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One

Mandy Hope and James Hunter jumped off the school bus as it drew up in Welford, the village in Yorkshire where they both lived. They normally cycled to school but just lately the roads had been too icy.

Mandy lifted her face to a flurry of snow-flakes. ‘The first snow of winter,’ she said happily. ‘I hope it settles!’

‘I think it might,’ said James. ‘These flakes are as big as ten-pence pieces and they’re not much good for my glasses.’ He wiped them absent-mindedly on his trousers, as he and Mandy walked through the village together. He was a year younger than Mandy and was her best friend.

‘I’ll give you a ring tomorrow,’ said Mandy, when they reached the post office. ‘I’m going to pray for snow, so we can go sledging.’

‘It’s Friday tomorrow,’ said practical James. ‘It’ll be too dark to go after school.’

‘Well, Saturday then,’ said Mandy. ‘Tomorrow we’ll just have to content ourselves with snowballs at lunch-time.’

‘You hope!’ said James, grinning as he waved goodbye.

‘Hey, hang on!’ Mandy called. ‘What about the meeting in the village hall tonight?’

‘Good job you reminded me,’ said James. ‘I almost forgot.’

‘Good job I reminded myself!’ said Mandy. ‘See you later.’

Mandy thought with pleasure of the coming meeting. Some of the villagers were getting together to raise money for the animal sanctuary. It was always short of funds, and Betty Hilder, who ran it, struggled to make ends meet.

Mandy made her way home to Animal Ark where she lived with her parents. They were vets and Animal Ark was both home and veterinary practice. Mandy loved living there. Animals were the most important things in her life and when she was older she wanted to be a vet too, like her mum and dad.

Emily and Adam Hope had adopted Mandy after her parents had been killed in a car accident. Mandy had been too young to remember them; now she couldn’t imagine being with anyone except the Hopes.

At Animal Ark the waiting-room was full. Mandy spotted nine-year-old Johnny Foster, who lived near James. Strange that he didn’t have his guinea-pigs with him. She smiled and gave him a friendly wave.

‘I think that young man’s waiting for you,’ said Jean Knox, the receptionist. ‘Said he needed to have a word.’

Mandy was just about to go over to Johnny when she turned back to look at Jean more closely. There was something not quite right about her.

‘Jean, did you leave home in a hurry this morning?’ Mandy was trying hard not to laugh but she felt an enormous grin spreading across her face.

‘Yes, I did as a matter of fact. The alarm didn’t go off and I’m sure I remembered to set it. Why, what’s the matter?’ Jean was beginning to look faintly alarmed herself.

Mandy looked at Jean’s carefully applied green eyeshadow. She was wearing it on one eye only; the other eye was bare!

‘You’d better go and look in the mirror. I’ll take over reception for a minute.’ Mandy’s shoulders were shaking with laughter. Poor Jean: she was a great receptionist and everyone loved her; but she was always forgetting things!

Mandy looked contentedly round the waiting-room at the collection of animals: dogs, cats, rabbits and even a lizard! She couldn’t think of anything better than being surrounded by animals. Her eye fell on Johnny Foster again and she beckoned him over.

‘Jean said you wanted to talk to me.’

Johnny’s face clouded over and Mandy could see that he didn’t know how to begin. ‘Why don’t you come and have a glass of squash and I’ll see if I can find us something to eat? Jean’ll be back in a minute.’

‘She’s back now,’ said a voice behind Mandy’s shoulder. It was Jean herself – with no eyeshadow and a very red face. ‘I thought people were giving me funny looks,’ she said. ‘Why didn’t somebody tell me?’

‘I don’t expect anybody noticed,’ said Mandy. She put her arm round Jean’s shoulder and gave her a hug. ‘You know me: I don’t miss a thing.’

Jean smiled. ‘Go and get yourself a drink. And I expect you’ve some homework to be getting on with.’

Johnny followed Mandy into the kitchen where they found a tray of newly-baked scones.

‘I bet Gran made these,’ said Mandy. ‘Mum doesn’t have a lot of time for baking.’

When they were both settled comfortably at the table with squash and scones, Johnny plucked up his courage and plunged straight in.

‘It’s my guinea-pigs,’ he said. ‘We’re going to my gran’s for the weekend and I need someone to look after them.’ He blushed as he said it, and busied himself picking crumbs off the plate. ‘Whoever looks after them would need to take them to their house; Dad doesn’t want to leave the shed unlocked while we’re away.’

