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    Scot Gardner had stuff happen to him at school too.


    Scot was a good tackler at primary school. He and his friends played rugby . . . with the neighbour’s dog: a golden retriever called Goldie. Goldie loved to run from one end of the oval to the other with a ball in his mouth and the kids would try and chase him to the ground. Goldie won most of the time.
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    I don’t like lucky dips. Ms Ogilvy had one when we were in year four. All you had to do was be good or kind or smart and Ms Ogilvy would let you take one thing from the box. I tried all year to be good enough, smart enough and kind enough, but I didn’t get picked. Eventually, on the second last day of the whole school year, Ms Ogilvy realised that she hadn’t picked me and she let me have a dip. I dug deep, but there were only four prizes left. The wrappings had started to peel off. I got a pink pencil sharpener and I broke it with the very first pencil I sharpened.


    ‘Well, Fadi, that didn’t last long, did it?’ Ms Ogilvy said when I showed her.


    Ever get the feeling that life is a sort of lucky dip? You have no control over the teacher you get, or the name your parents give you, or your size, or the colour of your hair or skin. It’s like someone has a dig for you before you’re born and all you get to do is unwrap it . . . tadaaaa!


    I think whoever did the digging through the lucky dip for me might have dug too deep. Take my name, for example. Fadi. You say it like Far-D, but that’s not how the kids at school say it. They normally say Fad-E, which is fine, but it sometimes turns into Fatty. Wow, so clever. I’ve never heard that before. My mum thinks it is a great name. She said it means ‘saviour’, which is somebody who saves people from danger.


    That’s a joke.


    I’m the danger.


    Back in year four again, Bianca Jenkins asked if I could help hang the mobile she’d made of the solar system. She wanted it hung from the ceiling on fishing line. It was a great mobile – the best use of drinking straws, cellophane and polystyrene balls I’d ever seen. Of course I said yes, because Bianca is one of the nicest people in the whole school and I’d do anything to help her. I’ve always been the tallest kid in the class. I did year one twice, so I’m a year older than everybody else, but I’m also tall – taller than the kids who are a year older than me. In year four, I was already eye to eye with Ms Ogilvy and we all knew she was scared of heights, so in a way, climbing up to hang Bianca’s mobile was helping Ms Ogilvy, too. I climbed on a chair, then from the chair to the desk, and from the top of the desk I could just reach the ceiling.


    ‘Be careful, Fadi,’ Ms Ogilvy said.


    ‘Yes, Miss,’ I said, and lost my balance.


    I just missed Bianca as I fell. My bottom hit the edge of the paint table and everything on the paint table shot into the air – wet brushes, paint trays, and three cups full of painty water. It all came down in a rainbow shower, mostly on Ms Ogilvy’s light-blue dress.


    ‘Are you okay, Fadi?’ Bianca asked.


    ‘I’m fine,’ I said, because I was, and she smiled. Then she started laughing and that got me going and soon the whole class was laughing. Everybody except Ms Ogilvy. Her eyes had gone narrow and her arms hung by her sides. Those narrow eyes stared at me.


    ‘Now look what you’ve done, Fadi,’ she said.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


    ‘It was an accident,’ Bianca said.


    Ms Ogilvy patted her dress with paper towel. ‘You’re like a bull in a china shop,’ she growled.


    In my fall, I’d smashed Bianca’s mobile to bits. Of all the things that made me want to cry that day, that was the biggest one.


    I handed her the pieces. ‘I’m really sorry,’ I said.


    She’d stopped laughing, but she was still smiling. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘I can make another one. It only took five minutes.’


    Ms Ogilvy was right: school was a shop full of glass and I was a massive bull. Something’s bound to get broken.
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    If you’re a big kid then moving into year five is a good thing because you’re at the big end of school and it’s normal to be big. The chairs are bigger, the desks are taller and the bag racks are the right height. At home, my mum, my brothers, my stepdad, all my uncles (and most of my aunties and cousins) are big. Big as in tall. Big as in strong. Much bigger than me. Our grandparents came from Samoa and they gave us our brown skin and our bigness. I did okay in that lucky dip.


    Outside of school, I like being big. And fast. I play rugby juniors for Monvale Central and our coach, Mr Gwynne, put me into the under 16s. I might be the only twelve year old on the team, but I’m not the smallest and I’m nowhere near the slowest. I can run with the ball, sure, but I really know how to chase.


    And I know how to tackle.


    My stepdad, Archie, helps out Mr Gwynne at training on Wednesdays and he’s never missed a game I’ve played. Archie played three games for the Kangaroos before he hurt his knee. That was before I was born. Before my dad died. Before he met Mum. I can hear him yelling from the sidelines sometimes. ‘Good hit, Fadi. Well done, son. Keep it up.’


    Nobody shouts that from the sidelines at school. At school they shout, ‘Slow down, boys’, ‘That’s enough of that’, and, ‘If you can’t play nicely, you won’t be allowed to play.’


    We’re not allowed to tackle at all. Tackling games are banned and any tacklers caught tackling another kid will do Lunchtime Time Outs for a whole week. It’s the stupidest and most annoying rule in the world and it’s my fault we have to live with it.


    We were playing British Bulldogs last term and I was doing what I do best – running kids to the ground – and I tackled Gregor. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him down, but he landed awkwardly and bit his own knee. It looked like it hurt, but he didn’t cry or anything. He rubbed his mouth and rubbed his knee, but when Marco looked in Gregor’s mouth he could see there was a bit of tooth missing. That’s when Gregor started crying. He’d chipped a tooth. Mr Atherton took him up to sick bay and Nurse Catherine, the school nurse, phoned his mum, and his mum came down and complained to Principal Davies, and Principal Davies asked me what had happened. I told her the truth and she told us the next day that tackling games were banned. No exceptions.


    I don’t get angry easily, unless you call me Fatty. I don’t like that at all. I lost my temper when Michael called me Fatty once too often. I thumped him. I’m not proud of myself. Michael’s the school’s best swimmer and I got three Lunchtime Time Outs for hitting him, but he doesn’t call me Fatty anymore. Principal Davies was probably right when she told me that I’d be better off shouting, rather than whacking someone if they call me names. It’s hard to think straight when I’m cross.


