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Meet Willa and Woof


Join these best friends for a story full of adventure, imagination and loads of fun!


It’s Grandparents’ Day at school, but not everyone’s excited. Can Willa and Woof make the event a big success?
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My name is Willa Jane Tait and today is the best worst day ever. Or maybe it’s the worst best day. I can’t decide.

I’m sitting at the kitchen table with Woof at my feet. He’s my albino Irish wolfhound. His proper name is Wilfred, but when I was little my tongue got all twisty trying to say that, so Wilfred became Wilf and Wilf became Woof and it stuck. He’s my best four-legged friend.


My best same-age friend is Tae. He lives across the road from my house at number eight Cricklewood Crescent and he’s in my class at school – that’s where the best worst/worst best day started.

Our principal, Mr Newton, finally told everyone the big surprise he’s been teasing us with for ages. Next week we’re having Grandparents’ Day. I can’t believe Mum didn’t tell me. She’s the office lady at our school. (I guess one of the reasons she’s so good at her job is because she never blabs secrets.)

Grandparents’ Day also explains why our music teacher, Mrs Olliffe, has been teaching us songs from the olden days all term. We’ve never had Grandparents’ Day before – at least not since I’ve been at Hibiscus Gardens Primary (and that’s nearly four years – I’m almost at the end of Year Three).
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Mr Newton said that as well as our performance there are going to be competitions too – with really cool prizes – but then he said that the details were still being worked out. I think that’s code for the grown-ups haven’t got around to organising things properly yet.


When we got back to the classroom, my teacher, Miss Wallis, had an even bigger surprise. Her new dog, Lola, is joining our class. She’s a Maltese poodle (a Maltipoo for short) She has big brown eyes and curly brown fur, and she wears the cutest red coat. Lola will be like our own support-dog superstar for kids.
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Woof is a support-dog superstar too – at Sunset Views Retirement Village, which is at the end of the cul-de-sac where I live. Tae and I take Woof there once a week after school, and sometimes on the weekends, to cheer up all the old people. Everyone loves Woof.
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So, it really was turning out to be the best day ever – until Miss Wallis told us we were making special cards to give to our grandparents and a girl in my class called Trinity started crying because her Granny died. Then a boy called Adamu was crying too. His grandparents live in Kenya – I think that’s a lot further away than where we go to the beach for our holidays. Then the next minute, half the class was bawling.

‘My poppy’s in hospital,’ sobbed Levi.

‘My granny plays golf on Tuesdays,’ shouted Rachel.

‘My grandad’s in the big house,’ cried someone else. (I didn’t understand why that was a problem until Tae whispered that the big house is what grown-ups sometimes say when they mean prison. That was surprising.)


Okay, so it wasn’t the best day, but it wasn’t that bad . . . until I got home and Mum reminded me that Grandma is leaving to go on a trip to England this Wednesday, and she won’t be back for a month. She’s on her own now because Poppy died a while ago. I miss him but I have lots of happy memories.

My dad’s parents, Nana and Grandad, can’t come either because they’re driving the whole way around Australia with their caravan. Dad says they’ve just been to see the Big Potato. I’m not sure where that is but it sounds funny.

I pick up another one of Dad’s homemade choc chip cookies from the plate on the bench. I have to get Woof ready for our visit to Sunset Views soon.

Wait, that’s it. My best old-age friend Frank is a grandad. He’s not mine, but he has two grandchildren, Maisie and Angus. Frank lives in a villa at Sunset Views. He’s right next door – there’s even a gate that goes straight from our garden to his. It’s very handy, because I visit him almost every day.
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I’ll borrow Frank for Grandparents’ Day. He’ll love it.
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At Sunset Views, Tae and Woof and I have to wait for Mr Babbar before we’re allowed to start our rounds, so we’re sitting in the office while he talks to Mrs Wilson.

She’s the big boss, and last week when we arrived to begin work she growled at us (she and her caterpillar eyebrows had only just got back from a long holiday). Mr Babbar had to explain that while she was away, he made Woof the support-dog superstar for the retirement village (I’m the professional animal handler and Tae is our assistant in charge of treats).

For a second I thought Mrs Wilson was going to sack us on the spot, but then Mr Babbar said Woof makes everyone happy – even Mr Allen, who never smiles. Mrs Wilson grunted and sniffed and said we could stay . . . for now. She also said that she’d be watching us closely. I bet she won’t watch us as closely as I watch her caterpillar eyebrows. I call them Hilda and Bert and make up stories about them in my head sometimes.

Mr Babbar also said that we’re very reliable. I think that’s stretching the truth a little bit, because Tae usually spends half the time catching bugs and wandering off. He’s easily distracted – probably because he’s super smart. Tae’s always thinking about one hundred and one different things at the same time – not like me. It’s best if I concentrate on what I’m doing.

[image: image]

‘What’s taking so long?’ Tae says. He stands up and wanders over to read a poster on the wall about the residents’ weekly outings.

Tae is dressed in soccer gear (except he doesn’t have the proper boots on because he says you shouldn’t wear those inside). He’s not actually playing soccer today – he’s trying out being a player for Manchester United. Tae’s name means ‘person of greatness’ in Korean, and every week he tries out being a different person of greatness to decide which one he’ll be when he grows up. It’s a lot of pressure if you ask me. We do have soccer tryouts tomorrow at school though, so his outfit this week is very appropriate.
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The door to Mrs Wilson’s office is open. I lean around on my chair as far as I can. Mrs Wilson sounds cross (that’s normal) but Mr Babbar is laughing. It’s not a happy laugh – more like nervous. I know how he feels.

Her voice is getting louder.

‘Well, Vachan, I can see that with you in charge while I was away, Sunset Views has gone to the dogs. You’d better work out a way to bring in some more money soon or there will be no more resident outings,’ Mrs Wilson barks.


I frown, and Tae spins and looks at me. Woof raises his head from where he’s lying on the floor. I’m not sure what she means but it sounds bad.

‘The outings are Mrs Zaman’s favourite thing,’ Tae says. ‘She talks about them all the time. Last week they went to a Japanese garden and there were scones for morning tea.’

I lean out a bit further. Uh oh – too far. I start to fall off the chair just as Mrs Wilson tells Mr Babbar that they may have to do away with afternoon teas as well.

Woof growls and tilts his head to the side right at the same time I thud onto the floor. He loves his afternoon teas at Sunset Views.

I can hear Mrs Wilson before I see her.
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‘Willa Tait, what are you doing?’ she barks. Hilda and Bert crawl closer together.

I scramble to my feet. ‘Nothing,’ I say, blinking as innocently as I can.

‘I don’t believe that for one second,’ Mrs Wilson snaps, and points her finger at me. ‘You’re up to something.’

I shake my head and swallow hard.

Woof stands up and walks over to Mr Babbar, who gives him a pat, but he quickly hides behind the man’s legs when Mrs Wilson glares at him.


