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One

A sudden strong gust of wind almost knocked Mandy Hope off her bicycle. ‘Yikes!’ she exclaimed, feeling the bike wobble beneath her. She steadied herself and carried on down the lane.

The wind blew an icy sheet of rain into her face. For a moment Mandy was blinded. She blinked, then wiped her eyes with her arm. ‘I’ll be soaked by the time I get home,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Trust it to start raining like this just in time for the Christmas holidays!’

She swerved to avoid a big puddle, then pedalled on as fast as she could. Before long, she could see the Animal Ark sign at the end of the lane. It stood out against the grey cloudy sky and swayed back and forth in the wind, its hinges creaking loudly. Relieved, Mandy whizzed beneath it and sped up the driveway to the old stone cottage where she lived.

Her father was standing in the doorway of the modern veterinary surgery that was attached to the back of the cottage. Mandy’s parents were vets and they ran Animal Ark, in the Yorkshire village of Welford.

‘Is that a drowned rat coming to be revived?’ Adam Hope’s cheerful voice called out, as Mandy jumped off her bike outside the shed in the back garden.

‘Almost drowned, Dad,’ Mandy called back. She wheeled her bike into the shed, shut the door, then ran across the soggy lawn towards the surgery. ‘And the only thing that can revive me is a big mug of hot chocolate!’

‘You’re in luck there – your mum’s just made some,’ smiled Adam Hope as they went inside. ‘Sorry you had to battle the elements to get home, love,’ he continued, closing the door behind them. ‘I’d have picked you up from school if we hadn’t been so busy all morning.’

‘That’s OK, Dad,’ Mandy said. She dumped her bag on the floor then took off her dripping raincoat and hung it on the coat-stand next to the door. ‘And anyway, it only started raining when I was about halfway home.’ Mandy’s school was in the town of Walton, about two miles away.

Animal Ark’s receptionist, Jean Knox, looked up from her computer. ‘Let’s hope it stops raining as quickly as it started,’ she said. ‘My grandchildren are coming to stay tomorrow. They’ll be here until after Christmas, and the last thing I need is for them to be cooped up indoors.’

Adam Hope nodded and grinned sympathetically.

‘Still, with any luck, all this wind will blow the rain away,’ Jean went on, trying to sound positive.

‘No chance of that, I’m afraid,’ said Emily Hope, coming into the reception. She went over to Mandy and hugged her. ‘Lucky it was the last day of term and you came out early, love. There’s just been a warning on the radio about strong gales later on. And the weatherman said we’re in for really severe conditions for at least the next few days.’

‘Oh, no!’ Mandy exclaimed, her voice filled with frustration. ‘James and I were going to do some cross-country cycling in the woods this week.’

James Hunter was Mandy’s best friend. He lived on the other side of Welford village.

‘But I guess we can always wait until after Christmas,’ Mandy continued. ‘And in the meantime, I’ll have loads of time to help out around here.’

Mandy had her regular duties at Animal Ark, like feeding sick and recovering animals in the residential unit and cleaning out their cages. But she was always ready to help out in other ways during her spare time.

‘Well, if today’s anything to go by, you’ll be rushed off your feet,’ said Adam Hope, checking the big blue appointment book on the desk.

‘That’s fine by me,’ Mandy smiled.

‘It’s lucky for us that you’re going to be around,’ said Emily Hope. ‘We’ve already admitted three animals to the residential unit today and they’ll need plenty of attention.’

‘I’ll go and see to them as soon as I’ve changed out of these wet clothes,’ Mandy said, looking down at her navy blue school trousers which clung to her legs. She turned to go into the cottage.

‘Don’t forget your hot chocolate,’ Mr Hope called out after her. ‘It’s on the counter.’

‘And there’s a slice of pizza in the oven for your lunch,’ added Emily Hope.

Mandy went into the kitchen, gulped down her hot chocolate, then, taking the pizza with her, ran upstairs to change.