    I got seriously annoyed the day Principal Davies banned tackling games. It seemed so unfair. What if, like Dan said, Gregor had been playing on the play equipment when he’d chipped his tooth? Would they ban play equipment? What if he’d been playing basketball and ran into the pole? Ban basketball? Ban poles? A month before, one of the year twos face-planted off the monkey bars and knocked her whole tooth out – her whole tooth – and Principal Davies warned everybody to be careful. But nobody was banned from anything.


    We had to face up to the facts – Principal Davies hated us boys and would do everything she could to make our lives miserable. Instead of British Bulldogs, we played soccer. Soccer’s okay, but it’s not really my game. We played a lot of soccer. The bit that Principal Davies didn’t understand was that sometimes we need to tackle each other. We need to eat. We need to drink. We need to go to the toilet from time to time and we need to tackle. On Wednesday nights, Coach Gwynne is serious about tackling practice. He says we learn things by tackling, too. We learn about balance and speed, we learn how to not get tackled and sometimes we learn what dirt tastes like.


    Principal Davies didn’t realise that banning tackling games would mean that our need to tackle would build up and build up until it had to come out.


    It came out one recess on the EBO – the oval across the road from school.


    I tackled Jack, even though tackling was banned. I broke the rules and I think I broke Jack’s arm.


    Jack went in an ambulance; I went to Principal Davies’ office.


    Jack got a ride to hospital; I got a Lunchtime Time Out and it felt like my tummy was filled with old car parts.


    Another stupid prize from another stupid lucky dip.


    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]


    ‘Here’s my lovely boy!’ Mum said. ‘How was school?’


    I shrugged. I hung my bag on the hook behind the door. The house smelled delicious.


    ‘I made some masi popo,’ Mum said.


    ‘Cool,’ I said. That’s why the house smelled so good – coconut shortbread.


    ‘Do you have any homework?’


    I shook my head.


    ‘Well, you can have some if you like.’


    I looked at the pile of golden biscuits, but I still felt sick.


    ‘I’m not hungry,’ I said.


    ‘Whaat? You must be kidding. You’re always hungry!’


    ‘I don’t feel well,’ I said.


    Mum followed me into my bedroom. ‘What sort of sick? Sick in the tummy?’


    I nodded, and flopped onto my bed.


    ‘That’s no good,’ she said. ‘Should we go to the doctor?’


    ‘No,’ I snapped. ‘I’ll be fine. I just need rest.’


    Mum patted my cheek. ‘Okay. You want me to rub your tummy?’


    I rolled onto my stomach. ‘I’m not five years old.’


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘But it might make you feel better.’


    ‘I’ll be fine,’ I said.


    I heard Archie’s motorbike arrive a little while later. I could hear him talking to Mum and then he sat on the side of my bed.


    ‘Hey, Fadi,’ he said, and patted my leg. ‘Mum says you aren’t feeling too well?’


    ‘I’m okay,’ I said. ‘Getting better.’


    ‘Glad to hear it,’ he said. ‘How was school?’


    And then I just blurted it out. I couldn’t help myself. I told him about playing on the EBO. I told him that I tackled Jack.


    ‘I think I broke his arm,’ I said.


    ‘Really?’ Archie said.


    ‘I didn’t mean it. It was an accident. He landed hard.’


    ‘I’m sure you didn’t mean it,’ Archie said. ‘You’re a big boy. You have to be careful.’


    ‘I was being careful. We were just having fun.’


    ‘Did you get in trouble?’


    I nodded.


    ‘So, you were having fun, being careful, but your friend still got hurt and you got in trouble?’


    I nodded once more.


    He roughed my hair. ‘Did you tell Jack that you were sorry?’


    I thought about it for a minute and realised that I hadn’t said sorry. I didn’t get the chance. When a bull smashes all the china in your shop, does he stop to say sorry? No: he’s doing what bulls do. Even if he did stop to say sorry, you wouldn’t listen. You’d have too much steam coming out of your own ears for that. You’d have too much mess to clean up. I shook my head.


    ‘It might make you feel better,’ Archie said.


    I knew he was right. Saying sorry always makes me feel better, and I’m good at saying sorry because I’ve had so much practice. I thought about phoning Jack, but the phone call wouldn’t be enough. I imagined myself at his place saying sorry through the flywire door and that seemed a bit weird.


    Then it dawned on me: I’d get him a gift. Yes! Some Lego. Perfect.


    Before dinner, Archie drove me to the toy store and then to Jack’s place.


    Jack’s arm was in a purple cast. He didn’t smile, but he thanked me for the Lego and I felt taller walking back to the car. Taller and like the nuts and bolts had gone from my tummy.
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    By the time we made it home, I had my appetite back again. Maybe it was the smell of rice mixed with the baking smells from earlier, but I was starving. It was Keanu’s turn to make dinner and he’d cooked his famous sapasui – well, it was famous in our house, anyway. Sapasui is meat and noodles and vegies and it makes me drool like a dog just thinking about it. Mum made me change out of my school clothes. The family gathered at the table for our normal old noisy dinner. I didn’t think about being too big, I didn’t think about being too rough, and if I was a bull, then this wasn’t a china shop – it was my paddock.


    ‘I’m very proud of you, Fadi,’ Archie said, as Keanu served.


    ‘How come you’re proud of him?’ Thomas asked, with a frown.


    ‘I’m proud of you all,’ Archie said. ‘But Fadi had a hard day and he came up smiling.’


    ‘True?’ Thomas said. ‘What happened, little bro?’


    I told the story of my day and they listened. When I finished, Keanu put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.


    ‘Sometimes it’s hard being the big guy, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘You try your best to look out for others, but you end up hurting them anyway.’


    ‘That’s so true,’ Thomas added. ‘Remember when I got that month of Lunchtime Time Outs for smashing the window in the library?’


    ‘I remember,’ Keanu said. ‘That was a bit different though.’


    ‘How so?’ Thomas asked.


    ‘Because you smashed that window with Jarrod Lumley’s head,’ Keanu said.


    ‘It was still an accident. I barely pushed him. I remember what Archie told me, hey Arch,’ Thomas said.


    ‘What was that?’ Archie said.


    ‘You said that you have to learn to treat them like dolls. Be extra careful with the little people.’


    Archie grinned. ‘I can’t believe you remember that.’


