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A new boy at school

“Come on, James, the bell’s gone.” Mandy Hope shivered as she called over her shoulder to her best friend. She could feel her cheeks glowing red. The wind was blowing cold off the moors that surrounded the village of Welford. Mandy was glad of the bright woolly scarf Gran had knitted for her. It kept her cosy even in the chilliest of winds.

It’s nearly Christmas, Mandy thought happily. Maybe there would be snow soon. James Hunter ran through the school gate behind her. As he went, he skidded on a patch of ice and bumped into a thin, elderly lady. She was muffled up in a long black coat and had a black felt hat pulled down over her ears.

“Sorry, Mrs Trigg,” James apologised.

Mrs Trigg gave James a severe look. “Really, James, why weren’t you looking where you were going?” she asked sternly.

“I slipped on some ice,” James protested.

“You shouldn’t have been running,” Mrs Trigg replied. “You children are always running everywhere. Max is just the same.”

Max, Mandy thought. Mrs Trigg’s grandson. Mrs Trigg lived in Holly Cottage, near to Lilac Cottage where Mandy’s gran and grandad lived. Mandy’s gran had told her that Max was coming to stay with his gran until after Christmas, because his dad was working away and his mum had gone into hospital.

“Hello, Mrs Trigg,” Mandy said. “Has your grandson arrived yet?”
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“I’ve just left him with his teacher,” Mrs Trigg replied. “He’s going to be in Mrs Todd’s class.”

Mandy nodded. “Mrs Todd is my teacher too,” she said. “I’ll look after Max if you like. James and I can introduce him to everybody!”

Mrs Trigg smiled. “That would be very kind, Mandy,” she said. “I thought it would do him good to spend the week before the Christmas holidays at school with all the other children. I won’t be much company for him.”

Mandy smiled back, pleased. Mrs Trigg hardly ever smiled; she usually looked worried. Mandy thought she seemed much nicer when she smiled.

“It’ll be lovely for you having Max to stay, won’t it?” Mandy said. “I’m sure he’ll enjoy it too.”

“I hope so,” Mrs Trigg replied. Then she sighed. “It’s that dog of his that really worries me. It’s going to be such trouble.”

“Dog!” Mandy exclaimed. “He’s brought a dog with him?” Mandy loved animals, which was just as well, as her parents were vets in Welford. They lived in Animal Ark, a stone-built cottage with a surgery attached. Mandy loved meeting all her parents’ animal patients.

“I’ve told Max the dog has to sleep in the potting shed,” Mrs Trigg went on. “I don’t want all the mess and bother that pets make.”

Mandy bit back her reply. Because Animal Ark was so busy with animal patients, Mandy wasn’t allowed a pet for the time being, though she would have loved one. She couldn’t imagine a pet ever being a bother.

“Come on, Mandy,” James urged her. “The bell went ages ago.”

Mandy waved goodbye to Mrs Trigg and raced into school. She couldn’t wait to meet Max’s dog. A cold gust of wind blew as she crossed the school yard. She shivered and pulled her soft, red scarf up to her chin. Imagine making a dog sleep in the potting shed in this weather. Poor thing!

 

“What’s your dog’s name?” Mandy asked Max at morning playtime.

Everyone had crowded round Max, telling him all about Welford and trying to make him welcome.

“Sandy,” Max replied. “He’s a Cairn terrier. My dad gave him to me before he went to work abroad. He’s six months old now.”

“So he’s still a puppy!” Mandy exclaimed delightedly.

“Peter’s got a Cairn, too. He’s called Timmy,” James told Max.

“But Timmy’s more of a terror than a terrier,” Peter Foster added, grinning. “He’s the naughtiest dog in Welford.”

Max’s big blue eyes lit up. “Cairns aren’t really naughty,” he said. “They’ve just got lots of energy. Maybe Sandy and Timmy could be friends.”

“And James has a Labrador. His name is Blackie,” Mandy told Max. “Blackie loves making friends with other dogs.”

“I bet Blackie doesn’t have to sleep in the potting shed,” Max said.

“Of course he doesn’t,” James replied fiercely. Then he looked sympathetically at Max. “Your gran told us that Sandy had to. Won’t she let him into the house at all?”

Max shook his head. His eyes looked sad. “She thinks he would make too much mess.”