‘Come along, children, we’d better get going,’ Mr Babbar says. ‘The residents are looking forward to seeing you.’

‘Not a word to anyone, Mr Babbar,’ Mrs Wilson growls as we walk towards the door. ‘But you’d be wise to start thinking about what I just said and how we’re going to fix it. You know what will happen if you don’t.’

Mrs Wilson doesn’t need to worry. I’m already thinking so much my head is starting to hurt.
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When I get home, I go straight to my desk and open my koala diary. It’s where I write all my important things. It went missing when we were planning Frank’s birthday surprise, but a boy from school called Robbie found it. I still don’t know whether Robbie read any of my secrets, but I get hot and sweaty just thinking about it. There are a few pages I’d die if anyone saw.


A while ago, I sort of had a crush on a boy in my class (not Tae) and I wrote him a poem in the diary. Robbie could use that against me – big time.

The fur on the front cover isn’t as fluffy as it used to be and my koala pen has lost the lid but they’re still precious. Tae gave them to me for my birthday this year when I turned eight.

I’ve been thinking all afternoon about what Mrs Wilson said. She can’t stop the outings and she definitely can’t take away afternoon tea. That’s like child abuse for old people. So I’ve written a list of ideas about how we could raise some money.

 

Garage sale

(Dad has plenty of stuff under the house and down at the junk pile in the backyard he needs to get rid of.)


 

Bake sale

(My dad is the best baker in the world, and my brother loves cooking and so does Mrs Best. She’s always baking treats for Frank and taking them over to his house in her Tupperware containers. I think she might have a crush on Frank, but he says that I’m being ridiculous – who would love a grumpy old man? I kind of see his point.)

 

Skip-a-thon

(I don’t think many of the residents would be able to do that except Mrs Scott. She’s 95 but she still goes to hip hop classes, which is very impressive.)
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I can’t help thinking there must be an easier way to make money – like winning the lottery.

I still have to let Frank know that he’s coming to Grandparents’ Day with me too. He was out this afternoon at a doctor’s appointment. Frank has stiff joints. He’d be terrible in a skip-a-thon.

I bite my lip and tap the pen against the page just as Mum shouts out from the kitchen.

‘Willa, have you fed Woof?’

I look outside and realise it’s getting late. I’m surprised Woof hasn’t come to get me. He usually lets me know if he hasn’t had his dinner on time.

After our visit to Sunset Views, Tae and I took Woof for a quick run at the dog park. Miss Wallis was there with Lola. The two of them had a sniff-off (Lola and Woof that is) then they ran away to play. When it was time to go, Woof really didn’t want to leave. I was sort of glad that his best friend, Link, is away on holidays at the moment. I think he might have been jealous that Woof and Lola were having so much fun.

I walk out onto the back deck expecting Woof to be there, but he’s not. That’s strange. I peer down into the backyard and call his name.
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‘Did Sam take Woof for another walk?’ I yell out to Mum, who’s standing at the kitchen sink peeling potatoes.

She shakes her head. ‘Your brother isn’t back from cricket training.’

I call Woof’s name again. He’s the most reliable dog in the world, so this is really weird.
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Maybe Michael Woods from next door has dognapped him for real this time? I once overheard Michael and his best friend Jacko (who is also Robbie’s big brother) saying that Woof would be worth a fortune because he’s really rare. I think they were planning to sell him. There’s no way I’m selling Woof to make money for Sunset Views. I just thought of that and then un-thought of it right away.

I tell Mum that I’m going to look for Woof. She gives me a wave.

I walk down the road calling his name.

This is not like him at all. My tummy starts feeling squirly. What if Woof’s run away? Although I don’t understand why he would – he has the best life ever.

Dad’s ute turns into the street. He stops and asks where I’m going. Dad frowns when I tell him Woof is missing. ‘Don’t worry, Willa, he won’t have gone far. It’s dinner time. Hop in and we’ll go for a drive.’

I open the car door, right at the same time as Woof races around the corner.

‘Where have you been?’ I shout, but Woof doesn’t stop. By the time I catch up to him, Woof is on the back deck. How he got there is a mystery because the side gate was definitely closed.

‘Excuse me, Wilfred Connal Tait (that’s his in-trouble name), where did you go this afternoon?’ I demand.

Woof just stares at me with his puppy-dog eyes, but there’s something different about him. And when I lean down to give him a pat I can smell perfume on his fur.

Dad checks the yard and finds a big hole in the fence near the Woods’ place. He fills it in and puts some old boards along the bottom.

‘He won’t get out again, Willa,’ Dad says.

I look at Woof. He grins. Something tells me we shouldn’t be so sure.
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‘I’m busy next Tuesday, Willa,’ Frank says when I ask him to come to Grandparents’ Day. It’s Wednesday morning before school and we’re sitting at his kitchen table eating vegemite toast.

‘But I don’t have anyone to take,’ I tell him.

‘I’m not your grandparent, Willa – I don’t have to come,’ Frank replies.


I frown at him. ‘True, but you could – that would be kind, you know. What are you doing that’s so important anyway?’

‘Getting my hair cut,’ he says, and takes a sip of his tea.

I laugh out loud. ‘You’ve hardly got any, unless you’re finally going to trim those long ones in your ears.’

Frank rolls his eyes and glances at the clock. ‘Isn’t it time for you to get going?’

‘I think you must have fallen out of bed last night,’ I say as I carry my teacup and plate to the sink, ‘because you’re in a really bad mood.’

[image: image]


‘And I think you need to get to school, little miss bossy boots,’ Frank says.

‘Fine,’ I say. Woof and I head to the door. ‘But you know I’ll be back.’

Frank grunts.

That didn’t go well at all. I don’t know why Frank is being such a grump. I mean, his own grandchildren, Maisie and Angus, live in England and I’m right here. I’m the perfect stand-in grandchild.

I’m sure that Frank will change his mind but there’s not much point pushing him. It’s better if he thinks something’s a good idea on his own, otherwise he can be really stubborn – like just now.

I can’t believe it’s Wednesday already and I still haven’t made a proper plan to raise money for Sunset Views. It’s been really busy. Yesterday we had an excursion to the museum, which Tae thought was amazing and I thought was . . . okay. I can’t get that excited about rocks. I did get to touch a dinosaur bone. Tae said it was a fake, but I think that’s only because he was upset he didn’t get picked to hold it. Miss Wallis wasn’t allowed to bring Lola. It’s against the museum rules so she had to stay home. I wish Woof would too.

