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Praise for Humphrey:





‘Humphrey, a delightful, irresistible character, is big-hearted, observant and creative, and his experiences … range from comedic to touching.’ Booklist





‘This is simply good-good-good.’ Kirkus Reviews





‘An effective exploration of the joys and pains of making and keeping friends, which will strike a chord with many children.’ Telegraph





‘Children fall for Humphrey, and you can’t beat him for feelgood life lessons.’ Sunday Times
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The Worst First Day Begins
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It was a quiet morning in Room 26, so quiet that all I could hear was the SCRATCH-SCRATCH-SCRATCH-ing of my pencil as I wrote in my little notebook.


‘I’m writing a poem about the end of summer, Og,’ I squeaked to my neighbour, the classroom frog. (I am Humphrey, the classroom hamster.) ‘I’ll read you what I have so far.’








Summer, oh, summer,


I hate to say goodbye


Summer, oh, summer,


Must you end … and why?











Og splashed gently in his tank as I continued.








I loved summer days


At Camp Happy Hollow.


And now that they’re over …











I stopped because there was nothing more to read.


‘BOING?’ Og twanged. Green frogs like him don’t say ‘Ribbit’. They make a sound like a broken guitar string. ‘BOING-BOING!’


‘I haven’t finished it yet, Og,’ I explained. ‘I have to find a word that rhymes with Hollow. Wallow? Or Swallow?’


I stared down at the page again.








I loved summer days


At Camp Happy Hollow.


And now that they’re over,


I can hardly swallow!











Og dived down deeply in his tank, splashing noisily.


‘I don’t think much of that line either,’ I replied. ‘I’ll try again.’


Just then, our teacher, Mrs Brisbane, came bustling into the room, carrying a stack of papers. As usual, I quickly hid my notebook behind the mirror in my cage. As much as I love humans, some things are better kept private.


‘After all my years of teaching, I should have known by now that on the first day of school, the line for the copy machine would be out of the door,’ Mrs Brisbane said.


She stacked the papers on her desk and stared up at the blackboard and the noticeboards, which were bare, except for a list of rules in Mrs Brisbane’s neat printing.


I’d copied those rules in my notebook while Mrs Brisbane was down at the office and I intended to memorize them as soon as possible.


Mrs Brisbane glanced up at the clock. ‘School will start soon,’ she said, turning towards the table by the window where Og and I spend most of our time. ‘In case you two are interested.’


‘I am!’ I said and I meant it.


Even though I was sorry that summer was ending, I was GLAD-GLAD-GLAD to be back in good old Room 26 again. After the last camp session was over, my friend Ms Mac brought me back to the house where Mrs Brisbane and her husband, Bert, live. Og and I spent a few weeks with them.


I love to go to the Brisbanes’ house, but it was so quiet there, I was looking forward to seeing my classmates again. Some of them had been at camp, like A. J., Garth, Miranda and Sayeh. But I hadn’t seen some of the others for an unsqueakably long time!


The door swung open and in walked the head and Most Important Person at Longfellow School, Mr Morales. Mrs Brisbane is in charge of a whole class of students, but Mr Morales is in charge of the whole school.


As usual, he was wearing an interesting tie. This one had little books in many different colours.


‘Morning, Sue,’ he said to Mrs Brisbane. ‘Ready to go?’


‘As ready as I’ll ever be,’ she said.


He walked over to our table by the window. ‘Guys, I hope you’re all set to go back to work.’


‘YES-YES-YES,’ I answered, wishing that he could hear more than just the usual ‘SQUEAK-SQUEAK-SQUEAK’ humans hear.


‘BOING!’ Og agreed.


‘Good,’ the head said, glancing up at the clock. ‘I’d better be outside to meet the buses. Have a great one, Sue.’


‘You too,’ Mrs Brisbane said.


She hurried back to her desk and studied a piece of paper, then began muttering strange words like ‘feebeeharrykelsey’.


Goodness, were we going to be learning a new language this year?


‘Thomasrosiepaul.’


Did she say Paul? I knew that word. It was the name of a boy who had come into our class for maths last year.


I was about to point this out to Og when the bell rang as loud as ever. No matter how long I’m a student in Room 26, I’ll never get used to that noisy bell.


Mrs Brisbane opened the classroom door and soon students started to come in.


I realized right away that something was wrong. Terribly wrong.


Mrs Brisbane smiled as the students entered.


‘Take a seat,’ she said. ‘Any seat.’


I climbed up high in my cage to get a better look.


‘Who are these kids, Og?’ I asked my neighbour. ‘I’ve never seen any of them before!’


‘BOING!’ he answered, splashing noisily.


More unfamiliar students came into the room. One of them was a girl who whizzed by in her wheelchair. Another was a boy who was really tall. He was as tall as our teacher – maybe taller!


‘Just take a seat, children.’ How could Mrs Brisbane sound so cheery, knowing these students didn’t belong in Room 26?


As the classroom hamster, I felt I had to squeak up.


‘You’re in the wrong room!’ I squeaked. ‘This is not your room, go back!


‘Welcome,’ Mrs Brisbane told the students. ‘Take a seat.’


‘Wrong room!’ I scrambled to the tippy-top of my cage. ‘This is Room 26!’


Unfortunately, my voice is small and squeaky and I guess nobody heard me, because the students went ahead and sat down.


Mrs Brisbane kept on smiling and nobody budged. Oh, how I wished I had a loud voice like my old friend, Lower-Your-Voice-A.J.


When the bell rang again, my heart sank. Mrs Brisbane is a GREAT-GREAT-GREAT teacher and pretty smart for a human. Why didn’t she notice that her class was full of the wrong students?


‘Og? What should we do?’ I asked my froggy friend.


This time he didn’t answer. I guess he was as confused as I was.


‘Hey, Humphrey! It’s me! Hi!’ a familiar voice shouted.


Slow-Down-Simon raced up to my cage. He was the younger brother of Stop-Giggling-Gail Morgenstern, who did belong in Room 26. But she was nowhere in sight.


‘Now I’ll get to take you home some weekend,’ Simon announced.


‘Go back to your own room or you’ll be late!’ I warned him.


