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One

‘Watch out, you two!’ Mr Hunter warned.

Mandy and James jumped well out of the way of the garden mower. James’s dad had almost finished cutting the grass, a job he disliked. James had been helping by raking up leaves when Mandy arrived, and the two of them decided to join in the garden chores together. Autumn smells of wet earth and leaf mould drifted in the air. It would soon be Bonfire Night.

‘Watch out!’ Mr Hunter yelled again. He stomped past, carrying a heavy load of grass clippings for the compost heap.

James and Mandy followed him up the garden with armfuls of brown leaves.

‘Whoa!’ he said. He sprinkled the grass on to the compost. ‘Drop that lot over there!’ He pointed with his garden fork to another corner, under a beech tree. Then he plunged the fork deep into the compost.

Mandy let the leaves fall in the damp shade of the beech tree. She glanced up and saw James’s new neighbour, a girl of about eight, peering silently over the hedge at them. ‘Hi!’ she said, cheerfully brushing leaves off the front of her jumper. ‘I’m Mandy Hope from Animal Ark.’ She remembered that the little girl had already been into the surgery with her pet rabbit. It wasn’t eating properly. The move to a new house must have upset it. ‘How’s your rabbit?’ Mandy asked.

But the girl didn’t answer. Instead, her pale, staring face with its huge, dark eyes and frame of dark, straight hair, bobbed down behind the hedge without even a smile.

‘What did I say?’ Mandy wondered.

James shook his head. ‘Don’t ask me. I asked her over to visit yesterday. Mum said I had to. She did the same thing to me – just stared and vanished!’

‘Hmm.’ Mandy frowned. The girl couldn’t be all bad. After all, they had something in common: they both had pet rabbits! ‘What’s her name?’

James finished piling up the leaves and brushed his hands against each other. ‘Claire something. She’s the new doctor’s daughter. I don’t know.’ He lost interest and went to rake up more leaves.

‘Good Lord!’ A sudden shout went up from Mr Hunter over by the compost heap.

Mandy sprinted over. James’s dad stood, garden fork poised in mid-air. James ran up the length of the lawn to see what the fuss was about.

‘Look!’ Mr Hunter jabbed downwards with his fork. A large, round bundle of leaves, straw and scraps of newspaper rolled slowly on to the edge of the lawn. ‘It’s moving!’ Mr Hunter cried. ‘It’s moving all by itself !’

Mandy gasped. The bundle, about the size of a football, was in fact rocking and trundling forward of its own accord. ‘Don’t touch it!’ she said. She pulled at James’s sleeve.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘Shh!’ Mandy held up her hand.

Even Mr Hunter lowered his voice. ‘I just stuck my fork into the bottom of the heap there, and hey presto, out came this thing on the end of it!’ he whispered. ‘What on earth’s happening?’

‘I’m not sure. Wait a moment!’ Mandy crouched down beside the moving ball. She was sure her father had shown her one like this before, only not quite so big. It was in a hedge in their own garden at Animal Ark. ‘I think it’s a hedgehog’s nest! Look!’

And sure enough, a long snout emerged from the ball and sniffed the air, followed by two dark, bright eyes, a pair of small, furry ears and two front paws complete with five sharp claws. Half in, half out of its nest, the hedgehog blinked at the daylight.

Mr Hunter, who liked gardening because it gave him a break from his work in the insurance office, leaned on his garden fork for support. ‘I could’ve put a spike straight through that little chap!’ he said, breathing a sigh of relief.

‘Hang on!’ Mandy knelt on all fours. James crouched beside her. The hedgehog was scrambling free of the disturbed nest. Its plump little body squeezed out between a gap in the interwoven wall. It half fell, rolled into a spiky ball, then landed on firm ground. ‘It’s not a chap!’ Mandy whispered. ‘Look!’

Four more tiny, dark noses followed. Four more pairs of front feet. Four miniature balls covered in pale fawn spikes tumbled out of the nest on to the grass.

‘It’s a mother hedgehog!’ Mandy cried. ‘And her babies!’

Mr Hunter wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his sweater. ‘A narrow escape!’ he breathed. ‘Are they all right?’

‘I think so.’ Mandy had recovered from her surprise. ‘I think they must like compost heaps for their nurseries. Loads of maggots and worms and things to eat.’

‘Yuck!’ James shuddered. He watched the mother unroll herself; sniffing, snorting and puffing herself up to take on any enemy. The babies unrolled too and queued up behind her in single file.

‘They don’t like the daylight though,’ Mandy said, worried again.

