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Peter Mills is the bravest kid I’ve ever known. Peter Mills is my brother.

Now I know it’s no use saying how brave Pete is unless I can prove it. And I will. I’ll tell you a story about him — an excellent story. But first I have to explain something.

Our mum and dad have split up. Which is nothing unusual, I suppose, but unless it’s happened to you too, some of this might be hard to understand. So you’ll have to use your imagination, which isn’t so bad.

When we were all still together, Mum and Dad used to fight really badly. All the time. And Pete and I would get this terrible feeling. Almost a sick feeling that this was it. That Mum might leave. Or Dad might. And then that worst feeling of all, that you might never see them again. Sometimes it’s hard for me to even talk about it.

I wanted to scream out, ‘Please! Stop it! You’re such nice people and we love you — why do you fight all the time?’ But I didn’t. I would just cry and leave the room.

Pete didn’t. He stayed. He wanted to cry, but he stuck it out as long as he could. Do you know what he did? He tried to make Mum and Dad laugh by telling jokes. If that didn’t work — and it usually didn’t — he’d make silly faces. One day he even pretended to hit his funny bone. Poor Pete. He thought if Mum and Dad laughed, they’d stop fighting.

Later I’d hear Pete crying by himself in his room. Yep, Pete is the bravest kid I’ve ever known.

After Mum and Dad split up, it wasn’t as bad as Pete and I thought. Not nearly as bad. Mum and Dad said they loved us so much that whatever happened, we would all stay close to each other. And we have. Mum and Dad’s houses are just ten minutes apart and we spend half our time with Dad and half with Mum.

It’s not as good as it used to be but, as I say, it’s not bad either. Poor Dad still misses Mum, but he tries to be brave about it. Maybe that’s where Pete gets it from. Sometimes I think Mum misses Dad too. Maybe she’s the bravest of everybody.

Which brings me to the real start of the story. I’ve taken a long time to get there, I know, but you have to know everything to understand.

One day this new kid started at school. Straight away, I knew I didn’t like him. His mum and dad had suddenly changed jobs, so he didn’t start until halfway through first term. Bruce was his name. Big Bruce. And he was a fighter.

Big Bruce could think of really smart things to say that made you feel stupid. And then he’d laugh and maybe spit on you. If you said anything back, he’d punch you out. And he never, ever stopped punching you until you cried. He reckoned that’s when you’d given in.

You can understand why Bruce wasn’t exactly my best friend. One day he did a wee in my lunch box. I’ve had better days.

Bruce used to get everybody. Everybody, that is, except Pete. Sure, he bashed Pete up. And made him cry, too. But he was never able to make Pete feel stupid. It was as if Pete was somehow strong inside. There was just nothing Bruce could say to get him.

It was really strange. You could watch Bruce punch Pete out and see Pete cry and then hang around while Pete slowly got up off the ground, and somehow — don’t ask me why — you would get this feeling that Pete had won! Maybe it was this look Pete used to get. It was different from any look I’ve ever seen. It was a strong look — as though Pete knew something we didn’t. And did it get to Bruce! It drove him crazy.

So Bruce started asking questions. Really sneaky questions. Trying to find something — anything — that would really fix Pete up. And he found it.

Before I get to the next bit, which is the really good bit, I should tell you about Pete’s running. Pete was the fastest kid in school. In fact the fastest kid any of us had ever seen. You’ll know why I had to tell you that later.

Anyway, one day we were playing a game of football at lunchtime and we stopped to get a drink. Bruce came over and bashed Pete on the back of the head so that he’d hit his teeth on the tap. But Pete saw him coming and stiffened his neck just in case.

Bruce was really angry, and he must have thought to himself, This is it. This is the time. So he made sure everyone was listening, and he let Pete have it.

‘No wonder your stupid mum and dad split up,’ said Bruce. ‘I’ve heard they’re both dorks. And that they split up because of you.’

Well, you could have heard a pin drop. Everyone waited. They knew how much Pete and I loved Mum and Dad. And they knew how much we wished they were together again. But Pete didn’t say anything. Nothing. It was as if Bruce were talking to someone else. Except for one little thing. Something that only I noticed. Pete had that look I told you about.

Well, the footy game had only been going again for a couple of minutes when Pete disappeared. I thought he must have gone to the toilet.

There’s one more thing I have to tell you. Pete used to watch the football replays on TV and the thing he liked best was what Dad called a ‘shirt-front’. That’s when a guy is running as fast as he can with his eyes on the ball, watching it come down from a high kick, and another guy running from the opposite direction crashes straight into his guts.

It’s about the worst, bone-crunching, painful-looking thing you could ever see. The shirt-frontee is usually carried off on a stretcher. As I said, Pete loved them.

Well, the game of footy kept going and Bruce was getting heaps of kicks. That’s because everyone else was scared to go near him. And then it happened.
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Bruce and Ali Fez were running side by side, trying to beat each other to a ball that had been kicked high over their heads. They were running as fast as they could and they were dangerously close to the trees along the boundary line. Ali got slightly in front, so Bruce grabbed him by the jumper and smashed him to the ground.

That left Bruce free to take the mark of the year all by himself. Well, almost by himself. I was the first one to notice. A foot sticking out from behind a tree. Pete’s foot. And then Pete’s eyes. Gleaming eyes. Pete knew that this was his moment.