Mrs Brisbane told him to take a seat. Simon twirled around and rushed away, bumping right into a girl with bright red hair whose chair was sticking out in the aisle.


‘You should be more careful, Kelsey,’ he said.


‘You ran into me!’ The girl rubbed her arm. She probably got a big bruise. Ouch!


‘What’s happening just doesn’t make sense!’ I told Og. I don’t think I was making a lot of sense, either. It was as if the world had just been turned all upside-down and Og and I were the only ones who noticed.


‘Hi, Humphrey,’ a soft voice said.


I looked up and there was Paul Fletcher, whom I thought of as Small Paul. He was the boy who came in for maths class every day last year because he was unsqueakably good with numbers.


Paul was smart. I knew he’d understand.


‘Why are these students in the wrong room?’ I asked him.


He pushed up his glasses, which had slid down his nose. ‘This year I get to take you home,’ he said. ‘I can’t wait!’


What was he talking about? Only students in Room 26 got to take me home for the weekend.


‘Settle down, class,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘Please take your seats.’


Class? What was she talking about? This wasn’t my class. Where were A.J. and Garth, Heidi and Mandy? Where were Gail and her giggles? Where were Richie, Art, Tabitha and Seth? Where were Kirk and his jokes? And where in the world was the almost-perfect Golden Miranda?


‘Mrs Brisbane?’ I squeaked. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, this isn’t our class!’


Mrs Brisbane was too busy counting the students to hear me.


‘We’re short one student,’ she said. ‘But while we’re waiting, let me welcome you all to Room 26!’


Crushed, I scrambled back down to the floor of my cage and scurried into my sleeping hut, where I could be alone and think.


I remembered that poem I’d just written about summer. Now I had an idea for a new verse:








Summer, oh, summer,


With days long and lazy,


Now that you’re over,


Things are going crazy!
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Before you take your seat in a classroom, it’s always a good idea to make sure you’re in the right room. This is important!
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The Worst First Day Gets


Worse
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The final bell rang and everybody had taken a seat except the girl in a wheelchair, who was already sitting. There was still one empty chair left.


Mrs Brisbane went to the door and looked out into the hall.


‘Oh, there you are,’ she said.


She opened the door wider and a boy walked in.


‘You must be the missing student,’ Mrs Brisbane said.


‘I’m not missing,’ the boy answered. ‘I’m right here.’


I thought he’d be in big trouble so I was surprised when Mrs Brisbane smiled and directed him to the empty chair. Then she stood in the front of the class.


‘Good morning, class,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘Last year, I had one of the best classes ever. But I think this class will be even better!’


‘Better?’ I squeaked. ‘That was the BEST-BEST-BEST class in the whole wide world!’


‘BOING-BOING!’ Og agreed.


I wasn’t sure what I said was true. On the one paw, I couldn’t imagine a better class than the one we’d had last year. On the other paw, it was the only class I’d ever been in. But where had my classmates gone?


‘I’m going to rearrange the seating later in the day,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘But for now, I’ll take attendance.’


‘Are you listening, Og?’ I asked my neighbour. I can never be sure, because he doesn’t have any ears that I’ve ever seen. But he seems to understand me most of the time.


‘Are we dreaming?’ I wondered. So far, the morning felt like one of those dreams where everything seems almost the same as in real life but a lot weirder. For instance, I once had a dream where all of my human friends were rolling around in giant hamster balls. That was a very funny dream.


Once I dreamed that the class was being taught by Mrs Wright, the PE teacher. That wasn’t a funny dream because she was always blowing on her very loud whistle, which is painful to the small, sensitive ears of a hamster.


Again, Og didn’t answer me. Maybe frogs don’t dream.


Then Mrs Brisbane began to call out the strange words she had been saying before. It turns out they were names.


‘Kelsey Kirkpatrick?’


‘Here,’ the red-haired girl said, still rubbing her arm.


‘Harry Ito?’ Mrs Brisbane called out.


Harry was the boy who had been late to class.


She called on Simon, who answered, ‘Present!’


Present? I didn’t see any presents. Was it somebody’s birthday?


‘Rosie Rodriguez?’ Mrs Brisbane said.


The girl in the wheelchair waved her hand and shouted out, ‘Here!’


A boy named Thomas answered next, followed by a couple of girls, Phoebe and Holly.


‘Are you paying attention, Og?’ I asked my friend.


Og splashed a little but didn’t answer.


And then something really odd happened.


‘Paul?’ Mrs Brisbane asked.


Right away, not one but two voices replied, ‘Here.’


One of them was Small Paul from last year. The other Paul was the tall boy.


Mrs Brisbane smiled. ‘I forgot. This year we have two Pauls in our class. Paul Fletcher and Paul Green. Now, how will we tell you apart?’


That was an easy question. One of them was SMALL-SMALL-SMALL and one of them was TALL-TALL-TALL.


Small Paul and Tall Paul eyed each other. Neither of them looked happy to have another Paul in the class.


‘What did your teacher do last year?’ she asked.


‘He wasn’t in my class,’ Small Paul said.


‘I went to another school,’ Tall Paul added.


Mrs Brisbane nodded. ‘I see. Do either of you have a nickname?’


Both boys shook their heads.


‘Well, for now, let’s say Paul F. and Paul G. Is that all right with you?’ she asked.


Both boys nodded.


Then Mrs Brisbane called out one more name. ‘Joseph?’


A boy with curly brown hair shifted in his chair a little but didn’t answer.


Mrs Brisbane looked around at the class. ‘Is Joseph here?’


The boy with curly brown hair nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said. ‘But it’s not Joseph. It’s Joey. Just Joey Jones.’


Mrs Brisbane smiled. ‘All right, then. Just Joey it is. Now, class, I’m looking forward to getting to know you and you getting to know me. In case you don’t know, I’m Mrs Brisbane.’


The teacher wrote her name on the board.


‘There are two other members of the class you need to know,’ she said.


Then she wrote my name on the board. ‘Humphrey is our classroom hamster,’ she said.


Everybody – and I mean everybody – turned to look at me.


Next, she wrote Og’s name on the board. ‘Og is our classroom frog. You’ll get to know them both very well this year. You’ll also have a chance to take Humphrey home for the weekend. I’ll tell you more about that this afternoon,’ she said.


