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The Surprise

It was lunchtime at Maple Shade Elementary, and Stanley Lambchop was sitting with some kids from his second-grade class.

Stanley’s best friend, Marco, unzipped his lunchbox and frowned. He took out a clear container and put it on the table. “What do you think this is?” he asked. He passed it to Stanley.

Stanley squinted. He could not really see inside the container. It did not look like lunch, though. It looked like a blob.

Their classmate Juniper giggled. “Is it oatmeal?” she said.

Marco shook the container, and the blob jumped up and down.

“It could be oatmeal,” he said. “Or cookie dough. Or last night’s leftovers.”
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Marco’s older sister was in charge of packing his lunch, but she did not always do a good job. She just packed whatever she found in the refrigerator. One time Marco got some cat food by mistake!

Marco held up the container and waved it in front of the other kids. “Can anyone help me solve this mystery?” he asked the whole group in a funny voice. Marco loved to make everyone laugh.

“Not me!” said a boy named Stevie, shrinking away. Many things made Stevie nervous.

“No thanks,” said their classmate Josie. She was eating soup for lunch today, and she had not spilled a single drop. Josie was very responsible.

“I’ll do it!” Stanley said, laughing. “I’m brave!”

He pried the top off the container and looked inside. “Oh, it’s mac and cheese!” he announced. 

“Yes!” said Marco, punching the air. “It’s my lucky day!”

When Marco took the first bite of his mac and cheese, Stanley took the first bite of his sandwich. Unlike his friend, he had the same lunch every day: a salami sandwich, an apple, and a juice box. Some kids might think that was boring, but Stanley Lambchop did not. Stanley had lots of adventures, after all. He did not need his lunch to be one, too. 

Stanley had many adventures because he was flat. Not that long ago, a bulletin board had fallen off his bedroom wall and landed right on top of him. Now Stanley was flatter than a salami sandwich. And his flatness had made him famous! That was why he had adventures all over the world.
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When his travels were over, Stanley always liked coming back to his own house and his own school. He liked seeing his friends, of course. He liked seeing his second-grade teacher, Ms. Root, too. Ms. Root was not like any of the other teachers at school. Well, she loved science, like lots of teachers. But she also loved surprises! And so did Stanley Lambchop!

In fact, Ms. Root had promised her class a surprise this afternoon. “By the end of the day,” she had told her class.

But the day was half over now, and they still did not know what the surprise was.

How much longer would they have to wait? Stanley wondered.

After lunch, Stanley’s class had library time. They would not return to Ms. Root’s room until everyone in the class had picked a book to read. Usually Stanley loved the library. Today, though, he was wishing it was already over, and it had not started yet!

As he put his lunchbox away, Stanley complained to Marco. “I’m tired of waiting to find out what the surprise is!” he said.

“I know!” Marco grumbled. “I hope it is a good surprise, not a bad surprise.”

Stanley had not thought of that. “I hope the surprise is not extra homework!” he said.

Marco grinned. “I hope this surprise is not like one of my lunches!” he added.

Ms. Root’s class walked in a line to the library. The kids knew what to do when they got there. They picked up their library cards and settled in on the reading rug. The library teacher, Ms. Perkinson, would read them stories before they were allowed to pick out some books.

“I wonder if Ms. Perkinson knows what the surprise is?” Stanley whispered to Marco when the other kids were settling down.

“If she does,” Marco whispered back, “maybe she will give us some clues.” 

Stanley liked the sound of that! He paid extra attention while Ms. Perkinson was reading.

The first story she read was about a girl and her dog.

Maybe a dog was coming to visit Ms. Root’s class today! Stanley thought.

But the next story was about big machines building a highway.

Was Ms. Root’s class about to pave a road? Probably not, Stanley thought.

When it was time for the kids to choose their books, Stanley was still thinking about the surprise. There did not seem to be clues in Ms. Perkinson’s stories. Maybe there were clues in other parts of the library?

While the rest of his class was browsing, Stanley took a look around. He went to a bookshelf in a distant corner of the library, then flattened himself against the books. When no one was watching, he peered around the shelf. Were there clues on Ms. Perkinson’s desk?

No. Ms. Perkinson had a big mug of coffee on her desk. She had a laptop and a plant in a pot. But there was nothing that seemed surprising. Stanley sighed.

When Ms. Perkinson came around the corner, he unpeeled himself from the shelf. “Can I help you find a book?” she asked him.

“Oh, uh, no,” Stanley stammered. “I just need another minute.”

Stanley quickly picked a mystery story and checked it out with the rest of the class. Then it was time to go back to Ms. Root’s room!

As he got into the line, Stanley could feel his heart beating fast. Any minute now, the class would find out what the surprise was! Stanley looked at Marco and gave him a thumbs-up.

