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			DEDICATION:
For Megan Barr

			

			Chapter 1

			A New Litter

			‘Wake up, Poppy. The pups are here!’

			Poppy sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. It was still dark.

			‘What time is it?’ she croaked.

			‘Early,’ Mum whispered. ‘Come on!’

			Poppy jumped out of bed and put a jacket on over the top of her pyjamas. At the back door, she pulled on her red rubber boots and her bright purple beanie. The sky was just starting to lighten as they made their way down the back steps and across the frosty lawn.
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			Mum opened the gate. It rattled and groaned as they stepped through it into the home paddock. A mob of wallabies bounced off into the distance and far away a herd of cattle began lowing.

			

			‘How many puppies are there?’ Poppy asked, trotting to keep up with Mum. ‘What colour are they? Are they boys or girls?’

			Mum laughed. ‘You’ll see.’

			By the time they reached the shed, the sun was peeking over the tops of the trees.

			‘Quietly,’ Mum warned. ‘We don’t want to upset Jessie-Dog.’

			Inside the shed, it was warm and quiet. Mum switched on the single light bulb hanging from the rafters. Poppy crept as quietly as she could over to the corner stall. Dad’s border collie, Jess, was lying on her side in the old wooden whelping box.

			A whelping box was the safest place for Jessie and her new litter. It kept the puppies close to their mother, but it had a little shelf all around the sides to protect them from being crushed if Jessie rolled over. She and her pups would stay in there until the pups were old enough to crawl out of the way in time. Nestled in beside Jessie were one, two, three, four, five wriggling black and white puppies!
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			‘Well done, Jessie-Dog,’ whispered Poppy.

			

			Jessie lifted her head and thumped her tail before flopping back down again.

			Being a new mum looks tiring, Poppy thought. But Jessie seemed proud of her new family.

			She grinned up at Mum, who was smiling too.

			‘Three boys and two girls,’ Mum whispered.

			‘Which ones are girls?’

			Mum looked thoughtful. ‘Um, the one on the end and the third one along.’

			Poppy knelt down to get a closer look. Then something caught her eye.

			‘Mum!’ She gasped. ‘Look!’

			

			Chapter 2

			What’s a Runt?

			Struggling between its bigger brothers and sisters was a sixth pup. It was less than half the size of the others, not much bigger than a mouse. Its black fur was slick and wet, but patches were beginning to dry in little tufts on top of its head and along its back.

			It was by far the tiniest and most beautiful puppy that Poppy had ever seen.

			‘I didn’t notice that one before,’ Mum said softly. ‘What a little pipsqueak of a thing.’

			Just like me when I was born, thought Poppy.
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			Poppy had been born too early. She had been so tiny that Dad had held her in the palm of his hand. Mum still kept one of her newborn jumpsuits in a box at the top of the cupboard. It was so tiny that it looked like it belonged on a doll.
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			Mum and Poppy had stayed in hospital for a long time. Poppy needed to be kept warm in a special incubator and fed through a tube that went up her nose and down into her stomach. Because she was born before her vision and hearing had a chance to properly develop, she had to wear glasses and a hearing aid. And even though she was now eight, she was a lot smaller than all the other kids in her class.
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			But this pup had been born at the same time as its brothers and sisters.

			‘Why is it so much smaller than the others?’ she asked.

			Dad walked into the shed.

			

			‘It’s a runt,’ he said, leaning over Poppy’s shoulder.

			Poppy looked up at her father with wide eyes. ‘What’s a runt?’

			‘A weakling.’

			As Dad explained, Poppy noticed that the pipsqueak was being pushed and shoved further and further away from the milk and the warmth of her mother’s body.

			[image: ]

			‘Don’t get too attached,’ said Dad. ‘Unless Jess starts paying attention, it won't survive more than a few hours.’

			‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ Poppy asked.

			Dad paused. ‘It’s a female.’

			A girl! Poppy’s heart ached as she watched the tiny pup squirm and wriggle, trying to find a teat. Dad reached in to help it attach but the pup couldn't hold on long enough to drink. Jessie-Dog didn't help. She was asleep, too exhausted by the other pups to notice the pipsqueak.
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			We have to help her! Poppy decided.

			She looked desperately at her parents, then back at the tiny pup, shivering and hungry at the edge of the litter. Poppy wished she could reach in, scoop the pipsqueak up and take care of her forever.