‘Tomorrow? How come you’ve left it so late?’

Johnny went even redder. ‘I didn’t. One of my friends was going to have them but he can’t now.’

Mandy thought hard. Johnny was a popular lad; he always seemed to be with a group of friends. Surely one of them could help?

‘None of my other friends are allowed,’ he said, as if reading Mandy’s thoughts. ‘Or they’ve got too many pets already. I thought you might be able to help.’

Mandy drank the last of her squash. ‘I’m sorry, Johnny; we don’t have boarding facilities here.’

‘I know you don’t but I thought you could look after them. In the house, not the surgery,’ he added.

Mandy bit her lip. ‘Mum and Dad are fairly strict about me having extra animals. I’ve really got as much as I can manage with school and helping out at Animal Ark.’

Mandy looked at the little boy’s downcast face. It was awful to be worried about your pets when you loved them as much as Johnny did. She wished she could help.

‘I’ll tell you what, Johnny: I’ll ask as many people as I can think of before tomorrow afternoon. I’ll do my very best, I promise.’

‘The big one’s had babies and there’s nobody to look after her. She’s used to having me around. And the other guinea-pig died last week.’ It all came out in a rush, and Johnny turned red as he tried to fight back the tears which trickled down his face.

Mandy passed him the tissues from the dresser and he wiped his face roughly, as if he was angry with himself for crying. When he was calm again he pulled something from his pocket and dumped it on the table: a key and a crumpled piece of paper.

‘That’s the key to the shed so that you can get to her; but Dad said I was only to use it if absolutely nobody can take the guinea-pigs back to their own house. So please, please try to get somebody, Mandy. And this is my gran’s telephone number. Will you phone me and let me know what’s happening?’

Mandy promised that she would.

‘And if you can’t find anybody to look after her you’ll still be able to go in and feed her because you’ve got the key. Here’s the instructions.’ Johnny handed her another piece of paper. ‘But she’ll get lonely without company, so it will be best if you can find somebody to take her and the babies home with them.’

Mandy had the feeling that she’d landed the job of chief feeder without even being asked! But she knew she’d enjoy the job anyway, if she couldn’t find anybody to have the animals for the weekend. She couldn’t let the poor things starve!

‘I promise I’ll do my best, Johnny.’

‘Her name’s Brandy, by the way. She knows her name if you call her. And I’m a bit worried about the smallest baby because it doesn’t move around like the others.’

‘Don’t worry, Johnny. I’ll do what I can,’ said Mandy.

The little boy looked a lot happier when she finally waved him goodbye.

 

As Mandy was getting ready to go to the village hall that evening, she found a surprise waiting for her.

‘Better wrap up warm and put on your wellies,’ said Mum, with a smile. ‘Have you looked outside recently?’

Mandy pulled open the back door excitedly. The garden looked as though it had been sprinkled with icing sugar. And the snow was coming down in thick round flakes.

‘Yes!’ shouted Mandy. ‘Yes!’ Her face glowed with excitement and Emily Hope laughed at the sight of her.

‘I prayed it would settle,’ said Mandy.

‘Well, your prayers have been answered then,’ said Adam Hope, coming into the kitchen. ‘Do you think you could pray that we don’t get called out to some isolated farm in the hills?’

Mandy gave her dad a hug. She knew that having to drive the Land-rover through snow-drifts and then perhaps spend hours with a sick animal in a freezing barn was no one’s idea of fun.

‘I still like the snow, Dad. I don’t ever want to grow up and grumble about it.’

Mr Hope ruffled his daughter’s hair. ‘Of course you don’t. You enjoy it while you can.’

And Mandy could! She kicked her wellies through the soft powder and watched the glorious snow-flakes swirling through the light of her torch beam. She met several people on their way to the village hall, all wrapped up well and carrying torches. There was no street lighting in the outlying lanes.

‘Hello, young miss. Nice weather for penguins!’

‘Hello, Mr Pickard. Isn’t it great?’

‘Great?’ said another voice. ‘Let’s just hope we’re not snowed in. Like that time a few years back. That was a fair old winter, that was. Couldn’t move beyond your own front door.’

Mandy smiled. Ernie Bell always spoke of the distant past as if it were yesterday. Perhaps it only seemed like yesterday to him; he was quite old.

‘Hello, Ernie. You’ll have to come sledging with me and James.’

