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    Steve Worland co-wrote the script for Paper Planes with the movie’s director Robert Connolly. Rob and Steve have known each other forever and are great mates, a bit like Dylan and Kevin.


    Steve has written a couple of novels and a few scripts. One movie you might have heard about is called Bootmen. If you haven’t, your mum may have seen it. It’s all about tap dancing. Another television show he worked on is called Farscape. It’s set in outer space and has heaps of aliens in it. Your dad might have watched a few episodes back in the day.


    Steve decided to turn the script for Paper Planes into a novel because he thought it would be cool if his daughter could see the movie then read the book and get a little extra info about the characters and story. He really hopes she likes it!


    You can connect with Steve at facebook.com/StevenWorland, twitter.com/StevenWorland and steveworland.com
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    Everyone has made a paper plane. And everyone enjoys paper planes whether they’re nine or ninety. I love that the movie Paper Planes is about such a simple idea but it’s also a deep and meaningful story.


    When I was initially sent the script, I was instantly drawn to Dylan. He’s very relatable and I think you don’t see that in a lot of films. He isn’t very popular, he’s dealing with a big loss and he lives in the middle of nowhere and wants to get out. I loved the character of Grandpa, the competitions and the setting. It’s safe to say that I fell in love with everything about Paper Planes.


    During filming, I especially loved shooting the flying scene with Grandpa after he and Dylan break into the aviation museum. The museum where we filmed the scene was full of fascinating old war planes and lots of interesting information. Being able to sit in a real World War II fighter plane and pretend we were in a dogfight was really cool.


    It was an amazing experience and an incredible opportunity to play Dylan in this movie. I love the story because it shows that Dylan can do anything if he sets his mind to it and tries his hardest, which is an important life lesson. I also found the fact that he started in the middle of nowhere in a barren, dry desert and ended up in the futuristic, bright neon lights of Tokyo really beautiful. It represents his journey and his plane’s journey.


    This tale is unique and inspiring so I really hope you laugh, cry, relate to it and just enjoy this heartwarming story as much as I do.
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      Dylan Webber in the film Paper Planes
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    The house is a bit old. And a bit small. And the wrought-iron roof is a bit rusty. And the garden is a bit overgrown. And the front gate is a bit squeaky. But as Dylan Webber looks around he knows he wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. Now that’s not to say he doesn’t want to travel the world and visit exotic places like Africa or Peru or China, it’s that he’s not keen on getting vaccinated before he does. Oh, and he’s not sure he wants to leave Clive for too long either.


    Dylan shivers at the thought of a long metal needle poking into his arm, shakes it off and finishes brushing his teeth. He grins at himself in the bathroom mirror to make sure his fangs are clean, straightens the collar on his school uniform because it’s a bit skew-whiff, then runs a hand through his floppy blond hair. Yep, he’s ready for another day at Waleup Primary School.


    The twelve-year-old grabs his backpack, swings it over his shoulder, trots into the living room and sees his dad. Now his dad’s name is Jack and he’s a big strong bloke in his thirties. He’s also sound asleep on the lounge and snoring like a warthog. Actually, that gives warthogs a bad wrap. The sound is even louder than the television that blares from the corner of the room. Dylan’s pretty sure it’s been on all night.


    ‘Come on, Dad. Wakey-wakey.’ Dylan grabs the remote, which is still gripped tightly in his father’s hand, and turns off the television.


    Jack mumbles something Dylan can’t understand, turns over, curls himself around a cushion and stays put.


    Dylan shakes his shoulder. ‘Up you get, big fella. COCK-A-DOODLE-DOO!’


    Jack doesn’t move – so Dylan knees him in the bum. Not hard but hard enough.


    Jack lets out a muffled groan. ‘What was that?’


    Dylan speaks in a concerned voice. ‘I don’t know, Dad, but it came from the sky!’


    ‘Well, tell it to go away. It’s annoying.’