The students all giggled and whispered and turned in their seats to look at us.


‘Tell them they’re in the wrong room!’ I suggested and some of the students close to my cage giggled when they heard me go, ‘SQUEAK-SQUEAK-SQUEAK.’


The teacher ignored me. ‘First, let’s get to know each other a little better. Would you take out your summer boxes.’


‘Summer boxes?’ I squeaked. ‘What are they, Og?’


Summer was sunshine and campfires and unsqueakable fun. Summer wasn’t something you could just put in a box.


I’m not sure Og could hear me since he was splashing like crazy in his tank. But the strange students in class seemed to understand. They reached into their backpacks and pulled out boxes – all kinds of boxes – and put them on their desks.


‘How did they know about the boxes?’ I squeaked to Og. ‘Why didn’t we know?’


Og had no answer.


During the previous school year, I tried hard to keep up with my friends’ homework, taking tests along with them, writing papers and even poems. Mrs Brisbane didn’t know I did the work but I knew it, and that’s what counts.


‘All right, students. Let’s share our summer experiences,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘That way, I’ll learn a little bit about all of you. And you’ll learn about me, because I brought a box, too.’


Mrs Brisbane took a box out of a drawer and placed it on her desk.


‘I’ll tell you about my summer first,’ she said.


That got my attention. While I was at camp


for the summer, Mrs Brisbane was doing something else, but I still wasn’t really sure what.


‘My son lives in Tokyo, Japan,’ she said. ‘He’s a teacher there. This summer, he got married, so my husband and I went to Japan for the wedding.’


The smile on Mrs Brisbane’s face let me know that she’d had a GREAT-GREAT-GREAT time.


‘Weddings in Japan are very beautiful,’ she said. ‘The couple dresses in traditional Japanese kimonos.’


She held up a picture of a couple in very fancy clothes. ‘That’s my son, Jason, and his new wife, Miki.’ Mrs Brisbane sounded very proud.


She passed around some Japanese money for the students to see. Next, she took out a red plastic ball she’d bought in Tokyo. I couldn’t see it very well.


‘Something’s inside, Og!’ I scampered up to the top of my cage to get a better look.


‘BOING!’ he replied. I guess he couldn’t see either.


‘I hope Humphrey won’t be jealous,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘Meet Aki.’


She set the ball on the desk and the students howled with laughter as the ball started spinning wildly and coloured lights flashed.


‘Rockin’ Aki!’ a strange, loud voice wailed. ‘Rock ’n’ roll rules!’


The ball looped and twirled unexpectedly as the lights kept flashing and the music blared.


‘Where is Aki?’ I shouted to Og, as if anyone could hear my squeaks over the noise. ‘WHERE’S AKI?’


Mrs Brisbane shut the thing off.


‘Show it to Humphrey,’ Simon suggested.


‘Yes, show Humphrey,’ the other students begged.


So Mrs Brisbane brought the ball over to our table and set it down in front of my cage.


‘I hope Aki doesn’t scare you, Humphrey, but here goes.’ She pressed a button on the ball and it all began again: the flashing lights, the looping and twirling and that song, ‘Rockin’ Aki! Rock ’n’ roll rules!’


Now I could see what everyone was laughing at. Aki, a tiny toy hamster with wild, rainbow-striped fur, was rolling around in the hamster ball. Somehow, as the ball turned, he always remained upright as he danced.


I wasn’t scared – not one bit. But I was quite impressed!


‘Rockin’ Aki!’ I squeaked along. Of course, no one heard me. I couldn’t even hear myself. ‘Rock ’n’ roll rules!’


I was truly sorry when Mrs Brisbane switched Aki off.


‘I think that’s enough rocking and rolling for today,’ she said.


Some of the kids moaned and I agreed with them.


Mrs Brisbane returned the ball to her desk. ‘So now you know what I did this summer. I also sent letters to all of your homes asking you to bring in a box with something that represents your summer. Who would like to share next?’


I just had to squeak up for myself. ‘Hey, nobody sent me a letter!’


‘BOING-BOING!’ Og added.


Some hands went up in the air and Mrs Brisbane called on Simon. ‘Say your name first,’ she said.


Simon jumped up out of his chair, opened his box and took out a photo of a very familiar place.


‘Simon Morgenstern. Here’s where I went. Camp Happy Hollow. They had a Howler and I was a Blue Jay and I burped the loudest and …’


Mrs Brisbane interrupted him. ‘Slow-Down-Simon,’ she said. ‘Take your time.’


Simon tried to slow down and told the class about some of the adventures he’d had at Happy Hollow. I’d had adventures there, too, but of course, I didn’t have a box because no one told me to bring one.


One by one, the other students shared their summer stories. Rosie had gone to a different camp. She held up a medal she won for winning a wheelchair race and a picture of her crossing the finish line. Boy, that Rosie could roll!


Harry held up a tee shirt that said ‘I Survived the Blaster’ and told about riding a REALLY-REALLY-REALLY fast rollercoaster. It sounded unsqueakably exciting to me!


Small Paul had taken a computer class and showed us a page of something he called ‘code’, but which looked like gibberish to me.


Tall Paul had a collection of pine cones from his family’s camping trip in the mountains.


Holly held up an ear of corn she had grown herself when she visited her grandparents on a farm.


‘I helped Grandma and Grandpa a lot,’ she said. ‘I fed the chickens and weeded the garden, picked the vegetables and took care of the dogs.’


‘My word, that was helpful of you, Holly,’ Mrs Brisbane agreed.


‘And I rode a tractor and rode a horse and collected the eggs,’ the girl went on.


‘Thank you, Holly.’


Next, Mrs Brisbane called on a boy waving his hand impatiently.


‘I’m Thomas T. True,’ said a boy as he opened up a big box. ‘And I went fishing with my grandpa and I caught a fish that was huge. It was bigger than I am!’


I was impressed and I guess the other students were, too, because they were all whispering.


‘Quiet, students,’ Mrs Brisbane told them. ‘Go on, Thomas.’


‘That fish was so big, it filled up the whole boat, so Grandpa and I had to swim to shore and pull the boat with us. Man, we ate fish for the rest of the summer!’ Thomas’s eyes sparkled.