Just as Bruce ran the last few strides to take his fantastic, brilliant mark of marks, a charging rhinoceros called Peter Mills came out from behind the tree. It was the fastest any of us had ever seen Pete run. And that’s fast.

We could see what was going to happen, but Bruce couldn’t. His eyes were still on the ball. Poor Bruce. And do you know what? I had to force myself to watch it. THE SHIRT-FRONT OF THE YEAR. SMACK!

Not in a million years could Pete have done a better job. Bones rattled, teeth chattered, skin shivered and eyes rolled. The kids who hadn’t been able to watch said they wished they had, because listening to it was even worse. Something like an elephant being hit by a truck.

As Bruce lay groaning on the ground, feeling as sick as he’d ever felt in his life, Pete walked over to say sorry. He put out his hand to help Bruce up, and then did a burp right in Bruce’s face. A burp that was all too obviously a result of Pete’s lunch of salami, onions and smelly cheese.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Pete.

Bruce threw up.

Now, I know hurting people is bad. Dad always says violence only breeds more violence. But to this day Pete reckons it was a fair bump. And Bruce wasn’t hurt that badly, although he still feels a bit pukey when he thinks about it. I’m sure that’s because of the belch, though. The kids who were nearby said it was Pete’s best ever. A real sickie burp.

Bruce and Pete are friends these days, and do you know what? Bruce’s mum and dad hadn’t really changed jobs. Just his mum. You see, his parents had split up too. Poor Bruce. His way of hiding how sad it made him was to be nasty to everyone else.

Over the last few weeks, my dad has been visiting Bruce’s mum a bit. I think he likes her. In fact I know he does. I saw them having cuddles.

I’m going to tell Dad to take it slowly, though. No point in rushing in — he might get a shirt-front.
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Mandy Cripps stormed home from school, crashed open the front door and threw her bag against her bedroom wall. Then she pinched her little brother, marched into the kitchen and demanded, ‘What is there to eat?’

‘For a start, I will not have you speaking to me like that,’ replied her mum. ‘And secondly, the answer is nothing because dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes. I’ve got school council tonight.’

‘But I’m hungry now!’ said Mandy.

‘Well, you’ll just have to wait,’ said her mum. ‘Did you eat all your lunch?’

‘What lunch?’ said Mandy. ‘Had to pick up papers and didn’t get time.’

‘Not another detention?’ asked her mum.

‘The idiot teacher said I was talking in class,’ said Mandy.

‘Oh really?’ said her mum. ‘And which “idiot” was it this time?’

‘Mr Tyres,’ said Mandy.

‘And were you talking?’ asked her mum.

‘No,’ replied Mandy. ‘All I did was ask Sandra for a loan of her rubber.’

‘Well,’ said her mum, ‘unless the whole world has switched over to sign language, asking for a rubber is talking!’

‘No, it’s not!’ said Mandy.

‘It seems to me, young girl,’ continued her mum, ‘that everyone is an idiot except you! Your teachers, your brother, your father and me…’

‘You can say that again,’ said Mandy.

‘Right!’ shouted her mum. ‘That’s it! Go to your room and I don’t want to even see you again until the morning. Is that clear? No dinner. Nothing!’

‘Idiot,’ said Mandy again, as she stormed off and slammed the door behind her.

‘What’s going on?’ Mandy’s mum asked her dad later.

‘Got me beaten,’ said her dad. ‘We give her absolutely everything, yet she’s been a rude, grumpy little miss from the moment she was born. Perhaps we spoil her too much?’
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‘I’m sure we do,’ said Mandy’s mum. ‘What was it first? The terrible twos? Then the shocking sixes, the evil eights and I can’t think of one to go with elevens, but how does bad-mannered, ill-tempered, stubborn and selfish sound?’

‘Spot on,’ said Dad. ‘And it’s time it stopped!’
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The trouble was, Mandy had heard this all before. And she knew that all she had to do was suck up to her parents for a couple of minutes and they would melt. Go to water.

Just forty-seven minutes after being told to stay in her room for the rest of the night, Mandy Cripps strolled out of her room and said, ‘Hello, Daddy.’ Then she gave him a huge hug and, with the cheekiest of grins, added, ‘Something smells good.’

Her parents looked at each other, shrugged and thought, What do you do?

You see, Mandy’s parents were the sort of oldies — and there are an awful lot of them — who love their children so much, so desperately, that they can’t bear the thought of them being sad for one little minute. As if a little sadness might be the start of a long one, which might lead to a child feeling lost and abandoned and damaged and unloved and…

Pathetic, isn’t it?

So the parents give in to their kids at every turn. They know deep down that they’re suckers, that what is really needed is a bit of discipline, to say no every now and then, but they can’t help themselves.

Sometimes it’s parents who need to grow up. Mandy had worked this all out, it seemed, about two hours after she was born. But getting away with everything, and being spoilt rotten, and thinking you’re right all the time and everyone else is wrong, is not a good thing.

Unfortunately, kids sometimes need to work that out for themselves. Otherwise trouble can come along. And so it did for Mandy.
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Mandy had been arguing with her little brother at the beach one day, accusing him of stealing money from her bag. ‘You pinched it!’ she yelled. ‘I had two dollars and now it’s not there.’

