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         They all gathered closer as Great-Uncle Horace slowly pulled back the towel. Zoe peered inside the basket and saw a little ball of light fur covered in brown and white spikes.“It’s a hedgehog!” she exclaimed.
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            Chapter One

            School at the Zoo
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         Zoe Parker poured the milk on to her breakfast cereal, doing a little dance as she did so.

         “Careful!” said Zoe’s mum, Lucy, as some milk splashed on the table.

         “Sorry!” Zoe said, grinning. “I’m just so excited. Today is going to be the best day ever!” 2

         Meep, a mouse lemur and Zoe’s best friend, hopped up and down on the chair next to her. Zoe passed him a bowl filled with blueberries and sliced banana. “Here’s your breakfast, Meep,” she said.

         With a happy yelp, Meep began gobbling up the fruit. Eating was his favourite thing in the whole world. A cheery trumpeting noise outside made Zoe smile. The elephants were obviously excited about having their breakfast too.

         Zoe was excited because today she wasn’t going to school – her school was coming to her! Zoe’s class were visiting the Rescue Zoo on a trip and her teacher, Miss Hawkins, had decided that this year they’d choose an animal to adopt. Zoe’s class would learn all about the animal and visit it every half-term, and they 3would also create a display about it in their classroom. “I wonder which animal my class will choose,” she mumbled through a mouthful of cereal.

         “Well, they certainly have a lot to choose from,” replied her mum.

         Zoe looked at the clock on the wall. The class would be here soon, and Great-Uncle Horace hadn’t arrived yet.

         Zoe’s Great-Uncle Horace was a famous explorer and animal expert. He saved animals from all over the world who were injured or endangered and brought them to live in his rescue zoo. Zoe and her mum lived at the zoo too, in a cosy cottage in the grounds. Lucy was a vet in the zoo hospital and Zoe dreamed of one day working as a zookeeper.

         Great-Uncle Horace had promised he’d 4give Zoe’s class a talk about the zoo and about their chosen animal at a party in the café at the end of the day. He’d also said he’d join Zoe for breakfast so he could come and meet her class as they arrived.

         “Do you want me to phone Uncle Horace to see what’s happened?” Lucy asked.

         “Yes, please,” replied Zoe.

         As Zoe’s mum left the room to make the call, Meep leaped on to the windowsill, waving his paws excitedly.

         “What is it?” asked Zoe, looking out of the window. Outside a breeze was blowing through the trees and the bright blue 5sky was filled with swirls of orange and gold leaves.

         “It’s raining leaves!” Meep chattered.
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         Zoe giggled. She was able to understand what the little lemur was saying because 6she had a special gift – she was able to talk to animals! Nobody knew Zoe could do this, though, not even her mum or Great-Uncle Horace. It was Zoe’s secret.

         “It’s not raining leaves, Meep,” she said, stroking his silky grey fur. “It’s autumn.”

         “I love autumn!” Meep said, but then looked a little worried. “But won’t the trees get cold without their leaves?”

         “No,” Zoe told him. “They like it that way during the winter. And then they’ll grow new ones next spring!”

         Zoe’s mum came back into the kitchen holding her vet’s bag. “Great-Uncle Horace says he’s very sorry he wasn’t able to join us for breakfast. He’s had to make an emergency rescue but he’ll be here as soon as he can.”

         Zoe’s heart sank. Great-Uncle Horace 7rescued animals from all over the world, so there was no way to know where he might be, or when he’d be back.

         “Why don’t you go and wait for your class by the zoo gates when you’re ready?” Lucy said, popping an apple into her vet’s bag. As always, a stethoscope was poking out of the top of the bag.

         “I’m ready!” cried Zoe, leaping up.

         “Er, you might want to put some shoes on first,” her mum said with a laugh.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Zoe looked down at her feet and giggled. She was still wearing her fluffy penguin slippers.

         
             

         

         8She picked up Meep and raced from the room.
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         As soon as she was ready, Zoe hurried out of the little cottage with Meep on her shoulder. She skipped past the lions eating their breakfast and the hippos bathing in the mud and the monkeys swinging from 9their trees. She ran past the reptile house and the nocturnal mammal house and the petting zoo, calling a cheery “hello” to all her animal friends as she went. Her mum was right. There were so many animals in the Rescue Zoo; how would her classmates be able to choose just one to adopt?
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         10Finally, they reached the gates at the zoo’s entrance. Meep scampered up to the top of the gate, perching on a carving of Great-Uncle Horace’s hot-air balloon.

         “Can I be adopted by your class, Zoe?” he chirped.

         Zoe shook her head. “You’ve already been adopted – by me!”

         Meep was the only animal in the zoo who didn’t live in an enclosure. He lived with Zoe and her mum in the cottage. He even slept curled at the foot of Zoe’s bed!

         “They’re coming! They’re coming!” Meep cried as the school bus made its way down the road. Zoe’s tummy fluttered with excitement as the bus came to a stop, and one by one her classmates came through the gates. At the end of the line was their teacher, Miss Hawkins.

         11“Today is going to be so cool!” exclaimed Zoe’s friend Priti, giving her a hug.

         “I can’t wait to see the lions,” Jack said, grinning. “And the llamas and the sloths.”

         “Don’t forget the monkeys,” added Nicola.

