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Dedication
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1

Happiness for sale!

I don’t care what people say.

Money can buy happiness.

I know you’re thinking, duh. That’s obvious to smart people like you and me. Of course money makes you happy! You’d have to be some kind of dummy if you didn’t think that. 

It just turns out that two of those dummies are my parents.

Mum and Dad are sitting in the front of the car, and I’m in the back, squished between my baby sister, Rosie, and my best friend, Hugo. 
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For the past hour, Mum and Dad have been trying to convince me that money isn’t the thing that makes you happy. Well, I don’t believe that for a second. 

They were trying to prepare me for this holiday we’re having at the snow, where I’m going to be surrounded by a whole bunch of rich people with lots of fancy toys. They think I might get a teensy bit jealous.

Of course I’m going to get jealous! I’ve already been jealous. Five minutes ago, when I saw a kid riding this awesome snowmobile that was painted to look like it’s made out of flames, I almost yelled out the window and asked for a turn. It had golden handlebars! 

[image: ]

If my parents are going to try to convince me that money couldn’t buy me my own snowmobile and my own snowmobile wouldn’t make me happy, then they’re living on another planet!

‘Grandpa always used to tell me to remember that money doesn’t grow on trees,’ Dad says, looking back at us through the rear-view mirror. ‘It’s a good lesson.’ 

‘What does it mean?’ Hugo asks.

‘It means that no one is just handing out money. You have to work hard for it, so don’t spend it on silly things. Get your happiness from other places,’ Dad explains.

Next to me, Hugo nods seriously. ‘That’s good advice.’

‘But isn’t money made of paper?’ I ask. ‘The notes, that is.’

‘Um . . .’ Mum glances at Dad. ‘I’m not sure.’
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Dad looks at Mum, trying to work out if they’re currently being outsmarted by an eleven-year-old. ‘I don’t think it’s made of paper. Except for cheques, but no one uses those any more.’

‘Grandpa does,’ I remind them, remembering the time Grandpa gave me a cheque for $2.50 for Christmas.

Dad’s got his phone out. ‘I’m googling the paper thing.’

‘Yeah, you might want to get on top of that before you base your life on the “money doesn’t grow on trees” principle,’ I suggest. 

‘The problem with money,’ Mum says, ‘is that it only gives you quick happy feelings. It doesn’t give you really deep or lasting happiness.’

‘But if you had more money, like Randolf Warner, you could have spent more on your campaign to be mayor and he wouldn’t have beaten you,’ I say. ‘More money, you win, and then you’d be happy.’
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There’s silence in the car.

Mum recently lost her campaign to be the new mayor of our hometown of Redhill because Randolf Warner, a millionaire from the other side of town, put a sign in every front yard from here to Antarctica with a big picture of his head on it. Mum’s little grassroots campaign got demolished, even though she was the way better candidate and has a much nicer head than Randolf Warner. 

Hugo glares at me like he can’t believe I just brought it up. 

‘What?’ I say. ‘It seemed relevant to the argument.’

‘Think about it though,’ Mum says. ‘What’s the last thing you bought with your own money?’

‘Slime,’ I say. I don’t have to think about that for very long at all.

‘Really?’ Dad says. 

‘Yeah. About a week ago I bought a packet of slime from Kevin at school. His dad imports it.’ 

Dad shakes his head in disbelief. ‘Kids these days . . .’

‘It’s good slime,’ Hugo adds.

‘And did the slime make you happy?’ Mum asks me.

‘Yep,’ I reply. 

‘It didn’t make me happy,’ Hugo says.

‘That’s because I splatted it on the back of your neck and pretended I’d sneezed,’ I remind him.

‘That’s disgusting,’ Mum says. ‘And so where is the slime now?’

‘Well,’ I say. ‘I dropped it a few times, and it got all dirty and had a few hairs stuck in it. Then I lost it for a while. Then I think Dad stepped in it.’
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‘So there you go,’ Mum says, as though her point is proven. ‘The happiness is over. It lasted a minute. Now your money’s gone and so’s the happiness. That’s what I mean. It doesn’t last.’ 

‘And cash is not made of paper,’ Dad adds. ‘It’s made of something called polymer.’

‘I’m learning a lot on this trip.’ Hugo nods earnestly. ‘Thanks for inviting me.’

Hugo’s parents have to work, so they aren’t able to come away on holiday with us. Mum and Dad said that Hugo was welcome to come with us, which he was very happy about. 

‘But . . . that’s just why you need more money,’ I say to Mum. ‘The happiness doesn’t last, so you have to buy more happiness. That’s my whole point! We need a lot of money so we can always buy more happiness when we need it. Speaking of which, why don’t we have more money?’ 

‘You’d never have enough, Max,’ Dad says. ‘You’d always need more. People who are truly happy don’t need money. They get happiness from somewhere else.’

‘Where do they get it from?’ Hugo asks. 

‘Ooh, now you’re asking about the secret of happiness,’ Mum says with a smile.

[image: ]

‘You watch,’ Mum says. ‘I’ll prove it to you. You don’t need money or stuff to be happy.’

Just then a black sports car overtakes our family station wagon. It’s the coolest looking car I’ve ever seen. My eyes narrow.
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Multi-coloured hot tubs!

‘Hugo?’ I ask. ‘Does this wet patch belong to you?’

Hugo was asleep on my shoulder for most of the trip and he’s left a drool splodge on my shirt. 

I’m about to give him a talking-to about how this is not acceptable best-friend behaviour when we drive around a bend in the road and suddenly there, in front of us, is the most incredible place I’ve ever seen!

Beauty Peaks Ski Resort. The winter holiday destination of the rich and famous. I know that because that’s what it says on the sign. 
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It’s like a twinkling snowy village, nestled beneath enormous mountains. Smoke puffs out of every chimney. People are laughing in every window. There are sports cars of every colour of the rainbow in the parking lot. 

On the right-hand side are the ski slopes, where every skier seems to be wearing brand-new clothes. On the left are cabins that look more like mansions made of grey stones, massive logs and gigantic glass windows. 

I swear I can smell the hot chocolate from inside the car.

‘Well, isn’t this fancy?’ Mum says as she steers our car into the parking lot. Every space in the parking lot is marked for VIPs, including a spot where rich people can park their helicopters. 

‘What does VIP stand for?’ Hugo asks.

‘Very Important Person,’ Dad replies.

‘Are we Very Important People?’ Hugo asks.

‘Of course we are!’ Mum says. She pulls into a parking spot and switches off the engine. 

I vault across Rosie’s lap and out of the car.

Outside, there are people everywhere. Rich and famous people. You can tell they’re rich and famous because they wear sunglasses even though it’s not very sunny. They wear big, fluffy coats, but they don’t get sweaty. They seem to be happy about absolutely everything. 

See? Money can buy happiness. The proof is right in front of us. 
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While Hugo shivers and puzzles over the eternal destiny of polar bears, I study a nearby street sign. It has directions to the hot tubs, the toboggan slope, something called The Tunnel of Lights, a donut cafe, a movie theatre, the chairlift and a place called Lovers Lookout. 

‘Wait until we show you the ice-cream bar!’ 

I turn and see Pip and Tyson standing behind me. They have huge smiles on their faces, which, I remind myself, is because Pip and Tyson are very rich. My parents are not very rich, which is why they look oddly confused and out of place. Actually, come to think of it, they look like that most of the time.
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‘And the hot-chocolate bar!’ Tyson adds. ‘It has hot chocolate in every colour!’

‘And the spa!’ Pip bursts out. ‘It has –’

‘Let me guess,’ I interrupt. ‘Hot tubs in every colour?’

They both nod enthusiastically. 

‘They have special coloured lights underneath the water,’ Tyson explains. 

Behind them, their dad, the famous actor George Khan, is standing on the front steps of one of the holiday mansions. Mum was saying that rich and famous people call these holiday mansions chalets. 
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The reason the twins know so much about Beauty Peaks is because this is just a normal holiday for them. In fact, the whole reason we’re all here now is because George Khan invited us to spend a few days with them in their very own chalet. My mum has been very busy in her campaign to try to become the next mayor of Redhill, and now that the campaign is over and she didn’t win, George thought that we might all like a break. 

Suddenly all this snowy happiness is interrupted by the screech of tyres and the blare of a police-car siren! Aarrgghh! I almost jump out of my jumper. 
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A cop car stops right behind our car, its red and blue lights flashing on the roof. The driver’s door opens and a police officer leaps out. ‘You’re under arrest!’ she yells.

We all breathe a sigh of relief. 

Sergeant Purcell bursts out laughing. ‘I had you all for a second there,’ she says. 

Abby Purcell gets out of the passenger door with an appalled look on her face. ‘Mum! You’re so embarrassing,’ she groans and trudges through the snow towards us.
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‘Welcome to Beauty Peaks, everyone!’ George Khan announces from the steps with a big movie-star smile. He holds his arms out wide like he owns the whole place. Maybe he does. ‘Come inside and get cosy. We’re serving canapés and mulled . . . grape juice.’
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‘Now, Hugo,’ Mum says as we walk up the stone steps. ‘You’re the only one whose parents weren’t able to come, so, everyone, it is our responsibility to look out for him. Hugo, I don’t want to take you home to your mum and dad with a broken leg or anything.’

‘Maybe it would be safest,’ I grin, giving Hugo a friendly pat on the back, ‘if we kept you in the playpen with baby Rosie?’
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Rich-Person Thinking!

‘How is there going to be room for us to all stay in one house?’ Abby asks.

We all enter the front area of the chalet, making sure to wipe the snow off our shoes on the way in. George Khan starts walking upstairs, but stops to turn and face us. It’s like he always manages to find a place to stand that’s a bit higher than us – like he’s standing on a stage.

‘There are eleven bedrooms and nine and a half bathrooms,’ George says in answer to Abby’s question. ‘Do you think that will be enough? Otherwise I can give Miley a call. Miley Citrus. Have you heard of her?’

Everyone knows who the singer Miley Citrus is, except for my dad, who just shakes his head, looking confused. Pip and Tyson’s dad is speaking like he actually knows her though.

‘Miley owns the chalet next door,’ George Khan explains with a wave of his hand. ‘I’m sure she won’t mind if a couple of us pop over to use the loo once in a while.’
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I stop trying to imagine what half a bathroom looks like and realise that everyone is staring at the house with their mouths hanging open. 
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‘Because if you break something,’ Dad whispers, ‘we can’t afford to replace it.’

See? What have I just been saying? We need more money!

It’s becoming quite clear to me that I might be a rich person trapped in a not-rich-person family. Rich people, like George Khan, seem to think differently. They look at the world and just expect that things will go well for them. A not-rich-person, on the other hand, gets terrified that you might break something if you touch it. 

But I don’t need to be a rich person to think like a rich person. 

It’s time I practise thinking like a rich person and Beauty Peaks Ski Resort (winter holiday destination of the rich and famous) seems like a great place to start.

I spot a pen on the sideboard. It’s a nice pen, but it’s just a pen. If I follow Dad’s way of thinking, I’d be too scared to touch that pen. However, if I was George Khan, I’d think, pen-schpen! It’s just a pen and I have as much right to touch it as anyone. 

I reach over and pick up the pen.

See? That wasn’t hard. It feels slightly heavier than a normal pen, but hey, it’s just a pen and I can hold it if I want to. My parents aren’t brave enough to touch this pen, but I am, because I think like a rich person.
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I gulp and put the pen back as though an alarm might sound at any moment. But instead George Khan just smiles and winks. 

‘I don’t mind if you touch it.’ He shrugs and heads into another room.

I look at the pen and smile slowly.

Rich-Person Thinking.

* * * *

A few hours later, I tuck myself into my bed, which is an enormous double mattress Hugo and I are sharing on the floor. He’s already snoring, but I’m lying here in the dark, my eyes wide open and a huge smile spread across my face.

The pillows are soft, the sheets are silky and the doona is so fluffy I feel like I’m going to be sleeping inside a cloud.

It’s official. I love Beauty Peaks. I love thinking like a rich person. 

Tomorrow, all I have to deal with is a little bit of snow.
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The Abominable Hugo.

After a breakfast of croissants, soft cheeses and something I can’t pronounce, Pip, Tyson, Abby, Hugo and I get ready to step out into the white stuff.

I don’t have a lot of experience with snow, but it can’t be too hard, right? Best to try some of that Rich-Person Thinking and just expect that things are going to go well for me.

I just have to get these very tight ski pants on first.

My friends all seem to have brand-new snow clothes that fit them perfectly. Mum picked up ours from the second-hand shop in Redhill. My ski pants are pink and two sizes too small. My jacket is fluorescent yellow and a couple of sizes too big. My scarf is blue and itches my chin. 

I’m about to have a big whinge to Mum about how this outfit is not working well with my new outlook on life when I discover a lolly in the pocket of my pants. 

Huh. The perks of second-hand clothes! Well, I guess things aren’t all bad.

I pop it in my mouth and follow the others through the front door.
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Outside, everything is covered in a fresh layer of snow. The whole world seems white. It reminds me of that time I accidentally left the ice-cream container out on the kitchen bench and all the ice cream melted. When I eventually put it back in the freezer, it refroze really smoothly. I think that’s what has happened to Beauty Peaks overnight.