‘I haven’t been near your stupid bag,’ replied her brother.

‘It must have been you,’ said Mandy. ‘No-one else…’

‘Wait a minute,’ interrupted her brother. ‘What’s that in the sand? Look, two dollars! So say you’re sorry!’

‘No way,’ said Mandy. ‘You must have stolen it and then hidden it in the sand.’

‘Mum!’ yelled her brother. ‘Mandy is calling me a liar.’

But Mandy was already stomping her way towards the water.

‘Watch out for the undertow!’ yelled her mother. ‘And stay between the flags. It’s rough out there.’

‘No, it’s not, idiot,’ said Mandy under her breath.

It was rough. Very rough. But Mandy was in such a foul mood that she didn’t care. And suddenly she found herself in trouble. A wave had knocked her down and as she struggled to regain her footing, the undertow grabbed her and swept her out of her depth. Then another wave. Over her head. Down she went, thrashing, then up. Quick!

Gasp for breath!

But at that very moment, water flicked up and splashed into her mouth. The gasp for breath had become a terrified sucking in of water. Into her lungs. Now choking, unable to touch the bottom, panicking.

Going under again.

‘Mummy!’
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The next thing Mandy remembered was coughing and spluttering on the beach. One of those fantastic, heroic people called lifesavers had swum out and brought her in. But something else was wrong. Very wrong!

Although Mandy was now clearly out of danger, her mother was still crying and hysterical. Crazy with panic. And why did she keep going back and forth from Mandy to the edge of the water?

Then Mandy realised. Her little brother had swum out to save her! The mad, brave little idiot. He’d gone under a huge wave and now no-one could see him.

That’s the trouble with not having the courage to admit that you’re wrong once in a while. Just like the guy who drinks too much and says he’s OK to drive. Or the girl who gets out of a losing argument by saying something really cruel. Other people get hurt.

And do you know what’s crazy? It’s actually all right to be wrong sometimes. It’s natural. It’s human. It’s likeable.

Well, Mandy’s little brother did get rescued. Eventually. But he’s never been the same since. And neither has Mandy.

Seems all wrong, doesn’t it?
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Little Jimmy Jones was never going to be the most popular kid at school. With girls, anyway. He had elephant ears, sticky-out hair and a face like a bucket full of bums.

And when it came to sport, he was useless. And schoolwork as well. I guess you could say Jimmy was an all-round loser. Probably the unluckiest kid I’ve ever known.
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Except for one thing, I suppose. He did have a sense of humour. And most of his jokes made fun of himself. Which was good because it saved everyone else from having to do it.

So when a new teacher suggested a school dance, Jimmy had a problem. A big problem. He had to ask a girl to go with him. And what girl was going to say yes to dorky Jimmy Jones?

The whole idea made Jimmy angry. Not just because he knew nobody would want to go with him — he didn’t even like dancing! In fact, if he thought about it, he didn’t even like girls! And Jimmy wasn’t alone. None of the boys he’d spoken to thought a dance was a good idea.

‘Useless,’ said Nathan Smith.

‘Rather stay home and punch out my little brother,’ said Roger Downey.

The girls had their doubts, too. ‘What if that stupid Kevin Bennetts asks me?’ said Maria Faldo. ‘He wouldn’t know how to dance if he practised for a million years. And I bet his big fat butt sticks out.’

The new teacher, Mrs Cleary, said the dance was going ahead and that was that. Mrs Cleary was one of those really bossy types of teachers, and she gave heaps of homework. Everyone hated her. But she was old, so there was always a chance she would die or something.

Jimmy’s mum asked who he was going to invite to the dance.

‘Not sure,’ said Jimmy. ‘Might invite myself. At least I’d say yes. I’m the only one who wouldn’t have to look at my dopey face.’

‘What do you mean?’ said his mum. ‘You’ve got a lovely little face! Why don’t you ask Karen Murphy?’

‘Her?’ said Jimmy. ‘She’s a dog!’

‘Jimmy Jones!’ yelled his mum. ‘Don’t let me ever hear you using that word again. No-one’s a dog. We all have our good points and our bad points. But mostly good. And don’t you forget it!’

‘OK, Mum,’ said Jimmy. ‘Sorry.’

Jimmy knew that the best way to stop his mum’s lectures was to say sorry. And maybe give her a hug. It worked every time.

Jimmy thought a lot that night about good points and bad points. What good points did he have? None, as far as he could work out. Sure, he made people laugh, but it was always at himself.

And then it came to him! A way of going to the dance, a way of making people laugh, and yet not having to invite anybody!

It was a trick, in a way.

A perfect trick.

Jimmy kept his idea a complete secret, until at last the big night came.

The dance was held in the local hall, which was lucky because Jimmy lived right next door. It helped his trick. As Jimmy kissed his mum goodbye, she asked who he’d invited.

‘Oh, just someone,’ said Jimmy. ‘I’m meeting her there.’

‘Have a good time,’ said his mum. ‘And be home by nine.’

‘OK,’ said Jimmy.

By the look on Jimmy’s face, his mum could tell he was up to something.

Jimmy sneaked around the back of the hall and peeked through the window. The hall was crowded already, which was just what he wanted.

