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“Breakfast time, Bertie!” Amelia said.

The Beagle puppy scrabbled at the bars of his cage, his eyes fixed on the bowl of food in Amelia’s hand. When she opened the door, Bertie shot towards her, his tail wagging.

Amelia grinned as she set the bowl down, and the little dog buried his face in the food. Sam smiled from the sink, where he was filling water bowls. It was the Easter holidays, and they had both come early to Animal Ark to give the overnight patients their breakfast.
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“I hope it stays sunny tomorrow!” Amelia said, filling a sick tabby’s bowl with a special food to help it recover.

“Well, even if it’s tipping it down, we’ll be having the Easter egg hunt at my house,” Sam said. “My dad’s been planning it for weeks. It’s the highlight of his year.”

“It’s going to be awesome!” Amelia said. “There are so many great hiding places in your garden, I can’t wait.”

Just then, Julia popped her head around the door. She was the receptionist at Animal Ark. “There’s a friend of yours in reception,” she said. “I thought you’d want to come and say hello.”

Amelia and Sam quickly washed their hands and headed through to the waiting area.

“Izzy!” cried Sam.

Their classmate sat beside her mum with an animal carrier on her lap. Izzy’s face looked pale under her straight black fringe, and she was biting her lip. But as she glanced up and saw Amelia and Sam, she managed a smile. I hope her rabbits are OK, Amelia thought.

“Is that Tulip?” Sam asked, nodding towards the animal carrier. Izzy’s rabbit, Tulip, had once escaped from her back garden, and Sam and Amelia had helped to find her. Then, when they discovered that Tulip had run away because she’d been bored, they had surprised Izzy with a pair of new rabbits – Rose and Poppy – to keep Tulip company.
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“It’s Rose,” Izzy said.

“Is she sick?” Sam asked, anxiously.

Izzy didn’t answer at once, and Amelia felt a pang of alarm. But before she could ask another question, Mrs Hope opened her treatment room door.

“Izzy and Rose,” she called. Then she added, “Sam and Amelia, why don’t you come in too and give us a hand?”

Once they were all inside the treatment room, Izzy set her carrier down on the table. “Let’s take a look at Rose, then,” Mrs Hope said, putting on gloves.

Izzy put her hands into the carrier, but the rabbit growled and scrambled away from her.

“Hush, it’s all right,” Izzy said, scooping her bunny out. Rose growled again, and kicked, struggling in Izzy’s grip. Sam and Amelia exchanged worried glances as Izzy passed her rabbit to the vet. That’s not like Rose at all! thought Amelia.
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Mrs Hope held the bunny firmly across the shoulders with one hand while giving her long, calming strokes with the other.

Even so, Rose sat stiffly with her ears pressed back and her eyes wide and staring. The last time Amelia had seen Rose, she had been playful and had loved being held. But that wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Amelia couldn’t help noticing how much bigger Rose had grown. Just a few weeks ago, she’d been quite a small rabbit. Now she looked huge, with a big, round belly.

“I think something’s wrong with Rose,” Izzy told Mrs Hope. “She keeps growling at Poppy and Tulip, and she doesn’t like being cuddled any more.”

“And she’s put on a lot of weight,” Izzy’s mum added.

As Mrs Hope kept stroking Rose, the rabbit seemed to relax a little, her ears pricking up slightly as she looked about the room. Mrs Hope inspected the rabbit’s eyes and ears, then listened to her heart and lungs with a stethoscope. Finally, she felt all around Rose’s tummy. Rose’s ears instantly flicked back again, and she tried to squirm away, but the vet held her in place until she’d finished her examination.

“OK, Rose, we’re all done,” Mrs Hope said, putting the bunny back into her carrier. The vet smiled as she took off her gloves, and Amelia noticed a twinkle in her eye.

“Is Rose ill?” Izzy asked anxiously.

Mrs Hope shook her head, her smile broadening. “No. Not at all. Rose is very healthy. In fact … She’s pregnant!” Izzy and her mum both gaped at Mrs Hope. Sam and Amelia exchanged a look of surprise. Pregnant?
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“She can’t be!” Sam said. “I mean – how is that possible? All Izzy’s rabbits are girls.”

Mrs Hope raised an eyebrow. “I’m afraid I’ll have to disagree with you there,” she said.

Izzy and her mum both stared at Rose in shocked silence.

“Well, we know Tulip’s definitely a girl,” Amelia reasoned. “You’ve examined her before. And clearly Rose is too!”

“So, Poppy must be the dad!” Sam said.

Mrs Hope nodded. “It is an easy mistake to make when rabbits are young.” She turned to Izzy’s mum. “If you bring Poppy in, I’ll check him over. If he is a male rabbit, which really isn’t in much doubt, he should have a very small operation to prevent any more pregnancies.”

“But … what should we do with Rose?” Izzy asked. “Will she be OK?”

“Absolutely,” Mrs Hope said. “Giving birth comes very naturally to rabbits – it’s called kindling. Rose will do just fine if you leave her to it – the less disturbance the better. Pregnant rabbits like their privacy.”

“Do we need to feed her anything special?” Izzy’s mum asked.

“Just give her plenty of clean water and nutritious food,” Mrs Hope said. “Maybe some leafy greens and alfalfa hay in addition to her normal pellets. And you’ll need to make her a nesting box. When she’s almost ready to give birth, she’ll line it with hay and some of her own fur to make it safe and warm for her kits.”

“Kits? Is that what baby rabbits are called?” Amelia asked.

“Yes, it’s short for kittens,” Mrs Hope said. Then she turned again to Izzy’s mum. “You should probably get started on the nesting box right away – Rose is quite far along. I’d say she’s likely to give birth any time in the next week.”

Izzy stared open-mouthed at the vet.

“A week!” Izzy’s mum gasped. “I mean – what a wonderful surprise. I’m very glad Rose isn’t sick. But there’s so much to do! I’ll get started on her nesting box right away. And a new hutch for Poppy!”

“A second hutch is a great idea,” Mrs Hope said. “You’ll want to keep him away from the girl rabbits until he’s had his operation. But don’t worry about Rose and her babies. We’ll give you all the advice and help you need.”

Amelia squeezed her hands together, her excitement rising. Baby bunnies in less than a week! She caught Sam’s eye and saw he was grinning.

“We’ll help too!” Sam promised Izzy.

Amelia nodded. “Any way we can!”
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The next day, after a busy morning hunting Easter eggs at Sam’s house, Amelia and Sam went to fetch Poppy. The Hopes had agreed to let the bunny come to stay, even though Animal Ark wasn’t officially open on Sundays. When they arrived at Izzy’s house, Amelia could hear the steady rasp of a saw coming from the back garden. The clean smell of sawdust mingled with the scent of the roses that climbed the weather-worn brickwork.

Sam had barely rapped the knocker when Izzy opened the door, her face glowing with excitement. “Mum’s making Rose’s nesting box!” she said. “And Rose has started pulling out her fur to make a nest. Mrs Hope said that rabbits only do that when they’re almost ready to give birth. So I think the babies might come really soon!”
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