Mandy felt very sorry for Max. “Why don’t you bring Sandy round to Animal Ark?” she suggested. “And we can take him and Blackie out for walks. Blackie would love that, wouldn’t he, James?”

James nodded. “And you can bring him carol singing the day before Christmas Eve,” he added. “There will be loads of us going round the village, and everyone is going to bring their pets.”

“I won’t be able to bring Toto though,” Jill Redfern said. “Toto is a tortoise and tortoises hibernate in winter.”

“But I’m bringing Duchess, my Persian cat,” said Richard Tanner.

“And I’m bringing Minnie, my mouse,” Amy Fenton piped up. “Of course, I’ll have to wrap her up warmly.”

Mandy smiled and looked up at the sky. “Do you think there will be snow for Christmas?” she asked.

“I hope so,” Max said. “At least then it will seem a bit more like Christmas.” Then his face fell. “But then it might be too cold for Sandy in the potting shed.”

Mandy looked at him in concern. “You aren’t unhappy at Holly Cottage, are you?” she asked.

Max looked at the floor, then back at Mandy. “Not really,” he said. “I love my gran but it isn’t like being at home. Mum and Dad don’t mind if Sandy jumps on the furniture or anything, but Gran is so fussy about things like that. And she doesn’t even have a Christmas tree. Mum and Dad and I decorate a Christmas tree every year and now I won’t be with them for Christmas. Dad is working abroad and he isn’t sure if he’ll be able to get home for Christmas. And now Mum might not be home either.” Max looked even more sad.

“I’ll tell you what,” Mandy suggested. “James and I are going round to my gran’s after school for tea. She lives at Lilac Cottage, just down from your gran’s. Why don’t we bring Blackie to meet Sandy afterwards?”
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“Would you?” asked Max. “I’d really like that – and so would Sandy.”

“It’s a date,” said Mandy. “And I promise you, Max, you’re going to have a great Christmas in Welford. We’ll make sure of it, won’t we, everybody?” Mandy looked round at her friends. They all nodded in agreement.

“Of course we will,” Gary Roberts said. “You can come and see Gertie, my garter-snake if you like.”

“How would you like to have a ride on Paddy, my pony?” Paul Stevens asked.

Max laughed. “I’d love it,” he replied. “Is Welford full of animals?”

“Just wait till you see Animal Ark,” Mandy told him. “At the moment we’ve got a parrot and a rabbit, two kittens and a gerbil, a hamster, a budgie and three guinea-pigs.”

“Wow!” said Max. “You’re going to have a full house for Christmas.”

Mandy shook her head. “Mum and Dad like to send as many animals as possible home at Christmas,” she explained. “They’re working really hard to get them all well enough to go back to their owners by Christmas Eve.”

“I’ll have to hurry if I want to see all the animals before they leave then,” said Max. “Can I really come to Animal Ark?”

“So long as you promise to bring Sandy,” Mandy insisted.

“That’s no problem,” Max replied, smiling. “Sandy and I go everywhere together.”

The bell rang for the end of playtime and Mandy looked across at James. He gave her the thumbs-up sign. If it was up to Welford Village Primary School, Max was going to have a very good Christmas indeed! But one thing still troubled Mandy. Sandy’s Christmas would be no fun at all if Mrs Trigg had anything to do with it. Mandy couldn’t bear the thought of the poor puppy out in the cold potting shed on his own. She frowned. Somehow she had to change Mrs Trigg’s mind!
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Meeting Sandy

“Just imagine it, Gran!” Mandy wailed when she and James were at Lilac Cottage having tea. “Sandy has to sleep in the potting shed!”

“Now, now, Mandy,” Grandad put in. “I’m sure Maggie Trigg has got a snug, warm bed made up for the little fellow. She’s a kind woman. She would never be cruel to an animal.”

“She’s just very house-proud,” Gran said, putting a plate of cheese sandwiches, and another one of home-made ginger cake, on the table.

James slipped a bit of cheese sandwich to Blackie. The Labrador pup gobbled it up and thumped his tail on the floor. At least Blackie was happy!

Mandy sighed. “Why doesn’t Mrs Trigg like animals, Gran?”

Gran shrugged. “I don’t think Maggie dislikes animals,” she replied. “I would imagine that she just thinks they make a lot of mess. You know, she used to be a rather jolly, happy-go-lucky sort of person. She used to enjoy coming to the Women’s Institute with me.”

