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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 Maz and Grandad, who nurtured my creativity and taught me to be brave enough to reach for my dreams — JG
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Hi there! I’m Ash. I’m seven years old and I absolutely love to play tennis! Today, it’s Match Day, and I’m awake before the sun!

I’ve been waiting days and weeks for this tennis tournament. I want to test out all the new tennis skills I’ve learned. Plus, Mum and Dad promised me the creamiest chocolate ice cream from the canteen to celebrate my first big match.

I’m so excited that I want to yell at the top of my voice. But the rest of my family are still asleep and they hate it when I wake them up early. Instead, I sit on the couch and turn on the Saturday morning cartoons. I have to watch three whole cartoons until my family get out of bed. Ali and Sara have ruffled hair. Dad is yawning and Mum is stretching her arms.
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‘Finally!’ I say. ‘It’s Match Day!’ I tell them, just in case they forgot.

‘We know, Ash,’ they all say at once.

I guess they didn’t forget.

Dad makes us eggs on toast. He always makes the best scrambled eggs with melted cheese! Today, I eat them up quicker than anybody else.

‘Slow and steady, Ash!’ he tells me. ‘You don’t want to get a stomach ache.’

‘I won’t, Dad,’ I say. But I do slow down a little. A stomach ache would be bad news on Match Day.
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‘Time to get ready!’ I say. ‘Race you, Ali and Sara!’

We race to put on our outfits and shoes. I’m the quickest to get dressed. I’m standing at the front door before they finish tying their laces.

‘I win, I win,’ I say. I do a little dance. I wave my arms in the air and shimmy my body.

Ali and Sara fold their arms. ‘Congratulations, Ash,’ they say. But they’re frowning when they say it.

‘Ash, it’s always good to be a kind winner,’ Mum tells me.

I don’t really know what she means. And I’m too excited to think about it!
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‘Hurry up!’ I say to everyone. ‘Let’s go!’

‘All right, Ash. We’re going, we’re going!’ says Dad.

We all get in the car and drive to pick up James, my best friend. He’s coming to watch my tennis match. James hardly ever plays tennis, but he says he’s a tennis fan.

When we get there, James is waiting for us at his front door.

‘Hey, Ash!’ James says as he climbs into the back of our big car and sits next to me.

‘Hey, James!’ I say. ‘Okay, let’s go, Mum. We have to hurry!’

‘All right, Ash. We’re going, we’re going!’ says Mum.
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We start driving and I think about what a great day it’s going to be. I’ll be out on the court, with my shiny tennis racquet, in my proper tennis clothes with my best tennis cap.

Uh-oh, I think. My cap!

‘WAIT!’ I yell. ‘I’ve forgotten my favourite cap! Mum! Dad! We have to go back and get it!’

‘It’s too late to turn around now, Ash,’ Mum says. ‘I’m sorry.’
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‘Maybe if you hadn’t rushed so much, Ash,’ says Sara.

‘You wouldn’t have forgotten it,’ finishes Ali.

‘I didn’t rush!’ I cry. But secretly I know I did rush. I was so excited. And now my tummy is doing flips. I’m not feeling so good.

‘Don’t worry about it. It will all be okay, Ash,’ says Dad.

But I’m not so sure.
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We play I Spy as we drive to the tennis courts.

‘I spy with my little eye . . . something beginning with R!’ James says.

I look outside and see lots of grass, and other cars. I even see a cow! I look inside the car. I point to Mum’s rings on her fingers. ‘Is it a ring?’

‘Nope,’ James says.

‘Is it a rainbow?’ Ali asks from the seat in front of us.

‘No,’ says James.

‘What about a radio?’ Sara asks, pointing to the radio in the front of the car where Mum and Dad are listening to music.

James grins real big and shakes his head.
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I look outside the window again. And then I have an idea!

‘It’s the road!’ I say.

‘Yes, you’re right!’ James claps his hands.

At the same time we hear a loud BANG!

‘That wasn’t me,’ says James.

Mum starts driving very slowly.

‘Oh no,’ Dad says.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

‘Looks like someone got a flat tyre!’ Mum says. ‘They’re just getting out to have a quick look.’