‘Do you have a picture of it?’ Small Paul asked.


‘Nope. We were too busy wrestling the fish to take a picture. So I brought Grandpa’s favourite fly instead,’ Thomas said, reaching in the box.


‘BOING-BOING!’ Og leaped with excitement when he heard the word ‘fly’. After all, frogs think insects like flies are yummy. But the thing Thomas took out of the box wasn’t even an insect. It was a goofy, feathery-looking thing.


‘Grandpa ties his own flies. The fish think they’re real flies,’ he explained.


I hoped Og wasn’t too disappointed that the flies were fake.


‘About that big fish,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘How did you get it in the boat if it was bigger than you?’


Thomas shook his head. ‘It wasn’t easy, teacher. It sure wasn’t easy.’


Mrs Brisbane told Thomas he could sit down and called on Kelsey.


My mind was racing with thoughts of a BIG-BIG-BIG fish that could probably eat a hamster and a frog if it wanted. But then I heard Kelsey say, ‘Broken arm.’


A broken arm sounded painful so I listened carefully to her story. ‘It was the last day of school. I was so happy it was the holidays, when I got off the bus, I raced home. But I tripped coming up the front walk and broke my arm.’ She sighed. ‘I was in a cast most of the summer. I couldn’t go swimming even once!’


She opened her box and brought out a sling and a picture of her with a broken arm.


‘The summer before that, I broke my leg!’ Kelsey explained.


‘I’m so sorry, Kelsey,’ Mrs Brisbane said.


I was sorry, too.


‘Who’s left?’ Mrs Brisbane asked. ‘Joseph? I mean, Joey?’


Joey stood up, but he didn’t look anxious to talk. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ he said. ‘I just stayed at home.’


‘A stay-at-home holiday can be a lot of fun,’ the teacher said.


Joey shrugged. ‘It was okay. I played with my dog Skipper a lot.’ He reached in his box and pulled out a Frisbee. ‘He likes to catch this. He can leap way up and catch it in his teeth. He never misses. See? There are teeth marks all around the edge.’


I was starting to like Joey, but when I heard about Skipper’s leaping and his teeth, I wasn’t so sure. My experience with dogs has taught me that they are not especially friendly to hamsters and other small, furry creatures.


Mrs Brisbane glanced down at the class list. ‘And who else is left? Phoebe Pratt?’


The girl called Phoebe didn’t stand up. She just sat there, staring down at her table.


‘I forgot,’ she said.


‘You mean you left your box at home?’ Mrs Brisbane asked.


Phoebe shook her head.


‘No. I forgot to make a box.’ The girl looked miserable.


‘Well, you can tell us what you did anyway.’ It was nice of Mrs Brisbane not to be annoyed with Phoebe.


Slowly, the girl stood up. ‘I had a stay-at-home holiday, too’ she said. ‘But I don’t have a dog.’


‘Can you think of anything fun that you did?’ Mrs Brisbane asked.


Phoebe thought for a few seconds. ‘I played games with my grandmother,’ she said.


Mrs Brisbane asked questions about what kind of games Phoebe liked to play but I could tell that the girl was embarrassed that she didn’t have a summer box.


So was I.


‘Thanks for sharing, Phoebe. You may sit down now,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘It’s almost time for break so please put your boxes away. But before you go outside, I need to find an assistant for Rosie.’


Not even one second went by before the girl named Holly waved her hand, shouting, ‘Me! Me! Oh, please, I’ll do it!’


‘Very well, Holly,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘You and Rosie stay behind for a minute so I can tell you what to do.’


That annoying bell rang again and the students all left the room, except Holly and Rolling Rosie.


Mrs Brisbane explained that Holly would make sure the path was clear for Rosie’s wheelchair, help her if she couldn’t reach something, see that she got outside safely in an emergency and anything else that Rosie needed her to do.


‘I’ll do a good job,’ Holly said.


‘I’m sure you will.’ Mrs Brisbane turned to Rolling Rosie. ‘You’ll have to make sure that Holly knows when you need help.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Rosie said with a big smile. ‘I don’t need much help at all.’


Mrs Brisbane smiled back. ‘Then I think it’s time for you girls to go out to the playground.’


She watched as Holly swung the door wide open for Rosie’s wheelchair and closed it again when they were in the hall.


Then she turned to Og and me. ‘We have the whole year ahead of us to get to know these students.’


These strange students were staying? For the rest of the year?


Then she said, ‘So far, so good.’


So far, I couldn’t see anything good about the first day of school. I was too busy wondering what all my old friends from Room 26 were doing. And trying to figure out exactly where they were.
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If your teacher asks you to bring something to class, try not to forget. Of course, sometimes the teacher forgets to tell you what to bring, and that makes you feel BAD-BAD-BAD.
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RULES-RULES-RULES
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Usually I enjoy a nice morning nap. But there was so much going on that morning, I didn’t have time to settle in for a doze until the strange students left for break. But my nap didn’t last long, because when the students returned, I heard Mrs Brisbane talking and she sounded WORRIED-WORRIED-WORRIED.


‘Harry didn’t come back,’ she said. ‘Did anyone see him on the playground?’


‘Sure,’ Simon said. ‘We shot some hoops.’


‘What happened to him?’ she asked.


Simon shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Mrs Brisbane frowned. ‘I may have to send someone to look for him.’


‘I’ll find him!’ said Holly, waving her hand. ‘Send me.’


Just then, the door opened and Mrs Wright, the PE teacher, entered pulling Harry along with her.


‘Mrs Brisbane, I believe Harry is your student,’ she said. ‘I found him on the playground, loitering.’


Loitering? That was a new word to me. I wished I had a dictionary in my cage. Then Mrs Wright added, ‘When the bell rings, students should not dawdle.’


Dawdle? That was a funny word, too.


‘I thought his teacher solved his problem last year,’ Mrs Wright said. I noticed the silver whistle around her neck and crossed my paws that she wouldn’t blow it. ‘But I see she didn’t.’


‘Harry, why were you late?’ Mrs Brisbane asked the boy. ‘Did you hear the bell?’


Harry nodded.


‘Did you see the other students lining up to come inside?’ she continued.


