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    Oliver Phommavanh had stuff happen to him at school too.


    The one Oliver remembers best is when he sat on the toilet all night to read a novel. He got a red bottom but it was worth it.
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    I love reading books, so my friends call me a bookworm. Well, they would if I had any.


    No, hang on. I do have one friend now, his name is Trent Orwin. Last term, he caught me reading a Dino Riders book at silent reading time and we started chatting about it, which really annoyed Mr Johnson. It turns out Trent’s a huge dino nut. So we hung out at lunch in the library, reading Dino Riders books together. It’s a cool series about people who ride dinosaurs like tanks and planes and the pages are stacked with action. I call him Trent-Rex because his initial is T, like T-Rex. Trent’s the first friend who’s ever been to my house. I’ve never had anyone who wanted to. It’s not because my house is haunted or that my parents are weird. Okay, so maybe Mum’s a little kooky. She showers Trent with treats and juice. I’m surprised Trent still has room for dinner when he leaves. Mum loves him because he’s not a book character. ‘You need real friends, Ethan,’ she always says. Dad tells me to go outside for my own good. He doesn’t know that I just read in the backyard.


    Yeah, Trent’s my FBF at Monvale Primary School. That’s my first best friend. I never thought I’d needed one. I had my books. I’m a library monitor. I love the library. What more could I ask for? Now I know why having friends is such a big deal. It’s fun when I’m reading with someone else. Sometimes I felt like I was the only bookworm at school. I’m the only one who does the reviews for our librarian, Fran Reardon. I want to be a book reviewer and get free books to read. I dream about seeing my own words at the back of some books.


    It’s Monday morning and Trent’s not here yet, so I’m going to the library. I’m walking and reading my Shockateers book at the same time. It’s easy to do. You know how pigeons on the road can tell just when to fly off before a car comes? I can sense things around me: scooters, bikes, and kids yelling, ‘Watch where you’re going!’


    The library opens at eight thirty, but Librarian Fran lets me in early. Okay, it’s more like I sneak in. I slip through the doors and walk around, tidying up books. Our library’s the size of two classrooms, with shelves along the sides, computers at the back and a herd of tables in the middle, fenced in by more shelves. Librarian Fran’s humming in the office, with her hands in a box full of foam bits. She’s in a grey cardigan that matches her grey, curly hair.


    ‘Hey Miss.’ I fish out a fresh book and flick through the pages, taking a whiff of the new book smell. ‘Wow, you got the new Monster Empire novel. Can I borrow this, I hear it’s a real book-buster?’


    Miss Reardon chuckles to herself. ‘I wish we had more keen beans like you.’


    ‘Come on, Miss, heaps of people borrow books,’ I say. ‘They just don’t return them.’ I take out my faded library monitor’s badge from my pocket. It’s survived a few rounds in the washing machine. ‘Is there anything I can do?’


    ‘Shouldn’t you be outside playing with your friends?’


    What is it with adults and playing outside? Weren’t they allowed to be inside when they were kids? ‘Trent’s not here yet,’ I say.


    Librarian Fran pats my shoulder. ‘Library’s closed this morning – there’s a teachers’ meeting in here.’


    ‘That’s okay. I’ll read on the beanbags until the bell rings.’


    ‘You have to go, Ethan,’ she sighs.


    I stumble back outside and go on a hunt for Trent-Rex. He should be pretty easy to find. I reckon he’s one of the biggest kids in year five, right up there with Fadi and the other footy heads.


    I squint at the kids who are playing handball near the hall. Whoa, Trent’s down there! He’s got a pale face that looks like a meat pie, with blotches of tomato sauce on his cheeks. I run up to him, with my backpack smacking into my bum. ‘Hey Trent-Rex,’ I yell.


    Trent’s cornered in a square with his eyes on the yellow ball. It lands in front of him and he hits it back to Boaz.


    I stand next to him. ‘When did you start playing handball?’


    ‘My cousin came over on the weekend,’ he says. ‘We played all afternoon.’


    Huh? I thought he was busy all weekend. I love hanging out at his place. His mum’s always baking something, so it really smells like he lives in a gingerbread house. ‘Want to go over to the Quiet Time Quad?’


    Trent hasn’t even looked at me yet. ‘Sorry Ethan, I’m playing here.’ The ball dribbles into Trent’s square and he has to dodge me to reach it. He falls on his knees and misses.


    ‘Back to Dunce,’ Boaz howls.


    Hung laughs and moves into Trent’s old square.


    Trent slides all the way down to the square in the corner. ‘Thanks a lot, man, I was almost Queen.’


    Is he playing handball or chess? Either way, I have no idea what’s he on about. I follow him. ‘I’m reading this awesome book called Shockateers and . . .’


    Boaz serves a ball that hangs in the air for ages. Trent steps back. He swats it away and hits me straight in the forehead. I feel like my brains have squirted out of my ears.


    Trent looks at me for the first time. ‘You okay?’


    I rub my forehead. ‘Yeah, I’m good.’


    ‘Trent, you’re out of here,’ Boaz says.


    ‘Aww, come on, he was distracting me,’ he says.


    I step outside of the square. Suddenly I feel like a cockroach on the table at dinner.


    ‘Fair enough.’ Boaz serves the ball again and Trent chases after it.


    My head’s throbbing now. What’s gotten into him? A few days ago, we were dino-buddies and now he’s treating me like I’m a fossil. I want to join in on the fun, too, but it feels like he’s on another planet, one without books, Dino Riders or me.
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    We do maths in the morning, but I’m working out something trickier than division questions. Are Trent and I still best friends? We sit at opposite ends of the class. I turn back and scan his desk. He’s got a new Monvale Vipers pencil case. It has the same purple-and-black stripes as his new backpack. I wonder if his undies are purple too. Maybe Trent’s been replaced by a clone, like in that book I read, Send in the Clones.


    Then again, it’s probably because some Vipers players visited our school for a training clinic and they handed out a lot of free stuff. I didn’t know Trent was into soccer as well. I’m learning all these new things about my FBF, each one a surprise.


    I push my elbow over towards Monica.


    ‘Hey, watch it,’ she growls. I forget that she’s there sometimes. She hides behind her fringe that covers her eyes. We’ve sat together all year, but Monica’s still a mystery to me, like a book with missing pages.


    The recess bell finally rings and everybody charges out of the door. Boaz and Ethan manage to squeeze past the footy heads.


    I cut Trent off in the bag room. ‘Hey, you should read this . . .’


    ‘Sorry Ethan.’ Trent juggles his packet of chips, apple and water bottle. ‘I’m gonna play handball with Boaz and the others.’


    My head’s throbbing again, it’s like a lawnmower is doing laps all over my brain. I step back and hit the wall. ‘Okay,’ I mutter. ‘How about lunch in the library?’


    ‘Maybe.’ Trent tears his packet open and spills half his chips on the floor. He stomps on the chips and runs off.


    Mr Johnson pops his head into the bag room. ‘Who’s made this mess?’


    ‘I’ll clean it up, Mr Johnson.’ I grab the broom in the corner and sweep the chips outside. I’ve got nothing better to do now. Recess is a dead zone in my day. I wish Librarian Fran would open the library at recess. I could be in charge if she wanted a break. I was the youngest library monitor ever at Monvale PS, back in year two. I used to stand on chairs to shelve books on the top shelf.


