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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 Christmas at Silver Dale, 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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Chapter One
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Mandy Hope awoke with a start. It was almost light, though there was a grey tinge to the late October dawn. A gust of wind sent a spatter of raindrops against the window. She blinked at the clock. It was a few minutes before seven o’clock.

Her much-loved collie dog, Sky, was curled up on the floor beside her bed. Apart from Sky, Mandy was alone. For the past two years she had shared almost everything with her boyfriend Jimmy Marsh. They had renovated the little house at Wildacre together, but now Jimmy was in the far north of Canada with his childhood friend Aira Kirkbryde, tracking polar bears.

Mandy felt a pang of sadness as she glanced at the empty pillow beside her. It wasn’t just his absence which was troubling her. Two and a half months ago, she had proposed to Jimmy over a romantic meal, down on one knee, hoping for marriage and children and a guaranteed future in his arms. But he had turned her down, saying that he wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment, not when he was already helping to raise his twins Abi and Max from his first marriage. Now Mandy had no idea what the future held, or what would happen when Jimmy returned from Canada.

Footsteps thundered on the narrow staircase and the bedroom door swung open. Sky woke up and barked once, then began to wag her tail. Abi and Max stood on the threshold, panting. Eleven years old, they had grown over the summer and Abi was sporting a new short hairstyle. They looked more alike than ever with the green eyes and thick brown hair they had inherited from their father. Three more dogs, Simba, Zoe and Emma, a German shepherd and two huskies, rushed into the room and ran around exploring with their noses. Sky greeted them briefly, then leaped onto the bed, almost winding Mandy.

‘Can you come?’ Max gasped.

‘The door of the chicken house is broken and all the hens have got out.’ Abi’s eyes were stretched wide. ‘We tried to round them up, but Emma chased Butter under a bush and then Peckerill and Damson tried to fly away. I think Damson’s stuck on the barn roof, but it’s raining hard and Tippy was squawking like anything!’

‘We were trying to get them inside without waking you,’ Max promised anxiously.

Mandy nudged Sky off her knee and threw off the covers, sending a reassuring smile towards him. ‘On my way!’ she said. She pulled on some trousers and a thick sweater, then cantered down the stairs.

Abi and Max were waiting for her. They shut the dogs in the kitchen and hurried outside. The chicken coop was in a sheltered corner of the garden, but a branch had blown from a large beech tree that overhung the lawn and landed on the wire frame. The wooden framework had cracked and the door to the henhouse was hanging at an angle. Mandy decided to relocate the chickens to the old henhouse inside the barn until she fixed the door and the frame.

To Mandy’s relief, despite the damage, three of the chickens were still huddled inside the nesting boxes along the side of the henhouse. She lifted Tippy, the plumpest of the Rhode Islands, into Max’s arms and Red, Tippy’s daughter, into Abi’s. Then she picked up April, the long-legged silver Leghorn that Jimmy had bought her for Easter. Heads down, they waded across the wet lawn and into the shelter of the barn.

Damson and Peckerill were huddling in the long grass under the garden hedge. Mandy scooped them into the arms of the twins and set off to hunt for Butter. Of all the chickens, Butter, a stately golden Buff Orpington, was Mandy’s favourite. Helen Steer, Mandy’s friend and the nurse at Animal Ark, the veterinary practice that belonged to Mandy’s parents, had jokingly named the chicken after a curry dish from Roo Dhanjal’s takeaway. Despite the fact that Mandy was vegetarian and there was no chance of Butter ever being eaten, the name had stuck.

Mandy eventually found her huddling underneath an azalea. She gripped Butter firmly with both hands, then shuffled out backwards. Although the hen was distinctly ruffled, there was no sign that Emma the young husky had made contact during the chase. Mandy handed the light feathery bird over to Max and he carried her off to the barn.

Mandy battled through the gusting wind to inspect the battered hen run. She would need to buy some new chicken wire to repair the outside cage but the door to the coop needed to be fixed at once or there was a risk it’d come right off its hinges.

‘I’ll get the toolbox,’ Abi said. ‘Pity Dad’s not here, but we can do it, can’t we?’