‘Hmm. We’ll see about that.’

There was a sort of holiday atmosphere when they got to the village hall. People were shaking out snowy coats and hats, shivering and laughing, exclaiming and talking.

‘Hi, Mandy!’ It was James, standing at the other side of the hall. He was talking to Rachel and Amy Farmer. Rachel was in the year below James at school and Amy was a couple of years younger.

‘I’ve printed off this poster to advertise Save Our Sanctuary,’ said James, when Mandy joined the little group, ‘but I can hardly read it now. It’s got absolutely sopping in the snow.’ James smoothed out the piece of wet paper, a worried frown on his face. Save Our Sanctuary was the name James had come up with for the campaign to raise money for the sanctuary.

‘It won’t be difficult to run off another copy with that lovely new printer of yours,’ said Mandy.

‘Have I told you about it?’ asked James, his voice rising with excitement. ‘It can print in colour and …’

‘Only about twenty-five times,’ interrupted Mandy, laughing. Although Mandy didn’t share James’s passion for computers she forgave him, because he loved animals almost as much as she did. Thinking of animals reminded her of poor Johnny and his guinea-pigs.

‘Johnny Foster was at Animal Ark this evening. He needs somebody to …’

Mandy was interrupted by the clapping of hands and a voice saying, ‘Thank you all for turning out on such a dreadful night, but could we make a start now? We’ve got a lot to get through.’

Mrs Ponsonby was in charge of the Save Our Sanctuary group. Mandy sometimes believed that Mrs Ponsonby thought she was in charge of the whole village! She beamed importantly from the stage, her blue-rinsed hair still covered by a bright purple beret.

‘As I was saying, about Johnny Foster …’

‘If you could all be seated then I’ll explain exactly what the “slave auction” will involve.’ Mrs Ponsonby held on to her purple beret as though a gust of wind might sweep through the village hall at any moment.
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‘Remind me to tell you about guineapigs,’ Mandy said to the others. ‘Don’t forget. It’s important.’

‘Guinea-pigs?’ Rachel’s eyes lit up and her face glowed. ‘I love guinea-pigs.’

‘I don’t,’ said Amy.

‘I know you don’t,’ Rachel said. ‘I don’t know why you’re taking part in Save Our Sanctuary at all. You don’t even like animals.’

‘I think Mrs Ponsonby wants to start,’ James said tactfully.

Mandy and James both knew that Rachel loved animals and suffered greatly because she wasn’t allowed to have one. Amy had been bitten by a dog when she was small, and ever since she’d refused to have anything to do with animals.

‘Now then, everybody. If we can make a start please …’ Mrs Ponsonby clapped her hands as if they were all schoolchildren; adults and all!

‘She should have been a dinner lady,’ whispered James. ‘All that handclapping and that loud voice.’

The noise in the hall quietened to a hum as people prepared to listen to Mrs Ponsonby.

‘A slave auction is a way of raising money which depends for its success on your time and your talents. Yes, your talents,’ said Mrs Ponsonby.

‘I haven’t got any,’ whispered James. Mandy nudged him to be quiet.

‘There will be a real auction as you know; next Tuesday at the Fox and Goose. Julian Hardy has kindly offered to act as auctioneer. Now, that doesn’t give us a lot of time, so we need to get our thinking-caps on.’

‘Oh, no,’ whispered James, pretending to search his pockets. ‘I’ve left mine at home!’ Mandy giggled. ‘Shh.’ She nudged him again.

‘You will need to think what services you can offer, which other people might be prepared to pay for,’ Mrs Ponsonby was saying. ‘For instance, someone has kindly offered to take on a family’s ironing for the week. So whoever makes the highest bid at the auction will have their ironing done for them. So you see, the service you offer can be as simple as that.’

‘I wonder what I can do,’ Mandy said thoughtfully. She admired Betty Hilder’s work at the animal sanctuary and wanted to help out if she could.

The rest of the evening passed in the discussion of different ways to make money for the sanctuary. Mandy and James were both delighted that such a serious effort was being made to help Betty Hilder.

Mandy and James were getting ready to go home when Rachel came over to them. ‘Guinea-pigs,’ she said. ‘You told us to remind you about guinea-pigs.’

Mandy clapped her hand to her mouth. ‘Good thinking, Rachel. I almost forgot.’ She told them about Johnny Foster and how his guinea-pigs needed a home for the weekend.
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