    I grab my lunch box and Shockateers novel. I head over and sit on the wonky silver bench in the Quiet Time Quad. Nobody sits here because it’s like sitting on a broken seesaw. Plus it’s right next to the boys’ toilets. But when I open up a book, I dive into the words and drown out everything else. Reading is like pressing fast forward on the school day. I spot a few more loners around here. Monica’s been nibbling on the same piece of sandwich all recess. Then there’s that really gross kid, Dale, who’s poking things with a stick. They don’t have any friends, and they’re doing okay. Well, except for Dale. Who knows what’s inside his head.


    I get through a few chapters before the bell rings and kids start lining up for class. I’m always the first to stand outside our classroom door.


    Trent and Boaz join the back of the line. Boaz slaps Trent on the back. ‘I didn’t know you were good at handball,’ he says.


    That makes both of us. He didn’t mention anything about handball before. We’re always the last boys to get picked for sports.


    Mr Johnson comes along, jiggling his keys. ‘Okay, sit at your desk and take out your English books.’


    Oh yeah! I hope we’re starting another book study. Mr Johnson chooses books that he liked when he was a kid, so we read the classics. We share the same taste in books, but I’m not that desperate to hang out with my teacher. I wish there was another bookworm in 5J. I thought that was Trent, but I guess I was wrong.


    We sit down and Mr Johnson brings up a slide on the smart board. Make an ad.


    Groan.


    ‘You’ll be in groups of three or four . . .’


    Double groan.


    Kids are already blinking and winking at each other. Everybody’s found their group before Mr Johnson has finished his sentence.


    ‘You’ll use iPads to make an advertisement about something at school,’ he says. ‘The best ad will be shown at assembly.’


    Mr Johnson claps his hands and everybody swims in all directions, clinging onto each other. I fight against a wave of girls, trying to reach Trent, but Boaz gets there first. ‘Let’s do it on handball, Trent.’


    I grab Trent’s arm. ‘Don’t you want to do it on a book like Shockateers?’


    ‘I picked him first.’ Boaz yanks Trent from the other end and we’re playing tug of war for him. Boaz’s a lanky kid, but he’d probably win.


    ‘Let Trent choose then.’ I let go. ‘Come on, Trent-Rex. Are you into reading or handball?’


    This is it. Is he still going to be my best friend? My chest tightens up like I’m wearing some Dino Riders armour made out of plates from a stegosaurus.


    Trent’s eyes bounce between Boaz and me. ‘Um, sorry Ethan. I think handball would be more exciting.’ He joins Boaz, Roshan and Jack.


    His words pierce my armour like a pair of triceratops horns. I let my arms droop and walk off, bumping into Mr Johnson. ‘Can I just be by myself?’


    Mr Johnson raises an eyebrow. ‘Go and join someone else’s group, Ethan.’ He sounds just like Dad when he wants me to make friends.


    I sigh. I hate tagging along in groups. Kids treat me like a piece of food stuck between their teeth. First, they’ll try to get me out, but then they’ll soon forget about me. So I just read and let them do all the work.


    I’m standing in the middle of the room, but every group is full. Sean’s only been at Monvale this year and he’s made more friends than me. He’s chatting with Angelo and Karlie. Mr Johnson brings over Monica and Dale. ‘You can make a group of three.’ Before I can say anything, he’s off handing out sheets of paper. ‘Time to do some brainstorming,’ he says.


    Great, now I’m stuck with the rejects. Then again, I’m a reject, too, so maybe this will work. I try to forget about Trent, taking Monica and Dale over to my table. ‘Okay, what should we do?’


    ‘Dunno.’ Dale does this thing where he covers his nose and pretends to pick it, except he’s really doing it. No wonder nobody lets him borrow anything. Dale could be on the cover of a book called How to be Weird and Scare People. I think he lives on a farm because he smells like one.


    ‘How about you, Monica?’ I say. It’s hard to know if she’s looking at me or not because of her fringe.


    She shrugs. ‘Anything.’


    So far we have a brain drizzle. This sucks. I’ve never had to lead a group before. I imagine all the fun Trent and I would be having, if it weren’t for Boaz and his handball buddies. I pick up my Shockateers book. ‘How about we do this?’


    I borrowed Shockateers at the local library last month and I had to own it. Mum thought so too, after paying all the late fees. If Trent loved Dino Riders, he’d love this book.


    Monica breathes all over the glossy and golden cover. ‘What’s it about?’


    ‘It’s about an alien girl who can see the future. She’s the last of her kind,’ I say. ‘Whenever she uses her power, she shocks people.’


    Monica yawns. ‘That’s it?’


    ‘Hey, don’t judge a book by its cover,’ I say.


    Dale rubs his nose with his sleeve. ‘I like the cover – it’s shiny.’ He touches the book. I hope that’s his non-picking hand.


    ‘It’s got action, adventure and sci-fi – everything awesome in life,’ I add.


    ‘Has it got cows?’ Dale says.


    ‘Um, no.’


    ‘But cows are awesome.’ Dale moos just to prove it.


    Monica covers her ears. ‘Fine, whatever, I don’t care.’


    There’s a huge roar of laughter coming from Boaz’s group. I hear Trent’s voice above the rest of them. He’d get excited about Shockateers. He just needs to give it a chance. I wish he’d give me a second chance, too.
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    Lunchtimes in the library are like being in a spaceship full of gruesome aliens and Librarian Fran is the alien zookeeper. That makes me her assistant. I spend most of my time chasing kids around the library. I’m shelving books and waiting for Trent to come. He usually ducks into the canteen first to grab a sausage roll or a meat pie, sometimes both if he’s starving.


    Librarian Fran has a giant sign out the front saying, ‘No food and drink’. So far, I’ve found half-eaten sandwiches; soggy biscuits; enough squashed apples, oranges and bananas to make a bruised fruit salad; and curdled yogurt that’s gone off. All the levels of the rotten-food pyramid. Nobody reads anything in the library, including books. If you want peace, you’d go to the Quiet Time Quad.


    Susie Ahmed, a stumpy, grotty girl from 3H, waddles into the library with a book in one hand and a doll smeared with chocolate in the other. ‘Hello Ethan.’ She makes the doll and book kiss, spreading the chocolate all over.


    ‘Susie!’ I yell. ‘Do you want to be banned from borrowing books again?’


    If books had a natural predator, it’d be Susie. She knows a million ways to destroy them. She could write a book about it and then light that on fire. I first met her back when she was in kindy. I’ll never forget her name because she wrote it in texta on every book she borrowed. Then she got told off for colouring in the pictures with crayons. I’m trying to forget her dog phase where she buried her books. Now she’s moved on to trapping dead moths in between the pages.


    ‘I’m returning this one.’ Susie cackles like a mad scientist. She skips over to the picture-book section for a fresh victim.


    I shudder whenever Susie’s around. That’s why the picture-books section is full-on gross. There are snotty tissues stuffed in books on the shelves. I found some with teeth marks on corners. I know books are great, but they’re not tasty.


    I wipe Susie’s book with a cloth and glance at the clock. Trent should have been here by now. Last term he said that he might become a library monitor. He asked me what they did so I gave him a list: shelve books, tidy up and recommend books to other kids.