On Tuesday morning, Tae’s mum, Soo-Min, saw Woof stand up on his back legs and unlatch our side gate to let himself out. She said he was on a mission. He was on the back deck when we got home, so we probably wouldn’t have even known he’d escaped if Soo-Min hadn’t told us. Dad’s put a lock on the gate to stop him getting out again. It’s a real mystery where he’s going – and a worry too. I have a feeling that if he wants to run away, a lock won’t stop him. What if he gets hit by a car or someone steals him?
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After the museum excursion I had gymnastics, and then Aunty Jane came over for dinner to talk about her wedding. It’s not until December but there’s lots to do. I’m still hoping she’s going to let me wear sparkly overalls as my flower girl outfit but I’m not confident.

I’m running out of time to think of a way to save the outings for Sunset Views.
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At choir practice, we’re right in the middle of a song about losing your hair and turning sixty-four when a boy called Jacob starts crying. Mrs Olliffe stops playing the piano and everyone (except a girl called Bridget, who is always the loudest but not always the most in tune) stops singing.

‘Thank you, Bridget,’ Mrs Olliffe says loudly, and finally the girl closes her mouth.

‘I hate Grandparents’ Day,’ Jacob shouts, and stamps his foot.

We don’t have to wait long to find out why. He says that his grandparents live in Germany and they told him there was no way they were flying all the way to Australia for a couple of songs and some lousy lamingtons.

‘Lamingtons are awesome and your grandparents suck,’ says Robbie, who’s standing right behind me. The whole of the primary school is in the choir together. Who we stand near depends on what parts we sing, not what year group we’re in.

I turn around and glare at him.

‘That’s mean,’ I say. ‘Not everyone has a grandparent who can come next week.’ At the moment that includes me.

‘Aw – so sad,’ Robbie says, and sticks his lip out in a pout.

I roll my eyes at him. I don’t want to say too much, because I still have no idea if he read more of my diary than he said he did, but he shouldn’t be nasty.

‘Are your grandparents coming?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, my grandad is. He’s awesome. He says he wouldn’t miss it for anything. He used to be on TV. And he once saved three kids from a house fire and got a medal from the Prime Minister. And before that he was an astronaut. And we’re going to win all the competitions too, because my grandad is a powerlifter.’

[image: image]


I frown. That sounds like a lot, but I don’t want to start a fight with Robbie. Besides, I thought the competitions were probably going to be more like musical statues and word games than a tug of war.

‘I can’t wait to meet him,’ I say politely, but that’s not exactly true.

There are some other kids huffing and puffing about why we’re even having Grandparents’ Day when half of us don’t have anyone to bring.

Mrs Olliffe is doing her best to calm things down when suddenly I have an idea. I think it could be the best one I’ve ever had in my whole entire life. I need to talk to Tae straight away, but he’s sitting on the other side of the room.

I wish choir practice was over.


Just when Mrs Olliffe starts playing the piano again the bell rings. It’s not really a bell, just loud music that plays for a few minutes. She tries to get everyone to stay put but we all tumble out of the hall into the playground.

‘Tae!’ I shout, grabbing his arm to slow him down.

He looks at me and I whisper, ‘I think I know how to help Sunset Views and make Grandparents’ Day the best day ever.’

Tae’s eyebrows jump up.

‘But we need to keep it a secret until everything’s worked out, okay?’ I say.

Tae nods. ‘When do we start?’

I really want to start right now, but I’ve just remembered we have soccer tryouts with Mrs Kell. It’s for a special team to represent the school at the district gala day, and I know Tae really wants us to get in.

‘After school at my place,’ I say. ‘And don’t be late. There’s a lot to do.’

I can’t wait. By tonight, Willa Tait’s Grandparents for Hire business will be ready and open for customers.
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Tae and I run over to the classroom to get our lunch boxes. We’ll need to eat fast so we can make it to the oval in time for soccer tryouts.

Miss Wallis is comforting a girl from our class called Imogen, who’s crying. It’s been happening a lot lately. I hope Imogen’s not upset about Grandparents’ Day, although at least now I think I can help.


‘Someone stole my lunch,’ Imogen says with a sniff.

‘What did you have?’ Miss Wallis asks.

‘Leftover meatloaf and two pickles,’ Imogen replies.

I grimace. ‘No offence, Imogen, but do you really think someone would want to steal that?’

Miss Wallis gives me a glare. I realise straight away that wasn’t a nice thing to say. Just because I prefer vegemite sandwiches doesn’t mean everyone likes them either.

‘Sorry,’ I apologise. ‘Meatloaf is delicious.’ (Only when it’s hot, but I don’t tell her that part.)

‘Woof loves cold meatloaf,’ says Tae. ‘Remember when your dad forgot to put the leftovers in the fridge last week? Woof ate the whole thing. And a pickle too.’

Tae’s right. That’s weird.
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‘Maybe Lola ate it,’ I say.

The teacher shakes her head. ‘Lola never takes food she’s not offered.’

Unlike Woof. He’s always stealing things to eat. Even after I spent hours training him not to take food (that was at the same time I was teaching him new tricks for Frank’s birthday surprise), he still sneaks sausages off the barbecue and biscuits at Sunset Views too (but to be fair I think lots of the residents give them to him when I’m not looking).


Miss Wallis tells Imogen she’ll organise an emergency lunch from the tuckshop as Leo rushes into the room wailing that his lunch is gone as well.

His was sushi.

‘Woof likes that too,’ says Tae. ‘Remember he stole Mum’s California roll when he was at my place the other day?’

‘Woof’s not here,’ I remind Tae.
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But it does mean that we have a mystery lunch thief on our hands. I’m not sure if I have time to solve this crime as well as manage everything else that’s going on. I’ll have to though. I feel a bit hot – I hate when Woof gets blamed for things he didn’t do. He’s such a good dog – most of the time.


Miss Wallis says that she’ll get an extra emergency lunch for Leo.

‘Do you think Woof could have escaped again and come to school?’ Tae asks.

I shake my head. ‘Dad put a lock on the gate.’

‘Do you think that would stop him?’ Tae asks as we hurry out to the lunch seats. The other kids are all standing in a circle. It’s only when someone steps back that I see Lola – and Woof.
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‘Willa,’ Tae says.

‘I know,’ I reply, my heart sinking into my soccer boots.
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Woof trots along beside me all the way home. He spent the rest of the day in the office under Mum’s desk. She had to arrange five more emergency lunches, including one for Robbie. Tae says he saw him put something in the bin right before he started carrying on about his lunch being stolen. Though he wasn’t very happy when he found out that emergency lunches are only vegemite or cheese sandwiches.

Mum said that Woof was whimpering a lot this afternoon. I don’t know what’s got into him at the moment. Woof isn’t an escape artist or a whiner, and I’m surprised that he stole all those lunches. That’s a lot – even for him.

Sam gets home just after Mum and Woof and me. He makes us hot Milo and toasts some homemade banana bread for our afternoon tea. Mum’s on the phone to Aunty Jane, talking about flowers for the wedding.

The front doorbell rings. It’s Tae. He usually walks straight around the back, but he can’t open the gate now because of the lock.