“And she used to be very involved in Welford’s amateur dramatic society,” Grandad added.

“Mrs Trigg?” exclaimed Mandy.

Grandad nodded. “Maggie and her husband, Bill, directed the Christmas panto every year in the church hall,” he went on. “But a few years ago Bill died, and since then Maggie seems to have lost interest in everything, poor woman.”

“She doesn’t get involved with anything any more,” Gran agreed. “She spends all her time cleaning her house. It’s as if she decided to put all her love and care into Holly Cottage.”

“I think it will be good for Maggie to have Max staying with her,” Grandad said thoughtfully. “It’ll give her someone else to care for.”

“You could be right, Tom,” Mandy’s gran replied. “I think she’s lonely.”

“So why doesn’t she get a pet?” Mandy asked, helping herself to a large piece of ginger cake. “No, don’t tell me – it would make too much mess.” She sighed again. “Do you think Mrs Trigg will ever change her mind about animals?”

Grandad ruffled Mandy’s short fair hair. “Are you going to make a project out of Maggie Trigg?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.

Mandy stopped chewing for a moment. “Maybe I will,” she said. “Maybe that’s just what I’ll do.”

James shoved his glasses up on his nose and rolled his eyes. “Uh-oh,” he said. “Poor Mrs Trigg.”

“Poor Sandy!” Mandy retorted. Then she smiled. “Let’s go! I can’t wait to meet him!”

 

Mandy and James raced a few houses down the lane to Holly Cottage. Blackie bounded along beside them, enjoying the run.

“There’s somebody in the potting shed,” James said, as they went through the gate.

Warm yellow light spilled out of the window of the potting shed on to the path. The winter afternoon was growing dark and the little shed looked cosy.

Max popped his head round the potting shed door as he heard their voices. “In here,” he said. “Sandy is waiting for you.”

Mandy ran towards the shed door and a furry bundle launched itself at her. “Oh, aren’t you gorgeous!” she exclaimed as Sandy jumped up and put his two front paws on her legs. “I can see why you call him Sandy, Max.”

The little terrier was a pale golden colour. His shaggy coat looked thick and well groomed. Max obviously took very good care of his pet. Mandy bent down and fussed over Sandy, rubbing his ears. The puppy rolled over on to his back and she tickled his tummy.

Blackie scampered into the shed after James. The Labrador wagged his tail furiously when he saw Sandy.

“Hey, watch out!” Max said, grabbing a packet of seeds that Blackie’s tail had knocked off a low shelf.

Blackie took no notice. He was already snuffling at Sandy’s nose, butting the other pup playfully. Sandy sprang up and butted Blackie back. Soon the two dogs were rolling on the potting shed floor, playing and getting to know each other.
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James laughed. “I reckon they’re friends already,” he remarked.

Max looked proudly at his pet. “Sandy just loves company,” he said. “I hate leaving him in here on his own.”

Mandy looked round the shed. There was a dog basket in one corner with a warm, woolly blanket inside. Beside it was a food bowl, a water bowl and a hot-water bottle.

“I put the hot-water bottle there in case he gets cold during the night,” Max told them.

Mandy looked at Max sympathetically. “You’ve made the shed really comfortable for him,” she said. “I’m sure he’ll be all right. Cairn terriers have lovely thick, warm coats.”

Max’s mouth drooped. “It’s just that I’m so used to having him around,” he explained. “What if he misses me during the night? He’ll howl his head off. And what about during the day when I’m at school? Who’s going to take him for a walk? He’ll probably cry all day.”

James frowned. “Your gran won’t like that,” he said.

“Max!” called a voice from the back door of the cottage. “Max, where are you?”

“In the potting shed, Gran,” Max called back. “Mandy and James have come to visit Sandy.”

Mrs Trigg peered out from the kitchen door. “It’s cold out there,” she said. “Come inside.” The old lady turned and went back into the house.

Blackie sat up, his ears pricked. Before James could stop him, the Labrador had galloped up the path and into the cottage.

“Uh-oh,” said James. “Blackie, come back!”

Sandy gave a short bark and raced up the path after Blackie.

“Sandy!” Max shouted. But both dogs had disappeared.

