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One

The little Welsh pony nibbled gently at Mandy’s fingers as she fed him the last of the carrots she had brought for him. ‘There, boy,’ she said running her free hand down his silky neck. ‘Oh, Prince, I’m going to miss you.’

‘So am I,’ said Mrs Jackson. ‘But there’s nothing else we can do now that Jane has gone to live in York. There’s nobody to exercise him and ponies are expensive to keep.’

‘How is Jane’s nursing course going?’ said Mandy. Jane was Mrs Jackson’s daughter. Mrs Jackson had been a widow for five years and she and Jane lived at Rose Cottage, just along the road from where Mandy’s grandparents lived.

‘Oh, Jane has always wanted to be a nurse,’ Mrs Jackson said. ‘She’s loving it. But she’s worried about Prince. I only hope we can find him a good home.’

Mandy looked round the little orchard at the back of Rose Cottage. Prince’s stable was a simple lean-to shed in a sheltered corner of the orchard. It smelled of sweet grass and tangy peat moss and the air blew fresh and clean under the trees. ‘He couldn’t find a better home than this,’ she said.

‘He’s always been happy here,’ said Mrs Jackson. She lifted a hand and laid it on Prince’s gleaming brown coat. ‘Eight years we’ve had this pony,’ she said. ‘It was Jane’s tenth birthday present. I remember the day Fred brought him home. You would have thought he had given Jane the moon, she was so pleased.’ Mrs Jackson wiped a tear away. ‘Oh, well,’ she said. ‘What has to be done has to be done, I suppose.’

Mandy smiled at her although she felt sad too. ‘I’m sure you’ll find a good home for him, Mrs Jackson.’

‘I won’t be sending Prince anywhere they can’t keep him properly,’ Mrs Jackson said. ‘When I think of all the rosettes he’s won at the Welford Show. He’s a grand little jumper. Nearly as good as that pony of young Barry Prescott’s.’

‘Barry’s pony is bigger than Prince,’ Mandy said. Barry Prescott was the local doctor’s son. He had a bay gelding called Star.

Mrs Jackson was looking at her. ‘I don’t suppose you would want a pony now, would you, Mandy? I know you would look after him.’

Mandy laughed. ‘I’ve got an ark full of animals, Mrs Jackson. Mum says if we had any more we would sink. But I will miss him, won’t I, boy?’ and she buried her face in Prince’s neck.

A voice called from two gardens away. It was Gran. Mandy had gone round to say goodbye to Gran and Grandad. They were going off for two weeks in the sun. She often popped in to see Prince when she was round at Lilac Cottage, and Jane had often let Mandy groom him and feed him. ‘That must be Gran and Grandad leaving,’ she said to Mrs Jackson.

‘You get off and give them a hug before they go,’ Mrs Jackson said. ‘And tell them I hope they have a good time in Portugal.’

‘I’ll tell them,’ Mandy said, giving Prince a final pat. ‘See you soon,’ she said to the little pony as she left. She waved as she got to the gate at the back of the orchard. Prince was cropping the grass contentedly. Yes, she would certainly miss him.

 

‘That’s us all ready,’ said Gran as Mandy turned in at the back gate of Lilac Cottage. ‘Now give me a hug and tell us to have a good time and see if you can get your grandad out of his vegetable garden or we’ll miss our plane.’

Mandy laughed and chivvied Grandad out of his garden.

Grandad shook his head. ‘It’s the leeks,’ he said. ‘I want them perfect for the Welford Show.’

Gran tutted. ‘Now you know Walter Pickard is going to look after them for you,’ she said. ‘They’ll still be there in two weeks’ time.’

Mandy’s father appeared at the back door of the cottage. ‘Any takers for a holiday in Portugal?’ he said to his parents. ‘If you don’t fancy it after all, Emily and I could go.’ He winked at Mandy. Dad was driving Gran and Grandad to the airport.

Gran gave her son a look, ‘And leave Animal Ark?’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t stop worrying about it, Adam Hope.’

Mandy laughed as Dad bundled Gran and Grandad into the car and set off. She watched the car disappear down the lane and got on her bike to go home. She wasn’t going to the airport. She had a few things to do at home, like check up on a rabbit with an infected paw and pay a visit to a puppy that had been abandoned with a broken leg. Betty Hilder had brought him in and Mandy had named him Toby. Betty ran the local animal sanctuary.

She hadn’t been joking when she told Mrs Jackson they had an ark full of animals. They did – Animal Ark, where her mum and dad were vets.

Mandy whizzed down the road, long legs pedalling and thoughts of Toby and Prince filling her mind. She was sure Betty could find a home with somebody in the village for Toby – he was so cute and lovable. But she might only see Prince a few more times before he had to leave Welford.

