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Dedication

To all of the young kids who continue to inspire me by smiling, having fun and trying their best. And to Lucy, Oscar, and Olivia – I love to watch you play — AB

For Mama and the rest of my big, lovely families — JM

For Nanny Janice, who is enormously loved — JG
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Chapter One

Hi there! My name is Ash. I’m seven years old and I love tennis!

Today, I’m going to a fancy-dress party with my best friend, James. I’m going as a mega tennis star. I have frilly socks on, and the most colourful tennis outfit I own. I even have a light blue hat on with pictures of tennis racquets and balls printed all over it.

‘I love your racquet, Ash,’ James says as he stares at the shiny racquet I’m holding. It has black and silver stripes.
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‘It’s brand new,’ I tell him. ‘Mum and Dad almost didn’t let me bring it.’

‘That’s right, you have to take good care of it, Ash. Now, will one of you please knock on the door?’ Mum says from behind me and James.

The three of us are standing outside the party house. There are yellow balloons taped to the front door.

James knocks and then fixes his purple bow tie. He’s dressed as a magician. He has a big top hat and is holding a fake bunny rabbit.

‘You look awesome,’ I tell him, and he grins.

We do our secret handshake, which is a double high five, a hip bump, and then we grip hands before we wiggle our fingers.

The door opens just as we finish.

‘Hi! Welcome to my birthday party!’ says Noah.
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‘Happy birthday, Noah!’ James and I say at the same time.

‘You’ve got a mini race car!’ I say.

‘Yes! I’m a racing car driver,’ Noah says. He turns the mini race car’s steering wheel this way and that way. ‘I got this car for my birthday from my aunty!’

‘That’s so cool!’ I say.

Noah drives his car inside and James and I follow him into the house.

‘Okay, bye Mum, see you later!’ I say.

‘I’ll just be in the next room with the other parents, Ash! Remember, don’t lose that racquet!’

James and I follow Noah to the living room where some of our friends are sitting on the couch. They all look fantastic! Riley is dressed as an astronaut. She has made a round helmet and painted it with sparkles. Omari is dressed as a superhero with a bright blue cape tied around his neck. Jada is a ballerina in a pink tutu. The twins, Tilly and Toby, are dressed up as bugs, with four wriggly pretend arms coming out of their bodies.
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‘We have the costume competition after lunch,’ Noah says. ‘The winner gets a prize.’

‘What’s the prize?’ I ask.

Noah’s eyes get big. ‘It’s two gigantic chocolate bars!’

My mouth waters as I think about eating a gigantic chocolate bar.

‘James,’ I say. ‘We’ve got to win!’




Chapter Two

‘All right everyone!’ Noah’s dad says, clapping his hands. ‘It’s time to go outside for the egg and spoon race!’

‘Ooooo,’ everyone says, and we rush out to Noah’s backyard.

To do an egg and spoon race, you have to balance an egg on a tablespoon and race everyone to the finish line without dropping it. It’s very hard!

Noah’s dad hands us a spoon and an egg each. We stand at one end of the yard, and I stretch my arms and legs and roll my shoulders. This is how I get my mind focused when I play tennis.

‘Ready . . .’ Noah’s dad yells.

We all put our egg on the spoon. We are ready.
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‘Set . . . Go!’ he says.

I hold my spoon tightly and my egg wobbles but doesn’t fall.

Noah drops his egg and it hits a rock and splats open! ‘Oh no!’ he says.

I keep my eyes on my egg. I power walk, but I don’t run. Running could make the egg fall.

‘Faster!’ calls Noah. ‘You’re almost there!’

James is two steps ahead of me. Anh is close beside me. We are neck and neck for second place. She is wearing a cardboard boat dangling from straps on her shoulders. It looks like it’s floating around her body.

I see the finish line and step over it. Finally, I look up from my egg.
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‘You’re third, Ash!’ James says.

‘You came first, James!’ I say. He grins at me.

‘I did magic to make my legs go fast!’ he says.

‘And I came second!’ Anh says. She does a little dance and her boat bumps both James and me.

‘Congratulations, James, Anh and Ash!’ Noah’s dad gives James a blue ribbon, Anh a red ribbon and me a green ribbon.
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‘Hey, everyone! It’s time for swimming!’ Noah says.

We get changed into our swimmers and meet by the side of the pool. Noah’s big sister is watching us. She’s a surf lifesaver at the beach on the weekends. She has sunglasses on and a big straw hat shading her face.

‘No running around the pool!’ she warns us all.

