerous animals running all over the countryside.’


There was nothing Mandy could say. Even if she was ninety nine per cent certain Flame wouldn’t attack a child, there was every likelihood that she would have killed the rabbits if she had broken into the hutch. Even without the rabbits, she could have caused a road accident while she was running around loose. There was no way Mandy could ignore how serious this incident had been.


Flame stalked back through the house on her lead with her tail between her legs. Mandy tried to look calm and cheerful, but she was horrified by the trauma on the faces of the children. She wanted to get down on her knees, to let them get to know Flame, so they wouldn’t be afraid. But their father was glaring at her, daring her to say another word.


He opened the front door and Mandy squeezed past him, gripping the lead in her fingers. She was halfway down the path before he spoke again. ‘The police will have that dog put down,’ he hissed. ‘Just you wait and see.’


‘Oh, Flame,’ Mandy sighed as she put the dog in the car. ‘What are we going to do with you?’ As she navigated the quiet streets of the estate, she told herself that she had caught Flame with no harm done. Surely the police wouldn’t take action against a dog for briefly getting loose? Mandy would double and triple check the fences and maybe put up some extra high bars for the dog training area. If Mr Hemmings did report her, she needed to show she had done everything possible to prevent another escape.


Back at Animal Ark, she put her head around the door to tell Adam that she and Flame were back safely, then walked out to the rescue centre. Despite a warm welcome from Sky, she started her evening tasks feeling very gloomy. After a few minutes, she heard the door open and close.


 ‘Hello, love.’ It was her dad. ‘Mum’s back,’ he said. ‘I thought you might like a hand out here.’


‘That would be lovely,’ Mandy said. She was glad to have some human company. Together, they worked through the dogs and the small furries, feeding and cleaning in the endless cycle of care. They finished together in the cat ward. Despite Mandy’s worries over Flame, she wasn’t too distracted to notice that her dad made a beeline for the ginger cat Tango. 


She watched as they purred at one another through the bars before Adam opened the door. Although Tango was affectionate towards her, he seemed particularly taken with her dad. With his eyes half closed in an expression of pleasure, the old cat rubbed his face against Adam’s fingers. When Mandy’s father bent down, the cat lifted his head, blissfully pushing himself against Adam’s cheek. 


‘You’re a sweet old chap, aren’t you?’ Adam murmured, rubbing his hand along Tango’s spine.


Mandy smiled. She was glad she wasn’t the only member of the Hope family to be reduced to a puddle by some cute animal interaction. 


When all the cats were clean and fed, they made their way back through the veterinary clinic and into the oldest part of the cottage. Kicking off her shoes by the kitchen door, Mandy waited for Adam to finish washing his hands before she took his place at the sink. 


There was a pan bubbling on the stove. Emily was stirring it with a wooden spoon, her cheeks flushed with the warmth from the hob.


‘Hungry?’ Emily asked, looking up with a smile.


‘Fairly,’ Mandy replied. Even if she wasn’t, she knew she had to eat something.


‘It’s penne Arrabiatta,’ Emily announced. ‘Everything’s ready.’ 


‘I’ll serve if you like,’ Adam said. ‘You two can sit down.’


‘I hear you’ve had a tough afternoon.’ Emily’s eyes were sympathetic as she took the chair beside Mandy.


Mandy sighed. ‘It wasn’t great,’ she admitted.


‘What happened?’


As Adam handed out bowls of pasta, Mandy told her parents everything, from Flame’s flying leap out of the orchard and her dash through the field to the horrible showdown in the Hemmings’ garden. 


When she had finished, Adam reached over and rested his hand on top of hers. ‘Poor you,’ he said. ‘It sounds as if Flame will need a lot more work before she can go off lead again. We could think about raising the height of the fence too, if you like?’


Mandy managed to smile. ‘You read my mind,’ she said. The telephone rang in the hallway. ‘I’ll get it,’ said Mandy, pushing back her chair. She closed the kitchen door behind her and lifted the handset. ‘Animal Ark Veterinary Practice.’ 


‘Hello,’ said a brisk female voice. ‘This is PC Ellen Armstrong. Is it possible to speak to Amanda Hope, please?’


‘I’m Amanda Hope.’ Mandy felt her stomach lurch. 


‘Hi, Amanda. We met up at Lamb’s Wood earlier this year, didn’t we? You were very helpful with Mr Grimshaw, I recall.’


Mandy pictured the friendly, freckle-faced police officer who had driven her up to Robbie’s farm. ‘Of course, PC Armstrong, I remember you,’ she said.


‘Call me Ellen, please. Look, I’m calling about a phone call we’ve had this evening. I understand a dog escaped from the veterinary clinic and was causing a nuisance. I need to ask you a few questions, I’m afraid.’


‘She didn’t escape from the clinic.’ Mandy tried to keep her voice steady. ‘It was from Hope Meadows Rescue Centre.’ She gave a potted summary of Flame’s adventure, emphasising that she had done everything she could to find and retrieve the lurcher. ‘As soon as it’s light tomorrow, I’ll increase the height of the gate that she jumped over,’ she promised. ‘And Flame will be kept on a leash until she’s had more training.’ Would that be enough? Mandy wanted to assure the officer that she was taking the problem seriously. Increasing the height of the gate wasn’t too difficult, but if she had to make all the fences higher, it would be expensive. 


There was a pause on the other end of the line. Perhaps PC Armstrong was taking notes, Mandy thought. ‘Right.’ The policewoman’s voice was more sympathetic than she had dared to hope for. Mandy unclenched the fingers that were gripping the phone. ‘Well, so long as you do everything you can to keep Flame under control, I don’t think we need to take this any further,’ PC Armstrong went on. Mandy felt a surge of relief. ‘But you understand that the escape of a dog is fully the responsibility of the owner, don’t you? If there had been a road accident, you would have been liable.’


