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            For all the small animals in my life, especially Joe, Noah, Niamh and Freya. JS

            
                

            

            For all the little animals in this Big Forest, but especially mine in our Little one. RB
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         It was a warm and sunny morning. Only two small white cotton-wool clouds could be seen floating in the endless blue of the sky. Birds flickered amongst the trees singing greetings to the world of the Big Forest.

         Armadillo was shuffling about in his dressing gown and his old comfy red slippers. He had dragged a table on to the front porch for breakfast. He laid a blue and white chequered table cloth over the top. There were two blue place mats and two blue napkins. Armadillo’s second favourite colour was blue. (His first was cheese-colour.)4

         There was also a bowl of muesli for Hare and a lump of Gorgonzola for Armadillo.

         He stood back and admired his work. Breakfast on the porch. Sunshine. Birds singing. Cheese on the table. Splendid!

         Hare came outside in his blue pyjamas, the ones with little stars on them. He beamed when he saw the breakfast table.

         ‘You have been busy!’ Hare exclaimed. ‘There’s my muesli! Thank you, Armadillo. Oh, I see you’ve got your stinky cheese.’ Hare’s nose and whiskers wrinkled.

         ‘Hare, you know very well that this is my “wake-up” cheese. It has such a tang on the tongue, it makes my brain whirr and whizz like an electricity power station.’

         They sat down at the little table and began 5to eat. Every so often one of them would lean back in his chair and gaze out at the flower-dotted meadow.

         Hare gave a happy sigh. ‘Such a beautiful day,’ he murmured. His eyes closed and his extraordinary ears began to softly stroke each other. Hare’s ears always did that when he was thinking – or dreaming.
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         6Now he opened his eyes, looked at his old friend across the table, and smiled. ‘I was remembering how we met,’ he said.

         Armadillo chuckled. ‘It wasn’t a day like this!’

         ‘No it wasn’t,’ Hare agreed. ‘The rain! The thunder and lightning! You know I can’t stand storms. I was terrified.’
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         ‘You were also very, very wet,’ Armadillo reminded him. ‘There was a loud banging on the door, and when I opened it there you were, looking like a wet dishcloth, with ears. I don’t think I have ever seen such a bedraggled mess of an animal before or since.’

         Hare smiled again. ‘But you 7took me in and I stood by your fire and made a huge wet puddle on the floor. You could have sent me away. But you didn’t.’

         Armadillo frowned. ‘Well, I wouldn’t have wanted any creature to be out in such a dreadful storm.’ He reached for a bit of bread and carefully spread it with more Gorgonzola. ‘Besides,’ he added mischievously, ‘I had no idea how much trouble you would be.’

         Hare’s ears gave a cheerful flick. ‘Nonsense. I was the perfect guest and you, dear Armadillo, were lonely.’

         ‘Lonely? Me? I like my own company.’

         ‘You were lonely,’ Hare repeated.

         ‘Only a tiny bit.’

         ‘Big enough of a bit to let me stay,’ Hare pointed out, chewing the last spoonful of muesli.8

         ‘Oh, psshhh!’ Armadillo pulled a grouchy face. It made Hare laugh so hard half the muesli splattered from his mouth.

         ‘See what I mean? You’re nothing but trouble.’ Armadillo’s shoulders heaved with silent laughter while he took his napkin and brushed off the bits of muesli stuck to the front of his dressing gown.

         
            [image: ]

         

         9He went on. ‘Do you realise, Hare, it’s exactly one year, five months and twenty-three and a half days since you arrived on my doorstep? I think we should celebrate, a party maybe.’

         ‘A party!’ breathed Hare. If anyone liked parties, it was Hare. His ears made frantic signals in every direction, and his whiskers positively danced.

         
             

         

         Everyone was invited. Wombat arrived on her bicycle, with a lot of parping and pinging. Tortoise and Lobster were sitting in the little basket that hung over the handlebars.

         ‘Otherwise they might never have got here in time,’ said Wombat, winking at Hare.

         Lobster shuffled indignantly into the cabin. 10‘Actually I can move pretty fast,’ she snapped.
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         Elephant and Jaguar came out of the Big Forest. Invisible Stick Insect hitched a ride on Jaguar’s head, sitting between her ears. Nobody noticed of course. She was invisible, after all.

         Giraffe strode across the meadow to the cabin door and wanted to know what kind of party it was going to be.

         ‘It’s a sitting-down party, Giraffe,’ Armadillo declared. ‘It’s not a standing up party. If you 11stand up your head will go through the ceiling and if Elephant stands up he’ll probably break everything. I think you and Elephant go by the window and we will pass cakes out to you. I wouldn’t want you to miss out and we can still chat.’

