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To every child 
that has ever felt not good enough, 
who believes in unconditional love with an animal friend, 
who believes that animals can save us from ourselves, 
and who needs to know that you have a hero inside you 
that can conquer any fear.

You are whoever you want to become.

I believe in you. And I am by your side.

Also

To the ten-year-old me in 1978 who wished on the brightest 
star in heaven that I might be strong enough and brave 
enough – and dreamed up Vetman as my hero.

He would encourage everyone to shine a little light, 
so that the world might be a better place 
– for all of the animals and for all of us too.
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The Man With No Name

He mumbled curses as he stamped through the streets, hauling his bulging shopping bags, his tattered black coat and trousers trailing in the sleet and his scrunched-up hat pulled low on his turnip-shaped head. The metal toes of his heavy leather boots echoed off the cobblestones. On the edge of the town square, red-cheeked children were scooping snowballs, and their laughter chimed with the carols coming from the shop doorways that were rimmed with decorations and scribbled with ice. Mums and dads rushed about, their arms full of presents.

How he hated them. How he hated it all. Their

Christmas cheer, their twinkling lights, their tinsel and their laughter. He saw the dogs sitting up peering through bright windows, and the cats preening their long whiskers. He hated them too. He took everything in with his wizened stare. Truly it was the very worst time of year. Christmas … Even the word tasted foul in his mouth.

If anyone had managed to catch a glimpse of the man’s shadowy face, they’d have noticed that he was different somehow – maybe not quite human. His eyes were as dark as coal in deep buckets, and his ears were scrunched up like nuggets of cauliflower. His bumpy parsnip nose was covered in pimples and his three chins bristled with tufts of spiky hair. His arms were long, with big shovel-like hands that hung right down to his knees, which bulged out of his ripped trousers, as pale as potatoes peeping through a torn sack. A flock of pigeons pecking at the ground turned as one as he approached. Their normal bravery left them and they took flight, circling high overhead.

The man reached his motorbike, which was dusted with snow, and loaded his purchases into the compartments on either side. Fertiliser, cleaning fluid and a dozen other things besides. He took in the scene one final time with utter disdain – joy and cheer everywhere, filling the streets, seeping around the clock tower, the church, the town hall, the shops and the Christmas tree that stood in the middle of the square, bathing all in its warm glow. He imagined the darkness inside him pouring out and swallowing it all.

The man took off his hat and his tangled mane of grey, dank hair fell loose over his shoulders like limp, rotting lettuce. A young boy wielding a snowball stopped suddenly at the sight of the man’s scowling face.

‘What are you looking at?’ snapped the man.

The little boy dropped the snowball and turned away.

The man shoved his scrunched-up hat inside his coat, pulled on his motorcycle helmet and swung his leg over the saddle. With two thrusts of his heel, the bike burst into life, coughing out thick black smoke into the night sky and spitting dirty cinders into the white snow as it growled away and out of the village.

  

The pigeons did not land again until he was gone.

The fire inside the man’s chest grew like a volcano of hatred as he left town and wound his way through the empty country roads. The bike’s headlights picked out the cascading flakes of snow and a strip of tarmac as black as his heart.

Now he had everything he needed, every ingredient to take away their happiness and cast their Christmas in shadow. In a week’s time, in thousands of homes across the land, their tears would fall just like the snow.
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The Man With No Name felt his thick lips curl into a rarely used smile.

It was going to be glorious. His crowning triumph.

Suddenly, as he rounded a bend, a small hunched-up shape was struggling through the snow in a panicked shuffle to cross the road. A hedgehog, disturbed no doubt from his winter hibernation.

The Man With No Name didn’t even need to think. With barely a twitch of his lanky arms, he adjusted his front wheel and drove straight at the tiny, terrified creature. The fleeing and flailing limbs of the poor little hedgehog were not quick enough.

He felt a very satisfying bump under the front wheel, and he didn’t even bother to look back.

His day was turning out even better than expected.



Chapter 1

Pirate leapt up on his back legs and pawed the mesh door of his pen, like he always did when Imogen came on her rounds. Ciara, the lady who ran Pet Haven, said that he was one of the cleverest and bravest dogs she had ever had the privilege of rescuing, and she’d been doing it for over thirty years! Pirate had had a tough start in life when he was abandoned by the side of a lonely road in the dark, and he was just grateful to have a roof over his head and some cuddles.