‘I do understand that.’ Mandy knew the law only too well, and the potential consequences. Back in Leeds, where she had worked for a year after qualifying, she had sometimes been called out to horrifically injured animals that were too badly hurt to be moved. The police had always been in attendance to oversee the legal issues. 


‘Just one other thing,’ said Ellen. 


What else could there possibly be, Mandy wondered. She stifled a sigh. Surely there was nothing else she could actually do, short of promising to keep Flame indoors all the time?


‘When Mr Hemmings made his complaint, he told me he wasn’t the only one who was concerned about your rescue centre.’ 


Mandy swallowed, feeling her palm grow clammy against the phone. Animal Ark had been in the village for years without anyone getting upset. Why would there be a problem with Hope Meadows?


 ‘He mentioned people had been talking in the Fox and Goose. They were annoyed about noise from the dogs, it seems?’ Again, PC Armstrong didn’t sound hostile, but Mandy’s heart sank. The question of barking had always been a potential issue. An occasional patient would bark in the clinic overnight, but it was inevitable that with several healthy dogs in the same building it could become more of a problem. 


‘The dogs do bark sometimes,’ Mandy admitted. ‘I work hard to train them to be quiet, but it’s never going to be perfect.’ Although she kept her voice calm, her mind was in turmoil. Who on earth would be complaining in the Fox and Goose? Their nearest neighbours, the ones who would be most affected, had been enthusiastic about Hope Meadows from the start. Mandy spoke to them often. As far as she had known, there had been no ill-feeling whatsoever.


‘It’s only something Mr Hemmings mentioned.’ Ellen’s voice sounded reassuring. ‘I thought I should give you a heads-up. Just in case.’


‘Thank you.’ Mandy was still worried. Why didn’t people get in touch directly if they had a problem? Hope Meadows was supposed to be a benefit for the local community. The last thing she wanted was for her centre to cause problems.


‘Try not to worry about it.’ PC Armstrong was speaking again. ‘People often mutter to each other. They’re much less likely to actually do anything.’


‘I just wish they would mutter to me instead.’ Mandy closed her eyes and leaned her weight against the wall.


‘I’ve only had one complaint,’ Ellen pointed out. ‘The Fox and Goose thing is uncorroborated. Please don’t take it too much to heart.’


That was part of the problem, Mandy thought. The rescue centre was at the heart of everything that was important to her. ‘Thanks for letting me know,’ she said, trying not to sound too despondent.


‘Thank you for your time, Amanda. I’ll let you know if anything else comes up.’ 


Thank goodness PC Armstrong was so nice, Mandy thought. She knew that conversation could have been much worse. Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, she walked back into the kitchen. 


‘Police?’ Adam asked.


Mandy nodded.


‘What’d they say?’


‘Not a lot.’ Mandy sat down and fiddled with her fork. ‘I told them I’d check everything and be more careful. That I’d make the gate higher. PC Armstrong agreed that would do for now.’ 


‘Not much else you can do,’ Adam replied.


‘That’s good at least,’ Emily put in. ‘That they aren’t taking it further.’ 


Mandy was about to mention the barking, but when she looked at her mum, she was struck by how exhausted she looked. Ever since her return to Welford, Mandy had tried not to be alarmed that her mum seemed so worn out and pale all the time. But on the odd occasion she had asked, Emily had always denied there was anything wrong. 


‘Tired?’ Mandy asked, studying the dark rings around her mother’s eyes.


‘Oh.’ Emily looked almost guilty for a moment. ‘Yes, I am actually.’


‘Why don’t you go up and have a bath?’ Mandy suggested. ‘Dad and I can clear up. One of us can bring you a cup of hot chocolate later, if you’d like.’ Despite her own awful day, she still felt better than her mum looked.


Emily smiled. ‘How good you are,’ she said. ‘Thank you. I will.’ Pushing herself upright with an effort, she stood still for a moment, then trailed across, opened the door and disappeared. Mandy listened as the slow footsteps dragged up the stairs.


‘Dad?’ 


Adam, who was ploughing through his second plate of spicy pasta, looked up. 


‘Is there something wrong with Mum? She seems so tired all the time.’


Adam frowned. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I wish she would take things a bit easier. I should have run out and bought a takeaway so she didn’t have to cook tonight. I didn’t even think about it.’ He ran one hand through his hair, making it stick up.


‘But do you think there’s something actually wrong?’ Mandy didn’t like to persist, but she was worried enough about Emily to push on.


Adam shook his head. ‘No, your mum’s as fit as the proverbial butcher’s dog! It’s not surprising if she feels more tired these days. It’s always been a tough job and we’re not getting any younger. I’m slowing down myself, to be honest.’ 


Mandy felt a slight sense of shock at his words. Somehow, her parents had always seemed ageless. They barely seemed to have changed with the passing of the years. 


‘Your mum’s an adult,’ Adam went on. ‘If she needs help, she’ll ask for it.’


Mandy knew he was right. She had to trust her mum to take care of herself. But meanwhile, she could do more around the house so that Emily could rest properly when she wasn’t working. Standing up, she stacked the used plates, opened the door of the dishwasher and started to fill it.




Chapter Four
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It was Monday morning. The rush of pets that had become unwell over the weekend was almost over. The Animal Ark waiting room had filled and emptied again. Mandy was working on the last patient of morning surgery.
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