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      This book is set in Australia and uses Australian words, phrases and spelling. For example, we say ‘Mum’ for ‘Mom’, and ‘in the bush’ means ‘in the forest’. 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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            Ready For Anything!

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Hooray,’ said Cassie as she shoved the last bag of rubbish into the bin. She grinned at her best friend, Lina. ‘We’re finished!’

      The girls had been working hard all morning getting ready to pet sit. They’d swept and sorted, decorated and dusted, until the back deck of Cassie’s house looked amazing.

      ‘My dad is going to be so impressed!’ Cassie laughed. She danced to shake the dust from her hair.

      ‘He sure is,’ agreed Lina as she wiped her cat T-shirt. ‘We can care for large animals at my place and small ones here. It’s going to be great!’

      Their new pet sitting space at Cassie’s house had everything they would need. There was a table for animal cages and a box for food supplies. There was a shelf with blankets and pillows and a tray of cut vegetables in the outdoor fridge. They even had a large decorated sign taped to the wall that read: Welcome, Princess Gina!
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      ‘Who’s Princess Gina?’ A grumpy voice interrupted the girls and Gus the grey and white talking cat climbed onto the deck.

      Cassie and Lina ran to scoop him into a cuddle. ‘Good morning, Gus,’ Lina said. ‘We missed you.’

      ‘I doubt it,’ Gus grumbled. ‘You’re just waiting for this Princess person!’

      Cassie smiled. ‘Gina’s not a person. She’s Mrs Almed’s guinea pig. Remember? We heard about her at the Pet Parade.’

      ‘No,’ Gus said. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ But he purred so loudly the girls could tell he remembered everything.
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      Cassie and Lina, who were both nine years old, had met Gus the week of the Barefoot Springs Pet Parade. He belonged to Lina’s neighbour, Bernadette, and was the very first pet the girls had ever cared for. But after the girls discovered they could hear him talk when the three of them were together, they developed a special bond. Of course, Gus still lived with Bernadette, but he decided he was Cassie and Lina’s cat. With the girls, he got cuddles and pats and was told he was ‘adorable’ every day! He liked that. But the girls could tell from the look on his face that he did not like the idea of another pet.

      ‘I don’t think Gina the pig should come,’ Gus said crossly. ‘If she comes everything will be ruined!’

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Cassie said. ‘Her name is Princess Gina. And she’ll be here really soon.’

      ‘But I’m your pet!’ Gus grumbled. ‘One pet is enough.’

      Lina patted him gently and jingled the bell on the collar she and Cassie had bought him after the Pet Parade. ‘We’re so lucky to have you, Gus. Especially as our parents won’t let us have pets of our own. But we’re pet sitters now. See?’ She pointed to the poster on the side of the fridge.

      ‘Barefoot Springs Pet Sitters!’ Cassie read it out. ‘Ready for anything!’

      ‘Hmph,’ said Gus. ‘I don’t think you’re ready for anything. You’ll see I’m right!’

      But the girls didn’t get a chance to ask him what he meant. Because just then the front doorbell rang. Princess Gina had arrived!
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            Princess Gina Arrives

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs Almed bustled into the kitchen with Princess Gina’s cage. It was purple and shaped like a fairy-tale carriage, with large wire wheels and curly letters on the side: P.G.

      ‘Wow!’ Cassie’s eyes almost fell out of her head. ‘I’ve never seen such a pretty cage.’

      ‘Cage?’ Mrs Almed lowered her voice. ‘Princess Gina should never hear the word “cage”. This is her travel cubicle.’

      ‘Travel cubicle?’ Lina’s eyebrows went up.

      
        
          [image: Mrs Almed and her cage]
        

      

      

      ‘Oh yes.’ Mrs Almed gave them a big smile. ‘She sleeps in it when she’s out, but it’s not up to the standard of her regular castle at home.’

      ‘A castle?’ breathed Cassie. ‘How wonderful.’

      ‘How silly,’ growled Gus. He sat on the end of the kitchen bench and scowled at them all. Of course, Cassie and Lina were the only ones who could hear him. ‘Cats don’t have castles,’ he grumbled.

      Lina smiled at Mrs Almed. ‘We’re so excited to look after Princess Gina,’ she said. ‘Cassie’s planning some cute outfits for her.’

      Cassie held up her denim handbag. ‘I’ve got ribbons and flowers all ready. Are there any instructions for looking after Gina?’

      Mrs Almed’s eyes lit up. ‘Of course!’ She pulled a stack of purple paper from her shoulder bag. ‘I’ve written everything down. These instructions are very important. My Princess is not an ordinary guinea pig, you know. She’s quite fussy.’

      Mrs Almed handed the instructions to Lina. They were so heavy Lina almost dropped them.

      ‘The very first thing you must do is take her for her walk. Here are her collar and leash. Oh, and her bowl for her meals.’ Mrs Almed handed each purple item to Cassie.

      ‘There’s something fishy going on,’ grumbled Gus. ‘I can’t even see the silly pig.’

      Cassie bent to look inside the cage. She could see a purple water dripper, a mini purple podium and lots of yellow straw, but no guinea pig. ‘Do you know where Princess Gina is?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh, she’s in there somewhere, I think…’ said Mrs Almed wringing her hands. ‘Sometimes I can’t see her either. I think she snuggles so far into the cosy straw that she almost disappears.’ She made loud kissy noises at the door of the cage. ‘Princess? Sweetie? Are you in there?’

      A few pieces of straw flew into the air and then a fluffy white guinea pig with a light brown face appeared beside the purple podium.

      
        
          [image: Gina in the straw]
        

      

      ‘There she is!’ exclaimed Mrs Almed. ‘Oh, it makes me so worried when I can’t find her. But all is well now. Goodbye, my darling!’ She wiped a tear from her eye and hurried out the door.

      The girls waved goodbye to Mrs Almed and returned to the kitchen. Princess Gina was sniffing at a carrot beside the purple podium, but Gus was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘Where did you put that big list of instructions?’ Cassie asked.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Lina. ‘We’ll read them later. First things first, let’s take Princess Gina for a walk.’ She opened the door and reached inside to scoop up the guinea pig. But as soon as she lifted Princess Gina from her purple travel cubicle, the guinea pig vanished.
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