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            Zoe pulled back a corner of the blanket. Inside the bundle was a tiny bird with a stripy orange and white beak and bright-orange webbed feet. It was an adorable baby puffin!
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            Chapter One

            A Special Project

         

         Zoe Parker smiled as the school bell rang. It was Friday afternoon and the end of lessons for the week. Zoe couldn’t wait for the weekend to start!

         “I’d like to set you all some homework to do over the weekend,” explained Zoe’s teacher, Miss Hawkins, as Zoe and her class packed away their pencils and books. “I want you all to do a project on something you love. You can pick anything – a place you like visiting or even your favourite thing to eat. I want to read all about it, and find out why you love it so much.”

         Zoe’s heart leapt. Miss Hawkins always set her class really fun projects – and Zoe already had an idea of what she could write about!
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         “What are you going to do your project on?” asked Zoe’s friend Nicola as they walked out into the playground together.

         Zoe grinned. “An animal, of course!” she replied. “I just don’t know which animal. It’s so hard to choose.”

         Zoe thought she was the luckiest girl in the world, because she lived at a very special zoo! Her Great-Uncle Horace was a famous animal expert and had started the Rescue Zoo years ago to give homes to animals who could no longer live in the wild. Zoe’s mum, Lucy, was the zoo vet. Zoe thought her home was the most special place to live. She spent all her spare time with the animals and helping the zoo keepers with their jobs. One day she wanted to be a zoo keeper herself.

         What animal shall I do my project on? she thought as she walked home with her mum. I love elephants, tigers and pandas… And I really like wolves, peacocks and puffins too. And then there are the hippos, the bats and the gorgeous polar bears. And grey mouse lemurs, of course!
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         Zoe’s best friend at the zoo was a tiny grey mouse lemur named Meep, who had big golden eyes, soft, silky fur and a long tail. He didn’t live in an enclosure like all the other animals, but with Zoe and her mum in their little cottage at the edge of the zoo instead. He was small and cute, and could be very cheeky.

         Zoe shook her head. There were too many animals to choose from! Maybe I’ll have a good idea when I get back to the Rescue Zoo, she thought to herself.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         As Zoe and her mum were finishing their plates of spaghetti that evening, the phone rang. Zoe jumped up and answered it. “Hello?”

         “Zoe!” cried a familiar voice. “It’s me – Great-Uncle Horace.”

         “Where are you?” asked Zoe eagerly. “Are you still travelling around Iceland?”

         Although Great-Uncle Horace had started the zoo, he spent most of his time travelling around the world, helping out animals who were lost, poorly or in danger. He sent Zoe lots of postcards from his adventures, and sometimes he brought a new animal back to the zoo if it was in urgent need of help, to give it a safe and special home.

         “Actually, Zoe, I’m on my way back to the Rescue Zoo right now – and I have an animal emergency. Can I have a quick word with your mum?” asked Great-Uncle Horace. He sounded very serious.

         Zoe passed the phone to her mum and waited as Lucy spoke into the phone in a low, urgent tone. “We’ll be there right away,” she said, then hung up the phone and grabbed her coat. “Come on, Zoe. We’ll have to do the washing up later.”

         Zoe quickly scooped up Meep, who’d been nibbling a banana on the chair next to hers. She pulled on her coat and followed her mum outside. “Where are we going?” she asked.

         “To the river,” Lucy replied. “Great-Uncle Horace is sailing back to the zoo in the Rescue Zoo boat and we’re going to meet him there.”

         Zoe wanted to ask what the animal emergency was, but her mum was walking quickly ahead. She turned to Meep. “What do you think’s happening?” she asked him. Zoe didn’t just love animals. She had a very special secret: she could talk to them too! It made living at the Rescue Zoo even more amazing. No one else knew about her unusual gift though – not even her mum or Great-Uncle Horace.

         Meep shook his head. “I don’t know, Zoe,” he chirped. “Maybe he’s found a penguin with a sore flipper?”
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         “I think it sounds more serious than that, Meep,” replied Zoe. “Come on!”

