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AUTHOR’S
CONFESSION


When I was young I really wanted to be a squirrel.


I mean it. I totally did. My friends wanted to be dolphins and man-eating lions and tyrannosaurus rexes and so on, but me? A squirrel. 100%.


I mean, what’s not to like? Shiny eyes. Fluffy, silky fur. They zoom about the trees with athletic grace, flying between branches with daredevil casualness.


Most of all I wanted feet that could swivel round. Did you know squirrels’ ankles can rotate through 180 degrees? That’s how they can climb head first down trees.


Why did I want feet that could swivel backwards? I had a hunch it might help on the football pitch. Or perhaps that it may be handy at the push off for the twenty-five-metre crawl.


And then there’s the nuts. It must be cool to be a nut eater, right? There’s the macadamias and brazil nuts, the cashews and pistachios and almonds and sweet chestnuts. Like Christmas all year round! Yummy.


Wrong.


Do you know what squirrels actually eat? Morning, noon and night?


Acorns.


Nothing but acorns.


Hundreds and thousands of acorns. That’s what put me off being a squirrel.


Have you ever tried to eat an acorn? Don’t bother! They’re terrible! Like eating dried-up wallpaper paste. As exciting as a cream cracker that has been hanging around in an Egyptian tomb for 1,001 years.


So I gave up wanting to be a squirrel. But I didn’t stop liking them. And that’s how this story began.
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CHAPTER 1


MYSTERY IN THE PARK


There were three squirrels living in Blackwater Park. Three young squirrels in the very first years of their lives. Three squirrels who thought they had seen it all.


Ben.


Cassie.


Alfie.


It was true that their short lives had been a rather big adventure. Sometimes too much of an adventure: all three were orphans, their parents lost in a terrible storm.


As wild squirrels they lived on the edge. Every day was like an episode of an extreme survival programme.


Except it was for real.


They’d trembled at thunder bursts and dodged dodgy dogs. They’d legged it from lightning, bolted from buzzards, and hidden from herons with razor-sharp bills. Cats had crept up on them, trees had been toppled, and the fairground disco had deafened them.


They thought that nothing could surprise them.


But they were wrong. Because on this late autumn day, while the three hungry friends were out foraging for buried acorns, something totally unexpected came into view.


Cassie saw it first. Her eyes widened and the fur pricked up on the back of her neck.


‘Boys! What’s that?’ she exclaimed. She pointed to the centre of the park where a bizarre-looking creature the size of a monstrously bloated cat dragged itself across the path, moaning loudly.


Alfie and Ben scampered towards it, their noses twitching.
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‘It’s a fat furry monster that can’t walk,’ Ben squeaked in horror. ‘Bloodshot eyes. Yellow fangs.’


‘It’s grabbing its tummy,’ Cassie said, ‘and making horrible noises!’


‘Alfie happy!’ the youngest of the squirrels exclaimed, jumping up and down and dancing a little jig. ‘Alfie can play with the big fat furry monster! Yay!’


‘Stranger danger, Alfie!’ Cassie said sternly.


Ben gave him a strict look.


‘Spoilsports!’ Alfie tutted, rolling his eyes.


‘We should investigate,’ Cassie continued. ‘But you have to promise you won’t get excited, Alfie, OK?’


‘I promise,’ Alfie said, staring at his friends with his huge brown eyes. ‘Naughty Alfie never, ever, ever get even a lickle bit excited ever again.’


The three friends crept cautiously closer as the creature’s terrible cries grew ever louder.


‘I’m finished!’ it gasped. ‘It’s the terrible pain in ma belly! Will nobody take pity on a poooooor weeeee critter?’


‘It’s not a fat furry monster,’ Ben whispered in astonishment. ‘It’s a fat furry squirrel with a Scottish accent!’


Cassie snorted. ‘It can’t be!’


They crept closer still. The creature saw them and fixed them with a pleading look.
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‘My guts … ’ he called softly. ‘My poooor weeee guts are killing me. I need an emergency operation … Get me to a hospital, pals, before it’s too late!’


‘You’re right, Ben!’ Cassie exclaimed. ‘It is a squirrel! But where has it come from? And what is it doing here?’









CHAPTER 2


CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF THE FURRY KIND


The three friends stood gawping at the mysterious new arrival: the biggest, plumpest, most extraordinary squirrel they had ever clapped eyes on. A squirrel with whiskers as thick as steel wire. A squirrel with glowering brows and beady eyes and the tuftiest ears ever seen in squirreldom.


A squirrel wearing a bright yellow tartan jumper with the words ‘NOT INTERESTED’ blazed across the front.


Alfie did a few merry skips to the stranger and took his paw, a look of adoration in his eyes.


‘Will you be my daddy?’ he squeaked excitedly. ‘It’d be great if you’re my daddy! Yay!’


The stranger scowled.


‘Alfie!’ Cassie pulled Alfie back. ‘Don’t you ever listen?’


‘He might have fleas!’ Ben hissed.
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‘Never mind being your daddy, laddie, I’m blowing up like a balloon here,’ the stranger gasped, his quivering tongue hanging out like a rasher of limp bacon. ‘Will you not help out a fellow squirrel in his hour of need?’ He clutched pathetically at a handful of weeds, pulling himself forward another few centimetres with a desperate grunt.


