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The black and white Border collie stood very still, his ears pricked and his expression alert as he gazed down the track.


“What is it, Sam?” asked Neil Parker excitedly. He crouched down and put his head close to Sam’s, straining into the sun to see exactly what it was that had caught his dog’s attention. As far as he could make out, the wide track ahead was empty. It was a popular route for people walking their dogs at weekends, but today Neil had thought they had it to themselves.


“I can’t see anything either,” said his younger sister Emily, standing behind them both. She held a hand up to her face and squinted into the bright light. “Perhaps he’s imagining things, or . . .”


“Wait! There. Look!” Neil pointed down the long track. A woman on a bicycle had just come into view, cycling towards them. Then, from far off, they heard the sound of a dog barking. A large and energetic Dalmatian suddenly appeared, obviously chasing the bicycle.


“Sam’s brilliant, aren’t you, Sam?” said Emily, ruffling the sleek coat behind his head. “I bet he could teach a few of the dogs in Dad’s obedience classes a thing or two.”


“Not half,” agreed Neil, proudly. “And some of the ones we have boarding!”


Bob and Carole Parker, Neil and Emily’s parents, ran King Street Kennels – a boarding kennels and rescue centre, in the grounds of their house a couple of miles outside the nearby town of Compton. Dogs had been part of their family life for as long as Neil could remember – and he was crazy about them. It was his dream to work full time with dogs himself when he was old enough.


The spotted Dalmatian was barking loudly as it bounded along the road towards them. The cyclist looked nervously over her shoulder, and her bicycle wobbled dangerously as the gap between her and the dog narrowed. Behind them, a man was running after them both, shouting desperately, “Dotty! Come here, girl!”


The Dalmatian completely ignored him. She caught up with the cyclist, leaping about alongside her, looking very pleased with herself.


Sam fidgeted with excitement and looked eager to join in the fun.


“No, Sam!” said Neil, firmly. “Stay!”


Sam immediately obeyed, sitting quietly close to Neil’s left leg.


“Dotty! Stop! Will you come here!” the man shouted over and over again. But Dotty continued to gallop alongside the woman on the bicycle, barking excitedly and snapping at the wheels.
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Neil could see that the woman was extremely nervous. He recognized her now as Mrs Smedley from the newsagent’s in Compton.


“It’s OK, Mrs Smedley!” he called to her. “Dalmatians are really friendly and playful! If you stop, she’ll probably stop as well.”


“I hope you’re right,” called Mrs Smedley. She came to a halt beside Neil, looking anxiously down at the dog. The Dalmatian stopped too, her big pink tongue hanging out, tail wagging and a look of anticipation on her face.


“Dotty! Come here!” The man had reached them at last. Looking quite red in the face, and panting, he grabbed the lead hanging from his dog’s collar. The Dalmatian immediately jumped up at him, covering his jacket with dirty pawprints. Staggering, the man lost his balance and fell backwards into a muddy puddle, his legs spread-eagled in front of him.


“Oh, no!” they all cried. But dismay turned to smothered laughter as the daft Dalmatian began to lick the man’s face enthusiastically. Even Mrs Smedley smiled as the man squirmed in the mud, trying to fend off the dog’s sloppy kisses.


“No, Dotty! Dotty, down!” he spluttered. At last he managed to push the dog away and get to his feet. Dotty promptly shook herself, sending specks of mud flying all over her owner’s face and clothes.


It was the last straw. Brushing himself down as best he could, the man glared furiously at Neil and Emily, who were still grinning. Then he finally managed to attach the lead to the dog’s collar and pulled her sharply towards him.


“I’m sorry if she frightened you,” he said to Mrs Smedley. “I’m afraid Dotty can be rather playful. But she really wouldn’t hurt anyone.”


“I can see that,” Mrs Smedley smiled. “I hope you’re all right, though.”


“Yes, thank you,” he replied stiffly. He turned to go and jerked at the lead again. “Come on, trouble!”


“What a fantastic dog!” Emily remarked as the man marched off with the Dalmatian.


