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CHAPTER 1


Good morning,

Harry Stevenson

It was the kind of bright, sunny morning when everything looks sparkly and clean. Harry Stevenson, a plump ginger guinea pig, was no exception. Harry was having a wash. First he sat up on his hind legs and licked his front paws, then he used them to smooth down his floppy ears, brush over his ginger coat and comb out his long, silky whiskers. Cleaning his face was easy enough, but reaching round to nibble at the fur on his back was getting increasingly tricky. I wonder why? puzzled Harry, when he’d finished. Perhaps I’m still growing, like Billy is, he thought, while busily tucking into his third juicy carrot of the day.
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Harry Stevenson wanted to look his best because it was a Very Special Day – one he’d been looking forward to all week. Harry still couldn’t believe his luck. For as long as he could remember, he’d watched sadly from his cage on weekdays as his best friend, Billy Smith, packed his bag and headed off to a place called ‘school’. Harry had tried everything to stop his friend from leaving: racing round his cage, showing off his best POPCORNING acrobatics or making the rumbly purring noise that always made Billy smile. But nothing worked: not even his most ear-splitting WHEEKS. It seemed that Billy had no choice in the matter. Harry longed to go with him and now, finally, it seemed that he actually would. Yes, Harry Stevenson was going to school!
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Harry chewed on a strand of hay and thought about ‘school’. What will it be like? he wondered. He’d heard a lot of things from Billy: some bad, some good. Depending on how Billy was feeling, school either sounded like a boring, cramped hutch, or a big outdoor run with lots of grass and dandelions. Harry was sure that it would be like the outdoor run today, with extra dandelions. He couldn’t wait to find out! There was going to be so much to see: strange things called ‘classrooms’, ‘teachers’ and ‘uniform’ (although apparently Harry wouldn’t be wearing that). And what about ‘maths’? Harry chattered his teeth with disapproval. From the fuss Billy made about maths homework, it sounded very unpleasant – possibly even dangerous. Harry hoped he wouldn’t come across any maths at school.
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Just as Harry chomped down the last of the hay strand and was about to select another, Billy came into the room.

‘Hey, Harry,’ said Billy, gathering up his friend and walking into the kitchen. Harry snuggled into Billy’s arms and sighed with happiness. It was breakfast time! Breakfast had always been exciting for Harry, but now it was extra special because he got to enjoy it with the Smiths rather than in his cage. Billy had been given a plastic pet carrier for his birthday and this had become Harry’s place at (or rather on) the kitchen table. There wasn’t much room between the boxes of cereal, jam jars, newspapers, bills, piles of washed socks and school books, but the carrier just about fitted. Harry loved to sit there, ideally with a spinach leaf or two, and poke his nose out of the door so he could keep an eye on the family as they ate. As usual, he sniffed the air to check there was nothing on their plates he could WHEEK for – and hopefully share – but today all he could smell was toast and marmalade.
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Mr Smith spotted Harry’s eager face peeping from the carrier and winked. ‘Nothing for you here, Greedy,’ he smiled.

How rude! thought Harry. But then he remembered that this was a Very Special Day and decided not to mind.

‘I can’t believe Harry Stevenson’s coming to school today!’ said Billy, slathering butter on his toast.

I can’t either, thought Harry. Yippee!

‘Are you sure it’s OK to take Harry to school, Billy?’ asked Mrs Smith, looking worried.

‘I’ve told you, Mum!’ said Billy. ‘Miss Gibby asked us to bring in our favourite thing for a special Show and Tell. Harry’s definitely my favourite thing . . . aren’t you, Harry?’

‘Hmmm,’ said Mrs Smith. ‘I think she might have meant something less fluffy. Or squeaky.’

‘It’ll be fine, love!’ said Mr Smith. ‘Harry’s only small. He won’t be any trouble at all.’

Harry crouched down in the hay and did his best impression of an innocent, trouble-free pet, while Mrs Smith gave him a long, hard stare.

‘I’m not convinced,’ she said. ‘That guinea pig turns trouble into an art form. And, speaking of art, isn’t the painting competition being judged today?’

Billy nodded. ‘Yes, Mum, it’s this afternoon. Can you guess what I painted?’

Mrs Smith smiled. ‘Hmm, Billy, I wonder. Was it small and furry by any chance? With a squeaky voice and a massive appetite?’

Billy looked surprised. ‘Er, yes, Mum. I painted Harry. How did you know?!’