‘Of course we can,’ Mandy said. Her memory flitted back to one of the first times she’d spoken to Jimmy. He’d been up a ladder, working on the barn. It hadn’t been called Wildacre then; it had still been Lamb’s Wood Cottage. The elderly owner, Robbie Grimshaw, had just been taken into hospital and Jimmy had stepped in to help save the animals left behind. Mandy had been touched by his concern and mesmerised by his craftmanship as he repaired the barn.

Abi reappeared with both Max and the toolbox. Mandy took out a screwdriver, then dug through the plastic tubs until she found a screw that looked about the right size. She reattached the door to the broken hinge and wedged it shut. It would need to be rehung properly but she’d do that when she had some more wire for the frame.

In the kitchen, Mandy hastily put cereal boxes and milk on the table. She was on a tight schedule today and the escaping chickens hadn’t helped. ‘Wash your hands and have some breakfast,’ she told Abi and Max. She dashed upstairs to shower, leaving the twins to help themselves. As she came out of the shower, she heard a car draw up, and then Helen Steer’s voice greeting the twins. She was going to look after the dogs today.

‘Hi.’ Helen beamed at Mandy as she rushed back down the stairs. Helen’s long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail and she was wearing dark blue jeans and an Animal Ark sweatshirt.

Abi and Max were playing with Isla, the little Bedlington cross that Helen had adopted in the summer. Isla had been abandoned and brought, newly blind and very nervous, to Hope Meadows, the rescue centre Mandy had set up behind Animal Ark. The little curly-haired dog had been a challenge at first, but today she seemed full of joy as she rolled onto her back when Max pretended to shoot her.

‘Don’t blame me.’ Helen held up her hands. ‘Seb taught her that, along with sitting up to beg and giving high fives.’

Seb was Helen’s fiancé. He had objected to Helen adopting Isla at the beginning, but adored the little dog now. Lucy, Helen’s shiny black flat-coated retriever, zoomed into the kitchen with Sky. Simba, Zoe and Emma were in hot pursuit. Suddenly the room felt very small and full.

‘I’ll take them out when you’ve gone,’ Helen promised. ‘Though I might have to organise a rota. Even for me, six at once would be a challenge. I’ll have to do nose counts throughout the day to make sure nobody’s missing.’

The doorbell rang and the knot of dogs careered out of the kitchen and into the hallway, barking loudly. Mandy had to fight her way through the sea of hairy bodies to open the door. Belle Jones, Jimmy’s ex-wife, stood on the doorstep. She was smartly dressed in a pink cashmere polo neck with a cream gilet and immaculate brown cords tucked into long boots.

Mandy had found Belle rather intimidating at first. Mandy tended towards jeans and jodhpur boots for every occasion and the only beauty routine she did was to wash her face and apply a lick of mascara. But as she and Belle had got to know each other, Mandy found that Belle was unexpectedly down to earth, and she felt they were on their way to being good friends. Belle hadn’t objected at all when the twins had asked to continue their visits to Wildacre, even though Jimmy was away.

Despite her flawless appearance, she didn’t flinch as all six dogs launched at her. Instead, she grinned as she bent down to pat them, then followed Mandy into the kitchen where, as if by magic, the dogs fell silent and conversation became possible.

‘Are you ready?’ Belle asked the twins. They nodded. ‘Go get your bags, then,’ Belle told them, and they squeezed past the dogs to the stairs. ‘Good to see you both,’ Belle said to Mandy and Helen. ‘Sorry to rush the kids out, but we’re going to Sheffield to visit my parents.’

‘How’s Dan?’ Mandy asked. Belle was married to Sergeant Dan Jones, who worked as a policeman in nearby Walton. Mandy and Helen’s fiancé Seb, who was an Animal Welfare Officer, sometimes worked with Sergeant Jones in the course of their jobs.

‘He’s fine. Working this weekend, though.’ Belle rested her hand on Zoe’s domed silver head. ‘It’s good of you to have the twins when you’re here on your own,’ Belle said to Mandy. ‘Bet you can’t wait for Jimmy to come back and help with the chaos!’

‘They’re always welcome,’ Mandy replied. She wondered what Belle would think if she knew that Mandy and Jimmy’s future was up in the air. The thought of losing Abi and Max was almost as painful as the idea of losing Jimmy himself.

Belle must have caught a look of unhappiness on Mandy’s face, because she smiled. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘You’ll get used to Jimmy going off on these adventures with Aira – they’re like a couple of Boy Scouts! It’ll be harder when you have children,’ she added. ‘But for now, make the most of having the house to yourself!’