Mandy, James and Max all dived out through the door of the shed, hurtling up the path after the dogs. Mandy got to the kitchen door first, and winced as she heard a dreadful clatter.

Mrs Trigg was standing in the middle of the kitchen, looking very annoyed. A pot stand had been overturned and the floor was littered with pots and pans. “Now do you see why I don’t let dogs in the house, Max?” Mrs Trigg said, as he came into the kitchen with James. “Look what those dogs have done. I’m beginning to think it would be better to send Sandy to kennels if he’s going to behave like this.”

Max gasped. “Oh, no, Gran!” he pleaded, as he bent down to pick up the pots and pans. “Sandy didn’t mean any harm. I’ll clear this up. Please don’t send him away.”

Mrs Trigg looked at Max’s white, worried face, and her own stern expression softened just a little. “Now, now,” she said. “There’s no need to get so upset over an animal, Max.”

“But he isn’t just an animal,” Max protested. “He’s Sandy. Dad gave him to me before he went to work abroad, and I promised Mum I would take good care of him while she was in hospital. I’m all he’s got just now!” Mandy could see that he was holding back his tears.

Mrs Trigg looked shocked at Max’s outburst. “Oh dear,” she sighed, ruffling her grandson’s hair. “You’re missing your mum and dad a lot, aren’t you?” She didn’t seem angry any more.

Max nodded. “Do you think maybe Mum will be out of hospital for Christmas?” he asked.

“I’m afraid not, Max,” she said softly. “I rang the hospital today and they don’t think that’s very likely.”

Max hung his head and Sandy reached up to him, licking his hand. “Oh, Sandy,” Max said, burying his face in Sandy’s neck.

Mrs Trigg’s expression softened as she looked at Max and Sandy. “Don’t worry about the kennels, Max,” she said. “We’ll manage somehow.”

“You mean you won’t send him away?” Max asked hopefully.

Mrs Trigg sighed and set the pot stand upright. “Not if he behaves himself,” she said at last, looking down at the puppy. Sandy put his head on one side and looked appealingly up at Mrs Trigg. “Bad dog!” she said to him. But Mandy noticed the old lady couldn’t help smiling a little as she helped Max replace the pots and pans.

Sandy scampered over to Mrs Trigg and began trying to undo her shoe laces, wagging his stumpy tail. He put a paw on top of her left foot and rubbed his head against her ankle. Mandy was pleased to see that Mrs Trigg didn’t push the puppy away.
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Max scooped him up. “I’ll take him back to the potting shed,” he said. “He’ll be good, I promise, Gran.”

Mrs Trigg shook her head. “Come near the fire and get warm first. You can take him out later. Leave him in here in the kitchen for now. Come on, all of you.”

James looked at Mandy as Mrs Trigg led the way out of the kitchen. “Where’s Blackie?” he mouthed.

Mandy gasped. “I’d forgotten about Blackie,” she confessed. “Where on earth has he got to?”
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Pets in trouble!

Mrs Trigg’s voice floated back to them from the living-room. “Well, of all the cheek!” she exclaimed.

Mandy and James hurried into the living-room behind her. “Oh, no!” said James.

Blackie was stretched out on the sofa in front of the fire. His eyes were closed and he was snoozing peacefully. An embarrassed James collared Blackie and dragged him off.

“Just look at all the dog hairs over my sofa,” Mrs Trigg complained.

“Sorry, Mrs Trigg,” James apologised.

While Mrs Trigg went to get a brush, Mandy cast a quick look round the living-room. The fire burned brightly in the grate, but everything was too neat and tidy to be comfortable and welcoming. There wasn’t a Christmas decoration in sight and, worst of all, no Christmas tree.

“I guess we’d better be going,” Mandy said to Max.

Max nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow at school,” he replied.

“Why don’t you come to Animal Ark for tea?” Mandy suggested, as Mrs Trigg came back into the room with a dustpan and brush. “Grandad will walk over to Animal Ark with you; he’s coming round anyway. And bring Sandy. Then we can go to carol practice together afterwards.”

The carol singers had arranged a practice session at the village hall. Mrs Ponsonby had promised to supervise them, and coach them! Mrs Ponsonby was chairwoman of the Welford Women’s Institute. She always liked to get involved in anything that was happening in the village. In fact, she usually reckoned she should be in charge.