Five minutes later, she returned to the reception room where a woman and her young daughter were waiting. On the bench between them was a travelling basket. Mandy remembered them from a previous visit when they’d brought in a cat. ‘Hello, Mrs Wilson,’ she said to the woman. Then, peering into the basket she asked the girl, ‘Who have you got in here today, Beth?’

‘Stardust,’ said the child. ‘She’s not very well.’

Inside the basket was a silver-grey chinchilla. The little animal sneezed once then stared out at Mandy.

‘Hello, pretty one,’ Mandy said. Despite the warmth in the room, Stardust was shivering. ‘You don’t look very happy,’ Mandy added.

‘She hasn’t eaten all day,’ said Beth in a serious voice. ‘And she sneezes like that a lot.’ She pushed her fingers through the cage and stroked the chinchilla’s soft fur. ‘But don’t worry, Stardust, the vets will make you better.’ She looked up anxiously at Mandy. ‘They will, won’t they?’
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Mandy smiled at her. ‘Of course,’ she said, straightening up as her mum came out of the treatment room.

‘You can bring Stardust in now,’ said Emily Hope to Mrs Wilson. ‘Oh, and Mandy, will you give me a hand please? Simon’s helping Dad with an injured puppy.’

Simon was the practice nurse. He had been at Animal Ark for about three years.

‘What happened to the puppy?’ asked Mandy, following her mum into the treatment room.

‘He managed to get his head stuck in a gate,’ Mrs Hope told her. ‘It’s taken his owners almost an hour to get him out so he’s pretty bruised and upset.’

Mandy winced, thinking how the puppy must have struggled to free himself.

In the treatment room, Mandy took Stardust out of her basket and put her on the table so that Mrs Hope could examine her. The chinchilla sneezed again several times, then lay so listlessly that Mandy didn’t even need to hold her still.

‘She’s completely exhausted,’ said Mrs Hope. She listened to Stardust’s chest through her stethoscope. ‘She’s battling to breathe,’ she remarked. ‘And this nasal discharge isn’t a good sign.’ She listened a little longer, then removed the stethoscope and said to Mrs Wilson, ‘Stardust’s got a respiratory disease. I’ll give her an antibiotic to clear up the infection, then we’ll try to ease her breathing with some steam.’ She took a small bottle of medication out of a cupboard. Mandy handed her a syringe and Mrs Hope filled it with the antibiotic then gently injected it into the chinchilla.

‘Good girl,’ Mrs Hope soothed, massaging the chinchilla’s skin where the needle had gone in. Then she crouched down in front of Beth. ‘Stardust needs to stay in hospital for a few days,’ she explained. ‘It’s just so that we can keep an eye on her. But don’t worry. She’ll soon be back to her old self again.’

When Mrs Wilson and Beth had left, Mandy took Stardust into the residential unit and settled her into a clean cage. Then she turned her attention to the other animals that had been admitted that day.

There was a young greyhound in an enclosure against the wall. He’d broken a bone in one front leg, and looked rather sorry for himself with his bulky white plaster cast. In another cage on an opposite shelf was a drowsy cat which was recovering from an operation to remove an infected tooth. The third patient was a guinea-pig that had gone off its food.

Mandy gave them all fresh water and removed the soiled newspaper from the greyhound’s cage. The dog was pleased to see her and wagged his tail rapidly while Mandy stroked him. She smiled when he crossed his front legs in the way she’d seen other dogs of the breed doing so often. ‘Even with that cast, you still look elegant,’ she laughed.

She looked in on Stardust once more then went back to the reception room where Jean was bustling about, preparing to go home.

The grey-haired woman turned to Mandy. ‘The weather must be really bad,’ she said. ‘My daughter has just rung to say she isn’t going to bring the children over after all. It’s a pity, but I suppose it’s better that they stay where they are.’

Above the howling of the wind outside, there came the sound of an engine revving up.

‘Oh, good! Simon’s managed to start his van at last,’ said Jean, picking up her umbrella and opening the door. ‘He’s giving me a lift home.’ She glanced uneasily at the battered old vehicle in the car park outside. ‘I just hope it keeps going. I don’t fancy walking back in this weather.’

