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CHAPTER ONE


Stanley peeked out from Nina’s arms and looked at the huge tree in the middle of the room. It was bushy and green and smelled like faraway forests. But the strangest thing was that it was covered all over with twinkly lights and at the top was a sparkly star.


“Welcome home, Stanley!” Nina said as she carried him in. “This is the lounge, and this is the Christmas tree! Isn’t it beautiful?” Stanley gave a little yap of agreement.


Nina put him down and Stanley looked up, up, up at the tree. It was very tall, but then most things were when you were a sausage dog puppy.


“You stay here. I’ll be back in a minute,” Nina told him. She stroked his back and looked at him, her brown eyes full of love. “I’m so glad you’re here. I still can’t believe you’re mine,” she whispered.


Stanley’s tail wagged, and he reached up to lick Nina’s hand. “I’m glad I’m here too,” he replied. Of course, to Nina it sounded like WOOF! but Stanley felt like she understood.


[image: ]


Nina gave his velvety ears one last stroke and left. Stanley started to sniff around the room. He was so excited to be in his new home, with his new family. The kind lady at the animal shelter had told him that he’d be adopted by a family he’d love, and she was right. He loved Nina from her first hug, where she’d kissed his head and promised to look after him. And he didn’t know why she had a tree in her house, but it was very handy. He sniffed over to the tree and then lifted his leg …


“STOP!” a voice said from the other side of the room. “WHAT do you think you’re doing?!”


Stanley looked around in confusion. There was no one in sight. Maybe it was a ghost? Scared, he ran behind the sofa and peered out, his tail between his legs.


“Hello?” he whispered.


The curtains moved gently.


“Hello … ghost?” Stanley whispered again.


This time the curtains twitched open to reveal a very fluffy white Persian cat, who huffed at him and rolled her green eyes. “I’m not a ghost, you silly pup!” She sat down and started washing her paws. “I’m a cat. My name is Cleo. I’m named after an ancient Egyptian queen. Egyptians worshipped cats, you know. They were obviously much more sensible than people today.”


Stanley felt his shoulders sag with relief. It wasn’t a ghost, just a cat! Maybe she lived here too? She could be his new friend! His tail started to wag. “Hello, Cleo, I’m Stanley! I just moved here today. I mean, Nina and Mum came and got me. I’m their new dog.”


Cleo stared down her nose at him. “So I see,” she said dryly, then went back to washing her paws.


Stanley sat down on his plump bottom and tried to give his paw a wash too, before giving up and scratching his floppy ear. “Nina said she’d always wanted a dog to play with and that she was so pleased she’d found me and she’d love me forever.” He gave a happy little sigh.


Cleo gave a huff and turned her back to the little pup. “She could have played with me,” she said grumpily. Then she jumped down to the floor with a graceful leap. She stalked over to Stanley, who sat down on his haunches as she got closer and closer until they were nose to nose. “But I understand. You are the new dog and I am just the old cat.”
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Stanley felt a bit confused. The cat said she wanted to play, but she didn’t sound very friendly. “You can play with us!” he said happily. “Do you know hide-and-seek? Or tag? That was my favourite with my brothers and sisters. We’re all really good at tag. Tag!” he jumped forward, pouncing on her fluffy tail with his paws. “You’re it!”


Cleo drew back, looking horrified. “I most certainly am not.”


“No, it’s a game …” Stanley tried to explain. “I tag you and run away, then you catch me and tag me back!” He scampered across the room and back to show her. “You see? Tag!”


He ran towards her, but this time tripped over one of his long dangly ears and landed on her tail with a bump. Cleo gave a hiss of annoyance.


“Sorry!” Stanley said, but at the same time the door opened, and Nina and Mum came in. Cleo streaked towards the door with a disgruntled yowl.


“I’m SO sorry, Cleo. I didn’t know you were in here or I wouldn’t have told Nina to put the puppy in with you!” Mum picked her up and gave her a stroke, smoothing her ruffled fur. “I see you’ve met Stanley …”


“Stanley, what are you up to?” Nina laughed. She picked him up from the heap on the floor and laughed as he shook out his ears and snuggled back into her arms, her long brown hair tickling his nose and making him sneeze. “You have to be really nice to Cleo, OK? No chasing her.”


“OK,” Stanley agreed. “Unless we’re playing tag.”


Nina gave Stanley a lovely cuddle. She smelled like washing powder and sunshine, and Stanley put his head on her arm and yawned. He just knew that he and Nina were going to be best friends. But then he glanced over to where Cleo was still in Mum’s arms, looking at him crossly. He just hoped he hadn’t made a worst enemy too …
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CHAPTER TWO


Stanley felt like he was going to burst with pride as he trotted along next to Nina and Mum. He’d found it hard to get to sleep last night. Everything seemed so strange in his new house, but he’d howled for Nina and she’d come downstairs, trailing her duvet and pillow, and set them up next to his basket in the kitchen. “Mum says I’m not allowed to bring you upstairs,” she’d whispered, “so I’ve come down here to sleep with you instead!” Then this morning she’d given him some of her bacon under the table. Stanley loved bacon almost as much as he loved Nina. And now they were out for a walk, and Stanley couldn’t wait to show off his new family! He stared up at her adoringly – and walked straight into a cold slushy puddle. Brrrr, it was so chilly on his paws and tummy!


“Are you OK?” Nina picked him up and dried his belly with her scarf. Stanley gave her a grateful lick.


“Oh look, they’ve put the Christmas decorations up in that café!” Mum said. Nina held Stanley so he could see. The windows were a bit steamed up, but inside he could see another Christmas tree, some twinkly lights, people sitting around tables … and lots of dogs!


“Look at all the dogs!” Stanley barked happily, and his tail wagged so hard he almost wriggled out of Nina’s arms.


“I think he wants to go in.” Nina laughed. “Pups and Cups is a special dog-friendly café,” she told him. Stanley gave a grin. It sounded great. Plus, he thought, looking back at his house, which he could see at the end of the street, it’s the perfect-length walk for my little legs.
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As he glanced up the hill at the house, he saw a familiar fluffy figure at the window – Cleo. Stanley started barking and wagging his tail hello, but she just disappeared. Stanley sighed. He wished he and Cleo could be friends, but whatever he did seemed to upset her. Just that morning he’d brought her breakfast in bed, but she’d still been cross. She’d made a big fuss about his “slobbery dog bone in her basket”, Stanley remembered indignantly. His bone wasn’t slobbery; it was absolutely delicious! His mouth watered just thinking about it.
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