Mandy fought to keep herself from wincing. There was nothing she wanted more than to start a family with Jimmy, but he had told her very clearly that he didn’t want their relationship to change. He had gone away to Canada so soon after Mandy’s proposal that they had never had time to sit down and talk about it all. They had spoken as often as possible on Skype while he’d been away, but sometimes the children had been there, and even when they weren’t, it wasn’t an easy subject to raise with him so far away. And Jimmy certainly didn’t sound as if he was missing Wildacre – or Mandy – terribly. Their brief chats had been full of his adventures with polar bears, rare birdlife and colourful local characters. Mandy hadn’t wanted to drag him back to the tedious details of her own everyday routine, or issues of what would happen when he returned.

The door burst open and Abi and Max exploded into the kitchen. They threw their arms around Mandy and squeezed her tight. She bent down and buried her face in their soft, clean-smelling hair. ‘See you soon, perils,’ she told them.

‘Not if we see you first,’ Abi teased, and Mandy laughed.

She watched Belle and the children extricate themselves from the dogs and close the front door behind them. To her dismay, there were tears in her eyes. You’ll see them again soon, she reminded herself.

‘Isn’t it time you were leaving?’ Helen reminded her and Mandy pulled out her phone to check the time, then flicked through to the Manchester airport arrivals website.

‘It is,’ she agreed. She unhooked her handbag from the bannister and fished out her car keys.

‘I brought you these,’ Helen said, holding a creamy white knitted blanket and a small teddy bear. ‘In case Taresh is cold and anxious,’ she added.

Mandy beamed. ‘That’s a lovely thought. James will be thrilled.’

James Hunter, Mandy’s best friend since childhood, was returning to the UK today with his newly adopted son. James’s partner, Raj Singh Bhuppal, had asked James to adopt Taresh, whose mother, Raj’s cousin, had died when Taresh was born. Mandy was collecting them from the airport as Taresh arrived in England for the very first time. ‘I can’t believe James and Raj are bringing their son home!’ Mandy said, looking down at the cute brown teddy.

‘I know.’ Helen looked at Mandy, her head on one side. ‘It only seems like yesterday that Raj told us about Taresh, doesn’t it?’

Mandy felt herself smiling as she dashed out to the car and climbed in. She glanced into the back seat, where she had installed the brand new child seat that James had brought over before he and Raj set off to Agra in India, where Taresh had spent the first sixteen months of his life. It would be a shock for the little boy, moving from the warmth of India to Yorkshire in autumn. But Mandy couldn’t wait to meet him.

‘Hang on, Taresh,’ she murmured as she steered the car down the narrow track. ‘Your new Aunt Mandy is on her way!’

Mandy followed the signs to Terminal Two and pulled up in a parking bay on the second floor of the multi-storey car park. Her phone beeped with a message from James. ‘Landed safely. All well. Waiting for luggage.’ He had added a photo of Raj, who was hugging a sleeping Taresh to his shoulder. Taresh had his thumb in his mouth and was clutching a bright yellow blanket.

Mandy followed the signs for Arrivals. Two brown-skinned, dark-eyed children were running up and down, waving windmills made of shiny foil. The automatic doors slid open and with a whoop of delight, the children made a rush for the door. ‘Daddy!’

A tall man in slacks and a white shirt dropped his suitcase and held his arms open. The little girl reached him first, then the boy. He scooped them both up into his arms. He kissed them both, then set them down to hug his wife. Mandy watched the family head for the exit, then turned as the sliding door sighed open again.

‘Mandy!’

Mandy wasn’t sure if she had ever seen James look happier. Though there were lines of exhaustion around his mouth and eyes, he grinned as he stepped through the doorway. He was pushing a trolley loaded with cases, guiding it skilfully with one hand. His other arm was tightly clasped around Taresh, who was gazing around with enormous black eyes. The little boy was wearing blue and red Spiderman pyjamas under a cosy blue dressing gown, and Spiderman slippers on his feet. Raj looked as happy as James as he set down the three carrier bags he was holding and let go of the handle of yet another suitcase. He gave Mandy a hug, then held out his arms to Taresh, who uncurled his fingers from James’s collar and shifted into Raj’s embrace. Mandy hugged James, feeling his thin frame vibrate with joy.