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ Mandy reassured her. ‘Simon usually has to give the engine a bit of extra encouragement to start in cold weather. But once it gets going, it goes like a bomb!’

‘As long as it doesn’t explode like one,’ chuckled Jean, going outside.

Mandy stood at the door and waved as the old vehicle rattled down the driveway. When it was out of sight, she went back to the residential unit where her parents were giving the patients their last treatment of the day.

While Mr Hope gave the cat its medication, Mandy helped her mother with Stardust. They put a bowl of steaming water next to the cage then draped a thick towel over both bowl and cage so that Stardust could breathe in the steam.

Mrs Hope added a few drops of eucalyptus oil to the water. ‘That should help to clear her airways,’ she said. She glanced out of the window. The wind battered the trees in the garden while the rain poured down. ‘Of course, this cold wet weather won’t help very much,’ she warned.

When all the animals had been seen to, the Hopes went into the cottage to prepare supper. They were just sitting down to eat when there was a loud grating noise above them.

‘Oh no,’ said Adam Hope. ‘It sounds like we’ve lost that loose tile I’ve been meaning to fix.’

‘Does that mean we’ll get a leak?’ asked Mrs Hope anxiously.

‘Could do,’ said Mr Hope glumly. ‘The weather’s too bad to go up on the roof at the moment. I’ll have to check on it in the morning.’

After supper they went into the living room to watch the news. The top story was the bad weather that was sweeping across most of Yorkshire. There were already several reports of serious damage, with Walton being one of the worst-affected places so far. The Hopes watched closely as the screen showed wind-ravaged properties in and around the town.

‘Hey!’ Mandy exclaimed as a familiar building came on to the screen. ‘That’s my school!’ A large tree had blown down, crashing into the building and smashing several windows. ‘I’m sure those are the windows in the science laboratory,’ she said. But before she had a chance to look more closely, the newscaster moved on to another story.

‘I guess you’ll find out all about it when you go back after Christmas,’ said Mr Hope, getting up to put another log on the fire.

‘I wonder if James saw it?’ Mandy pondered.

‘Phone him and find out,’ suggested Mrs Hope.

Mandy went into the hall and dialled the Hunters’ number.

‘Did you see the news?’ Mandy asked James as he answered the phone.

‘No,’ replied James. ‘I’ve been in the loft, sorting out our Christmas decorations.’

Mandy told him what she’d just seen.

‘Just as well it wasn’t the classrooms,’ James joked, ‘or we’d have been in for a draughty time when school starts again!’

‘I’m sure the storm will have cleared up before then,’ Mandy said.

‘It had better clear up before Christmas,’ remarked James firmly. ‘We haven’t even got our tree yet, and Dad doesn’t want to bring one back on the roof of the car in case the wind blows it off.’

‘We haven’t got one either,’ Mandy said. As she spoke, the lamp on the table next to her dimmed slightly, then brightened up again. ‘It looks like the wind’s having a fine old time battering the electricity lines,’ she observed. ‘Our lights are flickering here.’

‘Ours too,’ said James. ‘I guess I’d better not check the bulbs in our fairy lights tonight. I won’t be able to tell if they’re flashing properly or not!’

‘I was going to check ours too—’ Mandy began, but before she could finish her sentence, she was plunged into darkness …
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Two

‘Hey! We’ve had a power cut!’ Mandy exclaimed.

‘Us too,’ answered James. ‘I’d better help Mum and Dad find some candles.’

‘Bye, James,’ Mandy said. She hung up, then felt her way along the wall of the hall back to the living room. The soft orange glow of the fire spread a shadowy light around the room. Mandy could see her dad hunting about in the drawers beneath the TV unit. ‘I’m sure there’s a torch in here somewhere,’ he said.

‘I’ll get some candles from the kitchen,’ Mandy offered.

