
[image: Cover: Marion’s Warm Welcome, by Callie Barkley and illustrated by Tracy Bishop. The Critter Club #28.]



[image: Image]




[image: The Critter Club: Marion’s Warm Welcome, by Callie Barkley and illustrated by Tracy Bishop. Little Simon. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]



[image: Image]



[image: ]

Chapter 1 Another Happy Customer

Marion Ballard checked the last box on her checklist. She looked down at the basket she had packed. It was full of cat food, cat treats, and cat toys.

Claude, a stray cat, curiously pawed the basket.

“Are you ready to meet your new family?” Marion asked him.

[image: Image]

The Critter Club—Marion and her friends Amy, Ellie, and Liz—had found Claude a new home! Finding homes for strays was one of their many specialties. Anything involving lost or lonely animals, The Critter Club was on it.

“I hope Claude’s new family is ready for him!” Amy said.

Marion and Amy looked around. Claude had made a mess of Ms. Sullivan’s barn, where The Critter Club met. He had torn cardboard boxes into bits. He had ripped stuffing out of cat toys. He had even tried to slash a bag of cat food with his claws.

The girls had named him Claude because it rhymed with claws!
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Ms. Sullivan appeared in the doorway. “Shawn is here!” she said.

Behind her was a young man. He hesitated a little before entering the barn.

“I’m kind of nervous,” Shawn admitted. “This will be my first pet.”
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Before Marion or Amy could answer, Claude darted over. He rubbed his head against Shawn’s ankle.
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“Well, Claude likes you already!” Amy said with a laugh.

Marion showed Shawn how to pick Claude up. “One hand under his chest,” Marion said. “The other under his belly. That way, he’ll feel safe and supported.”
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At first, Shawn’s arms were stiff, but Marion told him to relax. Claude nestled into Shawn’s arms and purred.

Before long, Shawn was feeling more confident. He was ready to take Claude home.

Amy gave Shawn the basket Marion had put together for him. “These toys will only last you a few days, though,” Amy pointed out. “He tears them up pretty quickly.”
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“Don’t worry,” Marion added. “He’s rough on things, but not on people. Still, you’ll want a scratching post. Claude can scratch that instead of your sofa.”

“Thank you so much!” Shawn said.

The girls gave Claude some pats and said goodbye. They waved as Shawn and Claude walked out to the car.
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When they were gone, Marion and Amy cleaned up the mess Claude had left behind.
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“We’re out of cat toys,” said Amy. She held up the empty toy box. Claude had wrecked some. The rest they’d given to Shawn. “Maybe we can get more at the pet store tomorrow.”
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Marion shook her head. “I have horseback riding lessons,” she reminded Amy. She had them every Thursday after school. “And tomorrow there’s a new student coming. My teacher asked if I could show her around the stables.”

“Of course she did,” Amy said, smiling. “Because you’re friendly, organized, and smart. Look how you made sure Shawn had everything he needed.”

Marion beamed. She did like meeting new people and helping them relax.

[image: Image]

The girls made plans to go to the pet store on Friday after school.

“Ellie and Liz can come too,” Amy suggested.

“Then my mom can drive us all to my house,” Marion said.
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The girls had a sleepover almost every Friday. They took turns hosting. And this Friday was Marion’s turn.

“It’ll be the best day of the week!” Marion exclaimed.
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Chapter 2 Marion’s Dream Friend

Marion hurried home after school the next day. She changed into her riding pants, jacket, and boots. Then she put her riding helmet by the door.

Before leaving for the stables, there was something else that Marion wanted to do to welcome the new student.

She pulled art supplies out of the closet. She chose a piece of light blue paper and folded it in half to make a card.

On the front, Marion used some markers to draw a horse in a field of flowers.
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Not bad, Marion thought. She wasn’t a great artist like Liz was. But Marion was still proud of how it turned out.
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Finally, Marion opened her sticker book. She had been saving some of her favorite—horse stickers. Now seemed like a good time to use them.
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Ta-da! Her card for the new student was ready. Marion smiled. How could anyone not love it?
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“Ready to go?” asked Marion’s dad, Dr. Ballard. He was leaving for his shift at the hospital. On the way, he was going to drop Marion off at the stables.