“Yeah. Shame it’s so out of hand, though,” Neil replied. “Some people just have no idea how to train dogs.”


Neil must have said it louder than he realized because the man turned around and glared at him again. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but before he could get a word out Dotty had raced off again, dragging her exhausted owner with her.


“Oh dear, the poor man!” chuckled Mrs Smedley. “I’m afraid that dog is a bit too much of a handful for him.”


“Yeah, it certainly looks like it,” Neil agreed. “Although my dad always says there’s no such thing as a problem dog, Mrs Smedley, only a problem owner!”


“I expect he feels dreadful, really,” said Emily, always sympathetic towards people.


They all stood and watched until Dotty and her owner disappeared from view. Mrs Smedley put her feet on the pedals of her bicycle and pushed off.


“Well, I’d better be on my way. See you both soon,” she called over her shoulder.


Sam barked at Neil. He was eager to continue their morning walk after all the excitement.


“C’mon then, Sam. Another ten minutes, then we’ll turn back.”


Sam sped away, eagerly darting about and sniffing at every familiar tree and bush, but always alert for commands from Neil.


As they approached the rear of the kennels, the sound of dogs barking reached them clearly. They had to leave the track and cross a large, grassy meadow before jumping over the fence at the back of the kennels.


“What a racket!” said Emily. Luckily, the Parkers’ house and kennels were set well away from the main road, where their nearest neighbours lived. King Street Kennels was always noisy, though: it showed just how popular they were. Some boarders came from up to twenty miles away.


Neil glanced at his watch. It had just gone nine o’clock. “Feeding time!” he said, breaking into a run. “We can help out if we’re quick. C’mon!”


Neil gave Sam a quick rubdown with a thick towel kept outside the back door and topped up his drinking bowl with fresh water. As Sam retired to his favourite spot in the back garden underneath a leafy privet hedge, Neil and Emily headed across the courtyard and towards the first kennel block, where Carole Parker was busy preparing food for the boarding dogs.


“Where’s Dad and Squirt?” asked Neil, using his favourite nickname for his five-year-old sister.


“Your father and Sarah,” his mother replied, arching an eyebrow at him, “have gone into Compton to see Uncle Jack.” She looked up from the clipboard on the feeding table where she was measuring some dried food into a dog bowl, ready to mix with water. “I think he said he was going to get that video from Steve, too. He knew you were after it.” She pushed a stray lock of her short black hair out of her eyes and took a tin from the shelf above the table. She was a strikingly tall woman, dressed in brown cords and loose sweatshirt.


“Great.” Neil was always borrowing things from his cousin, Steve Tansley. He usually spent all of his own pocket money on books and magazines about dogs. “Can we help?”


“Yes, indeed. Why don’t you go and join Kate in Block Two? Thanks, Neil,” said his mother, placing another dog bowl on the table and checking her clipboard again. She emptied the tin of dog food into it and mixed it with some dried biscuit mix. The dogs were all kept to the diet they were fed at home which often meant mixing lots of different meals. “Emily, you and I can finish off here.”


Neil crossed the courtyard to Kennel Block Two. The door was open, so he walked in and looked around for Kate McGuire, their kennel maid. Both kennel blocks consisted of two rows of ten pens either side, with individual sleeping quarters in each, and a central aisle.


The large inside pens were light and airy, and heating pipes set in tunnels in the concrete floor kept the kennels cosy in the winter. A lever on the outside of the pen controlled the door that gave the dogs access to the large wire mesh runs outside. Each pen generally had a personal touch, as owners insisted on bringing their pet’s own basket or blanket from home and some favourite toys.


Neil soon found Kate with Buttons, an adorable little black and white, rough-coated mongrel. Buttons had two comical black ears perched on top of her head, and bright, friendly eyes. Her owners, Mr and Mrs Timms, lived just outside Compton. They had brought her to the kennels the day before and were now on their way to America for a three-week holiday.


Kate’s long blonde hair was up in a ponytail, and she wore her usual baggy sweatshirt and leggings. “Poor Buttons. She’s pining terribly,” she told Neil. “Won’t touch her food at all.”