All the other dogs were barking and howling now they’d seen the big sack of food that Imogen pushed along on her trolley, but not Pirate. He cocked his black-and-white bristly head to one side in that cute way that only he could and just panted, his tail whipping back and forth. Imogen set down the trolley and stroked his muzzle through the bars of the gate.

‘Hello, boy,’ she said. ‘Sorry I didn’t come sooner. I was busy cleaning out the pens. You ready for your walk?’

As Imogen picked up a lead from a peg nearby, Pirate’s tail wagged even more furiously.

She’d been coming to Pet Haven for almost six months now, four times a week, since the summer. Volunteering had been her mum’s idea, when Imogen had been pestering to have her own doggie friend. Mum thought actually seeing what the responsibility was like might put her off the idea – walking whatever the weather, picking up dog poo, maybe not being able to do things because her dog would need looking after. But Imogen never saw any of her responsibilities as a chore – she saw them as a privilege. In fact, Imogen loved everything about the rescue and rehoming centre: feeding, cleaning the pens, grooming and clipping nails, helping to build play areas … For her, being with the animals was way better than being with any humans anywhere.
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And she adored all the dogs, whatever the breed, from the small Chihuahua who yapped all the time, to the lolloping Great Dane with his big tongue that slobbered everywhere. Pirate, though, was her favourite. He was a collie sheepdog with a white face and a black patch of fur over his left eye. He wasn’t young but wasn’t old either; nobody knew his real age. Even after Imogen brushed his hair – which she regularly did, and he loved it – Pirate was always scruffy. As Imogen fixed the lead to his collar, he was bouncing around on his paws.

‘You want your coat?’ she said. ‘It’s cold out there.’

But Pirate was already pulling towards the door, heading for the big field.

Walking the dogs was Imogen’s favourite part. She could have spent her entire life in the field, watching the dogs running around together as they were sniffing in the hedgerows and enjoying every single moment of freedom. As she and Pirate walked together, she would talk to him, telling him about her day at school, the things that made her happy and the things that made her worried. He would cock his head and prick his ears, and she was sure he understood in his own way.

There were all kinds of dogs at the sanctuary, from puppies that were given up, to dogs left behind when someone had died or couldn’t look after them any more. Sometimes it was worse, and the animals that came in had been neglected. That broke Imogen’s heart. Some poor dogs and cats had faced difficulties and trauma that left them wary and afraid of humans and other animals, snarling and scratching and even trying to bite. Ciara explained to Imogen that all of them really just wanted badly to feel safe and loved. Deep down, isn’t that what everyone wants?

Every week, people wanting to adopt dogs or cats would come to Pet Haven. Sometimes they’d foster a dog for a few days before making a decision. It was normally the cutest or quirkiest or youngest dogs that found a home easily. It was more difficult for older, scruffy ones like Pirate, who’d come in when his elderly mum had died. Ciara’s policy was that she’d never put a dog or cat to sleep unless it was very sick and in pain, but money at the sanctuary was always a huge struggle. They relied on donations, and Imogen wanted to do all she could to help. One time she baked cookies for the garden fete – each shaped like Pirate, of course. Another time she made a flower bed out the back in the field and then potted the plants in little containers for a flower sale. Her dad had always been in the garden, and he’d said she had green fingers too.

When it was time to leave at three o’clock, Imogen gave Pirate a last huge cuddle before she closed the gate of his pen.

‘Sorry, Pirate,’ she said. ‘Thank you for talking with me. I’ll see you very soon.’

He licked her hand and whined. This was always the worst moment.

‘One day you’ll come home with me,’ Imogen whispered. ‘I promise.’

Pirate’s tail wagged in understanding.

Imogen gave Ciara a wave as she ran towards the entrance.

‘Thanks again, Immy!’ Ciara called after her. ‘See you soon.’

When Imogen got outside she saw that there was a Christmas tree strapped to the roof rack of their car. Mum had been to the garden centre. Imogen climbed into the front with her mum. Findlay, her brother, was on his game console, as usual, in the back seat.

‘Hey,’ said Imogen.
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Her brother didn’t even say hello. His brown fringe practically covered his eyes. Findlay was like that a lot of the time – in his own world. It was worse since Dad had died.

As her mum pulled away, a flash caught Imogen’s eye. There was a large black bird, a crow, she thought, standing very still on the roof of the kennels. Only its head moved, twitching from side to side. Then it stared at her. There was a red gleam in its eyes, but it must have been a trick of the light. She felt a shiver.

