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“Here’s your water, Sunny.” Amelia Haywood clipped a bottle to the front of the pen. The fluffy grey rabbit stopped chomping his dry food and took a drink. Amelia tickled his nose through the wire. “It’s nice to see you happy again, now that infection has cleared up.”

Sam Baxter, Amelia’s best friend, put a dish of dog food into another pen and patted the rough-haired terrier inside. The little dog wagged her bandaged tail cautiously. “Ruby’s much better, too,” said Sam. “I think she’ll be going home today.”

It was Saturday morning. Amelia and Sam were at Animal Ark, the veterinary surgery in the village of Welford, helping in the ‘hotel’. It was the special room for animals who needed to stay overnight.

Animal Ark was Amelia’s favourite place in the world. She and Sam had worked hard to show the vets, Mr and Mrs Hope, that they were responsible enough to help out there. They came in most days before school, and at the weekend too. Amelia still tingled with excitement every time she helped out at Animal Ark.
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“All done,” Sam said. “Let’s go and get Mac. He’s been very quiet. I hope he isn’t getting into any trouble!”
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Mac was Sam’s Westie puppy. When Amelia and Sam went into the reception room, they found him resting his front paws on Julia Kaminski’s wheelchair. The receptionist laughed as she tickled his furry white chin. Mac’s tongue lolled out and his stumpy tail flicked back and forth. Julia smiled at Sam and Amelia. “I just can’t resist this puppy!”

“He can’t resist you either!” said Sam, grinning.

A man with a stubbly beard pushed the surgery door open with his shoulder. It was Mr Silva, whose family owned Welford’s Indian restaurant. He was carrying a hamster travel case. After him came his daughters Lena and Sofia, who were two years below Amelia and Sam at school. They were identical twins but it wasn’t hard to tell them apart – Lena’s dark, wavy hair was in a ponytail and she wore a dress, while Sofia had shorter hair and was wearing jeans.

Julia smiled and said, “Good afternoon, Jay. Hello, girls. Who have you brought to see us today?”

“It’s our hamster, Nibbles,” said Lena. “He’s poorly.”

“He’s not poorly,” said her sister. “It’s just that he’s not hungry.”

Mr Hope looked out of the examination room. “Is that Nibbles? You can bring him right in.”

Amelia stepped forward quickly and held the door open for Mr Silva. Then she and Sam stood close to the examination table, ready to help if Mr Hope needed anything.
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“I gather Nibbles isn’t eating,” said Mr Hope. “How long has he been off his food?”

“About a week,” said Sofia.

“No,” said Lena, shaking her head. “It’s been longer than that.”

“He’s lost quite a bit of weight,” said Mr Silva.

“How does he seem otherwise?” asked Mr Hope.

“He’s a bit quiet,” said Lena.

“Only when you’re too rough with him,” said Sofia.

“I’m not rough with him!” said Lena.

“Girls!” said their dad. “Let’s not argue, please.”

His daughters nodded sulkily.

Mr Hope opened the carrier and lifted out a sleepy golden hamster. Nibbles blinked blearily and nudged his nose down between Mr Hope’s fingers, as if he were trying to burrow back into a cosy nest.

“Let’s have a look at Nibbles’s teeth and pouches,” said Mr Hope. He held the scruff of the hamster’s neck between his thumb and forefinger, and gently turned him upside down in the palm of his other hand.

Nibbles’s mouth opened to show four long, pointed teeth and a strong tongue. Amelia could see lots of pink skin inside his cheeks, which she knew could balloon into pouches to carry food.
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Mr Hope nodded. “Nice teeth, not overgrown.”

“They’re yellow,” said Sofia. “My dentist said yellow teeth were bad.”

“That’s true for people,” said Mr Hope, “but hamster teeth are meant to be yellow.”

Lena nudged her sister. “See? I told you so!”

“His mouth and nose look good,” Mr Hope went on. “But he is rather thin. Is he drinking plenty of water?”

“Yes,” said Lena.

“No,” said Sofia.

Mr Hope looked at the twins questioningly.

“Well, sometimes,” admitted Sofia.

“He doesn’t look dehydrated,” said Mr Hope. “So that’s good.” He checked Nibbles all over, looking carefully at his bottom. “His fur is in good condition. There’s no sign of wet tail.”

“What’s that?” asked Amelia.

“A stress-related condition,” said Mr Hope. “It’s rather unpleasant.”

Mr Hope put Nibbles back in the carrier. The little animal pushed his pink nose through the holes and Amelia stroked the long, fine whiskers vibrating around his cheeks.

“What do you feed him?” asked Mr Hope.

“Hamster food,” said Sofia.

“Well, duh!” said Lena, rolling her eyes.

“What type of hamster food?” asked Mr Hope patiently.

“It says ‘Hamster Feast’ on the packet,” explained Sofia. “We buy it at the pet shop. It’s got seeds in it, and bits of corn and little round biscuits …”

“Dry food specially made for hamsters is very good,” said Mr Hope. “But he might need something else to encourage him to eat.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Mr Silva.

“A bit of fruit or vegetables. Grapes and apples are good, and I’ve never met a hamster who didn’t love a slice of carrot.”

