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At first, all Zoe could see was a small, fluffy white bundle. Then the bundle moved, and a little white face with big dark eyes and furry ears was staring back at her. “It’s a baby polar bear!” cried Zoe.
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Chapter One


Panda Playtime





Zoe Parker shivered and pulled her coat around her. “Brrr! It’s really chilly today!” she said.


“Chi Chi and Mei Mei don’t seem to mind!” replied Stephanie, the panda keeper. “Their thick furry coats must be keeping them nice and warm.”


It was a wintry Sunday morning at the Rescue Zoo, and Zoe was helping Stephanie in the panda enclosure. They each had a watering can and were sprinkling water over the bamboo plants. The Rescue Zoo pandas, Chi Chi and Mei Mei, liked lots of different fruits, nuts and seeds, but the juicy, green bamboo growing in their enclosure was their favourite thing to eat. And, like all pandas, they munched lots of it!


“They’re really playful this morning, aren’t they?” said Zoe, as Chi Chi chased her little sister across the enclosure, squeaking excitedly as she dashed right under Stephanie’s feet! Stephanie cried out in surprise, wobbled and almost lost her balance, grabbing on to a tree to keep herself from falling over.


“That was close!” she laughed. “I’ve almost tripped over them once already this morning, the cheeky little things.”
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Zoe loved helping Stephanie look after the pandas. Whenever she had any spare time at all she could be found in the zoo: helping out the zookeepers or playing with the animals! But Zoe wasn’t a visitor, like most people who passed through the zoo gates – she actually lived at the Rescue Zoo! Her Great-Uncle Horace was a famous explorer and animal expert, and he had built the zoo so that all the lost, frightened and injured animals he met on his travels would have somewhere safe to live.


Zoe’s mum, Lucy, was the zoo vet. Lucy and Zoe lived in a little cottage at the edge of the zoo, so that whenever an animal was poorly or injured, Lucy was close by and could quickly help them. Zoe thought she was the luckiest girl in the world to have so many amazing animals right outside her front door!


“Yum. I wasn’t sure I’d like bamboo, but it’s very tasty!” chirped a little voice behind her. Zoe turned to see a little, furry creature with big golden eyes nibbling happily at a green shoot. Glancing over to check that Stephanie wasn’t close enough to hear, she whispered with a smile, “Naughty Meep. If Chi Chi and Mei Mei spot you eating their bamboo, they’ll be very cross!”
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Living at the Rescue Zoo wasn’t the only special thing about Zoe. On her sixth birthday, she had found out that animals can understand people. And Zoe had discovered that she had a special ability to understand animals, and talk back! No one else knew the secret, though – it was between her and the animals.


Zoe had lots of animal friends, but Meep was her best friend. He was a small, soft and very cheeky grey mouse lemur. He had come to the zoo when he was just a baby. He was too tiny to be on his own, and so had stayed in the cottage with Zoe and her mum ever since!


Meep finished his bamboo and scampered up on to Zoe’s shoulder. “The pandas didn’t see! They’re too busy playing,” he chattered.


Zoe laughed as the little pandas rolled along the ground, squealing excitedly. They were so cute! When the sisters had first arrived at the Rescue Zoo, they hadn’t got along very well, but now they were great friends and always had fun together.


“That gives me an idea,” Zoe whispered to Meep. “Maybe we could ask the pandas if they have any ideas about how we can celebrate Mum’s birthday!”


It was Lucy’s birthday in a few days time. Zoe thought that must be why her mum always seemed so happy at this time of year. Most people didn’t like wet, cold, shivery January – but Lucy loved getting wrapped up in warm layers, going for snowy walks and cuddling down with a mug of hot chocolate in the evening.


Stephanie called to Zoe from the other side of the enclosure. “Zoe, I need to fetch some special plant food for the bamboo. I won’t be long.”


Perfect, thought Zoe. Now I can talk to the twins without Stephanie being around.


Zoe had to be careful not to let her secret slip! “OK,” she replied, waving. “Bye!”
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As soon as Stephanie was out of sight, Zoe turned to the pandas. “Chi Chi and Mei Mei! Listen – it’s my mum’s birthday soon, and I don’t know how to help her celebrate. Do you have any ideas?”


Chi Chi squeaked excitedly and grabbed a handful of bamboo, while Mei Mei scampered eagerly to a bush and hid behind it, before peeping out, squeaking her own answer to Zoe.


Zoe burst out laughing. “A birthday feast of bamboo, and then a game of hide-and-seek?” she said, giving them both a cuddle. “You two are so funny. Those are lovely ideas, but I think they might be better for little pandas than grown-up people!”


“If Goo was here, we could ask him,” chirped Meep. Goo was the little lemur’s nickname for Great-Uncle Horace, which he found hard to say.


Zoe nodded. “That’s true, Meep. He always has good ideas for birthdays.” She touched the silver necklace she wore around her neck, which had a little paw-print charm hanging from it. It had been a birthday present from Great-Uncle Horace and was very precious to her – particularly because the special charm opened every enclosure at the zoo!


Mei Mei nudged Zoe with her nose and squeaked hopefully.


Zoe smiled. “No, Mei Mei – I don’t know where Great-Uncle Horace is right now,” she explained, tickling the little panda gently under the chin. “I wish I did! I got a postcard from him two weeks ago. He was in Brazil, helping a toucan with a poorly beak, but he probably travelled somewhere else after that.”


“I miss Goo. I hope he comes home soon,” said Meep a little sadly, and both pandas squeaked in agreement.


“I miss Great-Uncle Horace too, but don’t worry,” Zoe told them. “I’m sure he wouldn’t want to miss Mum’s birthday!”
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Chapter Two


A Speedy Arrival





Suddenly Meep’s furry ears pricked up, and his eyes opened wide. “Zoe! What’s that noise?”


Zoe listened. “I can’t hear anything, Meep,” she said. “Your amazing ears always hear things much sooner than mine!”


“It’s a rumbling sound,” Meep explained. “A little bit like when the rhinos are snoring. But it’s getting louder!”


The other animals nearby were starting to notice the noise too. Zoe could hear curious barks from the arctic wolves, snorts from the walruses and brays from the donkeys. Then there was a rustling sound as all the parakeets fluttered to the tops of the trees and perched on the highest branches to get a better look. They peered down, their beady eyes bright. Then they started to screech and squawk excitedly.
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