    ‘I can’t because – oh no, it’s coming back! Quick, Dad, you better get up! The annoying thing is coming back!’


    Jack doesn’t budge.


    ‘It’s here, Dad, it’s here!’ Dylan knees Jack in the bum again, a bit harder this time and takes on a footy commentator’s voice, ‘Oh, the humanity! That’s gotta bloody hurt!’


    Jack mumbles into the cushion. ‘Don’t swear.’


    Dylan freezes, caught out. ‘Sorry, Dad! Now please get up.’


    But Jack stays put.


    Dylan takes this in unhappily. ‘Really?’


    Yes, really. Jack is not budging.


    Disappointed, Dylan watches him snooze for a moment longer then moves to the stereo on the sideboard, cranks the sound knob and flicks a switch to turn on the radio. The speakers pump out a pop song by Dami Im. Dylan remembers watching her win The X Factor a few years ago.


    Jack shifts on the lounge and grumbles, ‘What’s going on?’


    Dylan ignores the question, runs into the kitchen, which is a bit of a mess, opens the fridge and pulls out a long rasher of bacon. He wraps it in a piece of paper towel, tucks it into his backpack then heads out the front door with the music still blaring.


    Jack finally rises off the lounge and looks around with sleepy eyes and bed hair, even though he slept on the lounge. ‘Dylan! Turn that racket off!’ But Dylan is already gone.
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    Backpack on, Dylan rides his BMX bike along the empty, unpaved road. He pedals hard because he has something he wants to do before school, something that involves that rasher of bacon now in his backpack, and he doesn’t want to be late.


    Dylan lives in a little town in the middle of the Western Australian desert called Waleup. The thing about Waleup is that the only colour you ever really see is beige. Now beige is not the most exciting colour. In fact, it just might be the most boring, but it’s everywhere in Waleup because it doesn’t rain very much in summer, or for the rest of the year, for that matter, and Dylan knows you need rain to make the countryside green. So not only is the dusty road he rides along beige, but the spiky shrubs beside it are beige, the grass that surrounds the spiky shrubs is beige, even the leaves on the nearby trees are a strange kind of greeny-beige.


    Dylan cycles towards an old dead tree, which is kind of a greyish-beige, that sits in the middle of a beige field. He skids to a halt beside it, drops his bike and looks up into the clear blue sky in search of something.


    ‘Clive! Where are you, mate?’


    He doesn’t see what he’s looking for at first, then he does. High above, a huge bird of prey slowly glides in a wide circle. He shouts up at it, ‘What’s up, Clive?’ He pulls the rasher of bacon from his backpack and dangles it from his outstretched hand. ‘I have something for you!’


    The bird continues to circle around, completely uninterested in the boy’s porky offering.


    Dylan uses his best singsong voice. ‘Here, birdy-birdy-birdy! Here it is! You know you want it! Everyone loves bacon.’


    But the bird stays aloft. ‘Come on, mate!’


    Nuh. The bird circles around and around like he couldn’t care less.


    Wait a sec!


    Clive whistles a clear and beautiful sound then tilts into a swooping dive. He loops around, builds speed, quickly loses altitude – and heads straight towards Dylan.


    He continues to dangle the long strip of meat and grins. ‘Everyone loves bacon.’


    The bird of prey dips low and whistles again, skims the ground and thunders straight towards him. At the last second Clive trades speed for altitude, fans out his giant wings like he’s an Airbus A380 coming in for a landing, then touches down on the branch of the dead tree, right in front of Dylan.


    Dylan takes in the magnificent creature for a long moment, his feathers beige on his body and darker brown on his wings. He’s the most beautiful thing Dylan has ever seen.


    ‘Well, hello there, Clive. Nice of you to drop on by.’ Dylan throws the bacon high into the sky and the bird leaps off the branch, plucks the snack out of the air and swoops away.


    Thrilled, Dylan watches him go. He just loves that bloody bird. ‘See you later, alligator!’ Dylan knows Clive doesn’t mind being called an alligator.