‘What’s your name?’ Cassie asked.


The creature’s expression soured. ‘You don’t recognise Salty the squirrel?’ he snapped.


‘Salteeeee!’ Alfie shouted. ‘Awesome name!’


‘Aye,’ the terrifying squirrel said, glaring at Alfie. ‘Salty by name, salty by nature, and don’t you forget it, laddie.’


His expression suddenly softened and his voice became as sweet as syrup. ‘Now, my dearest pals, what can you do to help?’


‘Are you sure you haven’t just eaten too much?’ Cassie asked.


Salty’s whiskers began to twitch. ‘You’re mighty suspicious for a girl, aren’t you?’ he said.


Cassie’s eyes flashed.


‘Are you saying I’m a wee bit too keen on my grub?’ Salty continued. ‘Are you saying Salty the squirrel is GREEDY?’


‘Yes she is!’ Alfie cried. He grabbed hold of Salty’s belly and began wobbling it. ‘Wibble, wobble, wibble, wobble, wibble! Great big greedy fat boomy bum bum … ’


‘Look!’ Ben yelled, pointing across to the trees. ‘It’s the megapoodle doggy thing!’


The others whipped round, their hearts hammering as they saw the loose dog running after pigeons.


The megapoodle skidded to a halt and turned towards the squirrels. Slobber dripped from his goofy teeth. Springy hair stuck up in bizarre tufts all over his body.


His eyes narrowed with a look of evil delight.


‘He’s seen us!’ Cassie cried. ‘Run!’









CHAPTER 3


CANINE CHAOS


Alfie scampered away in a flash, scattering several panicked pigeons into the air, flapping like crazy.


The megapoodle accelerated, barking wildly, his paws a blur, his eyes wide with excitement.


‘I’m stuck on my back, pals!’ Salty yelled. His paws bicycled the air, his overstuffed belly wobbling as he wriggled one way then the other.


‘Roll me over!’ he hissed.


Cassie and Ben grabbed him, grunting as they tipped him back on to all fours.


‘The playground!’ Cassie yelled. ‘Quick as we can!’


Cassie and Ben moved like liquid lightning towards Alfie, already far ahead.
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Salty moved like gloopy porridge. ‘Doesn’t that dog know who I am?’ He wheezed.


Little beads of sweat began to collect in the fur of his ears.


‘What kind of freaky dog is it anyway?’ Salty panted. ‘Weird-looking beasty.’


‘Stop wasting your breath!’ Ben scolded. ‘Get a move on.’


The dog barked louder, now just seconds behind the squirrels.


Cassie yelled, ‘Throw your jumper!’


‘I cannae!’ puffed Salty. ‘It was knitted by my dear old ma!’


‘Don’t be soppy!’ she replied.


The dog lunged for Salty’s backside, teeth flashing.


‘Whoa!’ The enormous squirrel put on a spurt of speed, slipping off the jumper and throwing it as he went.


The megapoodle pounced on the garment, his razor-sharp teeth instantly ripping it to shreds.


The move won the squirrels a few extra seconds. Alfie, Ben and Cassie made it to the playground, rushed around the roundabout, slalomed past the seesaw and clambered up the climbing frame.


‘Come on, great big pudgy lazy bones!’ Alfie cried to Salty.


‘Catch me!’ Salty yelled.


He sprang skywards in a desperate lunge, his jaw clenched tight, his paws outstretched. Atop the climbing frame, Cassie and Ben snatched him out of the air.


The dog raced up, skidded on a slippery patch of mud and banged into the frame. The beast slumped to the ground, momentarily stunned.
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High above, Salty was swinging in mid-air, held by Ben and Cassie.


‘Don’t drop me!’ Salty begged. He stared down at the dog, his eyes popping as he saw him stir.


‘We’re trying our best,’ Cassie said through gritted teeth.


The dog’s eyes flickered back to life.


Salty fell …


Bounced on the dog’s tummy …


… On to a plastic playground frog which was mounted on a huge spring.


As it bent backwards with a squeaky creak, Salty hung on for dear life. Then …
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The spring shot forward, propelling the unfortunate Salty at high velocity. As he cartwheeled through the air, the calm birdy tweets and distant rumble of traffic were shattered by the loudest and longest and deepest burp that Ben, Cassie and Alfie had ever heard.
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‘Cool!’ Alfie exclaimed. ‘He’s a flying plumpy whirling burpy stunt squirrel!’


Salty plunged into the middle of the pond and sank out of sight.
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CHAPTER 4


POND LIFE


Ten minutes later, after the groggy megapoodle had been chased away by some kind children, the three squirrel friends scurried to the side of the pond.


The surface was deadly calm. Not a ripple could be seen.


‘We’ll never forget you, Salty!’ Alfie called over the water, his little voice cracking as he spoke.


‘Never forget me?’ hissed a familiar voice from the reeds. ‘I should hope not!’


Salty lunged from the shallows, covered in duckweed and green slime.


‘It’s you!’ Ben exclaimed. ‘We thought you were fish food.’


‘You’re alive!’ Alfie said. ‘Alfie happy!’


Salty emerged on to dry land, shaking himself and showering the others with pond water.


‘Me? Munched by a minnow?’ Salty snorted. ‘I’ve got Special Forces survival skills, pal, don’t you worry about me.’
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