Mum stops the car. All the cars around us stop. We’re sitting in the middle of the road but we’re not going anywhere.
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Everything seems to be going wrong and I’m worried that we won’t make it to my big match today.

‘Will we ever get out of here?’ I ask.

Sara reaches over the seat to pat my hand. ‘Of course we will!’ Sara says. ‘Oh, look. They’re getting back in their car!’

‘Oh, yes,’ says Mum. ‘They’re moving out of the way, so we can all get through.’
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I’m a little bit relieved, but there’s still a flipping feeling in my tummy. What if it’s already too late to make it to my match in time?

‘Hurry up, please!’ I say. ‘Let’s go!’

‘All right, Ash. We’re going, WE’RE GOING!’ says Mum.
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There are no more disasters and we finally arrive at the tennis tournament. There are lots of kids dressed in tennis gear walking around.

We get out of the car and go over to the sign-in desk.

‘What’s your name?’ a lady asks me.

‘Ash-and-my-match-starts-soon-can-you-please-hurry-up!’ I say in a rush.

‘Ash!’ says Mum. ‘Slow down.’

The lady looks at the papers in front of her and taps a pen on the desk. ‘Your name isn’t here,’ she says.

Everyone gasps. My tummy drops.
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‘I’m sure I’m supposed to be playing today,’ I say. ‘Can you please look again, it’s Ashleigh, A-s-h-l-e-i-g-h?’

‘Oh!’ says the administrator, looking at the list again. ‘There you are! Goodness, you’d better run, your match starts in a few minutes. You’re playing on Court Four.’

‘Phew,’ I say. ‘We made it just in time.’
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My opponent’s name is Zia. She’s already warming up when we get to the court. Zia and I practise at the same tennis centre every weekend. She’s a quick-footed player. She can run fast and change directions quickly too. It almost looks like she’s dancing because she’s so graceful.

I do a super-fast warm up. Dad comes over to talk to me.

‘Remember to stay calm and don’t rush,’ he says. ‘Try your best and have some fun!’
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‘Okay, Dad,’ I say and then quickly give everyone in the family a high five. James and I do our secret handshake. It’s a two handed high five, a hip bump, and then we grip hands and wiggle our fingers at one another. I do it so fast this time that he has trouble keeping up with me.
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‘Good luck!’ Ali shouts as I run onto the court.

It’s very warm. I put on Sara’s visor since I forgot my favourite cap. A lot of things have gone wrong today. I should take some deep breaths and get calm, but I don’t have time for that. I hurry over to the umpire instead.

The umpire is the person who scores and makes sure everyone is following the rules. She stands between me and Zia with a coin.

‘Heads or tails, Zia?’ she asks.

‘Heads!’ says Zia.

The umpire tosses the coin in the air. ‘It’s tails! Ash, you get to serve!’

I love serving. Mum and Dad say I have a powerful serve.

Zia chooses which end to play from for our first game. We each walk over to our own side of the net and get ready to play.
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Right now, I’m pretty nervous. My hands are shaking. I tighten my grip on my racquet and focus. I’m ready.

I bounce the ball and serve it, but I move too fast, and it falls into the net.
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I look over at Dad. His nostrils are flaring and his shoulders are rising and falling slowly as he looks at me.

Is he making faces at me in the middle of my tennis match?

But then he slowly moves his hand up and down in front of his chest.

Ooh, I get it. I do some deep breaths and try to calm down.

I serve again. This time the whole world feels silent as Zia and I play.

I hit the ball with a great backhand. She hits the ball next, and my arm almost doesn’t reach to hit it back. I have to scramble toward the ball.

Zia and I keep playing. I win the first set. She wins the second set.
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But in the next game I’m very tired. For some reason the court feels very big today, and it’s hard to keep up the pace. The games move fast. My arms and legs feel like they have no more strength. I wonder if I will even be able to hit another tennis ball.

But my family and James yell, ‘Don’t give up!’

I listen, and I play my best game yet. It feels like in no time we’re near the end of the set. If I win the next game, I will win the whole match!

I hit the ball and it just misses Zia’s racquet. The ball bounces along the court.
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‘I won!’ I shout. ‘Yes!’ I won the match, two sets to one.

