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			DEDICATION:
For Megan Barr

			

			Chapter 1

			A New Litter

			‘Wake up, Poppy. The pups are here!’

			Poppy sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. It was still dark.

			‘What time is it?’ she croaked.

			‘Early,’ Mum whispered. ‘Come on!’

			Poppy jumped out of bed and put a jacket on over the top of her pyjamas. At the back door, she pulled on her red rubber boots and her bright purple beanie. The sky was just starting to lighten as they made their way down the back steps and across the frosty lawn.
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			Mum opened the gate. It rattled and groaned as they stepped through it into the home paddock. A mob of wallabies bounced off into the distance and far away a herd of cattle began lowing.

			

			‘How many puppies are there?’ Poppy asked, trotting to keep up with Mum. ‘What colour are they? Are they boys or girls?’

			Mum laughed. ‘You’ll see.’

			By the time they reached the shed, the sun was peeking over the tops of the trees.

			‘Quietly,’ Mum warned. ‘We don’t want to upset Jessie-Dog.’

			Inside the shed, it was warm and quiet. Mum switched on the single light bulb hanging from the rafters. Poppy crept as quietly as she could over to the corner stall. Dad’s border collie, Jess, was lying on her side in the old wooden whelping box.

			A whelping box was the safest place for Jessie and her new litter. It kept the puppies close to their mother, but it had a little shelf all around the sides to protect them from being crushed if Jessie rolled over. She and her pups would stay in there until the pups were old enough to crawl out of the way in time. Nestled in beside Jessie were one, two, three, four, five wriggling black and white puppies!

			[image: ]

			‘Well done, Jessie-Dog,’ whispered Poppy.

			

			Jessie lifted her head and thumped her tail before flopping back down again.

			Being a new mum looks tiring, Poppy thought. But Jessie seemed proud of her new family.

			She grinned up at Mum, who was smiling too.

			‘Three boys and two girls,’ Mum whispered.

			‘Which ones are girls?’

			Mum looked thoughtful. ‘Um, the one on the end and the third one along.’

			Poppy knelt down to get a closer look. Then something caught her eye.

			‘Mum!’ She gasped. ‘Look!’

			

			Chapter 2

			What’s a Runt?

			Struggling between its bigger brothers and sisters was a sixth pup. It was less than half the size of the others, not much bigger than a mouse. Its black fur was slick and wet, but patches were beginning to dry in little tufts on top of its head and along its back.

			It was by far the tiniest and most beautiful puppy that Poppy had ever seen.

			‘I didn’t notice that one before,’ Mum said softly. ‘What a little pipsqueak of a thing.’

			Just like me when I was born, thought Poppy.
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			Poppy had been born too early. She had been so tiny that Dad had held her in the palm of his hand. Mum still kept one of her newborn jumpsuits in a box at the top of the cupboard. It was so tiny that it looked like it belonged on a doll.
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			Mum and Poppy had stayed in hospital for a long time. Poppy needed to be kept warm in a special incubator and fed through a tube that went up her nose and down into her stomach. Because she was born before her vision and hearing had a chance to properly develop, she had to wear glasses and a hearing aid. And even though she was now eight, she was a lot smaller than all the other kids in her class.
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			But this pup had been born at the same time as its brothers and sisters.

			‘Why is it so much smaller than the others?’ she asked.

			Dad walked into the shed.

			

			‘It’s a runt,’ he said, leaning over Poppy’s shoulder.

			Poppy looked up at her father with wide eyes. ‘What’s a runt?’

			‘A weakling.’

			As Dad explained, Poppy noticed that the pipsqueak was being pushed and shoved further and further away from the milk and the warmth of her mother’s body.
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