Omari puffs out his chest and does a graceful dive into the deep end. We all clap for him. Then Xavier, who was dressed as Michael Jordan, yells out, ‘Woohoo!’ He does a big cannonball into the deep end. The water splashes everywhere!
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James and I scream as water falls all over us.

Noah’s big sister blows a whistle. ‘No cannonballs!’ she yells.

‘Oh no, I wanted to do a cannonball!’ James says.

‘How about a swimming race instead?’ I ask.

‘Okay!’ says James. We hop in the pool.

Everyone wants to join in our race, so we all swim from one end of the pool to the other as fast as we can. There are so many kids in the pool it’s hard to know who wins.

After a while Noah’s dad shouts from the other side of the pool gate, ‘Kids! It’s pass-the-parcel time!’

[image: image]

We get out of the pool, and I dry off in the bathroom. I get back into my tennis costume. Then I look for my racquet.

I look in my backpack. It’s not there.

I look near the sink. It’s not there either.

I can’t find it.

Oh no. Where is my brand-new tennis racquet that Mum told me not to lose?




Chapter Three

I hurry out of the bathroom. The racquet must be somewhere around here!

‘James!’ I shout.

‘What is it, Ash?’ he says. His magician’s hat is back on his damp hair.

‘I’ve got a huge problem. I can’t find my racquet!’ I say. ‘My very special racquet, that Mum told me not to lose!’

James’s face goes pale. ‘Oh no,’ he says.

‘Yes, oh no!’
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‘Maybe you can investigate,’ James says.

‘Investigate?’ I ask. ‘Yes. That’s what I need to do — investigate by searching high and low. Will you help me find my missing racquet please, James?’

‘Of course, Ash. I have magical powers, remember? They can help us find lost things! Let’s start outside!’

We walk past all the other kids playing pass-the-parcel and go outside.

Noah’s backyard is big. It is full of plants and trees. There are bushes with bright flowers too.

‘Maybe I dropped the racquet somewhere here before the egg and spoon race,’ I say.

‘My magical powers tell me we should look under that tree,’ James says and points to the biggest tree in the yard. Its leaves dangle over the pool. ‘It’s like a jungle. Or a forest.’

We walk into the forest garden. I swat flies away. I move branches but I do it softly, so I don’t break anything. Mum always says you have to take care of nature and nature will take care of you.
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But I still don’t see my racquet.

‘Ahhh!’ James screams.

‘What is it?’

James jumps up and down, pointing to something on the ground. I jump too.

‘A spider!’ James yells. ‘There!’ I watch a long-legged spider jump around just like us.
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‘Stand still, James!’ I say. I freeze and James moves behind me to hide.

‘Abracadabra-go-away-spider!’ James yells over my shoulder.

‘Magic doesn’t work on animals, James,’ I tell him. ‘On you go, little spider,’ I say. ‘Anyway, Mum says most spiders don’t really want to hurt us,’ I tell James. ‘They just get scared.’

James relaxes behind me and nods his head. ‘Let’s keep going.’
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‘No, we’ve searched enough out here. I don’t think it’s in the garden,’ I say. ‘Maybe we should ask if anyone has seen it?’

We go back inside where all the kids have finished playing pass-the-parcel.
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‘Ahoy, Ash. Ahoy, James!’ Anh says from near us. Anh is dressed as a ship’s captain, with a blue cap on her head, to go with her cardboard boat. She pretends to turn a ship’s wheel every time she turns left or right. But the boat keeps bumping people!
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‘Hi, Anh,’ I say. ‘Your costume looks great.’

‘Thanks! Look what I got while playing pass-the-parcel. It’s slime!’ She opens the packet of slime and lets us poke at it. It’s gluggy and looks like an alien!

‘Ash, you look worried. What’s wrong?’ Anh asks.

‘I’ve lost my tennis racquet. You haven’t seen it, have you?’

Anh shakes her head. ‘Has anyone seen Ash’s racquet?’ she calls out to the room.

The rest of our friends look around.

‘Nope!’ says Noah.
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‘Sorry, I haven’t!’ says Riley.

Xavier shakes his head and so does everyone else.

‘Maybe you should ask the parents?’ Anh suggests.

James and I look at each other.

‘Why didn’t we think of that?’ I say.

‘Because you don’t want to get in trouble if your mum finds out,’ whispers James.

‘Oh yes. Hmm,’ I say. ‘I think I have a plan!’




Chapter Four

James and I sneak into the parents’ room. All the parents are sitting around the dining table. They’re laughing very loudly and they don’t notice us.

‘Let’s check Mum’s handbag,’ I say. ‘Maybe she picked my racquet up.’
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James and I tiptoe past a table full of cake and sandwiches. It smells amazing.