Buttons was lying listlessly with her head on her paws. Sad eyes gazed down at the ground.


“She’s lost her sparkle since yesterday, hasn’t she?” Neil said thoughtfully. “Come on, girl, cheer up!” He went over and stroked her gently. “You’ll be fine here.”


Buttons closed her eyes and sighed deeply.


“I’ll leave the food down for a while. She’ll probably eat it later,” Kate decided.


Neil closed the pen behind them, gazing anxiously at the sad little dog. Sometimes dogs did pine for their owners at first, but they usually settled down once they got used to the routine of the kennels and to the love and attention that the Parkers and Kate gave them.


In the pen next to Buttons was Jed, a huge fawn-coloured Great Dane with a gentle nature and an enormous appetite. The large bowl of food Kate put down for him disappeared in seconds.


Then came Sally, a tricoloured basset hound who was very much at home at King Street Kennels. She’d visited plenty of times, as her owners often had to go abroad. As soon as Neil opened her pen, Sally rolled over on to her back with her legs in the air, eager to have her tummy tickled. Neil remembered how Sally had pined when she first came to the kennels a few years ago. He felt sure Buttons would soon be just as much at home.


Kate fed the last of the dogs. Ruff was a golden retriever who was due to go home the following day. He’d attached himself to Kate straight away and sulked if anyone else fed him.


“Well, that’s me done until Monday,” she said, closing the pen door. “You’re back at school then, aren’t you, Neil?”


“Yeah, worst luck!” Neil grimaced. He’d really enjoyed spending so much time at the kennels during the long summer holidays. “We’ve got a new teacher and I’m dreading it!”


“Oh, it’s always like that to start with,” said Kate, sympathetically. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be fine.”


Neil hoped so. Mrs Oakham, who had been his teacher until she left last term, had always encouraged his interest in dogs. It was probably too much to hope that her replacement would be as understanding.
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“Come on, Neil. We’ll be late!” Emily shouted towards the kennels from the back door of the house. She always liked to get to school in time to chat to her friends before going in to class. The first day of term was especially important.


“OK, I’m coming!”


Neil was crouching beside Buttons, stroking her head. She had pined for the rest of the weekend, refusing most of her food and moping in her basket. She hadn’t even ventured into her outside run.


“I’ll be back soon,” he whispered as he stood up. With one last glance at the sad little dog he firmly closed the pen door after him and ran across the courtyard to the house.


“Hurry up!” called their mother. She was waiting outside on the driveway in their green Range Rover. Neil could see Emily and Sarah already on the back seat behind.
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Usually Neil would cycle the couple of miles to school with Chris Wilson, his best friend, who lived a little further along the main road. Although they were the same age and were both short, with dark brown spiky hair, they had some very different interests.


Today, however, Neil had wanted to spend time with Buttons – even if it meant arriving at school with his sisters.


*


“Well, I hope you all like your new classes,” said Mrs Parker as she pulled up alongside the entrance to Meadowbank School.


“I just hope my new teacher’s as good as Mrs Oakham,” said Neil, opening the door and jumping out.


Mrs Parker gave Sarah a quick kiss and waved to Neil and Emily. “Bye. I’ll see you all later this afternoon.”


“Hey! The Puppy Patrol’s arrived!” quipped a familiar voice as they walked through the school gates.


Neil turned and smiled at Hasheem, the class joker. He was used to his friends and other people in the town referring to them as the “Puppy Patrol”. The name had stuck because they were seen around Compton so often in their Range Rover with its King Street Kennels logo.


“Hi, Hasheem. What’s new?” he asked.


“Nothing much. Except our new teacher is friendly, easy-going and doesn’t believe in homework . . .” Hasheem grinned.


“Really?” said Neil, falling for Hasheem’s serious tone.


“In your dreams!” laughed Hasheem.


Neil punched his arm playfully.


When they walked into the classroom their new teacher was already there, writing on the board. He had his back to the class but something about him struck Neil as familiar. When the teacher turned around, Neil gasped in dismay. It was the owner of the Dalmatian they had met on Saturday!