‘Hey, Sam,’ Tae says. He’s dressed in his Manchester United outfit again. Tae’s really good at fast changes. I’m still in my school uniform.

‘How were the soccer tryouts?’ Sam asks.

Tae tells him we won’t know if we’re in the team until tomorrow. Then he says, ‘This banana bread is delicious. I think it’s your best ever.’

Sam smiles. He tried out a new recipe the other night and says it’s the cinnamon that makes all the difference.

Tae and I take our Milo to my room. He sits on my bed and I’m at the desk. I get my koala diary and pen out and explain my idea.
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‘So let me get this straight,’ Tae says. ‘You’re going to charge kids to hire someone from the retirement village to be their grandparent for Grandparents’ Day, then you’re going to give the money to Mrs Wilson so Sunset Views can keep having outings and afternoon teas.’

I nod.

‘That’s brilliant, Willa,’ Tae says with a grin. ‘I wish I’d come up with it.’

I smile too. Tae is much smarter than me at so many things, so it’s nice to hear I’ve thought of something clever on my own.

Then Tae frowns.

‘But I can see some problems,’ he says.

‘Like what?’ I reply.

‘Well, kids usually don’t have a lot of money. How are they going to pay?’ Tae says.


I tap my pen against the page and bite my lip. ‘Most kids get pocket money,’ I say. ‘Or tuckshop money.’
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‘Do you think they’re going to want to spend it hiring a grandparent when they can buy an ice block instead?’

‘I would,’ I reply. ‘And remember, Mr Newton said there would be competitions with prizes – everyone wants to win prizes.’

‘How do you know if the grandparent will even like their pretend grandkid? Some of the oldies at Sunset Views can be prickly,’ Tae says.

That’s true. I chew my lip this time and suddenly have another great idea.

‘What if we get the kids and the residents to fill out a form with all the things they love – hobbies and sports and favourite foods and stuff? Sort of like that old matchmaking show your dad was on, except that we’re not trying to match up boyfriends and girlfriends – we’re matching old people and kids,’ I explain.

Tae nods. ‘Awesome. We can work out what they have in common.’


I smile, feeling very pleased with myself again.

I start writing down the things we need to know from the kids and the grandparents.

‘How much do you think outings cost?’ I ask.

Tae shrugs. ‘Maybe fifty dollars?’
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‘We can raise that much,’ I say confidently, even though I’m not confident at all. ‘We need to make copies of our sheets. Tomorrow at lunchtime we can set up a little stall and kids can put their names down and take the forms to fill in. Then on Friday they can bring them back with the money and we can go to Sunset Views and talk to Mr Babbar. He’ll help us.’

‘What about Mrs Wilson?’ Tae says.

I think for a second. ‘Maybe we won’t tell her yet. But I’m sure once she knows that we’ve raised money for the village she’ll be over the moon.’ At least that’s what I hope, but Mrs Wilson is tricky.

I’m starting to wonder if we should ask Miss Wallis or Mr Newton what they think. But they’re super busy and this solves a lot of problems . . . I’ll just tell them after it’s all organised.

Mum suggests Tae and I take Woof for a walk. We’ll go to the dog park, and while we’re there I will be having stern words with him about not escaping again.
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It doesn’t take long for the word to spread that Tae and I have grandparents for hire. We set up our business on one of the picnic tables near the netball courts. I’ve got the forms for the kids to fill in and Tae has the hire rules:


	Fill out this form and return it to me (Willa) tomorrow. Or you can give it to Tae.

	Tae and I will match you with a borrowed grandparent for Grandparents’ Day.

	It costs a gold coin (but if you can pay more that would be really good because we’re raising money for Sunset Views). We can’t take IOUs or food.

	No refunds if you don’t like the grandparent you’re given. (Some of them can be a bit grumpy at times. And Mr Varma sometimes forgets to wear pants but we’ll make sure he does for Grandparents’ Day.)



Soon there’s a long line of kids signing up. We’ll need to hire out at least half the residents of Sunset Views at the rate we’re going.
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I’ve just given away my second-last form when Robbie appears in front of me.


I spotted him earlier, skulking behind a tree. He’s always skulking. I really like that word – it feels good on my tongue.

‘What are you doing?’ he asks, giving me one of his sneering looks.

I explain about the matchmaking service and he rolls his eyes.

‘That’s so lame,’ he scoffs.

‘Well, not everyone’s as lucky as you are to have a grandad who lives close by and can come next week,’ I tell him. ‘What did you say he used to be?’

‘A fireman,’ Robbie replies.

‘I thought you said he was on television,’ I remind him.

‘Yeah, he was a fireman as well as being on television,’ Robbie says.

‘And an astronaut?’ Tae says. I told him what Robbie had said to me about his grandad.


Robbie frowns. ‘Yeah – and I didn’t tell you about when he was a popstar because that might sound like showing off.’

It already sounded a lot like showing off to me but I’m not about to say so.
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‘What’s his name?’ Tae asks.

Robbie frowns again. ‘Who?’ he says.

‘Your grandad,’ Tae replies. ‘Maybe we’ve heard of him. My dad used to be on television too. They might have worked together.’


‘I don’t think so,’ Robbie says. ‘My grandad is way more famous.’

Another boy called Eli is listening in. ‘You still haven’t told us his name.’

Robbie hesitates for a second. He looks around and then back at us. ‘Denis. Denis Briggs.’

Eli almost chokes. ‘What? Your grandad is Denis Briggs? The Denis Briggs from The Fergusons?’

Robbie’s eyebrows jump up and he nods but he doesn’t seem very sure.

Eli’s eyes light up. ‘He’s my granny’s favourite actor. She loves him. Just wait until I tell her that he’s coming to Grandparents’ Day – she’ll be so excited that I bet she changes her mind about going to her bridge club next Tuesday. She’ll be here now for sure.’


Robbie’s face has gone pale. I mean, he always looks a bit pasty, but at the moment I would say he’s a definite photocopy-paper shade of white.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask him.

‘Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?’ he snaps, and charges off as the bell rings.











[image: image]





After lunch on Friday, Miss Wallis is reading a really good story about two spy kids when something outside the window catches my eye. It looks kind of like a furry mop – and then I realise it’s Woof’s face pressed up against the glass. I almost fall off my chair and my heart is beating super fast. I think I might have a heart attack. (At least Tae knows CPR from when he was trying out being a doctor earlier in the year, so he can keep me alive. He learned it off the internet.)

I put up my hand and ask if I can go to the toilet. Miss Wallis glances my way and says yes.

I quickly scurry outside and around to the side of the classroom to grab Woof’s collar. I don’t think anyone else has noticed him. I keep low as I drag him past the windows to the office. I’m trying to be like Kensy and Max, the spy kids in the story, who can get from one place to another without being seen.
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At the office, Mum calls Dad to come and get Woof. She says that we’ll take him to the vet tomorrow for a check-up. He’s definitely gone off his food as well as acting all weird. Maybe Imogen’s meatloaf has given him indigestion? That happens to me too.