Marion tucked the card into her bag and skipped out the door.
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Yesterday’s compliment from Amy rang in her ears: friendly, organized, and smart. Marion hoped the new student would think the same about her.

On the drive, Marion told her dad about the new student.

“Exciting!” her dad said. “What’s their name?”

Marion realized she didn’t know much about the student. She knew it was a girl, but didn’t know her name or how old she was.
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“But if she wants to take riding lessons, she must love horses,” Marion said.

And if she loved horses, Marion was sure they’d be great friends.

Amy, Liz, and Ellie didn’t love horses as much as Marion did. But Marion would be able to ride with this new student. They could cheer each other on at horse shows, too. They could even watch horse movies together!

[image: Image]

Marion wondered if the new student had her own horse. If she was new to riding, probably not. Marion felt so lucky to have Coco, a beautiful brown mare.

“Maybe I’ll ask her if she wants to ride Coco,” Marion said.
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Her dad looked surprised. “Wow,” he said with a laugh. “Now that is saying something. Because I know you don’t let just anyone ride Coco.”

Marion smiled and nodded. Coco was very special. But she just knew her new friend would be, too.
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Chapter 3 Trampled Hopes

When Marion arrived at the stable, she saw her teacher, Ms. Moy, near the riding arena. Next to her stood a girl around Marion’s age!

Marion hurried over to say hello.

“Marion, this is Skylar Silva,” Ms. Moy said. “Our new student.”

“Hi, Skylar!” Marion gave Skylar a little wave and a huge smile.
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“Marion is one of our star students,” Ms. Moy said, putting a hand on Marion’s shoulder.

Aww, star student? Marion puffed up with pride.

But Skylar didn’t say anything. Instead, she was staring at her shoes.

Maybe she’s nervous, Marion thought. She reached into her backpack, pulled out the card, and gave it to Skylar.
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“Here!” Marion said. “I made this for you.”

Ms. Moy smiled. “How sweet!” she said.

Skylar took the card. She looked at the drawing on the front. But she didn’t open it.
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Skylar just held the card in her hand, down at her side.

Marion’s smile faded. Skylar didn’t even look at the message inside the card. Or the stickers. Her favorite horse stickers.

“Skylar will just be watching for today,” Ms. Moy explained to Marion. “Next week, she’ll start riding.”

Marion perked up. “I can show you around,” she said to Skylar, leading the way to the horse barn. Skylar followed slowly, a few paces behind.
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Marion showed her the storage area. “This is where we keep the hay bales. Here are the treats—apples and carrots. Want to take one? You can give it to one of the horses.”

Skylar shrugged, so Marion took a carrot. Then she led Skylar along the row of stalls, telling her the name of each horse they passed.

“Soon you’ll be riding one of them,” Marion pointed out. “Do you have a favorite so far?”
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Skylar shook her head no.

Marion still hadn’t heard Skylar say a single word, but she tried to stay cheerful. Maybe Skylar is really shy, she thought.

They reached the very last stall. “Well, this is my favorite horse,” Marion said. “My horse, Coco! Want to pet her?”
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Marion pet Coco’s nose. She held out the carrot for Coco to nibble. But Skylar stayed away.

“Don’t be scared,” Marion went on. “Coco is really gentle.”
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Just then, Ms. Moy appeared.

“How are you enjoying your tour so far?” Ms. Moy asked Skylar.

For the first time, Skylar opened her mouth.

“I… I hate horses!” she shouted. Then she ran out of the stable.
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Ms. Moy looked just as shocked as Marion felt. Without a word, Ms. Moy hurried after Skylar.

In the doorway, Marion watched as something crinkled under Ms. Moy’s boot. It was a folded piece of blue paper lying face down on the hay-strewn floor.

It was the card Marion had made just for Skylar.

Only now it had a big, dirty boot print on it.
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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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