Mrs Smith knows everything, thought Harry admiringly. He wondered why she and Mr Smith were laughing, though.
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CHAPTER 2


Off to school,

Harry Stevenson?

Soon it was time to leave. Harry watched impatiently from his carrier as the Smiths bustled about, getting their belongings together. As usual, there was some last-minute faffing while Billy looked for his homework and then tried to find a shoe. (If Harry could talk Human, he would have said, ‘Hurry up, Billy, it’s under the sofa!’) Just like every other day, Mrs Smith got a bit shirty and rolled her eyes, and of course Mr Smith had forgotten where he’d put the keys to his van, just as he always did. But one thing was different as the Smith family FINALLY tumbled out of the door in a big noisy jumble – Harry was going with them!

‘WHEEK, WHEEK, WHEEK!’ cried Harry in excitement as the Smiths hurried down the garden path. Why didn’t Billy feel this excited about going to school? he wondered. If I was Billy, thought Harry, I’d be skipping down that path each day, singing my happiest song at the top of my voice.

Harry peered out from the carrier to watch Mrs Smith head off to catch the bus that would take her to work, then Mr Smith and Billy climbed into the van. Harry looked around. The van had not got any cleaner since its debut on the Sparky FC pitch – in fact, it looked even grubbier, if that was possible. Harry didn’t care – he couldn’t wait to get to school so as long as the van started, it could look as messy as it liked!

As Billy settled Harry’s carrier on his lap, its door swung open slightly.

‘That door looks loose, son,’ said Mr Smith. ‘Just keep an eye on it and I’ll fix it later.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ said Billy, carefully fastening it shut. ‘Ooh, there’s Maya!’

Harry watched as the Smiths’ neighbour, Maya Matthews, got into the van. Maya was the same age as Billy and, after a shaky start, the pair were now good friends. Maya’s mum, Mrs Matthews, was a police officer and Maya’s dog Mack worked for the police too. They’d been very busy lately as there had been a lot of robberies in the city over the past few weeks. Mrs Matthews and Mack were working a long shift today so Maya needed a lift to school.

‘Everyone ready, then?’ said Mr Smith. ‘Right, let’s go.’ With a mighty backfire and a puff of black smoke, the van started up. Phew! thought Harry as it trundled down the street. We’re off! Mr Smith whistled happily as he drove and Harry felt so content that he couldn’t help but join in – this was going to be an excellent day!
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Snug in the carrier perched on Billy’s lap, Harry Stevenson had a good view out of the window. He looked around eagerly, his hungry eyes taking everything in. It was rush hour and the streets were busy with life. Harry saw lots of children and their parents waiting at bus stops. It was interesting to see the children’s uniforms change as the van passed through different areas – he spotted black, grey, blue, green, red and even yellow school jumpers. Harry recalled how big the city had looked from the air and shuddered as he remembered his balloon-powered solo flight – seeing the world from the van was much more enjoyable.

Every now and again, Billy and Maya would point things out to Harry. Billy showed him his favourite newsagent’s, which had an amazing selection of sweets and stickers, and Maya pointed to the pet shop where the Matthews bought dog treats for Mack. Harry’s eyes sparkled with excitement when Maya described the products for guinea pigs sold there – chewy tubes, crunchy snacks and special hay that was full of meadow flowers. What a place! he thought.
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‘Nearly there, Harry!’ said Billy, and Harry Stevenson danced in the hay with excitement. He wriggled and jiggled, tip-tapped his toes and nibbled a few nuggets, but nothing could calm him down. He decided to give himself another wash in order to look as smart as possible. As Harry carefully cleaned his fur, he listened to Billy and Maya talking about Show and Tell. It was part of a big project the school was running called ‘My Favourite Thing’. The art competition was part of that too, and other schools across the country were taking part. Maya had wanted to bring Mack the dog as he was her favourite thing, but poor Mack was too busy at work. So instead Maya had brought her Sparky FC league winners’ medal.

At long last the journey was over. Harry gave himself one last brush-down and combed out his whiskers with his paws. ‘Here we are, kiddos,’ said Mr Smith, sliding open the doors and helping the children out of the van. ‘Have a great day, Maya. You mind that guinea pig, Billy. And as for you, you greedy little hog – make sure you behave yourself!’

But the greedy little hog wasn’t listening – he was staring out of his carrier, open-mouthed with awe. For there in front of Harry, towering up into the sky (well, to some medium-sized treetops at least), was a big red-brick building with a brightly coloured sign over its gates, high windows decorated with flags and pictures, and a playground filled with hundreds of children.
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