         She caught up with her mum and raced alongside her, with Meep holding tightly to her shoulder. They ran past the giraffes, the lions and the pandas, and took a shortcut down to the river, which ran right past the zoo.

         As they arrived, panting, Great-Uncle Horace’s boat pulled into sight. The Rescue Zoo symbol – a bright red hot-air balloon – was painted on its sail.

         Zoe’s heart started beating fast as she saw Great-Uncle Horace up on the deck. Normally he looked so happy and jolly, but now he seemed very worried indeed. She wondered what animal he was bringing back to the zoo, and what was wrong. Would it be very badly hurt, or frightened? I just hope we can help! she thought, crossing her fingers for luck.

         Great-Uncle Horace steered the boat towards the bank and threw out a rope to Lucy, who quickly tied it to a post on the bank so that it wouldn’t float away. Then he stepped on to land. An elegant blue bird with a curved yellow beak sat on his shoulder. It was Kiki, Great-Uncle Horace’s hyacinth macaw, who went everywhere with him. Great-Uncle Horace was holding a small wooden box, and inside the box was a shivering bundle wrapped in a blanket.

         “What is it?” asked Zoe. On her shoulder, Meep leaned forward for a better look.

         Great-Uncle Horace smiled at Zoe and pulled back a corner of the blanket. Inside the bundle was a small bird with a stripy orange and white beak and bright-orange webbed feet. It blinked up at Zoe nervously. The bird’s feathers were covered in patches of something sticky and dark.

         “Is it a baby puffin?” Zoe asked.

         Great-Uncle Horace nodded. “She is indeed. Or rather, she’s a puffling. That’s what baby puffins are called. She’s only a couple of months old. I found her on my travels around Iceland. More than half the puffins in the world live there. But I’m afraid she got herself into a sticky situation, as you can see.”
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         Zoe looked at the dark splotches on the puffling’s body. “What’s on her feathers?” she asked. “Is it mud?”

         Great-Uncle Horace shook his head sadly. “I’m afraid it’s oil, Zoe,” he explained. “A big container of oil leaked into the ocean very close to where this puffling lived. It ruined the homes of many puffins. When I found this little one, she was all alone and in great danger. I tried to get as much of the oil from her feathers as I could but, as you can see, she needs another wash.”

         “Let’s get her to the zoo hospital,” said Lucy, taking the box. “Come on!”

         They ran back through the zoo and past the meerkat enclosure, where a family of curious meerkats popped their heads up to look as they all rushed past. When they got to the zoo hospital, Lucy quickly unlocked the door and led them all inside.

         “We need to clean the oil off the puffling,” Lucy explained. “Uncle Horace, please can you fetch some washing-up liquid from the cupboard?”
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         Great-Uncle Horace gently placed the puffling, still wrapped in its blanket, on the worktop and hurried into the store cupboard. The puffling’s bright, stripy beak peeked out over the top of the blanket and it gave a sad little cheep.

         Zoe stared after Great-Uncle Horace. “Washing-up liquid?” she said, puzzled.

         Lucy, who was filling a basin with warm water at the sink, nodded. “It may sound strange, but washing-up liquid is a really good way to clean birds or other animals who have been affected by oil spills,” she told Zoe. “You’ll see.”

         The puffling let out another frightened squeak. Quickly, Zoe picked up the little bird and gave it a cuddle. As her mum and Great-Uncle Horace poured washing-up liquid into the basin and mixed up a soapy, bubbly mixture, she took it aside and whispered quietly in its ear, “Don’t worry. You’ll be safe here, I promise! I’m Zoe, and this is Meep.”

         “Hello!” squeaked Meep from Zoe’s shoulder. “What’s your name?”

         The tiny puffling cheeped weakly.

         “Piper! That’s a lovely name,” Zoe whispered.

         “Zoe, we’re ready to clean the puffling now,” called Lucy.

         Zoe carried Piper over to the basin full of warm soapy water.

         “We’re going to give her a bath!” Lucy explained. “Lower her in very carefully, Zoe.”