The air is still and it’s really quiet. Abby looks impressed. Pip and Tyson are looking as proud as anything. Hugo is breathing puffs of condensation into the air and going cross-eyed as he tries to watch it.

I step forward to join the others. ‘Well, doesn’t Beauty Peaks look beauti–’ 
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Whiteout. Wait. What just happened? I can’t see anything.

And it’s f-f-f-freezing!

It’s like I’ve just been thrown in the fridge! I have a mouthful of icy water! Pffttt! 

I wave my arms and kick my legs like a frozen chicken and clamber my way out of the huge pile of snow that apparently just slid off the roof of the chalet and buried us. 

‘Ugh! MAX!’ Abby yells as she tries to wipe snow off her face. ‘That’s not funny!’

‘What?’ I ask, confused. I’m trying to empty ice out of my beanie.

‘That was a good one, Max.’ Tyson laughs. ‘You timed that avalanche perfectly.’

‘Are you going to prank us the whole time we’re here?’ Pip asks, looking a little annoyed.

‘I didn’t prank you,’ I grumble. Then I turn and –

AAAARRRRGGGGHHHH!

It’s a snowman! A human-sized snowman! It’s staggering towards me like a very chilly zombie. 
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Snowmen aren’t supposed to be able to walk! 

This is some kind of frozen monster!

It groans and lumbers a few more steps towards us.

I turn back to the others. ‘RUN!’ I yell. ‘It’s the Abominable –’

‘Hugo?’ Pip asks, laughing.

‘The Abominable Hugo?’ I screw up my face.

Suddenly the snowman sneezes! 

AAACHOOO! 

Hugo’s face appears in a puff of white.

‘Max, can you please not prank us?’ he asks, trying to defrost his glasses and sounding a bit tired. ‘This is supposed to be a holiday and I could really do without . . . a pranking holiday.’

‘I didn’t make the snow slide off the roof!’ I say. ‘I don’t even know how to do that!’

My friends all roll their eyes.

Being the funny kid does come with its disadvantages. For a start, everyone blames you for everything. 

Sometimes this is great, like the time I got credit for putting a whoopee cushion under Principal Sniggles’ chair, even though I had nothing to do with it. I think she actually just farted. 

But other times, like this one, no one believes you no matter what you say! How could I have even done it anyway? I was down here, getting buried myself. Up behind the giant windows, all our parents are sipping coffee and laughing at us. 

‘You know you shouldn’t make jokes about an avalanche,’ Abby says. 

‘I didn’t!’ I say again. This is getting annoying.

‘When did you say we were ’avin’ lunch?’ Hugo asks.

 ‘Abby said avalanche, not ’avin’ lunch.’ I grit my teeth.

‘Avalanches are dangerous up here,’ Abby says, crossing her arms and definitely not finding any of this funny. She has a teacher voice and she’s not afraid to use it. ‘They’re not a joke.’
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‘I wasn’t making a joke!’ I say.

‘I think I want a burger,’ Hugo says. We all look at him, confused. ‘For lunch.’ He shrugs.

I turn to Pip and Tyson in frustration. ‘Can we just go up the mountain now?’ I ask. 

‘Sure,’ Tyson says. ‘We have to go up on the chairlift. Do you think you can handle that, Max?’

‘We know you don’t like heights very much, but really, it’ll be totally fine,’ Pip explains. ‘We’ve been on it a hundred times and only, like, six people have ever fallen off.’

‘Of course it’s fine!’ I say and lead the charge down the snowy slope.

PHWOOF! 

By leading the charge, I mean I take one step and drop straight down into the snow up to my armpits. Oh, this snow business is ridiculous! 

My friends all burst out laughing and Pip starts to explain what I’ve done wrong that’s made me look like a decoration that’s just sunk into an ice-cream cake, but all of a sudden their voices fade into the background.
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Everything’s gone very quiet.

It could be because there’s still some snow stuck in my ears, but I don’t think so. 

Because right here in Beauty Peaks, I’m experiencing crush at first sight. 




5

Crush at first sight.

‘Max? Are you frozen?’ Abby asks. 

It seems I’m not moving. 
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‘Dude, what’s wrong with you?’ Tyson asks from somewhere off in the distance.

I remember Dad telling me once about Cupid. Cupid is the Roman God of Love. He’s that creepy little naked baby who flies around, shooting arrows. He turns up on Valentine’s Day a lot and I’ve always just wanted to give that baby a nappy or something. Anyway, apparently when he shoots you with an arrow, it will make you fall instantly in love with whoever you see next. 
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Well, I’ve just been hit by one of the flying naked baby’s arrows. 

‘I think Max has hypothermia,’ Hugo says. 

She has pink hair. She’s chewing gum. She’s the chairlift operator. 

Could Beauty Peaks possibly be any better?

‘No, look!’ Pip says. ‘Max has puppy love!’

This has happened to me before, of course. Everyone gets slapped in the face by the love hormones every now and then. It’s like all the colours in the world suddenly get brighter.
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‘Did you just say puppy love?’ Abby asks.

‘Yeah, you can see it on his face!’ Pip grins.

‘He’s in love with a puppy?’ Tyson asks.

‘What puppy?’ Hugo scratches his bottom.

‘No, it means he’s got a crush,’ Pip says. ‘See how he’s got that weird smile on his face. His head is tilted slightly. His eyes are all dreamy. Oh, it’s lovely!’ 

‘Is he looking at that teenager who’s doing the chairlift?’ Abby asks, appalled. She slaps me. ‘Max! Wake up, stupid!’

‘What?’ I ask, blinking for the first time in a few minutes. Sometimes you get slapped with the love hormones and then you also get slapped by Abby Purcell.

‘That girl is about fifteen years old. You are eleven!’ Abby says. Her teacher voice is turned up right to full volume.

‘Age is no barrier to love, Abby Purcell,’ I mumble as I clamber out of my snow hole. 

‘Age is definitely a barrier!’ Abby declares.

‘All the best love stories happen in the snow!’ Pip gushes. ‘This is going to be like one of those holiday romance movies! I can help you, Max. Every holiday romance movie has a friend who helps. I can show you the flower shop and chocolate shop.’

‘Ugh, gross,’ Tyson groans. 

‘Let’s go meet her!’ Pip says, running towards the chairlift. How come she doesn’t fall into a snow hole when she does it?

Abby slaps me again. 
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I’m going to say one word quite a lot in this chapter.

‘Hey, kids! My name’s Kirby. You guys going up on the chairlift?’

Isn’t Kirby just the greatest name you’ve ever heard? I want to say it over and over. 

Kirby flicks her hair off her face and I think I just saw a hundred tiny butterflies flutter away as she did it. Was it my imagination? It doesn’t really matter. This is the best day of my life.

‘Hi, Kirby,’ I say.

‘Hi.’ Kirby smiles at me. 

Kirby smiles! At me!

‘Hi, Kirby,’ I say, because I can’t remember if I’ve said that already. 

Kirby looks confused.

‘Hi,’ Kirby says again.

‘Hi,’ I reply, because it’s important to be polite.

Kirby grins.
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‘Ah . . .’ Kirby seems to be lost for words. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Ma-Max,’ I say smoothly. ‘I’m Max.’

Kirby smiles again. Kirby looks a bit embarrassed. Should I remind Kirby that there’s no reason to be embarrassed? People fall in love every day. 

‘Nice to meet you, Ma-Max,’ Kirby says.

Suddenly an annoying voice asks, ‘How old are you?’ 

Kirby looks at the annoying voice. It’s Abby Purcell, of course.
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‘See?’ Abby says, turning to me but pointing at Kirby with her thumb. ‘I told you!’

‘Were you guys guessing how old I was?’ Kirby asks playfully. 

‘Kirby, this is Abby,’ I say. ‘Abby is very sorry for being so rude.’

Kirby laughs. Abby looks disgusted. 

‘And who are you two?’ Kirby asks Pip and Tyson.

‘Oh, these are my friends Pip and Tyson,’ I jump in before they can introduce themselves. ‘They’re twins, but, you know, not the cute kind.’

‘Excuse me?’ Pip and Tyson say in perfect harmony. 

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Kirby says, then pretends to whisper to them like it’s a secret but we can all still hear. ‘I think you guys are pretty cute.’

‘What about me?’ I ask without thinking.

‘What about you?’ Kirby replies.

‘Am I . . . pretty cute?’ I ask. 

‘Oh, I’m gonna be sick,’ Abby says.
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My tummy suddenly feels like it drops down into my shoes. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked Kirby that. If she says yes, it’ll feel great. But what if she says no?

Kirby grins. ‘You bet, Max,’ she says. ‘Now what about that kid over there talking to our local Mountain Man. Is he with you guys too?’

I look across the snow and spot Hugo speaking to a strange-looking old man outside the ski shop. He’s got a long, scraggly beard and stands with a hunch. In fact, he’s the only person I’ve seen at Beauty Peaks who doesn’t look like a millionaire. 

Why is Hugo talking to some random stranger?

I sigh and remember what Mum said about looking after Hugo. 

I turn back to Kirby. ‘Hold that thought. That’s Hugo,’ I say, then make my voice sound all smooth and deep. ‘I’d better go and rescue him. I’m always rescuing him. That’s the kind of man I am.’

‘Man?’ Abby splutters. Maybe she choked on some snow.
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Only one question!

I march over to Hugo and the Mountain Man. 

The old guy’s eyes look wild with excitement and as I get close, I see there are little bits of ice frozen into his beard.

‘Have you asked yourself the question, Hugo?’ the craggy, old man says. Oh, brilliant. They’re already first-name friends. 

‘I don’t know,’ Hugo answers. ‘Which question?’

‘There is only one question,’ the Mountain Man says, his eyes drifting up to the sky. Okay. This guy is a few eggs short of a pancake. Let’s get out of here.
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‘That’s right, Hugo!’ I say loudly and clearly. ‘There is only one question and it’s “What are you doing over here?”’ I grab his sleeve and give it a good yank. 

Hugo turns to me. I think he’s about to say, ‘Thank you for saving me from this frozen fossil.’ He doesn’t.

‘I don’t think that is the question,’ Hugo says, then turns back to the Mountain Man. ‘What’s the one question?’

Oh, Hugo. Why do you do this to yourself? The man’s not Dumbledore. Don’t ask him questions like that. 

‘What do you need to be happy?’ the Mountain Man asks, suddenly very intense. Ooh. Maybe he is Dumbledore. 

‘What do I need to be happy?’ Hugo repeats the question as though he’s really thinking about it. Doesn’t he know he doesn’t need to answer the question? I tug on his sleeve again. 

‘Lots of things, I guess. Meatballs and Parmesan cheese . . . my friends . . . my family . . . my elephant onesie . . .’

Oh, gosh. He does need to answer it.

‘How about a Ferrari?’ I interrupt. ‘Let’s go.’

‘I don’t think I need a Ferrari,’ Hugo says.

‘What do you need to be happy?’ the Mountain Man asks again, this time emphasising the word ‘need’.

Given pulling Hugo by the arm isn’t working, I just grab the end of his scarf and start walking.
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‘What do you need to be happy?’ the Mountain Man calls as Hugo finally begins to stagger after me. 

‘Who’s Kirby?’ Hugo asks, clearly confused.

‘She’s who I need to be happy!’ I exclaim. ‘And I think I’m who she needs to be happy,’ I add with a grin. 
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Pull up a chairlift.

‘Would you like any help getting on the chairlift?’ Kirby asks us.

I laugh. Kirby must have been making a joke. She’s a funny one. Maybe we could be funny kids together? Oh, and then one day we could have funny kids of our own. Then . . . grand-funny-kids. And great-grand-funny-kids . . .

I point at her and wink. ‘Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t need any help.’

Abby covers her face with her hands for some reason.

I’ve been watching as people get on the chairlift. It seats two people per chair. You seem to need to stand still like a statue, then the chair swings around the corner and kind of scoops you up like a soup spoon. Then it lifts you in the air, the safety bar drops down and up the mountain you go. 
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‘Max isn’t great with heights,’ Pip decides to say. That was unnecessary information.

‘That’s why he’s so short,’ Tyson adds. Also, unnecessary.

‘His body stopped growing as a protection mechanism.’ Abby sniggers. I don’t know what that means, but I’m sure it also did not need to be said. Why are they making fun of me in front of Kirby? 

But Kirby laughs. So I laugh too. I’m not sure what we’re laughing at, but I’ve realised I can fake laugh and shoot laser eyes at my friends at the same time. That’s a talent that will come in handy. 
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Thanks for having faith in me, Kirby. I absolutely will be fine. 

‘Of course,’ I say and march over to the spot.

Then, SMACK!

I’m flat on my face in the snow.
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What just happened?

I look up as a chair sails over the top of me!

My friends burst out laughing. I got whacked by the chair and pushed to the ground! Aren’t these things supposed to scoop me up like a soup spoon? Stupid chair.

‘Watch your head!’ Kirby calls out, also laughing. At least I’m entertaining her. I laugh too and shoot more laser eyes at my friends.

‘Are you okay, Max?’ Hugo asks. 

‘I meant to do that!’ I say.

‘Here comes the next one.’ Kirby points behind me. ‘Attempt number two . . .’