    The library was much more fun when Trent was around. We used to hog the beanbags in the corner with our Dino Riders books. Mum and Dad worry about me not being a team player, but I reckon reading with someone is really cool. Two players can make up a team, right?


    I finish tidying up the junior-fiction shelves and head to the front table. ‘Anything else I can do, Miss?’


    Librarian Fran bangs the barcode reader on the table. I doubt it’ll be able to read anything after all the bashing. ‘It’s okay, Ethan. You’re not even on monitor duty today.’


    ‘I’m always on duty.’ I breathe all over my badge and polish it with my shirtsleeve. Sometimes I feel like a babysitter. I hardly see any senior kids here, unless they’re doing research on the computers, or they’re here as part of a Lunchtime Time Out. Sometimes I see Angelo drawing his Wondersmash comics. At least he reads comic books.


    I spot two boys covered in scabs on their knees and elbows, playing frisbee with books. ‘Hey, stop that!’


    The two kids turn on me and launch a book attack. I roll over to the reference section and pull out a dusty animal encyclopedia to shield myself. One of the guys lobs a book over like a grenade and it lands on my head. Maybe I need a helmet to protect myself?


    The second bell for lunch rings and I head outside. I check the canteen, before going to the handball courts near the hall. Trent’s waiting in the queue to get into a game. He probably forgot about me again. He’s swinging his arms around like a sideways helicopter.


    ‘Thought you were going to the library?’ I say.


    ‘I didn’t say that.’


    We both watch the game for a few minutes. The ball becomes a blur and all I see is limbs flying everywhere. ‘What’s so good about handball, anyway?’ I finally say.


    ‘It’s a sport that I’m finally good at.’


    I laugh. ‘Come on, handball’s not a real sport.’


    ‘Kids play it everywhere.’ Trent shuffles to the right and moves up the queue.


    ‘Only at school,’ I say. ‘It’s just some dumb game.’


    ‘Yeah, well, reading’s dumb too,’ he says.


    My insides turn into shredded pages. ‘What about Dino Riders?’


    ‘Dino Riders was a fluke.’ Trent’s next and he hops into the bottom square.


    Jack taps me on the shoulder. ‘Are you playing?’


    Never in a million years. I take one last look at my FAPLBF (first and probably last best friend) and march off. Trent’s words are stamped on my brain. That was a fluke. Does that mean our friendship was a fluke too?
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    I usually read on the way home. I’ve worked out that I live about ten pages from school. But I can’t read with this throbbing headache. It hasn’t hurt this badly since I slept on my dictionary. I thought the words would float into my head and it would help me with my spelling tests. If Trent’s not my friend anymore, I’m back to being a loner in the Quiet Time Quad. I rack my brain, trying to decide what to read during recess tomorrow. No book is going to make up for Trent’s laugh and grin. The pain sinks down to my guts, poking through my skin.


    I get home and Mum’s talking to the fridge in the kitchen. Mum slaps the fridge door and laughs. She often pretends the fridge is a client so she can imagine she’s having a face-to-face conversation. It’s all about getting into the ‘zone’, whatever that means. Her bluetooth headset is pressed to her left ear.


    I’m waiting for her to finish so I can get some juice. I wish I could tell my mum about my shocker of a day, but she keeps blah blah blahing about numbers. She used to work in the city at some huge bank, but now she’s set up her own accounting business at home. It still doesn’t stop her from wearing her old business clothes. That also keeps her in the ‘zone’. Sometimes I wish she’d snap out of it and come back to reality.


    She goes over to the dining table to glance at her laptop. That’s all the time I need to sneak over to the fridge. She mouths ‘homework’ at me and I nod. It’s normal for us to talk like goldfish in the afternoons. I take my glass to my bedroom. I lie on my bed and take out Shockateers. I’m nearly halfway now and I’m up to the good bit. Who am I kidding? This book is full of good bits.


    Mum knocks on the door. ‘Ethan, what did I say about wearing your uniform on the bed?’


    ‘Sorry Mum.’ I get up and iron out the creases with my hands.


    ‘Trent’s not coming today?’ Mum asks. ‘I’ve bought some sausage rolls that we can nuke in the microwave.’


    I shake my head. ‘Um, nah, he’s busy this afternoon.’ He’s probably playing handball somewhere.


    Mum kicks a box by my door. ‘Is that more books, Ethan?’


    ‘Yeah, I got them at the Monvale Public Library sale last week, remember?’ I find heaps of bargain books at garage sales, second-hand bookstores and markets. Somebody’s trash is my copy of Treasure Island.


    Mum picks one up that has more moss than plastic on the cover. ‘They’re gross.’


    ‘They’re pre-loved.’


    ‘You’ve got to stop leaving books everywhere.’ Mum drops the book and wipes her hand on her skirt. ‘I almost tripped over a pile of them in the bathroom. Why are they there?’


    ‘I think you know why, Mum.’


    She shivers. ‘Just do your homework first.’


    I hold up Shockateers. ‘Mr Johnson’s got us making an ad and my group’s doing it on this. I need to read it three times.’


    Mum cuddles up to me. ‘Has Trent got the book too?’


    ‘Er . . .’


    Mum’s phone vibrates on her waist and she presses her bluetooth headset. ‘Ah, hello Mr Stark . . .’ She heads back to the kitchen and I smash through a few more chapters. I love reading about Nara and her exciting adventures destroying spaceships and conquering new lands. It’s way better than playing stupid handball. Seriously, if Trent just read one chapter, he’d be hooked and we’d be best buddies again.


    Dad comes home with pizza for dinner. My parents are too busy to cook, so we’re best friends with all the restaurants in Monvale. Mum and I set up the plates while he takes a quick shower. Dad sweats a lot for a skinny guy. I didn’t realise software developers have to work so hard. He takes tech-support calls at all kinds of crazy hours. He hops out of the shower and into his baggy sweatpants and oversized shirt. He pecks Mum on the cheek. ‘You could be wearing this at home, you know.’


    Mum brings out the soggy pizza boxes. ‘What about when I use Skype?’


    ‘They only have to see your face.’


    I’ve got Shockateers next to my plate.


    Dad frowns. ‘No books on the table.’


    ‘How about your mobiles?’


    One of his mobiles has a screen that’s bigger than his plate. ‘I need it for work,’ Dad says.


    ‘Me, too.’ I blab on about Shockateers.


    ‘So you’ve moved on from dinosaurs to aliens.’ Dad helps himself to a slice and folds it in half.


    ‘Has Trent jumped on the spaceship, too?’ Mum says.


    I keep chewing on my pepperoni like it’s gum. He’s still stuck on Planet Handball, treating me like I’m some alien. I finally swallow the pepperoni and go for another slice. ‘He hasn’t read it yet.’


    ‘Maybe he can come over on the weekend again,’ Dad says. ‘The shed could be your alien base.’


    Mum laughs. ‘Yeah, there’s enough creepy-crawlies in there to keep you company.’


    ‘Yeah, maybe.’ Last time he was here, we spent all afternoon on our scooters, pretending they were dinosaurs on wheels. I sigh and nibble on the crust. I usually gulp down pizza slices quicker than Dad, but today it’s like trying to eat a brick. Should I tell Mum and Dad about Trent’s new handball craze? I take a deep breath and push more pizza into my face. I won’t tell them yet, even though it’s burning holes in my stomach. I feel bad because I hate keeping things from my parents, but I don’t want them to make a fuss. Maybe Trent will get over handball in a week, but were the books just some phase too? I have no choice but to win him over to the dark side of the library.
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    The next day at school, we’re back in our groups, writing scripts for our ad. I’m sitting between Monica and Dale. ‘We can star in our own trailer for Shockateers, you know, and hype people up.’