It was pitch black in there. Mandy couldn’t see a thing in front of her. ‘Ouch!’ she muttered, knocking her funny bone against the corner of the dresser. She rubbed her elbow which tingled uncomfortably. Why do they call it a funny bone when it isn’t at all funny to bump it? she wondered.

She groped around inside the dresser cupboard until she found a packet of candles and an old lantern. ‘This’ll do,’ she said.

There was a box of matches on the dresser. Mandy struck one, then lit a candle and put it inside the lantern. The faint flickering light cast long-fingered shadows around the room.

‘Here comes Florence Nightingale,’ laughed Adam Hope when Mandy returned to the living room. He picked up some iron tongs and prodded the fire. There was a loud crackling and popping as orange sparks flew up the chimney.

‘Isn’t this cosy?’ said Mr Hope, putting down the tongs and settling back into his chair.

‘Mmm. But I hope it doesn’t go on too long,’ said his wife.

‘I’m sure it won’t,’ Mr Hope said cheerfully. ‘You’ll probably find a tree has fallen on to some power lines and a repair team is already on its way.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Mrs Hope. ‘I was planning to catch up on some paperwork tonight. And I don’t feel like doing it by candlelight.’

‘Let’s play cards by candlelight instead,’ suggested Adam Hope.

‘And toast some marshmallows on the fire,’ Mandy added.

‘Excellent idea!’ grinned her dad.

Mandy fetched a bag of coconut-coated marshmallows and some long forks from the kitchen. Back in the living room, the three of them speared the marshmallows on to the ends of the forks then held them over the flames.

‘Smells delicious!’ declared Adam Hope, licking his lips as the aroma of toasted coconut wafted out from the fire. ‘I’m almost glad we’ve got no electricity. We wouldn’t have done this otherwise.’

They played cards and toasted marshmallows for the rest of the evening, all the while expecting the lights to come back on. But by ten-thirty, there was still no power.

Mrs Hope yawned and stood up. ‘Time for bed, I think.’

‘Yes. It’s been a long day,’ said Adam Hope, standing up to stretch. He put the wrought-iron guard in front of the fire. ‘And there’s not much point sitting around waiting for the lights to come back on.’

They went upstairs, with Mandy carrying the lantern to light their way. She thought about the animals in the residential unit. The darkness wouldn’t really bother them. But it was a good thing that Animal Ark had gas heating – especially since the chinchilla needed to be kept warm.

‘Don’t forget to blow out the candle before you go to sleep, Mandy,’ said Mrs Hope at the top of the stairs.

‘And make sure your bedside light is switched off, otherwise you’ll be dazzled in the night if the electricity comes back on,’ warned her dad.

But the power didn’t come on during the night. And when Mandy woke early in the morning, the wind was still raging, and the rain was pelting hard against the windows.

She climbed out of bed and drew back the curtains. ‘Look at that!’ she exclaimed, startled at the sight that met her. ‘What a mess!’ Enormous puddles covered most of the garden, and fallen branches lay strewn all around. Mandy washed and dressed and was on her way downstairs when the phone rang.

She heard her dad answering it. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ he said.

‘What’s happened, Dad?’ Mandy asked, meeting him at the foot of the stairs.

‘A cow’s been badly hurt at Garland Farm,’ said Adam Hope.

They went into the kitchen where Mrs Hope was putting a pot of water on the Aga range which the family used in winter. ‘Just as well we’ve got this old stove,’ she said. ‘But all the same, the tea’s going to take a bit longer than usual, I’m afraid.’

‘I’ll just have some orange juice for now,’ said Adam Hope, pouring himself a glass from a jug on the table. ‘But I expect I’ll need a hot drink when I get back from Garland’s.’

‘How did the cow get hurt?’ Mandy asked him.

‘A barn collapsed and some heavy timbers fell on the poor creature,’ her dad explained.

‘Doesn’t sound too good,’ said Emily Hope, shaking her head sympathetically. ‘Was it just one animal that was injured?’

