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One

Mandy Hope sat with her chin cupped in both hands. She was daydreaming in class, while sun streamed in through the biology lab window. Miss Temple was handing back the homework books. Mandy gazed at Henry the Eighth, the school hamster, treading steadily inside his exercise wheel.

Henry the Eighth was a good name, she decided. Like all hamsters, Henry had a funny habit of pouching his food in his cheeks, which puffed out, making him look enormously fat and self-important. His golden brown whiskers and the flash of white on the chest completed his resemblance to the famous king of England.

Treadle-treadle-rattle-spin went the wheel. Henry’s squat little legs trotted on. Mandy smiled absent-mindedly. Henry was the eighth and last hamster in his litter, hence his name. Miss Temple had found homes for all the rest, but had decided to keep Henry as the school pet. She said he was a hamster with attitude. Mandy supposed this meant that he had a cheeky glint in his enormous dark eyes. Anyway, Henry had turned into one of the friendliest little animals, happy to sit in your hand nibbling dry porridge oats or to take a small chunk of brown bread and hold it delicately between his front paws.

And that was the problem; he was too friendly and too greedy. Everyone who came up to his cage for a chat slipped him a few goodies. He gobbled crisps, sandwich crusts, apple cores. You name it, Henry ate it. And he was fat!

He had a nice life though, sitting inside his airy wooden cage on the sunniest ledge in the biology lab, alongside the geraniums and the spider plants. He’d put on weight, and no amount of treading the exercise wheel seemed to take it off again. Podgy, pouchy, overweight little Henry weighed in at a mighty one hundred and fifty grammes. He was a heavyweight hamster. Mandy smiled and dreamed on.

‘Mandy Hope.’ Miss Temple’s voice brought her back to earth. ‘Hello, Mandy. Knock, knock, is anybody there?’ She came up to Mandy’s bench and rattled her knuckles against it, exercise book at the ready. ‘Don’t you want to know your homework grade?’

Mandy blushed and pushed her blonde hair behind her ears. ‘Sorry.’ Sheepishly she took her book.

‘Don’t worry. Only one more day to go before we break up!’ Miss Temple’s smile was warm and friendly. ‘You’re not the only one who can’t wait for the end of term.’

This time Mandy grinned. She liked the biology teacher, and this wasn’t just because biology was her favourite school subject, with all the fascinating facts about animals. Miss Temple herself was bright and young; quite strict when she wanted her pupils to pay attention, but open to a joke and a kind word. She didn’t look like a teacher either, with her wavy brown hair straying out of its ponytail and her light summer dresses.

‘I was watching Henry doing his workout,’ Mandy explained.

Miss Temple glanced at her watch and told the class to pack away their things. ‘Ah, our dear little Mesocricetus auratus! That’s his official, scientific name.’ She smiled, glancing at Henry. ‘Or not so little, as the case may be. He could really do with being put on a strict diet. And that reminds me.’ She walked back to the front of the class and clapped her hands for attention. ‘Listen for a moment, everyone!’

Mandy watched a couple of people in the front row having a whisper and a giggle behind their hands. End-of-term fever was really setting in. One girl, Vicki Simpson, had gone bright red and sat on the edge of her seat. She watched Miss Temple step up the ledge towards her own demonstration bench. Vicki’s friend, Becky Severn, dug her in the ribs and warned her to be quiet. Meanwhile, Vicki’s twin brother, Justin, retreated from Miss Temple’s bench, a wide grin spread across his round, freckled face.

Miss Temple clapped again and the room fell silent. ‘I want to make an announcement before the bell goes.’ She paused and cocked her head to one side. She listened hard. ‘What’s that noise?’

In the silence, Mandy could hear Henry plodding steadily inside his wheel. Treadle-treadle-rattle-spin. ‘It’s Henry, Miss!’ she volunteered, pointing him out to the teacher.

But Miss Temple frowned. ‘No, not that. Something else; a kind of whirring sound.’ She leaned across her bench towards the board duster, carelessly scrunched and pushed to one side.

Mandy saw Justin’s grin expand. Vicki’s face was ready to explode into laughter.

Miss Temple peered at the red checked duster. The faint whirring sound was definitely coming from under there. Gingerly she poked the duster, then raised a tiny corner. The whirring grew louder, like an angry bee.

Miss Temple gritted her teeth. She lifted the duster clear of the bench. A round, fat, hairy thing with eight long, spindly legs shot out from under it. Mandy stared wide-eyes. The ‘thing’ was a giant spider; a noisy, buzzing, creeping, squelchy, hairy-legged spider.

Vicki Simpson jumped to her feet for a better view. Becky held her back. Justin jumped on to his seat. The whole class was in uproar!

The spider shot across the bench, whirring angrily. It scrabbled across the length of the teacher’s workbench and came up against a tall pile of textbooks, where it whirred and flailed.

‘Hmm.’ Miss Temple put on her best science teacher’s voice. ‘I suspect it’s Arachnis dunlophobia, a very rare species indeed.’ She poked at the spider with the sharp end of a pencil. It turned and sprinted back along the bench. A squeal shivered round the class.