‘What shall we do?’ Mr Hunter asked. He bent down as if to shoo the mother hedgehog back into the compost heap.

‘No, I don’t think that’s any good. We’d better leave them.’ Mandy knew not to interfere with a mother and her babies. ‘If the mother’s still nursing the little ones and we get in the way now, she’s likely to turn round and destroy them!’ Mr Hunter and James looked shocked.

‘What, she’d kill her own young?’ James said, open-mouthed.

Mandy nodded. ‘Or else she’d just desert them. And that comes to the same thing. Without her, they’d soon die!’

Since Mr Hope had shown Mandy her first hedgehog’s nest, she’d been reading a booklet on the little creatures, not guessing how soon it would come in useful.

The three humans squatted on the edge of the lawn as the hedgehog family sniffed and snuffled to get their bearings. James and Mr Hunter waited for Mandy to decide what to do.

‘She’s probably got another nest somewhere nearby. They usually have half a dozen or so. Let’s wait for her to find a safe one.’ She sounded confident, but Mandy knew these little creatures only came out at night. Daytime smells, sights and sounds could easily confuse them.

They waited. The mother hedgehog sniffed the misty air. Her eyesight was poor, but she made up for it with a sharp sense of smell, according to the booklet. Soon the mother set off, zigzagging up the lawn, her babies close behind. They headed for wide open space, in the opposite direction to the hedge, their natural home.

‘They’re lost!’ James whispered.

Mandy nodded. ‘Afraid so. It’s the daylight that’s throwing them off course, but there’s nothing we can do. Except keep watch!’

‘They’re heading for the house!’ Mr Hunter groaned.

The miniature procession didn’t swerve or falter now. It headed down the side of the house, straight for the chrysanthemum tub outside the Hunters’ front door. Mandy, James and Mr Hunter followed at a safe distance.

‘Maybe she’ll find out she’s going the wrong way!’ James said, trying to be positive. ‘They sure move fast, don’t they?’ The little hedgehog family had covered one hundred metres of lawn in double-quick time. Now they scuttled in circles in the area of the Hunters’ front door.

Then up they went on to the first stone step, heads raised, sniffing the air, even the little ones! And up again in bold procession, mother and four babies, up the next step into the Hunters’ hallway!

‘They’ve gone inside the house!’ James breathed. ‘They’re in the hall!’

‘Hedgehogs in the hall!’ Mr Hunter gulped. ‘They’re all covered in fleas and things, aren’t they? Your mother will have a fit!’

Mandy tried to hold him back while the hedgehogs realised their mistake. But Mr Hunter had panicked. ‘Chrissie!’ he yelled to his wife somewhere inside the house. The hedgehog procession halted, perhaps puzzled by the feel of the hall carpet, the smells of polish and air freshener.

‘Ye-es!’ Mrs Hunter sang out from the kitchen.

‘Don’t come into the hall!’ Mr Hunter warned.

But of course, that’s what she did! ‘What do you mean, don’t come into the hall?’ she demanded, opening the glass panelled kitchen door.

There was a bouncing, scrambling, scrabbling noise behind her; a large animal sound.

‘Blackie!’ It was James’s Labrador, and James was first to realise the dangers. He shot up the steps into the hall, past the family of refugee hedgehogs. He wanted to grab Blackie before the dog pushed past Mrs Hunter and bounded down the hallway. A black Labrador’s soft nose was no match for an angry hedgehog’s spines. James lunged for the dog – and missed!

‘What on earth’s going on?’ Mrs Hunter demanded.

Mandy too shot up the steps into the hall, to stand between Blackie and the hedgehogs. ‘Down, Blackie! Stay down!’ she commanded.

But the dog took no notice. He’d spotted uninvited guests. It was too late to stop him. He took three bounds and crouched, nose to nose with the mother hedgehog!

‘Blackie, don’t!’ James cried.

They stood helpless. The hedgehog tucked her nose under her and flexed her backbone. She turned into a ball of strong, sharp spikes; thousands of them. The tiny babies followed suit.
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The dog growled. He kept his nose to the ground and bared his teeth. He snapped and lunged. Then he leapt back, yelping and whining. He almost felled Mandy, who stood there in the hall, helpless. Blackie recoiled in pain and anger from the hedgehog’s dangerous spikes.

As the dog howled and retreated into the kitchen, the hedgehog made her getaway. Instantly she unrolled and was back on her feet. She was down the hallway before Mandy had time to think. Someone had already locked the wounded Blackie in the kitchen and the four little hedgehogs remained curled up on the carpet. They were probably petrified! But the mother was off!