The teacher’s gaze fell on Neil and his face coloured slightly. Obviously, he remembered Neil, too.


“Be seated, please,” the teacher commanded briskly. “And no talking!”


He looked at Neil coldly, as if his remarks were solely for Neil’s benefit.


Just my luck! Neil thought bitterly as he walked to his desk. Of all the people in the world, our new teacher has to be him!


Once they had all taken their seats, they could see the words MR HAMLEY written in block capitals on the blackboard.


“Good morning, everyone. As you can see, my name is Mr Hamley,” he said. “In a minute I’ll ask you all to introduce yourselves. But first I want to make one thing crystal clear: you are here to learn, and I am here to teach you. I will not tolerate any time-wasting or bad behaviour in my class.”


His steely gaze swept over the sea of faces in front of him, then rested on Neil, his eyes narrowing. “Is that understood?”


Something tells me I’m a marked man, Neil thought uncomfortably.


When it was Neil’s turn to stand up and introduce himself, Mr Hamley repeated his name as if committing it to memory.


This was just the start to a new term Neil didn’t need.


Neil felt jittery all morning and was relieved when it was time for break. He couldn’t wait to see Chris and give him the news!


Chris ran his fingers through his thick hair and whistled. “Wow, that’s really tough luck! But maybe he’ll loosen up after a couple of days.”


“I hope so,” sighed Neil. “But I’m not going to hold my breath. You should have seen him looking at me. I’m definitely not his favourite pupil right now!”


The rest of the class weren’t too impressed, either.


“Man, it’s just our luck to get landed with a monster without a sense of humour,” said Hasheem. “I thought I was done for!”


Mr Hamley had asked if anyone knew where the United Nations sat and Hasheem’s reply, “On chairs, sir!”, had resulted in a withering look and a threat of extra homework.


“If he smiled he’d crack his face!” said one of the others.


“And he’s really got it in for you, hasn’t he?” Hasheem asked, turning to Neil. “What have you done to rattle his cage?”


So the other kids had noticed. Neil shrugged his shoulders. He thought it best not to mention the episode with the Dalmatian. “Maybe he just doesn’t like my face!” he replied, trying to laugh. If Mr Hamley knew Neil had told the rest of the class about Saturday, he’d be even more annoyed. Neil just hoped his new teacher would forget all about it sooner rather than later.


*


But Mr Hamley’s mood didn’t improve. He frowned all day and his manner was very abrupt. Especially with Neil. Neil breathed a sigh of relief when the bell rang for the end of school.


Thankfully, Neil shrugged on his jacket and walked out of the school building. He could see the Range Rover parked across the road opposite, and hurried over.


His father was in the driver’s seat this time. Bob Parker was a very large man and had short brown hair not unlike Neil’s. He was wearing one of his green jumpers that had the King Street Kennels logo across his chest. Sarah and Emily were already sitting in the back, grumbling at Sam who was climbing all over them, trying to reach Neil.


Neil made a huge fuss of the collie.


“Hi! How’s Buttons, Dad?” Neil asked as he fastened his seat belt. “Is she any better?”


“No, she’s not too bright,” replied his father, slipping the car into gear. “But it’s still early days. It’s the first time she’s been away from home, so she’s bound to be unsettled. I’m sure she’ll pick up in a day or two.”


“And guess what, Neil,” Emily said. “There’s a new dog at the rescue centre!”


“Is there, Dad? What breed is it? Where did you find it?”


“Hang on, one question at a time,” Bob Parker smiled. “Yes, we have got another dog. Someone found him wandering around in the woods. No collar, a bit skinny, obviously hungry and very frightened.”


“Just like Sam,” said Emily. “Remember?”


Neil had been seven when the poor, weak puppy was found abandoned and brought to the rescue centre. It didn’t take much to persuade his parents to break their own rule and to keep Sam as the family pet, either.