I’m really worried about him and I think Mum and Dad and Sam are too. He’s not the happiest dog in the world at the moment. It seems like he’s the exact opposite.
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Tae and I meet at my place after school. Thirty-four kids brought their forms back today, and most of them gave us two dollars. A couple of kids gave us five, which is amazing. Woof is lying under my desk. He has a sad face.


Tae’s counting the money while I check the forms. I’ve written a list of all the residents who I think will be able to manage coming to Grandparents’ Day. I’m going to ask Mrs Tan from across the street if she’d like to come too. Hopefully there’ll be enough old people to go around. We still have to get the residents to fill out their forms so I can make the matches, but I think the problem is pretty much solved.

It’s funny – there are a few kids on my list who I don’t think need a replacement grandparent. I saw Jonno Azzopardi’s nonna drop him off at the gate this morning. She hugged him really tight and gave him a big smoochy kiss in front of everyone, then I heard her telling Mrs Ellis how much she was looking forward to next Tuesday. Jonno’s face was as red as a tomato and when his nonna finally stopping hugging him he ran off. His form can go at the bottom of the pile, along with Emily’s and Sasha’s. Their grandparents are always up at the school.

‘Seventy-four dollars,’ says Tae as he slides the money back into the ziplock bag we used to collect it.

‘Wow! Mr Babbar is going to be so happy,’ I say.

Not long after, we’re on our way to the office at Sunset Views.

It’s lucky we spot Mrs Best’s mad cat, Ginger Biscuit, before he sees us. He’s curled up asleep in the garden. We sneak past on tiptoes. He opens one eye, but doesn’t move. Woof charges ahead. He’s been the victim of Ginger Biscuit attacks before. At least he doesn’t seem quite as sad as before.
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Our second lucky break happens when we see Mrs Wilson walking to her car. It’s parked in the special spot that says ‘General Manager’ right outside the front door. Tae and Woof and I duck out of sight behind a bush. Mrs Wilson’s red curls are piled high on her head, flipping and flopping from one side to the other and she’s wearing the spiky high heels that make her feet hurt and her temper bad. I know this because she really did seem happier the times I’ve seen her wearing flat shoes.
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Mrs Wilson backs her silent car out of the space and speeds away. It must be electric because you can’t hear it at all. Maybe Mrs Wilson is electric too, because she sneaks up on people a lot, even though you’d think her high heels would make a lot of noise.

When the coast is clear we head for the office. Mr Babbar is walking down the hall from the staff room carrying a cup of tea. He looks sort of . . . sad.

‘Hello, children, I wasn’t expecting you this afternoon,’ he says.


‘We’ve got a plan,’ I say. ‘And I think you’re going to like it.’

Mr Babbar’s eyebrows jump up. ‘I hope it is a good one because today has not been the best of days.’

‘Mrs Wilson?’ I say.

He sighs. ‘I must not be unprofessional, but oh my goodness gracious that woman is killing me,’ Mr Babbar says. His turban has unwound a little bit and his tie is loose. He’s definitely not his usual smart self.
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‘Don’t worry, Mr Babbar, Tae and I have got good news,’ I tell the man as we follow him to his office.
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It’s Saturday morning and I have lots of jobs to do, which means I’m up before anyone else – even Dad. First I need to convince Frank to come to Grandparents’ Day. Then Woof has an appointment with Dr Clare at nine o’clock, then Tae and I have soccer at eleven thirty. We both got into the school team for the gala day. It was such a relief, because Tae would have been really sad to miss out. This morning is just one of our usual club games though.

Dad can’t come to watch us today because he’s putting new toilets in at the showground – he says that the old ones are the most disgusting things he’s ever seen, and being a plumber you can imagine he’s seen some pretty bad ones.

This afternoon, Tae and I have to do our matchmaking. Mr Babbar loved our idea for the residents to be borrowed by the kids at school for Grandparents’ Day, but he’s a bit worried about Mrs Wilson. He decided that he’s going to list the outing on Tuesday as a mystery tour – something fun, but a surprise – and he’s hoping she won’t ask too many questions.

He’s always been in charge of the outings anyway. Mrs Wilson says she’d rather pluck her eyebrows with a pair of salad tongs than have to accompany the residents on an excursion. I don’t think she actually plucks her eyebrows at all. Hilda and Bert are very furry.
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Mr Babbar helped us visit everyone and fill in their forms yesterday. The residents think Tae and I were doing a survey for school. Mrs Wilson saw us and said that we’d better not be causing trouble again. Honestly, that woman doesn’t trust anyone.


‘Come on, Woof, let’s go and visit Frank,’ I say. I still haven’t had time to see him again. Woof is lying in his basket on the back deck. He raises his head but he doesn’t get up. I go and sit down next to him.
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‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, staring into his dark brown eyes. I hold his face in my hands. It looks like he’s going to cry – although I don’t think dogs make tears.

I give him a rub on his head. Lola was at the dog park again yesterday. She and Woof played for ages, and then when I told him we had to go home he ran off and I had to chase him. He seemed really happy then but now he’s sad again.

‘Come on, fella,’ I say. ‘Frank has jam toast.’

Woof stands up and I straighten his yellow coat. It’s a good colour on him.

He follows me down the back steps and across the yard to the gate. I see the kitchen light is on at Frank’s. I knock on the back door and call out hello.

‘Good morning, Willa,’ Frank says. He’s sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and a bowl of porridge.

I walk to the sink and make my own tea, then put two slices of bread into the toaster – one for me and one for Woof.


‘If you’ve come to ask me if I’ll go to that thing with you on Tuesday at school again, the answer is still no,’ Frank says, taking a slurp of his tea.

‘You’re such a grump, Frank Pickles,’ I say. ‘I’ll be the only kid there without a grandparent.’

‘Of course you won’t,’ Frank says, turning around to look at me. ‘There’ll be lots of other kids whose grandparents aren’t about.’

‘I’ve fixed things so that everyone will have someone – everyone except me.’ I sigh as loudly as I can. I wanted that to sound dramatic.

‘What do you mean you’ve fixed things?’ Frank raises his left eyebrow. ‘What are you up to?’

I tell Frank about Willa Tait’s Grandparents for Hire and he rolls his eyes.


[image: image]

‘Another one of your mad ideas,’ he says gruffly.

‘Mr Babbar thinks it’s brilliant and Tae does too. There are going to be lots of happy kids and old people at school on Tuesday,’ I reply.

I don’t know why Frank’s being so mean about it. He hardly ever gets to see his real grandchildren, Maisie and Angus, because they live in another country. You’d think he’d be happy I live next door. (I’m trying to teach him how to use the video on the phone at the moment but believe me, it’s not easy.)