Mrs Cleary was there, bossing everyone around. She’d worn one of those dresses ladies wear to dances where you can see some of their boobies. And Mrs Cleary had big boobies. Jimmy thought he might throw up.

The music was going, too, but no-one was dancing. Everyone was too nervous. Boys stood in groups saying how ugly all the girls were, and girls stood in groups saying what a bunch of nerds the boys were.

And suddenly there was someone on the dance floor. Someone with a most unusual-looking girl. A skinny girl whose legs were so thin they seemed to dangle in the air. And a stupid smile that never changed.

But she danced well enough, because every move the boy made, she went with him, in perfect time. Who was it? Who were these first people on the dance floor? People crowded closer.

It couldn’t be! It was!

Jimmy Jones was out there, dancing as if he could never remember having such fun. With a life-size doll.

‘My, you dance well,’ shouted Jimmy above the music.

‘Thank you,’ said the doll.

Jimmy had been secretly practising how to speak without his lips moving.

‘Knock, knock,’ said the doll.

‘Who’s there?’ said Jimmy.

‘Owen!’

‘Owen who?’

‘Oh, when are you going to kiss me?’ said the doll.

‘Not now,’ said Jimmy. ‘There are people watching.’

‘That’s not the reason,’ said the doll. ‘You think I’m ugly, don’t you? I heard you the other day. You said you’d seen better heads on a hammer.’

‘Yeah, but I’ve seen a lot of hammers,’ said Jimmy.

‘Oh, I hate you!’ yelled the doll. And with that, Jimmy made it look as though the doll was trying to punch his lights out.

Whack, bang, thump!

So, Jimmy grabbed the doll in a headlock, wrestled her from side to side and dragged her screaming out of the room.

Well, the crowd loved it. They clapped and cheered and yelled for more. But Jimmy didn’t come back with the doll. His dad had always taught him to quit while he was ahead.
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As well as being funny, Jimmy’s little act had made everyone relax. And suddenly, the music sounded good, the chatter started and people began to dance.

Soon someone came back on to the floor to dance. Jimmy. With Alice Stephens, the best-looking girl in school. She had gone looking for Jimmy straight after his act and insisted he dance with her.

She just loved his show, she said. She’d always wanted to know an actor and now she’d met a real live one. It was only a matter of time, thought Alice, before Jimmy would be a movie star.

Jimmy couldn’t believe it. Talking to Alice Stephens was so cool, and she was being nice! He realised he did like girls after all.

Jimmy had never really thought about being an actor before. Sure, he liked to muck around, but not seriously. But if Alice Stephens said he was good, then he must be.

So, Jimmy started acting lessons two nights a week.
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These days, Jimmy’s quite a good little actor. He does stuff all the time with the local theatre group, and he’s even done a couple of bits in TV commercials. For money. And girls follow him everywhere.

If that’s unlucky, I want my share.
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Tracy was a nasty girl. A very nasty girl. Everyone hated her. Which just made her worse, of course.

Don’t think the other kids hadn’t tried being nice to her. They had. Like the time Alice Johnson asked Tracy if she wanted to join in a game of lunchtime netball.

‘With you idiots?’ said Tracy. ‘Rather play with razor blades.’

The next day, Alice saw Tracy hanging around by herself again, so she thought, I’ll try just one more time.

‘Want to play?’ Alice asked.

‘Yeah, OK,’ said Tracy. She walked over, picked up the netball and kicked it over the school fence and onto the freeway.

‘Let’s play my game,’ said Tracy. ‘It’s called “get the ball without being hit by a truck”.’

Some of the bigger kids had thought about giving Tracy a Chinese burn, or perhaps a wedgie. But Tracy was tough. And she fought dirty. So, for the time being, everyone decided just to wait and hope she got better.

But she didn’t.
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Two weeks later was Alice’s birthday and she decided to have a party. She asked her best friends, Sally and Jasmine, but after that she couldn’t decide what to do — whether to ask just a few more girls, or the whole class.

Deciding who to ask to a party is always hard. Especially if there’s a couple of girls who are halfway between being friends and jerks. Trouble was, if Alice asked the whole class, that meant inviting stinking Tracy. Alice was too nice to exclude anyone, even her. In the end, she decided to ask everybody.

When I say everybody, I mean just the girls, of course. The boys were a pack of bogans.

Everyone said yes, except guess who?

‘You can stick your stupid party up your jumper,’ said Tracy. ‘Hope you all choke on the cake.’

And that wasn’t all Tracy said. As the day got closer, kids started to get excited. The party seemed to be the only thing they talked about. And that made Tracy angry. So, one afternoon, Tracy went over to Sally and Jasmine and said she was surprised they were still going to the party — especially after what Alice had said.

‘What do you mean?’ they asked.

‘Well,’ said Tracy, ‘I heard Alice whispering to some girls the other day that the only reason she asked the whole class is because her friends were so boring. “Imagine a party with just Sally and Jasmine,” she said. “Rather watch grass grow.”’

Sally and Jasmine couldn’t believe it. Surely Alice would never say something like that? They decided to check.

The trouble was, Tracy had already told Alice that Sally and Jasmine were complaining that it would be a real losers’ party, because the whole class was going.