         But just as everyone managed to squeeze into the little cabin, all the lights went out. Blackness filled every corner. A chorus of startled voices sang out.12

         ‘What’s happened?’

         ‘Why is it dark?’

         ‘Ow! Someone trod on my foot.’

         ‘Is that a wardrobe I’m bumping into or is it Elephant?’

         Armadillo tried to calm everyone. ‘Be patient. I’ll find a candle. The electricity has gone off.’

         There was only one candle, and it gave off a rather faint light.

         ‘We can’t have a party in the dark,’ Tortoise announced. ‘Parties need lots of light.’

         Wombat made her way carefully across to Armadillo. She told him that if he brought the candle she could check the electric wiring upstairs in the attic. Wombat was an excellent electrician, plumber and general handywoman, 13not to mention her acrobatics on her bicycle. ‘It’s probably a loose wire,’ she told him.

         ‘If we take the candle it will be completely dark down here,’ Armadillo pointed out.

         Jaguar smiled, showing her glinting teeth. ‘I like the dark,’ she purred ominously.

         ‘I think I might be able to help there,’ suggested Hare brightly. ‘I can play my tuba and hopefully something party-ish will float out of the top.’

         So he did, and tried very hard to play light music. Out of the top of the tuba came fireflies and glow-worms, tiny dancing fireworks and bright neon signs that said ‘CAFÉ’, ‘DOUGHNUTS’ and ‘CAR WASH’. (Hare 14had no idea about that last one.) They drifted over the heads of the animals and slowly vanished, only to be replaced by more as Hare played on.
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         Meanwhile, upstairs, Wombat was crawling amongst the wiring while Armadillo held the candle for her. She was trying to find where the wiring was broken. It did not take her long because she could now hear an angry, electric buzzing noise. There, beside two ends of a broken 15wire, Wombat found a small, very fuzzy and scared mouse. Her jagged tail was sticking straight up into the air like frozen lightning. It was clear that Mouse had chewed through the cable and the electric shock had made her tail turn into a lightning bolt and her body into a hair brush.

         Mouse’s body was still fizzing with electricity. Armadillo and Wombat both noticed that she seemed to be rather elderly. Mouse was leaning on a small walking stick and it reminded Armadillo of his own mother. 16When she was old she had needed a mobility scooter. Armadillo sighed.

         ‘Mouse,’ he began, rather gruffly. ‘I hope you’re all right, but you have plunged my house into darkness just as we were having a party downstairs.’

         Mouse was still trembling and her voice was unsteady. ‘Such a shock. Urgh! I was hungry. No food for days. I–I was sure I’d find something in your attic. I’m so sorry I’ve ruined your party.’ Mouse’s eyes brimmed with tears.

         Wombat looked at Armadillo and raised one bushy eyebrow. What was Armadillo to do?

         Armadillo’s shoulders heaved a sigh. ‘Hmm. Wombat, can you repair the wiring?’

         ‘Of course. It’s my job. I’m switching off 17the electricity supply here. I’m putting these two ends back together. Then I’m switching it back on and – there!’

         Suddenly the house was filled with light. A cheer rose up the stairs from below.

         ‘Thank you, Wombat,’ said Armadillo. ‘Now then, Mouse, you pop into my cardigan pocket. We are going downstairs to eat. There are friends down there. Lobster, Tortoise, Jaguar—’
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         18‘Jaguar!’ Mouse almost had a heart attack.

         ‘Yes, but don’t be afraid. Jaguar can be quite civilised, especially when there’s cake to eat. There’s always cake at parties. Anyhow, this is my house and you are safe with me.’

         Nevertheless, Mouse decided she would stay in the warm comfort of Armadillo’s cardigan pocket. He gave her several crumbs of his favourite Gorgonzola cheese. He told her that he would make sure he left more crumbs out at night, just for her.
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         When they got downstairs, Mouse was entranced by the dancing lights of the fireflies and glow-worms. However, she did notice that 19Jaguar kept looking at her in a fond kind of way. Mouse thought it might have been a friendly kind of fondness but she wasn’t sure. She ducked back down into the safety of Armadillo’s cardigan pocket.
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         The party was a great success. They all went outside to dance, while Hare played his tuba. Then all the animals made a long, dancing line, one behind the other, led by Giraffe. That was how they made their way home,

         Armadillo and Hare watched them until they disappeared from sight. They smiled at each other.20

         ‘Time for bed,’ said Armadillo.

         ‘Indeed,’ said Hare, putting down his tuba. ‘Goodnight, Armadillo.’

         ‘Goodnight, Hare. Goodnight, Mouse,’ Armadillo added, peering into his pocket. ‘Oh, she’s already fast asleep.’

         Armadillo tiptoed upstairs to his bedroom.
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