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Foreword

by Chris Brown,

Director of Tooth ’n’ Claw

The UK’s premier animal training facility for film, TV and advertising.

Just like Tori and Taya in this book, I lived my entire childhood surrounded by wild animals. Our record at one point was three chimpanzees, two lions, a bear and a lazy python. It had always seemed the most natural thing in the world for my sister and me to wake up with a lion sleeping at the foot of the bed. Apparently this is not normal for most children.

Why on earth would anyone want to foster wild animals, you may ask? The truth is that animals from Safari parks produce a lot of young that survive in captivity but would not survive in the wild. Therefore someone has to look after them, as their natural mothers are not equipped for a full litter to survive. We were one of the chosen families tasked with the challenge.

I am just glad that now I can open my eyes in safety in the mornings without a jungle beast leaping on my head!



www.toothnclaw.com
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Furry Dustbin Lorry

When a tiger lands on you first thing in the morning, even when they’re just four months old, you know about it. Chips’s paws are already the same size as my head and he weighs nearly as much as Rabbit, our golden retriever.

‘Oooh!’

Chips was straddling my head. I could see his furry white tummy up close. Part of me wanted to cuddle him because he is SO gorgeous. The rest of me wanted to breathe. Breathing won.

‘No licking,’ I gasped, laughing and kissing Chips’s rough black nose while trying to avoid his tongue. Tiger tongues are like sandpaper and can lick polish off toenails.

‘Keep it down, Taya, will you?’ yawned Tori from the other side of our bedroom.

Don’t start me on how uncool sharing a bedroom with your hideous twin sister is. Let’s just say that if it was down to me, Tori would be in the garden shed.

‘It’s not me,’ I protested, still wrestling with the cubling. ‘It’s Chips! I didn’t hear him come in. Was he sleeping on your bed again? You know how Mum feels about that. I hope for your sake—’

Tori suddenly screamed.

Chips reversed off me like a furry dustbin lorry and hurtled for the bedroom door, his orange and black tail whizzing after him. It made me think of those stripy rocket balloons that go mad when you let them go.

‘My duvet!’ my twin sister yelled furiously down the stairs. ‘MUM! Chips has just …’

I’ll leave you to imagine what Chips had just done to Tori’s duvet.



Mum fosters wild animals at home for zoos and safari parks. Crazy but cool, right? When she left her first career (she was a MODEL! Seriously!) she got a zoology degree and a Dangerous Wild Animals licence and brought a pair of orphaned tiger cubs home from Wild World, our local safari park. She called them Salt and Vinegar and had them until they grew too big and started eating the carpet. When they went back, the park keepers said they’d never seen such healthy young animals and what had Mum been feeding them on and could they borrow the recipe? And that’s how it all began, and why Tori and I have always had wild animals in our house.

Wild animals – yes. Tigers – no. Tori and I weren’t born in the days of Salt and Vinegar. So imagine our excitement when the Chips and Gravy saga kicked off.

It was just Mum and us in the house when the phone call came. Dad was away on one of his animal photography jobs, somewhere in China. Tori and I were finishing our homework and I was trying to draw snails on her book when she wasn’t looking. Tori’s easy to wind up. She winds me up too, more than I would like. That’s the trouble with being twins from entirely different planets.

The first sign that the phone call was an AIN – Animal In Need – was when Mum put the phone down and burst into tears.

Mum is very emotional, like me. She’s been getting AIN calls for thirteen years, but she never gets used to them. She goes through four stages.

Stage One: Tears.

Stage Two: Silence.

Stage Three: Rage and Insults on Behalf of the Animal.

Stage Four is the bit I like to call ‘Let’s do the show right here!’, after these old black and white films we have on DVD. It’s the stage where Mum mops her eyes and pushes up her sleeves and starts ordering extra weaning bottles and food and equipment and booking specialist vets.

Tori and I waited for Stages One and Two to pass. As Mum started to wind herself into Stage Three, we moved in and put our arms round her. We’ve had lots of practice at timing this just right. My sister and I don’t agree about much, but where Mum and our animals are concerned, we don’t argue.

‘This idiot has a new wife who wants a pet tiger,’ Mum hissed. ‘This criminal idiot pays money to a stranger he meets in India. This flea-brained criminal idiot smuggles two newborn cubs to his house in Jersey on his oh-so-private plane and gives them to his wife. In a box. With ribbons.’