So, when Sally and Jasmine asked Alice why she’d asked everybody, things got really messed up and they had a terrible argument. All because of Tracy’s lies.

In fact, Tracy had told some sort of lie to just about every kid in the school.
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Things got so bad that it eventually became the party that never was. Alice called the whole thing off with only a day to go. I can’t remember how long Alice cried for. Days. Tracy laughed for even longer.

And so it was. For a whole year. Tracy became even nastier and Alice felt as if she didn’t have a single friend in the whole world. Ever since the messed-up party, she’d decided it was safer to keep to herself.

Until one night, when Alice was walking home alone, and she saw three girls coming towards her.

Oh, no! thought Alice. The Three Stooges.

The Three Stooges were the Blacker Triplets — the toughest girls Alice had ever known. They all went to Oakmoor School, and the one thing Oakmoor kids loved to do was bash up kids from Alice’s school, Chadstone.

And here was Alice all by herself!

‘Oh, cool,’ said one of the Stooges. ‘A Chadstone suck. Let’s bash her.’

‘A Chadstone what?’ said a voice from behind. Alice turned and there, coming around the corner looking as nasty as she’d ever looked in her life, was Tracy.

‘I said a Chadstone suck,’ repeated one of the Stooges. ‘Make that two Chadstone sucks.’

‘Rather be a Chadstone suck than an Oakmoor jerk,’ said Tracy. ‘Look at you. Like three monkeys. Make that monkeys’ bums.’

Oh, no! thought Alice.

Well, the Blackers weren’t quite sure what to do. No-one had ever spoken to them like that before! They didn’t know whether to bash Tracy first, or last, or bash them both together.

‘I hate you Blackers,’ said Tracy, ‘and I’ve been busting for a chance to thump the lot of you. But I’ll take you in order. Toughest first. Come on!’

The Blackers looked at each other. Never in their lives had anyone actually asked them for a fight, and certainly no-one had asked for the toughest. Who was the toughest?

While they decided, Tracy danced around practising karate kicks and cracking her knuckles.

And all of a sudden it seemed the Blackers were having trouble deciding who should fight Tracy.

Perhaps no-one was the toughest.

‘Boo!’ shouted Tracy, moving towards them.

‘Aaah!’ screamed the Blackers. And whoosh, they were gone. Off down the street like frightened rabbits.

‘Oh, Tracy,’ said Alice. ‘How can I ever thank you?’

‘No worries,’ said Tracy. ‘No-one speaks about my school like that.’

‘Where did you learn karate?’ asked Alice.

‘I didn’t,’ said Tracy. ‘It was all just a bluff. Thank goodness they ran.’

The next day, which happened to be Alice’s birthday again, Alice told the whole school what a hero Tracy was and how she had saved her life.

Secretly, Tracy loved it. Never before had people looked up to her. Sure, people were scared of her, but no-one had ever been nice before and really meant it. No-one had ever said hello with a smile in their eyes.

It turned out the reason Tracy was so nasty all the time was that her parents were nasty to her. Up until now, it was the only way she’d ever known how to be. Why her parents were never very nice, poor Tracy didn’t know. Perhaps she’ll find out one day.

That night after school, as Alice walked into her bedroom, she felt really happy. Sure, it was her birthday, but it was more than that. She had discovered something really important in life — that there’s good in everybody.

She also discovered something else. Twenty-three people hiding in her bedroom. Including Tracy.

‘Surprise!’ they all screamed.

A very happy birthday, indeed.
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Neerim West was the worst football team in the world. We hadn’t won a game for three years. And guess who was captain? Me.

One night, I said to my dad, ‘If we could have just one win, I’d be happy for the rest of my life.’

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ said Dad. ‘You guys are useless.’

The only reason I stayed captain all that time was that no-one else wanted to do it. Being captain was like being king of the losers. Loser Larry Larkin, they called me.

I suppose what kept us all together was the friendship. For some reason, when you lose all the time, the ones who stick it out become really good mates. The guys who can’t hack it either go to other clubs or stop playing altogether. And suddenly they’re not friends anymore.

Of course, the other reason for playing is the pie nights. That’s when the club pays for you to eat pies until you’re sick. One night, Billy Burke spewed in the coach’s car. That was the last pie night we had that year.

Our worst game ever was against the top team, Nyora. By half-time, they’d kicked twenty-seven goals to our zero. We got the ball up to our forward line once, but instead of picking it up, Billy Burke tripped on it and bumped his head on the goal post.

‘What a pack of losers!’ yelled the Nyora guys. ‘What a bunch of dorks!’

I hated Nyora. Not just because they were good. They were tough, too. One day, one of their really big players, Monkey Roberts, smashed my best mate Owen. Somehow I’ll get him back for Owen.

At half-time of the Nyora game, our coach was so angry that he asked if we should just give up and play ring-a-ring-a-rosy instead. Stupid Terry Betts thought he was serious, and said, ‘Yeah. Cool!’

Anyway, a couple of weeks ago, we were trudging off the ground after losing again by heaps, when my mate Alan said, ‘I’m sick of this.’

Oh no, I thought, Alan’s not going to leave too, is he?

‘No way,’ said Alan, seeing the look on my face. ‘I’d never leave. Not until we have a win. A win against Nyora. And I’ve got an idea.’