“Can I go with Sandy to Mandy’s house for tea tomorrow, Gran?” Max asked. “Mandy’s grandad will walk me round there.”

“Haven’t your mum and dad got enough animals to look after, without Sandy getting under their feet?” Mrs Trigg asked Mandy.

Mandy smiled. “Oh, no,” she assured Mrs Trigg. “They won’t mind at all. They love animals – and they’ll adore Sandy. He’s so sweet.”

Mrs Trigg looked unsure. “I don’t know about sweet,” she said. “Animals just make a mess as far as I can see.”

“But they’re such good companions,” Mandy went on. “Mrs Ponsonby is always saying how lonely she would be without Pandora.” Mrs Ponsonby might be the bossiest woman in Welford, but she really loved Pandora, her Pekinese.

Mrs Trigg looked thoughtful as she bent to brush the dog hairs off the sofa. James nudged Mandy and she followed his eyes. Sandy had crept into the room after Mrs Trigg. He stretched a paw up to the low coffee table where Mrs Trigg’s knitting lay neatly rolled up. Before Max could get to him he had loosened the ball of wool and it had dropped to the floor. Sandy scampered after it just as Mrs Trigg turned round.

“No!” she said sternly to the little dog as he made to pounce on the ball of wool. “Sit!”

Sandy looked up at her, then sat down obediently, his head on one side. As Mrs Trigg bent down to pick up her wool, the little dog lifted his right paw and held it out to her.

Mandy couldn’t help smiling; he looked so adorable.

“That’s a trick I taught him,” Max said proudly. “He wants to shake hands, Gran.”

“Hmmph,” said Mrs Trigg. Rather stiffly, she quickly “shook hands” with Sandy, then wiped her hand on her apron. “You’d be better teaching him to do as he’s told,” she added.
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“But he did, Mrs Trigg,” Mandy put in. “He sat down when you told him, and he hasn’t even touched the ball of wool.”

Mrs Trigg stood with the dustpan and brush in her hand, looking at Sandy. “I suppose you’re right, Mandy,” she admitted. “He obviously recognises a firm tone of voice.”

James looked out of the window. “Oh, look!” he said. “It’s started to snow. We can go sledging at the weekend if it settles.”

Mandy and Max rushed to the window. Big fat flakes of snow were falling, swirling in the light from the window.

“Isn’t it lovely?” Mandy breathed. “It’s so Christmassy!”

“But it makes a terrible mess when it melts,” Mrs Trigg said.

Mandy looked at the old woman. Her dark navy cardigan was buttoned right up to the neck and the white collar of her blouse was crisp and neat. Her skirt was dark and neat too. Even her apron looked as if it had been starched and pressed. Everything about her was neat and buttoned-up. Her short grey hair was tucked behind her ears – neatly!

“But the snow is beautiful while it lasts, Mrs Trigg,” Mandy said. “Don’t you think so?”

Mrs Trigg came to stand beside them. She turned her face up to watch the snowflakes falling. “Your grandad used to love snow, Max,” she said softly. “You probably don’t remember, but when you were a very little boy he made a snowman with you out in the garden there.”

Mandy looked at Mrs Trigg. Her face was softer somehow – as if she was remembering a lot of happy things.

Sandy had scampered up to join them. Max picked him up and looked up at his gran. “I remember,” he said. “Grandad made me the best snowman in the world.” Mrs Trigg put her arm around her grandson’s shoulder and hugged him.

“We’d better go,” Mandy said quietly.

“Shall I take Sandy out to the potting shed then?” Max asked his gran reluctantly.

Sandy lifted his head and licked Mrs Trigg’s hand. The old woman drew her hand away, wiping it on her apron again. But then she said briskly, “Maybe we’d better let him sleep in the warm kitchen tonight.”

“Oh thanks, Gran!” Max said, his face lighting up.

Mrs Trigg smiled at her grandson. “But I won’t have him in the rest of the house,” she warned. “I can’t do with all these dog hairs around,” she said, giving Blackie a stern look.

Mandy and James grinned at each other. Max was cuddling Sandy as if he would never let him go, and Mrs Trigg was bustling about, sweeping up more invisible dog hairs.

“Come on, Blackie,” James said. “Let’s go home. See you tomorrow, Max.”

