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Praise for the Hope Meadows series

‘A wonderful heartwarming story … I couldn’t turn the pages quickly enough’ With Love For Books

‘A gorgeous book to curl up with for a few peaceful hours of reading’ Shaz’s Book Blog

‘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
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Chapter One

Mandy let her arm drift over the side of the wooden boat and trailed her fingers through the warm water. She closed her eyes and listened to the lap of tiny waves against the hull. A loud beeping noise startled her and she struggled to sit up. Someone’s microwave meal is ready, she thought impatiently. Take it out! The beeping grew louder and Mandy started to wonder if the microwave was actually on the boat with her. She tried to reach for it but her hand seemed trapped in the water.

The beeping stopped abruptly and a voice broke into her thoughts. “Are you going to ignore the alarm all morning?”

Mandy blinked open her eyes. A shaft of sunlight fell through the curtains, making dust motes dance in the air. Her left arm was trapped rather uncomfortably over the edge of the bed, and her collie Sky was licking her fingers with wet enthusiasm. Not quite the idyllic lake of her dream, Mandy thought wryly as she wiped her hand on the edge of the duvet.

Her boyfriend Jimmy grinned down at her. His russet-coloured hair was damp from the shower and his eyes looked very green in the morning light. “Up you get, sleeping beauty,” he teased. “Have you forgotten what day it is?”

Mandy pusher her hair away from her face. It seemed to be wedged in a tangled mess at the nape of her neck, and Mandy figured her next stop would be the shower. “Is it Saturday?” she guessed. She wasn’t on call, was she? Mandy was a vet at her parents’ busy practice in the Yorkshire village of Welford. No, she specifically remembered handing the Animal Ark mobile phone to her father the previous evening. She looked at the bedside table, where a mug of tea sat steaming. A bright yellow flyer lay underneath the mug, faintly ringed from previous morning teas. Mandy sat bolt upright.

“The May Day Fair!” she gasped. She shoved back the duvet and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Am I late?”

Jimmy laughed and bent down to kiss her. “Not at all. It’s only just gone seven. I can’t believe you forgot!”

Mandy grimaced. “I must have blocked it out of my mind from sheer terror.”

Jimmy followed her to the bathroom, stepping over the box of tiles which lay on the landing. Mandy’s beloved cottage was steadily emerging from years of neglect, and after painting everywhere white to begin with, she had impulsively chosen dazzling aquamarine tiles for the bathroom walls. Sky paused to sniff the box and Mandy felt a stab of guilt. Between her clinical duties at Animal Ark and running her thriving animal rescue centre, Hope Meadows, it was getting harder and harder to find time for putting the final decorative touches to Wildacre. Sorting the plumbing and electrical wiring had taken so much time, it was a relief to escape for a walk on the fells with Jimmy and their dogs whenever she had a free afternoon. Watching Sky give a tentative lick to the box of tiles, Mandy made a silent promise to herself that they would be on the walls by the end of the month.

The effort and expense she had put into the plumbing had been worth it, she thought as she turned on the powerful shower. A clatter of claws and some frantic snuffling beside her announced the arrival of Jimmy’s dogs, Simba and Zoe. Mandy turned and flapped her hands at them. “I don’t need an audience!” she insisted. “Shoo, all of you!”

Jimmy raised his eyebrows from his position in the doorway. “All of us? I was going to offer to wash your back.”

Mandy smiled at the glint in his eye but shook her head. “A tempting offer, gorgeous man, but there’s no time for that. If I’m not at the village green by nine-thirty, the fair committee will find someone to replace me!” She heard Jimmy chuckle as he closed the door and headed downstairs in a swirl of canines.

For a moment Mandy was tempted to call her boyfriend back. Even after more than a year of being together, she still got butterflies whenever she thought of coming home to him after a busy day at the clinic. Jimmy Marsh had come to Welford to open an Outward Bound activity centre. Their first meeting had been somewhat inauspicious, when Mandy had struggled to rescue a deer that had become tangled in one of Jimmy’s climbing nets. It had taken a while for her to appreciate that Jimmy loved wildlife as much as she did, and wanted to use his activity centre to educate people about the countryside and conservation. The fact that he was devastatingly handsome and had a sparkling, impish sense of humour made him even more impossible to ignore, and as Mandy’s previous rather disastrous relationship dwindled to an end, she realised that she might have found her soulmate.

A perilous fellside rescue in heavy snow had thrown them together once and for all, and now Mandy, Jimmy and their three dogs were an inseparable unit that propelled Mandy through all the challenges of her veterinary work. She was also forming a strong connection with Jimmy’s children from his former marriage, nine-year-old twins Abi and Max, even though Mandy had always been more comfortable around young creatures with four legs rather than two.

Thinking of Abi and Max reminded Mandy of the hordes of children she would be facing in a mere matter of hours. She squeezed a dollop of rosemary and mint shampoo into her hand and began scrubbing at her hair. She still couldn’t believe she had been talked into judging the fancy dress competition. All those hopeful little faces gazing at her, each one desperate to win … Mandy felt sick as she rinsed out the shampoo.

Not that she wasn’t in favour of the newly created May Day Fair: she couldn’t wait to see Welford Green dotted with traditional stalls, and watch the local schoolchildren dance around the specially erected Maypole. The village Gardening Club had offered to hold an open day as well, with the best gardens on show to members of the public. Mandy’s grandparents, Tom and Dorothy Hope, had been hothousing tubs of begonias and geraniums for the last few weeks to ensure a glorious display.

A Morris dancing group from Walton was coming to entertain the crowds, and local pig farmer Brandon Gill was providing a hog roast. It promised to be a glorious day celebrating all the things that Mandy loved about her Yorkshire home. So why had she ruined it by agreeing to judge the fancy dress? Amelia Ponsonby had played her like a trout on a line, she thought ruefully as she applied conditioner. The grande dame of Welford had flattered Mandy by insisting that the children would love to have the attention of their favourite local vet when they showed off their costumes.

When the scale of the responsibility dawned on Mandy – would the parents of losing children come after her with pitchforks? – she had tried to recruit her dad in her place but Adam Hope was having none of it. “I’ve judged more than enough of our poor neighbours over the years,” he joked. “Best crossbreed, waggiest tail, fluffiest cat, tamest tarantula … It’s your turn now, Mandy.”

Mandy rinsed herself and stepped out of the shower. It was going to be fine, she told herself. She handled half-tamed bulls, rambunctious sheep and powerful dogs on a daily basis! It was ridiculous to be so nervous about dealing with a small crowd of children. She could find something to praise about every costume, and surely no one would take it personally if they didn’t win the rabbit-shaped silver trophy that her best friend James had tracked down for her in York. Leaving her blonde hair to dry in the sun, she pulled on dark blue jeans, a pink-and-white striped shirt, and a bright pink padded waistcoat. The weather might look glorious but May in Welford could still carry a stiff breeze.

Jimmy nodded approvingly when she joined him in the kitchen. Mandy had relented in her pursuit of everything-in-white here too, with leaf-green cupboard doors and warm copper tones for accessories. Jimmy handed her a slice of Marmite toast. “You look like you could do with a boost of B vitamins!” he teased. “Nice outfit, but don’t you need a hat? I’m sure those judges at county shows dress much more formally.”

Mandy took the toast and swatted at Jimmy with her free hand. “This is the Welford May Day Fair! The children are the ones who are supposed to be in costume, not me.” Finishing the toast, she bent down and rubbed Sky’s ears. “You stay with Zoe and Simba,” Mandy told the sweet-faced
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