    We’ll make the ad so great that Trent will be sucked into Shockateers like a black hole. Then we’ll have something cool to chat about and we can be friends again. Winning the competition would just be a bonus.


    ‘I’m not going on screen,’ Monica snaps.


    ‘Acting makes me nervous,’ Dale says. ‘I get all sweaty and stuff.’ His hands are leaving wet blotches on the table, as if he’s trying to prove it.


    ‘Just forget about it.’ Trent would have jumped on this for sure. We wanted to make Dino Riders videos, using his dinosaur toys and action figures. I guess a meteor-sized bouncy ball killed them off.


    ‘How about reading the book, then?’ I say.


    Monica weighs the book on her palm. ‘I don’t read anything.’


    Dale grabs the book and flicks through the pages. ‘Where are the pictures?’


    There’s no point recommending any books to them. They just don’t get it.


    Boaz and his friends are playing handball on the table. Mr Johnson intercepts the ball and puts it in his pocket. ‘Get back to work!’


    ‘We’re only practising,’ Boaz says. ‘We’re going to do some mad slogs for our ad.’


    I raid the craft cupboard in the back of the class and find some foil and paper plates. ‘We need to make some hats for the enforcers.’


    Dale wraps his hands around the foil. ‘Who are they?’


    ‘They’re like the bad guys who hunted the Shockateers down,’ I say. ‘They’re covered in mud and wear these hats so Nara can’t shock them.’


    ‘I’ve got lots of mud in our vegie patch back home.’ Dale says. ‘We can cover our faces.’


    ‘Nah, I don’t think we’ll go that far.’


    ‘I’ve been covered in mud heaps of times.’ Dale oinks. ‘Ever tried to give a pig a bath?’


    Monica shakes her head. ‘So I’d be Nara, the last Shockateer?’


    ‘Yep,’ I say. ‘She kicks butt!’


    Monica’s fringe blows sideways. ‘I guess I don’t have a choice.’


    That’s good enough for me. I quickly sketch the enforcers’ helmet and we get to work. Monica really gets into it, making the best pointy, foiled hats. This is way better than working alone.


    Boaz walks around, checking out the other groups. He gets to us and cracks up. ‘What are you trying to advertise, some loony fashion?’


    Dale’s cheeks are covered in sticky tape. ‘We’re making enforcers’ hats for Shockateers.’


    ‘What, another lame book?’ Boaz says. ‘Reading’s the most boringest thing in the world.’


    ‘Boringest is not even a word,’ I say.


    ‘Who cares, handball is more fun.’


    ‘It’s not even a real sport,’ I say. ‘It’s not like you can be a handball pro, like the Vipers players.’


    ‘Hey, they play handball at the Olympics,’ he says. ‘So beat that.’


    He walks off before we can say anything.


    ‘I wish we could beat him,’ I say.


    ‘No way, he’ll probably beat us up,’ Dale says.


    ‘I mean, beat him with our ad,’ I say.


    ‘Me too,’ Monica whispers.


    It’s hard working on the script together when I’m the only one who’s read it, but Monica and Dale keep nodding at my suggestions. I can’t wait to do this ad, even if it’s without Trent.


    I finish our Shockateers book script at lunchtime in the library. I’ve also got my library monitor badge on, just in case there’s an emergency or three.


    Susie’s standing by the front desk. ‘I want to return this book.’


    ‘I hope it’s not dirty,’ I say.


    ‘Nope, it’s clean.’ She takes it out of her bag and it’s dripping wet.


    I throw my hands in the air. ‘What did you do?’


    She splashes in the book’s puddle. ‘There was jam on the pages so I cleaned it in the toilets.’


    I take the spongy book and rush over to Librarian Fran. ‘We have a book emergency!’


    She gasps. ‘What happened?’


    ‘Susie tried to wash it.’ I peel the book off and stare at the soaked patch on my shirt. The girl on the cover is crying. ‘It’s a goner.’


    ‘We can save this.’ Librarian Fran pinches the spine of the book and goes into the office where they have a kitchen with a tiny fridge. She chucks the book into the freezer.


    ‘Great idea, Miss,’ I say. ‘We can use it as an ice pack now.’


    Librarian Fran dries her hands with a tea towel. ‘Once it’s frozen, we’ll microwave it.’


    ‘Wouldn’t we blow up the whole library?’ I say.


    She laughs. ‘You don’t get to be a librarian for thirty years without learning a few tricks.’


    Books may be tough, but they’re not Susie-proof. I get to the front desk and Trent’s waiting for me.


    ‘Hey!’ I leap onto his back. He’s finally sick of handball now.


    Trent gives me back Star Blazers. ‘I borrowed this from you before.’


    ‘Did you finish it?’


    ‘I never started,’ Trent says. ‘I don’t feel like reading it anymore.’


    I try to smile at him, but it comes out as a frown. He’s nothing like Susie, but he might as well rip the book in front of me. I guess he doesn’t have to read it, but now that’s one less thing to chat about.


    He shows me his black glove on his hand, with silver streaks down its fingers. ‘Do you like my new handball glove?’


    ‘What’s it supposed to do?’


    Trent whirls his wrists. ‘Boaz says that it makes you do better slogs.’


    ‘That’s so silly.’ I laugh. ‘What’s next, elbow pads?’


    Trent looks like I’ve just slapped the glove at his cheek.


    Oh man, I can’t believe I just said that, not when we haven’t played for ages. The old Trent would have laughed. We joked about heaps of stuff, though what I did is sounding less funny by the second. I scratch the back of my neck. ‘I’m only mucking around . . .’


    I pretend like I never said it and try to punch him on the shoulder, but he flinches.


    ‘Just because you’re not into handball . . .’ He walks back outside again.


    ‘Hey, it was supposed to be a joke.’ I chase after him. ‘Sorry if I took it too far, Trent-Rex.’


    ‘Stop calling me that.’ Trent spins around, turning his handball glove into a fist. Last week, we were roaring like dinosaurs. Now we’re staring at each other like a pair of hurt kittens. Okay, maybe it’s just him. I want to say sorry again, but it’s going to sound fake. I want to tell him that he could wear anything to play handball – gloves, elbow pads, helmets – but he’ll probably think it’s another lame joke. So I just eyeball him until he finally walks off.


    I head back into the library, kick the shelves hard and a few books drop off.


    I rub my shoes over the mud and get a little static shock. I don’t need to be Nara to know my future. I’ll be the greatest library monitor and world’s biggest loner at Monvale PS. My days of playing with Trent-Rex are over. If he doesn’t want me to call him by his nickname, then I can’t call him my friend.
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    I get home and our dining table’s covered with spreadsheets.


    Mum’s typing away furiously, burning a hole through her laptop. ‘Is Trent coming over today?’


    I chuck my schoolbag into the corner. ‘Seriously Mum, stop asking about him.’ You’d think he was my long-lost brother or something.


    Mum closes her laptop. ‘Is everything okay?’


