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The ginger kitten clambered under Amelia’s jumper, popped up through her collar and batted at her long blonde hair.

“I think he likes me!” Amelia said, pulling the kitten out of her jumper.

Her friend Sam grinned at her. He was stroking one of the kitten’s three tortoiseshell sisters, while the other two scampered around the tiled floor of the Animal Ark veterinary surgery. Their mum, Caramel, was curled up asleep on a cushion in the far corner.

Sam’s kitten scrambled up his arm and perched on his head. “Hey!” he said with a smile, peeling her off. “I’m not a cat basket!”
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He put her back on the floor, and Amelia lifted the ginger kitten down too.

Flicking their little tails and twitching their ears, the four kittens pounced and rolled and chased each other, skidding on the tiles. When Amelia and Sam had found them they had just been newborns, with their ears folded close to their heads and their eyes tightly closed. Now, a month on, their green eyes were wide and unblinking, their whiskers quivering and their ears pricked and alert.

“It’s great that we’ve got homes for two of them already,” Amelia said, watching the kittens batting at each other with their little paws.

“Just two more to go,” said Sam.

Amelia and Sam were determined to find new homes for all four kittens, once they were old enough to leave their mum. Amelia hoped it would show Mr and Mrs Hope, the vets who owned the surgery, that they were responsible enough to help out at Animal Ark all the time. She couldn’t imagine anything more wonderful than spending every day surrounded by animals!

Amelia wished she could adopt a kitten herself, but she and her mum had only just moved in with her gran in Welford, and she was still getting used to her new life. Besides, every other weekend she visited her dad back in York, so having a pet might be tricky. I’ll just have to play with these kittens as much as I can, she thought.
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A red-haired lady in a white vet’s coat put her head round the door.

“It’s great to see how confident the kittens are becoming,” remarked Mrs Hope. “You’re doing brilliantly!”

“We love them,” said Amelia at once. She flushed with pride – playing with the kittens wasn’t just fun, it was doing an important job of getting them used to being around people, so they would become happy pets. “Honestly, Mrs Hope, we could play with the kittens all day.”

Mrs Hope laughed, her nose crinkling. “Well, thank you both,” she said. “It’s very helpful!”

Amelia exchanged a pleased look with Sam. He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oops, it’s eleven!” he said, scrambling to his feet. “Mum and Dad said I had to tidy the guest lounge this morning. Mac, er, untidied it.” Mac was Sam’s puppy – he was adorable but naughty, and always causing trouble at the bed and breakfast run by Sam’s parents.

“I’ll come and help,” Amelia offered.

They settled the cat family back into their pen, where the kittens nuzzled into Caramel’s soft fur. Then they headed back into reception. Julia Kaminski, the receptionist, was pinning a poster to the Animal Ark noticeboard.
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“It was Mr Hope’s idea,” Julia explained, propelling her wheelchair back over to the reception desk. “It’ll be fun for everyone to see the amazing animals we have in Welford.”

Amelia turned excitedly to Sam. “We should take a photo of Mac and enter the competition!”

“If he stays still long enough,” Sam joked. “Come on. Mum and Dad will wonder where I am.”
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They set off towards the Old Mill B&B. Amelia still wasn’t used to living in Welford. In York, everything smelled of bus fumes and wet pavements. Welford had a greener, fresher sort of smell. And there were animals everywhere – ducks on the pond, doves balancing on a telephone wire overhead, a cat watching them lazily from a fence post. Amelia wished she had a camera with her right now!




Sam opened the Old Mill’s front door. They went into the hall, which had a reception desk and a display of leaflets advertising tourist attractions. Mac came bounding over to meet them, wagging his tail and panting with excitement. Amelia kneeled down on the floor to pat his scruffy white fur.
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“Hi, Mac!” Amelia said. “It’s good to see you, too!” Then from one of the rooms came the sound of raised voices. Amelia exchanged a startled look with Sam. “What’s going on?”

Sam frowned. “I don’t know. But it’s coming from the guest lounge.”

Sam darted down a corridor and Amelia followed, with Mac’s claws scrabbling on the floorboards as he scurried to keep up. Sam stopped, held a finger to his lips, then stepped through into the guest lounge. Amelia followed him into the room. It had sunny yellow walls, a thick, fluffy white rug and a long cream sofa. But there were cushions, books and ornaments scattered all over the floor, and furniture pushed into the middle of the room.

“Wow,” muttered Sam. “It’s even messier than when I left it.”

Mr Baxter was on his hands and knees, peering underneath the sofa. All they could see of Mrs Baxter was her outline behind the long cream curtains.