         “My favourite are the elephants,” said Elliot.

         “I like the giraffes,” said Grace. “Especially the baby giraffe, Jamie. He’s so cute.”

         Zoe smiled. By the sounds of it her class wanted to adopt the entire zoo!

         Meep scampered over to Zoe’s friends and started dancing around their feet.

         “Hello, Meep!” Priti cried, bending down to stroke him.

         The last person to get off the bus was 12a new boy called Toby. He was wearing a red woolly hat and clutching the sketchbook he took everywhere with him. Toby had only just started at their school, and he was really quiet.

         “Hey, Toby, come and meet Meep,” Priti called.

         As the others looked at Toby, his face blushed as red as his hat. He shuffled over, but instead of looking at Meep he started flicking through his sketchbook.

         “OK, everyone, it’s time to get into groups,” called Miss Hawkins. “Then you can go and look at the animals.”

         “Yay!” cheered Elliot.
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         13“Can my group go straight to the elephants, please?”

         “You can visit the animals in any order,” replied Miss Hawkins, “as long as you see all of them.”

         Miss Hawkins divided the class into groups. Zoe was put in a group with Priti, Elliot, Jack, Toby and Grace – and Meep, of course, who had now jumped back on to her shoulder. Just as they were about to go off and explore, they heard the roar of an engine coming down the road. A Jeep screeched through the zoo gates, driven by a man with tufty white hair and a bushy white beard.

         “Great-Uncle Horace!” Zoe cried. She was so pleased he’d made it in time.

         “Goo! Goo!” Meep scampered over to the Jeep. Great-Uncle Horace had rescued 14Meep when he was a tiny baby and, like all the animals in the zoo, Meep really loved him. He wasn’t able to pronounce his name properly, so the little lemur called him Goo.

         Zoe followed Meep over to the Jeep, and her class crowded round too. Great-Uncle Horace was wearing a tweed jacket and trousers and a stripy scarf. A beautiful hyacinth macaw was perched close to him. It was his beloved pet, Kiki, who went everywhere with him.

         15“Good morning!” bellowed Great-Uncle Horace. “I’m sorry I’m late. I had an important rescue to attend to.”
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         16Zoe’s skin prickled with excitement. She loved it when Great-Uncle Horace brought a new animal to the zoo. What would it be this time? She couldn’t see any animals in the Jeep – just a lot of luggage.

         “Hello, Zoe,” said Great-Uncle Horace, giving her a hug. “Hello, Meep.” He bent down to pat the little lemur on the head. “So, would you all like to know who I’ve rescued?”

         “Yes, please!” the children cried.

         Zoe frowned. Where could this mysterious animal be?

         Great-Uncle Horace reached into the back seat of the Jeep and pulled out a basket covered with a towel. “You’ll have to be very quiet, though,” he said. “We don’t want to startle him.”

         17“It must be a very small animal,” said Elliot.

         “I think it’s a rabbit,” whispered Nicola.

         “Or a mouse,” said Jack.

         They all gathered closer as Great-Uncle Horace slowly pulled back the towel. Zoe peered inside the basket and saw a little ball of light fur covered in brown and white spikes.
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         18“It’s a hedgehog!” she exclaimed.

         “An African pygmy hoglet, to be precise,” replied Great-Uncle Horace with a twinkly-eyed grin.

         “A hoglet?” asked Zoe.

         “It’s what you call a baby hedgehog,” replied Great-Uncle Horace. “Someone set him free in the woods,” Great-Uncle Horace explained. “He used to be a pet. Unfortunately once an animal like this has been kept as a pet, it has no idea how to survive in the wild.”

         Zoe frowned, feeling very sorry for the baby hedgehog. She wished that the hedgehog’s owners had made sure he was safe instead of setting him free in the woods. He must have been scared!

         “Don’t worry, Zoe,” said Great-Uncle Horace. “That’s why I’ve brought him 19here. The zoo will be the perfect home for him.”

         The hedgehog looked up at Zoe with shiny black eyes. There were a few faint white whiskers on either side of his pointed nose.

         “He’s so sweet!” Priti exclaimed.

         As the rest of the class gathered closer, the hedgehog suddenly rolled into a ball. His face completely disappeared!

         “He must be feeling shy seeing so many of you,” Great-Uncle Horace said. “Never mind. I’ll go and get him settled into his new home at the nocturnal mammal house.”

         “Ooh, can I come too?” cried Zoe. She loved helping the new animals get settled into the zoo, especially because she was able to talk to them. It helped them feel 20welcome and happy.

         “I don’t see why not,” replied Great-Uncle Horace. “As long as it’s OK with Miss Hawkins.”

         “I promise I won’t be long,” Zoe told Miss Hawkins earnestly. “I’ll catch up with my group.”

         Miss Hawkins nodded. “Fine with me!”

         “Thank you!” As Zoe set off with Great-Uncle Horace and Meep, she turned to see which way her group were going. Priti, Elliot, Jack and Grace were all chatting excitedly together as they headed towards the 21elephant enclosure – but the new boy, Toby, was trailing far behind them.

         Zoe sighed. Poor Toby looked really sad. But the sight of the animals at the Rescue Zoo would cheer him up for sure!

         At least, Zoe hoped so.
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