 

The carol singers gathered in the village hall the following afternoon. James and Max had brought Blackie and Sandy, and Peter Foster had turned up with Timmy, his Cairn terrier. The others had left their pets at home until the big day. Mrs Ponsonby couldn’t complain about the dogs being there: she had brought Pandora.

“Hark! the herald-angels sing …” sang the carol singers.

Mrs Ponsonby stood in front of them, waving her arms around. “Louder!” she boomed. “Glory to the new-born King!” Her voice wavered on the high notes and Mandy suppressed a giggle. Blackie began to howl as Mrs Ponsonby’s voice wobbled through the carol.

“At least Mrs Ponsonby isn’t coming out carol singing with us,” Gary Roberts said, grinning.

“Don’t count on it,” Jill Redfern replied.

“Peace on earth, and mercy mild,” Mandy sang. She gave Jill a dig in the ribs and Jill joined in.

“God and sinners reconciled,” the carollers roared.

Blackie scampered over to where Pandora was sitting behind her owner. The Pekinese was watching the carol singers and joining in now and again with short, sharp yelps. Blackie gave Pandora a nudge with his nose and Pandora yelped even more.
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Mrs Ponsonby turned. “Blackie!” she thundered. The Labrador took off and streaked under a chair.

James made a dive for Blackie as Mrs Ponsonby scooped Pandora up and clasped her pet to her chest.

“Sorry, Mrs Ponsonby,” James apologised, as the carol singing drifted to a stop.

“Really, James,” Mrs Ponsonby scolded. “If you can’t keep that dog of yours under control, you shouldn’t bring him to rehearsals. Oh, my poor darling,” Mrs Ponsonby murmured to Pandora. “Did wicked Blackie upset you?”

Pandora sneezed, jumped out of Mrs Ponsonby’s arms and raced off behind the piano. Sandy scampered after her and Mrs Ponsonby let out a screech.

“Pandora must not be overexcited,” she declared. “My little angel is so highly strung.”

“Whoops!” said Peter Foster as Timmy shot off after the other dogs. Peter made a lunge for his pet but Timmy managed to slip out of his grasp. The dogs had clearly had enough carol singing for the day; they wanted to play. In no time at all they were rolling around and chasing one another.

“Look at them!” said Max, delightedly. “They’re having a great time.”

“They’re leading my precious Pandora astray,” Mrs Ponsonby wailed, as she waded into the midst of the dogs, scattering them in all directions. Blackie bumped into a chair and it fell over, spilling song sheets on the floor.

“What a noise!” a voice said from the door. “I thought Mrs Ponsonby was in charge of you all.”

Mandy swung round. Mrs Trigg stood there, looking very disapproving. Mandy looked at her watch; it must be time to go. Mrs Trigg had insisted on coming to collect Max. She took the responsibility of looking after him very seriously and always seemed worried in case anything should happen to him while he was in her care.

“I am in charge, Maggie,” Mrs Ponsonby declared, coming out from behind the piano. Her face was as red as the pompom on her hat. She had been chasing after Pandora. At that moment, Pandora scampered up to her and Mrs Ponsonby bent down and picked up her pet. Carol sheets were scattered on the floor and several more chairs had been overturned.

Max wrestled a rather chewed sheet of music from Sandy, and handed it back to Mrs Ponsonby. “Sorry, Mrs Ponsonby,” he said.

Mrs Ponsonby took the soggy piece of paper. “Don’t worry about it, my dear! We’ve got plenty.” The carollers cheerfully carried on tidying up.

Mrs Trigg looked around and sniffed. “Animals!” she said. “What a mess they cause!”

Sandy gave a short bark and shot across the room to Mrs Trigg, wagging his tail furiously. No matter what Mrs Trigg thought of Sandy, the little dog loved her.

“Hmmph!” said Mrs Trigg as Sandy sat down almost on top of her boots and thumped his stumpy tail. “I see you’ve been naughty, too,” she said sternly, looking down at the little dog. But Mandy noticed that she bent down to give him a quick pat.

Mrs Trigg shook her head at Mrs Ponsonby. “It seems to me that pets are nothing but trouble,” she announced.

Mrs Ponsonby drew herself up. “I can’t agree with you, Maggie,” she declared. “Pandora is very well-behaved – usually. And she is such a good companion to me. I wouldn’t be without her for the world. I’m never lonely with my Pandora around.”
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