‘It seems to be,’ said Mr Hope, gulping down the juice then picking up the car keys from the dresser. ‘I’ll just fetch my bag from the surgery, then I’ll be on my way.’

‘Be careful,’ Emily Hope told him. ‘That farm’s really low-lying. There might be some flooding in that area.’

‘I’ll be all right in the Land-rover,’ answered Mr Hope, taking a heavy waterproof jacket from a peg behind the door. ‘I shouldn’t be too long.’

Minutes later he was back in the kitchen, looking rather frustrated and very wet.

‘What’s the matter?’ Mandy asked, through a mouthful of muesli.

‘I can’t get out of the garage,’ Mr Hope explained. ‘There’s a massive branch lying just in front of it. I can’t budge it on my own so I need some help to clear it out of the way.’

Mandy and Mrs Hope pulled on their wellington boots and raincoats and followed him outside. The wind whipped around them, tugging at their coats and driving stinging bursts of rain into their faces.

‘It’s much worse out here than I thought,’ Mandy shouted above the roaring gale. She sloshed through puddles that were already ankle deep in places. Even the driveway was covered in water. ‘I wonder what it’s like in the lane?’ she asked.

‘Probably a lot like it is here,’ said Mr Hope. ‘But I’ll find out – just as soon as I can get past this.’ He kicked at the enormous branch that blocked the garage door.

‘It’s more a tree trunk than a branch,’ said Mrs Hope. She wiped a wet strand of hair out of her eyes then looked up at a nearby oak tree. ‘That’s where it came from,’ she said, pointing to a ragged gash half-way up the trunk. ‘We’re lucky it didn’t fall on the roof.’

‘Just shows how strong this gale is if it can break something this big,’ said Mr Hope. He bent down and slid his hands under one end of the log. ‘You two take the other end.’

With much heaving and straining, they finally managed to shift the heavy branch to one side. Mr Hope drove away, the wheels of the Land-rover shooting huge sprays of water to either side.

Mrs Hope and Mandy watched him go before paddling round to the surgery. ‘Let’s check on the animals and brace ourselves for whatever else the day has in store for us!’ remarked Mrs Hope.

‘You mean more rain?’ Mandy frowned, looking up at the heavy skies.

‘It certainly looks like it,’ said her mother.

They pulled off their wellies and went inside. Already, the phone was ringing again.

Mandy answered it. It was Mrs Ponsonby. ‘I don’t want to take Pandora and Toby out in such atrocious conditions,’ she boomed. Pandora was a spoilt Pekinese and Toby was a mongrel puppy. ‘So they won’t be in for their check-up today. I’ll make another appointment when this ghastly rain and wind have stopped.’

Mrs Ponsonby wasn’t the only person to cancel her appointment. Minutes later, another pet owner rang up to say she’d rather not come out in the bad weather.

Two more phone calls followed in quick succession. First, Jean Knox rang to say she couldn’t get in because a mudslide had blocked her road. ‘The council says they’re so busy dealing with emergencies, they won’t be able to clear it up until tomorrow,’ she said, sounding flustered.

Then Simon called to say that his van wouldn’t start. ‘I think the engine must have got waterlogged when I was driving home last night,’ he told Mandy.

‘I’m amazed to hear you even made it home after the way it was spluttering yesterday,’ Mandy teased.

‘There’s nothing wrong with my van,’ said Simon defensively. ‘It just doesn’t like water.’

‘You mean it doesn’t like working,’ Mandy joked, before hanging up.

Mrs Hope studied the remaining appointments in the diary. ‘You know, none of these cases is particularly urgent,’ she said to Mandy, ‘so I think we should cancel them all. I’m sure most people won’t relish coming out today.’

They contacted the pet owners, who were very happy to bring their animals in a day or two later. Then Emily Hope rang the electricity department to find out when they could expect the power to come back on. ‘Not for several more days!’ she echoed with astonishment upon hearing the reply.

She hung up, shaking her head. ‘Apparently the gale brought down a pylon and some major power lines,’ she explained to Mandy. ‘And it’s a huge job to sort it all out. So we’re stuck with candles and fires for the time being.’