‘Mandy, this is Taresh,’ James said proudly. He reached out to hold his son’s tiny starfish-shaped hand. ‘And Taresh, this is your Aunty Mandy.’

Taresh had a sweet, round face with thick black eyebrows and a very shiny mop of thick hair. Mandy held out the little teddy bear, and the already huge eyes widened. Taresh turned to James, who nodded and smiled. ‘You can take it,’ he urged.

Taresh curled one hand around the bear and hugged it close.

‘Thank you so much,’ Raj told her, kissing his son’s hair.

‘It was actually Helen’s gift,’ Mandy said. ‘She sent a blanket as well. You might need it when we get outside.’

James rolled his eyes. ‘Arriving back to lovely Lancashire weather,’ he said.

Mandy laughed. ‘Because Yorkshire weather’s so much better.’

‘How was the flight?’ Mandy asked as she manoeuvred the car out onto the middle lane of the motorway.

‘So-so,’ James replied from the back seat. Mandy could see his face in the rearview mirror. He seemed unable to take his eyes off Taresh. ‘I don’t think Taresh understood what was happening.’

‘The flight was on time, at least,’ Raj put in from the seat beside Mandy. ‘And luckily we had an extra seat in our row, so we could spread out a bit.’

A spatter of rain hit the windscreen and Mandy switched on the wipers and flicked the sidelights on.

‘He’s fast asleep,’ James announced from the back seat. Mandy smiled. Her dear friend deserved every bit of this happiness. Back in the summer, when Raj had first announced that he had adopted his cousin’s baby, James had seemed truly shell-shocked. He and Raj had only been together for a year, and James was still adjusting to life following the death of his first husband, Paul. Mandy hadn’t been sure that Raj and James’s relationship would survive, yet they seemed closer than ever. Both were obviously besotted with their new son.

A movement beside her caught Mandy’s eye. Taresh wasn’t the only one who was sleeping. Raj’s head had nodded to one side and his eyes were closed.

‘You should get some sleep too,’ Mandy said to James in the mirror.

‘I feel too wired,’ James admitted. ‘It all feels like a dream, and I’m scared of waking up and finding that Taresh isn’t here.’

‘Oh, he’s here,’ Mandy murmured, glancing at the reflection of the little boy.

For the next few minutes, Mandy had to concentrate on the road as she changed from one motorway to another. It was raining harder now and the wind was getting up again. The next time she glanced in the mirror, James’s eyes were shut.

‘That seems to be everything.’ Mandy put the last of the bags down in the hallway of James and Raj’s flat.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ James said. He glanced at Raj. ‘Shall I hold Taresh?’ he offered. ‘You can show Mandy his room, if you like.’

Taresh still seemed very sleepy as Raj handed him over to James. Mandy couldn’t help but feel impressed as James opened the cupboards and began to pull out mugs one-handed. Adoptive fatherhood seemed to be coming naturally to both of her friends. She wondered what it had been like when Adam and Emily had taken her home. They had adopted Mandy when she was just three months old, still a very tiny baby. Had they taken to it as easily?

‘What do you think?’ Raj asked as he showed Mandy the spare bedroom that had been converted into a nursery.

‘Did you paint those?’ she asked, pointing at the wonderful wildlife mural, complete with blue tits, a robin, a pair of boxing hares and a shy-looking doe with a white-spotted fawn huddled against her.

Raj laughed. ‘I wish,’ he said. ‘Douglas MacLeod did them.’

Douglas was a well-known children’s author and illustrator who was the boyfriend of Mandy’s friend Susan Collins. She and Douglas had got together over Christmas the year before. ‘I should have recognised his style,’ Mandy said.

They walked back into the kitchen, where James was pouring the coffee. He put out a plate of biscuits and set the mugs on the table, then sat down, shuffling Taresh onto his knee, but as he reached for his mug, Taresh’s face crumpled and he let out a howl.