I’m so happy. It feels like fireworks are going off inside my brain.

I quickly shake the umpire’s hand and then rush straight over to Mum and Dad. I jump up and down. James pats me on the back and Ali and Sara are clapping and shouting very loudly.

‘Hooray, hooray, hooray!’ we cheer.
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But then Mum puts her hand over her mouth.

‘Oh, Ash,’ she says. ‘You forgot to shake Zia’s hand.’

I look over to Zia who looks sad in her dad’s hug.

‘Oh no!’ I say.
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It’s very important to shake hands after a tennis match. How could I forget that?

‘What should I do?’ I ask Mum and Dad.

‘Well, maybe you should go talk to her,’ says Mum.

‘And apologise,’ adds Dad.

‘Zia looks pretty sad though. What if she doesn’t forgive me? What if she never wants to play tennis, ever again?’ My heart feels heavy.
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‘I think you should just talk to her first, Ash,’ Dad says.

‘Will you come with me?’ I ask my sisters and James.

Ali and Sara nod their heads.

‘Of course,’ James says. He puts sunscreen on his face and a hat on his head. ‘I’m ready for Operation Shake Hands with Zia,’ he adds.

We head over to Zia and her dad. They haven’t noticed us yet. I’m so nervous my feet feel like they’ll sink deep into the ground.

I step forward to rush over to Zia and say sorry. But then I take a breath and wait a second . . .

I want to do more than apologise to Zia. I want to make her as happy as I feel after winning our match.
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Then I remember what always makes me feel good.

‘I have a great idea!’ I tell my sisters and James. ‘Follow me!’






[image: image]

I lead everyone over to the canteen and get in line.

‘Can we buy Zia the biggest chocolate ice cream?’ I ask.

‘That’s a great idea, Ash!’ Ali says. ‘But Mum and Dad gave us just enough money for one ice cream each. If we buy Zia one, we won’t have enough money left for all of us.’

‘That’s okay!’ I say. ‘Zia can have mine.’

Ali orders Zia’s ice cream and then gives it to me to hold. It’s two scoops of chocolate goodness. It’s so large that I have to walk really slowly so I don’t drop it.

The sun is so hot, the ice cream starts to melt down my fingers! It looks so creamy, sweet and delicious. I hope Zia loves it.
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When we get back to the court, Zia and her family are packing up.

‘Wait!’ I shout. ‘Zia! I’m so sorry for forgetting to shake your hand after our match!’

My words come out too quickly and Zia doesn’t understand what I’ve said. She stops packing up though and waits for me to get closer to her.

‘Hi, Ash,’ she says. ‘What did you say?’
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I take a deep breath to calm my racing heart. ‘I’m so sorry I didn’t shake your hand after our match. I had so much fun playing with you.’

Zia gives me a shaky smile. ‘I forgive you, Ash. I had fun too. I only got upset because I really wanted to win. But I’m okay now.’

‘I got you this ice cream,’ I say.

Zia’s eyes get very big. ‘That’s for me?’

I hand her the ice cream, and she begins eating it straight away.
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‘Yum! Thanks, Ash!’ she says.

‘You’re welcome,’ I say.

Zia gives me a wave as she and her parents walk away.
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‘Come on, Ash. I think Mum and Dad will be tired of waiting for us,’ Ali says.

We walk back to Mum and Dad while Ali, Sara and James eat their own huge ice creams. As we arrive, Mum and Dad look at me, smiling.
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‘We’re very proud of you for being kind to Zia,’ Mum says. ‘I know how much you wanted that ice cream.’

‘Yes, and we’re proud of you for slowing down and breathing,’ says Dad. ‘Being calm helps you to be a good player and a good winner.’

‘Thanks Mum, thanks Dad,’ I say.

I feel good. I don’t mind that I didn’t get to eat the ice cream. I’m glad that I made Zia happy.

‘Hurry up then, let’s go, everyone. I’ll race you to the next court!’ I say. I smile big, so they know I’m joking.
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Dad chuckles really loudly and Mum shakes her head with a smile. James, Ali and Sara grin with ice-creamy cheeks.

‘This is the best Match Day ever!’ I say.
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