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“This driveway goes on for ever!” Amelia Haywood said. It was the last Saturday before the summer half-term and she was walking through the grounds of Brambledown Hall with her mum and her best friend, Sam Baxter. The hall stood in the middle of its own estate, a large park on the outskirts of Welford village. There was green grass and trees as far as she could see. “Do you think we’ll reach the hall before bedtime? Maybe we’ll have to camp out with the deer!”

“That sounds awesome!” Sam said, his eyes shining.

Mum laughed, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m afraid you won’t need your pyjamas today. We’re nearly there – look!” She pointed at the beautiful old building ahead.

Amelia grinned. It’s like a fairytale castle! It was built of grey stone, with arched windows and pointed towers in the corners. She decided to bring a camera with her next time she came, so she could show Dad a photo when she went to visit him in York.
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Mum was going to sign up for the annual Welford Gardening Contest. There was going to be a big launch party next weekend, and all the green-fingered villagers were getting ready to show off their gardens. Amelia was more interested in the creatures that lived in the woods around Brambledown Hall, though. I really hope we see the deer today, she thought excitedly.
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“There!” Sam clutched Amelia’s arm.

A cluster of reddish-brown animals grazed a short distance away. A couple of deer lifted their heads to look at them, then turned back to nibbling at the grass.

Amelia’s heart beat fast. “They’re beautiful,” she breathed.

A little fawn took a few steps towards them on long, skinny legs. He stumbled and another larger deer nudged him back again.

“Aw,” said Amelia, shading her eyes to get a better view. “I wish we could get closer. But I read somewhere that it’s not good for wild deer to get used to being around humans.”
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As they reached the entrance to the hall, Amelia noticed a poster about the Welford Gardening Contest fixed to the door. She read out some of the categories listed below: “Prettiest Borders, Best Hedges, Biggest Veg … Which one are you entering, Mum?”

“Well, the Biggest Veg contest is definitely out, seeing as slugs ate my cabbages.” Mum frowned. “So I think I’m going for the Radiant Roses competition.”

“Good idea!” Amelia squeezed Mum’s hand. “Your roses are so pretty!”

“Well, let’s cross our fingers,” Mum said, grinning.

“Just think, Mrs Haywood, if you win, your roses will be on the telly!” said Sam.

For the first time ever, the contest was being filmed for a gardening show called Blooming Brilliant. Amelia’s gran was a big fan of the presenter, Bernard Bloom – and his pet dog, Pansy.

“Come on,” said Amelia. “Let’s have a look inside!”

They stepped through the hallway into a big room that was full of tables and chairs, all piled up with pot plants, gardening twine, scissors and trowels. Villagers scurried about, carrying armfuls of flowers and vegetables. As her mum went to sign up for the Radiant Roses competition, Amelia spotted Julia Kaminski, the receptionist at Animal Ark, sitting in her wheelchair next to a suit of armour. Another woman with long brown hair stood beside her, dressed in a blue hoodie, cutting up strips of ribbon to tie around bouquets. Julia looked up from the flowers she was arranging in a vase and waved at them.

“Hi, Julia!” Sam said.

“Hey there!” Julia replied. “This is my sister, Kasia. She’s organising the contest this year.” She nudged the woman beside her. “Kasia, this is Amelia and Sam – I told you about them, remember? They’re our helpers at Animal Ark!”

Warmth swelled inside Amelia’s chest. She was so proud of her role at the vet surgery.

“Lovely to meet you both!” Kasia said. “Isn’t this amazing?” She gestured at the crowd, a smile breaking across her face.
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“It’s crazy in here!” said Sam. “I suppose everyone wants to win and get on TV.”

“Is Bernard Bloom here yet?” Amelia asked, hopefully. “My gran would love it if I could get his autograph for her.”
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“I’m afraid we’ve only got his picture so far.” Kasia pointed to a cardboard cut-out behind her. It showed a man with twinkling blue eyes and floppy blond hair. He was holding Pansy, a Jack Russell cross terrier who wore a bandana made from the same material as her owner’s shirt. “We’re expecting him tomorrow.”

“He’s going to be staying at our Bed and Breakfast,” Sam told her proudly.

“Kasia, tell Amelia and Sam about Blossom!” Julia said, tying a red ribbon around her flowers.

Kasia grinned. “Blossom’s my new Cockapoo puppy. Would you like to meet her?”

“Yes, please!” Amelia’s heart raced – she loved meeting new animals! I’ve never seen a Cockapoo before, she thought. I wonder what it will look like?

 Kasia turned towards a closed door. “I found her a quiet room so the kerfuffle out here doesn’t unsettle her.”

“Have you had her long?” Sam asked.

“Only a few days,” Kasia said. “In her last home, the cat kept chasing her out of the house. She hid in the recycling box once and nearly got collected by the bin men!”
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