    ‘It’s true, though, isn’t it?’ Keanu said. ‘We have to watch where we step all the time because we’re scared we might accidentally hurt somebody.’


    ‘Not playing rugby, we don’t,’ Thomas said.


    Everyone at the table – including Mum – nodded and gave a little cheer.


    ‘Even in rugby,’ Archie said. ‘It’s easy enough to hurt another person. The real skill is learning how to be graceful in everything you do.’


    ‘Graceful?’ Thomas said. ‘It’s not a dance, Arch.’


    ‘Oh, but it is, Thomas. It is a dance.’


    He held his big arms high like he was doing ballet, and Keanu snorted.


    ‘Balance, poise, agility, strength, flexibility and speed. They all come together,’ Archie said. ‘You can be big and strong and fast, but you’ll eventually meet someone bigger and stronger and faster than you. That’s when you understand how important being graceful is. Place that pass, ghost through that tackle, boot that ball perfectly.’


    He looked at me – right in my eyes. ‘You’re still growing, son. You need to practise being graceful now.’


    I nodded.


    ‘I could teach you to dance properly,’ Keanu said. ‘Breakdance. Pop and lock.’


    He made machine sounds and did a robot dance with his arms.


    Mum and Thomas laughed.


    ‘What?’ Keanu said. ‘Did I blow your mind?’


    ‘Something like that,’ Thomas said.


    Mum slapped Thomas’s hand. ‘We were laughing at how cool your moves are, love.’


    ‘I know,’ Keanu said. He leaned to me and whispered, ‘I’ll share my secrets with you. Only because you’re my favourite little bro.’


    We ate and talked. I watched my hands hooking up the food on my fork and I didn’t spill a drop. Not for the whole meal. Not until I tried to collect my drink – it slipped out of my fingers and smashed on my bowl, spilling broken glass and green cordial all over the place.


    Thomas shouted for a taxi and, for one reason or another, it made me cry. I ran to my bedroom and buried my face in my pillow. I cried and cried, way more than I should have over a broken glass and some slopped cordial. I cried for my clumsiness, I cried for hurting my friend, and I cried for being the big unco freak.


    Thomas came in later to apologise. Most of the tears had gone, but my body still bucked with sobs every now and again. I couldn’t control them. Thomas tried to tickle me, but I wriggled and squealed until he let me be.


    Mum sat on the side of the bed. She stroked my cheek and spoke quietly. ‘My poor Fadi. Everybody goes through times when their body doesn’t do what it’s told. It’s part of growing up. You feel like you’re always tripping over your own feet and bumping into things. It will pass, manamea, I can guarantee it. Your brothers were exactly the same at this age. All you have to do is remember to be kind to yourself. You have to be as kind to yourself as you are to other people and that might be hard because you’re the kindest person I know. You’ll have to be extra kind to yourself.’


    I rolled to face her. She was smiling, but in a mum way. A sort of sad smile. It must be hard being a mum sometimes, especially when your kids are bulls in china shops. My mum is really good at being a mum. She always knows the right things to say and just how to say them so that the sun comes out in my head again.


    ‘You’re the kindest,’ I said, and she smiled properly.


    ‘You are,’ she said.


    ‘No, you are.’
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    After Mum left, I rolled on my back and stared at the ceiling. I remembered a TV show we saw about a kid who was so sick that he had to live inside a plastic bubble. Nobody could touch him unless they were wearing gloves and if he left his bubble, he’d die. I wondered if they made bubble suits for uncoordinated giants to wear so they didn’t destroy things or hurt people as they went about their business. I’d wear it during the week and take it off for training on Wednesday nights and at the weekends. Maybe one of those massive sumo wrestler suits would do the trick. One thing’s for certain, I . . .


    I sat up. Loud music poured in my bedroom window. Drum and bass. I pulled the curtain to the side and saw Keanu staring at me through the glass.


    ‘Come out, bro,’ he said. ‘First dance lesson.’


    I just stood there, staring.


    Keanu’s head started pumping to the music.


    ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t really . . .’


    Suddenly, the music changed and Keanu burst into life, spinning off across the patio in his socks. I knew he could dance – he’s famous for his crazy shuffling and backflips after he scores a try for Monvale Central – but this was crazy good. His feet were a blur; his elbows were flapping like wings one minute, the next he was rubbing out imaginary fires on his chest. The music changed again and he froze, except for one hand that kept the groove with a twitch like a broken toy, waving me outside.


    Next thing I knew, I’d kicked my shoes off and skated through the house to the back patio in my socks. Keanu gave a little cheer and then backed against the wall with his arms crossed.


    ‘Show us what you’ve got, bro.’


    ‘Wha . . .? Me? I’ve got nothing,’ I said. ‘I can’t dance. You were supposed to teach me.’


    ‘You used to dance all the time when you were little.’


    ‘Yeah, well, I’m not so little anymore.’


    He watched me, one eyebrow raised.


    I closed my eyes, just for a second, and felt the beat in my stomach. It rattled down my arms and legs. My feet and hands came alive by themselves. I danced and I danced, polished the floor with my socks and didn’t smash a single thing. When the song finished, Keanu clapped and whooped.


    ‘Fantastic, Fad-man! You’re a better dancer than me!’


    ‘No way,’ I said.


    ‘Well, better than Thomas, anyway.’


    We laughed, and for the next hour he showed me every step and dance move he could think of. From cool little steps and twists he called the C-walk to some mad hard-jump (where your legs try to dance themselves off your body). He broke it down into little steps and I picked it up like I was remembering it, not learning something new.


    When Mum finally called us inside, sweat dripped off me, and my white sports socks were black from all the shuffling.


    Mum clicked her tongue. ‘How are we supposed to get those clean?’


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘The patio floor is nice and shiny now, though.’


    She shook her head. ‘Thanks. Now into the shower and off to bed.’


    One little word of advice: don’t breakdance in the shower, even if you feel like you’re the coolest twelve year old on the planet. It’s slippery and you might bump your head on the wall.


    ‘Everything okay in there?’ Archie shouted at the bathroom door.


    ‘I’m okay,’ I said. ‘It was just my head.’


    ‘Oh, that’s lucky. I thought you might have hurt the wall!’
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    Next day, all the footy boys who’d been with us on the EBO the day before were marched up to the office one by one to tell their side of the story. Principal Davies saved the best until last – me.