Alan got us all together after the game and said he was angry about losing all the time and that he’d had enough. He was ready to try anything. Even if it meant cheating. Well, not cheating, but maybe just bending the rules a little bit.

Alan said he didn’t mind training every night of the week if that’s what it would take, but one thing was certain — he was never going to cop a beating like that again.

‘My dad says we should be proud to wear this jumper,’ said Alan, ‘and I am! Are you with me?’

‘Yeah,’ screamed the other kids.

Later, in the showers, I said to Alan it was great the way he’d spoken and that maybe he should be captain.

‘OK, but just for one week,’ said Alan. ‘I’ve got a few ideas that are a bit naughty. In fact, really naughty.’

Alan said that after that one week, I should be captain again because I was ‘fair and honest’. Which suddenly sounded a bit wussy, to be truthful.

So, Alan got us all around to his place after Thursday training because another Nyora game was coming up the very next week. How we could possibly improve enough to beat the top team, though, I had no idea.

Well, Alan really did have some cool ideas. ‘I’m talking about tricks,’ said Alan. ‘Really naughty tricks. Nyora will hate our guts for it so they’ll bash us. Can you take it? Are you with me?’

‘Yeah!’ we all screamed again.

[image: images]

The week went by in a flash, and suddenly it was Saturday again. In the rooms before the Nyora game, I’ve never seen kids so fired up. If I had one nervous wee, I reckon I had twenty. Kids chattered and shivered and fidgeted and laughed and felt sick. At last it was time to run out onto the ground.

It was a cold day. Freezing, in fact. And the ground was muddy, which was just what Alan wanted. Alan had asked us to spend the first three quarters trying our guts out to stop Nyora from scoring. And the best way to do that was to keep the ball in the mud.

Every single one of us did just that. Kids threw themselves at the ball as if their lives depended on it. My dad said he’d never seen such courage. A pack would form and each time the whole team would run in and jump on top. Stacks on the mill.

It would take the umpire so long to drag us off that unbelievably, by the end of the third quarter, Nyora had scored just two goals. And then it was time for Alan’s really naughty tricks.

As soon as the ball was bounced for the start of the last quarter, Alan screamed out, ‘Monkey Roberts is such a sook that he still takes his teddy to bed and gets his mum to help him have a pee!’

Monkey stopped dead. He couldn’t believe his ears.

‘And,’ said Alan, ‘the rest of you Nyora wussies are about as tough as a bag of fairy floss.’

[image: images]

With that, Alan ran. For his life. Straight off the ground and into the club rooms. Of course the Nyora guys ran too, chasing Alan. Trouble was, every one of us secretly had one foot sticking out, and all eighteen Nyora players tripped over and fell flat on their faces in the mud!

Straight away, little Danny Biggs grabbed the ball, raced down the ground — dodging all the fallen Nyora players — and bang!

One goal to Neerim West.

‘Yes!’ screamed the crowd.

By the time the Nyora team had picked themselves up from the ground, their coach was screaming at them to stay where they were. He didn’t want us kicking another goal!

The ball was bounced again and suddenly Alan was running back onto the ground. ‘Now!’ he screamed.

And with that, every one of our team ran behind a Nyora player, grabbed his shorts and pulled them to the ground. Dacked the lot of them, we did. Undies as well. And every one of the Nyora players just stood there in shock.

What a sight it must have been from the boundary line — mud and slush and eighteen white bottoms. White, cold bottoms.

‘Oh, look!’ screamed Alan, pointing at Monkey. ‘His willie’s turned blue!’

Well, we didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or grab the ball and kick another goal. Thank goodness, we kicked another goal.

Bang! Two goals all.

The sight of all those Nyora players trying to chase us with their dacks down around their ankles was classic. Like eighteen penguins.

Well, you can imagine what the Nyora guys were like after that. They were so angry you could see the whites of their eyes.

The umpire bounced the ball.

Whack! Monkey jumped right into Alan’s back. Free kick.

Thump! Six players ran straight into Danny Biggs. Another free kick.

Boof! Another free kick. Guess who to? Me. Only fifteen metres out from goal.

And then the siren!

Oh no. I felt sick. I lined up the goals and the crowd went quiet.

The sight of that ball sailing through the middle of the goals is something we will never forget. We’d won for the first time in three years!

If anyone says it was a lucky goal, agree with them — I kicked it with my eyes closed.

The crowd clapped and cheered and cried and hugged. They carried Alan off the ground on their shoulders. And do you know what? Even the Nyora guys clapped. They’re tough, but they’re terrific sports.

Poor Monkey Roberts has never been the same since. He still kicks well enough, but taking marks has become a terrible problem.

You see, he only uses one hand. He uses the other to hold onto his shorts.
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What a week, thought Father Christmas. On Thursday, I stubbed my toe getting into the stupid sleigh.

On Saturday, the North Pole Bears lost by sixteen goals.

It’s only three weeks till Christmas and I’m way behind with the toys, plus my helpers seem to be spending more time PLAYING video games than making them.

And worst of all, the doctor tells me I’m too fat!