    Clive whistles one more time then lifts high into the sky.
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    Dylan breathes hard because he’s pedalling hard. He doesn’t want to be late for school. He races into the playground, skids to a stop as he reaches the bike racks, quickly parks his BMX then hotfoots it to his classroom. The school isn’t that big, like everything in Waleup, so it doesn’t take long to get there. Oh, and the main building is painted beige, if you were wondering.


    Dylan rushes into the classroom. His class’s work is tacked to the walls, along with a bunch of very old ‘educational’ posters that nobody has ever looked at. Ever. Thankfully his teacher hasn’t arrived yet so that’s an excellent result as far as Dylan is concerned. The place is silent except for the beep-boop-bleep of electronic devices. There’s twenty kids in there and every one is completely engrossed playing a game on a smart phone or tablet computer or gamepad, each of them with a big colour screen.


    Dylan threads his way between the desks, finds his seat and pulls out his phone. It’s not smart and must be at least fifteen years old, with a mono green screen the size of a postage stamp. It was his dad’s back at the dawn of mobile phones and Dylan is well aware it’s extremely daggy. Unfortunately, there’s no money for him to get anything better. Or cooler. Worse, it only has one game, called ‘snake’, which is not very exciting. You have to eat objects by running into them with the head of the snake, which doesn’t even look like a snake, just a row of very sad pixels.


    ‘Hey, Dylan, nice phone. Are you expecting a call from 1997?’


    The other kids laugh as Dylan pulls in a deep breath and turns to see who the comedian is. Of course. Kevin. The guy who sits behind Dylan. Kevin holds up a hand and receives a high five from the boy next to him, then grins, like he’s the funniest guy on the planet. Kevin is short with dark hair and is shaped, truth be told, quite a bit like a planet. He actually looks like an orange balanced on a pair of toothpicks, the toothpicks being his spindly legs. He’s always showing off and trying to be funny, sometimes at other people’s expense. It’s annoying. Dylan’s mum always told him the best way to deal with bullies was to turn the other cheek and ignore them so that’s what he does.


    Crrrrrrrrrrkkkkkkkkkkkk. Fingernails drag down the blackboard at the front of the classroom and create the nastiest, most unpleasant screeching noise in the history of classrooms. Instantly the kids clap their hands over their ears. Dylan looks to the front and sees Mr Hickenlooper, their teacher. He’s always trying to find ways to get his students’ attention and this terrible sound seems to work the best. He’s pretty cool and, as usual, wears a loud and funky shirt. Today’s version has crazy-looking palm trees and tropical flowers on it. He smiles and addresses the class, ‘Okay, you know the drill. It’s sombrero time.’


    The kids all groan. ‘Sombrero time’ happens at the beginning of every school day. Mr Hickenlooper pulls a Mexican sombrero from a large desk drawer then walks down the centre aisle of the classroom, holding the hat in front of him.


    ‘Come on, people. In they go. Give ’em up, Mary. You too, Ringo. Quick sticks. The sombrero waits for no one.’


    The kids unhappily drop their phones and tablets and gamepads into the big beige hat. Dylan places his phone inside and feels no sadness at all. It’s the worst mobile device ever.


    As usual Mr Hickenlooper’s last stop is Kevin. He gazes down at the young boy. ‘Your payload, please, Kevin.’


    ‘Oh, right.’ Kevin reaches into his shirt pocket, pulls out a small Tamagochi game unit and drops it into the sombrero.


    Hickenlooper stares at him with a raised eyebrow. ‘Really? That’s it?’


    ‘Oh.’ It’s almost like Kevin is surprised to find he has an iPhone and a Game Boy in his pants’ pockets. He places them in the sombrero.


    Mr Hickenlooper studies the Game Boy, surprised. ‘How old school.’ He looks at Kevin again. ‘I’m pretty sure there’s more.’


