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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is set in Australia and uses Australian words, phrases and spellings. For example, we say ‘Mum’ for ‘Mom’. Some things are a little different from what you might be used to. If you find yourself thinking, ‘that’s odd’, it might just be that it’s Aussie.
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            An exciting day

          

        

      

    

    
      Lina hurried up Cassie’s driveway and knocked on the door with excitement.

      Today was the Barefoot Springs Model Train Show, and she and Cassie had a very special pet sitting assignment.

      ‘I’m so glad you’re here!’ Cassie bubbled when she opened the front door. ‘Gus and I got ready ages ago. But now he’s suddenly disappeared.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Lina.

      ‘He woke me up at 5am, miaowing and pawing at my window,’ Cassie explained. ‘When I let him in, he kept putting his head on the side and muttering. But without you here, all I heard were cat noises.’

      Lina smoothed her mouse T-shirt. Gus the Art Gallery cat had been their friend ever since they’d first pet sat him before the Barefoot Springs Pet Parade. It was then that the two nine-year-olds discovered they could hear Gus talk—but only when the three of them were together!

      ‘Where do you think he’s gone?’ Lina asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Cassie answered. ‘I’ve looked everywhere! But we can’t waste any more time. We have to be at the Train Show in 15 minutes!’

      As the girls hurried together towards the Community Hall, Cassie kept an eye

      out for Gus. Lina peered into the box Cassie had given her. It held three pop-stick houses, each with striped walls and pointed, yellow roofs.

      ‘These are great!’ Lina exclaimed. ‘Are they for Sandie’s train display?’

      Cassie nodded. ‘I wonder what our costumes will be like,’ she said.

      Lina giggled with excitement. When Sandie the rent inspector had asked the best friends to pet sit her two pet mice at the Train Show, she’d promised them matching costumes. But she hadn’t told the girls what the costumes would be.

      ‘I love dressing up!’ Cassie danced. ‘And pet sitting two little mice? I can’t wait. Hang on… is that Gus?!’
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      The girls stared up the road. In front of the pet shop window, beside a little sign that said ‘Mice Wanted’ sat Gus. The grey and white cat was purring like a lawnmower.

      ‘Gus!’ Lina ran over. ‘Are you alright?’

      But Gus barely took his eyes from the pet shop window. ‘Adorable!’ he murmured in a strange voice.

      Cassie and Lina looked at each other. Adorable was the word they usually used to describe Gus.

      ‘Look at that.’ Gus tapped the glass dreamily.

      The girls bent to look. Behind the glass, inside a large, almost empty, mouse cage sat a single brown mouse.

      ‘You like chooha?’ Lina asked in surprise. Chooha was the Hindi word for mouse. She’d learned it from her grandmother and had taught Cassie. ‘I thought cats hated mice.’

      ‘Everyone says that, but no-one’s ever asked me,’ Gus tried to grumble. But the longer he stared in the pet shop window, the dreamier his voice became. ‘I hope someone buys that little mouse. He deserves a lovely home and a couple of friends. All mice deserve to be safe and happy. They’re so furry and soft, funny and cute...’

      Cassie and Lina hid their giggles. Gus turned to frown at them. ‘What are we waiting for?’ he snapped, trying to look gruff. ‘I’ve been telling Cassie all morning we can’t be late! We’re mouse- I mean, pet-sitters. Hurry up!’
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            Gus in Love

          

        

      

    

    
      The girls hurried after Gus all the way to the Community Hall. There were lots of different train displays being set up inside, each with a different theme. Sandie was putting the final touches to her train display.

      ‘This show is amazing!’ cried Cassie.

      ‘But where are the little mice?’ Gus asked.

      ‘Be patient,’ Lina whispered to him. The girls greeted Sandie and handed her the cardboard box with the pop-stick houses Cassie had made.

      ‘These look lovely,’ Sandie said. She took each one out and placed them on her display. ‘Perfect little beach houses!’
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      Cassie held her hands to her heart. ‘Your display is beach-themed!’ she exclaimed.

      ‘There’s real sand, a pier and a sailing boat on the water,’ marvelled Lina. ‘You’ve even got a lighthouse for the trains to go around.’

      ‘Forget the lighthouse,’ grumbled Gus, although of course, only the girls could hear him. ‘Where are the mice?’

      ‘Are your mice here too?’ Cassie asked Sandie politely. ‘And are there any special instructions for looking after them?’

      Sandie put her hand into the pocket of her shirt and gently brought out two little mice. ‘This is Marmite,’ she said proudly, lifting up a dark brown mouse. ‘And this is Marmalade.’ She held out a caramel-coloured mouse. Both mice had soft twitching ears, dark eyes and long whiskers.

      There was a soft thump on the hard floor. The girls looked down to see poor Gus sprawled on his tummy with his legs sticking out.

      
        
          
            [image: Gus in love]
          
        

      

      ‘Is your cat okay?’ Sandie asked.

      Lina grinned. ‘Yep-yep. He’s fine. Marmite and Marmalade are so cute.’

      ‘So adorable,’ came Gus’s weak voice from below them.

      Sandie placed the two mice into the open cab of the model train’s engine carriage and pressed a button to make it run. The girls laughed in delight and there was another soft thump from the floor.

      ‘I think Gus is overwhelmed by their cuteness,’ whispered Cassie to Lina with a giggle.

      ‘The mice seem to love riding in the train,’ said Lina as the little mice chugged past.

      Sandie nodded. ‘When the Train Show organisers saw my mice, they let me include them in the show,’ she said. ‘But the rules are quite strict. I’m only allowed two mice, and they have to stay in the display.’

      ‘Is there anything else we need to know?’ asked Cassie.

      Sandie shook her head. ‘Not really. Just keep an eye on everything, make sure the mice stay on the display and talk to the judges. I have to go out for a little while, but I’m sure you’ll be fine.’

      She took a bag from below the train table and gave it to Cassie. ‘Here are your costumes. Have a great time!’

      With that, she waved goodbye, and left the hall taking the empty pop-stick box with her to store in the box room.

      Lina turned to Cassie with a smile. ‘I can’t believe how fun this is going to be. When the Train Show opens, people are going to love this display.’

      Cassie bounced with excitement. ‘Let’s go get changed now, before everyone arrives!’ she said and then stopped. ‘But who will watch the display while we’re gone?’
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