    I apologised and she gave me a full week of Lunchtime Time Outs.


    Yippee!


    ‘And what have you learned?’ she asked.


    As I took a breath in to answer, I realised I had learned something. Something about Monvale, something about school rules and something about myself. No tackling means no tackling. No sneaking off to tackle while the teachers aren’t watching. No dragging, shoving, pulling, bumping or tripping either. To make school a safe place for everybody, they have rules. The rules are there for a reason and even if I hate them until I need to scream, I have to learn how to follow them. It’s a game. It’s a game like rugby or soccer and the rules are different for every sport. The rules are different at home, too.


    ‘I’ve learned that tackling is for rugby, not for school.’


    ‘Indeed,’ she said. ‘I have no doubt that you could be famous for your tackling someday, but school isn’t the place to practise, is it?’


    She sent me on my way. I hardly said a word for the rest of the day. I took my Time Out in the library, sitting at a table as far from Librarian Fran as possible. Way down the back near the atlases. I thought the library was supposed to be a quiet place, but I couldn’t hear myself think with the chess games and not-so-quiet reading going on. I opened a random book, sat it on my lap and covered my ears.


    Ethan, the library monitor, sat down opposite me, his arms folded across his chest. His lips moved but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. I uncovered my ears.


    ‘You seem out of place here, Fadi. Haven’t you got a ball to kick or something?’


    ‘Time Out,’ I said. ‘For breaking an arm.’


    ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you go outside to do your Time Out? Look, the sun’s shining!’


    I shook my head and covered my ears again.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ he whispered.


    I shrugged. ‘I’m a danger to myself and others. You’d better get used to me being in here.’


    ‘How about you become a library monitor like me?’ he said.


    ‘I wouldn’t go that far.’


    ‘It’s a shame. You could scare the fur off those feral kids over there.’


    He tapped a finger on his chin. ‘In that case, I have the perfect book for you. Don’t move.’


    He slipped off into the non-fiction area and brought back a slim book. He slapped it on top of my book on vintage cars. It was a book of facts. Facts About Obesity.


    He didn’t outright call me fatty, but I felt the pressure rising in my veins. ‘Are you serious?’ I growled.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Are you saying that I’m fat?’


    ‘Whaat? No, the opposite.’


    ‘It’s a book about obesity. What am I supposed to –’


    ‘That’s what it says on the cover, yes, but it’s about how to avoid being obese and how some people need more activity than others and that your . . . muscular physique . . . suggests a body that would do best with lots of activity. You don’t belong here, man.’


    ‘Tough,’ I said. ‘I’m staying. I don’t care if I don’t fit.’


    Ethan huffed and slumped into his seat again. ‘I was only trying to help.’


    It looked like proper disappointment on his face. Maybe he really was trying to help?


    ‘Well, thanks,’ I eventually said. ‘Maybe a book about body building would have been better?’


    ‘Body building! Yes, I see what you’re saying. A good library monitor should be encouraging.’


    I covered my ears again and Ethan collected me a book about body building. Ten points for trying, man. He was right, though. I felt like King Kong in a cage sitting at the back of the library. Who was I kidding? I really needed to move.
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    I snuck from the library and found a seat with Huck and Adam who were also doing Time Out in the Quiet Time Quad. Seeing everybody running around the yard like idiots, playing handball and basketball and hanging off the play equipment, made the Lunchtime Time Out feel like a cruel torture. So, this is why they call it punishment? I heard boy-band music coming from the No Hat, No Play area and saw Bianca, Karlie and Bonnie dancing. They were good dancers and they’d obviously been practising together for a while, but they kept looking around to see who was watching and cracking up laughing.


    When the song ended and their routine finished, I clapped.


    ‘Shut up, Fadi!’ Bianca said, but she smiled.


    ‘What?’ I said, and stood. ‘You were great!’


    ‘No, we weren’t,’ Karlie mumbled.


    ‘Come and dance, Fadi,’ Bonnie said.


    ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘Time Out.’


    ‘Too bad, so sad,’ Karlie said.


    ‘Besides, the music is all wrong.’


    ‘Hoh! How dare you?’ Karlie said. ‘Runboy are the best.’


    ‘If you say so,’ I said.


    ‘What would you dance to?’ Bianca asked.


    I shrugged. ‘Drum and bass. Hip-hop. Techno.’


    ‘See,’ Bianca said, and she shouldered Karlie. ‘I told you. Dance to dance music.’


    They had a brief fight over the iPod, which Bianca seemed to win, then the playground came alive with some pumping beats. Instantly, my body started jiggling and the jiggles turned to the little C-walk steps and spins Keanu had taught me. Soon, my legs had other ideas and I hard-jumped across the Quiet Time Quad and back again. My feet found their shuffling groove and then the music suddenly stopped. The bell for the end of lunch had rung, but I hadn’t heard it. A loose circle of kids had formed around me, including the dancing girls and the boys who’d been doing Time Out. Their mouths hung open and they stared.


    ‘That dancing was amazing,’ Bianca said. ‘Where did you learn?’


    ‘I . . . I . . . my brother has been teaching me.’


    ‘Would you teach me?’


    I looked at her. She looked serious.


    I tried to act normal, but it was really hard. I felt like I had one of those kittens from YouTube inside me, one of the crazy cute ones that skids around in circles in the kitchen then climbs the curtains. Luckily, there weren’t any curtains in that part of the school.


    ‘Okay,’ I said.


    ‘Cool!’ Bianca said.


    Very cool.


    That little bit of dancing at lunch made the blood fizz in my veins all afternoon. It didn’t ease until the home bell finally rang and I escaped like smoke from the classroom. I skipped and ran almost all the way home, but halfway down the Mitchell Street hill, I heard the growl of skateboard wheels and I stopped. A group of teenagers – some on the footpath, some on the road – were skating down the hill towards me. They all rode longboards, wore gloves, helmets and backpacks and they swerved and dodged and eventually ground to a stop around me.


    ‘Hey, Fadi,’ the tallest of the group said. ‘How’s it going?’


    It was my cousin Tama, and we fist-bumped.


    I shrugged. ‘Okay.’


    ‘What’s the matter, cuz? You look a bit crazy. You have too much red cordial today?’


    I shrugged. ‘No cordial at all. Just had a good day.’