    ‘Yeah, yeah.’


    ‘Did you and Trent have a fight?’


    I go for a glass of juice. ‘No, we just . . . I dunno.’


    Mum sighs. ‘You looked like you were such good friends.’


    We were best friends. Mum’s rubbing her forehead. ‘Do you want me to speak to his mum?’


    I groan. ‘Ugh, no, Mum, don’t.’


    That’s the quickest way to make enemies. I wish she wouldn’t worry too much about me making friends. It always comes up at parent–teacher interviews. I remember my teacher last year, Mrs Hadley, blurting out, ‘Haven’t you got any friends?’ in front of everyone. My face was red for about a week.


    I finish off my juice and head to my room. The best thing about books is that they don’t let you down. Characters like Nara never change. She’s a Shockateer – a fighter and a hero. She would never go and play handball, not in a million years. Trent’s like one of those shape-changing aliens. Who knows what he’ll be into next? Skateboarding? Knitting?


    That night, I’m reading Shockateers again on my bed. Dad knocks on the door.


    ‘Shouldn’t you be asleep?’ we both say at the same time.


    ‘Jinx,’ I add. ‘Now you can’t talk.’


    Dad blinks at me and points to the light switch.


    I roll over onto my stomach. ‘I’m not tired.’


    He crouches down and taps the cover.


    I try to read his mind. ‘Yeah, I’m reading it again.’ I love replaying scenes over and over again like a movie in my head. I can’t wait to do our book trailer tomorrow.


    Dad picks up Star Blazers on my desk and starts humming at me.


    ‘You can’t make any noises, Dad.’


    Dad sighs.


    I shush Dad three more times until I’ve finished the chapter. ‘Okay, you can speak now.’


    Dad grins. ‘Wow, Trent’s already returned your book? He’s just as quick as you.’


    I wish I could put Dad on mute again. Trent’s the last person I want to think about. I bury Shockateers under my pillow. ‘Nah, he’s too busy playing handball to read now.’


    ‘I remember playing that.’ Dad sits on the edge of my bed and I sink deeper into the mattress.


    ‘I thought he was a bookworm like me,’ I say.


    ‘You guys have only been friends for a short time.’ Dad gets up and stretches, doing a slow-motion star jump. ‘You can’t know everything about him yet.’ He switches off my light and closes the door.


    I hit my head on my pillow, gazing at my bookshelves. What do I know about Trent? He likes dinosaurs and Dino Riders. And now he likes handball. If I was writing a book about him, I wouldn’t have enough for a blurb. Yeah, I was some best friend. I close my eyes, wishing I knew him better.


    The next morning, Mr Johnson lets us loose with the iPads to film our ads. Boaz’s group are outside playing handball. They take turns with the iPad, filming each other. Angelo’s group is huddled in the corner of the Quiet Time Quad. They’re shooting a stop-motion video of Captain Wondersmash.


    Our group cuts through the field, dodging the footy heads. They’re doing soccer tricks in front of the iPad, too. It looks like they’re showing off all their tricks from the Vipers clinic. We get to the back fence for our first scene where Nara discovers her power.


    Monica reads the first page of our script. She looks pretty cool in her Nara outfit, wearing a black cape with blue streaks down her face. ‘I just have to hold that and close my eyes?’


    I nod. ‘When Nara uses her power, she sends out shock waves and turns it into an electric fence.’


    ‘What the . . .?’ Dale steps away. ‘I’m not touching that, I’ll get shocked.’


    ‘We’re just pretending.’ I hold up the iPad. ‘Okay, action!’


    ‘I feel a vision coming . . .’ Monica closes her eyes and shakes the fence.


    Dale comes onto the screen with two long sticks. He charges at the fence.


    ‘What are you doing?’ I say.


    ‘I don’t want to hurt myself,’ he says.


    ‘Sticks don’t protect you,’ Monica says. ‘You’d still get shocked anyway.’


    ‘Huh?’ Dale drops the stick and throws himself onto the ground, shaking his limbs.


    I capture it all with the iPad. ‘Good acting, Dale.’ I help him up and dust off his back. ‘Okay, let’s move onto the next scene!’


    We find a dark corridor near the year one classrooms. I wear my foil hat with plastic cups hanging on the side. Dale and I wear some of Mum’s make-up that makes it looks like we have mud on our faces.


    Monica laughs and her fringe ripples. ‘Is that how they’re supposed to look?’


    ‘It is in my head,’ I say.


    Monica shoots us stomping down the corridor.


    ‘Narrrrraaaaa,’ I say in my best ghastly voice.


    ‘Wooooooo,’ Dale howls like a ghost.


    I slap him on the back. ‘They don’t sound like that.’


    ‘They do in my head.’


    ‘Arrrrrgggghhhh!’ A little girl shrieks behind Dale and me.


    We both jump and turn around. It’s hard to know who’s more scared.


    We run off and shoot a few more scenes. Monica really gets into it, sounding better than the Nara in my head.


    ‘You’d be a great actress,’ I say.


    Monica flares up. ‘Um, you think?’


    Dale nods. ‘Yeah, I’d watch you in a movie.’


    Monica quickly drops her head and reads over her lines again. ‘So what can Nara really do to defeat the enforcers? She can only see the future.’


    ‘She can change it as well,’ I say. ‘If you knew that Dale was going to buy a sandwich for lunch, you could tell him to get a sausage roll instead.’


    ‘I like meat pies better.’ Dale licks his lips. ‘Only the crusty bits, though. I save the gooey stuff for Shelley and Bazza, they’re my best buddies.’


    Wow, he’s got two best friends? ‘What class are they in?’


    ‘They don’t go to school.’ Dale scratches the back of his head. ‘They’re my border collies.’


    Monica faces the wind. ‘Nara really does kick butt.’ I see her shiny eyes. ‘Does the library have it?’ she says.


    ‘I want to read it too.’ Dale rubs his tummy. ‘I want to know if I’ll have a meat pie or not tomorrow.’


    Monica sighs. ‘You can choose whatever you want.’


    ‘Yeah, but what if we lived in a world where you didn’t have a choice?’ Dale says.


    ‘It’s called school.’


    I click my fingers. ‘That’s a great way to start off our trailer. It’ll make the book sound exciting.’


    ‘How about we make reading more exciting too?’ Monica says. ‘We can shoot each other reading in weird or dangerous places.’


    Dale taps his chin. ‘How about we read in the middle of the road?’ Dale says.


    ‘That’s just stupid,’ I say.


    ‘I was playing with a wasps’ nest last week,’ Dale says. ‘It’s near the teachers’ car park.’


    It’s as though I see the light bulb above Dale’s head. ‘Come on, let’s go.’


    ‘Now who’s stupid?’ Monica says. She trails behind Dale and me. We rush over to the edge of the teachers’ car park. The wasps’ nest is swaying above the long yellow grass.


    Monica gulps. ‘So who’s going to do it?’


    Dale and I point to each other. ‘You’ve read the book,’ he says.


    I creep closer to the wasps’ nest. A few wasps crawl out. They’re probably calling dibs on which part of my body to sting. I wish I’d brought a hardcover book out here. Their stingers would pierce through this paperback. They’d probably bounce off Trent’s armoured skin. He’d be perfect for this. I bend my knees, ready for the hundred metres dash. A wasp swoops down and I scream. ‘Let’s go!’