I turn my attention to the swinging chair. 

Okay, I can’t stuff it up again. 

The problem with last time must have been that I wasn’t tall enough. The chair has to go under my bum, not into my back. This time I’m going to jump when it gets close. I absolutely cannot fall on my face again. I’ve tasted so much snow today already and I haven’t even been skiing yet. 

Here comes the next chair . . .

I jump as high as I can!

The chair swings underneath me. The front bit hits the back of my feet. I tip backward. The chair keeps swinging forward. I keep tilting backward. I try to grab the back of the chair, but I can’t find it. I look down. Snow! The back of the chair takes out the back of my legs. It flips me! Snow! Sky! Snow!
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SMACK! 
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‘Oooh, ow!’ That’s Kirby’s voice. I’d recognise it anywhere. 

Everyone else is LAUGHING! 

Somehow I seem to have jumped too high, then been flipped over the back of the chair and done a full somersault into the snow!

Once again, I stagger to my feet. I can brush the ice off my clothes, but there’s no way of wiping off the humiliation. 
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Quick! I need to get onto this chairlift and it can’t be because Kirby helped me. 

Suddenly I have a thought. Why do people try to get on this thing backward anyway? It’s hard to do things backward. I should be doing this forward!

I turn around and face the oncoming chair.

‘What are you doing?’ Abby calls out.

‘That probably won’t work, Max,’ Kirby says.

But I’m going to show them. The only way to make up for the fact that I don’t seem to be able to get on the chairlift like everybody else is to show them that everybody else has been doing it wrong. There’s a much easier way. When the chairlift gets to you, just climb onto it for–

Uh-oh.

I forgot about the fact that I’m wearing ski pants. Ski pants that are two sizes too small. It’s hard to move in these things!

I also forgot that I’m not very flexible.

When I try to swing my leg up onto the chair, I can’t quite get it high enough. The chairlift keeps moving and I’m in front of it! It’s sliding me backward across the snow! 

I’m hanging on to it with my arms, trying to get my legs up, but one foot isn’t on properly and the other is dragging in the snow, pulling me down.

‘Max!’ Hugo yells.

Then suddenly one foot isn’t dragging in the snow any more . . . because the chair is lifting off the ground!

‘Aaaarrrrgggghhhh!’ I scream.

The chair is going up into the air and I’m dangling off the front of it. The foot that’s half on the chair slips off, and now I’m swinging both feet and holding on with only my fingers. 
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‘Let go, Max!’ Pip yells.

What? Is she stupid? Let go? I’ll plummet down the mountain!

[image: ]

‘Jump, Max! Quick! Before you get too high!’ That’s Tyson, being similarly stupid. Too high? If there’s only air under my feet, then I’m already too high!

Suddenly something grabs my legs!

The Abominable Snowman?

‘Let go, Max! I’ve got you!’ 

It’s Kirby! She’s hugging my legs. 

SHE’S HUGGING ME!!!

‘Max! Let go!’

Kirby gives my legs a tug. I keep holding on tightly, although for the first time today I feel very thankful for pants that are two sizes too small. Otherwise Kirby might have accidentally pulled off my pants!

‘Let go, Max!’ Kirby shouts.

If I let go, I’m going to fall. I know that’s the point, but it’s also quite hard to do. I don’t want to fall. I hate falling! 

‘Ah . . . I’m not sure I can –’ I start to say when . . . YANK!

Kirby pulls really hard on both my legs and I can’t possibly hold on any more. I let go of the chairlift! I fall! I see the sky! The snow! I’m gonna die!

THUMP!

‘Oof! Max!’ 

I’ve landed splat on top of Kirby. 
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My chairlift buddy has . . . opinions.

It turns out I wasn’t quite as high up as I thought. I would have been a lot higher very soon if Kirby hadn’t pulled me off.

‘Thanks for saving my life,’ I say as we walk back down the slope to the others.

‘That’s fine, Max,’ Kirby says, still brushing snow off her. ‘Will you let me help you get on now?’

I don’t really have much of a choice, do I?

Kirby puts her hands under my armpits and helps me jump on the chair. Backward. It’s so embarrassing. Abby hops on next to me. She manages it easily, which is even worse.

I look back over my shoulder. As we start going up the mountain, I can see Pip and Tyson on the chair behind us, and Hugo by himself on the one behind that. 

And in the distance, Kirby gets smaller and smaller.

‘Well,’ says Abby Purcell with a little chuckle. 
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 I can’t believe after all that I’m stuck on here with Abby.

‘You’ve really gone and stolen her heart, haven’t you?’ Abby laughs. ‘You sat on her!’

‘Maybe it will be a funny story we tell about the time we first met,’ I reply. 

Abby is staring at me like I have something on my face. I rub my face to check, but my hand is already covered in snow. Now I definitely have something on my face.
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Abby never misses an opportunity to do some maths. 

‘My mum is four years older than my dad.’ I shrug.

‘That’s different,’ Abby says.

‘No, it’s not.’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘How is it different?’ I ask, rolling my eyes. Love, it seems, has many enemies.

‘Your mum likes your dad.’

HEY!

I glare at Abby. ‘Kirby said I was cute. She did. You heard her.’

‘No.’ Abby shakes her head. ‘You asked her if you were cute and she said, “You bet.” That’s not something you say to your crush. “You bet” is something you say to a little kid. Like you.’ Abby pats me on the shoulder. 

Is she right? Maybe she’s right?
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* * * *

Ten minutes later, we’re all standing on top of the mountain, looking out at the most amazing view. Snow-capped cliffs and smooth white slopes. It really does look like melted ice cream. No wonder I love it so much.

Next to me, Hugo is mumbling to himself. He’s staring out into the distance, saying something over and over. I strain my ears to hear. Ah, there we go!

‘What do I need to be happy? What do I need to be happy?’ Hugo is saying.

‘Are you still thinking about the Mountain Man’s question?’ I ask.

‘Uh-huh.’ Hugo nods. ‘You know it’s the funniest thing. I thought I was happy, but now I’m not so sure. He made it sound like there’s a secret. Just like your parents did.’

‘There is a secret,’ I say. ‘And I know what it is.’

‘You do?’ Hugo’s eyes go wide. ‘What is it?’
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‘I don’t think that’s it.’ Hugo shakes his head. ‘The Mountain Man didn’t look like anyone loved him. He also didn’t look like he had any money.’

‘I don’t care about the Mountain Man,’ I say. ‘All I need to be happy is right here.’

Hugo grunts, clearly not convinced.

Having a crush is such a weird thing. One minute you’re not thinking about it at all and the next minute you can’t think about anything else. It’s like going from thinking love is the grossest thing ever to suddenly wondering why you’ve never tried to write a love song before. I think I could write a pretty good love song.

It also doesn’t make any sense because I don’t know that much about Kirby. It really is like that little flying naked baby pointed at her and said, ‘That one,’ and now I’m powerless to stop it. 

And I don’t want to stop it. Not really. I’m in love with Kirby I-don’t-know-her-last-name and it feels great! I want us to go tobogganing together and make matching snow angels. I feel like I’m on top of the world while I’m literally standing here, on top of the world!

I glance over and see Abby off to the side, looking out over the snowy mountains. 

Abby might be mean, but she could also be right. I need to face the facts. It was love at first sight for me, but that doesn’t mean it was love at first sight for Kirby. And if I’m being honest with myself, her lifting me onto the chairlift by sticking her hands in my armpits was probably not the best start to our love story. 

I’ve got some work to do to turn this around. I’ve got to go after my happiness. Oh, man! I’ve just realised that’s going to mean I’ll need Abby’s help. 

I stroll casually over. 

‘Hey, Abby?’ I ask.

‘Yeah?’

‘Do you reckon you could help me?’ 

‘With what?’ Abby scowls. 

I take a deep breath.

‘I think I want you to help me be a totally different person,’ I say.

Abby looks at me with the biggest grin on her face that I’ve ever seen.
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Falling for fun.

Abby very kindly makes a list of all the things Kirby probably won’t like about me and at the top of that list is the fact that I can’t ski. 

I’ve never skied. I’ve already eaten snow multiple times this morning. 

It’s never even occurred to me to ski. I mean, think about it. You go to the top of a mountain. That mountain is covered in rocks and cliffs and trees and bushes and other things that can stick into you. But you wait until all that stuff is covered with frozen water, then you tell yourself that it’s soft and fluffy. It’s not soft and fluffy. Snow is a tablecloth and under it are all the things that give you splinters. But you can’t see those things, so you just lie to yourself. Soft and fluffy.

Then you decide to fall down the mountain. Yep, that’s right. You see a mountain and think, I could fall down that! Am I going to tumble? Bounce? Roll? Hurtle through the air at uncontrollable speeds? 

Certainly! 
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Well, you ask yourself, should I do this in some kind of vehicle to keep myself safe? Of course not! All you need is to take two sticks and strap them to your feet. Won’t that make it hard to walk? Yes. Hard to climb? Impossible! When you’re tumbling down the mountain, won’t it introduce more things that could whack you in the head on the way down? Absolutely! You’ll almost definitely be whacked in the head on the way down. 

For fun. You’ll be whacked in the head for fun. On holiday.

People are crazy. 

But none of that matters because Kirby loves skiing, so I need to ski. 

So Abby enrols us in ski school.

* * * *

Abby and I are standing in our skis at the top of the ski slopes. Pip and Tyson don’t need ski school, and Hugo wants to sit on a rock and think about happiness, so it’s just us. 

Like actually just us. There’s no one else around.
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‘What? No way!’ I say. ‘I need proper ski school!’

‘This is proper ski school and I am your instructor. You may call me Abby or Ms Purcell,’ she says and then adds, ‘I prefer Ms Purcell.’

This is not happening. 

‘Do you even know how to ski?’ I ask.

‘Oh, was that . . . ?’ Abby pretends to look around a group of people to spot me. ‘Max? Are you Max? Please raise your hand next time you’d like to ask a question.’

Grrrrrr.

While Abby starts babbling on about how much experience she has, I look around as some adults ski by. It doesn’t look that hard. They’re holding a ski pole in each hand. They’re leaning forward a little, bending their knees a bit, tilting left and right when they want to turn. 

I can do that.

I shuffle the skis around so that I’m pointing down the hill. 

Abby’s talking about how many skiing events there are in the Winter Olympics, but I don’t care about that. I want to get down the bottom of this mountain and show Kirby I can ski. 

This bit’s not that steep. I’m just going to start.

‘I’m coming, Kirby,’ I whisper. 

I push myself forward with the poles.

‘Max? What are you doing?’ Abby asks.
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‘I’m skiing,’ I say. I really am. I’m moving forward on the snow. I’m pretty sure that’s all there is to it. The skis are sliding across the slippery white surface and I’m starting to head down the hill. 

‘Remember, I said we have to do one hour of theory first, then we’ll move on to the practical!’ Abby calls out.

‘Bye, Abby!’ I yell over my shoulder, leaving her way behind me.

Except she’s not behind me. 

She’s standing very straight with her hands on her hips and skiing along beside me. Apparently I’m not going quite as fast as I thought I was.

‘What are you doing, Max?’ Abby asks.

‘Given you’re a ski instructor, I thought you would have recognised this,’ I reply. ‘It’s called skiing. I can ski now. Thanks for the lesson.’ 

‘Oh? You think you can ski, do you?’ Abby raises one eyebrow.

‘I am skiing.’

‘You think this is all there is to it?’ she asks.

I nod. ‘It really is just falling down a mountain,’ I say. ‘I don’t know what all the fuss is about.’

‘Can you turn?’ Abby asks. 

I flick my toes to the left, pointing the front of the skis a little to the left. I start going left. I can’t believe people go to ski school for this. I flick my toes to the right, turning the front of the skis to the right. I go right.
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She glares at me. This is driving her nuts. There’s probably smoke coming out of her ears, it’s just getting stuck inside her beanie. Abby really wanted me to be bad at this, but I’m not! I’m brilliant and Kirby is going to spot my natural talent from a mile away!

‘Okay, Max,’ Abby grumbles. She turns to the right and starts to ski ahead of me. ‘Then you’d better follow me down this ski run right here.’

‘Sure!’ I say, turning my skis to follow in her direction. ‘You mean this path next to the sign with the big black diamond on it?’

[image: ]




11

Do NOT try this at ho– the snow!

Abby’s off down the slope towards some trees. I have to keep up otherwise she’ll call me slow. That’s just the kind of ski instructor she is.

I give myself a big push-off with the ski poles. I’m surprised by how easy this is. People say that skiing is hard, but with just one push on the poles, I’m already sliding smoothly across the snow, following Abby’s tracks.

In fact, I’m getting faster without even having to push with the poles any more.

Faster . . . and faster . . .

The path bends through some more trees. I flick my toes a bit to the left and turn slightly.
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Whoa . . . it feels a little hairy to turn while I’m speeding up.

Hopefully there’ll be a flat spot soon and I’ll slow down. I can feel the air blowing past my cheeks and every time I hit a small bump my whole body wobbles.

How fast do skis go? I wonder.

I’m starting to get to that speed where, if I fall over, it’s probably going to hurt. 