    ‘A good day?’


    ‘Yup.’


    ‘At school?’


    ‘Yup.’


    ‘You’re weird. Are you sure we’re related?’


    ‘Yup.’


    ‘Is that all you can say? Yup?’


    ‘Yup.’


    She smiled and shoved my arm. ‘Get a haircut.’


    Tama and her friends pushed off together.


    ‘What do you mean get a haircut?’ I shouted at her back. ‘You bully!’


    She grinned over her shoulder at me and waved.


    Oh yeah, we’re definitely related. See that coolness oozing out of Tama as she skates down the hill? I’ll be that cool when I’m a teenager. I’ll teach Bianca how to dance. I’ll teach the whole school how to move like me. As long as I don’t trip over my own feet. Or someone else’s feet. What if I crash into Bianca? What if I break her arm? They’d never forgive me. I’d never forgive myself.


    By the time I made it home, all the coolness I’d found during the day had gone and I couldn’t stop thinking about making an idiot of myself and hurting Bianca.


    Mum took one look at my face and frowned. ‘What is it, love? What happened?’


    ‘Nothing,’ I lied, but I’m no expert.


    She crossed her arms and looked down her nose at me.


    ‘I danced at school today,’ I said.


    ‘That’s . . . nice, dear.’


    ‘In the playground. At lunchtime. There was a massive crowd and they were all watching me.’


    ‘Really?’ Mum said. She uncrossed her arms. ‘How did it go?’


    I shrugged. ‘Okay. Bianca asked if I could teach her.’


    She clapped like a kindergarten kid. ‘That’s fantastic, manamea!’


    She hugged my head and then held me by the shoulders and frowned. ‘That sounds like a good day. Why do you look so sad?’


    ‘I can’t teach her to dance. I can’t teach her anything. What if I mess up?’


    ‘You won’t mess up.’


    ‘What if I bowl her over and break her arm?’


    ‘You won’t break her arm.’


    ‘How do you know that? I could. I’ve broken arms by accident before.’


    ‘Are you planning on tackling Bianca?’


    ‘No, but . . .’


    ‘I know you’ll be fine because you’ll be careful. I’ve seen you dancing with Keanu. You’re a great dancer.’


    Mum took a fruit platter from the fridge and stripped off the plastic wrap. Suddenly, there were more important things in my world than dancing and broken arms and bulls in china shops. Keanu and Thomas arrived home and we emptied the plate in record time. I headed to the fridge for some more, but Mum chased me off.


    ‘Shoo!’ she hissed. ‘Go and be a kid.’ I met Michael from school on the street. He was riding a new-looking black longboard with bright-green wheels. He wore earphones under his helmet and he stepped off beside me with a huge grin on his face.


    ‘Nice board,’ I said. ‘Is it new?’


    Michael popped one of his earphones out and nodded. ‘You want a go?’


    ‘Serious?’


    He pushed the board to me. I stopped it with my foot and pushed it back to him.


    ‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘but I’ll probably break it. Or break you. Or me. I ride like a rhino.’


    He chuckled. He stepped back onto his board and pushed off. He wasn’t going fast, but he got the front wheels off the ground and rode it like that – just on the back wheels – all the way to the neighbour’s drive.


    ‘You’re good,’ I said. ‘How long have you been riding?’


    He shrugged again. ‘Week or so.’


    I remembered what Archie said about balance, strength, flexibility and speed. Michael had it all in that one little trick. He was already graceful. Why can’t that be my superpower?


    He clicked his front wheels from side to side, sped down the drive onto the road and then pushed hard and clunked back onto the footpath. He made it look so easy.


    ‘Do you have a crew?’ I asked.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Every skater needs a crew.’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I like skating by myself.’


    Maybe he rode alone because he didn’t know any other skaters?


    ‘My cousin Tama rides a longboard,’ I said.


    ‘Yeah?’


    ‘I could introduce you if you want.’


    He looked at me for a long while.


    ‘Nah, I’m fine,’ he eventually said.


    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘If you change your mind –’


    ‘I’m good.’


    In the awkward silence that followed, I heard faint music from his earphone.


    ‘What are you listening to?’ I asked.


    ‘Sharpwolf,’ he said. He skated closer and gave me the ear bud. I pushed it in my own ear and recognised the song straight away – it was one Keanu and I had been dancing to.


    ‘I love this song!’


    We were joined by the wire, but the music found its way to my feet and I started shuffling. Then my arms joined in. I gave Michael back his earphone and spun off along the footpath, the music still in my head. I closed my eyes and moved. I felt balance and agility, rhythm and . . .


    The telegraph pole.


    I’d danced straight into it and bounced off, stumbled, but didn’t fall.


    Michael clapped and laughed. ‘That was awesome, Fadi! I didn’t realise you could move like that.’


    I felt my face filling with blood. Was he making fun of me?


    ‘How did you do the feet thingy?’ he asked. He stepped off his board and tried to dance. He looked like he’d kicked an ant’s nest.


    I laughed. I tried not to. It just slipped out.


    ‘Show me!’ he raged.


    So we arranged ourselves side by side on the footpath and I showed him the T-step, one little move at a time. He had it for a minute, then he cracked up laughing and stumbled onto the road.


    He collected his board. ‘I can’t dance.’


    ‘Sure you can,’ I said.


    ‘Not like you. You’re awesome.’


    ‘You only need a bit of practice.’


    He pointed his board down the hill towards his place and looked like he was getting ready to launch onto the road.


    ‘I’ll race you,’ I said.


    He didn’t say anything, just checked for cars and pushed off into the middle of the road.


    I ran beside him on the footpath. I kept up easily in the beginning, even opened up a bit of a lead, but as he gathered speed I had to dig deep, the wind roaring in my ears. As he drew alongside, he went into a squat, his gloved hands hooked behind him like some sort of Olympic skier. Man, he was moving! I gave the run all I had for another twenty metres or so, but I knew I was beaten.


    ‘See you!’ I yelled at his back.


    He waved with three fingers, but didn’t take his eyes off the road.


    I stood there, puffing, feeling all pumped up and cool. Maybe that’s what happens when you find something you’re good at? Maybe others can see it and want to swap it for some of their own cool?
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    Before I’d even sat at my desk the next morning, Miss Hobbie had me doing chores. The recycling was overfull again and I got the job of emptying it – again. One of the downsides of being the big kid is having to do the heavy lifting. I hauled the bin onto my shoulder and made my way into the corridor.