			Suddenly, she had a brilliant idea.

			

			Chapter 3

			This is Temporary!

			‘No,’ Dad said firmly.

			‘Please?’ Poppy begged. Her eyes welled with tears.

			Dad shook his head. ‘Hand-rearing a pup is hard work, Poppy. It means bottle-feeding day and night. And they don’t always survive.’

			‘But we can’t just let her die!’ Poppy cried. She turned to Mum. ‘Don’t you care about her?’

			

			Mum looked torn. ‘Of course, but sweetheart, Dad is breeding these dogs to work—’

			‘I’m sorry, honey.’ Dad put his hand on Poppy’s shoulder. ‘But runts don’t sell and there’s no room for weak dogs on a farm.’

			Poppy’s heart was racing. A huge lump rose in her throat. ‘But she’s just like me!’

			Mum and Dad stopped and looked at her. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I was born small and weak, and you didn’t let me die.’

			‘Oh, darling.’ Mum put her arms around Poppy and held her tight. ‘Of course we didn’t. We loved you from the minute we knew we were having you.’

			

			‘Well, I love the pipsqueak. Please, Dad,’ pleaded Poppy. ‘Just give her a chance. Let me look after her and I promise you, she’ll be the best farm dog ever!’

			Dad thought for a minute. Then he took a deep breath and sighed.

			Mum smiled.

			Dad reached into the whelping box again. This time he picked up the pup gently. Then he turned to Poppy. ‘I want you to remember that this is temporary. If this pup survives, we will sell it with the others.’

			Poppy’s heart leapt for joy! She took off her beanie and scrunched up the sides a bit to make a kind of nest. She held it out and Dad dropped the pup gently in. The tiny creature looked even sweeter nestled in the purple woollen folds.
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			‘Gosh,’ Mum whispered, peering over Poppy’s shoulder. ‘It’s just so tiny.’

			‘She,’ Poppy corrected her. ‘Not it. And her name is Pipsqueak.’

			Mum smiled. ‘It suits her.’

			Poppy leaned in and kissed Pipsqueak on the top of her tiny black head. ‘You’re not a weakling at all, are you?’

			Pipsqueak opened her mouth and moved her head from side to side. Poppy giggled. She knew the pup was searching for milk, but it seemed as though she was agreeing.

			Mum shook her head. ‘Come on, let’s get you two rascals fed and warm before Dad changes his mind.’

			

			Chapter 4

			Baby Bottles 
and Cotton Balls

			Poppy held the baby bottle just like Dad had shown her.

			With her tiny ears pressed flat against her head, Pipsqueak looked more like a seal than a puppy.

			Her soft pink muzzle swayed from side to side. Her eyes were still sealed shut but she could smell the milk. She felt surprisingly strong in the palm of Poppy’s hand.

			

			Very carefully, Poppy dropped some milk into the puppy’s open mouth. Pipsqueak found the teat and began suckling furiously.
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			Dad grinned. ‘Slow down, little piggy!’

			Poppy laughed. ‘How many times will we need to do this?’ she asked.

			

			‘Every three to four hours.’ Dad sighed. ‘Which means we will be up through the night.’

			Poppy bit her lip. ‘Forever?’

			Dad shook his head. ‘Just for the first two weeks. Then we can start stretching out the time between feeds to six or seven hours.’

			‘Look!’ Poppy grinned. ‘She’s finished already!’

			Dad raised his eyebrows. ‘At this rate, you might just catch up to your brothers and sisters after all.’

			Dad filled a small dish of warm water and grabbed a handful of cotton balls.

			‘What’s all that for?’ Poppy asked.

			

			‘Pups this young can’t poo or wee on their own. Their mother helps them by licking their bottom.’

			Poppy pulled a face. ‘Will I have to do that?’

			Dad laughed. ‘Sort of.’ He dipped a cotton ball in the warm water and showed her how to wipe under Pipsqueak’s tail.

			I’m glad I’m not a mother dog, Poppy thought. She took the cotton ball from Dad and dipped it in the warm water. Then she wiped under Pipsqueak’s tail just like Dad had shown her. Nothing happened.

			‘Just keep going,’ Dad said.

			Poppy wiped again and suddenly it worked! ‘Good girl, Pipsqueak!’ Poppy was pleased that Pipsqueak was fed and comfortable. But now she needed a safe place to sleep.