Mandy shrugged. ‘I’m getting quite used to not switching on the lights,’ she said, following her mum into the residential unit.

The greyhound must have heard them before they came in because he was waiting at the gate to his cage, his slim body trembling with excitement.

‘Hello, Marco,’ said Mrs Hope, opening the gate and checking his leg. ‘I think you can go home today – if your owner can make it here to fetch you!’

‘And how are you today, Stardust?’ Mandy asked, going over to the chinchilla.

Stardust looked just as miserable as before. She hadn’t touched her food and was still having trouble breathing. She wheezed noisily, in short, shallow breaths. ‘I don’t think you’re ready to go home,’ Mandy said.

Mrs Hope joined Mandy next to the cage. ‘I’ll give her another injection in a minute. In the meantime, you can give her the steam and eucalyptus treatment again. I’ll go and switch the kettle on to boil some …’ She stopped. ‘Oh no! I forgot,’ she grumbled. ‘No electricity!’

‘I’ll fetch some hot water from the kitchen,’ Mandy offered. ‘It’s lucky you put that pan on the Aga at breakfast time.’ She fetched the water and set up Stardust’s steam treatment.

Mrs Hope was examining the cat and the guinea-pig. When she’d seen to them, she came over to Mandy. ‘They’re much better,’ she said. ‘I’d like them to go home, like Marco. We’ll ring their owners to let them know.’

But only the cat’s owner said he’d come round immediately. Marco and the guinea-pig’s owners were reluctant to come out just then. They asked if they could wait until later in the day to see if the weather improved.

‘Never mind,’ Mandy said, stroking the guinea-pig who was now hungrily munching up her food. ‘We’ll take good care of you here.’

‘Still, I’m sure they’ll be happier in their own surroundings,’ said Mrs Hope. ‘Perhaps Dad will be able to take them home when he comes back.’

‘After he’s had his hot drink,’ Mandy reminded her mum with a smile.

The cat’s owner arrived within twenty minutes. ‘Just as well I drive a jeep,’ he said. ‘Most of the roads are several centimetres under water. If it carries on raining like this, the river might burst its banks, and then we could be in for some serious flooding.’ He draped a plastic sheet over the cat’s basket then dashed outside and drove away, churning up a wake on the driveway behind him.

By the time Adam Hope came home later that morning, the garden was even more waterlogged. The huge puddles on the lawn were growing by the minute. A lot of them had even joined up to form bigger ones. Mandy watched the Land-rover splashing through the water as it came up the drive. It looks as though Dad’s driving through a river, she thought to herself.

She pulled on her wellies again and waded out to meet him. ‘Is the cow all right?’ she asked, entering the garage.

‘She will be,’ Mr Hope replied, climbing out of the Land-rover. ‘She’s badly cut and bruised, so she’s in a lot of pain. But luckily nothing was broken. I said I’d check on her again tomorrow.’ He looked out at the teeming rain. ‘I just hope I’ll be able to make it there,’ he said grimly. ‘It’s pretty heavy going right now and it’s worsening by the minute.’

Mandy took a deep breath. ‘Would you mind risking one more trip today?’ she asked her dad.

Mr Hope looked at her aghast. ‘You mean go out in this weather again?’

‘Uh-huh,’ Mandy nodded. ‘You see we need to take Marco and the guinea-pig home,’ she explained. ‘Their owners are worried about coming out.’

‘And what about poor me having to risk life and limb again?’ grinned Mr Hope.

‘But you’ve got a Land-rover, and it won’t take long, Dad,’ Mandy said. ‘They live quite close to each other. And I’ll help you.’

Adam Hope jangled his keys. ‘Well, if we’re to make it back home again before the lane’s completely flooded, we’d better get a move on.’

Mandy ran back to the residential unit. She put the guinea-pig in a basket then took Marco out of his cage. ‘Sorry, Stardust,’ she said, glancing across to the chinchilla’s cage. ‘It won’t be long before you can go home too.’