Okay, I have to slow down. How do I do that? Do I slow down with the poles? Maybe I should just stick them in the snow? I need to do something quick because I can feel my breakfast bouncing around on my insides. 

I thrust both poles nice and hard into the snow on either side of me.

THWUMP!

Hang on, what happened? I’m still moving. 

But the poles are gone. 

My poles are gone!

I look back over my shoulder. The poles are sticking out of the snow like two tiny telegraph poles. But I’m still going! Even faster!
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I start to flap my arms like a bird. What else am I supposed to do with them?

When should I begin screaming? I think it might be screaming time. 

No! Pull it together, Max. If Abby can do this, I can do this. I just need to work out how to slow down. 

Snow-covered trees are whirring by on both sides of me. I look down at my feet. They are strapped into my boots and the boots are connected to the skis. Why do they do that? Did no one think about the situation where an eleven-year-old boy would be skiing down a mountain without any poles and might dearly like to just hop off his skis? 

Now I can’t see the trees on either side of me at all. They’re just a giant grey blur. 

How on earth do you stop these things?!

Suddenly I see Abby up ahead. She’s just standing on the side, waiting for me. How did she manage to stop? Beside her, the ski slope seems to completely disappear. Does it turn to the left? Does it turn to the right?

‘Where are your poles?’ Abby calls out, sounding confused.
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‘How do I stop?’ I yell, flying towards her like a toddler on a water slide.

‘You don’t know how to stop?’ Abby looks surprised. 

At least, I think she looked surprised. It was a little hard to catch as I flew past her and her face turned into a blur.

Oh. I just discovered the ski slope doesn’t go left or right.

It goes down.

Straight down!

‘Aaaarrrrgggghhhh!’

Suddenly it’s like I’m in one of those cartoons where the character races off a cliff, only to pause in midair and look down in terror. 

It turns out the part of the ski trail that I’ve just been speeding down was the slow section. Now the slope is almost completely vertical! 
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I hit the snow skis first and unbelievably manage to stay upright! I bounce and slip and skid and slide down the mountain. It’s almost like I’m going too fast to fall over! Come to think of it, if I did fall, I’d just go the same direction I’m going anyway. Straight down!

‘Max!’ I glance over and see that Abby is skiing down the slope too, although she looks like she’s doing it on purpose! At least she doesn’t resemble a bouncing starfish. ‘Don’t lean back! Lean forward!’

Is she crazy? Why would I lean forward? Any minute I’m about to plough into a wall of snow and she wants me to hit it face first?

‘Legs apart! Not that far apart!’ Abby keeps yelling because I’m basically doing the splits. She’s trying to teach me how to do a death-defying stunt in the middle of my accidental death-defying stunt!

The slope curves to the left and Abby weaves around me.

‘Point your skis the way you want to go!’ she shouts. What makes her think I have any control over which way the skis are pointing? It’s like trying to run down a hill on stilts!

I manage to turn the skis a little and it does help me curve slightly in the right direction. 

‘That’s it!’ Abby yells. ‘You’re doing it, Max!’
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I don’t even understand how I am not dead yet!

‘You’re skiing!’ she calls out.

‘I’m plummeting down a mountain!’ I scream.
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The slope starts to get a little less severe. The ground begins to flatten out a bit. The feeling that my intestines might be about to come out of my ears reduces. 

I can see the chairlift up ahead. I can’t believe we’ve made it to the bottom! Somehow I’ve survived. Although I still can’t stop.

‘Abby!’ 

This is a problem. I’m flying towards the chairlift. Is this what’s going to happen? I’ll stay alive all the way down the mountain and then break myself in half when I crash into the chairlift?

‘What?’ Abby yells.

‘How do I stop?’ I wail. 

That’s when I see Kirby. She’s standing right there at the chairlift and she’s watching me flying towards her. 

The whole reason I’ve tried to learn to ski is to impress Kirby. Working at the ski slopes, she must be used to seeing the best skiers. I have to look like a good skier. What’s she going to think if I come barrelling in towards her like an ice-skating octopus?
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I put my legs apart, but not too far apart. That’s what Abby keeps telling me to do. I lean forward, just like she said.

‘What do I do, Abby?’ I call out.

‘Do what I tell you!’ she yells back.

‘You’re not telling me anything!’ I say. The chairlift is getting closer. Kirby is getting closer. If I don’t get this right, I’ll crash into her! I guess that’s one way to make her fall head over heels in love with me. 

‘Keep your skis parallel, bend your knees, lean forward,’ Abby orders. ‘Now quickly turn both skis to the right and put all your weight on your right leg.’

It takes me a second to put all those instructions together in my head.

The chairlift looms in front of me. 

‘Max!’ Kirby shouts.

‘Do it now, Max!’ Abby yells from somewhere behind me.

I’m out of options! I spin both skis around to the right. I dig my right leg into the snow. 
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I feel the skis scrape across the icy surface.

SKIIIIIIDDDDDD! 

The skis bite into the snow and a huge wave of white sprays up in front of me.

I stop.

I stopped!




12

Not again!

As the white snow cloud slowly settles, I see Kirby standing there. 

Time to pretend that this whole thing went perfectly and that I didn’t almost turn into a human avalanche.

‘Hey there,’ I say with a grin. 

‘Hi, Max,’ Kirby says kindly, then goes back to helping people on the chairlift. To be honest, I thought she’d be a little more amazed at my incredible skiing skills. 

Abby unclicks her boots and carries her skis over to stand next to me.

‘Did you see what I did there?’ I ask Kirby. 

‘You bet,’ she says, letting more people through onto the chairlift. She gives me a thumbs-up, but doesn’t seem . . . well, astonished is what I was hoping for. 

That was it? I almost died trying to impress her with my skiing skills and she says ‘you bet’?

Hmmm . . . this crushing business is complicated. 

‘Max! Look out!’ 

SKIIIIIIDDDDDD! 

That voice sounds like Tyson, but I never see Tyson. I just see a wave of white coming straight towards me.
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SPLAT! 

And I’m buried in snow again. Come ON!

‘Sorry!’ That’s Tyson’s voice as well, but I still can’t see him. He’s somewhere behind the white cloud he made when he skidded to a stop. He doesn’t sound that sorry either. ‘Where’d Max go?’
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Grrrrrr. I start to wipe snow off my face. 

That’s when I hear the sound of Kirby giggling. I shake off the snow and see she is bent over laughing. 

‘Sorry!’ Kirby says to me. ‘That was just so funny. You should have seen your face! It was perfect.’
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Free to a good home!

‘She said my face was perfect,’ I say back at Pip and Tyson’s chalet.

‘No, she said the way you got hit in the face with a pile of snow was perfect,’ Abby says. ‘That’s quite different, Max.’

I scowl at Abby, who is sitting by the fireplace. Outside the big glass windows, it’s cold and white and getting dark, but in here, a warm fire glows and heats the room. I’ve found a comfy couch to sit on and I’m poking a marshmallow with a spoon as it floats around on the surface of my hot chocolate. Even Abby Purcell can’t ruin Beauty Peaks. 
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‘You don’t know Kirby and your face isn’t perfect,’ Abby replies. ‘It’s kinda wonky on one side.’

What? Really? Is that true?

‘Has everyone had a good day on the slopes?’ Dad asks.

‘I taught Max how to ski,’ Abby says proudly. 

‘It was more of a work-it-out-as-you-go situation,’ I correct her. 

I try to imagine what it would be like if Kirby was here in this snow mansion too. Kirby would want to sit next to me so she didn’t miss any of my jokes. We’d drink hot chocolate and she’d have some really good comebacks to say to Abby. I think we would high-five a lot. We would write each other little notes using the pen from the King of Denmark. 

Love. Money. Happiness.

I sigh.

‘Max, are you all right?’
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Hugo’s voice snaps me out of my daydream. 

‘Oh, yeah, I’m fine,’ I cough. 

‘You had your eyes closed, and you were smiling and dribbling a little bit,’ he says. Oh, jeepers, really? I wipe my chin and glance around. Everyone is staring and Hugo is standing in front of me with his arms full of toiletries.

‘What are you holding all that stuff for?’ I ask him, desperate to change the subject.

‘Max,’ Hugo says, looking down at what he has in his arms. He pulls out one item and offers it to me. ‘I’ve been thinking and I’d like you to have my toothbrush.’

‘What?’ I ask, taking the toothbrush but feeling very confused. How long was I daydreaming for? 

Hugo walks over to Tyson. ‘I’d like you to have my soap.’

‘Are you saying I smell?’ Tyson asks, taking the soap and looking a bit grumpy in his spotty pyjamas. ‘Because I don’t smell.’

‘Abby, I’d like you to have my hand cream,’ Hugo says, working his way around the room.

‘Oh, goodie.’ Abby takes it, no questions asked.

‘And, Pip, you can have my secret box of peppermints,’ Hugo says and then adds, ‘They’re Pippamints now.’

‘Aw, Hugo. That’s so sweet,’ Pip says.

‘Not really, they’re quite minty,’ Hugo replies and Pip looks confused.

‘Um, Hugo?’ my mum asks from her spot on the couch. My baby sister, Rosie, is at her feet, sucking on a snowman’s nose. ‘This is very nice of you, but what are you doing? Why are you giving away your toiletries?’

Hugo walks towards Mum, almost like he’s in a bit of a trance. 

‘Ms Walburt,’ he says. He takes off his glasses. ‘You can have these.’

‘What?’ Mum asks, waving her hand. ‘I’m not taking your glasses.’

‘I’ve been thinking about possessions,’ Hugo says, turning to the room as though he’s giving a speech, although I don’t know if he can see us because he’s not wearing his glasses. 
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No one says anything. We all sit here in stunned silence.

Slowly George Khan starts to clap. ‘That was beautiful, young boy whose name I can never remember. That spoke to my heart,’ he says, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. 

‘Are you getting this stuff from the Mountain Man?’ Abby asks. 

Mum looks alarmed. ‘Who is the Mountain Man?’ she demands.

‘He’s the old guy Hugo was talking to,’ Abby answers. 
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Mum turns back to Hugo with her nice voice on again. ‘Hugo, that’s very wise and I do agree with you. We don’t need things in order to have fun, but . . . well, I’m not taking your glasses. You won’t be able to see.’

‘Maybe . . .’ Hugo says, still sounding like he’s in a trance, ‘I will be able to truly see.’
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‘What am I supposed to do with your toothbrush, Hugo?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know,’ he says, returning his glasses to his face. ‘But I don’t need it any more, so I hope it brings you happiness.’

I screw up my face.

[image: ]




14

An essential life skill.

All of us kids sleep in one big bedroom upstairs in the chalet. The room has a heater, its own bathroom, three comfy beds and a double mattress on the floor. Hugo and I are on the mattress, the other three in the beds. That’s what happens when my parents tell everyone where to sleep. I’m just lucky Mum and Dad kept baby Rosie with them and didn’t put her on the mattress with me.

‘Max! Did you do this?’

I look over and see that Abby is trying to lie down in her bed, but she seems to be stuck.

‘Ugh, what’s wrong with my bed?’ Hugo asks as he struggles to climb in between his sheets. 

Tyson walks over and yanks off the blanket. ‘Max has short-sheeted the beds!’ he says.

‘I did not!’ I reply. ‘I don’t even know what short-sheeting is!’

‘Look, the sheet is folded over halfway down so when you try to put your legs in, they can’t go all the way to the foot of the bed!’ Abby says, getting up and huffing as she starts to remake her bed.
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‘Max! Can we go one day without you pranking us?’ Pip asks as she gets to work on her bed too.

‘You already got us this morning with the snow on the roof,’ Hugo says. ‘It’s not really fair to do two pranks in one day.’

I yank back the blanket on my own bed.

‘It wasn’t me!’ I say. ‘Look. My bed’s been short-sheeted too. If I was pranking you, would I have done my own bed as well?’

‘Probably,’ Tyson says. ‘So we wouldn’t suspect you.’

Actually, that would be pretty smart. I probably would do that. But I didn’t and it wasn’t me!

Our bedroom door opens a crack and Sergeant Purcell sticks her head in the room.

‘All right, time to go to sleep, everyone,’ she says, then suddenly gives us a very stern look. 
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Eek. That’s a little terrifying.

‘Mum!’ Abby groans.

Sergeant Purcell’s angry face cracks into a smile and she starts to laugh. ‘Just kidding, just kidding. I’m off duty! Don’t worry, Abby. They know I’m kidding,’ she says, waving her hand and disappearing out of the room. 

I swallow. I’m not sure we did.

Finally the lights are out and we all get into our beds. I roll over and something pokes me in the ear. Ew. It’s Hugo’s toothbrush. 

I lie there, holding it up and looking at it in the moonlight. 

How can Hugo think that getting rid of your stuff is the way to be happy? Here in Beauty Peaks we are surrounded by happy people with lots of stuff! How can he just ignore the facts that are right here in front of our faces? Why would he want to be like the Mountain Man when he can be like the rich and famous?

I choose to be like the rich and famous. The problem is . . . rich people look rich. I don’t. 

Our family isn’t super wealthy like these people. Our car is a family station wagon, not a sports car, and it has a dent on the front where Dad swears a pole just jumped out and bumped him. 

