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You see that crazy creature, tearing around the room, playing with his new best friend, which is actually an old slipper?

It’s my dog, Wafer!
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I found Wafer in the street a little while back. He was lost and scared and didn’t seem to have a home to go to. It was so lucky that I was the one to find him, because together with my best friends I run a newspaper, and we were able to use our brilliant reporting skills to find out who he belonged to. All the time, we half hoped we wouldn’t find out, because I so didn’t want to let him go. Well, it turned out that he didn’t belong to anybody, so I could keep him forever.

Suddenly exhausted, Wafer fetches his blanket and climbs up on to the sofa. He snuggles in close to me, nudging my hand to ask for a stroke and a scratch behind the ears. 
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That’s him in a nutshell – after a huge burst of energy he is happy to laze around, with plenty of cuddles, for HOURS. If I made an A to Z for Wafer, it would start with ‘Attention-Seeker’ and end with ‘often gets the Zoomies’.

Every day, Wafer is getting more confident and friendly with his new family. But there’s just one thing we need to help him with: around other dogs he is still very timid.

‘You need friends who are DOGS too,’ I tell him. ‘Not just humans – or slippers! And this afternoon I’ve got the perfect plan …’

[image: ]

After lunch, I take Wafer down to the park. Ash is already waiting for us at the gate.

‘Hey!’ I call out.

‘Hey, Eva!’ Ash calls back. ‘And hello, Wafer. Are you ready to have some fun?’

They reach down and give Wafer a friendly pat.

Ash is non-binary – not a girl, and not a boy. So when we’re talking about Ash, instead of ‘he’ and ‘him’ or ‘she’ and ‘her’, we all say ‘they’ and ‘them’. They tell us that the words girl and boy just feel wrong and uncomfortable, but being non-binary makes them happy and proud. We know how important it is to listen, and be respectful, when somebody tells you who they are and how they feel.
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As soon as Simone arrives, we follow the signs taped up on posts and fences until we reach the right place, tucked away in a quiet spot at the far side of the park.
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There are around seven or eight dogs at the get-together, of all breeds and shapes and sizes. The dogs stand around awkwardly, not interacting with each other. ‘Look, Wafer!’ I say encouragingly. ‘So many nice dogs to say hello to!’

The other owners try to persuade their dogs too.

‘Come on, Bonnie – you can do it!’ says one owner.

‘Oh, do at least make an effort, Herman,’ says another.

But to be honest it isn’t exactly a huge success. The dogs just look away from one another, determined to avoid eye contact. Wafer stays very close to us, half hiding behind my legs. We know not to pressure him. He’ll get there in his own time.
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After the get-together is over, we let Wafer run around for a while. He takes off, circling the duck pond at huge speed.

We see Sam from the Wags and Whiskers day-care centre coming up the path, bringing three of the dogs for a walk. He stops for a chat. ‘Wow!’ says Sam to me. ‘Your dog is FAST!’
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‘Yes, he is!’ I smile proudly.

‘Whippets are amazing!’ Sam continues. ‘Did you know that they can run at thirty-five miles an hour?’ I reach for my reporter’s notebook that I always keep in my back pocket. You just never know when you’re going to need to jot down some interesting facts.
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By now Sam’s dogs are tugging at their leads, impatient to be on the move again. But Sam just has time to suggest, over his shoulder, ‘Have you ever heard of whippet racing?’

‘Whippet racing!’ I exclaim, turning to the others. ‘This could be a perfect way for Wafer to make friends. What do you think?’

‘Sounds great to me!’ says Simone.

‘And, who knows,’ adds Ash, ‘it might be a brilliant new story for THE NEWSHOUND!’
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On Monday morning, I tell Mum that we are thinking about whippet racing for Wafer. She nods approvingly, sipping her coffee. ‘A brilliant way to work off some of his extra energy too,’ she says.

Wafer has the Zoomies again. We watch him skidding across the floor and leaping over the furniture. ‘He’s a four-legged tornado around here!’ Mum laughs. She has already moved all her ornaments and breakables to the top shelves. ‘It will take a lot of training, though, to get him ready. Are you up for that?’