Mr Hope came in and picked up the guinea-pig’s basket. ‘Ready?’ he asked Mandy.

Mandy nodded. She tucked Marco inside her jacket to keep him dry, then followed her father back out to the garage.

‘The animals went in two-by-two,’ Mr Hope recited with a grin as he slid the guinea-pig’s basket on to the back seat of the Land-rover.

‘But not as odd pairs of animals, Dad,’ laughed Mandy. She climbed into the passenger seat then opened her jacket. Marco’s long slender nose peeped out. He craned his arched neck and stared quizzically out of the window.

‘Ready to set sail, Marco?’ Mandy chuckled as Mr Hope reversed out of the garage then turned the Land-rover and set off for the village. As they passed under the Animal Ark sign, Mandy saw at once why her dad was worried about the lane. It was already several inches under water.

‘I’m not sure this is wise,’ said Mr Hope, steering carefully through the flood. But he pressed on and soon they were on higher ground, heading for the housing estate on the other side of the village.

They delivered the animals to their grateful owners then turned for home. It was lunchtime as they came to the Fox and Goose, the pub in the centre of Welford. Usually people would be arriving for a meal now. But, today, there wasn’t anybody about. And, even worse, the Christmas lights which festooned the low stone building no longer lent the place a cheerful air. Instead, they clung damply to the eaves, their bulbs extinguished and water dripping constantly from them.

‘It’s so gloomy!’ Mandy groaned.

The tall Christmas tree in front of the pub was surrounded by an enormous puddle. Someone had tied a thick rope to the trunk of the tree and secured it to a post nearby.

‘I suppose that’s to stop it being blown down or washed away,’ said Mr Hope.

‘The poor thing looks almost sad,’ Mandy commented. The tree’s branches, heavy with water, sagged limply towards the ground, twitching in the wind. And on the top the silver star hung down, crumpled and battered out of shape.

‘It’s not at all like Christmas,’ Mandy murmured. ‘If only this horrid weather would clear up.’

‘Not much chance of that for a day or two,’ said her dad, turning into the lane. The drains on both sides of the narrow road had become blocked and were spewing rubbish and more water out into the lane. ‘But just think how terrific it will be when it eventually does stop raining and all of this clears up,’ Mr Hope added, gesturing ahead of him.

The Land-rover bumped along, its wheels churning up the puddles into a muddy brown froth. At last, they came to Animal Ark.

‘Home sweet home,’ Mandy grinned. But as they started up the driveway, she gasped. The cottage was almost completely surrounded by water. ‘It’s like an island!’ she said.

Mr Hope drove into the garage. Water was beginning to seep in under the door so that Mandy and her dad stepped down from the Land-rover into a pool on the floor.

Mr Hope looked troubled. ‘This is getting serious,’ he said. ‘The river must have burst its banks, and flooded all the way up here. We’re going to have to stop the water from coming in.’ He looked around the garage. A row of bulky bags stood against the back wall. ‘Those sacks of compost might do the trick.’

‘You mean, use them like sandbags?’ Mandy asked.

‘Uh-huh,’ nodded her dad. ‘We’ll stack them up outside the door.’ Working fast, they lined the bags up in front of the garage door. Every time she stooped to wedge another bag into place, Mandy felt raindrops seeping down her neck.

‘Not quite as good as sand,’ said Mr Hope. ‘But it’s all we have.’

By the time they had finished, they were both drenched. They ran through the teeming rain to the front porch where Mrs Hope was waiting for them. ‘You’re just in the nick of time,’ she told them as they went indoors. ‘I’ve heard on the radio that the river has burst its banks upstream. The weather office has put out a severe flood warning for Welford.’

‘We’re going to be marooned,’ said Mandy.

‘Probably,’ said Mrs Hope. ‘Let’s just hope that the house doesn’t get flooded.’

Mr Hope nodded gravely. Then a smile spread across his face. ‘At least we’re in an ark,’ he said. His joke lightened the gloomy atmosphere.
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