My parents don’t think like rich people. They buy things from second-hand shops and pack lunches in paper bags instead of going to restaurants. 

I don’t notice it normally, but when we’re here in Beauty Peaks surrounded by rich people, it is really obvious!

And you know who else it must be super obvious to? Kirby. Kirby is surrounded by rich people all the time! She might even be rich herself. When she sees me in my snow clothes that don’t fit and if she ever saw our car . . . 

What did Abby say? The only way I’ll ever have a chance with Snow Girl is if I’m a totally different person? 

As much as I hate it when Abby Purcell is right, just like Hugo I need to face the facts. 

I’m going to have to fake it ’til I make it.

Starting tomorrow, I need to look like a rich person.
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Someone call the fashion police and arrest me!

After breakfast, Pip and Tyson head to the slopes for more skiing, Hugo goes to gaze at the sky or something, and Abby and I follow the path that leads to the Beauty Peaks office. 

Abby is holding an imaginary microphone in front of her face and pretending to be a news reporter.

‘It’s a brand-new day,’ Abby says, ‘and so we enter a brand-new chapter of turning Max Walburt into a totally different person. Tell us, Max, what are we changing today?’

She holds the imaginary microphone out in front of me. She seems to be enjoying all of this a little too much.

‘We’re going to make me look rich,’ I reply. 

‘Max has decided he wants to look rich and fancy instead of . . .’ Abby frowns at me. ‘Well, instead of dull, like he normally does.’

‘Who are you talking to?’ I ask.

‘The world, Max. I’m talking to the whole world,’ she says, grinning into her imaginary microphone.
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* * * *

Lost Property back at my school has mouldy lunch boxes, some holey socks and a pair of bunny rabbit underpants that are definitely Tyson’s, even though he enthusiastically denies it. 

However, I figure that rich-people Lost Property must be full of some pretty incredible stuff. 

The office lady directs us to a little room near the bathrooms and it turns out I’m absolutely right. The storeroom is filled with the most amazing ski jackets, fancy hats and lots and lots of colourful boots. Some of these things must be worth hundreds of dollars! I can’t believe people don’t come here to look for them. 
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‘Now, what is it exactly that you’ve lost?’ the office lady asks. She looks suspicious and maybe it’s because she’s noticed the excitement in my eyes.

‘Well . . .’ I say. ‘We’re staying here with our friend George. You know him?’ 

‘He’s quite a famous actor,’ Abby explains. ‘Anyway, what most people don’t know is that he’s quite forgetful and he asked us . . .’

‘Oh, you’re here with George Khan?’

‘We’re helping him,’ I say. ‘Do you know George?’

‘I love George. In the office here, we all call him George-ous. Because it sounds like “gorgeous”,’ she gushes.

‘I get it,’ I say. 

‘If it’s for George-ous, you can take all the time you need,’ she says with a wave of her hand, and she leaves Abby and me to it. 

All right. It’s time for a Max Makeover. 

Abby chooses the outfits and I try them on. Cue the music.
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First we have a shimmering gold jacket, probably made from melting down someone’s leftover jewellery. Some people have so much gold, they make jackets out of it. 

Next is a pink lycra onesie with sequins. It makes me feel like a unicorn. If Kirby has a thing for fairy floss and unicorns, this could be the outfit.
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For some reason, there’s a banana costume. Who skis in a banana costume? 

Next on the runway is a fur coat fit for a grizzly bear, complete with hood. It’s enormous and feels more like I’m wearing a wolf as a dressing gown.
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There’s a black set of matching jacket and pants, which fits quite well. It makes me wonder who comes to the snow and loses their ski clothes without noticing? Are there naked people on snowboards that I haven’t seen yet? Just to be clear, I don’t want to see them. A nuddy butt on a chairlift sounds completely horrifying.

It’s time for the accessories.
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There is a whole range of sunglasses in all sorts of different colours. Some make me look like a rockstar and others like a giant blowfly. I think this is what people call a statement piece. I’d like to make a statement, as long as that statement is ‘I am a rich kid’. 
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There are hats that look like the bottoms of baby penguins and scarves that seem to have been donated by a collection of endangered animals. 

There are beanies with pompoms bigger than my head, and there are gloves with tassels, bells and even diamonds.

Finally we get to something that works.

‘What do you think?’ I ask Abby.

‘I think it doesn’t suit you at all,’ she says.

‘But it would suit someone who wasn’t me?’ I ask.
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Flying naked baby needs to practise his aim!

George Khan has an electric-blue Lamborghini, which is a very expensive car. It’s parked just near his chalet and I’ve been watching people talk about it when they wander by. 

It’s time for phase two of the plan. 

‘Okay, we have to coordinate this exactly,’ I say to Abby. 

‘Is this how seriously you always take your pranks?’ she asks with a smirk on her face.

‘This is not a prank, it’s an epic holiday romance,’ I say. ‘But yes. It is.’

‘I don’t often get to be part of your pranks,’ Abby says. ‘It’s quite interesting.’

She’s right. Abby is hardly ever my partner in crime. She’s usually my evil nemesis. However, occasionally our motivations align. In this case, neither of us likes me the way I am and we want me to change into someone completely different. It’s a perfect partnership. 

‘I am quite good at this,’ I nod, ‘but as I said, this is not a prank.’

This is me helping out the little flying naked baby. See, Cupid seems to have hit me with his arrow, but I’m worried he might have missed Kirby. Flying naked baby should practise his aim and, in the meantime, I need to do . . . this.
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‘My favourite pranks of yours are the ones that don’t work,’ Abby tells me. Thanks a lot. 

‘Now the only way that Kirby is going to believe this is my car is if it actually belongs to my parents,’ I say.

‘You look ridiculous by the way,’ Abby says.

‘Focus,’ I tell her.

‘I have a good feeling about this one.’ Abby leans against the car. 

‘Good.’

‘That means I’m excited because I don’t think it’s going to work.’ She grins and folds her arms. 

Okay, maybe it’s not the perfect partnership. There is a reason I don’t usually work with Abby. 

‘You have to go and get Kirby to walk past while I talk to my dad, pretending he’s the one who owns the car,’ I explain.

‘She’s not going to believe your dad owns this car,’ Abby says.

‘Why not?’ I ask.

‘Look at him.’ Abby points across the road to a field of snow. Dad is there, playing with Rosie. They’ve built the world’s wonkiest snowman and Dad is currently dancing around, singing.
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‘Hmmm,’ I say and look back at Abby. ‘Good point. Okay, I’ll get George over here and then maybe I can pretend that George is my dad.’

‘You mean George-ous,’ Abby says.

‘I’ll go get him. You go get Kirby and then I’ll do my moves when she comes past,’ I say.

‘Your moves?’

‘You know.’ I shrug. ‘My moves.’

Abby grins. ‘That’s where it’s going to go wrong. I can’t wait.’

‘Just get Kirby!’

* * * *

I run inside the chalet.
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The place seems empty. Everyone must be out in the snow. What if he’s up the top of the mountain or in the hot pools or the sauna? My plan is going to fall over very quickly if he’s off having fun. 

‘I’m in here.’

That sounded like George, although not his usual energetic self. 

I run through the kitchen into the back room. George is alone and on the floor, stretching his back. He’s posing like a mermaid on a rock, his legs flat on the ground, his arms straight and back arched, with his face lifted upward.

‘Oh, I’m so glad I found you,’ I say. ‘Could you come out the front for a minute, please?’

In order for this plan to work, the timing has to be right. I need George and Kirby out the front at the same time, and I have no idea how long it’s going to take Abby to get Kirby. Talk about stressful! The things you’ll do for a crush. 

‘Why?’ George asks. He doesn’t move out of his stretch. Oh, come on, George. I don’t have time for this.

‘Um . . .’ I say. Quick, think, Max. ‘Well, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.’

George changes his stretch so that his back is arched upward and he looks like a bridge.
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‘Outside would be better,’ I suggest.

‘Why?’ he asks again, without moving. George! If Abby brings Kirby to the car, but neither of us is there, then the whole plan won’t work.

‘Oh . . . you know.’ I struggle to think of something. ‘Because . . . I’m nervous. I find fresh air really helps when I’m nervous.’

‘Why are you nervous?’ George asks. ‘And why are you wearing those clothes?’

‘Ha! These old things?’ I laugh, waving my hand. ‘Shall we talk about it outside?’

George sighs and relaxes his stretch. ‘Okay, fine,’ he says. Yes! ‘Let’s go out the back.’ No!

‘Um, I was thinking of out the front,’ I say cheerily.

‘In the carpark?’ George screws up his face. ‘No, out the back is the best place for a chat. It’s more peaceful.’

Oh my gosh! Why is this so hard? Out the back doesn’t help me at all! I need him out the front so that Kirby sees me with him and the fancy car and realises that I’m one of these super-rich kids she might want to be in love with. 

Abby and Kirby are probably close. I need to get George out the front now!

Time to do something drastic.
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‘My car?’ George asks.

‘That’s your blue Lamborghini, right?’ I say, pointing to the front of the house. ‘It’s on fire!’

‘Argh! My baa-beee!’ George shrieks and runs for the front door. I race behind him. Finally we’re heading in the right direction. We come flying out the front, down the steps and into the carpark. There’s the blue Lamborghini. George stops. ‘It’s not on fire.’

‘No,’ I say, trying to catch my breath. It’s quite hot in all these clothes. ‘But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I want to be . . . an actor.’

George appears confused. He looks at his car and then screws his face up at me. ‘You lied to me about my car?’

‘No, no, George. Of course not. I wouldn’t lie to you,’ I say. That was a lie. I’m lying to everybody these days. I glance down the path and see that Kirby is coming up with Abby. Okay, excellent. We’re back on track. I just need to stall George for a minute and time this exactly right.
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‘Oh . . . I see.’ George smiles slightly. ‘Very clever.’

‘I want to be an actor like you,’ I keep talking. ‘Mum says I’m very good and that I should show you what I can do. How I can act in a scene.’

‘Uh-huh,’ George murmurs. He looks like he’s trying to be interested in what I’m saying, but he’s really not. Stay with me, George-ous.

‘Okay,’ I say, casting another sideways glance towards Kirby. She’s almost here. Time to be casual. ‘Let’s pretend that you’re my dad and I have a crush on . . . oh, how about that girl walking next to Abby.’

George looks down the path at Kirby. ‘She’s a little old for you.’

‘She’s only four years older! Why does everyone keep saying that?’ I suddenly yell. George looks taken aback. Come on, Max. Keep it together. She’s about to be here. ‘Doesn’t matter. It’s just a scene. Okay, here we go.’

‘Action,’ George says.

‘What?’ I ask, confused. Kirby’s three metres away!

‘You say “action”,’ George corrects me. ‘Not “here we go”.’

‘Right. Whatever. Action!’ I say, but I have to whisper it so Kirby doesn’t hear. However, now I put on my big, loud voice. 
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Kirby definitely heard that. I think most of Beauty Peaks did.

‘Thanks . . . son,’ George says and, to be honest, I thought he’d be a little more natural. I mean, he is a professional actor. Oh, well. Maybe he takes a while to warm up. 

‘Max! Are you okay?’ Kirby asks. Hmmm, I was expecting her to be the audience rather than part of the scene, but this is live theatre and I guess I have to roll with it. 

‘Oh, hi, Kirby,’ I say. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Kirby, this is my dad. We were just talking about Dad’s really expensive new car.’

‘Oh . . . right,’ Kirby says, looking puzzled.

‘Max, are you talking to me?’ a voice calls out. Oh, no. It’s my actual dad. He must have heard me saying ‘Dad’ from across the road. I panic.

‘What? No. Go away,’ I snap. This is quickly getting out of control! 

[image: ]

What do I do? Kirby is hearing all of this. I can’t tell Dad I’m acting because Kirby will hear. I glance at Abby. Does she have an idea? Abby just has a huge grin on her face as though she never realised she’d enjoy the theatre this much. 

Dad walks over, stands next to Kirby, pops Rosie down on the ground to play and waits to be introduced. I don’t know what to do!

‘Is this your dad?’ Kirby asks me, pointing at my real dad. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no.

‘Um . . .’

‘Yeah, I’m Max’s dad,’ Dad says cheerfully. He does a little wave. He has absolutely no clue what he’s just walked into. 
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Quick, Max, think! 

‘They’re b-both my dads,’ I stammer. ‘I have two dads.’

Dad looks as stunned as if I’d just slapped him in the face with a blue-tongue lizard. He looks at me. He looks at George. He looks back at me. His mouth is hanging open a little bit. It’s like Dad wants to say something, but all his words just went on holiday. 

George, on the other hand, looks inspired!

He reaches an arm out, wraps it around Dad’s shoulders, pulls him in close and declares, ‘We are in love!’ 

Dad’s eyes almost pop out of his head.
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Kirby looks confused.

Abby is trying desperately not to laugh her head off.

I am . . . I am stuck! I don’t know what to do. This was not how I planned this scene. It was supposed to just be me talking to George and Kirby overhearing. Now it’s a love story and not even my love story! 

Suddenly I feel Abby elbow me in the ribs. 

‘Don’t forget your moves,’ she whispers and winks. 