    The jobs might have started early for me, but Huck had already been kicked out of his class. That was fast work! He always seemed to be in trouble. Somehow, seeing him looking in through the glass on the classroom door like he was a puppy at a pet shop made the bin on my shoulder seem lighter. I didn’t want to be like Huck, but when I did Lunchtime Time Outs, he was often there. Maybe I’m more like him than I think?


    When I made it back to class, Miss Hobbie was moving all the tables around. In Miss Hobbie’s book, when she says, ‘Time for a bit of a clean up,’ she means, ‘Let’s rearrange the WHOLE WORLD.’ More heavy lifting. By the end of it all, her forehead shone with sweat and she puffed.


    ‘Thank you, boys and girls. That looks much better, don’t you think?’ she said. She rested a hand on my shoulder. ‘Thank you, especially, Fadi. What would we do without your muscles?’


    I felt my cheeks get hot and I may have sucked my stomach in. Just a bit. ‘You’re welcome,’ I said.


    She nodded. ‘You are a great helper and we’re lucky to have you.’


    She patted my shoulder, then said we’d be doing some maths. I helped there, too. Long division is easy-peasy and I could do my own work and help the others at my table. Especially Bianca. For one reason or another, long division does her head in. I didn’t offer to help until she’d thrown her pen on the floor for the third time.


    ‘Would you like some help with that?’ I asked.


    ‘No,’ she said through a smile. ‘It’s stupid. I can’t do it. You can do it for me if you like.’


    ‘Why? Is your brain broken?’


    ‘Yes!’ she said. ‘Why do we even need to learn this stuff? I’m not going to be a maths genius when I grow up. I won’t even use it. Besides, I can do it on the calculator. I have a calculator on my phone.’


    ‘Who knows what you’re going to need when you grow up?’ I said.


    ‘Well, I’m pretty sure it won’t be stupid long division.’


    ‘But it might be.’


    ‘Grrr, you drive me crazy, Fadi.’


    ‘Do you want help or not?’


    ‘No! Yes. No,’ she said. She smiled then. ‘Yes. Please. I need help.’


    So I showed her my way, which was kind of like Miss Hobbie’s way, but easier. I don’t think Miss Hobbie really likes long division, but I guess teachers don’t get to pick and choose what they’re going to teach. Bianca worked through two sums with my help then she got it. I think I heard her brain click. Once it made sense, there was no stopping her.


    I think my brain clicked, too. I realised that helping people makes me smile. Once it made sense, there was no stopping me. It felt like a superpower. At recess, I helped some year twos draw a hopscotch grid on the concrete. It was a work of art in yellow chalk. I couldn’t remember how to play it so I wasn’t much help with that. Lunchtime saw me back in the library doing my Time Out – helping Ethan put books away.


    At the home-time bell, Bianca had her arms full of work to take home so I offered to carry her backpack. Then Karlie asked if I’d carry her bag, too. She had her diorama of the pyramids (with real sand).


    ‘Sure,’ I said, without thinking, and probably a bit too loud.


    ‘Thanks, Fadi,’ she said. ‘Just out to the car park.’


    Bonnie overheard and added her bag to my pile and then it turned into a joke. Todd added his bag, but he didn’t have anything to carry. Same with Marco.


    I didn’t mind. One on the front, two on the back. One on each arm and one balanced on my head. All up, they weren’t very heavy and I shuffled out to the car park with a giggling crowd around me. I spotted Dad through the straps that hung over my face.


    ‘Hey, Arch!’ I shouted.


    He saw me and burst out laughing.


    ‘I’m just making a few deliveries. Won’t be long.’


    I shed the bags on the edge of the car park and helped the ones who really needed it to their cars. Bianca’s mum told Bianca off.


    ‘Fadi’s not your pack horse!’ she said.


    ‘I don’t mind,’ I said.


    ‘Thanks, Fadi,’ Bianca said.


    My cheeks got hot. I smiled, shrugged and collected my own bag.


    Archie hung his arm over my shoulder and we headed for the gate.


    Around the corner, the crowd had thinned and Archie smiled at me.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Nothing,’ he said, but he didn’t stop smiling.


    ‘What are you smiling about?’


    ‘It’s good being the big guy, sometimes, hey?’


    I felt my cheeks getting warm again. ‘Maybe.’


    ‘You are an exceptional young man, Fadi. Have I told you that today?’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Well, your brothers don’t think like that. Heck, I don’t even think like that. You are the kindest kid I know.’


    ‘You mustn’t know too many kids.’


    He laughed at that, but the arm on my shoulder hooked around my neck and he had me in a headlock. He roughed my hair and I broke free.


    ‘Race you to the red letterbox,’ I shouted, and we were off.


    I won that race, and the next three. After that, Archie started playing like an under 16 – bumping me and trying to stand on my toes. We were both laughing, but I had to watch every step down the Mitchell Street hill. Archie won the next race to the electricity pole by shouldering me onto the nature strip. I stumbled but stayed upright. The next time we ran, I knew what was coming and played by my own rules. I dance-stepped around his hip-and-shoulder and he wound up on the grass. I sprinted on and slapped the give way sign (that we’d agreed was the finish line) before he’d even got up. I punched my fists into the air.


    Archie arrived, puffing and clapping, a few seconds later. ‘Nice footwork, Fadi. Graceful. That was a good win.’


    He grabbed me and hooked me off the ground. It caught me by surprise and I squealed.


    ‘Got you, boy,’ he growled. He marched me down the hill. ‘You might be able to bring me down, but it’ll be a while before you can carry me around!’


    I spent that afternoon with Keanu and his school laptop on the patio, learning dance styles and moves from YouTube. There were so many good ones that my head started spinning, but Keanu had done this sort of thing before.


    ‘So we learn one step at a time and we make a list of the ones we like. We give them names if they haven’t got names already and we practise each one until we’re happy. Okay?’


    We found amazing dancers and amazing teachers. We found tricky steps and videos that taught us how to do them. When we’d had enough of other people’s ideas, we chose a song (‘The Painful Tide’, by Sharpwolf), made up our own dance and put the moves together. Thomas recorded us with his phone and we were stars in our own music video.