Out of the house, past James’s puzzled cat, Eric, down the steps, along the front path, scuttling at top speed!

‘Stop her!’ Mandy shouted at Mr Hunter. He stood astride the path between hedgehog and freedom. ‘She’s heading for the road! Stop her!’

‘How?’ Mr Hunter looked bewildered. Like Mandy, he thought too slowly to act. The hedgehog dashed past.

Mandy watched the terrified creature bolt for the gate. She glanced down at the four babies, still tightly rolled and frozen to the spot in the Hunters’ hallway. Then she ran after the mother.

The hedgehog had reached the garden gate. It was closed, but she shot straight under it. Too frightened to sense danger, she ran out into the road.

Mandy could hear a car coming. She flung open the gate. There was a screech of brakes. She heard it and couldn’t bear to look. One hand went up to her eyes. The mother hedgehog had fled out of the Hunters’ garden, straight under the wheels of a car!
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Two

The accident was so sudden and quick that it was over before Mandy really knew what had happened.

The car brakes screeched and skidded. The engine cut out. Then silence!

Mandy uncovered her eyes. ‘Let her be all right!’ she breathed. ‘Oh, please let her be alive!’

The car was slewed sideways, its nose pointed into the ditch on the far side of the road. It had stayed upright and in one piece, however. It was a big, silver car with mud spattered all along its side from the skid. A man opened the driver’s door and stepped out on to the road. He was shaking his head.

‘Did I hit it?’ he asked anxiously. He was a tall, dark-haired man in a dark grey suit.

‘I don’t know!’ Mandy cried. ‘Where is she? I can’t see her!’ She looked wildly up and down the stretch of road.

‘There!’ The man pointed to the gutter by Mandy’s feet. He pronounced the ‘r’ with a long Scottish roll.

Her heart sank. The hedgehog hadn’t escaped the car wheels. She bent down to look, expecting the worst.

The mother hedgehog was curled in a tight ball, but one dark leg stuck out straight at an odd angle. There was no sound from the small creature.

‘Oh!’ Mandy half sobbed. ‘She’s hurt!’

‘But alive,’ the man said, bending down alongside Mandy. ‘Her leg’s broken, I think.’

‘Poor thing!’ Mandy exclaimed in a quiet voice. She looked down at the victim and began to get her thoughts in order. She was over the shock. Now she hoped she could save the hedgehog, and there was lots to do.

She went back to fetch the thick leather gardening gloves which Mr Hunter always had stuffed into his waistcoat pocket, then she thrust her hands deep inside. ‘There,’ she said, gently beginning to talk as she rescued the hedgehog from the gutter. ‘There, there, we’ll look after you!’ Slowly she slid a gloved hand under the tight ball. ‘I want to get her away from the road,’ she told the man. Gently she lifted the hedgehog, rocking her in the palm of the glove as she did so.

The man looked at Mandy and nodded. ‘I’ll straighten up my car,’ he said. ‘In fact, I’ll drive it into my driveway. I live just next door. You can follow me!’

Mandy looked surprised. ‘Next door?’ In the house with the unfriendly girl?

He had one leg inside the car, one hand on the steering wheel. ‘Yes, I’m a doctor. And you seem to know about animals. Between us we should be able to manage this!’ He smiled, then he eased the car straight on the road. He drove it slowly down his own drive.

Mandy continued to think quickly. She glanced up the path to the Hunters’ house. They were still inside, probably looking after poor Blackie and the baby hedgehogs. It would be better if she went with the doctor to his house to tend to the injured mother. She ran carefully down next door’s drive, cradling the hedgehog in the giant gloves.

The same dark haired girl as before appeared silently from behind a pile of wood for the bonfire she was building at the bottom of the garden. Her father waved briefly at her but she didn’t wave back. When she saw Mandy running anxiously into the house after him, she just stared and withdrew again into the shadow of the huge stack of wood.

‘Quick, come into the kitchen. My wife’s here. She’ll be able to help,’ the doctor said.

‘I’ve run over a hedgehog,’ he explained to the small, sandy-haired woman who met them at the kitchen door. ‘Would you boil some water for us and fill a hot-water bottle? Then wrap it in a towel. The hedgehog’s suffering from shock, so we’ve got to keep up its body heat!’ He moved quickly, spreading clean tea towels on the table. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘how do we unroll the poor wee thing?’

‘I know how!’ Mandy told him. She liked this man; his promptness, his Scottish accent. ‘I live at Animal Ark,’ she explained. ‘My mum and dad are both vets. I’m Mandy Hope.’
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