My . . . ? Oh, yes. My moves! That was the point of this set-up. This is about Kirby. Forget Dad. I should be talking to Kirby and trying to make a good impression! So far she believes I have two dads, one of whom is a famous movie star, and we’re so rich we own this blue Lamborghini. That’ll do. I can work with that. 

I try to remember the ideas that I had. There was a whole little speech I’d been imagining. I might have to modify it a bit now.

‘Well, Kirby,’ I say, trying not to glance at Dad and George. ‘I’m glad you got to meet my family. Family is important to me because love is important to me.’

Abby looks gleeful. 

Kirby looks uncomfortable. 

Rosie is sitting at Dad’s feet, sucking on one of his shoelaces. 
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‘Just like it did for us,’ George says, giving my dad a squeeze.

Kirby coughs a little bit and looks like she might want to run away. It occurs to me that maybe this isn’t working. Why not? As far as she’s concerned, I’m a rich kid who can ski!

‘Okay . . . well,’ Kirby mumbles. ‘As long as you’re okay, Max. I heard you had an accident. I have to go back to the chairlift now. Nice to meet you, dads.’

It’s Kirby’s turn to do a little wave.

Then she runs back down the path. 

‘And . . . CUT!’ George announces and takes his arm from around Dad’s shoulders. He turns to me. ‘That was good, Max, but what you need to work on is the pacing of your dialogue. There were quite a few uncomfortable pauses there . . .’

You’re telling me. 

‘But on the whole, you did a good job. I think you’ll make a great actor. You’re not bad either, Dad,’ George says with a grin. 

Dad smiles politely. 

Rosie poos in her nappy. 
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Yep, that pretty much sums it up. 

Abby can’t contain herself any more and bursts out laughing.

‘Let’s talk later,’ Dad whispers. He picks up Rosie and follows George into the house. 

Abby wipes tears from her eyes.

‘That was a disaster,’ I mumble, then realise I have a question. ‘How did you get Kirby to come up here?’

‘Oh, don’t worry about it,’ Abby says.

‘She said something about me being in an accident,’ I remind Abby.

‘Yeah, it’s not a big deal.’ Abby waves her hand. Something’s up. 

‘Abby,’ I say sternly. ‘What did you tell her?’

She starts to walk away.

‘Abby!’

‘I told her you’d tried to make a butt print on the back of that blue sports car and that now your naked butt was frozen to the bumper and you needed urgent first aid!’ Abby begins to run, laughing her head off as she goes.
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Who is the flying cat?

I suddenly find myself all alone in the snow.

Boy, having a crush is confusing! Sometimes it feels like the best feeling in the world and then other times it’s the absolute worst. It’s like love can make you happy or drive you completely crazy. All I need is for Kirby to feel the same way about me that I feel about her. That would make Beauty Peaks perfect.

We could go for a walk in the snow, make snow angels, drink hot chocolate and ride the chairlift together. 

All I need to be happy is love and money! Is that too much to ask?
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But every time I try to do something to get Kirby to like me, she doesn’t seem that impressed. Is there something wrong with me? 

I miss Duck. Obviously Duck was not allowed to come on the snow trip, but if he was here, he would listen to me until I worked out what to do. 

There’s got to be a way to get Kirby to fall in love with me. There just must be. 

‘Hey, Max!’ It’s Hugo. He comes running towards me in the snow. ‘You look like you’re trying to solve a problem. Why don’t we go and ask the Mountain Man for advice?’

Hugo points over to a bench where the Mountain Man is sitting. When the Mountain Man sees us, he gives us a thumbs-up.

‘What do you think the Mountain Man knows about love, Hugo?’ I ask. ‘He sits by himself in the same clothes every day and yells at strangers.’

‘The Mountain Man is old and wise,’ Hugo says seriously. ‘I think he knows a lot about a lot of things. Come on. We may as well give it a try.’

If I think about it, whenever I’m usually in a situation like this, I have a chat with a duck, so this is only slightly crazier than that. 

‘Fine,’ I mutter. Hugo grabs my arm and half drags me up the hill to where the Mountain Man is sitting. 

‘Mountain Man, this is my friend Max,’ Hugo says. ‘He has a question for you.’

‘What is the wisdom you seek, child?’ 

Child? I don’t like being called child. Ugh. This was a terrible idea.

‘This is stupid,’ I say to Hugo. ‘Forget it.’

I start to walk away, but realise Hugo is still holding my sleeve. 

‘Try it, Max!’ he urges before letting go.

I sigh. Then I take a deep breath. ‘There’s a girl that I like. I’m trying to get her attention, and usually I’m pretty good at getting people’s attention, but it’s not working this time. She just thinks I’m a little . . . child.’
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‘Got any advice?’ I ask.

He gazes up at the mountains. For ages. He keeps gazing. He’s not saying anything. It’s getting kinda awkward. I look at Hugo as if to say, ‘What the –?’

Hugo grins and whispers, ‘I think he’s seeking the wisdom of the ages.’

I whisper back, ‘I think he might just have gas.’

Forget this. I’m going to go and imagine I’m talking to a duck. That’ll be more useful. I’m about to walk off when suddenly the Mountain Man speaks.
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Hugo beams with happiness. 

Was that it? Was that the advice?

‘Whoa,’ Hugo murmurs, nodding slowly. ‘That’s amazing.’

‘Sorry, what?’ I ask.

‘Did you hear him?’ Hugo asks me, his eyes wide with wonder. ‘There was a cat. It ate –’

‘Yeah, I heard him,’ I say, screwing up my face. ‘Cat. Chicken. Flying cat. What’s that got to do with . . . anything?’

‘Hmmm . . .’ murmurs the Mountain Man. His eyes are closed. ‘You are in a rush, my child.’

‘Yeah! I’m under some time pressure here and I don’t need riddles!’ I say. ‘We’re here on holiday. If she doesn’t love me by the end of the holiday, then I’m out of time!’

Hugo is massaging my shoulders. Why is he massaging my shoulders?

‘You have to meditate on the wisdom in the story,’ Hugo says.
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‘Interesting questions.’ The Mountain Man nods. Oh, boy, this guy is frustrating! ‘Maybe when you are older, you will understand.’

‘Great,’ I say. ‘You’re telling me I need to be older. That’s your advice? I need to be . . .’

Suddenly I stop. I look at Hugo.

Hang on a minute!
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The ageing process.

‘Abby!’ I say. ‘I need to be older. You need to work out how to make me older.’

It’s the afternoon and Abby is reading in the chalet, but now she has more important things to do because Hugo and I are back from visiting the Mountain Man and I need her help. 

‘That’s what I’ve been saying all along.’ Abby screws up her face and puts her book down. ‘Kirby’s too old for you.’

I shake my head. ‘Age is just in the mind, Abby,’ I say. ‘So let’s change Kirby’s mind.’ 

I walk over to the mirror on the wall and Abby soon appears in the reflection next to me. Hugo begins stacking some cushions in the corner, which he proceeds to sit on and cross his legs.
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‘Would you two mind keeping it down?’ Hugo asks. ‘I’d quite like to be silent and experience some solitude. It’s the next step on my path to happiness.’ 

‘I’ve got a better idea, Hugo,’ I say. ‘Why don’t we work on my happiness first and your happiness later?’

I see his frown in the reflection.

‘Haven’t you noticed how the Mountain Man spends a lot of time alone?’ Hugo says, closing his eyes. ‘I think that might be the secret. I’m going to try it.’

‘Maybe the Mountain Man gave away his deodorant and that’s why no one wants to be near him?’ I suggest.

‘Stop being mean to the Mountain Man,’ Hugo grumbles.

‘I don’t know why you found the one strange guy in Beauty Peaks and want to hang out with him,’ I reply.
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Hugo huffs, stands up and picks up his pillows. ‘Maybe I will,’ he says and marches upstairs.

Abby is still looking at my reflection with one finger on her chin. ‘If you want to look older,’ she says, ‘then I think we should cover up all your young bits.’

‘Which bits are my young bits?’ I ask.

‘All your bits. You’re made up entirely of young bits.’ She frowns. ‘Hold on.’

With that, she runs out of the room, leaving me alone with my mirror image. 

Three minutes later, Abby’s back and she has a whole armful of stuff.

‘So, this is George’s hat,’ she says and puts it on my head. ‘It’ll cover your hair.’

It’s one of those stylish old-man hats, the sort I would never ever wear. Where is she going with this?

‘These are your dad’s sunglasses,’ Abby says, handing them to me. ‘They’ll cover your eyes. And this is my mum’s scarf. Wrap that around your neck.’

Oh, I see what she’s doing. She’s completely covering me up. 

‘And this is some of your mum’s make-up,’ Abby says.

‘What’s that for?’ I ask.

‘We’re going to draw a beard on your face,’ she says with a grin.

That’s a great idea! I’ve never seen an eleven-year-old with a beard. If I can get this right, then I think my transformation will be complete. I’ll be a rich guy who definitely does not look like a little kid and is a really good skier. Kirby’s going to be crushing in no time!

Abby starts drawing on my face. 

‘Thank you for helping me, Abby,’ I say. Then I remember I wanted to ask her something. ‘Remind me again, why are you helping me?’
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Old bad boys.

‘Mum!’ Abby calls out. 

I follow her down the path towards the bottom of the ski slopes. Sergeant Purcell is standing there, not too far from the chairlift. She just seems to be watching everyone. Is that what police officers do even when they’re not working?
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‘What?’ I exclaim. Abby didn’t say anything about this. 

Sergeant Purcell looks at me and scowls. ‘What have you done?’ she asks.

‘Nothing!’ I squeak.

‘That’s what they all say.’ Sergeant Purcell nods her head. 

‘I thought she was off duty?’ I ask Abby.
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‘It’s just pretend,’ Abby clarifies. ‘But could you arrest Max in front of the chairlift girl?’

Abby points beyond the fence to where Kirby is working at the chairlift. I don’t know if I’m quite understanding this plan. 

‘What have you got on your face?’ Abby’s mum asks me. Oh, yeah. The beard. I totally forgot about that.

‘It’s to make me look older,’ I explain. She inspects me doubtfully.

‘And if you arrest him,’ Abby continues, ‘could you say something like, “You’re not a little kid any more, Max. It’s time to start acting your age!”’

Oh. I get it. This is a great plan!

‘Is that my scarf?’ Sergeant Purcell asks me. Perfect. Arrest me for theft. ‘How old are you supposed to be?’

‘He’s like a really small teenager,’ Abby says.

‘With a beard,’ I add.

Abby’s mum looks me up and down. Then she looks over at Kirby by the chairlift. She puts her hands on her hips and gradually starts to shake her head.

‘I can’t pretend to arrest you,’ Sergeant Purcell says slowly. ‘It’s a betrayal of the badge. I took an oath when I entered the police force, you see.’

But I’m ten steps ahead of her.
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Abby begins shaking her head like she’s not sure how this will go.

‘Well . . .’ Sergeant Purcell says, quite seriously. ‘Um, I would hope . . .’

‘Like if I walked through this No Entry gate here,’ I say. In the fence that stops us from getting too close to the chairlift, there is a gate with a sign on it. No one is supposed to walk through this gate, according to the sign.

I start to open the gate. 

‘Max . . .’ Abby says. She’s really not sure.

‘No, Abby,’ I say. ‘This is a really great idea. This will make me older and a bad boy. Maybe Kirby likes bad boys?’

‘If by “bad boy” you mean “boy with a bad idea”, congratulations. You’ve done it already,’ Abby says.

‘Don’t do it, Max.’ Sergeant Purcell holds up her hand towards me. 
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It’s all uphill from here!

Suddenly something grabs me by the back of the scarf! 

It yanks me off my feet and pulls me into the air!

The scarf starts to unravel, so I urgently snatch the ends and hold them tight. It’s just as well because I’m being hoisted quite high off the ground!

‘Max!’ Abby yells. 

‘What is happening?’ I wail.

I turn and look up. Suddenly I feel very, very cold, which is saying something because we’re already in the middle of the snow.
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The scarf I borrowed from Sergeant Purcell has gotten caught on a part of the machinery that drives the chairlift! It’s hooked right onto a bit that spins around and now it’s pulling me up the mountain! I’m four or five metres off the ground! 

This is so dangerous! Someone should put a sign on that gate! Oh . . . that sign.

‘Hold on, Max!’ Sergeant Purcell yells. 

Someone starts to scream. It’s me!

‘Aaaarrrrgggghhhh!’

I’m moving up the side of the mountain! This is like being on the world’s worst roller coaster. I look down. Abby is just a tiny dot against the snow! 
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Oh, jeepers! Is this how I’m going to die? I’ve always dreamt of getting old and farting away my days in an old people’s home, throwing paper aeroplanes at the back of Hugo’s head. But no! Instead I’m going to fall off the cable from a chairlift while dressed as a strange man with a make-up beard!
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I can see other people yelling and screaming now. I must look like washing on a clothesline, blowing in the wind.

How on earth am I supposed to get down from here?

CA-CLUNK!

Suddenly the cable stops moving. I jerk to a halt. It feels like the whole construction just shook, and now I’m swinging back and forth by the scarf. 
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I look behind me and see Kirby. She’s just pulled a big red lever. That must be what stopped the whole chairlift system. All across the mountains, people’s chairlifts come to an immediate stop. Everyone’s looking around to see why they’re not moving. I wonder how many of them have spotted me? I’m the small teenager with the beard who’s hanging on by nothing but a scarf. 