    We run all the way back to the Quiet Time Quad. Dale and Monica crack up. I’m having fun making this ad. How’s that for a twist?


    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]


    Mr Johnson’s gone all out for the showing of our ads. There’s a red carpet that leads from the door and rolls down the stairs. He’s even got popcorn and drinks waiting for us inside. He might look tough and mean on the outside, but he’s a real softie. Not that I’d have the guts to tell him.


    Mr Johnson stands in front of the interactive whiteboard. ‘I’ll be choosing the best one to be shown at next Friday’s assembly.’


    My group is sitting right up the front. We’ll be sitting targets for popcorn, but I’m too pumped to care. Jeff’s soccer ad comes up first. There’s a thumping dance song as the ad follows Jeff’s feet around the other players, before he scores a killer goal.


    ‘It’s a great ad for soccer – and Jeff,’ I say to the others.


    Mr Johnson ticks some boxes on his judging sheet.


    The handball ad is next. Everybody’s slapping the ball around, doing crazy moves. Trent spins around and hits the ball between his legs. Everybody laughs. It finishes with: ‘Handball. Anybody can play.’


    Mr Johnson claps his hands. ‘I like that slogan, boys.’


    ‘I thought of it,’ Trent says.


    I wonder if ‘Anybody’ includes bookworms. I’m hopeless at sports but if Trent asked me to play, then I would give handball a go. At least we’d be playing together again. I don’t care what we’re doing. I just miss hanging with him. I can feel my heart flip-flopping like a fish on land whenever we pass each other in class. I’m still burning to say sorry about the whole glove thing, but I reckon he’s forgotten about it, along with me.


    Our Shockateers ad is last on the list, so I’m hoping Mr Johnson hasn’t got a winner in his head yet.


    Every ad makes us laugh. Angelo’s Captain Wondersmash ad is a smash hit. I love how his drawings come to life, using stop-motion. Sean does a pretty cool voice for Captain Wondersmash. It’s clever stuff. Jessica’s group has made an ad about skipping ropes where Jessica’s skipping twenty-four seven. Sally T’s group has made a cool ad about the ‘No Hat, No Play’ rule where teachers are wearing funny hats.


    ‘We’re next.’ Monica’s popcorn is jumping around on her lap.


    Everybody’s munching around us. The soft drink inside my stomach is bubbling more and more. I don’t know if I’m excited or nervous. Maybe it’s both, because I can’t keep still.


    Some dramatic music kicks in and Monica’s voice haunts the room. ‘What if you didn’t have a choice?’


    There’s a 360-degree sweep of the school’s empty playground, all in black and white.


    ‘Imagine a world where people told you what you wore, who your friends were and everything you did.


    ‘Evil enforcers have taken over the world, eliminating anyone who defies them. My name is Nara, and I will fight to take them down.’


    There’s a shot of Monica staring down into the screen.


    ‘I can see the future and know the enforcers’ every move. But there’s a cost.’


    Sparks come from Nara’s fingers.


    ‘Can she keep her powers a secret?’ I’ve tried to sound like the movie-trailer guy here. ‘Can she save our world from the enforcers?’


    There’s a shot of Dale and me marching around with our foil hats. We get a few laughs.


    My booming voice comes back on. ‘Read Shockateers, a thriller full of action and suspense. It’s a page turner that will keep you on the edge of your seat.’


    There’s a shot of Dale reading on the edge of a toilet seat. More laughs. Good thing they haven’t invented smell-o-vision yet.


    ‘You’ll be so hooked that you won’t notice anything around you.’


    It goes over to a shot of me, reading underneath the wasps’ nest. I’m paler than the paper in the book.


    ‘Grab Shockateers now from the library.’


    A hush sweeps across the room. ‘I read about it in Girl Zone magazine – they gave it five stars,’ Whitney says.


    ‘Yeah, I saw posters of it at the shops.’ Jessica reaches out and pats Monica on the shoulder. ‘You do a pretty awesome Nara.’


    Monica’s face begins to bloom. ‘Thanks.’


    Mr Johnson ticks all the way down his marking sheet. ‘I must get my hands on this book, I love a good sci-fi.’


    We all pack up for home time, waiting for Mr Johnson to announce the winner. ‘I like the skipping and Captain Wondersmash ads,’ he says. ‘But I really love the slogan of the handball ad. Anybody can play . . .’


    My head sinks. It is a pretty cool ad, even though the slogan should be, ‘I can’t believe it’s not a sport.’


    ‘So you’ll be sharing the winner’s spot with the Shockateers ad.’


    A jolt of electricity runs up my spine. My eyes become flashing lights. I give a flurry of high fives to Monica and Dale. ‘We did it!’


    There’s a gentle clap around us. Trent joins in with Boaz’s group.


    Boaz comes over and pats me on the back. ‘Nice work, bookworms.’


    ‘I’m more of a book yabby,’ Dale says. ‘I like catching them at the creek in my backyard.’


    Boaz nods. ‘Uh, okay. You guys got second prize.’


    Monica stands in front of him. ‘We’re joint winners.’


    He walks away. ‘We’ll find out which ad gets the biggest applause at the assembly.’


    Monica grinds her teeth. ‘He’s so annoying.’


    ‘Don’t worry about him,’ I say.


    ‘I want to read more about Nara.’ Monica eyes off my Shockateers book. ‘Is the library open after school?’


    I give her my copy. She plays hot potato and passes it to me. ‘But I’m a slow reader.’


    ‘I’ve already read it four times. If Mum sees me with it again, she might go crazy.’


    Monica hugs the book. ‘Thanks Ethan.’


    That’s one person on the Shockateers Express, but there’s still room for plenty more, especially Trent.


    I tell Mum and Dad about winning the competition over dinner.


    ‘Wow, good on you, Ethan.’ Mum nearly swallows her fork. ‘You’re a champ!’


    I’m beaming at her. ‘Yeah, it’s the first time I’ve won anything.’


    ‘And you were in a group, not by yourself?’


    Now I know why she’s excited. ‘Yeah Mum, I was with Monica and Dale.’


    ‘Monica and Dale.’ Mum says it over and over again, like she’s trying to memorise them for a test. ‘It’s nice that you’re making new friends.’


    Dad holds up three fingers. ‘That makes three friends now, Ethan.’


    ‘They were just people in my group.’ I chew over my words. I did lend Monica my book. And Dale’s not that disgusting anymore. Well, he stopped picking his nose in front of me. Does that make us all friends? I guess there’s only way to find out.
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    The next day, I’m dying to ask Monica about Shockateers, but she beats me to it. We sit down in class. ‘I can’t believe what happened to Nara’s family,’ she says loudly. ‘No wonder she wants to defeat the enforcers.’


    ‘I know, hey,’ I yell back. ‘What about when she hacked into the secret base with Aaron Aces and Neo?’


    ‘Don’t tell me! I haven’t gotten that far yet.’ She covers both her ears.


    Mr Johnson’s on our backs all morning, telling us to shush. ‘What’s gotten into you two?’ he says. ‘You’re just as noisy as Boaz.’


    I haven’t been this chatty since Trent and I hung out. But then I remember what Dad said about not knowing anything about him. I’m just as clueless about Monica – all I know is that she’s caught the Shockateers bug. She could easily just finish the book and forget about me again.


