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A Note from Lucy Daniels

Dear readers,

 

I’am so excited that Hodder Children’s Books is publishing your favourite titles as Animal Ark Classics. I can’t believe it’s ten years since Mandy and James had their first adventure I’ve written so many stories about them they feel like real friends to me now and it’s been such fun thinking up new stories from them both.

 

I know from your letters how much you enjoy sharing their love of animals. As you can tell, I’m a huge fan of animals myself, and can’t imagine a day when I will ever want to stop writing about them.

 

Happy reading!

 

Very best wishes,
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More Animal Ark Classics
from Hodder Children’s Books:

 

Kittens in the Kitchen

Pony in the Porch

Dolphin in the Deep

Bunnies in the Bathroom

Puppies in the Pantry

Hamster in a Hamper

Horse in the House

Badger in the Basement

Cub in the Cupboard

Guinea-pig in the Garage
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One

‘How exciting!’ said Mandy’s mum, Emily Hope. ‘They’re going to make a film at Bleakfell Hall.’

Mrs Hope was busily reading the morning’s mail over breakfast. She stuffed the letter back in its envelope. Breakfast at the Hopes’ busy veterinary practice, Animal Ark, was always a hurried affair. Fruit juice, cereal, low-fat yoghurt lately as Mr Hope was on a diet … toast if you were lucky. All eaten at a huge old pine table in their oak-beamed cottage kitchen.

Mandy dragged her eyes away from her last-minute revision for a biology test that morning.

Mrs Hope took a final mouthful of juice and rose from the table. ‘We’ve been asked to check out the animals they’re using,’ she said.

Mandy’s father looked up from his newspaper. ‘Bleakfell Hall, eh? That’ll be interesting.’ He stroked his dark beard thoughtfully. ‘Mixing with the film stars. Don’t let it go to your head, Emily!’

Mandy felt a flutter of excitement in her stomach. That would be a real event for the sleepy village of Welford. Famous film stars in their midst! Her friend James Hunter would be excited too, although she knew he really preferred football to films.

‘What kind of film are they making, Mum?’ Mandy tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. Her blue eyes sparkled. ‘One about animals?’

Emily Hope smiled. ‘Trust you to think of that, Mandy.’ She stood in front of the mirror, ran a comb hurriedly through her long, red hair then tied it back with a green silk scarf. ‘Apparently it’s a Victorian murder mystery.’

‘Wow! Bleakfell Hall’s just the place then. I’ve always thought it kind of spooky. Hear that, Jess?’

Jess, a small Jack Russell terrier, sat at Mandy’s feet. Mandy fed her a piece of toast secretly. One huge gulp and it was gone. The terrier gave a little ‘woof’.

‘Don’t think I didn’t see that, Mandy.’ Mr Hope had a kindly twinkle in his eye. ‘She’s getting quite podgy. What’s Auntie Mary going to say if she comes back from Australia and Jess has put on a stone in weight?’

Mandy giggled. She had been delighted when her Aunt Mary had asked the Hopes to look after Jess for a couple of months while she went to Australia on a university course.

‘You know I can’t resist those brown eyes, Dad.’ Mandy bent to give the little dog an affectionate hug.

‘You can’t resist any animal that crosses your path,’ Mr Hope said.

Mandy grinned. She scratched Jess behind the ear. ‘You love toast, don’t you, Jess?’ Having the terrier to stay at Animal Ark was like heaven to Mandy.

Since turning twelve, Mandy Hope had been allowed to help out at her parents’ veterinary practice, Animal Ark, in the pretty Yorkshire village of Welford. Mandy cleaned out cages, helped comfort sick animals … nothing was too much trouble. Mandy just couldn’t wait to grow up and become a vet herself!

‘Well?’ Adam Hope looked expectantly at his wife. ‘Come on, spill the beans. What animals are they using for the film? Chimps, elephants … ?’

‘That would be really great!’ Mandy swallowed her last mouthful of toast and rose from the table.

Dad was teasing of course. Even if it was only cats and dogs Mandy thought it would be brilliant to go and see them. She might even get to see a real film star in the process!

Mrs Hope laughed. ‘I don’t know exactly. The letter didn’t say very much. Just that the animals are being supplied by an agency called Animal Stars and that the company will hire horses from the local stables. They’ve all got to be vetted before they use them. And … oh, yes … they mention a dog. Apparently it’s one of the stars of the film.’