When the class was lined up in the library, Ms. Root walked them down the hallway to their classroom. “Let’s remember our manners, friends,” she said as they started walking. “Let’s remember to keep our voices down.”

Ms. Root always called her students “friends.” Stanley did not make a peep.

Once he and his classmates settled into their seats, Ms. Root finally broke the news. “Now, I know we are all waiting for a big announcement,” she said. “Who is ready to find out what our class surprise is?”

Every single student raised a hand. Stanley raised both hands at the same time and waved them!

“Friends, today I’d like to introduce you to a new friend,” Ms. Root continued.

A new student? Stanley wondered, looking at Marco. Marco shrugged.

Then Ms. Root walked over to a closet in the corner of the classroom. She added, “This new friend will help us in our study of science!”

Stanley was wondering why she would put a new student in a closet—and what that had to do with science—when Ms. Root opened the closet door.

Then he saw what the surprise was.

Inside the closet, there was a big glass tank.

And inside the tank, there was a hamster!
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Meet Cottonball!

All at the same time, the kids in Ms. Root’s class said “Oooooh!” and “Awwww!” and “It’s sooooo cute!”

As Ms. Root scooped the hamster out of the tank, even Stevie leaned in to watch. For once, he did not seem afraid at all.

“Friends, I’d like you to meet Cottonball,” Ms. Root announced. She walked around the room with the hamster, so everyone could see it up close.

“Cottonball comes to us from Mr. Johnson’s classroom,” the teacher continued. “She was living there with her sister, Cornflake. But most hamsters do not like to live with other hamsters. Mr. Johnson thinks she will be happier here with us.”

The teacher kept one hand on top of Cottonball to keep her from jumping, but Stanley could still see what she looked like. Cottonball was bigger and fluffier than a mouse. She was about as long as a cell phone, with a round body and a short tail. She was mostly a sort of orange color, but her belly was white. Her whiskers were twitching.

Stanley’s classmate, Elena, leaped up and moved toward Ms. Root. “Can I pet her?” she asked.

Stanley wanted to pet her, too! This was better than any surprise he had imagined. Stanley had never had a pet! Not at home, and not at school.

The teacher put her hand up like a stop sign. “Soon! But not yet,” she said. “We don’t really know Cottonball, and she does not know us, either. We don’t want to frighten her.” She stroked the hamster’s head gently.

Once everyone had seen her, Ms. Root put Cottonball back into the tank. Then she walked to the back of the classroom and placed the tank on top of a bookshelf.

“Cottonball will not be living in the closet, of course,” Ms. Root explained. “That was just for the surprise. Her new home will be right here!”

Josie raised her hand as Ms. Root put a mesh panel over the top of the tank. “Ms. Root?” she asked. “Don’t hamsters live in cages?”

The teacher nodded. “That is an excellent question, Josie.”

Stanley looked at Marco, who sat right next to him.

Ms. Root always thought Josie’s questions were excellent.

“Some hamsters live in cages,” the teacher explained. “But many cages are just too small. Hamsters need plenty of room to explore. This big glass tank offers Cottonball a lot more space! Would you like to see what it’s like inside?”

Josie stood up and walked over to the tank. The whole class followed, crowding around her. Stanley and Marco were stuck in the back of the pack. They could barely see a thing.

Sometimes, Stanley thought, being flat was very handy. He slipped through a small space between two girls, Juniper and Sophia, and pulled Marco past Sophia’s wheelchair. Pretty soon, he and Marco were right in the front row of kids, looking into Cottonball’s glass house!

The hamster was burrowing into a big pile of wood shavings. Stanley could see her tiny feet digging, and her tiny ears sticking out of the heap. When she stopped for a second, she caught Stanley’s eye.

Meanwhile, Ms. Root pointed out the highlights of Cottonball’s home.

“There’s an upstairs and a downstairs, see?” she said. “Connected by this ramp.” The ramp was made of light wood, and it led to a platform.

“Her food bowl is right here,” said Ms. Root, pointing to what looked like the world’s tiniest cereal bowl beneath the platform. “But Cottonball likes to store her food in other places. We will probably find some in her bed!”

Sophia laughed. “And she doesn’t even get in trouble? In my family, we can only eat snacks in the kitchen.”

There was a round thing near the food bowl, Stanley noticed. It looked almost like the Ferris wheel he had ridden at a theme park last summer, but much smaller.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing.

“Cottonball loves to run on that wheel,” Ms. Root said. “That is how she gets her exercise. It is like a treadmill for hamsters.”

Just then, Cottonball stopped digging and scampered into a little red house inside the cage.

“It looks like a little doghouse!” Stanley’s classmate Evan called out.

“Or a dollhouse!” Elena added.

“Hamsters love to hide,” Ms. Root told her class. “In the wild, they look for places where they can be safe
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