I get the milk out of the fridge and spot something on the bench. It looks like an invitation. I read it while I butter the toast. It’s for Frank, and it’s to Maisie’s Grandparents’ Day in England next Tuesday – the same day as ours. Maybe Grandparents’ Day happens all over the world at the same time?

I give Woof his toast and take mine to the table. Then I put it down and run back to pick up the invitation.

‘Are you going?’ I ask, and point at the page.

Frank makes a pffing sound. ‘Of course I’m not. I can’t just drop everything and go to England, can I? Who’s going to feed Mimi and Kevin?’

‘I could,’ I say. ‘But I know it takes ages to get there and it costs a lot of money. My grandma’s there now for a month – she says it’s a bucket-list trip. She’s staying with her best friend, Rosie, in Manchester for the first week. Isn’t that where Glen and Lily live?’
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Frank looks surprised, then nods. ‘Maybe your grandma can pop around and see them?’ he says.

My grandma met Frank’s family when they were here for his birthday. She couldn’t believe how much Maisie and I were alike.

‘That’s a good idea,’ I reply. Then suddenly I have an even better one.

I think I know why Frank doesn’t want to come to Grandparents’ Day with me. And if I’m right then I can fix it, and then I’m sure he’ll come. I’m just not going to say anything until I work it all out.

I gobble my toast and gulp my tea.

‘I have to go. Woof’s got an appointment at the vet,’ I say. I look down and see that he’s hardly touched his jam toast, which is strange because he usually loves it. ‘He’s been escaping from home and he isn’t eating properly – not since he came to school and ate a whole bunch of kids’ lunches.’

Frank looks at Woof, who definitely seems as sad as he ever has.

‘Mmm,’ Frank says. It seems like he’s thinking but he doesn’t say a word.

I take my cup and plate to the sink.

‘Anyway, if you change your mind about Tuesday, you know where to find me,’ I say as Woof and I charge out the back door.
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Dr Clare says there’s nothing wrong with Woof – at least not physically. He’s perfectly healthy. That’s a relief, but it’s still a mystery why he’s been acting so strange. Mum says he can come to soccer with me and Tae. The game is on our school oval.

Woof’s mood improves as soon as Mum mentions it, and by the time we get there, I think he’s actually smiling again.


The game is fast and I’m running a lot. At half-time the score is one all. I look around for Woof as I glug some water, but I can’t see him anywhere. Mum says he was right next to her a few minutes ago.

The whistle blows for us to go back on the field. I scan the playground for Woof but he’s not there. The coach is shouting at me to hurry up.

Mum says that she’ll go and look for him but I’m worried. Woof has been acting so weird lately – the last thing we need is for him to disappear again.

I’m not very useful during the second half. I spend the whole time near the sidelines watching out for Woof. Tae, on the other hand, scores the winning goal. You would have thought it was the grand final, he was so excited.
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At the end of the match, Mum’s back, but there’s still no Woof.

‘I don’t know where he is, Willa,’ she says. ‘I’ve searched all over. Why don’t you and Tae check down the side of the school and I’ll walk up past the office.’

‘Woof!’ I call. Tae does too. We run down to the rainforest area and then back up to the netball courts. I see a couple of dogs playing near the cricket nets but neither of them is Woof. We head back to the main playground near the classrooms.

Someone else is calling out as well – but they’re not shouting Woof’s name.

‘Lola!’ It’s Miss Wallis.

Tae and I run around the corner of the classrooms and almost bump into our teacher. She looks as if she might cry.

‘Have you seen Lola?’ she asks. ‘I can’t find her anywhere and I’m so worried. She’s never been out on her own before.’

I shake my head and tell her that Woof is gone too. ‘He was with Mum at soccer, then he disappeared. He’s been doing that a lot lately.’
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‘I wonder if they’ve gone to the dog park,’ says Tae. ‘They both love it there.’

Mum’s coming towards us with a big frown on her face. She just got a call from Sam – he needs a lift to water polo because his friend Joe’s mum is stuck in traffic. Mum didn’t find Woof either.


Miss Wallis offers to take me and Tae home and says we can search for the dogs on the way.

‘Don’t worry, Willa,’ Mum says. ‘We’ll find him.’ But I can see that she’s worried too. Woof is usually the most dependable dog in the world.

The three of us hop into Miss Wallis’s little red car.

‘It smells nice in here,’ Tae says.
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I agree. It’s much better than Dad’s ute (plumbing is a stinky business) and Mum’s four-wheel drive (which can smell of wet Woof at times).

‘I think it’s my perfume,’ Miss Wallis says. She pulls a small spray bottle out of the centre console. ‘I always leave some in the car in case I forget to put it on at home.’

Miss Wallis drives really slowly to the dog park, pointing out her house on the way. She only moved there a few weeks ago. It’s right around the corner from Cricklewood Crescent, where Tae and I live. So far there’s no sign of Lola or Woof anywhere.

The dog park is always busy on a weekend, but still there’s no Lola or Woof. I’m starting to feel really sick. I can’t lose Woof – he’s my best four-legged friend.
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‘We have to find them,’ I say. My tummy feels like it’s been punched. ‘I can’t think about life without Woof.’

Miss Wallis says that we’ll drive around the neighbourhood some more. She goes down the street past the dog park and makes a left.

‘There they are!’ Tae shouts. Woof and Lola are walking side-by-side next to a boy.


It’s Robbie.

‘Urgh – that kid! I bet he dognapped them and is taking them to his big brother to sell on the black market.’

Miss Wallis turns and looks at me. ‘You do have a vivid imagination, don’t you, Willa?’

I’d tell her about what happened last time Woof went missing but we don’t have time. We need to get the dogs before Robbie disappears with them.
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Miss Wallis pulls up beside him.

We all jump out and Woof and Lola rush towards us.

‘What were you doing with our dogs?’ I demand.

Robbie stares at me, his mouth open, then he narrows his eyes.

‘I found them and I was taking them to your place,’ he says. ‘Lola almost got hit by the number three bus. I just saved her life. You’re welcome.’

I frown at him. I find all that hard to believe, but maybe he is telling the truth. Lola is a bit silly around traffic.

‘Thank you, Robbie,’ says Miss Wallis. She definitely doesn’t know him as well as I do.


I look at Woof and Lola. Woof is licking Lola’s ear and she’s snuggling up beside him. Then they touch noses.

Something big occurs to me.

‘Woof and Lola are in love!’ I say. ‘I think they ran away together. And that’s why Woof’s been escaping and coming to school. He smelled like your perfume the other day, Miss Wallis – Lola probably does too.’
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Miss Wallis smiles. ‘That would explain why Lola has been crying all the time at home, and then when we go to the dog park and she sees Woof she’s fine again.’

‘It’s just like Lady and the Tramp,’ says Tae.

‘Lady and the what?’ Robbie says, wrinkling his nose.