“Hi, Mum and Dad,” said Sam. “Er … have you lost something?”
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“Mr Ferguson’s motorbike gloves,” said Mrs Baxter, stepping out from behind the curtains. She usually looked very smart, but today her hair was a mess, her shirt was crumpled and her brow was furrowed with worry. “Oh, hello, dear,” she said, noticing Amelia. “His gloves were hanging on the washing line this morning, but they’ve disappeared.”

“Because that puppy took them!” roared a voice.

Amelia jumped. Mr Ferguson, one of the B&B’s regular guests, was standing behind her, an angry glare on his bearded face. He made Amelia think of a grizzly bear who had woken up from hibernation too early.
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“That pup is capable of anything,” Mr Ferguson growled. “If you don’t find my gloves, I’ll never stay at this B&B again!” He stomped off. Amelia could hear his heavy tread as he went up the stairs to his room.

“Mac didn’t do it,” said Sam, crossing his arms.

Mr Baxter got to his feet. “It wouldn’t be the first time Mac has taken something that doesn’t belong to him, would it? Remember when he chewed up my toothbrush?”

“But Mac wouldn’t have taken the gloves,” Sam protested. “Anyway, he’s too small to reach the washing line.”

Mrs Baxter put an arm round Sam’s shoulders. “We can’t keep Mac if he drives away our guests, Sam,” she said gently. “He’s a lovely puppy, but he’s more trouble than we ever thought he’d be. I’m so sorry, love, but if this continues we might have to find him a new home.”

Amelia’s heart ached at the distraught look on Sam’s face. He wrenched away from his mother, scooped up Mac and ran from the room.
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Amelia followed him out into the garden. She found him sitting on a bench, rubbing his face with his sleeve. Mac seemed to know Sam was upset, and lay at his feet, his head on his paws and his ears drooping. Amelia sat next to him. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “We can teach Mac not to take things. We’ve taught him loads already, haven’t we? He doesn’t chew things any more, and he hasn’t weed indoors for ages.”

Sam nodded, and his face brightened a little.

“Let’s take him for a walk now,” Amelia suggested. “We can practise a few commands. What do you think?”

“That’s a good idea,” said Sam. “Thanks, Amelia.” He ran indoors to fetch Mac’s lead and clipped it on to the puppy’s collar. “Heel, Mac,” he said.

Mac trotted nicely beside Sam, close to his heels, as they walked back up the drive. They headed towards a dark fringe of woodland that ran alongside the road, then they turned down a path. It was cool among the trees and the leaves rustled peacefully.

“He’s doing well, isn’t he?” said Sam, looking down proudly at Mac as he walked beside them.

There was a burst of song above them, and a robin flittered down to the path, bright scarlet feathers on its chest.

“Hi!” said Sam. Turning to Amelia, he explained, “I see him almost every day when I take Mac out. You get to know the woods well if you keep your eyes open.” He pointed to a series of dusty dips and holes in a clearing through the trees. “You see those? It’s a badger sett.”

 “Wow!” said Amelia. “You know loads about wildlife. Do you think we’ll see some badgers?”

Sam grinned and shook his head. “Looks like they abandoned that sett ages ago.”

The robin chirped and flew off. Mac yapped at the flash of feathers – then took off at a sprint through the trees, yanking the lead from Sam’s hand.

“Mac!” cried Sam in alarm. He clapped his hands to his head. “Oh no, he was doing so well!”

“Come back, Mac!” Amelia called.

They chased after the puppy, leaping over the branches and bracken that lay across the path. Up ahead, Amelia saw a tall boy in jeans and a green hoodie, peering through a camera with a huge lens – and Mac was running straight towards his legs.

He’s going to smash right into him! Amelia thought with panic.

“Watch out!” she shouted.
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The boy lowered his camera. He started when he saw Mac, then put the camera aside just in time and caught the puppy around his furry, white tummy.
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“Hey!” he laughed. “What’s the rush?” Ecstatic at the attention, Mac licked the boy’s face all over. Amelia recognised him now. It was Josh Cleary, an older boy from school. He had hazel eyes and more freckles than Amelia had ever seen. The colour of his hair made her think of the ginger kitten.

“Sorry, Josh,” said Sam, gasping for breath as he grabbed Mac’s lead. “I hope he didn’t spoil your photo.”

Josh rubbed Mac’s ears. “Don’t worry. I was trying to take a picture of a deer, but it had already run away.” He turned to Amelia. “Hi,” he said. “Don’t I know you from school?”

“I’m in Sam’s class,” Amelia said. “I’ve only just started, though. You’re in the year above, aren’t you?”

Josh nodded. “Are you walking back into the village? I’ll come with you.”

As they walked, Josh swiped through the other photos he’d taken that day. When he showed them a particularly good picture of a woodpecker on a branch, its head cocked to one side, Amelia remembered something.

“Have you heard about the animal photo competition
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