Harry nodded again. ‘Yes, and I was about to get in line when I noticed this cool anthill near my foot. I almost stepped on it! It was the biggest one I ever saw!’


‘So you lost track of time?’ Mrs Brisbane asked.


‘Yes,’ Harry said.


Mrs Wright shook her head. ‘Dawdling.’


‘Very well, take your seat,’ Mrs Brisbane told Harry. ‘Next time get right in line.’


‘We do have rules, Mrs Brisbane,’ Mrs Wright said. ‘I hope your students obey them.’


Mrs Brisbane waited for Mrs Wright to leave. Then she said, ‘Speaking of rules, I think it’s time to go over the rules of this classroom.’


None too soon, I thought.


There was nothing too surprising about the rules Mrs Brisbane had printed on the board earlier that morning:




Follow directions as soon as they are given.


Raise your hand and wait to be called on before speaking.


Stay in your seat while the teacher is teaching.


Keep your hands, legs and other objects to yourself.


Walk inside the school and use your inside voice.


Treat people the way you’d like to be treated.





As I read the rules, I wondered how good I was at following them. I try to follow the teacher’s directions. But what can I do if no one gives me directions? For example, what if no one tells me to bring a summer box to school?


Still, those rules got me thinking.




The rule about raising hands made me miss Raise-Your-Hand-Heidi, who sometimes forgot that rule last year, but I liked her anyway.


I can’t stay in my seat because I don’t actually have a seat. But I always try to stay in my cage while the teacher is teaching.


I try to keep my paws to myself, and I hope that dogs, cats and other large creatures will do the same.


I also try to remember to walk inside the school. But I have to admit, sometimes I roll (in my hamster ball).


I always use my inside voice because even when I shout, it’s not very loud.


And I treat people the way I’d like to be treated. At least I mean to.





Then Mrs Brisbane talked about the consequences of breaking the rules, which made my whiskers wiggle. A warning was bad enough and so was a time out. But a note home – eek! I thought that would be terrible until I realized that my home actually was Room 26. Next came a phone call home (but I don’t have a phone). And finally, a student who broke the rules again would be sent to the head’s office.


I liked Mr Morales a lot. But I didn’t think I’d like to have to go to his office and tell him I’d broken a rule. He’d be unsqueakably disappointed in me.


I was imagining myself sitting in the head’s office after breaking one of the rules when I suddenly heard Mrs Brisbane say, ‘There is another rule in Room 26: all students must treat Humphrey and Og with the greatest respect.’


My ears perked up.


‘Did you hear that, Og?’ I squeaked. ‘She’s talking about us!’


‘BOING-BOING!’ Og splashed around in his tank, which made the strange children laugh.


Mrs Brisbane explained that the students would get to take turns bringing me home for the weekend, but first they’d have to learn to take care of me. And while Og stayed in the classroom at weekends, because he didn’t need to be fed as often as I did, they would learn to take care of him as well.


Then the teacher gathered the new group around my cage and put on some gloves, so she could show them how to clean my cage.


‘Who wants to hold Humphrey?’ she asked.


Not surprisingly, LOTS-LOTS-LOTS of the new students volunteered.


Mrs Brisbane slowly and gently picked me up.


‘Never poke your finger in the cage,’ she told the students. ‘Give Humphrey time to get used to you.’


‘Will he bite?’ Phoebe asked nervously.


‘No way!’ I squeaked.


‘Humphrey hasn’t bitten anyone yet. But if someone poked a finger in his face, I wouldn’t blame him,’ Mrs Brisbane said.


‘When I had a hamster, he bit my finger,’ Joey said. ‘But my mum said it was because he thought it was a carrot.’


Mrs Brisbane nodded. ‘And if you don’t wash your hands before handling a hamster, he might smell the food you’ve eaten and think you’re something to eat, too.’


I don’t like to disagree with the teacher, but first of all, many humans have hands that don’t smell like anything I’d want to eat. And I’m smart enough to tell the difference between a carrot and a finger!


‘Let’s see. Why don’t you take him, Kelsey?’ she said.


Kelsey looked surprised.


I’m sure I did, too. Kelsey looked like a nice girl, but it did seem as if she could be more careful.


‘Hold him in your hand, like this.’ Mrs Brisbane transferred me to Kelsey’s outstretched hand. ‘Make him feel very safe. Cup your other hand over his head, like a little roof. I think he likes that.’


I do like that, as a matter of fact.


Kelsey was so excited to be holding me, her hand actually shook a little. I suddenly remembered about her broken arm and her broken leg and I hoped I wouldn’t end up being a broken hamster.


‘Don’t worry, Humphrey. I’ll be careful with you,’ she whispered.


I relaxed and so did she. The shaking stopped.


‘Can I pet him?’ Simon asked.


‘Gently,’ Mrs Brisbane told him.


He stroked my back with his fingers. It felt unsqueakably nice.


Then Mrs Brisbane got busy cleaning my cage. She took everything out – even my water bottle – and put it all in a big bucket of soapy water. Luckily, my mirror is firmly attached to my cage and it stayed (as well as my notebook hiding behind it).


Next, she took a brush and BRUSHED-BRUSHED-BRUSHED everything clean.


After that, she took all the soft, papery bedding out of my cage.


‘What’s that?’ Holly asked, pointing to a corner.


‘That’s Humphrey’s bathroom area,’ Mrs Brisbane replied. ‘Those are his droppings.’


‘His poo?’ Thomas’s eyes opened wide with surprise.


Mrs Brisbane nodded.


‘Ewww – poo!’ Thomas said.


Somebody giggled. Then all of the kids started chanting, ‘Ewww-poo! Ewww-poo!’ in a very rude way.


Mrs Brisbane shushed them. ‘Come on. It’s perfectly natural.’


‘Perfectly natural!’ I repeated. ‘Besides, where else am I supposed to go?’


‘May I hold Humphrey?’ Rosie asked. ‘I already know how to hold a guinea pig.’


Mrs Brisbane carefully moved me from Kelsey’s palm to Rosie’s. Her hand didn’t shake one bit.


Next, the teacher scrubbed the bottom and sides of my cage until they were unsqueakably clean.


She let Helpful Holly and Just Joey put new bedding in my cage, while Phoebe filled my water bottle and Paul F. put fresh Nutri-Nibbles in my feeder. Yum.