How do I get down? Should I let go of the scarf? How soft is the snow down there? It’s hard to tell how high I am when I look down, but as I look across, I can see that I’m higher than a bunch of those trees. That feels too high just to fall. 

‘Don’t move, Max!’ I look towards the voice. It’s Kirby! She’s climbed up the chairlift structure and is starting to move along the cables! ‘I’m coming to get you!’

Kirby! My hero! She’s going to save me!
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Down below, a crowd of people has gathered. They were pointing at me, but now they’re pointing at Kirby. She’s balancing on one cable with her feet and holding on to another cable with her arms. Sideways step by sideways step, she’s coming towards me.

Finally she reaches me and I realise that one day, when people ask us how we met, I’m going to start with this story. It’s better than all the other stuff that’s gone on these last couple of days. 

‘It’s all right, Max,’ Kirby says. Her face is all red. She looks stressed. ‘I’ve got you.’
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‘That’s not funny,’ Kirby says. ‘Okay, you need to climb onto my back.’

She turns on the cables so that I can latch on to her back like a koala while still holding the scarf. Below us, I can hear the crowd murmuring and gasping. 

‘Okay, let go of the scarf,’ she says. ‘Yes, that’s it, and now hold on tight. You hold on to me and I hold on to the cables. You got this, Max?’

‘Yep,’ I say. 

‘Here we go.’ Kirby starts to carefully take one step after the other, back along the cables. Somewhere below us someone cheers. Then I think they’re told not to clap yet because we still might die. 

There’s one thing I know for sure. Kirby is amazing. I’m not even feeling particularly afraid. It’s a lovely day. There’s no wind. The sun is warm and I’m up here with Kirby, enjoying the fresh air and hoping we don’t end up dead. It’s quite beautiful.

‘So . . .’ Kirby puffs. ‘Are you going to tell me why you’ve drawn a beard on your face?’

I completely forgot about that. 

‘Oh . . . um . . . it’s a real beard,’ I say.

‘No,’ Kirby replies, one careful step after one careful step. ‘You drew that on your face.’

‘I can grow a beard,’ I say. ‘I’m much older than you think.’

Kirby doesn’t say anything for a while. We’re almost back at the chairlift structure. We’ll be able to climb down fairly easily once we get there. We travel along the cables in silence.

‘Are you trying to impress me, Max?’ Kirby asks eventually. 

‘Um . . .’

‘And did you think that I’d be impressed if you were older?’ she asks. Then she starts to connect the dots. ‘And . . . richer? And a great skier? And got stuck on the chairlift? Twice?’

‘The chairlift was an accident. Both times,’ I mumble. ‘I’m really not big on heights.’

We get to the frame. I clamber off her back and onto a platform. She shows me a metal ladder that I can climb down all the way to the bottom.

‘Max, I’m not like that,’ Kirby says. ‘I don’t care about that stuff at all. You shouldn’t try to impress me and please, stop doing stupid stuff. You’re gonna get hurt.’

I sigh. ‘Thanks for saving my life, Kirby,’ I say.

She smiles. ‘No problem, Max. Hopefully I never have to do it again.’
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Pyjama problems.

Lots of people have opinions about what happened on the chairlift and they enjoy telling me those opinions for the rest of the day.

Sergeant Purcell says I need to remember that rules are there for a reason, but that she’s decided that she won’t be arresting me. At least not today.

Someone from the office at Beauty Peaks thinks that I’m a beautiful child and wants to speak to my parents to make sure they don’t sue.

Tyson thinks it was awesome while Pip thinks it was sweet that I got a piggyback from my crush. She’s not seen that in any romantic movies before. 

When Mum and Dad hear about it, they give me a big hug and Rosie pokes some ice in my ear. 

Abby looks at me, raises one eyebrow and says, ‘Are you done?’

Hugo’s not even there.

* * * *
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‘Where are my pyjamas?’ Abby asks. We’re getting ready for bed, but Abby’s holding up her pillow as if to show us all that they’re not folded neatly underneath where she left them.

‘Why would we know where your pyjamas are?’ I ask.

‘Did you take them? Have you done something with them?’ Abby demands.
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I’m about to explain to Tyson that I would never take Abby’s pyjamas because that would involve touching Abby’s pyjamas, when Pip and Tyson realise that theirs are gone too. 

I look down at my bed, which is a complete mess as someone forgot to make it this morning. I’m pretty sure I left my PJs on the floor nearby. 

‘It can’t have been me,’ I say, ‘because someone’s taken mine too.’

We look over at Hugo’s bed, but Hugo’s not there. Mum told me to watch out for him, but how am I supposed to do that when he’s never around?

Abby storms out of the bedroom. She really likes her pyjamas. A moment later, we hear a scream.

Pip, Tyson and I run down the hall. We find Abby standing at the window, staring outside in horror.

‘My pyjamas!’ she cries. We follow her gaze and see that pegged onto a clothesline that is stretched across the backyard are all of our pyjamas. 

They’re frozen solid. I can tell because they have long stalactites of ice hanging off them.
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‘Who would do that?’ Abby screams. 

And then slowly, as if they practised it, everyone turns to look at me.

‘What? I didn’t do it,’ I say. Not this again. ‘You really think I know how to hang washing on the line?’

Abby grumbles something I don’t hear and turns to march back to the bedroom, almost crashing straight into Hugo.

‘Oh, there you are,’ I say. ‘I thought maybe you’d wandered off up the mountain.’

But Hugo doesn’t even hear me. He looks panicked.

‘I went to talk to the Mountain Man,’ he says.

‘You shouldn’t do that by yourself,’ Abby says.

‘You shouldn’t do it at all,’ I add. 
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Everyone’s getting a bit cranky!

‘He’s been gone all afternoon,’ Hugo explains. 

We’ve made it into bed, wearing normal clothes instead of pyjamas, but Hugo is still pacing around the room in a flap. 

‘I first noticed that he wasn’t outside the store. Then I looked for him on the park bench, but he wasn’t there either. I ended up walking around the whole of Beauty Peaks trying to find him. I must have asked a hundred people. They all knew who he was, but no one knew where he was!’

‘I’m sure he’s fine, Hugo,’ Pip says.

‘Maybe he went up the mountain?’ I suggest. ‘He is called the Mountain Man after all.’

‘Do you think that’s what he did?’ Hugo asks.

‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ I groan. ‘I’m tired. I nearly died today, Hugo, in case you were wondering.’

It turns out he wasn’t wondering. In fact, I don’t think he even heard me.

‘Get into bed, Hugo,’ Abby says. ‘We can look for the Mountain Man tomorrow.’

Tyson is already snoring.

‘I don’t sleep in a bed any more,’ Hugo says and lies down on the floor. ‘I’ve rejected all comfort. It’s the path to happiness.’
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‘Of course I’m serious, Max,’ Hugo grumbles. He looks incredibly uncomfortable. ‘Comfort disguises the true source of happiness. We wrap ourselves in blankets and pillows because we think they bring us joy. But true joy and peace are deeper than that. If we get rid of the things we use for comfort, we will find deep happiness.’

He closes his eyes and crosses his arms. I assume this is because he’s cold.

‘You know you’ve completely lost your marbles with this Mountain Man stuff, right?’ I ask. 

‘I thought you wanted to go to sleep, Max?’ Hugo snaps.

‘You’ve become obsessed with this person and now you’re doing all these crazy things!’ I say.

‘He’s not the only one,’ Abby mumbles.

‘Shhh,’ Hugo whispers. ‘I’m meditating.’

I roll over angrily and try to go to sleep. It takes ages because it’s really hard to relax when you’re angry at your best friend for being a nincompoop! 

At some point during the night, I wake up and see that Hugo isn’t sleeping on the floor any more. I look around and find him standing over by the window, staring up into the mountains.

I roll my eyes and go back to sleep. 

When I wake up in the morning, Hugo’s already gone. 
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Making my mum proud!

‘So what’s the plan for today, kids?’ George Khan asks over breakfast.

I must say the breakfasts in Beauty Peaks are a bit of a highlight. I really don’t understand why we don’t eat like this at home.

Breakfast is made by a wonderful man named Norman, and it includes both sweet and savoury options. We might need to kidnap Norman. Each morning he wheels in a cart, and it’s full of croissants and other pastries, granola with seven different milk and yoghurt choices, and fruit salad in every colour of the rainbow. There’s also a menu with all of the hot savoury choices – bacon, eggs, hash browns, mushrooms, sausages and even something called liverwurst, which I’m sure tastes better than it sounds. 

‘Today Tyson and I have something very special planned,’ Pip says.

‘We work on it every time we come here and today we’re ready.’ Tyson nods. ‘We’re going to do a twin ski jump.’

‘How do you do a twin ski jump?’ Abby asks.

‘Well, the plan is that Tyson and I will do the ski jump at the same time, next to each other.’
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‘That sounds incredible,’ George says. ‘Let me just call the hospital first and check that they have two beds available, then you’re good to go. What about you, Max? What amazing snow adventures do you have planned today?’

I think for a minute.

‘I’m going to . . . write a letter.’

Abby chokes on a sultana. 

* * * *

‘No, no, no, no, no,’ Abby says after breakfast.

‘Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes,’ I reply. This conversation is going well.

‘You can’t, Max,’ Abby says.

But I can and I will. I am going to write Kirby a love letter and George Khan is even letting me use his pen from the King of Denmark.

‘I was thinking about it during the night,’ I explain. ‘When she was rescuing me, Kirby said that she didn’t care about me being rich or older or a good skier. Which is good because, well . . .’

‘Because you’re not rich or older or a good skier,’ Abby interrupts. ‘Don’t worry. I get it. So why are you going to write her a letter?’

I screw up my face and hold my hands out wide. ‘To tell her that!’ I say. Obviously.

Abby squints. ‘She knows,’ she says.

‘Fine, well, to tell her how I feel!’ I declare. 

‘Don’t do that.’ Abby shakes her head as though she’s wanting me to do her a personal favour. She is not making much sense this morning. 
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If my mum could hear what I was saying right now, she would be really proud of me. Max Walburt, doing the right thing. Pip would like it too. It feels like the final scene in a holiday romance movie. 

‘Don’t be honest,’ Abby warns. 

‘What are you talking about?’ I ask. ‘I realised last night that I have told so many lies on this holiday. I tried counting them, but it put me to sleep. Turns out it works better than counting sheep. It’s time to stop lying. Love and truth go hand in hand, Abby. I just need to be honest.’
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‘Why?’ I ask. 

‘Because you can’t convince her to have a crush on you.’

‘What?’ I’m confused. 

Abby sighs. ‘She either likes you or she doesn’t like you and you just have to accept it,’ she says. ‘Otherwise you’re being annoying and it’s not fair.’

‘How is writing a love letter not fair?’ I ask. I’m pretty sure it’s sweet. 

‘Because . . .’ Abby pauses. ‘You already know the answer. Don’t make her say it.’ 

Is she telling me to give up? I think Abby’s telling me to give up. She should know by now that I’m not the sort of person who gives up. 

Maybe she’s trying to trap me somehow. Is that it? Does she actually think I’m having a great idea (because let’s face it, it is a great idea) and that’s why she doesn’t want me to do it? I’ve fallen victim to Abby’s double-tricks before. Well, not this time!

Only she doesn’t look like she’s trying to trick me. For once, she doesn’t look like she’s making fun of me at all. She looks quite serious. 

Nope. Not buying it.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I say and walk off. ‘I’m going to write her a letter!’

It will be the best letter ever. She’ll see. 
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This will fix everything!

I write the letter. 

I use my very best handwriting and only make three spelling mistakes. I don’t fix them because it would be better not to have any crossing-out in the letter. Hopefully Kirby just won’t notice them. 

It turns out the King of Denmark doesn’t know anything about pens. It’s really hard to write with and after shaking it a bunch, banging it on the table and pulling it all apart, I give up and use one of Pip’s pink and sparkly pens instead.

Once I’m finished, I fold the letter over and hold it in my hand.

This is it. I’ve poured out my heart onto this piece of paper, and I’m going to go and give it to Kirby. I won’t say anything. I’ll just walk up to her at the chairlift, hand it to her and walk away. I’ve put Mum’s phone number on the bottom so she can call me if she’d like to discuss it.

I might have to line up to give it to her if the chairlift is busy. Probably best not to go through the No Entry gate again. I don’t think she’d appreciate it if she had to rescue me from the chairlift for the third day in a row. 

I’m a little bit nervous. 

My tummy feels a bit funny. It’s a good thing I didn’t try the liverwurst.

‘Come on, Max,’ I say to myself in the chalet’s mirror. I look like myself today. No fake beard. No Lost Property clothes. Just me. And there’s no point putting it off. It’s time to summon all my courage and go and give the love letter to Kirby. 

Nice and quick, like a Band-Aid. 

No sooner have I walked out the front door than Abby is in my face again.

‘Max, stop!’ she says.

I keep walking.

‘Abby, we’ve been through this. Thank you for all your help the last few days, but I can do it myself now.’

