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In the heart of the sunny desert, where the sand shimmered

like gold, lived a cheerful cactus named Prickles. He had a

round, barrel-shaped body, soft mint-green skin, and a tiny

pink flower on top of his head. Prickles loved all his desert

neighbors, and more than anything, he loved giving hugs.

There was just one problem: his spines were sharp.
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Every morning, Prickles watched the desert come alive.

Lizards scurried, birds swooped, and his best friend,

Tumbleweed Tommy, bounced by with a cheerful hello.

Prickles waved his stubby arms and smiled, his rosy cheeks

glowing. He wanted to wrap everyone in a warm embrace, but

his rounded spines stuck out all over, making hugs impossible.
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Prickles decided to solve his problem. He found an old cushion

and tied it around his middle with a piece of string. Waddle,

waddle, wobble! The cushion slipped and slid with every step.

When Tommy came near for a hug, the cushion flopped

sideways, and Prickles still felt prickly. 'Oh dear,' he sighed.

'This won't work.'
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Next, Prickles tried a knitted striped scarf. He wrapped it

round and round his round green body until only his eyes

peeked out. 'Now I'm soft!' he cheered. But the scarf was too

hot, and the desert sun made him sweat. When he tried to hug

Tommy, the scarf unwound in a tangled mess. 'Hugs are still

too tricky,' Prickles mumbled.
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Prickles had one more idea. He gathered bright desert flowers

and stuck them all over his spines until he looked like a

walking garden. 'Now I'm beautiful and soft!' he said. But the

flowers wilted quickly in the heat, and bees buzzed around

him. When he tried to hug a passing lizard, the poor thing

sneezed. Prickles felt very sad.
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That afternoon, a strange wind began to blow. The sky turned

the color of dusty tea, and the air filled with sand. 'Sandstorm!'

cried the desert animals, scurrying for cover. Prickles held

tight to the ground, his pink flower trembling. Through the

swirling dust, he heard a tiny, frightened cry. Someone was

lost in the storm.
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It was Lila, the baby lizard! Her sandy-orange scales were

covered in dust, and her big amber eyes were wide with fear.

She had been playing when the storm surprised her, and now

she couldn't find her mama. 'Help!' she squeaked. Prickles

knew he had to act fast. His spines wouldn't stop him from

being brave.
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Prickles called out, 'Lila, come here! I'll keep you safe!' He

stretched his stubby arms wide and used his strong green

branches to create a cozy shelter. Lila scrambled close, and

Prickles wrapped his branches around her like a leafy tent.

The sand whooshed and whirled, but inside Prickles' shelter,

Lila felt warm and protected.
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The storm raged on, but Prickles held steady. He told Lila silly

jokes and sang soft desert songs to keep her calm. 'You're very

brave,' Lila whispered. 'And you give the best shelter,' she

added, snuggling closer. Prickles smiled, his rosy cheeks

glowing. Maybe he couldn't give hugs, but he could give

something just as good: a safe place.

9



Meanwhile, Mama Lizard was searching frantically for her

baby. The wind howled, and sand stung her eyes, but she

wouldn't give up. She called Lila's name over and over.

Tumbleweed Tommy, who had been hiding under a rock, heard

her and bounced out. 'Follow me!' he shouted. 'I know where

Prickles is!'
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Tommy led Mama Lizard through the storm to Prickles' spot.

When the wind finally died down, the desert grew calm and

quiet. Mama Lizard saw Lila safe and sound, nestled in

Prickles' branches. 'My baby!' she cried, rushing over. Lila ran

to her mama, her little tail curling with joy. Prickles watched,

his heart full.
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Mama Lizard turned to Prickles with grateful tears in her calm

brown eyes. 'You saved my little one,' she said softly. 'Your

kindness is a wonderful gift.' She gently pressed her cheek

against his round green side, right between two soft spines.

'That's a hug from me,' she said. Prickles' tiny mouth curved

into a huge smile.
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All the desert neighbors gathered around. They cheered for

Prickles and thanked him for his bravery. Tommy bounced up

and down, waving his red bandana. 'You're a hero!' he cried.

Prickles blushed, his pink flower blooming brighter. He

realized that even without a real hug, he had shown love in the

best way he knew how.
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From that day on, Prickles found new ways to show affection.

He offered shade to small creatures on hot days, sheltered

baby birds under his branches, and always had a kind word for

everyone. His friends loved him for his warm heart, not for his

hugs. And Prickles learned that caring actions can say 'I love

you' just as beautifully as any hug.
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Tommy still visited every day, and they'd laugh and play

together. Sometimes Lila and Mama Lizard stopped by to

share stories. Prickles never wore cushions or scarves again,

but he didn't need to. His arms were always open, ready to

shelter and comfort. And that, he decided, was the very best

kind of hug of all.
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So if you ever wander through that sunny desert, look for the

round green cactus with a pink flower on top. He'll be smiling,

his cheeks rosy, ready to help a friend. He might not hug you

with his arms, but his kindness will wrap around you like a

warm blanket. And you'll know that love comes in many

wonderful shapes.

16