‘Without wishing to be unkind,’ the doctor had said, ‘take away the red coat and we’re looking at a giant slug.’
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Poor Father Christmas. He knew that everyone had their wobblies, but being behind with the toys — that was a real problem. So far behind that unless all his helpers worked twice as hard, some kids would miss out. And that was unthinkable.

In the end, Father Christmas called all his helpers together for a meeting.

‘I don’t know what’s wrong,’ he said, ‘but there’s only three weeks to go and half the children’s toy lists are still stacked up in my office. They haven’t even been looked at! I know you all help me for no pay and you all do your best, but I’m desperate.’

Secretly, Father Christmas knew his helpers hadn’t been doing their best — not for the last couple of months, anyway. But what can you say when people are helping you for free?

The leader of the helpers, Freddie, said, ‘Well, it’s like this, FC. We’ve been helping you now for — what is it? — two thousand years. And it wears off after a while. On top of that, all these cool new video games are coming through and it’s hard to stop yourself from playing them. I guess what I’m saying, FC, is that we need a holiday!’

Father Christmas thought long and hard. Freddie had a point. But how could he possibly get all the toys ready on time if his workers took holidays now?

And then it came to him. An idea. When you’ve been around for two thousand years, you do tend to pick up the odd trick or two — some of them just a little bit naughty.

‘OK,’ said Father Christmas. ‘How does a week off sound?’

‘Yes!’ they all screamed.

‘And,’ added Father Christmas, ‘you can all eat and drink as much as you like, because this giant slug won’t be needing it.’

So the week began. The helpers’ first holiday in two thousand years. And they went crazy! It was party-time twenty-four hours a day. One of the helpers, Jacko, played seventy-three video games in a row. And Lucy watched TV non-stop for four days.

And talk about eating and drinking! Little Tommy ate so many chocolate bars he thought he would throw up. And he did.

Father Christmas was amazed at how hard all his helpers could party. But he didn’t stop them.

‘Another drink anyone?’ yelled Father Christmas. ‘Who’d like another sixteen packets of potato chips? There’s a TV set over there not turned on, I see.’

And so it went, day after day. Until the fifth day.

And that’s when the trouble started.

Jacko had played so many video games that each time he went to the toilet, he pushed the flush button fifteen times. He was almost into the highest level of his favourite game when Little Tommy tripped on a chair leg and tipped pineapple cordial all over the screen.

‘You idiot!’ screamed Jacko. ‘It’s taken me five days to get this high.’

‘Sorry about the cordial,’ replied Tommy, ‘but you’re the idiot. That game’s easy!’

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Jacko, ‘prove it!’

‘No way,’ yelled Lucy. ‘I’m next. I’ve been waiting all morning.’

‘But we’ve got hundreds of video games!’ said Jacko.

‘Well, I want this one,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s nearest the heater and I get cold when I’m not working.’

‘Go and do some work then,’ said Jacko. ‘It’s all you’re good for, anyway.’

‘Always wondered what you really thought of me, butthead,’ said Lucy.

‘Who are you calling butthead?’ said Jacko. ‘Poo-face!’

With that, Lucy grabbed the video game control stick and broke it in half. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Two control sticks. Now you can both play.’

‘I’ll smash you for that!’ shouted Jacko.

Meanwhile, other helpers were starting to fight, too, and the noise was unbelievable. Finally, Freddie screamed, ‘Stop it! What has happened to us all? This is supposed to be a holiday! Fun!’

‘Yeah,’ said Jacko, ‘but idiot Lucy just broke the control stick —’

‘I don’t want to hear,’ yelled Freddie. ‘It’s not Lucy, it’s all of us. We’ve all had too much of a good thing. It’s made us greedy and nasty. We’ve forgotten why we decided to help old FC in the first place — because we all knew there was more pleasure in giving than receiving, remember?’

Yes, they did remember. They hung their heads in shame.

‘Where is FC?’ asked Jacko.

‘Out the back, I think,’ said Freddie. ‘Working. Trying to catch up.’
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Sure enough, Father Christmas was in his office, wrapping presents just as fast as he could. He looked tired and hungry.

‘How’s the holiday?’ asked Father Christmas.

‘It’s over,’ said Freddie, ‘and we’re ready to work our butts off, aren’t we, gang?’

‘Yeah!’ they all shouted.

Father Christmas smiled to himself, and, as his helpers happily rolled up their sleeves and got back to work, he sneaked out to the kitchen and cracked open a can of beer. Against the doctor’s orders, of course, but who wants a skinny Father Christmas?

Two pies with sauce and another can of beer later, Father Christmas grabbed his coat, rang for a taxi sleigh and wrote a note.

Back soon.

Just how soon he came back, I never found out. But, as Father Christmas later said, ‘You can’t expect people to work without holidays.’
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Neil Pike was a naughty boy.

A very naughty boy.

You see, Neil did smells. All the time. Rotten, disgusting smells. On purpose. Sneaky, steamy, silent smells. Without warning. ‘Soupcoolers,’ Neil called them.

If ever there was a competition for making smells — and let’s hope there’s not — Neil would win without trying.

Of course, good boys and girls like you and me would never dream of doing the foul fluffs for which Neil became known. Except for accidents, of course. But Neil was so naughty he even did smells in the classroom. And do you know what? Not once did he get into trouble. How could he? Our teacher always had to leave the room.