James hugged the small body closer again, cradling Taresh’s head against his shoulder. He stood up and started to sway gently from side to side, stroking Taresh’s shiny black hair, but the keening sound continued. James put his head on one side and looked calmly into the huge, watery eyes. ‘Would you like some milk?’ he asked. Still rocking, he poured a small amount into a sippy cup and handed it to Taresh, who took a sip and then dropped the cup, holding out his hand as if he had let go deliberately. James picked it up and set it on the workbench. ‘I’ll just check his nappy,’ he said, his voice matter of fact. He came back a few minutes later and shook his head. ‘All fine,’ he said. He had given Taresh his new teddy bear and his yellow blanket but the little boy was still grizzling.

‘I think he’s just confused by everything,’ James said, nuzzling his chin on his son’s head.

‘Not to mention he must feel just as jet-lagged as we do,’ Raj added.

Mandy smiled. ‘He’s still gorgeous,’ she said.

James looked at her with his head on one side. A humorous frown knitted his eyebrows together. ‘Who are you, and what have you done with Mandy Hope?’ he demanded.

Mandy laughed. It was a well-known fact that she had always preferred animals to children. ‘I’m right here,’ she said. ‘But in the absence of Seamus and Lily, I have to have something to croon over.’

Seamus and Lily were James’s much-loved dogs, but for now, they were staying with James’s parents. ‘I might have known,’ James teased.

Mandy reached out a hand and very gently touched Taresh on the shoulder. For a moment, she felt a fleeting sense of envy. If only she and Jimmy were setting out on their own adventure with an infant. The feeling lasted only for a moment. No one deserved this moment of joy more than James and she was determined to feel happy for him. ‘It was lovely to meet him,’ she told her friend, ‘but I really do have to get back.’

‘How’s your mum?’ James asked.

‘Doing well, thanks,’ Mandy said. It wasn’t quite true, but she kept her voice bright. Emily Hope had been unwell for the past two and a half years with multiple sclerosis. Even on good days now, Mandy could see that Emily was very quickly exhausted, yet she seemed unable to stop pushing herself. ‘Determined as ever,’ Mandy added, and James nodded.

He hugged Mandy with his spare arm. ‘I think we’ll get this little one to bed,’ he said, ‘then we’ll try to get some rest too. Thanks very much for the lift.’

‘My pleasure,’ Mandy replied.

‘Give my regards to your mum and dad,’ James said.

‘Will do.’ Mandy hugged Raj and then James and Taresh once more, before heading down the stairs to her car.

Mandy was glad that Helen had offered to stay at Wildacre all day. It was four o’clock by the time she arrived at Hope Meadows. It was still pouring with rain and the trees, heavy with crisp brown leaves, were blowing wildly back and forth. She rushed out of the car and pushed open the door to the rescue centre without lifting her head.

‘Hello, love,’ Emily greeted her from behind the reception desk. Emily’s once-red hair was washed with grey and her pale skin often looked taut over her high-cheekboned face, but she smiled her familiar warm smile.

‘Hi, Mum.’ Mandy pulled the door closed against the tugging wind, then walked across and stood behind her mother. Emily was updating the Hope Meadows website. She turned the computer screen round to show Mandy.

‘I got a lovely picture of Peewit and her babies,’ she said.

Peewit was a guinea pig that had been dumped outside Hope Meadows two weeks ago. Three baby guinea pigs had appeared a week later. Mandy was amazed, as always, by the instant independence of baby cavies: so very different from rabbits, or even kittens and puppies, which took several weeks for their eyes and ears to open. Somehow, Emily had managed to get all four of the blunt-nosed fluffies to look at her at the same time. It really was a lovely photo.

‘Your dad’s just looking at Jasper,’ Emily said. ‘We haven’t done the other dogs yet.’

Mandy felt a pang of guilt. For the past two years Nicole Woodall had worked part-time at Hope Meadows, but now she had left Welford to join the army. Mandy missed the teenage girl’s ready smile and boundless energy. Mandy’s grandfather, Tom Hope, came in to help now and then, but he was eighty, and with the cold, wet weather, he wasn’t able to come as often as he wanted.

‘Why don’t you go home, Mum?’ she urged. ‘Dad and I can finish up.’

‘Would you mind?’

Mandy shook her head. ‘Of course not,’ she said. She watched as Emily pushed herself slowly up out of the chair. It wasn’t fair on her parents to have to look after the Hope Meadows residents on top of all the work they did at Animal Ark. Even though the other vet, Toby Gordon, was on-call this weekend, this should have been Adam’s weekend off. I really need to find a new assistant, Mandy decided.
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