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Stolen Apples

It was a Monday afternoon and school had just let out in Pine Needle Grove. Sophie Mouse and her little brother, Winston, ran together to their mother’s bakery.

They knew that right around this time, Mrs. Mouse would have just baked something delicious. They also knew that she would let them try it!
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And they were right. Mrs. Mouse gave a warm apple fritter to both Sophie and Winston.

“Thank you kids for coming to help out today,” Mrs. Mouse told them. “There’s always so much to do to get ready for winter!”

Every fall Mrs. Mouse stocked up on ingredients to bake with over the winter. Already she had canned her summer fruits: strawberries, blueberries, peaches, and plums.
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But she still had lots of autumn fruits and vegetables to preserve: apples and pears, cranberries and beets, pumpkins and pomegranates. So she had asked Sophie and Winston for help. They could wash and peel and get everything ready.
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“Can we come every day this week?” Winston asked, taking a bite of fritter.

Sophie smiled. She could guess why her brother wanted to come to the bakery every day!

“That would be a huge help,” Mrs. Mouse said, winking at Sophie.
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So every day that week, Sophie and Winston hurried to the bakery just as soon as school let out.

Before they got to work, they’d sit on stools at the counter. Mrs. Mouse would serve them a treat fresh from the oven. And Sophie and Winston would tell her about their day.

On Tuesday, Mrs. Mouse made cranberry tarts. Sophie nibbled as she explained that her day was okay.

“It was supposed to be library day,” Sophie said. “But Mrs. Wise said the library is closed. It needs some kind of ‘emergency fix-up.’”
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“Hmm,” said Mrs. Mouse. “I hadn’t heard. I wonder what happened.”

On Wednesday, Mrs. Mouse served up pumpkin spice scones.
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Meanwhile, Winston gabbed about the secret code he and his friend James were making up and a strange rustling he’d heard in the woods near the school. Sophie told Winston he was probably just imagining it.

On Thursday, Mrs. Mouse gave Sophie and Winston cinnamon doughnuts.

“Tomorrow is Apple Math Day!” Winston announced to his mother.

“We each bring in a couple of apples,” explained Sophie. “We’ll sort them by color. We’ll graph how many there are of each color. And then we’ll taste them all!”
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On Friday, Sophie and Winston arrived later than usual.

They plopped down into the stools. Their shoulders drooped.

Sophie looked down at the plate Mrs. Mouse had put out for them. On it were two pastries.
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“They’re called bear claws,” said Mrs. Mouse. “It’s a brand-new recipe.”

The pastries did have the same shape as bear paw prints.

But Sophie didn’t feel like eating. Not until they shared their news.
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“Our apples disappeared!” Winston blurted out.

Sophie nodded. “We left them out on the picnic table while we had our morning lesson inside. But when we came out for Apple Math, they were gone.”
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“You can’t do Apple Math without apples!” Winston cried.

Mrs. Mouse gave them each a hug. “How disappointing,” she said gently. “I know how excited you were about Apple Math Day.”
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Sophie was very disappointed. But she was also very confused. “We looked all over for them,” Sophie said. “But they were just gone. It’s almost like someone . . . took them.”
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A Visit with Pippa

In the Mouse family’s house in the hollow of the big oak tree, Sophie was almost done with her Saturday morning chores.

She had made her bed. She had swept the upstairs hallway.

She had even helped her dad tidy up the root cellar. The shelves were packed with jars of jams, jellies, and sauces. The bins were full of carrots and potatoes. They would last a long while in the cellar.
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“I’d say we’re almost set for the winter,” George Mouse said. He stacked the pickles two jars high. Now there was space for a few more.

Sophie finished putting the spice containers in alphabetical order.

When she was done, Sophie asked her dad if she could go play. She and Hattie and Owen wanted to visit their friend Pippa the hedgehog. “Any day now, she’ll be going to sleep for the winter,” Sophie explained.

Mr. Mouse agreed, and Sophie ran off to pick up her friends. Soon, the three of them were on their way to Hickory Hill, where Pippa lived with her family.
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“I hope we can find her house,” Hattie said.