‘No, Max,’ Abby says. ‘You need to wait.’

‘Abby, go away.’ I push past her and march towards the chairlift.

‘MAX WALBURT, YOU STOP WALKING RIGHT NOW!’

Whoa!

I freeze because her voice shoots straight up my spine like an electric shock. I don’t think my muscles work any more. I’ve heard of people using their big voice, their teacher voice, Sergeant Purcell even has a police voice. But Abby, I discover, has a God voice!

I turn around. 

What could possibly be so important that the whole of Beauty Peaks needs to hear about it? I peer at Abby. She looks really worried.
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Friend lost!

There’s something about the way Abby says ‘Hugo is missing’ that makes it very clear she doesn’t mean he’s just gone for a walk. 

I feel my tummy freeze. 

‘Someone spotted Hugo walking up the mountain early this morning,’ Abby says and points in the direction he went. 

Straight up the mountain.
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‘I saw him looking up at the mountains during the night,’ I say. ‘And I even told him yesterday that maybe he should go live up there.’

‘And the Mountain Man is missing. Perhaps Hugo went to look for him,’ Abby says. 

‘But it’s so dangerous,’ I murmur. Everyone knows you can’t just go wandering off into the snow alone. The cold is unsafe. There are hidden holes in the snow you can fall into. It’s so easy to get lost. Avalanches. 

I thrust the letter I wrote to Kirby into my pocket. 

‘Someone’s already gone to get our parents,’ Abby says. ‘I assume they’ll organise a search party. It’s a shame we didn’t bring my dog Ste–’

Abby’s voice fades into the background. 

I’m looking up at the mountain in front of me. It’s a long slope of snow until it gets to a forest of trees. It’s not a thick forest at first. One tree, then two trees, then a handful of trees. There are large rocks and I imagine there are all sorts of pathways in there. Somewhere up there is Hugo.

What time did he leave? Is he warm enough? Did he take food with him?

‘Max! Max!’ I realise Abby is yelling at me. I turn around. She’s a long way behind me for some reason. 
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I look down and see there are footsteps in the snow between where she is standing and where I am. It’s not Abby who has moved backward. It’s me who has moved forward. Without even thinking about it, I’ve started walking.
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He’ll be coming up the mountain . . .

It is hard work walking uphill through snow. Every step feels exhausting. Once I’ve rescued Hugo and brought him back down the mountain, I’m going to make sure he feels really bad about this.

Does Hugo think he’ll find the secret to happiness by climbing up here? Sore feet, sore knees and a very chilly nose – that I understand. But happiness up here? How is that going to work? 

I keep looking for signs of my friend. Footprints? Maybe his beanie in the snow? Half a sandwich?

No, who am I kidding? Hugo would never leave half a sandwich. 

I turn around to check how far I’ve climbed and –

Aarrgghh!

Abby Purcell is right behind me!
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‘You’re also only eleven,’ I say.

‘I know! I can’t believe you’re making me walk up this very steep hill!’ she says and starts walking again until she’s overtaken me. ‘I tell you what though. It’s very clear to me why you and Hugo are best friends.’

‘Why?’ I reply, speeding up again so I can get back in front. If we’re not careful, we’re going to race each other up this mountain. 

‘Because you’re exactly the same amount of stupid,’ Abby pants. ‘Hugo goes up the mountain by himself and needs rescuing, so what do you do? You start walking up the mountain by yourself as well. Unbelievable!’

‘But I’m not by myself.’ I glare at her. ‘I have the delightful Abby Purcell to keep me company, don’t I?’

Abby grins. ‘But you didn’t know that.’

Feeling irritated with Abby is making me walk faster. I thump each foot into the snow, swinging my arms and marching higher and higher up the mountain.

‘You know what?’ I say all of a sudden. 
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Abby looks at me with one eyebrow raised and half a smile. ‘I think you just called me a hero, Max Walburt.’

‘What?’ I say. That makes absolutely no sense. Why is she trying to make this about her? ‘No. I’m the hero. Hugo is the one who’s lost.’

I thought that was pretty obvious. 

‘You can’t even see it, can you?’ Abby says after a minute. She still has a slightly shocked smile on her face. It’s almost like she finds me kind of amazing, but not necessarily in a good way.

‘See what?’ I ask, completely confused.

‘Never mind.’ She shakes her head.

Suddenly I hear Tyson’s voice!

‘Hey! Do you think you two could slow down a bit?’ he calls, sounding out of breath. We look back and see that about ten metres behind us, Pip and Tyson are also walking up the mountain. 

‘We’re trying to catch up back here!’ Pip says.

‘What are you guys doing?’ Abby yells. ‘This is so dangerous.’
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‘Any sign of Hugo?’ Tyson asks as they get closer.

I shake my head. I look around again for anything that might give away where he’s gone. I really hope he’s okay and that he’s not stuck somewhere with a twisted ankle or a frozen nose.

‘There’s a hut up on that ridge,’ Pip says. She points beyond some of the trees to an outcrop of rocks. I forgot that Pip and Tyson have been up here before. ‘Do you remember that, Tyson?’

‘Yeah,’ he says and shows me exactly where Pip’s pointing. ‘See the roof poking up over those rocks?’

I can see it. Just.

‘Do you think Hugo might have headed towards that?’ Abby asks.

I start walking again and say to the others, ‘Let’s find out.’
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Still coming up the mountain . . .

Another half an hour and we’re completely exhausted. Walking uphill is hard. Walking uphill in the snow is impossible!

But that’s not our biggest problem.

‘Guys, look,’ Pip says. 

We turn and see where she is pointing. Off the side of the mountain, across the sky above Beauty Peaks Ski Resort, there are dark clouds rolling in. 

‘That’s a storm,’ Tyson begins.

‘And it’s heading our way,’ Pip finishes.

‘We could get stuck up here.’ Abby shivers.

‘They’ll have a rescue team coming up soon, I’m sure,’ Pip says. ‘The adults will all be scrambling to come and get us.’
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I’m pointing in the direction of the hut, but the truth is, it doesn’t feel like we’re really any closer than where we were half an hour ago! It’s too far to go up and it’s too far to get back down, at least before the storm hits.

I don’t know a lot about the snow, but I know enough to understand that you don’t want to be outside on the mountain when a storm comes in. 

What are we going to do?

Suddenly we hear an engine! I turn to face the noise and there, coming through the snow towards us, is Kirby! She’s riding that snowmobile that looks like it’s on fire. The one I saw when we first arrived at Beauty Peaks!

‘Get on the back!’ Kirby yells as she pulls the snowmobile to a stop beside us. She looks quite scared. ‘You kids are crazy! I have to take you back down, right now before the storm comes!’

I shake my head. ‘We need to go up!’

‘I can’t take you up!’ Kirby says, looking at me as though what I’m asking is completely impossible. ‘You need to go down.’

‘My best friend is up there! We think he might have gone to the hut on the ridge. Can you take us there?’ I ask. Kirby looks like she’s mad at me. She points at the storm, but I just shake my head again. ‘Otherwise I’m not getting on your snowmobile. I need to get my friend.’

‘All right,’ she says. ‘Just to the hut. But we need to go right now!’ 

‘Thank you!’ I say and all four of us squash onto the back of the snowmobile. I can’t believe I’m finally getting the chance to ride on this thing!
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I grip on to Kirby’s back as she squeezes the golden handlebars and the snowmobile roars to life. It starts speeding up the mountain, way faster than we were walking. 

As we fly through the snow, my letter to Kirby slips out of my pocket and blows away in the wind. 
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Storm warning!

‘Hugo!’ 

He’s there! On the doorstep of the hut. He’s sitting down, holding his legs and shivering. I leap off the back of the snowmobile and run towards him.

‘You’re okay!’ I yell.
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‘Why didn’t you go inside the hut?’ Abby asks. 

‘Th-the d-door i-is l-locked,’ Hugo says. I help him up, pull off my jacket and wrap it around him. 

Kirby reaches down and lifts up the doormat. There’s a key right there.

‘You didn’t check under the doormat?’ I ask. Hugo shakes his head. ‘Always check under the doormat.’

‘Especially when there’s a sign,’ Tyson points, ‘saying there’s a key under the doormat.’

Kirby clicks open the door and lets us all inside. 

‘Get the fire started,’ Kirby tells the twins. Pip and Tyson move together like synchronised swimmers. They collect the firewood from the shelf against the wall. They set up the firewood in the fireplace. Tyson gets the matches from the table and throws them to Pip, who lights the kindling. In no time at all, there is a small fire going and we huddle around it for warmth.

Kirby has picked up the radio, which is on the wall, and she is talking to the office down at Beauty Peaks.

‘I have all the kids,’ Kirby says into the radio. ‘Yes, including the missing boy. We’re up at Safety Hut Three. They’re all fine. We’re going to stay up here and ride out the storm. I’ll bring them back down when the weather passes. Can someone say thanks to Elliot for letting me borrow his snowmobile? Tell him I haven’t got a scratch on it.’

* * * *

Over the next couple of hours, we sit on the floor while the fire in the fireplace keeps us warm. Outside, the wind and snow pelt against the roof and walls, but we feel very safe in here. Kirby explains that there are safety huts like this one dotted all over the mountains for exactly this reason. She even shows us where there are cans of food in case you get stuck in here for a few days. Kirby says that this storm is only small and should pass soon. 
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We end up playing some games and drawing funny pictures with our fingers in the dust on the floor. The time passes quite quickly. 

Once the storm is over, we all stand outside the hut and look at the view. It reminds me of when we first came up the chairlift. That feels like a lifetime ago.

Chasing happiness is exhausting. I’ve spent so much time over the last few days running from the chairlift to Lost Property to the chalet, trying to make all these things happen. I kind of wish I’d just enjoyed what I already had. This place is amazing. 

‘I’m sorry I said you weren’t the cute kind of twins,’ I say to Pip and Tyson. ‘I don’t even know why I said it. I think you’re both great exactly as you are. And you’re really good at building a fire.’

‘You should have seen our ski jump,’ Tyson says.

‘I bet it was super cute,’ I say.

‘No, we totally fluffed it,’ Pip says. ‘I tripped. Tyson landed on his face.’

‘It was a disaster.’ Tyson laughs. ‘We’ve been banned from the ski jump for the rest of the season.’

All of us are now laughing.
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‘We are pretty good friends,’ I agree.

Hugo smiles. ‘Thanks for meeting me at the top of the mountain.’

‘We were at the bottom of the mountain too, you know,’ Abby says drily. ‘You could have found us there.’

Kirby tells us it’s time to go.

‘Kirby,’ I say before I climb onto the back of the snowmobile. ‘There’s something I have to say.’

‘Max . . .’ Abby shakes her head.

‘It’s okay, Abby.’ I turn to Kirby. ‘I just need to tell you that I’m not rich and I can’t ski very well.’

‘I know that, Max.’ Kirby smiles.

‘I’m also only eleven, so we probably can’t go on any dates or anything,’ I say.

‘I . . . agree,’ Kirby says cautiously.

‘But I do think you’re pretty awesome, and thanks for saving me and my friends. Again.’
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Kirby winks at me. ‘And I think you’re pretty awesome too.’

‘Do you think, rather than going straight down the mountain, we could take Elliot’s snowmobile for a bit of a spin on the way back?’ I ask.

Kirby laughs. ‘I reckon that sounds fun,’ she says.
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Happiness found!

Our parents are very happy to see us. Mum goes around hugging everybody at least three times each. Sergeant Purcell talks to the authorities. Dad hugs George Khan. Rosie sticks her finger into a pile of snow, then shoves it up her nose before blinking and shivering wildly. Then she laughs and does it again.

‘Hugo, I’ve been on the phone with your parents,’ Dad says. ‘They know you’re okay. Would you like to give them a call?’

‘Just before that,’ Mum says, ‘we have a confession to make.’

All of us kids look at each other, a bit confused.
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‘We’re so, so, so sorry,’ Mum says. She looks like she might cry. ‘Hugo, was it the frozen pyjamas? Was that the last straw? Is that why you went up the mountain?’

‘Or was it short-sheeting the beds?’ Dad asks. ‘That was my idea and I feel really bad about it.’

‘The snow off the roof on your heads, that was me,’ says George. ‘I may have taken it a bit too far.’

‘I was going to throw about a thousand snowballs at you when you came in from the slopes this evening,’ Sergeant Purcell admits. ‘But that feels slightly inappropriate now.’

‘The point is, we’re really sorry if our pranks are what caused you to run away up that mountain,’ Mum says to Hugo.

‘Oh, Ms Walburt, that wasn’t –’

I interrupt Hugo. There is an opportunity here that is way too good to miss.
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But then I can’t hold it and burst out laughing. 
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‘Fine,’ I say. ‘We forgive you.’

Mum and Dad look very relieved. 

I turn to Hugo, but he’s staring over at the Beauty Peaks ice-cream bar. Coming out of the store, munching on an ice cream, is the Mountain Man!

‘I think I’m just going to say goodbye,’ Hugo says.

‘Mind if I come with you?’ I ask. 

‘Sure,’ Hugo says and we both walk over to the Mountain Man to tell him that we plan on never ever seeing him again.

I mean, come on! Who eats an ice cream at the snow?
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THE END
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