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Praise for the Hope Meadows series

‘An adorable read [with] a real sense of village community’ Bookworms and Shutterbugs

‘A stunning, emotional, beautiful tale of friendship, love, and the importance of being who you need to be … I laughed, I cried, and I cannot recommend [the novel] highly enough – it really has got it all!’ Books of All Kinds

‘[A] lovely romp through the glorious Yorkshire countryside … a really lovely summer read and the start of a promising new series’ Jaffa Reads Too

‘Just the right amount of nostalgia … wonderful and very poignant’ The World is a Book Blog

‘An incredibly lovely story’ Rachel’s Random Reads

‘The author creates a perfect balance between the human and animal stories in this book … this is an absolute must read for animal lovers’ The Book Bag


About the Author

Lucy Daniels is the collective name for the writing team that created the bestselling children’s book series Animal Ark. Hope Meadows is a brand-new Lucy Daniels series for adult readers, featuring the characters and locations that were so beloved in the original stories.

Sarah McGurk, the author of Summer Days at Sunrise Farm, has the twin advantages of being passionate about Animal Ark, and a fully qualified vet. Sarah writes fiction related to her work in general practice and in emergency and critical care. Her special interests include anaesthesia and pain relief, and low-stress techniques in small animal handling.

Sarah currently lives in Norway. She has worked for two years in a local veterinary practice and speaks Norwegian fluently.
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Special thanks to Sarah McGurk,

BVM&S, MRCVS

To the real Helen Steer,

a very dear friend


Chapter One
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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.
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