Tori looked as sick as I felt. Baby animals, stolen from their mother and tied up in a box like a diamond ring? What sort of person would do that? Just the thought of it made me want to cry too.

‘Of course, this wife doesn’t know what to do with them. She tries to feed them on cow’s milk. The babies are starving. Their bones are showing through their fur. They are dehydrated. Their eyes are infected. They have not got long to live.’

Now I was feeling really sick.

‘This thief calls the vet. The vet calls the police and the thief is taken away for questioning.’

‘In chains, I hope,’ Tori said in an ultra-cold voice.

I was thinking more along the lines of a box with ribbons that can’t be untied.

‘After the police take away this thief, the vet calls Wild World. And Wild World calls me.’ Mum looked at us both with tears shimmering in her big brown eyes. ‘They are coming to us tomorrow morning.’

Oh my wombats! Tigers are completely and utterly the best animals ever in the entire whole world and their cubs are that times a million. Mum had fostered a few cubs over the years: a cheetah with the cutest little bogbrush face, a serval, an Iberian lynx that chewed up my shoes because it liked the taste of the leather. And now Tori and I were about to get our first tigers EVER!

‘How long will we have them?’ I asked breathlessly.

‘Six months, maybe more,’ said Mum.

‘Outside?’ Tori checked. ‘In our garden cages?’

Mum shook her head. ‘They are too young for that. We’ll have to have them with us in the house until they’re four or five months.’

‘Suits me,’ said Tori.

‘Me too,’ I said, when I’d finished hyperventilating. Tigers! In my house! It was almost too much to think about. Just wait till Dad came home from China! What would he say?

Mum was already moving into Stage Four. She is such a professional. ‘With your father away, I need your help,’ she warned us. ‘It means not much sleep, because we will feed them through the night. It means no going out with your friends until Dad comes home because we can’t leave the babies alone for a second. They are too young and fragile. Will you do this for me?’

‘YES, Mum!’ I cried. ‘Like, seriously, yes! Totally and completely yes. Yessville. Yesseroo. Yes, yes, yes!’

‘Sure,’ said Tori.

You can see why I find my sister annoying.



That night I was too excited to go to sleep.

‘We should call them something like Salt and Vinegar, in keeping with family tradition,’ I said. ‘Two names that go together completely perfectly. Sparkle and Lipgloss?’

On the other side of the room, Tori made a retching noise. ‘Sparkle and Lipgloss? Please!’

‘Fine,’ I said, annoyed already. ‘You think of something better.’

‘Nebula and Supernova.’

I snorted. ‘Trust you to get all scientific.’

‘Spell it,’ said Tori.

‘What?’

‘Scientific. Since you so clearly know what you’re talking about, let’s hear you spell it.’

‘You’re changing the subject,’ I said hotly. Tori knew I had as much chance of spelling scientific as growing a pair of tiger whiskers. ‘We don’t know what sex they are yet, so we probably need something a bit more general. Um … Apple and Crumble? Jelly and Custard?’

‘Chips and Gravy.’

I propped myself up on my elbow. Much as I hated to admit it, Tori was on to something. ‘Chips and Gravy,’ I said reluctantly. ‘It’s quite good, I suppose.’

‘I’m blushing at your effusiveness,’ said Tori.

I had no idea what effusiveness was, but there was no way I was going to ask. So I changed the subject.

‘Do they have stripes when they’re babies?’

‘Spots,’ said Tori.

I stared through the darkness at my sister’s bed. ‘How come?’ I said in amazement.

‘Of course they have stripes, you doughnut,’ Tori said.

I hated it when Tor reeled me in like that.

‘I just thought maybe they were like Dalmatians,’ I said defensively. ‘Getting their patterns a bit later. You don’t have to be all funny about it.’

Tor was quiet for a bit.

‘Do you ever think about school in September?’ she said out of nowhere.

I was still brooding over the spotty tiger cub thing. ‘No,’ I muttered. ‘Because I’m not a swot like you.’

It was May and we were in our last term at our primary school, Castle Hill, busy being the biggest kids in the playground and planning the upcoming obstacle race at sports day and thinking about how Zoe McGuigan had just got a new hamster. Secondary school was still as far away as Christmas.

‘Did you know there’s going to be three hundred kids in our year?’ Tori said.

‘Yeah, right.’ I wasn’t falling for another of Tor’s wind-ups.

‘And only us and that Joe Morton in Mr Thompson’s class from Castle Hill,’ Tori went on.