‘You want the good news or the bad news?’ said Mum.

‘Start with the good,’ said Imogen.

‘Well, I found the tree decorations in the garage.’

‘And the bad?’

‘There must have been a mouse in there.’

‘Oh, cute!’

Mum frowned. ‘Maybe. But it’s chewed up half the decorations.’

‘Can we get some more?’

‘The shops are all sold out,’ said her mum. ‘I thought you could collect some pine cones from the bottom of the garden and we could paint them?’

‘Sure,’ Imogen smiled. It sounded pretty boring if she was honest – the sort of thing little kids enjoyed – but she didn’t want to upset her mum.

As they pulled away, she looked back and saw the strange crow had disappeared.



Chapter 2

When they got home, Imogen went into the garden while Mum brought the tree indoors. It wasn’t as big as the one they’d had last year, but lots of things were different now Dad wasn’t around. Normally they’d all have decorated the tree together, with Dad lifting Findlay to place the star at the top, so it was a good job the tree was smaller, because Mum couldn’t lift her brother any more.

Their garden was long and thin, like all the others in their row of houses. In the last few months it had grown quite wild. In many ways, Imogen preferred it like that. She liked things scruffy – maybe that was one of the reasons why she liked Pirate so much. The overgrowth meant even more wild animals. Imogen had discovered many interesting insects in the long grass, and some frogs from the neighbour’s pond had sought out the puddle of water beyond the reeds near the bottom fence. One night, looking from her bedroom window, she’d even seen a fox sniffing around the patio.

At the very back of the garden stood an old chestnut tree, and in the fork of its trunk Dad had built a tree house. He’d taught them how to climb up safely too. Imogen had been scared at first, but he’d stood at the bottom, telling her she could do it. ‘Every little fear faced fills your heart with courage,’ he used to say.

Mum didn’t like them climbing up there any more – she said it was too dangerous. The branches of the chestnut reached over the fence into an area that Imogen called the Wilderness. Really it was just a patch of fir trees and thickets about thirty metres across. In the summer it was filled with singing birds, but in winter it was dark and empty of life.

Mum and Dad had always been very strict about the Wilderness – under no circumstances were Imogen and Findlay allowed to climb over the fence. Mum had once told them that a troll lived in the trees, and that he would gobble up any children who came near. But Imogen knew the real reason was that the main road was on the far side, where the cars drove fast and there was no pavement. A few weeks ago, Findlay’s football had gone over. Dad normally would have gone to get it back, but for all Imogen knew it was still there among the trees.

Dusk was draining the colour from the sky, revealing the faint outline of the moon. Imogen stooped to gather pine cones to make the decorations but her mind was elsewhere. On Pirate, to be precise. She couldn’t bear the thought of him spending Christmas at Pet Haven. And the whole point of volunteering there had been to show her mum how she was ready to look after a dog for real. She knew Mum couldn’t have forgotten. As she fumbled through the undergrowth, she firmly made the decision in her head – after dinner, when she was doing the washing up, she was going to ask Mum if she could adopt Pirate and bring him home to live with them. Mum was always in her best mood when Imogen was doing the washing up, like Dad used to do. She had to say yes.

Her reverie was interrupted by a sudden buzzing sound. Something whacked into her ankle.

‘Ouch!’

She looked down and saw Findlay’s chunky-wheeled radio-controlled truck beside her foot. She reached down and picked it up, just as he came running up past the pond with a cheeky grin. The wheels spun in her hand.

‘You did that on purpose,’ said Imogen. ‘I ought to …’ She looked at the fence and the trees beyond.

‘I ought to chuck it in the Wilderness.’ She drew back her arm.

‘No!’ cried Findlay. ‘Don’t!’

His big brown eyes filled up with tears and Imogen lowered her arm, feeling guilty. Findlay was always crying these days, over the smallest things. Sometimes it could be really annoying.

‘Hey, silly! I was only joking.’

She set the truck down again and Findlay sulked. He steered the car away and it bounced over the rough ground. Imogen wanted to put her arm around her brother, but she knew he’d just push her away. Findlay didn’t do hugs.

Then she heard another sound. It was a quiet kind of groan at first, but then a bit like a squeal.

‘Turn off the car,’ said Imogen.

