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For Jennifer Weltz





PROLOGUE
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    Ding-dong!


Ding-dong!


Our doorbell is always ringing.


Ding-dong!


Welcome to Animal Inn. My name is Leopold Augustus Gonzalo Tyler. I am a scarlet macaw.


No, I am not the loopy bird you see on that breakfast cereal box. That is a toucan. I am a macaw. Macaws are intelligent and dignified creatures. Toucans are clumsy and make a racket.


Our family began with Mom, Dad, me, and our Tibetan terrier, Dash. I suppose I should also mention their human sons, Jake and Ethan.


Five years ago Cassie was born. She’s a human girl.


Four years ago we adopted Coco, a chocolate Labrador retriever.


Three years ago Shadow and Whiskers showed up at our door. They are sister and brother cats.


And one year ago Jake and Ethan won Fuzzy and Furry at the school fair. They are a pair of very adventurous gerbils.


We used to live in an apartment in the city. But when kid number three and dog number two joined the family, Mom and Dad bought this old house in the country.


Animal Inn is one part hotel, one part school, and one part spa. As our brochure says, We promise to love your pet as much as you do.


Ding-dong!


Would someone please answer the door?


It could be a Pekinese here for a pedicure. A Siamese for a short stay. Or a llama for a long stay. We’ve even had an otter sign up for swim lessons. It’s no wonder the doorbell is always ringing.


On the first floor of Animal Inn, we have the Welcome Area, the office, the classroom, the party and play room, and the grooming room.


Our family, the Tyler family, lives on the second floor. This includes Fuzzy and Furry locked in their gerbiltorium in Jake and Ethan’s room. (More about this later.)


The third floor is for smaller animals. Any guest who needs an aquarium, a terrarium, or a solarium stays on the third floor.


Ding-dong!


Where is everybody?


Maybe they’re out in the barn and kennels. That’s where the larger animals stay.


Here at Animal Inn we can provide just about any habitat a guest might need. Hot, cold, wet, dry, forest, desert. We’ve got it all.


“Habitat” is just a fancy word for “home.” We recently added a new habitat. The first guest to stay there caused quite a stir.


Let me tell you what happened a few weeks ago. . . .
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It began like any other Saturday morning.


Saturday is a busy day at Animal Inn. Mom teaches her Polite Puppies class. Dad and Jake host the Furry Pages. That’s when children read aloud to an animal buddy. And there are grooming appointments and usually a birthday party or two.


On this Saturday morning I was on my perch in the Welcome Area. Dad was tidying up the brochures. Mom was talking on the phone to an old friend from her dog show days.


Suddenly I heard Jake holler from upstairs. “Where could they be?”


“I don’t know,” shouted Ethan. “They were in the gerbiltorium a minute ago.”


Fiddlesticks. Fuzzy and Furry must have escaped again.


Fuzzy and Furry are experts at picking the lock on their gerbiltorium. They usually escape at night, when guests are safely tucked into their cages, crates, tanks, and stalls.


I was a bit worried that Fuzzy and Furry might run into the new guest on the third floor—a boa constrictor named Copernicus.


“Ethan!” Jake shouted. “Start looking!”


“Stop telling me what to do!” Ethan shouted.


“Ethan! Start looking!” Jake shouted again.


“You’re not the boss of me!” Ethan shouted back.


Mom rushed up the stairs. Luckily, the gerbils had not bumped into Copernicus. They were found in Jake and Ethan’s laundry hamper, fast asleep.


A few minutes later Cassie came downstairs, followed by Coco.


“Princess Coco,” Cassie said, “let’s go look for fairies.”


“Just have Coco back in time for Furry Pages,” said Dad. “And careful not to let Shadow out.”


Shadow is supposed to be an indoor cat, but she loves to sneak outside. Cassie and Coco are her best chance for a little adventure.


“Dad,” Cassie said. “We are princesses. I am Princess Cassie, and this is Princess Coco.”
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“My apologies,” Dad said, and smiled. He bowed to them. “I’ll be in the basement if you need me.”


“I can’t believe it!” Cassie whispered to Coco as soon as Dad left. “I just can’t believe it!”


I perked up my ears.  Yes, I do have ears. They’re hidden under my feathers.


What was it that Cassie found so unbelievable?


Like many other five-year-old humans, she can get very excited. “I can’t believe it!” is one of her favorite things to say.


Pizza for dinner? I can’t believe it!


That hermit crab’s name is Banjo? I can’t believe it!


Coco gave a tremendous shake. Luckily, one of Jake’s Saturday chores is sweeping up the Welcome Area.  And after any shake by Coco, the Welcome Area can use a good sweep.


“I can’t believe it,” Cassie said again, and giggled. She headed back upstairs. Coco started to follow.


“Ahem.” I cleared my throat.


Coco got the message. She stopped in front of my perch.


“What is going on?” I whispered.


“So . . . ,” Coco started, “Mom was on the phone. Then the gerbils got lost. Then Ethan got mad at Jake for being bossy. Then the gerbils got found. Then Cassie and I were princesses. Then we—”


“Not that,” I interrupted. “What is it that Cassie can’t believe?”


“Oh,” said Coco. “Cassie can’t believe a lot of things. She can’t believe it’s almost September. She can’t believe it might rain today. She can’t believe there’s mac-and-cheese for lunch. I love mac-and-cheese. Do you like mac-and-cheese, Leopold?”
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