    ‘Oh, yeah.’ Kevin pulls out another phone as if the fact he owned it had completely slipped his mind. ‘I’ve always thought everyone needs two.’ He drops it into the sombrero.


    Mr Hickenlooper watches him do it. ‘Are we done?’


    Kevin smiles and nods.


    ‘Okay.’ Mr Hickenlooper notices a book on the desk in front of Kevin and taps the cover. ‘Nice to see you’re finally reading – oh, hold on.’ Confused, Mr Hickenlooper flips open the cover to reveal the pages have been hollowed out and there’s a tablet computer in their place. ‘Oh, Kevin.’


    The young boy shrugs innocently and Mr Hickenlooper is clearly impressed by his ingenuity. He pulls out the tablet, drops it in the sombrero and circles back to the front of the class.


    ‘Thank you very much. Okay, everyone, this morning we will start with a pop quiz.’


    The kids groan – and Hickenlooper grins. ‘Psych! We’re actually going to have a little fun today. We have a student teacher visiting from Melbourne. So pay attention and be nice or–’ He pushes his fingernails against the blackboard again. The kids instantly recoil.


    Mr Hickenlooper turns to a young, gangly, bespectacled university student in a shirt even funkier than his own. Sure, it might be beige but it has all kinds of dinosaurs on it. ‘Please, everyone, say hello to Jethro.’


    Jethro smiles and waves. ‘Hi, kids.’


    Mr Hickenlooper points to the door. ‘Okay, everyone, let’s move to the main hall. Make your way quietly, please.’


    Everyone makes their way but no one does it quietly.
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    Thwump.


    Jethro drops a ream of A4 paper on the table and looks at the kids seated on chairs in front of him. ‘Today I’m going to teach you how to make the perfect paper plane.’


    ‘Ooohhh.’ The kids all say it at the same time, excited. Dylan can’t believe they actually get to do this kind of stuff at school. It’s very cool.


    Jethro rips open the ream of paper and passes a sheet to each kid. ‘Why don’t we start with you all just having a go? Make a plane however you like then I’ll show you a few tricks.’


    The kids don’t have to be asked twice. They each make a plane, folding and bending and twisting the crisp white paper into all kinds of shapes and sizes.


    Dylan works on his plane with great attention. It has a simple, classic design. He squeezes the paper between his fingernails and makes sharp, precise folds. As he does it he remembers the first time he folded a paper plane when he was younger. It made him feel happy.


    Jethro watches the kids construct their planes. ‘So how far do you think your plane will fly? Five metres? Ten metres?’


    A guy with a brick-shaped head named Jeff Andrews pipes up, ‘Fifty!’


    Jethro glances over at the boy and smiles. ‘Fifty? You’re dreaming. The distance world record for a paper plane is 69.13 metres by an American bloke called Joe Ayoob. That’s a really long way. To even qualify for the Australian Junior Paper Plane Championships you’ll need to hit at least twenty-five metres.’ Jethro turns and points to the far end of the hall. ‘Which means your plane will have to go over that wall and halfway down the verandah.’


    A few kids laugh at the idea but Jethro doesn’t. Dylan realises Jethro wants to challenge them. ‘Does anyone think they can do that?’


    A blond kid named Digby Peters optimistically calls out, ‘Yes!’


    Jethro smiles at his confidence. ‘I guess we’ll find out very soon. If you’ve finished, hold up your plane.’


    The planes are all different – some long and thin, others short and wide, some a little bit of everything. Dylan is impressed. Even though they all look different they also look kind of amazing, like the coolest fighter squadron ever.


    Jethro surveys the collection. ‘Wow, there’s some pretty good ones here.’ He points at a couple. ‘Good, nice, interesting, nice, very nice.’


    Dylan’s a little disappointed Jethro didn’t point at his plane.


    ‘Okay, let’s get to it and see who can go the furthest.’ The kids stand and line up across the room as Jethro turns to them, ‘Okay, ready! On the count of three. One...’


    The kids join Jethro’s countdown as they draw back their arms and prepare to throw, ‘Two...three!’