‘You know, that old Disney movie,’ Tae replies.

I stare at him. ‘Woof is no tramp and Lola is no lady. I’ve seen her sniff lots of bottoms.’

Miss Wallis giggles. ‘You’re right about that, Willa.’

‘Oh great, lovey-dovey dogs. That’s all we need,’ says Robbie, and rolls his eyes.

Miss Wallis picks Lola up and puts her in the back seat of the car. Woof jumps in beside her. Tae gets in too. I think he’s still a bit scared of Robbie.

‘Hey, Willa,’ Robbie says. ‘Can I talk to you about something?’

I walk towards him.

‘I need your help,’ he mumbles.

‘Really?’ I say. ‘With what?’

‘Can I come over to your place and tell you there?’ he asks. ‘That’s where I was going now – with the dogs. I promise. I wasn’t trying to steal them. I was taking them home, except I don’t know where Miss Wallis lives.’

He seems worried. I’m about to say yes when a little tip truck pulls up on the other side of the street. On the side it says ‘Briggs Bricks and Bricklaying’. A man with a very hairy, tanned arm and hardly any hair on his head leans out the window. Robbie’s face turns the same shade of photocopy-paper white as the other day. The man looks just like Robbie but old.

‘Hey, Robbie, tell your good-for-nothing old man that if he’s not at my place by four he’s not watching the footy on my TV – and I’ll be eating all of your nan’s party pies,’ the man yells out.

Robbie’s face goes from white to red. The man revs the truck and takes off.

I look at Robbie.

‘Is that . . . your grandad?’ I ask him.

‘No. My grandad’s a –’

‘Popstar, actor, astronaut and fireman with a bravery medal from the Prime Minister?’ I say.

Robbie stares at the footpath and kicks a rock.

‘Fine. That’s my granddad. How was I supposed to know that there’s some famous old actor with the same name? And he’s not coming on Tuesday – as if I’d want him to. He says he’d rather poke his eye out with a burnt stick than be in a room with all those crabby old people.’

I look at Robbie and shake my head.

‘Get in the car,’ I say. Five seconds later, he’s squeezed into the back seat between Tae and Woof.
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Today is going to be the best day ever! I’m sure of it. It has to be after all the work Tae and I have done.

On the weekend, I told Mum and Dad and Sam about our matchmaking – joining up the retirees with the kids who didn’t have anyone to bring along to Grandparents’ Day. They thought it was a fantastic idea, although Mum said she wished I’d told her sooner as she wasn’t sure if there would be enough morning tea for everyone. So Sam and Dad made biscuits and slices on Sunday to add to the other things she’d ordered from the cake shop.

On Monday after lunch, our principal, Mr Newton, called me and Tae up to the office. I was shaking – I’ve never had to go to the principal before, except for jobs. But when we got there, Mr Newton said that he was so proud of us for helping all the kids who didn’t have a grandparent to bring tomorrow and that he hadn’t really thought about how sad those kids would be (though he had heard there were a few tears lately). He said we showed great initiative, which is a big word that means we had good ideas and made them happen. I think we might get a Principal’s Award at assembly on Friday (which would be amazing). I’ve only ever had Merit Certificates before.
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Everyone who wanted a grandparent has one, and I think the matches are pretty good. Mrs Scott is with Imogen because they both love dancing, and Mr Rossi and Jacob are a pair because they’re really into car racing – it’s funny the things you learn about people when you take the time to ask. Mrs Gupta is coming too, even though she’s one hundred, because she loves the weekly outings. I’ve matched her with a girl called Sachi, who said her favourite number was one hundred.

The hardest person to match up was Mr Allen. He doesn’t like kids, but in the end I think it’s worked out just right. Mr Babbar told me that he wasn’t always a cranky old man. He’s lived a very interesting life and he’s done a lot of amazing things. I guess it’s important to remember that old people weren’t always old.

Now everyone’s arriving. My tummy is full of butterflies. I hope they like their matches.

We’re having a concert to start with, and then there’s morning tea (which is set up at the back of the hall) and visits to the classrooms. Last of all are the games – including a tug of war on the oval. I don’t think Mr Newton has thought that through very clearly. Someone’s bound to get hurt, with all those dodgy knees and creaky bones.

There’s a dancing competition as well. I can’t wait to see Mrs Scott doing her hip hop routine (my brother Sam said it’s more likely to be hip pop). Mum had to get all the prizes ready too. It’s mostly food, which the kids will love, though I’m not sure that sticky toffees are good for old people with false teeth.

The whole primary school is standing on the stage behind the curtain. There’s a lot of chatter in the hall – I can hear Mr Newton saying hello to people. Everyone is so excited. Suddenly there’s a horrible smell.

‘Gross, who farted?’ Robbie says loudly.

Kids are groaning and waving their hands in front of their faces.

‘Whoever smelt it dealt it,’ a boy called Billy says, then gets punched by Robbie and starts crying.

‘Shush, quieten down, you lot,’ Mrs Olliffe orders, then I see her sniffing too. She takes off her glasses and wipes her eyes. ‘Gracious, someone had too many beans for breakfast. Anyway, that’s enough of that. We’re almost ready to start.’

I take a peek around the side of the curtain. I can see Mr Babbar and the residents of Sunset Views, as well as all the other grandparents. They’re mostly smiling and chatting, although Mr Allen looks as if he’s sucked a sour lolly.

‘Why are we here?’ he says loudly. ‘This isn’t an outing. This is torture. If any of those kids sing, I’m getting back on the bus.’

I giggle and hope he doesn’t mean it.

Mr Babbar is standing over at the side of the hall. He sees me and gives two thumbs up. But then he looks at his phone and his eyebrows almost jump off the top of his head. I wonder what the problem is, but there’s no time to ask now.


Mr Newton walks up to the stage. He welcomes everyone and the curtains open.

Just as he says we’re going to sing, Mrs Wilson charges through the hall doors, her high heels tipping and tapping on the timber floor.
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‘Mr Babbar, what is the meaning of this?’ she demands.

‘Who’s that?’ Mr Newton whispers.

I gulp and step forward, then quickly tell him who she is. I leave out the part that she has no idea we borrowed her residents to be grandparents for the day.

‘Mrs Wilson,’ Mr Newton says into the microphone. His voice sounds like a smile. ‘I was going to save this until later, but now that you’re here, I’d like to give a very warm welcome to you and the residents from Sunset Views to our special Grandparents’ Day celebration. And I particularly want to thank you for making this happen. It’s a wonderful thing you’ve done for all the children whose grandparents aren’t able to be here. I know that you’ve been working closely with our very own Willa Tait and Tae Jin Miller from Year Three.’

Mrs Wilson presses her lips tight and her eyebrows (Hilda and Bert) furrow together. She glares at me and Tae. If looks could kill, we’d both be dead on the floor.