‘What kind of a dog?’ Mandy asked.

Her mother shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Sorry, Mandy.’

‘Perhaps it’s a mystery dog?’ Mandy’s imagination began to run away with her. ‘Like in that Sherlock Holmes story: The Hound of the Baskervilles.’

Mrs Hope gave her daughter a quick hug. ‘You’ll just have to be patient, Mandy. They’re not coming until Monday.’ She dropped a kiss on top of her head. ‘As it’s half-term you can come up with me if you like.’

‘Mum, that would be brilliant!’ Mandy exclaimed.

Mrs Hope glanced at the clock. ‘Got to rush,’ she said. ‘Time I opened the surgery.’

Mandy could hear a puppy’s excited yelp from the waiting-room of the vet’s extension attached to the back of the old stone cottage. She would have loved to go and see the puppy but there was no time. School and the dreaded biology test beckoned.

Mr Hope folded up his newspaper with a sigh. ‘Yup, I’d better get going too. I’ve got to inspect a consignment of beef cattle arriving at Walton market.’

‘Time for me to go too.’ Mandy gave Jess a last hug. She hated leaving the little terrier shut up in the kitchen while she was at school. If Mandy had her way she would have tucked Jess into her schoolbag and carted her off to lessons. She grabbed her schoolbag. ‘I expect James is waiting.’

‘No racing to school on that bike of yours,’ Mr Hope warned.

‘I won’t, Dad … ’bye, Jess,’ Mandy said. ‘See you later.’

‘And don’t slam the door as you go out,’ Mr Hope shouted from the sink.

The front door banged loudly as Mandy went out.

 

The following Monday morning there was a ring at the back door.

‘I’ll go,’ Mandy called from the front room where she had been playing with Jess.

The terrier was ahead of her, hurtling down the corridor like a bullet.

‘If it’s anyone for me …’ Mr Hope dodged away from the speeding terrier. He donned his green waxed jacket and tweed cap. ‘… I’m off to Baildon Farm. One of Jack Mabson’s cows has got mastitis. I should be back in about an hour.’

‘Poor thing,’ Mandy muttered. She knew the inflammation of a cow’s udder was terribly painful. ‘You’d better hurry up then, Dad.’

Mr Hope was checking his bag. ‘If it’s anyone wanting anything urgent Mum can go after surgery. Or better still, get them to make an appointment with Jean.’

‘Yes, Dad.’ Mandy almost pushed her father out of the front door. The sooner he got to Baildon and treated that poor cow, the happier Mandy would be.

By now, Jess was hurling herself at the back door with the ferocity of a tiger, and barking furiously. Mandy ran to grab her collar. ‘Jess, for goodness sake, we’re not being invaded by aliens.’ Mandy scooped the noisy little dog up in her arms.

The antics of the Jack Russell always amused her. She would miss Jess so much when Aunt Mary came back. Mandy had three pet rabbits and she loved them dearly. But they weren’t quite as much fun as the little terrier.

Mandy’s best friend, James Hunter, stood on the doorstep.

‘Oh … hi, James.’

James looked cold. The wind ruffled his straight brown hair. Mandy thought he looked a bit like a Shetland pony but didn’t say. She knew James was a bit sensitive and she wouldn’t have hurt his feelings for all the world.

Blackie, the Hunters’ black Labrador, sat at James’s feet. As soon as he saw Jess, Blackie wagged his tail like mad. Jess barked and wriggled furiously. Mandy put her down. The two dogs tore off round the garden, jumping and barking.

Mandy winced. Her dad wouldn’t be at all pleased if they crashed through the flower-beds. The two dogs had been great friends from the first moment Jess had come to stay at Animal Ark.

‘Blackie!’ James called. ‘Come here!’ The Labrador ignored him, belting round the garden after the agile terrier. James sighed. ‘That dog never listens. Blackie!’ Blackie gave one last excited bark and ran to sit at James’s feet. He looked up at James as if to say ‘sorry’.

James adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose. ‘I thought you might want to go for a walk, Mandy,’ he said.

‘Oh, James, I’m sorry,’ said Mandy. ‘I’m going out with Mum when surgery’s finished.’

James raised his eyebrows. ‘Anywhere nice?’

‘To Bleakfell Hall. Remember, I told you last Friday, James. The film.’

James clapped his hand to his forehead. ‘Of course you did … how stupid. Sorry, Mandy, I forgot.’