    Lunch comes along and Monica is holding my book. ‘I’m going to read it in the Quiet Time Quad.’


    ‘Can I come and read with you?’ I say. ‘I’ve just borrowed Monster Empire.’


    I imagine Mum and Dad cheering me on like I’ve just scored a goal for the Vipers. We find a spot in the Quiet Time Quad and open our books. I’ve got one eye on Dale over on the other side. He’s talking to a tree. I would have found it weird if I didn’t see Mum do it first. I get through a few pages before I put the book down. I wave at him. ‘Hey Dale, over here!’


    A few kids stare me down like I’ve just broken some golden rule. But I don’t care if I get in trouble, it’d be worth it.


    ‘What is it?’ Dale yells.


    One of the kids stands up. ‘Shhh, you’re both supposed to be quiet,’ he says.


    Dale runs over, leaving a trail of cheese balls.


    ‘You wanna hang with us?’ I say. ‘Is that okay, Monica?’


    She glances up. ‘Yeah, I guess.’


    Dale crams another fist of cheese balls down his mouth. ‘I don’t read books.’


    ‘And you don’t eat with your mouth closed.’ Monica brushes the cheese bits off her pants.


    I shut my book. ‘That’s okay. We can just do other stuff.’


    ‘There was a brown snake in my backyard.’ Dale wipes his cheesy fingers down the back of his pants. ‘I chased it away with a stick.’


    ‘Pfft.’ Monica says. ‘Don’t you know snakes are dangerous?’


    ‘I didn’t want it to hurt Shelley and Bazza,’ he says.


    ‘You guys can come over if you want sometime,’ Dale says. ‘We can chase chickens in my backyard; if you catch one, it can be your dinner.’


    I imagine Mum’s face if I brought one home. Most of our food comes frozen, in boxes.


    We yak on about favourite foods and scary animals.


    ‘How about we go to the library?’ Dale says. ‘I want to borrow a book on snakes.’


    We head to the library. It feels weird to be here and not shelve books.


    I spot a few girls from class – Whitney, Jessica and Sally T – in the fiction section. ‘It should be under R for Rowe,’ Jessica says.


    ‘Ahhh, you’re also looking for Shockateers?’ Librarian Fran walks over to them. ‘All my copies are out.’


    ‘Awww,’ they all groan as one.


    ‘You have to get more copies,’ Nancy says. ‘It’s an action book-buster!’


    ‘Book-buster?’ Librarian Fran looks at me. ‘Sounds like Ethan’s hooked you in.’


    Monica clutches my copy of Shockateers and the other girls flock around her. At least she’s getting popular through books.


    Dale and I check out the non-fiction section. He pulls out a few snake books. He copies the cobra on the cover and cracks his mouth wide open. ‘Just in case the brown snake comes back,’ he hisses.


    I run my fingers across the spines and stop at the dinosaur books. I grab the Dinopedia off the shelf and flick through the pages. Trent and I used to pull this book apart and pore all over the pictures. The last page has a massive T-Rex on it. They should have a picture of the two of us in here, because we’re extinct too.


    I walk over to the front desk. ‘Do you have any books on handball, Miss?’


    Librarian Fran checks the computer and it beeps loudly as if it’s been stepped on. ‘Nothing. Isn’t that something you do in soccer?’


    She might need to watch Boaz’s ad. ‘It’s a game that kids play outside, with the bouncy ball.’


    Librarian Fran points to the computers. ‘Time to try Mr Google.’


    ‘No, it has to be a book . . .’


    Dale dumps his stack of books in front of Librarian Fran. She scans the barcode next to his name and jumps on the spot. ‘Dale, you haven’t borrowed a book all year!’


    ‘Yeah, I’m a book yabby now, thanks to Ethan.’


    So that’s two people into books because of me. I just wish there was a handball book for Trent. Maybe I need to know him better to find out what else he likes. It’s a shame that it might already be too late.


    The lunch bell rings and we leave the library.


    I’m dying to ask Monica and Dale if we’re officially friends. Is that how it works? I didn’t tell Trent he was my best friend and he never asked. Mum actually bought me a book, How to Make Friends. It was so daggy and embarrassing, but I kind of wish I had read it now.


    Dale tucks his books under his arm. ‘Wanna meet up again tomorrow?’


    Monica shivers. ‘As long as we’re not talking about spiders.’


    Wow, maybe it happens just like that. One minute, you’re randoms in a group, next minute you become buddies.


    The next morning, I go over to the handball courts. Trent’s in a really tight battle with Boaz. He’s a lot better than the last time I saw him. Trent might be big, but he covers his square well. Nothing gets past him. He could be a goalie if he wanted to play soccer. I wiggle my fingers and jump on the spot. Handball looks kinda fun from the sidelines. It makes me wonder how it’d be on the court.


    Eventually Trent’s knocked out and he takes his jumper off.


    ‘Hey Trent . . .’ I stop myself saying ‘Rex’ and stuff my hands inside my pockets. ‘So, you’re still into handball?’


    ‘Yeah, I’m heaps good at slogging now.’


    It’s cool that he’s talking to me. Maybe he has forgotten about the gloves thing. ‘So what do you do after school now?’ I say. ‘More handball?’


    ‘Nah, just other stuff.’


    I step a little closer to him. ‘Like what?’


    ‘I’m playing Zombie’s Revenge a lot on the computer.’ He keeps an eye on the game. ‘And I went to the Vipers home game on the weekend.’


    Zombies and soccer. It shouldn’t be too hard finding books on those things. Maybe there’s a story about zombies who play soccer. They’ll probably lose their legs when they kick the ball.


    ‘Anything else you like?’


    Trent snorts. ‘What’s with all the questions? You’re getting weird, Ethan.’


    I feel my stomach burning, like I’ve just swallowed hot coals. The heat shoots up and my face goes bright red. Trent just shakes his head at me. I back away from him, with sweat sliding down my nose. I run off like a zombie chasing a ball. There’s no point pretending to get into things he likes.


    I was crazy to think that he was my first best friend.


    At recess, I sit down with Monica and Dale in the Quiet Time Quad, with our books. ‘Wow Monica, you’re halfway,’ I say.


    ‘I couldn’t put it down at home, now my parents think I’m crazy,’ Monica blurts out. She flicks her fringe away. ‘I know why you love reading.’


    It reminds me of when Trent picked up Dino Riders. He gave that a chance. I should do the same with handball. I thought the sport split us apart, but maybe it could bring us closer.


    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]


    After school, I’m in the shed in the backyard, digging through a box of sports equipment. Dad used to try to force me to play all kinds of sports before, but space aliens and dinosaurs won out every time.


    I find a dusty tennis ball and take it outside. It’s better than nothing. I hit the ball against the brick wall. Mum slides the door open. ‘What are you doing, Ethan?’


    ‘I’m playing handball. I think.’


    Mum scratches her head. ‘Okay, have fun, sweetie.’


    ‘I’ll let you know when I do.’


    But after a while, I get the hang of it and string together a few shots with the brick wall.


    ‘Ah-ha, handball!’ Dad drops his laptop bag. ‘I used to be a pro at school.’


    I laugh. ‘Prove it, then.’


    We move to the driveway and make an invisible line in the middle. I try to serve the ball, but hit him on the knees instead. ‘Sorry Dad.’