I couldn’t even picture Joe Morton. Was he the skinny one with massive ears or the kid with an earring that went putrid in Year Four? Still unsure about whether Tori was joking, I decided to get things back on safer ground.

‘How big do you think the cubs are going to be?’ I tried to picture the little mewling balls. ‘Will we be able to fit one in each hand?’

‘What are you going to do, juggle with them?’

I flung myself back on my pillow as, once again, Tori’s voice went all scornful. Why were we twins? Why were we identical to look at when we were so different underneath? Why were we even related?



The cubs arrived before the postman the next day. Our dog, Rabbit, went mental. She’s mad about the animals Mum brings back and always goes into Mother Mode. That’s golden retrievers for you.

I pushed Rabbit’s eager nose out of the way as I stared in awe at Chips, cradling him very carefully. His eyes were still quite crusty and he felt thin, but he was magical. He yawned, showing little gums and a long pink tongue. Despite myself, I double-checked the pattern on his fur. Yup. Stripes.

‘Tori, you hold Gravy.’ Mum handed the other cub to my sister. ‘I must get their first feed ready.’

Tori and I sat side by side, holding our precious bundles. Amazingly, I felt no urge to talk. A moment of rare twinly union fell on us as we stared at the two fluffy miracles in our hands.

Mum bustled about, mixing the right proportions of powdered milk and a few drops of extra glucose before testing the temperature of the cubs’ feed on her upturned wrist. You know how I said Mum was really emotional? When she is looking after our animals, her emotional side gives way to this complete calmness that makes me think of a deep, still, warm lagoon.

‘Can we feed them?’ begged Tori. ‘It’s only seven, and Zoe’s mum won’t collect us for another hour and a half. Can we? Please?’

Because Mum needed to be with the cubs, we were being taken to school by Zoe McGuigan’s mum for the rest of the week, until Dad came back from China at the weekend and could take over.

‘They are still quite dehydrated, so don’t squeeze in too much milk at a time,’ said Mum, handing us a dropper each.

Chips squirmed in my hand and made the most adorable little squeaking noise. I held the little dropper very carefully and tucked the end into his mouth, squeezing the rubber bulb on the end as gently as I could. He spluttered, losing half of it down his fluffy white front. But it wasn’t long before he got the idea.

When the cubs had finished feeding, Gravy fell asleep. Mum took them both and quickly checked what was left of their umbilical cords, wiping them with disinfectant.

‘See what Rabbit thinks of them,’ she said.

We offered Rabbit the cubs, who had both now fallen asleep with their little feet sticking straight up in the air. Rabbit got all excited and licked them both. The cubs both wriggled happily. It felt like they were home.
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A Massive Brick Rat

So. Back to our bedroom four months on with its whiff of tiger wee. Dad was back from a recent trip to Malaysia, and Chips and Gravy were both bigger than your average dog. It was an inset Monday, so Tori and I were planning to play with them all day long. Cubs love play. Just like humans, it’s how tiger babies learn about life.

Tori pulled the soggy Doctor Who duvet off her bed with a shout of disgust. The smell floated across the room, even though it’s a big room and I’m at one end under the window and Tori’s at the other end by the fireplace. I wrinkled my nose.

‘Gravy would never do that on my bed,’ complained Tori.

‘You never let Gravy on your bed,’ I pointed out, ‘because last time you did he ripped a hole in the Tardis. “Where Cybermen failed, one tiger cub succeeded”,’ I added in what I thought was quite a good Doctor Who impression.

Tori gave me her most withering look. My twin believes the Doctor is God. She’s the sort of person who knows all about the solar system, and how time travel really is possible if you do it a certain way, and why our microwave destroys my frankfurters but always does hers perfectly.

‘Bet you wish Chips had done it on my bed instead,’ I said, smoothing my pink, sparkly duvet with one hand.

‘Your duvet’s wet enough without Chips adding to its problems,’ said Tori.

Mum steamed into our room. ‘How many times have I told you not to let the tigers on either of your beds?’ she demanded. ‘Both of you, out of bed and downstairs. The tigers need a walk and we don’t have any defrosted mice for breakfast.’

Before you get any weird ideas – OK, any ideas weirder than the ones you’re probably already having – we don’t eat mice for breakfast. Our ball python, Fernando, does.