The rescue centre had ten pens for strays but only two were occupied at the moment – by Diamond, a beautiful Afghan hound whose owners had got tired of grooming her, and Max, a black and tan mongrel who had almost certainly been dumped – perhaps when his owners went on holiday – without a collar to identify him.


“If people don’t want their pets, why don’t they find them another home instead of abandoning them?”


“It makes me angry too, Neil,” his father told him quietly. “But that’s why your mum and I started the rescue centre in the first place. It’s good to be able to help these dogs and find them a new home if we can.”


“Can we go and see the dog when we get back, Daddy?” Sarah piped up.


“Yes, but don’t go in the pen, love,” Mr Parker replied. “He’s very nervous and jumpy. He needs some rest and quiet and time to settle down. OK?”


He turned the car into their gravel driveway and pulled up. The three children piled out and hurried over to the rescue centre, a small block set aside from the main kennels.


Their mother was there, filling in a form with details about the new dog. It was important to note the stray’s description and where and when it was found, in case the owner turned up to claim it.


“I suppose you’ve come to see the new arrival?” she asked, smiling at them.


“Can we?” Neil asked.


“Of course. But remember he’s been living rough for a while so he doesn’t look too good. And he’s very nervous, so don’t alarm him.”


She led them to the end pen where a thin, sandy-coloured mongrel was lying in the corner. It stood, hackles raised as they approached, and growled.


“Poor thing,” said Emily softly. “He’s all skin and bones!”


“Not for long,” her mother reassured her. “He’s so wary of us, though, I’d guess he’s been treated badly at some time.”


The dog looked neglected and frightened.


“It’s all right, boy, we won’t hurt you,” said Neil gently, crouching down outside the pen, but the dog backed into the furthest corner of the enclosure and snarled at him.


The pens in the rescue centre were pretty much the same as the ones in the boarding kennel blocks, but a bit smaller, and with basic plastic dog baskets for ease of cleaning. Like the others, there was an outside run as well.


The centre was mostly maintained with the help of money from the local county council and the occasional coffee morning or other fundraising events put on by friends.


The Parkers would nurse mistreated or sick dogs back to full health and then try to find them new, more responsible owners.


“What shall we call him?” asked Sarah.


“How about Growler?” suggested Emily.


Neil shook his head. “He won’t always be a growler, Em,” he said. “Let’s call him Sandy.”


“Sandy it is, then,” said their mother, writing it down on her form. “Leave him to settle, now. You three go and get changed. You’ll find some snacks in the kitchen.”


“Well, how was your first day back at school?” Carole Parker asked as they all sat around the large wooden kitchen table waiting for Bob to serve the dinner. It was his turn to cook the meal tonight.


“Ace!” said Emily. “Mrs Rowntree’s made me Rabbit Monitor.”


“Rabbit Monitor?” asked her dad. “Does that mean you have to keep counting them?”


There was laughter round the table.


“No, silly! I have to look after them with Angie Smith. You know, feed them and stuff.”


“And I suppose it means you have to bring them home in the holidays?” said her mother, with a wry look at her husband.


“Well, I don’t know. We haven’t got any yet.”


More laughter, even louder. Emily flushed, but had to grin as well.


“There’s no need to laugh. Mrs Rowntree says we can get a couple later in the term, when we start learning about them.”


“I got two stars for my picture!” said Sarah, then beamed with pleasure at everyone’s congratulations. She loved drawing and painting.


“How about you, Neil?” his father asked, placing a bowl of hot spaghetti on the table in front of him.


Neil’s smile faded. “Don’t ask,” he said. “Our new teacher, Mr Hamley, is really strict. He’s got no sense of humour, and he’s already got it in for me.”


His parents exchanged worried glances.


“Why? What’s happened?” asked his mother with concern.


Neil described the incident with Mr Hamley and Dotty the Dalmatian on Saturday. “I didn’t mean him to hear what I said about people who don’t know how to train their dogs,” he explained. “But he did hear it and I suppose it upset him.”


Bob Parker looked thoughtful. “The poor man’s probably feeling very embarrassed. And worried, maybe, that you won’t respect him or that he’ll be laughed at if you tell the rest of the class about him. Not the best way for a new teacher to start off, is it?”