Mandy squinted hard at the creature. Its grey, bumpy body was covered in ugly yellow blotches. It had big red eyes. Its legs, those long, hairy things, moved like clockwork. Ah! She caught Miss Temple’s eye. Clockwork, she thought.

‘Now, everyone, calm down and stand back. Justin, get down from that chair, please,’ the biology teacher ordered. She went straight to the high shelf behind her desk and brought back a large, empty glass jar. ‘I want to take this specimen alive.’ Swiftly she trapped the spider inside the jar. A muffled whirring emerged. Legs scrambled helplessly against the glass. The spider tumbled and rolled. Then the whirring slowed and faded to a stop.

‘Is it dead, Miss?’ Justin demanded. He grinned at his twin sister.

Miss Temple winked at Mandy. ‘No, Justin. Arachnis dunlophobia is a tougher species than that!’ Carefully she lifted the jar and picked up the spider between thumb and forefinger. ‘In fact, if we just wind this little knob here, I expect we’ll soon revive him, no problem!’ She smiled as she wound up the rubbery toy and placed him right way up on the bench once more. Sure enough, the spider began charging in straight lines up and down the bench.
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‘Oh!’ Becky Severn sat back in her seat and fanned herself. ‘It’s a trick!’ Vicki bit her lip, waiting to see how the teacher would react. Only Justin remained calm. Mandy saw him, standing hands in pockets, the grin fixed on his sturdy face.

Miss Temple raised her eyebrows at him. ‘What a pity, Justin. I thought we were on to an exciting scientific discovery there. A Nobel prize at the very least.’

Justin kept on grinning. But when Miss Temple took the toy spider and placed it, legs still whirring away, inside her drawer, his smile began to fade. ‘Hey, Miss, that’s my spider!’ he complained.

She cut him short. ‘Yes, Justin, I know perfectly well it’s your spider. But I think I’ll just keep an eye on him for the rest of the day, if you don’t mind. Now, you can make yourself nice and useful.’ She picked up the duster and thrust it towards him in a cloud of chalk. ‘Why don’t you clean the board for me while I make my announcement? I’ll have a word with you during break, after the bell has gone.’

Justin’s mouth turned down, but Miss Temple had the upper hand. She hadn’t panicked; she’d turned the joke against him. She waited until Justin settled into his task, then turned to the rest of the class.

Good for you, Mandy thought. Justin was well known as a loud-mouth and a bully. But Miss Temple had handled him well. She saw his twin sister sit back in her place, head down, unwilling to make eye contact. Gradually everyone settled down.

‘It’s about Henry,’ Miss Temple began. ‘We need to find him a good home for the school holiday.’ A murmur ran round the room. The teacher raised both hands, asking for quiet. ‘We need someone who can collect the cage after school tomorrow, take it home and look after him for six weeks. That means, preferably someone whose family is not going on holiday themselves, whom we can rely on to change the bedding every day, make sure that Henry gets his exercise and food, and a bit of regular company.’ She paused while people considered this.

Mandy sighed and gazed at Henry. He’d stopped exercising and come out on to the floor of his cage to groom. His lovely marmalade-coloured coat shone in the sun. He stared back at her with his short sighted, twinkling dark eyes. His nose and whiskers twitched. If only, she thought. Looking after Henry for the summer would be fantastic. But it was out of the question. As vets at Animal Ark, her mum and dad had a rule that they would never take in extra animals; not strays, nor friends’ cats and dogs, nor orphans from the wild. ‘We’re not a boarding-kennels, Mandy. We’re vets,’ her mum would say, kindly but firmly. ‘No extra responsibilities, remember. We have enough as it is.’

Mandy reluctantly admitted that her mum and dad were right never to break their rule.

‘This person must take great care to feed Henry his proper diet; cereal, rusks, nuts, fruit and vegetables, and not too many snacks!’ Miss Temple paused to make the point about Henry’s weight problem, then went on. ‘There must always be clean drinking water in his cage. And you must be especially careful to keep it locked tight at night. Night-time is when pet hamsters get up to their tricks if you let them.

‘So it’s a responsible job, but if you feel you would like to have a go at looking after Henry, please write your name on a piece of paper as you go out of the lab. I’ll take in all the names and put them into a hat. The one I draw out will be the lucky caretaker. I plan to make the draw early tomorrow morning, so please come and check to see if you’ve been lucky. If you are, you can take Henry home with you tomorrow afternoon.’

The end of the lesson bell went just as Miss Temple drew to a close. Chairs scraped on the floor, people picked up their bags and started to file out. Miss Temple took Justin into one corner for a stern word, then let him go. He shuffled out. Mandy sighed again as she noticed five or six people queuing up to give Miss Temple their slips of paper, Vicki Simpson and Becky Severn among them. She sidled by, towards the door.

‘How about you, Mandy?’ Miss Temple asked, knowing Mandy’s love of animals. She brought her up short.

‘Sorry, Miss. I can’t.’