‘We’ll be back later. I’ll give you a ring. We could go out then.’

‘OK,’ James said. ‘Come on, Blackie. We’ll have to go on our own this morning.’ He made a face. ‘Looks like I’ll have to do that shopping for Mum after all.’

Mandy smiled. She knew James hated going shopping. He would rather be playing with his computer or helping Mandy at Animal Ark.

‘If we have to go to Bleakfell Hall again, James, I’ll ask Mum if you could come if you like.’

James grinned. ‘That would be great. I’d love to.’ He waved. ‘See you later, Mandy.’

Jess was digging a hole in the flower-bed. Blackie had run off and stood watching.

Mandy whistled. ‘Jess, Dad’ll go bonkers if you dig up any more of his plants!’
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James waved again as he clipped on Blackie’s lead and headed off towards the village green.

Mandy felt a bit guilty. James had looked a little downhearted. She sighed. She’d buy him an ice cream later to make up for it. And, with a bit of luck, next time they had to go, James could come too.

 

Half an hour later Mrs Hope’s four-wheel drive vehicle wound its way up the narrow road to Bleakfell Hall. The sun was warm on the windscreen. Crossing the river bridge, Mandy could see its rays hitting the water in a shower of silver sparks. She stared out of the window. The jigsaw pattern of green fields and dry-stone walls flashed past. Mandy opened the window and took a deep breath of fresh moorland air. Her heart drummed with excitement. Visiting film stars was definitely a great way to spend the first day of the half-term!

They turned a corner and the hundred-year-old Bleakfell Hall loomed at the end of its long gravel drive. Its towers and turrets really did look like something out of a murder mystery story.

‘I said it looked spooky.’ Mandy peered up at the grey-stone house.

Several cars and two huge trailers were parked by the stable block. One of the trailers had ‘Curtis-Smith Films Limited’ written on the side in black letters.

They drew up outside the dark oak-panelled front door.

‘Doesn’t Mrs Ponsonby live here any more?’ Mandy asked. Mrs Ponsonby was one of the bossiest women in town, and definitely a force to be reckoned with.

‘Yes, I saw her in the post office on Saturday morning,’ Mandy’s mum confirmed. ‘But she’s gone to stay with her sister while they’re using the house. The film company pay loads of money apparently.’

Mandy’s eyes lit up. ‘Hey,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘How about offering them an old stone cottage with a vet’s surgery attached? Then we could get lots of money too!’

‘Mandy!’ Her mother laughed. ‘You should be ashamed.’

‘Not at all,’ Mandy said. ‘We could give it to the animal sanctuary.’ Mandy’s heart lurched with pity when she thought about all the wretched and abandoned animals the sanctuary took in.

Mrs Hope smiled at her daughter. ‘Mrs Ponsonby really needs the money too. Some of the old house is almost falling down apparently.’

‘Oh. I hope it doesn’t collapse while they’re filming.’ Mandy took a wary look at the massive chimneys.

‘I wouldn’t think so, Mandy. Come on. We’d better find out who’s in charge.’

‘It’ll be great having film stars staying near the village,’ Mandy said as she got out. ‘I might get their autographs. The girls at school would be really envious.’ She looked round. ‘I wonder where the animals are?’

‘Let’s find out.’ Mrs Hope took her vet’s bag from the car.

They went up the flight of elegant stone steps that led to the front door. Mrs Hope pressed the old-fashioned bell push.

Mandy’s heart thudded with excitement as she heard light footsteps coming towards the door. It swung open. A blonde-haired young man in jeans and a college sweatshirt stood in the doorway. He held a clipboard in his hand.

‘Good morning,’ said Mrs Hope. ‘I’m Emily Hope, the vet. I’ve been asked to take a look at the animals. I hope it’s convenient.’

The young man grinned. Behind him, Mandy could see three or four people with ladders. They seemed to be setting up huge lights in the hallway.

‘Hi,’ the young man said. ‘I’m Ben Burton, Mr Curtis’s personal assistant. Mr Curtis is the film’s director.’

‘This is my daughter, Mandy.’

Mandy smiled, feeling shy. It wasn’t every day she got to meet a film director’s assistant!

‘You’ll find Mr Baggins and the others in the back kitchen,’ Ben explained, stepping back for them to enter.

Mandy gulped. ‘Mr Baggins. Who’s he?’

Ben’s eyes twinkled. ‘You’d better go and see.’
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