Paul G. put my wheel back in and made sure it was spinning properly while Harry and Thomas put everything else back in place.


‘It looks and smells a lot better now, Humphrey,’ Mrs Brisbane said as she gently carried me from Rosie’s hand back to the cage. ‘Check it out.’


I hopped on that shiny clean wheel and gave it all I had.


‘Look at Humphrey go!’ Thomas T. True cried out. ‘He must be going a million miles an hour!’


‘He couldn’t be going a million miles an hour. He’d break the sound barrier at 768 miles and I don’t hear a sonic boom,’ Small Paul said.


I was impressed. But I have to admit, I felt as if I was going a million miles an hour.


‘I guess Thomas was just exaggerating a little,’ Mrs Brisbane said.


‘Thomas exaggerates a lot,’ Small Paul said.


‘Now, students, no bickering,’ Mrs Brisbane told them. ‘Let’s go back to our places.’


I hopped off my wheel and settled down in that lovely fresh bedding.


Phoebe raised her hand and Mrs Brisbane called on her. ‘Did you say we all get to take Humphrey home?’


‘At one time or another, yes,’ was the answer. Phoebe’s face lit up.


‘If you don’t get a turn right away, don’t worry,’ the teacher continued. ‘You’ll get him eventually, as long as your parents sign a permission form. After all, families don’t always have time for a hamster at the weekend.’


Phoebe’s smile faded away but I think I was the only one who noticed.


I was the one smiling when Mrs Brisbane asked the students who’d like to take me home and every single hand went up.


Maybe these new humans weren’t quite as strange as I thought.
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Later, Mrs Brisbane rearranged the seating in the classroom. First, she had everyone take their belongings to the sides of the room. Then she told each student where to sit. There were a few groans but mostly the kids settled down without complaint, until Mrs Brisbane went back to teaching and made some notes on the board.


Suddenly, a hand began waving. ‘Teacher?’


Mrs Brisbane looked up. ‘Please call me Mrs Brisbane,’ she said. ‘What is it, Kelsey?’


‘I can’t see with him there.’ She pointed to Tall Paul, who was seated directly in front of her.


I could imagine it would be hard to see with Paul G. blocking her view.


‘My mistake,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘I must have got the Pauls mixed up. Paul Green, could you switch places with Paul Fletcher?’


‘Okay.’ Tall Paul gathered his belongings and moved towards the side of the room.


Small Paul picked up his notebook and backpack and moved towards the front of the room. He wouldn’t block anyone’s view.


Somewhere in the middle, they almost walked right into each other.


‘Watch out!’ I squeaked.


Everybody laughed, except the two Pauls. They carefully avoided walking into each other and I noticed that they also avoided looking at each other.


‘Now can you see, Kelsey?’ Mrs Brisbane asked.


‘I can see fine,’ Kelsey answered.


Mrs Brisbane continued with the lesson but I couldn’t concentrate.


I was watching the two Pauls, staring down at their desks.
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I was GLAD-GLAD-GLAD when the school bell rang at the end of the day and only Mrs Brisbane, Og and I were left in the room. Whew! It had been a tiring day. Like most hamsters, I sleep more during the day than at night, but with so much going on, I hadn’t got much napping done. But there was no time to sleep now. I needed time to myself to try and figure things out.


I was deep in thought when I heard a familiar, friendly voice.


‘I survived!’ the voice said.


‘Congratulations,’ Mrs Brisbane replied.


I scampered up to a tree branch near the top of my cage as one of my favourite humans, Ms Mac, entered the room.


Ms Mac was beautiful. Ms Mac was sweet. Ms Mac was amazing. If it hadn’t been for Ms Mac, I would probably still be living at boring old Pet-O-Rama, hoping that someone would give me a real home. Ms Mac found me there and brought me to Room 26. Then she went to Brazil for a while and I had to learn to live with Mrs Brisbane. I wasn’t too sure about her at first, but she turned out to be a great teacher.


Now Ms Mac was back. But where had she been all day?


She sank into a chair next to Mrs Brisbane’s desk. ‘I have a lot to learn,’ she said.


‘You’ll be fine,’ Mrs Brisbane assured her. ‘But first grade isn’t easy.’


So that’s where Ms Mac was. She was teaching first grade at Longfellow School!


‘It’s exciting, but there’s so much to teach them,’ Ms Mac continued. ‘I wish I had Humphrey and Og to help.’


She glanced over our way and waved. ‘Hi, guys,’ she said.


‘Hi, Ms Mac! You’ll be great at first grade – mark my words!’ I squeaked in encouragement while Og splashed loudly in his tank.


‘How did your day go?’ Ms Mac asked Mrs Brisbane.


‘I think it will be a good year,’ Mrs Brisbane said. ‘Want to grab a cup of coffee?’


‘Would I!’ Ms Mac answered.


While Mrs Brisbane gathered up her things, Ms Mac came over to see Og and me. She leaned down close to my cage and I saw her big, happy smile and her sparkling eyes. She smelled of apples, ‘Maybe I can borrow you once in a while,’ she whispered.


‘I hope so,’ I whispered back. But unfortunately, I know all she heard was a very soft squeak.
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Then Og and I were alone, left to think over the strange happenings of the first day of school.


‘Thomas does exaggerate,’ I said to my neighbour. ‘I think that fish story was a tall tale.’


‘BOING!’ he answered.


‘Phoebe is very forgetful, but Holly is VERY-VERY-VERY helpful,’ I added.


‘BOING!’ he agreed again.


‘I wonder why Harry can’t hurry up,’ I said after a little more thinking.


‘BOING-BOING!’ my friend replied.


‘But I don’t have time to worry about these strange students,’ I continued. ‘Because I’m busy worrying about what happened to my real friends from Room 26 – the ones from last year.’


I was silent for a few seconds, and then I squeaked what was really on my mind. ‘Am I ever going to see them again?’
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Treat hamsters the way you’d like to be treated, which includes telling them where their friends have gone!
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Night School
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When the room got dark, my thoughts got darker. Not only was I curious about where my old friends had gone, but I was also unsqueakably worried about what they would do without a helpful hamster to help them with their problems. I don’t mean to brag, but I had lent a helping paw to all my classmates last year, even if they didn’t always know it.