Our house needs quite a lot of explaining. It’s like someone once put a pile of bricks down in a heap and stuck them together at weird angles while maybe listening in a distracted kind of way to a football match on the radio or whatever builders listened to a hundred years ago. It’s a total mess, inside and out. Mum bought it with her modelling money a million years ago, well before she met Dad and we came along. She bought it because it backs on to Fernleigh Common, which backs on to Wild World. Of course, it’s perfectly safe for our animals – Mum has to renew her Dangerous Wild Animals licence every year and gets checked on all the time. But when you’ve got animals wandering around, there’s not much point in having posh sofa covers and nice carpets.

Things had got worse since Chips and Gravy moved in. Just as Mum had warned us, they had lived in our house like massive pussycats, sleeping anywhere they fancied and scratching up the banister posts. Right now, not only was our house your basic catastrophe, it looked like someone was burgling it regularly.

The kitchen is especially bad. The cupboards are brown wood and the tiles have orange flowers on. The range cooker is older than Mum, and croaks like a frog sometimes when the oil supply gets air bubbles in it. There are boxes of animal food and bottles and bowls all dangling off shelves over the sink. The table in the middle of the room is stained with mug marks, the chairs don’t match and the floor is covered in black and white lino that curls up at the edges, sometimes with a nice frilly line where the tigers have chewed it. It’s basically a disaster area.

There’s a big photo on the least horrible wall in our kitchen, of Mum in her modelling days. She’s wearing Ray-Bans and her hair is as big as a Newfoundland dog. I don’t mind saying it: our mother is probably the most beautiful woman in the whole world. She’s called Anita and she’s Portuguese and she’s got long hair that pours over her shoulders like melted chocolate, big brown eyes and skin the colour of Victoria Beckham’s, only real. I wish we looked like her. Tori doesn’t care about stuff like that, being Tori. But, apart from having dark-brown hair and eyes, Tori and I take after Dad. Tall, pale and very English. Only without beards, obviously.

I looked from the picture to the real thing sitting with her coffee and cereal and newspaper, and decided to try the Conversation again.

‘This place needs a makeover,’ I began, like I did each time I started the Conversation.

‘It’s perfect,’ said Mum, just like she always did each time I started the Conversation. She turned over a page in her paper.

‘You can get really cheap kitchens with washing machines and microwaves and everything included at the moment,’ I said hopefully.

‘You can’t warm baby animals in a microwave,’ Mum pointed out.

‘You can if they’re frozen mice,’ I said. I had just defrosted Fernando’s breakfast, so I knew what I was talking about.

‘Your father’s photographs pay for our food and our house,’ Mum said patiently. ‘The money I get from Wild World pays for the animals’ feed, care, licences, insurance and vet bills. We don’t have anything left for a new kitchen, Taya.’

Chips gave a loud yawn and turned over in Rabbit’s basket. Now he and Gravy were both lying upside down with their tummies in the air. There was hardly room for one of them in the basket these days, let alone both. Rabbit didn’t stand a chance of squeezing in too, and was lying under the kitchen table instead. You could tell she was there because you could hear her tail thumping against the floor.

‘I have warmed a hundred baby animals in the bottom oven of the range, kissed your father a thousand times at that sink and changed your and Tori’s nappies a million times on this table,’ Mum went on. ‘Why do I want it to be different?’

Deep down, I didn’t really want to change our kitchen. But I had developed a MAJOR problem, which was this. How were Tori and I ever going to invite friends back from our new school when our house looked like something off DIY SOS?

Tori had been right to worry about life at secondary school. It was early September, and we’d been at Forrests for exactly one week. It was the scariest place I’d ever been. I was already wondering if I would make it to half-term alive. Life as a new Year Seven in a new school on the other side of town was never going to be easy, but so far it had been worse than impossible. Just as Tori had pointed out four months earlier, none of our friends had come up to Forrests from Castle Hill except Moron, who was more like a hopeful pigeon after crumbs than a friend.

I don’t often feel grateful for Tori, which maybe is wrong. She can’t help being a nerd. But just now, I was more grateful than I’d ever been in my whole life. All week I’d clung to her like a rubber ring in one of those massive leisure pools with a wave machine. And sharks. She didn’t know how much I’d been relying on her, of course. It was more than my life was worth to tell her that.

The downside to us doing the twin thing was that we hadn’t spoken to a single other person except for Moron. Consequently we were now in danger of becoming known as the loner weirdos. The other kids had taken one look at the two of us with our boring long brown hair and pale uninteresting skin and lack of pierced anythings, and then another look at the bony, bat-eared Moron hovering around us like the angel of social death, and decided we weren’t worth making friends with.
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