Neil nodded. Dad could always make him see things from another person’s point of view and that wasn’t always easy to accept.


“So what should I do now?” Neil asked. “How can I convince him I’m not out to cause trouble?”


“Work hard and try to forget what happened last Saturday,” advised Carole Parker. “This will soon blow over. When he’s settled in a bit more and got to know you, I’m sure you’ll both get on fine.”


Neil hoped his parents were right.
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The next morning Sarah came rushing downstairs looking excited.


“I’ve done it!” she announced triumphantly. “I’ve taught Fudge to sit.”


Fudge was her pet hamster. Sarah knew he was the cleverest hamster in the world, and was always trying to train him to do tricks. Even the fact that hamsters like to sleep a lot during the day didn’t deter her. As soon as Fudge poked his head out of his house for a quick drink or nibble at his food, Sarah seized him for another training session before he could go to sleep again.


“Get real, Sarah, you can’t teach a hamster to do anything,” Emily told her, rolling her eyes in mock exasperation.


“Yes, you can!” Sarah replied. “I told Fudge to sit and he did. So there!”


Neil looked up from his breakfast cereal and grinned at his sisters. It was no use telling Sarah that Fudge only sat because he wanted to. She’d never believe it.


“That’s very good, Sarah,” smiled Bob Parker. “Keep at it and you’ll soon be able to take Fudge out without a lead!”


“Oh, but . . .” Sarah suddenly frowned as she realized her dad was teasing her. The others laughed loudly.


“Oh, you!” she said and stomped out again.


The doorbell rang.


“That’ll be Chris,” said Neil.


He grabbed a piece of toast off the table and picked up his school bag on the way out. “See y’later.”


“Neil! Your hair!” his mother called after him.


Neil grunted and smoothed his hand over his spiky hair which always seemed to be a mess. He gave a quick goodbye fuss to Sam and grabbed his bike.


Chris was waiting in the drive for him. “What kept you?” he asked. “I thought you weren’t coming for a minute!”


“I wish I wasn’t,” Neil told him. “I don’t fancy another day with Hamley. I wish I was in your class.”


“Maybe he’ll be in a better mood today,” Chris said as they set off.


Somehow Neil doubted that.


The two boys cycled through the school gates and over to the bicycle sheds. They locked up their bikes and went over to join a group of friends before the start of lessons.


“Hope you’re ready for another fun-filled day with Smiler,” Hasheem said to Neil.


Neil chuckled. “Just don’t make any more wisecracks,” he warned him.


“Who? Me?” replied Hasheem with wide-eyed innocence. “Would I ever?”


To Neil’s relief, their teacher seemed in a slightly better mood today.


“This morning I want you all to write about yourselves,” Mr Hamley told the class. “Tell me about your families, your hobbies, what you want to do when you leave school. Anything you like. That way I’ll get to know you all better.”


There was the usual clatter of desk lids, sighs and rustling of notebooks, but eventually the room was silent apart from the occasional cough or sneeze and the creak of chair legs.


Neil set about describing King Street Kennels, and his experience with Sam and the other dogs. The words flowed. This was his passion, after all. He was always at his best when he was writing or talking about what he loved most. When the bell went for break, he looked up dazed. Where had the time gone? He felt quite pleased with his work and just hoped Mr Hamley would like it too!


That afternoon when Neil got home, he saw Emily playing their version of football with Sam in the courtyard behind the house. Immediately, Sam lost all interest in the game and ran over to greet Neil joyfully.


“Hello, Sam!” Neil bent down to fuss the dog roughly and playfully. Sam almost seemed to laugh with pleasure. He pushed his head at Neil and pretended to chew his hand.


“Want a game?” Emily asked.


“Sure,” he nodded. “But Chris’ll be here soon. Let’s wait for him, then we can go over to the field.”


Chris arrived a few minutes later and they set off with Sam, a well-chewed ball and some jumpers for goalposts. Once in the field behind the kennels, they divided into two teams – Neil and Sam against Chris and Emily – and kicked off.