‘No use sitting around and worrying,’ I suddenly squeaked out loud. ‘We need to do something!’


‘BOING!’ Og agreed.


Just then, the room was filled with bright light.


‘Never fear, ’cause Aldo’s here!’ a friendly voice boomed out.


‘Aldo!’ I shouted, happy to see Aldo Amato pull his cleaning trolley into the room. Aldo is the caretaker and he’s also a wonderful friend. I’d seen him at camp over the summer but I hadn’t seen him for the last few weeks.


He came up to the table and gazed down at me.


‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, Humphrey,’ he said, reaching in his pocket. ‘Here, have some sunflower seeds.’


Yum! I’m always happy to get my favourite treat.


Aldo found a jar of Froggy Food Sticks for Og and sprinkled some in his tank. ‘Here you go, Og. Enjoy them in good health!’


Og swam around, gathering the little sticks in his huge mouth. I’m sorry he doesn’t get tasty sunflower seeds like I do, but he doesn’t seem to mind.


‘So it’s back to school for all of us,’ he said. ‘Back to work at night and back to college in the daytime for me.’


Aldo was going to college so he could be a teacher one day.


‘I have some good courses this year,’ Aldo continued. ‘Including biology. That’s where I’ll learn about creatures like you.’


I chomped away on a sunflower seed, thinking that biology must be an interesting course.


‘Look, I saw Richie after school. I think he’s a little worried about his new teacher, Miss Becker.’ I stopped mid-chomp. Repeat-It-Please-Richie Rinaldi was Aldo’s nephew and a former classmate in Room 26.


‘Miss Becker? Where is she? How can I find Richie?’ I squeaked. ‘Why is he worried?’


I guess Aldo didn’t understand. ‘I’ll tell him you said hello,’ he answered.


Suddenly, the sunflower seed didn’t taste so good, because Richie was worried. Even if he wasn’t in Room 26 any more, he was still my friend.


Then Aldo got to work cleaning Room 26. He was wonderful at his job. I thought he’d be an unsqueakably good teacher some day, but I knew that once he was teaching, Room 26 would never be quite as clean again.


Watching Aldo got my mind off my worries until he saw that red hamster ball sitting on Mrs Brisbane’s desk.


‘Hey, who’s this? Are they replacing you, Humphrey?’ Aldo laughed, but I didn’t think that was funny.


He turned the switch on and Aldo roared as the ball twirled and looped and flashed and the music blasted. ‘Rockin’ Aki! Rock ’n’ roll rules!’


As Aldo watched, he did a little dance just like Aki.


After a while, he switched Aki off.


‘That’s funny,’ he said. ‘But don’t worry. Nothing could replace you, Humphrey.’


‘Thank you,’ I squeaked.


‘Richie would like one of those,’ Aldo said.


I wish he hadn’t reminded me of Richie. I didn’t like to think about my old friend being worried.


After Aldo left and I saw his car pull out of the car park outside my window, I decided to investigate the school and find out where Richie and my other old friends had gone.


‘Don’t you think I should find out where this Miss Becker’s classroom is, Og?’ I asked.


‘BOING-BOING!’ Og is always encouraging, at least most of the time.


Of course, Longfellow School is a BIG-BIG-BIG place so I probably couldn’t cover it all in one night. But I was at least going to try.


I pushed on my cage door. Thanks to my lock-that-doesn’t-lock, the door swung wide open. To humans, that lock always looks tightly fastened. But I know that a little gentle pressure opens the door and I’m free to come and go as I please.


I climbed out, grabbed hold of the leg of our table and slid down. After I landed, I shook myself and scampered to the door.


‘I’ll be back to give you a full report, Og!’ I told my friend. ‘Wish me luck!’


‘BOING-BOING!’ he answered.


I crouched down and slid through the narrow space between the bottom of the door and the floor.


It was dark in the hallway except for some very faint lights which cast ghostly shadows on the walls. I shivered a little but nothing was going to keep me from my mission.


I took a left turn and skittered along until I reached the next doorway. I looked UP-UP-UP and saw ‘Room 28’ on the door. I wasn’t sure what had happened to Room 27 but I didn’t want to waste time thinking about that.


After taking a deep breath, I slid under the door into Room 28. When I stood up, I was surprised to see that Room 28 looked almost exactly like Room 26 – except that everything was backwards! Well, not exactly everything. The blackboards and windows were on the same side as in Room 26, but the cloakroom, the teacher’s desk and the clock were all in the wrong place.


‘Eek!’ I squeaked.


I scurried between the desks but since Aldo had just cleaned, there weren’t many clues around to tell me who was in the room. I stopped to glance up at the blackboard. Luckily, the moonbeams coming through the windows hit at just the right angle and I saw ‘Mr Michaels’ written on the board.


This wasn’t Miss Becker’s room after all.


I didn’t want to waste time in the wrong room, so I slid back under the door and continued up the dimly lit hallway to the next classroom on the left, Room 30.


‘Here goes nothing,’ I thought, as I pushed under the door.


Oddly enough, Room 30 looked more like Room 26 than Room 28. The cloakroom, the teacher’s desk and the clock were in the same place as in Room 26.


But there were some differences. For one thing, the tables were placed in a great big circle. Mrs Brisbane had her tables lined up in rows.


Along one of the walls was a huge tree going all the way up to the ceiling. It was made of paper and each of the brightly coloured paper leaves had a name on it.


It was hard to read the names in the darkened room but I saw an Emma and a Margaret, a Christopher and a Ben. I didn’t know any of those names, so this was probably the wrong room.


I escaped under the door and hurried to the room across the hall – Room 29.


It was unsqueakably dark in this room because the blinds were shut tightly. I could hardly even make out the shadowy shapes of tables and chairs. When I looked up, I let out an extra-loud ‘Squeak!’ because there were large round objects hanging from the ceiling, giving off an eerie glow. I felt shivery and quivery until I figured out that they were models of the planets in our solar system. Thank goodness Mrs Brisbane taught us about them last year, so I knew what they were.


I began to look for clues to find out if my friends had moved into this room. I darted to the front of the class near the teacher’s desk. When I looked UP-UP-UP, I saw a sign sitting on top of the desk. ‘Mrs Murch,’ the sign read.