    ‘Don’t worry.’ He grabs the ball and serves to me. ‘We used to play with tennis balls, too.’


    I hit the ball back to him. ‘Everybody plays with those high-bounce balls now.’


    ‘When did you start getting into handball?’


    ‘I haven’t. Not yet.’ We get into a few battles. I love making Dad chase the ball left to right.


    Mum sticks her head out. ‘Eddy? I tried calling you – I thought you were late.’


    ‘Sorry honey. I left my mobile in my bag,’ Dad says.


    ‘So you’re playing handball too?’ Mum laughs. ‘You finally found a sport that you both enjoy.’


    I roll the ball between my palms. Yeah, it was kind of fun. Dad’s a lot better to play with than the brick wall, too. But am I going to be good enough to play with Trent and the others?


    I rock up to the handball courts in the morning. Trent catches my eye, but quickly looks away. Boaz is in the top square again. He must be the best handball player at Monvale. ‘What is it, bookworm?’


    ‘Can I play?’


    Boaz laughs. He shows off his white teeth like they’re elephant tusks. ‘You’re a long way from the library.’


    I gulp. ‘You said in the ad that anyone can play, so here I am.’


    Boaz looks at the others and nods. ‘Okay, wait your turn.’


    I stand in the queue, watching the bouncy ball go crazy on the court. Finally, it’s my turn and I leap onto the court.


    Boaz serves the ball to me. ‘Let’s see what you got, bookworm.’


    I use my hand like a cricket bat and hit it for six. The ball goes over Boaz’s head. ‘That’s out!’ he cries. ‘You can go get the ball back, too.’


    I chase the ball across the playground, dodging kids. I run back and throw the ball limply at Boaz’s feet. I’m ready to turn towards the library when Trent grabs my arm. ‘Don’t worry, that happened to me, too.’


    ‘Huh?’


    ‘Remember how I hit you in the head before?’


    I laugh. ‘Oh yeah, I almost forgot.’


    ‘You’ll get better.


    I’d almost forgotten what one of his grins looks like. I show him mine. ‘Thanks, Trent.’ Trent nods. ‘See you back in here soon.’


    I hop into the back of the queue, pumping my fist whenever Trent beats someone. It’s not long before I’m back for round two. I stand back, ready for Boaz’s serve. Bring it on. He serves another tall serve and I hit it back to Trent who’s standing in the next square. He spins around and slogs it to Boaz who does an air swing. Now it’s his turn to play fetch. He comes back and throws the ball to Jack. Boaz wobbles his head. ‘Not bad, bookworm.’


    I keep playing all morning, hitting the ball more times than I get out. The bell rings and we get our bags. Wow, playing handball is like pressing fast forward on the clock. Boaz bounces the ball and walks with Trent and me. ‘So, we’ll be seeing you at recess?’


    And ditch Monica and Dale? ‘Um, I’ll see,’ I say. ‘But can I play with you guys in the mornings?’


    Boaz slaps me on the back. ‘Come down anytime you want, bookworm.’ He rushes off towards the lines.


    ‘Yeah, it was good to play with you.’ Trent lifts his head towards the sky. ‘Um, I’ve been meaning to ask you, but I thought you were just into books.’


    ‘That’s what I thought too, Trent-Rex.’ I smile at him. ‘I can still call you that, right?’


    He roars at me, pretending to have tiny arms. ‘And then you said handball is some dumb game and you made fun of my handball glove . . .’ he says in his best dinosaur voice.


    I throw my arms in the air. ‘That was dumb of me.’


    We chat about handball all the way to our lines and class. Whitney, Jessica and Sally T have bought their own copies of Shockateers from the shops, showing them off underneath their pencil cases. Sally T walks over to Monica. ‘Hey, we’re going to start a fan club called the Shock Heads. Do you wanna join us?’


    Monica blows her fringe away. ‘Yeah, that sounds cool.’


    ‘Come hang with us at recess with your book,’ she says.


    ‘Oh . . .’ Monica turns to me. ‘I’ll think about it.’


    I wait until Sally T sits with Jess, before I elbow Monica. ‘Are you crazy? They’re like the most popular girls in the class.’


    ‘Yeah, but it’d be boring. All we like is Shockateers,’ she says.


    ‘That was the way things were with Trent and me and Dino Riders,’ I say. ‘But you’ll find out more about them. And they’ll get to know that you’re pretty cool.’


    Monica smiles. ‘Is that what you did with me?’


    ‘Uh-huh.’ I tap the Shockateers book. ‘I’ll still be friends with you, even if you never read another book.’


    Monica shakes my hand. ‘You got a deal.’ She quickly lets go. ‘Mmmm, is that how you become friends with someone?’


    I laugh. ‘Dunno, but it can be now.’
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    I’ve been counting down the days until Friday’s assembly. And now it’s happening, it’s really dragging on. We have to sit through 2J’s musical item, awards and Principal Davies’ speech before they’ll show our videos. We’re standing in a line at the bottom of the stairs, ready to hop onto the stage. Boaz pokes me in the back. ‘Good on ya, Ethan.’


    ‘You can call me bookworm if you want,’ I say.


    ‘Or maybe handball-worm,’ Boaz says. ‘You’re getting better every day.’


    I smile back at him. I’m having fun as well. Kids used to be surprised to see me on the courts, but now I catch them out by hitting the ball into the corners. Sometimes Monica and Dale come over to watch. Other times, I just hang with them in the Quiet Time Quad or in the library at lunchtimes. My natural habitat’s a whole lot bigger now.


    I’m standing next to Trent. ‘Are you coming over today?’


    Trent nods. ‘We can work on our handball moves. I think I know how to beat your corner shots.’


    ‘We’ll see about that.’


    ‘It’s good to hang out with you again,’ he says. ‘I miss going to your place.’


    My head’s buzzing. So Trent hasn’t forgotten me after all. ‘My mum misses you even more.’ I can’t wait to hang with him and have more adventures. If Dale and Monica start coming over, she’ll have to quit her current job to be a full-time caterer. I want to yell like a Dino Rider charging to action on a rampaging triceratops. I aim for his shoulder and this time I don’t miss.


    Trent looks down at his shoelaces. ‘And you know, we can talk about books if you want to . . . sometimes.’


    ‘Yeah, I won’t force you to read anything.’ I thought he was my best friend because he was my first. But I don’t need any best friends now.


    Mr Johnson points to the screen and we all watch. Somebody switches off the lights and the handball ad pops up first. It’s funny seeing it again now that I can play the game. It just makes more sense. Then our ad comes on and Monica’s voice is pumping out through the speakers. My feet are tingly and it spreads up my legs. I feel like I’ve just been launched into space.


    Mr Johnson invites us all onto the stage. I look down the line of beaming faces and link arms with Monica and Dale. We grin at each other and take a bow. The audience explodes with more applause. Boaz, Trent and Hung join in and we all keep bowing until our faces are red, with hair going everywhere. We have fringes like Monica’s now. We all break out into giggles. I run over and squeeze myself between Trent and Boaz, grinning like crazy. I soak up the applause coming in waves from a sea of hands. I always imagined being up here on the assembly stage for doing something awesome on my own like being the best library monitor. But winning the ad competition is way better, because I get to be up here with my BOFs, my bunch of friends.
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