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Peggy the pug’s flat, black nose twitched as she napped on the sofa. As carols played softly on the radio and the spicy scent of gingerbread wafted from the kitchen, Peggy dreamed about Christmas. It was her favourite time of year – because it was in December last year that she’d found her home.

The sound of the front door opening jolted Peggy awake.

“We’re home!” cried a voice from the hallway, followed by the thud of backpacks dropping to the floor.

Chloe! thought Peggy, scrambling to her feet. Curly little tail wagging, she raced out to the hallway as fast as her short legs could carry her.

“Hi, Peggy!” cried Chloe, a dark-haired girl wrapped up in a coat and a woolly scarf. She crouched down on the floor to stroke Peggy’s tan-coloured fur.

“I miss you sooooooo much when you’re at school!” Peggy told her best friend. Of course to Chloe it just sounded like barking, but Peggy covered her face with kisses so she understood.
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“Let me pat Peggy too,” said Chloe’s little sister, Ruby. She was clutching a paper snowman decorated with cotton-wool balls. Kneeling down next to Chloe, she patted Peggy on the head.

SLURP! Peggy licked Ruby’s hand affectionately, catching a faint taste of glue. Chloe was Peggy’s best friend, but she loved the rest of the family too, and missed them all when they weren’t at home.

This autumn, there had been lots of changes in the Jackson family. Ruby had started going to the nursery at Chloe’s school, Finn was at high school now and Mum had opened her very own café. Dad worked from home sometimes, like today, but mostly Peggy was at home on her own.

“How was school, girls?” said Dad, coming out of the kitchen with a smudge of flour on his nose.

“OK,” said Chloe, shrugging her coat off and hanging it on a peg.

Hmm, thought Peggy, cocking her head to the side and studying her friend. That’s strange. Normally Chloe chattered about the fun things she’d learned at school, and the games she’d played at breaktime with her friends.

“Bad,” said Ruby. “Miss Roberts is horrible and scary. She’s a meanie.”

“Of course she isn’t,” laughed Dad.

“She has a loud, scary voice and she likes to tell children off,” insisted Ruby.

Chloe unzipped her little sister’s coat and helped her hang it up. “I thought Miss Roberts was a bit scary when I started nursery. But actually, she’s very kind and a really good teacher.”

“That’s right,” said Dad, nodding. “It took Chloe a while to settle in at nursery, too. But once she made friends with Ellie, she was very happy there.”

The smile faded from Chloe’s face, like a cloud covering up the sun.

What’s wrong? wondered Peggy.

“Let’s go and hang your snowman up,” said Dad.

Peggy and the girls followed him into the kitchen, where he pinned Ruby’s snowman up next to an advent calendar. Trays of gingerbread biscuits shaped like stars, reindeer and Christmas trees were cooling on the kitchen counter.

“Mmm,” said Chloe. “Those smell good, Dad. Can we have some for our snack?”

“Yes, but only one each,” said Dad. “They’re for the bake sale at the school Christmas fair tomorrow.”
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Peggy’s big brown eyes stared up at Chloe pleadingly as she munched her gingerbread. Please, please, please, her eyes begged. Just a teeny weeny bit?

“You know I can’t resist you, Peggy,” said Chloe, snapping a piece off her biscuit and giving it to Peggy.

Result! Peggy wolfed down the gingerbread.

“Want to watch Sparkalina?” Ruby asked her sister, heading into the living room and switching on the television. Peggy trotted after them and sat down happily in front of the TV. A beautiful cartoon unicorn flew across the screen, singing the show’s theme tune.

But Chloe shook her head. “Not in the mood,” she said, trudging upstairs.

Now Peggy was sure there was something wrong. Sparkalina was Chloe’s favourite television programme. If she didn’t want to watch it, something must be worrying her.

Peggy climbed up the stairs. Chloe’s bedroom door was shut, but Peggy could hear muffled sounds coming from inside.

Nudging the door open with her paw, Peggy saw Chloe curled up on her bed, sobbing into her pillow. She clambered up on to the bed and nestled against Chloe.

“Today was such a bad day,” sobbed Chloe, burying her face in Peggy’s fur. “Ellie doesn’t want to be my friend any more. There’s a new girl named Hannah in my class, and now the two of them are doing everything together. They sat together at lunchtime and picked each other for partners in PE.”

Peggy licked the salty tears off Chloe’s cheeks. She hated to see her so upset.

“I feel so left out,” wailed Chloe, hugging Peggy tight. “Christmas is going to be so rubbish if I can’t do fun things with Ellie.”

You’ve got me, thought Peggy. I’ll always be here for you.
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Last Christmas, Chloe’s family had taken Peggy home from a dog shelter. It was meant to be just for a week, but because of her special friendship with Chloe, it had become Peggy’s forever home. Peggy owed everything to Chloe – and she would do anything to make her happy.

Sniffing, Chloe wiped away her tears and sighed. “Thanks, Peggy,” she said, planting a kiss on the pug’s wrinkly head. “I feel a bit better now.”

As Chloe started doing her maths homework, Peggy heard a commotion coming from downstairs and went to investigate.

Finn, Chloe’s teenaged brother, was in the kitchen with his friend Zach, eating gingerbread biscuits. The boys were in a band together called Avocado Toast. At least, Peggy thought that’s what it was called now. They had also been called Velvet Spaceship, The Hammerhead Sharks and Gandalf’s Beard. The band seemed to change its name on a weekly basis.

“We’ve had this gig booked for weeks,” said Finn. “Playing at the school Christmas fair is a big deal for the band. You can’t let us down.”

“I’m sorry, man,” said Zach, shrugging. “I can’t do it. I’m training for a charity race. Ten kilometres is a long way to run and I’ve only got a week to get ready.”

“If you don’t play the gig, you’re out of the band!” said Finn angrily.

“Fine!” shouted Zach. “Then I quit!” He grabbed his guitar case and stormed out of the house.

“What’s all this shouting?” said Dad, coming into the kitchen holding his laptop. He stared at the crumbs on the now-empty cooling racks. “And who’s eaten all of the gingerbread?”

“Sorry, Dad,” said Finn. “I was hungry.”

“Great!” said Dad, looking cross. “I don’t have time to make more because I’ve got to finish this presentation for work. Now what am I going to bring to the school fair?”
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