My mum is sitting at the head of the dining table. She is drinking from a tiny teacup. But she hasn’t seen us yet. I dodge someone holding three delicious looking cupcakes and find Mum’s bag under the table.

‘The racquet isn’t here!’ I whisper. But I say it too loudly!

‘Ash?’ Mum looks at us crouched under the table. ‘What are you two doing in here?’

James stands up.

I get up but I bump my head on the table. ‘Ouch!’

I rub the sore spot on my head.

‘You okay?’ Mum asks me. She looks at my head to make sure I haven’t hurt myself.

‘I’m okay, Mum. But . . .’

‘What is it, Ash?’ she says slowly. Her eyebrows rise up really high.
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‘I’ve lost my racquet, Mum. Do you have it?’

‘Oh, Ash.’ Mum says. She does a big sigh.

My tummy drops. I hate making Mum sad.

‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!’

‘It’s all right, Ash,’ she says. ‘You can relax, okay? Have another look around. I’m sure it’s out there somewhere. If you can’t find it, I’ll come and help you before we leave.’
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‘Can you help me before the costume competition?’

She picks her teacup back up and smiles at me. ‘Yes, of course. Now go and eat something and then have another look.’

[image: image]




Chapter Five

My stomach growls. ‘Mum’s right, James. It’s time to eat! Maybe if our tummies are full, we’ll be able to find the racquet.’

‘I’m so hungry,’ James says. He holds his stomach.

We make our way back to the living room, where all the kids’ food is. There are cupcakes, chips and chocolates! There are also lots of strawberries and cut-up mangoes. And lychees! Yum!
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James and I make up a plate of snacks each and go toward the couch. ‘What’s your favourite food ever?’ James asks me as he takes a bite of apple.

‘Curry chicken!’ I tell him.

‘Mine is apple,’ he says. ‘Or cake. Or chocolate. Actually, I love cookies too!’

James sits down on the couch first. ‘OW!’ he yells and stands up quickly.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.
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‘Something poked me ON THE BUM!’ James says.

I carefully inspect the couch. It looks normal.

I push one hand down in-between the cushions. Nothing there. I do the same on the other side.

‘Oh!’ I say. ‘There’s something here.’ I wrap my fingers around that something and pull. It has a long handle, silver and black stripes, and . . .
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‘It’s my racquet!’ I say.

‘We found it!’ James says. ‘My magical powers worked!’ He jumps up and down.

‘I think it found us,’ I say. ‘Sorry it poked your bum!’

‘That’s okay, Ash. I’m just glad it isn’t lost anymore.’

My stomach is no longer in knots. I turn my racquet over in my hands and the silver sparkles a little. I hug it to my chest. ‘I won’t lose you again,’ I say.

‘Okay, everyone!’ Noah’s dad shouts. ‘It’s time for the costume competition!’




Chapter Six

‘I’m sure one of our costumes will win,’ I say to James. We’re standing by the party food and nibbling on fairy bread. We’re waiting for all the parents and kids to come inside.

‘I don’t know if we’ll win,’ James says. ‘Everyone looks spectacular.’
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I gaze over at all the other kids. James is right. This is going to be a hard competition to win.

Noah’s dad puts some music on. ‘Okay everyone! You have to walk down the runway and show off your costume!’

We all take turns parading down the runway, which is just the hall rug on the living room floor, to show the parents our outfits.

As I walk, I let my beautiful racquet rest on my shoulder. I’m so happy we found it in time. I feel fabulous!

James is behind me, looking proud in his magician’s costume.

When we are done, Noah’s mum and dad stand at the front of the lounge room. They are holding the two big family-sized chocolate bars.

Noah’s dad takes a deep breath. ‘And the winner is . . .’

James and I bounce on our toes.

‘Anh!’

Anh jumps up and down with her hands in the air. I can see why she won the competition; she really looks like a ship’s captain in a ship.
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‘Congratulations, Anh!’ I say. She gives us a bow and her boat bumps Noah’s dad on the legs.

‘Now it’s time for cake!’ Noah’s dad says, moving out of Anh’s way.

‘Yes!’ I say. ‘Cake is the best.’

We sing Happy Birthday To You to Noah, and he blows out all the candles while sitting in his car. Noah’s dad cuts up the cake and hands it out to us all.
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‘It’s delicious!’ says James, who is chewing a mouthful of cake.

‘Your piece of cake is twice the size of everyone else’s! How did you get that?’ I ask.

‘A magician never tells his secrets!’ James says.

We laugh and eat cake. This has been the best party ever!
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