Wrong room again!


I hurried back out of Room 29 towards the next room. There was Room 27!


I took a deep breath and slipped under the door.


It was a little brighter in this room because the blinds had been left open and moonlight streamed through the windows. But a quick glance at the board told me I was in the wrong room again.


‘Miss Loomis,’ was written out in large letters.


But next to the teacher’s name was a list of students and some of them were very familiar.


Miranda, Garth, Seth, Sayeh, Art, Mandy. They’d all been in Room 26 last year. So some of the students had gone to Miss Becker’s class and some of them had moved to Miss Loomis’s class.


Then I remembered something.


‘This is where Og came from!’ I squeaked out loud.


It was true. Og had once lived in Miss Loomis’s class. The day she brought him to Room 26 to stay was quite a shock to me, I can tell you that! But over time, I’ve got used to my funny green friend.


I was thinking about those early days with Og when suddenly a strange sound boomed out of the darkness.


‘RUM-RUM. RUM-RUM.’


It was very loud and very deep – so deep, it made my ears twitch.


‘RUM-RUM. RUM-RUM.’


The sound came from the corner and I could make out the shape of a tank sitting on a table.


‘RUM-RUM! RUM-RUM!’ the voice bellowed.


I cautiously edged my way towards the table. Yes, it was a tank, all right, and sitting in that tank was a huge frog, way bigger than Og! Instead of a pleasant smile, like Og’s, he was leering. Or was he sneering?


‘Hello, George!’ I squeaked. ‘I’m a friend of Og’s. Remember him?’


RUM-RUM! RUM-RUM! George answered. He certainly didn’t sound friendly. I recalled that Miss Loomis had got Og to keep George company, but George didn’t like Og, so she’d brought him to Mrs Brisbane’s class.


RUM-RUM-RUM-RUM! George was getting louder and louder. I guess he didn’t like me either, so I ran away as fast as my small legs could carry me and slid under the door.


Whew! I could still hear George out in the hall. I was lucky to get away from him, but I was worried about my friends who were stuck in class with him every single day. They must be miserable!


I was tempted to race back to Room 26 so I could tell Og about my discovery, but the next door was marked Room 25. It was right across the hall from my classroom so I decided to check to see if that was Miss Becker’s room.


For some reason, there was very little space between the bottom of this door and the floor so I had to flatten myself as much as I could and push myself through. The problem was, halfway through the door I just stopped.


I was stuck!


‘Eek!’ I squeaked. Not that it mattered. There was no one around to hear me.


I pushed again but I didn’t budge. My head was in Room 25 and my tail was in the hallway!


My mind raced as I imagined spending the night under the door while Og worried about what had happened to me. Then I thought about morning, when someone would come to open the door. They might not even see me! I might get squashed as the door opened or stepped on by students. I might never ever see the inside of Room 26 again!


Then I remembered that at camp the counsellors always told us campers to stay calm in case of emergency.


‘Stay CALM-CALM-CALM,’ I told myself, although it’s hard to be calm when you’re stuck under a door.


After a few seconds, I felt relaxed enough to look at the room in front of me. I couldn’t see much except a jumble of desks and the usual blackboard. I couldn’t move my head but I could move my eyes so I looked all the way to the right and saw desks. Then I looked all the way to the left and saw the cloakroom. In front of the cloakroom wall was a large trolley filled with books. I had to squint to read the sign on it:


PROPERTY OF ROOM 25 MR MCCAULEY’S ROOM DO NOT REMOVE!


So this wasn’t Miss Becker’s room. I didn’t have to explore Room 25 after all. When I tried backing out from under the door, I didn’t have a bit of trouble. If I’d stayed a little calmer, I might have realized sooner that although I couldn’t slide forward, I could easily back out.


‘Whew!’ I sighed as I stopped in the dark hallway, listening to my heart pound. When my heart slowed down, I hurried across the hall to Room 26 and slid under the door.


‘Og, I’m back!’ I squeaked. ‘I’m not stuck under the door!’


Og splashed wildly in his tank. ‘BOING-BOING-BOING-BOING!’ he called to me.


I dashed across the floor towards the table. It’s unsqueakably difficult and dangerous for me to get back up to my cage but tonight, I wasted no time. I grabbed on to the long cord that dangles down from the blinds, held on tight and began swinging back and forth, pushing with all my might. The cord began to swing higher and higher until I was level with the tabletop. Then I let go of the cord and slid on to the table, zooming right past Og’s tank.


Once I got my footing, I hurried into my cage and pulled the door behind me.


For the first time all evening, I felt safe. You have no idea how comforting it can be to have a nice cage for protection.


‘Okay, Og,’ I said when I could breathe again. ‘Our friends are not in Rooms 28, 30 or 29. I didn’t quite make it into Room 25 but I could see that it wasn’t Miss Becker’s class.’


‘BOING!’ Og seemed surprised.


‘However, some of them are in Room 27. That’s Miss Loomis’s class – remember her?’ I asked.


‘BOING-BOING-BOING-BOING!’ I guess Og remembered.


‘George is still there and he’s not a bit friendly!’ I complained. ‘Garth and Miranda and a whole bunch of students from the old class are there with him!’


Og took a giant dive into the water side of his tank and madly splashed around.


The more I thought about George, the happier I was that Og moved to Room 26. When Og stopped splashing, I told him more about my adventure – even the scary part where I got stuck under the door.


‘BOING-BOING-BOING!’ he said when I was finished.


I sighed and relaxed. I glanced around the room and saw that red hamster ball sitting on Mrs Brisbane’s desk.


The thought of Aki singing and dancing made me laugh. I began humming – or at least my way of humming.


‘Rockin’ Aki! Rock ’n’ roll rules!’ I squeaked as I hopped on to my wheel and gave it a good spin.


Then Og joined in. ‘BOING-BOING!’ he twanged. Then he dived into his water and did some unsqueakably wild splashing.


After a while, though, I stopped spinning and crawled into my sleeping hut to rest.


It turns out that investigating and rocking and rolling can make you VERY-VERY-VERY tired.
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Whenever possible, try to walk through doors instead of under them.
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