‘Going on holiday?’

Mandy shook her head. ‘No. It’s just that we have enough animals to take care of as it is,’ she said quietly.

‘Ah.’ Miss Temple nodded. ‘So you can’t manage it?’

Mandy shrugged, but an idea shot into her head as she glanced back at Henry, still preening in the sun. ‘No,’ she said, her spirits suddenly lifting. ‘But I think I know someone who can!’
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Two

‘James!’ Mandy cried. The corridor was crowded with kids, all making their way outside for morning break. She’d spotted her friend’s serious face with its mop of straight brown hair and round glasses. ‘Wait a second!’ She squeezed through the crowd towards him.

He turned and gave her a shy grin. ‘Hi, Mandy.’ Then he whispered to a couple of friends to go ahead without him. ‘Where’s the fire?’ he asked, as Mandy caught up with him at last.

‘No fire. But listen to this!’ she gasped. Her blue eyes were sparkling. ‘You know Henry?’

‘Henry who?’

‘Henry the Eighth.’

‘Yes, sure. He was the one with six wives, wasn’t he? He kept killing them off for some reason.’ James’s eyes twinkling behind his glasses showed that he was teasing.

‘No, not that Henry the Eighth. Our Henry, the school Henry! Henry the Hamster!’

‘Oh, that Henry.’ James folded his arms. ‘I might have guessed it was an animal that you’d got so worked up about.’

Mandy felt people swarm by, knocking against her with their schoolbags, barging down the corridor, heading for the sunny playground. ‘I’m not worked up!’ she protested. Then she grinned at James. ‘OK, then, I am. But listen, I’ve just had this terrific idea!’

James’s brown eyes widened. ‘Uh-oh!’

She grabbed hold of his elbow. ‘Miss Temple needs someone to take care of Henry during the school holiday,’ she gabbled. ‘Well, of course I’d love to do it, but I can’t, as you know, because Mum and Dad have this strict rule about pets, but I thought it would be terrific if you could take Henry home! Wouldn’t it be great if you had him? I could pop in every now and then to help you look after him. Not that you couldn’t manage perfectly well by yourself, I realise, but it would be brilliant if we both took care of him; if you mum and dad say yes, and if you think it’s a good idea too!’

‘Whoa!’ James put up both hands to fend Mandy off. ‘Slow down.’

Mandy had only paused for breath. ‘What’s the matter? Don’t you want to look after Henry? He’s gorgeous! He’s really, really friendly, and he’s got a very interesting personality. Hamsters need company, and I’d be able to come nearly every day to help. It’s not as if you’d have to do everything …’ Mandy began to slow down. She felt herself go hot and red. Here she was, gushing on, and James was standing calmly in the emptying corridor, arms folded, a smile spreading across his face.

‘Just hang on a minute,’ he said slowly.

‘Why? James, you have to make your mind up pretty quickly. Miss Temple is in the lab right this minute asking for volunteers. She’s going to mix the names up in a hat and draw one out. She’ll have finished and gone off to the staffroom if we don’t hurry up!’ Mandy’s enthusiasm seemed to be falling on deaf ears. ‘Don’t you want to put your name on the list?’

James sprang his answer on her. ‘I already have!’

‘What?’

‘We had biology first lesson. Miss Temple asked our class the same thing. I was the first to volunteer.’

‘To look after Henry?’

James nodded, watching her puzzled face.

Mandy blushed even more furiously.

‘Great minds think alike,’ he told her. ‘When Miss Temple said that Henry needed a home for the summer, I thought, me and Mandy, quick as a flash!’

They began to walk down the steps towards the playground. ‘Do you think we’ll be lucky?’ she wondered. ‘Henry seems to be pretty popular.’ She glanced up and through the window at the queue of pupils still waiting to give their names to Miss Temple.

James shrugged. ‘Think positive. There’s always a chance that my name will be the one!’

‘OK,’ she smiled. ‘So you’ll go straight home tonight and ask your mum and dad if it would be all right?’ The sun in the sheltered playground was almost hot enough to melt the tarmac. Mandy felt the heat, and fanned her face.

James nodded. ‘Do you fancy a game of tennis after tea?’

‘If it’s not too hot,’ she agreed.

They made their arrangements to go down to the courts by the riverside. ‘Do you think they’ll say yes?’ she asked.

‘About Henry?’ He nodded. ‘We already have Blackie and Eric to look after. What’s one little extra hamster?’

Mandy smiled. Henry wasn’t just any old hamster. She suspected he would be quite a handful. But Mr and Mrs Hunter weren’t to know that. And anyway, there was no point counting your chickens before they were hatched; or your hamster before your name had been drawn out of the hat, she thought.

 

Mandy stretched out on the patio at the back of the cottage, letting her teatime food settle before she cycled down to James’s house.

In the background she could hear the sharp barks and muffled yelps of some of the residents in the unit behind the surgery. This was where the patients stayed overnight at Animal Ark, recovering from operations, or perhaps for observation, until Mr or Mrs Hope had diagnosed their ailments.
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