Findlay ignored her, so she grabbed the controller.

‘Give it back!’ he said, jumping at her.

‘Listen!’ said Imogen.

Findlay stopped. There was no sound at first, other than the swish of distant traffic on the main road beyond the wood. But then it happened again: a horrible high-pitched moan – and not human. It was coming from the Wilderness.

Findlay swallowed. ‘Is it the troll?’

Imogen chuckled, but in truth she was afraid herself. The noise wasn’t like anything she’d ever heard before. And it was close. Very close. It seemed as if it was just the other side of the weathered fence.

‘I’m going to look,’ Imogen said.

‘You can’t!’ said Findlay quickly. ‘Mum said—’

‘I’m not going to go over the fence,’ said Imogen, walking to the chestnut tree. ‘I’m just going to see if I can see anything.’

Findlay looked back towards the house, as if he was thinking about telling on her anyway.

‘Don’t be such a coward,’ she said crossly.

Dad had cut grooves in the trunk of the chestnut to climb to the tree-house platform, and she scrambled up quickly. She couldn’t quite see over the fence from there, so she clambered out along a branch, with her legs straddling either side.
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‘Be careful,’ said her brother.

Imogen edged further, feeling the branch creak a little as it narrowed. She was almost over the fence. Just a little more. On the other side, the fir trees looked like rigid frozen statues, glistening with ice as dusk stole the last remaining warmth of the day. The ground between the trees was thick with thorny undergrowth.

‘Can you see anything?’ called Findlay.

Imogen frowned and shook her head. She couldn’t hear the noise any more either. In the tree above, though, a squirrel bounced between the branches and came to a standstill almost directly overhead. Her tail was very large indeed – almost like one of those brushes Imogen’s mum used to clean out deep glasses when they were doing the washing up. She hadn’t seen any squirrels in these trees for months.

‘Did you hear it too?’ Imogen asked the creature.

Unsurprisingly, the squirrel didn’t answer.

Imogen listened for a few seconds more, but there was no sound at all. Now she just needed to shuffle back again. But as she adjusted her body, the branch under her split with a sound like a firecracker. Her heart jumped into her mouth as it gave way.

Imogen screamed as she toppled upside down, tumbling into the Wilderness below.



Chapter 3

She landed in a heap among damp leaves and tangled brambles. For a moment Imogen lay still, catching her breath and hoping nothing was broken. Above her, the squirrel danced away along the branches, her tail sparkling in the faint moonlight.

Then, from the other end of the garden, her mum’s panicked voice cried out from the back door.

‘Imogen? Findlay? What on earth …?’

Imogen picked herself up, untangled the sleeve of her shirt from a large thorny tendril and brushed the leaf mulch off her clothes. The branch she’d been on had knocked over one of the fence panels too. Findlay was staring at her from the other side, his eyes as wide as saucers.

‘Are you all right?’

Imogen blushed. ‘Fine,’ she said, climbing back through into the garden.

Mum was marching down the patio path in her slippers. ‘What happened? What was that noise? What are you two up to?’

‘We heard a noise,’ said her brother.

‘A noise that knocked down the fence?’ said Mum, finally arriving and folding her arms.

‘I wanted to look,’ said Imogen. ‘I climbed the tree, an—’

‘I’ve told you a hundred times not to—’

Suddenly a keening cry cut her off. They all looked in the direction of the Wilderness.

‘Told you,’ said Imogen.

‘You stay put,’ said Mum, and she edged to the gap and stepped over the broken fence panel.

But Imogen didn’t stay put. She followed, with Findlay at her side. And it was then that she saw him.

There, nestled at the bottom of one of the tall trees, half covered with leaves, was a tiny hedgehog, just the size of a grapefruit, with a slender black nose testing the air. Imogen crouched beside the little creature. When he saw her, he turned and tried to scurry away, but he couldn’t. He let out another wail, and straight away Imogen could see that something was wrong. His back legs weren’t working – they just dragged on the ground behind him.
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‘Poor little fellow!’

She reached out towards the hedgehog and he flexed his spiny back, curling up tightly into a ball.

‘Don’t touch him,’ said Mum. ‘They’re riddled with fleas.’

‘But, Mum, he’s hurt,’ said Imogen. Her mum was like this with all animals – even tiny spiders. ‘He should be hibernating. Something must have woken him up.’