Mr Silva chuckled. “Well, our house is full of food at the moment. My wife and I are running a stall at tomorrow’s food fair at Welford Common. We’ve been cooking curries for days.”

Mr Hope laughed. “Well, don’t give Nibbles any curry. But it sounds as if you’ll find plenty to tempt him. You could try a tiny bit of hard cheese or some boiled egg, too.”

“I hope you’ll all come to the fair tomorrow,” said Mr Silva. “There will be games and prizes, as well as lots of delicious food! I recommend the tandoori chicken. It’s our speciality!”

Amelia’s stomach rumbled. “We’ll be there!”

Mr Silva turned back to Mr Hope. “We’ll let you know how Nibbles gets on with his new diet.”

“I’ll carry him,” said Lena, reaching for the hamster carrier.

“No, I will,” said Sofia, trying to grab the handle.

Mr Silva picked up the carrier himself and shooed his daughters out of the surgery.

Amelia caught Sam’s eye and he shrugged. She knew he was thinking the same as her: The twins just can’t stop arguing!
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Amelia and Sam followed the Silva family into the reception room, where Mrs Hope was talking to Julia.

“Who’s our next appointment?” asked Mrs Hope.

The receptionist looked at her screen. “Annie Stein and Kate Grey. They’re bringing in their four micro pigs for a check-up.”

Amelia’s cheeks grew warm with excitement. “Oh, wow! I’ve never seen a micro pig!”

“Me neither,” said Sam. “How big are they?”

“Very young ones can fit in a teacup,” Mrs Hope replied. “They usually grow to be a bit bigger than Mac.”

A woman with curly hair bundled through the door. She was leading two small pigs wearing pretty yellow harnesses.

Amelia gasped. “They’re so cute!”

The pigs were pink with black spots. They had upturned snouts, floppy ears and corkscrew tails. They looked as if they were tiptoeing on their dainty trotters. Mac watched them with an inquisitive whine.

A tall woman with short hair followed them in, holding two thick leather leads. From outside the door came loud gasps, snorts and grunts.

Amelia nudged Sam. “It sounds like she’s brought a couple of hippos!”

In waddled two more pigs. Like the first two, they were pink with black spots, floppy ears and curly tails. But that was where the similarity ended. Never mind a teacup, thought Amelia. These pigs would barely fit in a bathtub!

“Whoa,” whispered Sam. “Those aren’t micro pigs …”

“They’re massive pigs!” said Amelia.

The big pigs started exploring the reception area, pulling their owner after them. One of them waddled up to Mac, who backed away and hid behind Sam’s ankles. The other snuffled across the floor, knocking over a rack of leaflets with its hefty rump.

The pig’s owner gave an embarrassed laugh. “Sorry! Stop that, Daisy!”
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Mac whimpered and Sam knelt down to stroke him. “It’s all right, Mac. The pigs are just curious.”

Meanwhile, the two little pigs were prancing around the other lady, tying her legs together with their leads as they oinked loudly.

“Help!” she cried.
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One pig shot forward. The lady tottered, then tumbled over, dropping the leads. The two little pigs raced for the door. Amelia sprinted to catch one, while Sam lunged for the other. Amelia clutched the struggling pig tightly to her chest. He scrabbled around and nuzzled her face with his flat, wet nose. Amelia laughed and scratched the bristly skin behind his ears.

“Oh gosh!” sighed the woman, getting back to her feet. “We’re so sorry! I’m Annie, by the way.”

“And I’m Kate,” the other woman said. She gave Amelia and Sam a flustered smile. “Thank you for catching Tammy and Tim. They can be so naughty.”

Mr and Mrs Hope helped the ladies coax the two big pigs into the examination room, while Amelia and Sam followed, carrying the two little ones. They placed them on the examination table. The two large pigs stood on the floor – they were almost as big as the table!

“Let’s give the pigs a check-up,” said Mr Hope. “I’ll start with the big ones – Pip and Daisy, isn’t it? I might as well, because I can’t move …”



Pip’s big trotter was pinning Mr Hope’s foot to the floor. Amelia gave the pig’s bristly leg a friendly tickle. He swung his head towards her and lifted his foot.
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“Phew!” said Mr Hope, kneeling down.

Mrs Hope started to examine the smaller pigs. “Amelia, could you pass the otoscope?” she asked. Amelia felt a burst of pride as she fetched the little hammer-shaped instrument from the shelf. Mrs Hope peered through it into Tim’s ears.
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Sam was holding Tammy on the table, ready for her turn. “I didn’t know that micro pigs grew so big.”

Kate smiled. “Believe it or not, they were all tiny when they were piglets. But there was a mix-up. It turned out they came from two different litters. Daisy and Pip aren’t micro pigs at all. It was a shock when they didn’t stop growing!”

Amelia patted Daisy’s bristly shoulder. “Do they live in your house?”

“Oh no,” said Annie. “Even though they’re pets, they like being outside in the garden, so they can snuffle in the earth.”

“We had plenty of room when they were all tiny,” added Kate. “But not now.”

After a while, the vets finished the check-up. “Pip and Daisy are in excellent health
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