 

There was a new girl in Mandy’s class. She stood beside Miss Potter. She didn’t look very cheerful. Mandy sighed. She was still thinking about Prince – only now she wondered where he was. She had been so busy these last two weeks she hadn’t had time to go round to Rose Cottage until just a few days ago. The stable in the orchard had been empty and Mrs Jackson wasn’t at home. Mandy had just stood there with the sun dappling the grass at her feet. She had stared at the empty stable for a long time, her eyes until blurred over with tears. Prince was gone.

‘This is Susan Collins,’ Miss Potter was saying. Miss Potter was Mandy’s form teacher. She was really nice, with flyaway mouse brown hair and big spectacles. Mandy looked at Susan. She wasn’t as tall as Mandy and she wasn’t as thin either. Her dark hair was drawn back in a ponytail.

That made Mandy think of Prince again. It wasn’t so much that he had gone away. After all she knew he was going. It was not saying goodbye properly that hurt so much. Even her mum and dad hadn’t heard where Prince had gone.

‘Now,’ said Miss Potter, ‘I need somebody to help Susan settle in. Mandy, you could do that.’

Kate and Melanie, Mandy’s friends, nudged her. ‘Wake up,’ said Kate.

‘I can find my own way round,’ Susan was saying. Her voice sounded different. Not like a Yorkshire voice.

Miss Potter carried on regardless. ‘Susan comes from London,’ she said. ‘So living in the country is going to be a big change for her.’ She put Susan in the seat beside Mandy. ‘But I’m sure you will all help her – especially you, Mandy.’

As Susan sat down Mandy said, ‘You’ll soon get used to it. It must be hard coming to a new school.’
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‘I don’t want to get used to it,’ Susan said. ‘I want to go back to London. London was much better than this.’

‘Wait and see,’ Mandy said encouragingly. ‘You’ll like it once you get to know everybody.’

Susan tossed her ponytail. ‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘I hate it. There’s nothing to do.’

Mandy thought about all the things she did – especially helping out at Animal Ark. ‘There’s always loads to do in the country,’ she said. ‘You’d be surprised.’

‘Like what?’ said Susan.

‘Well,’ said Mandy, ‘we’ve got the Welford Show on Saturday. That’s terrific. There are sideshows and pet shows and a gymkhana and …’

‘A gymkhana?’ said Susan. She looked thoughtful.

‘You see,’ said Mandy. ‘You’ll like living here.’

Susan scowled. ‘I won’t,’ she said as Miss Potter started the lesson. ‘And you won’t make me – not you or anybody else.’

Mandy blinked. Susan sounded really determined to hate her new home. She wondered why.

 

By half past three that day Mandy had decided that Susan Collins was a complete pain. At lunch-time, when they were talking about where they lived, it had been the house she lived in.

‘It’s called The Beeches,’ Susan said, her nose in the air. ‘It’s the new house on the Welford road. It has a veranda running all the way round the front and stables at the back and a paddock going right down to the road.’

Mandy and James passed that way every day biking to school. So that was who had moved into the big new house. ‘That must be terrific,’ she said.

Susan turned to her. ‘It’s a lot better than living in a poky little cottage,’ she said. ‘Imagine living in an ark. I think I’ll call you Mrs Noah.’

Then at break it had been her computer. ‘Have you got one, Mrs Noah?’ Susan asked after spending five minutes telling Mandy everything her computer could do.

Mandy shook her head. ‘No, but James has. He really likes computers.’

‘James who?’ said Susan.

‘James Hunter,’ Mandy said. ‘He lives in Welford too. We cycle to school together every day.’

‘Is he your boyfriend?’ said Susan.

‘No,’ Mandy said, trying to keep her temper. ‘He’s just a friend.’ Susan really was annoying.

All day long Susan didn’t miss a chance to say how much she hated the country. But as she walked Susan to the school gate at half past three Mandy got a surprise.

‘Isn’t there anything you like about being here?’ Mandy said.

Susan looked as if she were going to say no. Then she stopped. ‘Dad bought me a pony,’ she said. ‘I like that.’

Mandy’s eyes popped. ‘A pony!’ she said. ‘Can you ride?’

‘Of course I can ride,’ said Susan. ‘I learned in London. At the best riding-school, of course. I did showjumping as well.’

Mandy’s eyes were shining. ‘Ponies are lovely,’ she said. ‘You’ll have great fun looking after a pony.’

Susan snorted. ‘The stables looked after the ponies where I learned to ride,’ she said. ‘I didn’t have to do a thing.’

‘But didn’t you want to do it yourself?’ said Mandy.

‘Ugh!’ said Susan. ‘Nasty smelly old straw and mucking out. No, thank you, Mrs Noah.’

‘But if you have your own pony …’ said Mandy.