Imogen delicately reached out her fingers and touched the stiff bristles. With her other hand, she rolled the hedgehog slowly into her palm.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Findlay.

Mum’s mouth was flapping as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words.

‘We need to keep him warm,’ said Imogen. ‘And we need to find a vet, straight away.’

Calmly, she cradled the little ball of bristles in her arms, then she stood up and strode back towards the house. Findley grabbed his truck as they all headed back to the light of the back door.

While Mum phoned around for a vet, Imogen and Findlay found a shoebox under the stairs and lined it with an old fluffy towel. Imogen placed the tiny hedgehog gently inside. All the while, she whispered that everything was going to be all right, and that she would look after him.

‘I don’t think he speaks English,’ muttered Findlay.

‘The words aren’t important,’ said Imogen, holding the box on her lap. ‘It’s the way you say them.’

Mum came in, still holding the phone. ‘Sorry, Immy – all the vets are closed. I’m not sure there’s much we can do until morning.’

Imogen’s heart sank. Then, as she looked at her new little friend, she had a thought. ‘I bet Ciara will know what to do!’

Mum didn’t look convinced, but nodded. ‘It’s worth a try, I suppose. Here, use my phone.’

Imogen dialled Ciara’s number and explained what had happened. But Ciara sounded glum too. ‘If his legs are broken, there’s not much a vet can do, I’m afraid. They’ll probably have to give the poor mite an injection and put him to sleep. It might be the kindest thing – to end his suffering. We can’t leave him in pain, now, can we, sweetie?’

Imogen felt tears in her eyes. ‘No, I suppose not.’

‘I know it’s horrible,’ said Ciara. ‘Why don’t you bring him in tomorrow and I’ll ask one of the vets on his rounds to have a look at him.’

‘OK,’ said Imogen, though she didn’t want to think about it. ‘He must be hungry, I think. What food can I give him?’

‘If you’ve got some dog or cat food, that won’t do any harm,’ said Ciara. ‘Or maybe a banana or some berries. But just water to drink, not milk.’

Imogen thanked her and looked again at the little hedgehog. While she’d been on the phone, he had unfurled his body and was nuzzling at the edge of the towel with his snout. His tiny black eyes were like perfect polished marbles and they looked at her as if he knew exactly what Imogen was trying to do for him.

She found some dog biscuits in her bag and broke one up into small pieces, placing them in front of the little hedgehog, who sniffed cautiously and ignored them. She filled a shallow saucer with water. The hedgehog drank a little, lapping with his pink tongue.

At dinner, Imogen couldn’t eat a thing either. As soon as her mother would let her leave the table, she rushed back upstairs to check on the hedgehog. He seemed to be asleep, but the dog biscuit had been nibbled. While Findlay and Mum decorated the tree together with what was left of the decorations, she stayed by the hedgehog’s side. Every so often he would try to get himself more comfortable and instead let out a pained squeal. Imogen sat by the shoebox, watching him and wishing there was more she could do to help. It seemed to her that his noises were getting weaker all the time. ‘Be brave, little one,’ she whispered. ‘Be strong.’

At bedtime, Findlay came up to the bedroom. In the nights after Dad’s death, Imogen’s brother had been afraid to sleep alone, so they’d moved a blow-up bed into her room. Now, even though it was months later, it was still there. Imogen didn’t mind, really, even though it meant she had less space. She didn’t let on that she was afraid too. Findlay went to sleep quickly, with the hedgehog nestled in the box between their beds.
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But Imogen couldn’t settle. She was worried something might happen to the hedgehog if she drifted off. He wasn’t making any noise at all now.

Mum appeared at the door at ten o’clock. ‘Time to sleep, sweetheart,’ she said.

‘Mum, we can’t have him put down!’ said Imogen tearfully.

Her mum sat down on the side of Imogen’s bed and looked into the box. ‘He’s a wild animal, darling,’ she whispered. ‘If you hadn’t found him, nature would have taken its course anyway. That’s just how it is.’

‘But I did find him,’ said Imogen. ‘That’s got to mean something.’

Her mum stroked her hair. ‘It means you’ve got a kind soul, Immy, but you can’t work miracles, sweetheart.’ She pointed to the open curtains. Outside it was now a cloudless night, the stars like a sprinkling of diamond dust. ‘Shall I close them?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Imogen. ‘I like it like that.’

Mum kissed her goodnight and left, and Imogen lay back, looking out at the clear winter sky.
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