         Zoe did so, whispering encouragingly to the little puffin, who shivered nervously. Then Lucy showed Zoe how to gently rub the oil out of each feather, one by one.

         “What would happen if we left the oil in her feathers?” asked Zoe.

         Great-Uncle Horace looked sad. “She’d become very ill indeed,” he said. “She might even die. You see, like lots of birds, puffins use their beaks to keep their feathers clean. It’s called ‘preening’. This baby has already tried to clean the oil from her feathers with her beak, and she’s accidentally swallowed some of the oil. That’s why she’s so weak – it’s given her a very poorly tummy.”
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         “Poor little puffling,” Zoe said gently, stroking another feather clean. “Having a poorly tummy is horrid.”

         “Puffins also use their feathers to keep themselves warm,” Lucy added. “But if they get oil stuck in them they stop working properly and the puffins can become very cold. That’s why Great-Uncle Horace had to rush back from his trip. It was so important to get all the oil out of the puffling’s feathers quickly.”

         Zoe nodded. It was even more serious than she had thought. “So once she’s nice and clean again, she’s going to feel lots better?” she asked.

         “That’s right!” Lucy replied with a smile.

         Zoe gazed down at the tiny bird, who was quietly cheeping. “She’s very lucky you found her, Great-Uncle Horace. And we’re lucky too – she’s so sweet.”

         “She is very sweet,” agreed Great-Uncle Horace, smiling at the puffling. “I must admit, I’ve always had a soft spot for puffins.”

         “I love puffins too!” Zoe grinned. “In fact, they might be one of my favourite animals of all.” Suddenly an idea popped into her head. “I know! I’m going to do my school project on her.”

         “School project?” asked Great-Uncle Horace, as Meep gave a puzzled squeak from Zoe’s shoulder.

         Quickly, Zoe explained that she had to write a project on something she loved. “I knew I wanted to write about an animal – but I couldn’t decide which animal I liked best. Now I’ve decided – I’ll write about the puffling!”

         Meep jumped off Zoe’s shoulder with a squeal and scampered over to the other side of the room. “What are you doing, Meep?” Zoe asked. But she was distracted by the puffling, who opened her little beak and managed a louder cheep.

         “It sounds like she’s feeling stronger already!” Great-Uncle Horace said, looking very pleased.

         “Time to get her dried off,” said Lucy, fetching a large fluffy towel from the store cupboard.

         Zoe lifted the bird out of the water and passed her to Lucy, who gently rubbed her dry. Zoe stroked the puffling’s snowy-white tummy. It looked so much better now the splotches of oil were gone.

         “She looks so cute,” Zoe said. “I love the black feathers on top of her head – it looks like she’s wearing a cap.”

         Lucy laughed. “Yes, it does.”

         Zoe helped Lucy arrange some warm, thick blankets into a nest in a quiet corner of the hospital and put Piper in the middle.

         “We’ll let her get some rest and come back in the morning,” said Lucy.
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         “Goodnight, Piper!” whispered Zoe as she left the hospital. “See you tomorrow!” 

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Later that night, as Zoe got into her stripy tiger pyjamas, she couldn’t stop talking about the puffling. “Her beak is so beautiful, Meep. I love the stripes!” she said. “And did you see her orange feet? And her cute little black eyes. They looked just like shiny buttons. I think she might be the sweetest animal who’s ever come to the Rescue Zoo!”
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         “I’m really glad Great Uncle Horace managed to rescue her,” Meep said, wriggling under the bedcovers.

         “Me too,” said Zoe, snuggling in beside him.

         “I won’t ever get oil in my fur, will I, Zoe?” Meep asked.

         “Oh, Meep, no of course not. Oil spills only happen in the middle of the ocean.” She cuddled the little lemur tight. “You’re not planning on moving out to sea, are you?”

         “Definitely not!” Meep exclaimed. “I don’t like getting wet!”

         Zoe smiled and then switched off the lamp beside her bed. “Let’s go to sleep.” She was feeling really tired now – and the sooner tomorrow came, the sooner she could visit Piper!
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