I can’t imagine anything I’d like more. ‘You bet!’ I reply.
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At morning break, me, Ash and Simone head over to the school library to start our research. Meera, our school librarian, is always pleased to see us. She smiles down from the top of a stepladder. She’s busy hanging up some bunting shaped like rainbow-coloured books.
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‘Pass me those drawing pins, could you?’ she says to us. ‘Oh, and, Ash, I’ve put aside that book you wanted, just over there on my desk.’

Ash picks up the book – the latest detective story in their favourite series – and pops it in their bag. They really love a complicated whodunnit, and always guess who DID do it, long before the end.

Meera comes down the ladder and looks at us properly. ‘Ah,’ she says, ‘I can tell from your faces that the Dog Squad are on a new adventure!’

Simone, Ash, me and Wafer – the Dog Squad, that’s us!

We log on to the internet to search for somewhere to take Wafer whippet racing. Simone spots it first.

‘Look at this!’ she says. ‘Millbrook Farm Whippet Club, beginners welcome. And it’s not far away from here.’
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‘Sounds ideal!’ I reply, and I book a place for Wafer at the next race. It’s in less than two weeks’ time – not long! We spend the rest of breaktime researching helpful top tips on how to begin his training. We carefully write it all down in our notebooks.

‘I can’t wait to start!’ I say. ‘How about today, after school?’

The other two enthusiastically agree.
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I rush home, grab a sandwich, quickly pack a bag with the training kit we need and hurry with Wafer to the park. Simone and Ash are waiting for us.
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We check our notes from the library. To get started, we need to make the lure – the object Wafer will chase. I’ve brought along a squeaky soft toy duck that was mine when I was small, and we tie it to the end of a long piece of string.

We take the next stage in turns. One of us holds the other end of the string and runs around for a few seconds, pulling the lure along behind. Another person crouches down with Wafer, holding him back. We can feel it in his whole body: he is so keen to run after it. And then …
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‘Go, Wafer – GO, GO, GO!’

We release him and he sprints off at full speed!

The first time he is distracted by a ball thrown by another owner for a different dog, and charges away in completely the wrong direction.
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The next time he is almost too excited, and runs so fast he overtakes the lure, completing a huge circle through the trees before coming back to us.

But the third attempt is PERFECT. Wafer catches the lure, and rolls around joyfully on the grass, giving it a good squeaky chew.

‘Give healthy food rewards and praise,’ says Simone, reading from her notebook.

‘Well done, Wafer!’ I say, giving him a tiny turkey treat.

‘Yes – well done!’ says Ash.

‘You did GREAT!’ says Simone.

‘I reckon that’s enough for the first day,’ I decide after a few more tries. ‘Let’s stop while Wafer’s still having fun.’

‘Same time tomorrow?’ asks Simone.

‘Sure thing!’ Ash and I agree.
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‘How’s the training going, Eva?’ asks Mum.

She has just got in from the shops, with my little sister Macy, and started making our tea. It’s going to be a stir-fry, which I LOVE. 

Mum has a clever way of cutting the vegetables into long thin ribbons, which looks really colourful and pretty.
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‘It’s going well,’ I tell her.

We’ve been taking Wafer to the park for training every day this week, running a little bit longer each time. We go even when it’s raining. Wafer usually hates the cold and wet, but he is enjoying himself so much he doesn’t seem to notice the weather. This routine suits him: a big burst of energy before lazing around on the sofa for the rest of the day, snoozing, all cosily wrapped up in his blanket.

Macy is busy with her scrapbook, surrounded by piles of paper and a jumble of odds and ends. She likes to throw herself wholeheartedly into a new project. Her latest craze is to pick up as many free supermarket magazines and recipe cards that she can get hold of.
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She is a clutter magnet and a hoarder. We share a very small bedroom, and I can tell you it’s full enough already.
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My teenage brother, Wes, appears. He only usually emerges from his bedroom when he can smell food.

Wes is a person of very few words. It’s as if he is given only around five words
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