			‘Pipsqueak can sleep with me,’ Poppy told Dad. ‘There’s plenty of room in my bed—she’s only tiny.’

			‘That’s the problem,’ said Dad. ‘She could get squished if you roll over.’

			Poppy nodded. She remembered the little shelf in Jessie-Dog’s whelping box that protected the pups from being accidentally crushed by their mother. ‘But won’t she get cold on her own?’

			‘We will make her a warm place to sleep.’ Dad cut the front out of an old beer box and set it up in a corner of the kitchen. Together they lined it with an old flat cushion to stop the cold from coming up through the floor. Then they made a kind of nest out of one of Poppy’s woollen jumpers that didn’t fit her anymore.

			Poppy watched Mum fill a hot water bottle to just the right temperature. ‘Won’t she miss her mother?’

			Mum smiled. ‘I have a little trick to help with that.’
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			Poppy followed Mum into the spare room. Mum opened a drawer and pulled out an old alarm clock. She turned the dial and when she let it go, it made a ticking noise. ‘Pipsqueak will think this is Jessie-Dog’s heartbeat. It’ll help her feel more at ease.’

			Poppy held the alarm clock to her ear. ‘It sounds fast!’
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			‘It is. Dogs’ hearts beat much more quickly than ours do,’ Mum explained, tucking it under the jumper.

			Poppy felt happy that Pipsqueak would be safe, warm and comfortable. But something was missing. She ran to her bedroom and came back with her favourite stuffed hippo, Marvin. ‘Here you go, Pipsqueak.’ She propped the hippo up in the corner of the box. ‘Marvin will keep you company.’

			Pipsqueak looked so tiny and helpless wriggling in the folds of Poppy’s old jumper. Then she remembered what Dad had said about runts not always surviving more than a few hours.

			She shook the thought from her head. She would make sure that Pipsqueak survived and grew even bigger and stronger than all her brothers and sisters. Then Dad would let her keep Pipsqueak forever.
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			Chapter 5

			Not a Pipsqueak Anymore

			At two weeks old, Pipsqueak’s eyes opened. Clambering about on Poppy’s old jumper, she looked more seal-like than ever before.

			Mum handed Dad a cup of coffee and rubbed his back. ‘All those night feeds are paying off.’

			Dad yawned.

			Poppy felt a bit guilty. She had slept through most of the night feeds, but she always made the early morning ones. There was something special about keeping Dad company in the warm light of the kitchen when it was still dark outside and everyone else was asleep. She was a little sad when Pipsqueak no longer needed a dawn feed.

			A week later, Poppy noticed that when she opened a noisy packet of chips or scraped her chair along the floor, Pipsqueak started. ‘She can hear, now.’ Dad explained how puppies were born deaf and that their hearing developed at about three weeks of age.
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			‘In fact, dogs can hear four times better than most people,’ Mum added.

			Poppy grinned. ‘That explains how Jessie-Dog can hear the kibble bag opening from the other end of the farm.’

			Everyone cheered when at four weeks old, Pipsqueak finally found her feet, wobbling around the house like a little ball of fuzz on legs.

			‘She keeps bumping into things!’ Poppy cried when Pipsqueak ran into the table leg and let out a yelp.

			‘Her vision is still a bit blurry,’ Dad explained. ‘And she isn’t great at judging distance yet, but that will come.’

			Like me, Poppy remembered, before I got my glasses.

			

			Dad set up a pair of old baby gates at either end of the kitchen so that Pipsqueak could explore safely.

			Pipsqueak grew more confident each day, chewing the edge of her box with needle-sharp teeth, destroying Poppy’s old jumper, and then dragging Marvin the hippo around by his ear before Poppy rescued him and took him back to her bedroom.

			As Pipsqueak grew, she discovered the joys of chasing birds and butterflies, or anything else that moved, including clean washing flapping in the wind.

			‘No, Pipsqueak!’ Poppy ran after her as she galloped across the lawn with a pair of Mum’s leggings in her mouth.
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			Pipsqueak’s brothers and sisters were also out exploring. One day Poppy took Pipsqueak over to the shed to play with them. They chased her, pushing and shoving and nipping until Poppy scooped Pipsqueak safely out of their reach.

			‘It’s just puppy play,’ Mum reassured her. But Poppy was worried. Had they forgotten Pipsqueak was their sister? She was still smaller than all of them and probably smelled different.

			

			‘I won’t let
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