“The ball, Sam! Tackle the ball!” Neil shouted as the Border collie ran after Chris, who was dribbling the ball towards the goal. Sam caught up with Chris, pounced on the ball and nosed it away towards Neil. Neil booted it towards goal but it just fell short.
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“Goal, Sam!” he called as Emily raced over to defend. Sam cut in front of her and charged between the two jumpers, pushing the ball ahead of him.


“Goal! Yeah! Way to go, Sam!” yelled Neil, jumping up and punching the air in triumph.


Sam barked and ran round excitedly.


“We need a new rule,” said Chris, gasping for breath. “No touching the ball with your nose allowed!”


“I don’t reckon there’s much that dog can’t do!” laughed Mr Parker, who had been watching them. He leaned his arms on the top rail of the fence.


Sam was now dancing around Neil, barking for the game to go on. Neil bent down to fuss him, then turned to his father. “He’s really great, isn’t he?”


“Well, he should be – you’ve been training him since he was a puppy,” Chris reminded him.


Bob Parker stroked his chin thoughtfully. “You know, I’ve heard they’re going to include a special Agility event at the county show this year. It’s at the end of this month. Why don’t you enter Sam? It would be good experience for him – and you!”


“What’s agility?” asked Emily.


“It’s a kind of obstacle course which dogs have to run round against the clock,” explained Bob.


“Wow! Sam would be great at that. Go for it!” said Chris.


Neil looked at them both, wondering, then down at Sam who was looking up at him, tongue lolling.


“How about that, Sam?” asked Neil, fondling Sam’s ears. Sam barked with enthusiasm. He could tell by Neil’s voice that something exciting was in the air. “You could probably do something like that with your eyes shut, couldn’t you?” Sam’s tail wagged furiously.


The county show was held on the showground near Compton every year. It was a huge event and attracted crowds of people.


“I’d bet on him, anyway,” said Chris.


“Hey, that’s an idea. Why don’t we get people to sponsor him to complete the course?” suggested Neil. “We could raise some money for the rescue centre.”


“No, let’s send the money to the RSPCA for a change,” suggested Emily. “They help all animals, all over the country.” She was a member of several animal support societies and was always looking at ways to raise funds for them. “We could do that, couldn’t we, Dad?” she asked.


“I don’t see why not. We’d have to arrange it properly of course and get some official sponsor forms from the RSPCA.” He nodded approvingly. “But yes, I think it’s a very good idea. I’ll look out the details of the show. There are rules for these things, and you probably have to register early.”


“And I’ll be the first sponsor,” offered Chris.


Back at the kennels, they found Kate just finishing in Block Two.


“How’s Buttons, Kate?” asked Mr Parker.


Kate looked a bit worried. “Still very low, Bob. And she’s hardly touched her food again.”


“We’ll get Mike to look at her when he calls tomorrow, just to be on the safe side,” said Mr Parker. Mike Turner was their local vet from nearby Padsham. He came to check on the dogs twice a week, or when there was any emergency.


“How about Sandy?” asked Neil. “Is he any friendlier, Kate?”


“Not really. He still won’t let me get near him,” Kate replied.


“We’ll go and take a look at him,” said Bob. He turned to Neil and the others. “But remember, don’t come in the pen unless I tell you to.”


“OK. Are you coming, Em?”


“No way! That dog scares me,” she confessed. “Anyway, I want to see Mum about sponsoring Sam for the show.”


“I’m off as well,” said Chris. “See you tomorrow, Neil. Bye, everyone.”


Emily took Sam with her while Neil and his father headed over to the rescue centre.


Sandy was lying in his basket. As soon as he saw them approaching, he jumped out and crouched in a corner, growling softly and quivering.


Mr Parker spoke gently to him as he opened the pen. He walked slowly over to the dog.


Sandy bared his teeth and snarled louder. He looked ready to attack. Neil watched anxiously outside the cage, keeping very still so as not to alarm him. He knew his father was very good with dogs, but this one looked really fierce and unapproachable. Almost like a wild animal.