They hadn’t seen Pippa since the previous winter when they’d met her. Sophie had accidentally crashed into Pippa’s house with her sled! The noise had woken Pippa from her winter sleep.
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“Hickory Hill looks so different without snow,” Owen remarked when they got there. The grassy hill was covered with late-season wildflowers.
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They peeked into the underbrush at the edge of the woods. “Hello?” Sophie called out. “Pippa? It’s us! Sophie—”

“And Owen!” cried Owen.

“And Hattie!” Hattie added.

They stood silently, listening for a reply.

Then they heard a rustling. A small voice called back, “Hello? Hello! Where are you?”

Sophie called out again. “Follow the sound of my voice!” she said.

Moments later, a little head covered in spiky brown fur poked out of the underbrush.

“Pippa!” Sophie, Hattie, and Owen shouted.

“Haaa!” Pippa exclaimed. “Ooo! Mmm shh fro whood fru shee ooo!”
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Sophie looked at Owen and Hattie. “What did she say?”

Hattie and Owen shrugged.

Pippa ran up to them. “Ho hm frooo beh?” she said excitedly.

Sophie forced a smile. She couldn’t understand Pippa. Was this some sort of hedgehog language they didn’t know?

How could they all play together if they couldn’t understand one another?
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What was going on?
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A Great Big Paw Print

For a moment, they stood in awkward silence.

Then Sophie noticed Pippa was chewing. Her mouth was stuffed with berries.

No wonder! thought Sophie. She was trying to talk with her mouth full!

Pippa gulped them down and then giggled. “Let me try saying that again. I said, ‘It’s so good to see you! How have you been?’”

Before Sophie could answer, Pippa added, “Oh! How rude of me. Would you like some berries?” She opened her paw to reveal a few more.
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The friends laughed.

“Don’t be silly,” said Hattie. “You need it! You’re filling up for your winter sleep!”

Sophie nodded. “We’re filling up at our house, too,” she said. “Except we’re filling up our pantry. You have to fill up your tummy!”
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Pippa ate her last few berries. Then she motioned for the others to follow her. “Come on! You have to meet my family!” Pippa said.

The friends followed Pippa through the underbrush. Before long, they came to a mound of dry leaves and grass. Sophie remembered this: it was Pippa’s house!

Six more hedgehogs sat eating together out front. At first, they seemed alarmed to see strangers. But Pippa said: “Everyone! These are the snow-day friends I told you about!”

Pippa introduced her mother and father, and her sisters and brothers: Penny, Peter, Pearl, and Percy.
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Pearl, the youngest, tugged at Sophie’s leggings. “Can you really make a mouse out of snow?” she asked.

Sophie, Hattie, and Owen laughed. Clearly Pippa had told Pearl all about their snow adventures.
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Sophie smiled. “I sure can!” she replied.
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Pippa’s parents invited the guests to join them for a snack.

“Actually,” said Sophie, “we were hoping Pippa could come play for a little bit.”

“Oh, can I?” Pippa asked her parents excitedly.

“Of course,” Pippa’s mom said.

So the friends headed for Forget-Me-Not Lake.
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“Remember last time?” Sophie said as they walked.

“The lake was frozen,” Hattie said.

“We went ice skating!” Owen added. “Or tried to. Right, Pippa? Uh, Pippa?”

They stopped and looked back. Pippa was way behind. She was nibbling on some seeds she’d found.
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Sophie, Hattie, and Owen waited patiently as Pippa chewed.

“Sorry!” Pippa said, hurrying to catch up.

They walked a dozen more steps—until Pippa spotted some mushrooms. She stopped for another mouthful.
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The others stopped too.

It happened again and again. They walked a bit. Pippa stopped for a snack. They walked a bit more.

All in all, there was more eating than walking.

Hattie turned to whisper in Sophie’s ear as they walked. “This might take a while. I wonder—aah!”

Hattie wasn’t looking where she was going and she fell right into a shallow ditch in the path!

“Hattie!” Sophie cried. “Are you okay?” She climbed down to help her friend.
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Hattie stood
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