‘If I could ask Willa and Tae Jin to come forward, and can you join us on the stage too, Mrs Wilson?’ Mr Newton asks.
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Mrs Wilson looks around. She gives Mr Babbar a death stare, then tap taps her way up the steps. As she reaches Mr Newton, the whole hall starts clapping.

‘Go, Mrs Wilson! Thank you, Mrs Wilson.’ People are shouting and cheering.


‘Maybe you’re not such an old . . . after all,’ Mr Allen says loudly. Thank goodness whatever name he called her was drowned out by everyone else.

‘We have a special gift for you, Mrs Wilson,’ says Mr Newton. Mrs Olliffe passes him a huge bunch of flowers. ‘We’re also very proud to share that Willa and Tae and the children have raised seventy-four dollars to put towards the continued outings for your residents. And, after hearing that the program was in danger of being lost, we’ve decided to do a whole school fundraiser for you too.’

There’s not a hint of a smile on Mrs Wilson’s face when she looks at me and Tae, but then when she turns to Mr Newton she’s beaming. What a fake.

Mr Newton continues. ‘I was rather hoping that we could see this as the beginning of a wonderful friendship between Hibiscus Gardens Primary and Sunset Views Retirement Village.’ He raises his hands in the air as if he’s picturing things in his mind. ‘I can see reading groups and outings and afternoon teas. Maybe even art classes and dancing.’

‘He’s not serious, is he? I hate stinking kids,’ says Mr Allen. I hear Robbie laugh behind me. Those two are a match made in heaven.

Mrs Wilson glares at Mr Babbar, then smiles at Mr Newton again.

‘How could I possibly say no?’ she says loudly, to another round of applause.
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The concert is a huge success – especially the songs. All the kids are meeting their grandparents now to take them to the classrooms. I look across and see Frank with a big grin on his face. I knew he’d come. After I told him that my grandma was going to be Maisie’s Grandparent for Hire in Manchester, he could hardly refuse. He told Tae he was going to surprise me, but Tae is hopeless at keeping secrets. I’m glad he blabbed. And Frank brought Woof with him too. He told Tae that Woof could be his support dog for the day. (But I think he wanted Woof to be able to see Lola. I told Frank they were in love.)

Mr Allen and Robbie are together, laughing. (It’s a relief until I realise they’re laughing because Robbie has just put a sign on Jonno Azzopardi’s back that says, ‘I love cuddles with Nonna’. Poor Jonno – I’ll have to get it off before everyone else sees it.)
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Who knew that Mr Allen used to be on television when he was young? Unfortunately he wasn’t a popstar-astronaut-fireman who saved three children from a burning building and got a medal from the Prime Minister, but I think I did a pretty good job of helping Robbie live up to his bragging. I’m sad that his real grandad didn’t want to come but sometimes families are tricky.

I hurry down to meet Frank. ‘So you didn’t want to come with me because you felt bad about not being able to go to Maisie’s Grandparents’ Day in England?’

‘Something like that. And before you say anything else – I know – I’m a grumpy old man and you’re a very clever little girl.’

I hug Frank around his middle. He hugs me too.


I feel so happy my heart might just burst.

Suddenly Lola rushes out to meet Woof and the two of them rub their noses together. There’s something in Lola’s mouth. I kneel down to have a closer look and see that the cheeky monster has snuck a sandwich from the table at the back of the room.
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‘I knew those stolen lunches weren’t all your fault, Woof,’ I say, and give him a pat.

Frank looks at me and smiles and Woof does too. I can’t believe it. This really is the best best day ever!
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Mimi is Missing

Out Now
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Birthday Business

Out Now
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Wedding Rescue


Aunty Jane’s wedding venue has burned down, but Willa is determined to save the day. Can she and Woof rescue the wedding?


Coming April 2023
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My name is Willa and I want to introduce you to Woof. He’s my dog. His real name is Wilfred Connal Tate, but when I was little ‘Wilfred’ never came out right. Mum and Dad thought it was cute that I called him Woof, so it stuck.

I have three best friends. Woof is my best four-legged friend. My best same-age friend is Tae Jin, but everyone just calls him Tae. My best old-age friend is Frank. His last name is Pickles, which is funny because he loves eating pickles on his sandwiches. I’m not a fan.

Frank is very old and very grumpy. He has crinkly skin and bags under his eyes. Sometimes when Woof and I visit him he tells us to go home. But I don’t, because my grandma says that I’m good company and my dad says that my grandma knows everything. It never takes long for Frank to be less grumpy and maybe even smile – especially if I tell him a joke.

He makes me cracker biscuits with peanut butter, and lime cordial with ice cubes. Some days there’s cakes that Frank says he’s cooked, but I know he hasn’t. His neighbour, Mrs Best, brings them over in her Tupperware containers. Frank has a special bag of treats for Woof too.


[image: image]

When I visit, which is pretty much every day, Frank tells me stories. I don’t always know if they’re true, but I hope they are. I tell Frank everything that goes on at school and at home. I love to make him laugh, but that’s like winning the lottery. It doesn’t happen very often and, as my mum says, the odds are against you – whatever that means.

Before Frank came to live at Sunset Views – that’s the name of the retirement village, which is next door to our house at the end of Cricklewood Crescent – he had more than fifty pets. That’s at least forty-nine more than me. But they were all the same. Pigeons.

Dad says Frank was a ‘pigeon fancier’, which means he liked them a lot (not just that they’re fancy birds). He has pigeon mugs and pigeon plates, pigeon wall hangings and pigeon paintings, and even a pigeon clock.

[image: image]

Frank’s pigeons used to go in races, and not just against each other. There were pigeons from everywhere. A truck would drive them far away – at least one hundred kilometres and sometimes even one thousand – and then they would fly home. The first one back was the winner. He says that they’re the racehorses of the sky.

The pigeons didn’t win gold medals like my brother, Sam, did when his cricket team won their grand final. Instead, they won all the pigeon stuff Frank has in his house.

I don’t think pigeons would care that much about mugs and clocks. I’m sure they’d rather win birdseed, and swings and mirrors for the aviary.


Fifty pigeons cooing and pooing in the same cage would be very loud and very messy. So it’s lucky Frank only has one pigeon now. Her name is Mimi. She’s grey with shiny purple and green feathers on her neck. But there’s a big problem.

Mimi is missing.
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Jacqueline Harvey has had a passion for storytelling since she was a child and writes books filled with adventure, mystery, humour and heart. A former teacher, she is the author of the popular Alice-Miranda, Clementine Rose and Kensy and Max series. Joining these beloved characters are Jacqueline’s newest works – That Cat and the Willa and Woof series.
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Jacqueline Harvey is a passionate educator who enjoys sharing her love of reading and writing with children and adults alike. She is an ambassador for Dymocks Children’s Charities and Room to Read. Find out more at dcc.gofundraise.com.au and roomtoread.org.
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