    ‘I can’t believe it,’ Thomas said as we watched the video. ‘Where did you learn those moves, Fadi?’


    ‘I taught him everything he knows,’ Keanu said.


    ‘Yeah, you and the internet,’ I said.


    ‘Mostly me.’


    We bumped fists.


    ‘We should go in a competition, bro,’ Keanu said.


    ‘I’m not sure I’m ready for that,’ I said. Some people would be watching me dance; some people would be watching me wobble and waiting for me to break something.


    ‘Sure you are,’ Keanu said.


    ‘You dance better than I do,’ Thomas said.


    Keanu showed me his palm, as if to say, ‘I told you so!’


    ‘But I don’t know any dances,’ I said.


    ‘You know one dance,’ Keanu said, and pointed to the video.


    ‘But we just made that up,’ I said.


    ‘So?’ Keanu said. ‘We practise what we made up until it’s mind blowing and we add in some freestyle on the day.’


    ‘Freestyle?’


    ‘Yeah, just feel the music and dance whatever you want. What do you think? Give it a go?’


    Dancing with my brothers in the backyard was one thing. Dancing at school at lunchtime was something else, but dancing in a competition where people you don’t know can see you and laugh at you when you fall down sounded mega scary.


    I shrugged. ‘Maybe when I’m a bit older.’


    Thomas crossed his arms.


    Keanu sighed. ‘How much older? Next year? Next week? We have to move while we’re hot, Fad-man. Besides, there might not be any competitions until the holidays.’


    ‘Come on, Fadi,’ Thomas said. ‘You can do this.’


    ‘You think so?’ I said. ‘Why don’t you go in the competition?’


    ‘Hey,’ Thomas said. ‘I’m not a dancer, bro. I’m the filmmaker, remember?’


    ‘Yeah,’ Keanu said. ‘We should post our video to YouTube! What do you think, little bro?’


    The video did look pretty cool. If they posted it on YouTube, the whole world could see it if they wanted to. Somehow, that didn’t seem as scary as going in a competition. ‘Okay,’ I said.


    So they sent the video from the phone to Keanu’s computer.


    Keanu’s finger hovered over the ‘Upload’ button. ‘You sure you want to do this?’


    ‘Do it,’ Thomas said.


    ‘Just do it!’ I shouted, and he did it.


    After dinner, Keanu came running into my bedroom with his laptop open.


    ‘Check it out, bro. Thirty-six views already! And there are comments and everything!’


    He flopped the computer on my bed, and I had to blink to make sure my eyes were working properly. He was right – thirty-six views and three comments. The first comment said, ‘You guys rock!!!’ and the second was a smiley face next to the words, ‘Impressive shuffling, boys. Go hard!’ The third comment was from somebody named HannahBanana426: ‘OMG, is that Fadi dancing with you, K? He’s AMAZING!! Better watch yourself.’


    I felt my cheeks glowing.


    Keanu slapped my back. ‘They love us.’
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    The following Monday, all the guys who’d been on the oval when Jack broke his arm were there in the Quiet Time Quad doing their Lunchtime Time Out. It wasn’t very quiet – there were way too many hyped-up kids in that cage. It felt like something was about to break.


    ‘Right,’ Mr Atherton said. ‘Everybody sit down!’


    We did as we were told, except for Huck, who pretended he was sitting on an invisible chair.


    ‘This is called the Quiet Time Quad for a reason. And you guys have done your crimes . . . now you have to do your time. It’s a punishment, not an excuse for a party. There are two options and two options only. You either go up to the library and borrow a book to bring back here and read, or you sit in absolute silence. The choice is yours. You have three minutes.’


    Most of the guys started running for the library.


    ‘Walk!’ Atherton shouted at their backs. ‘Are you getting a book, Fadi?’


    Something about obesity, perhaps? Or weightlifting? I shook my head.


    He sat and pointed at me. ‘Don’t move.’


    Not moving was a bigger challenge than it first seemed, mostly due to the fact that the girls were back in the No, Hat No Play area with their music. It sounded like Bianca had chosen the song to dance to – some serious drum-and-bass grooves – and my feet started twitching.


    Huck arrived, puffing.


    ‘No book?’ Atherton asked.


    Huck shook his head. ‘Got kicked out of the library.’


    ‘Why am I not surprised? Sit down. Right there. Don’t move.’


    For the first time since before he was born, Huck actually did as he was told and sat right beside me.


    He nodded his head to the music.


    ‘You going to do a bit of a dance?’ he whispered.


    I got up from my seat, and he flinched.


    ‘Where are you off to?’ Mr Atherton asked.


    ‘I’m just changing seats,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to sit there.’


    ‘Sit down,’ he said.


    ‘I’d rather not,’ I said. I wasn’t trying to be difficult; it just seemed like Huck was in the mood for trouble.


    ‘Would you rather go and explain yourself to Principal Davies?’


    Seemed like trouble had found me anyway. I sighed. ‘If you think that would help.’


    Atherton was on his feet ‘Then go, right now. Find Principal Davies and explain to her that you’ve been kicked out of Lunchtime Time Out for not doing what you were told.’


    Huck laughed. An open-mouthed ‘haw haw haw’ that got right under my skin. How can one little person be so annoying?


    I went to find the principal, but I checked at the staffroom first and Miss Hobbie said Principal Davies had a lunchtime meeting and wouldn’t be back until the bell. Lunchtime meeting? Probably gone down to Byron’s Chicken Shop to load up on the lovely, tender, juicy . . .


    ‘Is there something I can help with?’ Miss Hobbie asked.


    ‘I’m not sure,’ I said.


    She stepped closer. ‘What’s the matter?’


    ‘Mr Atherton just kicked me out of Lunchtime Time Out for not doing what I was told.’


    ‘And what was that?’


    ‘He asked me to sit next to Huck, but Huck has his annoying pants on.’


    She snorted and tried to cover her smile. ‘I see.’


    Her smiling made me smile.


    ‘This is serious,’ she said, but she didn’t stop smiling.


    ‘I know,’ I said.


    ‘So, perhaps you should wait in the classroom until Principal Davies gets back.’


    ‘Okay,’ I said, and headed for our classroom.


    ‘Oh, and Fadi?’


    ‘Yes?’