Susan shrugged. ‘The gardener looks after it,’ she said.

Mandy shook her head. How could anyone have a pony and not want to look after it? That was the fun of it.

‘I couldn’t be bothered with all that,’ Susan said. ‘I just like riding. My mum is a wonderful rider.’

‘Has she got a horse as well?’ said Mandy.

Susan looked away. ‘No,’ she said. ‘She lives in London. She has to. She’s an actress. She’s famous. She’s in Parson’s Close. She plays the vicar’s wife.’

‘My gran watches that on TV,’ said Mandy. ‘She loves it.’ Then she stopped. Suddenly Susan was looking terribly unhappy. ‘Is that why you want to go back to London?’ said Mandy. ‘Because your mum’s there?’

For a moment she thought Susan was going to answer her. But Susan only laughed and said, ‘Why would anybody want to stay in a stupid place like this when they could live in London? What is there to do – apart from your stupid Welford Show?’

‘The Welford Show isn’t stupid,’ Mandy began.

But Susan wasn’t listening. Her eyes were alight. ‘Maybe if I got her interested in horses again. She used to be interested …’

‘Hi!’ James came up to them, wheeling his bike. His straight brown hair was tousled as usual and his glasses were halfway down his nose.

‘This is Susan,’ said Mandy. ‘She’s new and her dad’s coming to collect her.’

‘In his car,’ Susan said. ‘It’s a Jaguar.’

‘Haven’t you got a bike? Why don’t you cycle to school like us?’ James said. ‘It’s good fun.’

Susan put her nose in the air. ‘Of course I’ve got a bike,’ she said. ‘A mountain bike. And it’s much better than those two.’

James looked at Mandy. ‘Our bikes are OK,’ he said.

Susan just smiled. ‘Wait till you see my dad’s car,’ she said. She turned to Mandy. ‘Is your dad rich?’ she said.

Mandy thought of her dad. Sometimes he treated the animals people brought to him for free. Like Tommy Pickard’s hamsters. Tommy was seven and hadn’t realised that feeding chewing-gum to hamsters wasn’t good for them. He came into Animal Ark every day to see how they were getting on.

‘No, my dad isn’t rich,’ said Mandy, ‘but the animals are lovely.’

Susan looked at her. ‘I suppose you talk to them,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ said Mandy. ‘Animals like being talked to. Don’t you talk to your pony?’

Susan tossed her head. ‘That’s different,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t talk to hamsters.’

‘All animals like being talked to,’ said Mandy firmly.

Susan just laughed. ‘I don’t think I’ll call you Mrs Noah any more,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll call you Doctor Doolittle. You talk to the animals.’

Mandy got really cross then. ‘It’s better than talking to some people,’ she said.

Just then a big blue Jaguar drew up outside the school gates. There was a man in the driving seat. He leaned over and opened the passenger door. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I see you’ve made friends already, Susan.’

Susan’s father looked across at Mandy and James. He was smiling. He had a nice smile but, just the same, he looked as if he was thinking about something else.

‘Why don’t you ask your new friends to tea?’ he said to Susan. ‘How about Wednesday? I’ll let Mrs Taylor know.’ Then he looked at his watch. ‘Get in, Susan,’ he said. ‘I’m in a hurry. I have a meeting to go to.’

Susan tossed her hair and made a big thing of getting into the car.

‘See you tomorrow,’ Mandy said as the car took off in a rush.

James turned to Mandy. ‘What a pain that girl is,’ he said.

Mandy wheeled her bike out of the gates. ‘I really tried to be friendly,’ she said. ‘But all she does is boast about what she’s got and how rich they are.’

‘Forget it,’ said James. ‘How are Tommy’s hamsters?’

Mandy smiled and shook her head. ‘Poor things,’ she said. ‘Dad had to snip off most of their whiskers and all the fur round their noses and paws. They were covered in the stuff. We’re keeping them at the Ark for a few days just to make sure they didn’t swallow any of it.’

Mandy launched into an update on all of Animal Ark’s patients. James had a Labrador retriever called Blackie and a kitten called Eric. He was always interested in hearing about animals.

By the time they got to the Fox and Goose, where the track to Animal Ark branched off, Mandy had nearly forgotten Susan. Nearly but not quite. At least she hadn’t forgotten the pony. They brought their bikes to a halt.

‘See you tomorrow,’ said James.

‘Don’t forget to tell your mum you’re going to tea at Susan’s posh house on Wednesday,’ said Mandy.

James pushed his glasses up on to the bridge of his nose and looked at her.

‘You don’t have to go,’ he said. ‘I mean, why punish yourself?’

Mandy bit her lip. ‘Wouldn’t you like to see the pony?’ she said.

James shook his head. ‘You’re impossible!’ he said. ‘You don’t even like her.’
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