Still talking, Bob Parker stood very still and slowly took a couple of small dog treats out of his pocket. He placed them on the floor between him and Sandy.


“There now, good boy,” he said quietly, and slowly backed out of the pen.
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“I was a bit worried there for a moment,” Neil admitted as his father shut the kennel door. “Do you think he would have gone for you?”


“If he felt threatened. That’s why you mustn’t go in the pen yet. This dog has been very badly treated by someone and it’s going to take him quite a time to trust anyone again.”


Neil looked anxiously at Sandy.


Even Sam had never been this bad.


Chris phoned after dinner to say that his mum and dad had offered to sponsor Sam in the county show, too.


“That’s brilliant,” said Emily when she heard.


Mrs Parker had been delighted at the whole idea and had readily agreed to write to the RSPCA for sponsor forms. “Why don’t you ask Mrs Smedley if you can leave a sponsor form in the newsagent’s?” she suggested over the top of her newspaper. “I’m sure a lot of people in the town would sign up too.”


“Hey, we could call him the Puppy Patrol dog,” said Emily. “That’d be cool! Brilliant publicity for the kennels too.”


“Sponsor the Puppy Patrol dog – yeah, I like it.” Neil nodded.


“It’s not fair. I want to enter Fudge in the show too,” Sarah pouted.


“There’s a cleverest pet competition, Sarah,” her father told her. “You can enter Fudge in that.”


Sarah’s face lit up. “Oh, good! In that case, I’ll have to go and start on his training as soon as he wakes up!” she said, seriously. “I should be able to get him to beg as well as sit, in time for the show.”


There were snorts and chokes from the others as they tried to suppress their laughter, but Sarah ignored them and left the room.


“Poor Fudge – he won’t get a minute’s peace now!” laughed Carole Parker.


“Maybe I’d better start a training schedule for Sam too,” said Neil.


“I can help, if you like,” offered Emily. “We want to make sure Sam does well against all the other dogs!”


“Well, there’s one dog you won’t have to worry about,” his mother told him. “And that’s your teacher’s Dalmatian. From what you say, he won’t be entering her for any obedience competitions!”


“You’re right,” said Neil, suddenly chilled by the memory of that awful encounter. “That would take a real miracle!”
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Neil was so excited about the coming show that he found it difficult to concentrate on his schoolwork the next day. Reluctantly, he tore his thoughts away from his daydream of Sam being presented with the trophy for first prize and started doing the work his class had been set.


He had felt Mr Hamley’s eyes on him a few times that morning and it made him nervous. Was Smiler still angry with him?


Then, just as he was leaving the classroom for lunch, Mr Hamley called out to him. “I’d like a word with you, please, Neil.”


“Uh-oh. There may be trouble ahead!” sang Hasheem softly as Neil turned back.


Neil walked over to his teacher’s desk, trying not to look nervous.


“Yes, sir?”


Neil could see Mr Hamley was reading his essay about King Street Kennels. He bit his lip. Was it awful?


“I found your essay very interesting, Neil.”


Relief flooded through Neil. He wasn’t in trouble, after all. He relaxed slightly and discovered he’d been clutching the strap of his school bag in a death grip without realizing it.


“Especially this bit about your father’s obedience classes,” Mr Hamley continued. He gave Neil an awkward smile. “As you know, I have a rather unruly Dalmatian. My wife and I have been trying to train Dotty for some time, but without much success. In fact, we’ve almost given up hope. So I wondered if your father would help us train Dotty.”


Neil grinned hugely. He could hardly believe his ears.


“Of course he would, sir! Do you want me to ask him tonight?” he asked eagerly.


Mr Hamley smiled. He didn’t look half so fierce when he relaxed a bit, Neil thought. His eyes sort of twinkled.


“Thank you, but I think it would be better if I telephoned your father myself,” he replied. “Can you give me the number and I’ll get in touch with him tonight.”


Neil left the classroom walking on air. This was better than he dared hope. His dad would teach Dotty to be obedient in no time! Then perhaps Mr Hamley would forget about their first encounter.
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