    She cupped her hand to her mouth and glanced over her shoulder into the staffroom. ‘There’s a stack of comics in my second drawer. Help yourself. Just don’t mention it to anybody.’


    While Miss Hobbie might not be too keen on long division, it turns out she loves Marvel. Instead of spending my Time Out pinned next to Huck, I sat at Miss Hobbie’s desk and got lost in comics. I think if I were a Marvel superhero, I’d go for the obvious – The Hulk. Super strength has always appealed to me. Thor’s pretty strong, and so is Iron Man, but Iron Man is only strong because of his suit, like Captain America and his shield. If you lose your shield or your suit breaks down, you’re in trouble. Hulk’s power kicks in when he needs it most. Spider-Man is cool in his own way. He’s smart and all the web swinging makes him the most graceful of the superheroes. I want to be Spider-Hulk.


    The bell went and the door slid open at the same time. It made me jump and I tried to cover the comic, but it was only Miss Hobbie, and she closed the door behind her.


    ‘Good,’ she whispered. ‘You found them. You like?’


    I nodded.


    ‘Our secret, right?’


    ‘Of course.’


    She held out her pinkie finger. I hooked it with mine and we shook.


    ‘Well, Principal Davies is back in her office now and I think you’d better go and explain yourself before you come back to class.’


    ‘Okay,’ I said.


    ‘Just tell her what you told me. It will be fine.’


    I found Principal Davies and did as Miss Hobbie had suggested.


    Miss Hobbie was right – Principal Davies was fine.


    ‘Just make sure that you find a spot away from Huck tomorrow.’


    ‘Yes, Miss,’ I said, and that was that.


    Walking back to the classroom, it felt like I’d finally got rid of my load of extra backpacks. I really hate getting in trouble, but getting in trouble isn’t always a bad thing. When you get in trouble you learn pretty fast how to avoid getting in trouble again. That’s a plus. If you’re a slow learner, like Huck, you might break the same rule a hundred times and get in trouble again and again and never change. If you’re smart, you learn from your broken mobiles of the solar system, your spray-painted teachers and broken arms and you change. You find a new way to dance.


    It was lunchtime, Tuesday, and the sun was shining just to rub our faces in the fact that we were being held in an invisible cage outside the staffroom. Bianca and Karlie and Bonnie had their music going and I felt the dancing in my bones trying to get out, and then it happened . . .


    Sharpwolf. ‘The Painful Tide’.


    It was the song that Keanu and I had made our dance to and my skin tingled all over. A little squeak of excitement burst from my mouth.


    ‘What was that?’ Huck asked. ‘You sounded like my sister’s guinea pig!’


    ‘I love this song.’


    ‘Then dance,’ Huck said.


    ‘Yeah, Fadi: dance,’ Bianca said. She’d left the girls and the music machine and now stood, with her arms crossed, at the edge of the Quiet Time Quad. ‘Show us what you can do.’


    ‘Nah,’ I said. ‘I don’t really feel like it.’


    ‘Yes, you do,’ Bianca said. ‘I can see your foot tapping.’


    ‘Yeah!’ Huck said. ‘Go, Fadi, go.’


    Bianca said. ‘Just listen to the music.’


    All the eyes in the Quiet Time Quad were looking at me. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. I wanted to curl up and die, but more than all of that, I wanted to dance.


    The song burst into the first chorus and I let my body do its thing. My fists opened like fireworks, my feet skated on the concrete like it was ice. A circle of kids formed and the clapping started. They held the beat and got so loud that I could barely hear the music, but I didn’t need to. Huck pointed and laughed, but he was the only one and the clapping drowned him out, too.


    The rest of my friends, the rest of the school it seemed, grinned and cheered and danced along. When the song finally finished, an explosion of cheering and crazy clapping swamped me. The footy boys were slapping my back and Karlie whistled with two fingers in her mouth.


    The next song started – even faster and louder. We took it in turns in the middle, showed each other moves and argued about the songs. Huck gave up pointing and started dancing like everybody else and he was actually pretty good. He only knew a few moves but it was obvious that he’d been dancing around at home. Mr Atherton barged his way through at one stage and I thought the party was over, but he just started dancing, too – crazy ballet moves mixed with twisting knees and swimming arms. Bonnie laughed so hard she had to run to the toilets.


    I taught Bianca how to Dougie. It’s a sort of two-step with bendy knees. She struggled and cursed and then . . . click! Like long division, she nailed it. There was nothing quiet about the Quiet Time Quad that lunchtime and when the bell went, the crowd moaned. We started marching off to class, but were stopped by applause – the teachers were hanging from the staffroom windows and clapping.


    Bianca bowed.


    ‘Fadi?’ boomed Principal Davies.


    I swallowed. ‘Yes, Miss?’


    ‘That was some Lunchtime Time Out. I saw you dancing.’


    ‘Sorry, Miss.’


    ‘So you should be.’


    I hung my head.


    ‘Oh, and Fadi?’


    ‘Yes, Miss?’


    ‘I think you should enter a competition. Bravo!’
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    I turned into Spider-Hulk one weekend during the school holidays. Not the actual Spider-Hulk, though that would be mega cool, but everything came together.


    I wish I could say that I scored a try that won a grand final, but it wasn’t grand-final time and I play in the back line. The truth is, I ran the hardest I’d ever run and brought the guy down who was going to score.


    Parents clapped. Not just Archie, but a whole heap of parents that I didn’t even know.


    ‘Perfect hit, Fadi,’ Archie called from the sideline. ‘Beautiful tackle, son. Keep it up!’


    I kept it up and we won the game. Coach Gwynne reckons we’re a chance for the finals this year.


    After the rugby, Mum took Keanu and me down to Stocklands. Keanu had found a dancing competition and entered us in. Bianca and her mum were going crazy in the crowd. I wish I could say that we danced like professionals and won a thousand dollars, but we didn’t. Truth is, we’d been practising like mad for a month and we did dance like professionals, but first prize was $50. We got $25 each. I felt like a millionaire.


    See what I mean? Spider-Hulk – graceful, smart and strong.


    So, yeah, some bits of life are a lucky dip. You dig and you dig and finally you choose, but you still don’t know what you’ve got. You never know if you’re going to get a stupid pink pencil sharpener or something awesome, like friends and family.


    Got to be in it to win it!
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