Who, then, could possibly have guessed that Neil would become a hero? That Neil Pike’s pooeys would one day be the pride of the school…

It all began one rainy afternoon. In fact, rainy isn’t the word. It was absolutely bucketing down. Neil said that in all his eleven years he had never seen rain like it. It was only a matter of time, reckoned Neil, before the whole school would begin to float away.

Our teacher, Mrs Cooper, said she’d never heard such nonsense. If Neil didn’t stay quiet, she’d keep him in after school.

Neil said sorry to Mrs Cooper, smiled, and then let go one of the worst silent-but-deadlies you could ever imagine. An absolute hummer. A plastic bag full of dead rats left in the sun for a month would have smelled better. Mrs Cooper put her hand to her mouth and left the room to be sick.

It wasn’t long after Mrs Cooper returned that they first noticed. Things were starting to float past the window. First the shelter shed, then Mrs Cooper’s car.

‘Oh no!’ screamed Simone Edwards. ‘It’s not the car that’s moving. It’s us!’

By now, every kid in the class had their noses pressed against the window, trying to see through the rain. It was true.

The whole school was afloat.

You see, Neerim Inlet Primary School was built very close to the beach. Too close. Neerim Inlet Primary School was drifting out to sea.

Kimberly Hicks screamed. So did Brett Billsgrove. Mrs Cooper wanted to scream too. The loudest scream you have ever heard. But she knew she couldn’t. It was her job to make sure everyone stayed calm.

Too late. Much too late. By now every kid in the room was screaming or crying or running round in circles and yelling for Mum and Dad.

Except, that is, for Neil.

‘Sit down!’ shouted Mrs Cooper above the noise. ‘If we stay calm, we’ll be all right. Please!’

But no-one listened. And for the first time in his life, Neil felt sorry for Mrs Cooper. And he knew exactly what he had to do. He had to get everyone’s attention and the only way to do that was to let go the loudest explosion he’d ever done in his life.

Now, we’ve all let fluffy off the chain from time to time. And we’ve all done some loud ones. But this one was an absolute blurter. A thunderer. A ten.

Pictures rattled, curtains blew and desk-tops flapped. The room went silent.

‘And there’s an SBD to come if you don’t all shut up and listen to Mrs Cooper!’ shouted Neil.

‘Thank you,’ said Mrs Cooper. ‘A bit more choke and that would’ve started.’ She knew that laughter was the best way to help children relax.

‘Now,’ said Mrs Cooper. ‘It’s obvious the school is floating and we’ve been blown out to sea. But if you listen, the wind has stopped and so far we haven’t sprung any leaks. If we all sit perfectly still we’ll keep floating and eventually someone will come to rescue us. Now, any questions?’

‘What if no-one comes?’ asked Kim Ng.

‘They will,’ replied Mrs Cooper.

But no-one did. Not because they didn’t care. There were just too many people to be rescued. The whole Neerim Inlet township was afloat.

So the class waited.

And they waited.

Finally, they could wait no longer. And that was when Neil came up with his fantastic idea.

Neil whispered his idea in Mrs Cooper’s ear, and she said yes. She went the most terrible shade of red, but she definitely said yes. Neil then turned to the rest of the class and asked everybody to get out their lunch boxes. They did exactly as Neil asked.

Everyone could tell that whatever Neil had whispered in Mrs Cooper’s ear, it was a good idea. It was probably their only chance of being saved.

‘OK,’ said Neil. ‘Who’s got peanut butter sandwiches?’ A few hands went up.

‘I’ll have those,’ he said. ‘Boiled eggs? Licorice straps? Now, while I eat my lunch, I want the rest of you to find as many pieces of old rag as you can and knot them all together. We’re going to sail home.’

Everyone did as Neil had asked while he ate and ate and ate. Until he was bursting. And then they waited.

They didn’t have to wait long. Neil’s tummy soon started to rumble and he went purple in the face.

‘Right. Everybody up on the roof!’ shouted Neil.

‘How are we going to get up there?’ asked Daniel Hodgman.

‘Quickly!’ said Neil.

Daniel didn’t get the joke but that was nothing unusual.

‘Follow me!’ shouted Neil, and, as if he’d done it a hundred times before — which he probably had — Neil showed the kids how to climb out the window, hang on to some pipes and haul themselves up and over the edge of the guttering.

‘Now,’ said Neil, ‘you see Mount Lewry over there? That’s the direction we have to go. If we put the sail on this side the wind will blow us home.’

‘But there’s no wind,’ said Olivia Hodgman.

‘Oh, yes there is!’ replied Neil. He turned to face away from the sails, took a deep breath and let go THE BIG ONE.

The sails filled, Mrs Cooper fainted and Neerim Inlet Primary School glided swiftly and safely back home.
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Mums and dads and brothers and sisters were all there waiting. They cried and clapped and cheered and hugged and kissed. And when they heard that Neil had saved everyone’s lives, the crowd called for three cheers and lifted Neil above their heads.

But they had to put him down again because Neil got excited and let slip a corker.

From that day on, Neil was everybody’s favourite friend. And Mrs Cooper said Neil could sit in whichever seat he liked for as long as he wanted.

Of course, the best seat in the room is in the back row, right near the window. A window that Mrs Cooper keeps ever so slightly open.
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