    They launch the paper planes.


    Swoosh. Some twist into the ceiling while others spiral to the floor. Some collide in midair, while others crash into the windows. But one paper plane flies straight and fast and true.


    Dylan’s.


    It shoots towards the end of the hall like a rocket. It passes two other planes that bump wings and flutter to the ground then another that loops around and hits Mr Hickenlooper in the belly.


    Dylan watches his plane, stunned. He can’t believe how well it flies. There’s just one problem. It’s flying too well. In three seconds it’s going to hit the door at the end of the hall and its journey will come to a very abrupt end–


    The door swings open and the young headmistress, Miss Prudence, enters the hall. Dylan’s plane sweeps past her, slices through the doorway and flies onto the verandah.


    Dylan hesitates for a moment, not sure what to do next – then realises he has to know how far it will fly. He sprints after it, and all the other kids follow. Mr Hickenlooper and Jethro are right behind them.


    Dylan makes it out the door first and searches for his plane. Surely it has landed. It couldn’t still be aloft. It couldn’t have flown twenty-five metres, could it?


    Yes, it could.


    The plane glides along the verandah, about two metres off the ground, easily passes the halfway mark and keeps on going. And going. It must have flown thirty metres already.


    Dylan runs as hard as he can, leading his classmates and teachers along the verandah. He tries to catch up, but the plane is too fast.


    They sprint by a classroom to the left as Mr Gale, a science teacher, works at the chalkboard. He hears the heavy rumble of feet on the verandah and with a stunned expression turns to watch the plane, then the group of kids, then two teachers stream past the open doorway.


    Dylan digs deep, runs as fast as he’s ever run. He closes in on the paper plane a little, then a breath of wind pushes it to the right. It flies off the verandah and over the playground. Eyes locked on the plane, Dylan bounds down the verandah’s steps, runs across the playground towards it – and laughs out loud. This is the most fun he’s had in ages. His laugh is infectious and the other kids laugh too.


    The plane is buffeted by another gust of air. It turns hard left and flies between two demountable classrooms, then swoops towards the football oval, which is a dusty beige colour like everything else in town. Dylan follows it as Jethro catches up to him. The student teacher seems to be more excited than anyone else.


    No!


    Dylan sees the plane lose height and swoop towards the chain-link fence that rings the football oval. It looks like its journey is finally about to come to an end.


    A breeze gently lifts the plane up and over the fence.


    Yes!


    Dylan vaults the chain link in one clean jump, then Jethro bounds over as well. A few more kids follow, but Kevin is too short even to try and Zoe Patrick gets stuck halfway over then flips onto the sandy ground with a startled squeal.


    Dylan sprints after his plane. He chases it across the football oval but can’t catch up to the thing. It only seems to increase in speed as it rises into the crystal blue sky. It lifts higher and higher as it reaches the other side of the oval, then soars over the forest of greeny-beige trees beside the school – and disappears from view.


    Dylan stops running, exhausted. He’s disappointed the adventure is over but exhilarated it happened in the first place. He turns and looks back at the school hall from where he stands in the middle of the football oval. His plane flew further than 69.13 metres.


    Much further.


    Did he just break the world record?


    Jethro walks over to him, totally astonished. ‘That was incredible. What’s your name, mate?’


    ‘Dylan Webber.’


    ‘Ever thought about making a career out of this?’


    Dylan looks at him like he’s crazy. ‘Out of what? Making paper aeroplanes?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Jethro nods as if the idea makes absolute sense.


    Dylan takes it in. No, he’s never thought about it, but maybe he will now.

  


  
    [image: ]


    On the bike ride home after school the possibilities swirl through Dylan’s mind.


    Can I make something out of this paper plane thing?


    After all, his plane had flown for what must have been at least a hundred metres. Easy. At lunchtime he looked for it, and found it buried deep within the forest. He was sure he’d broken the world record by a long way until Jethro explained that his throw didn’t count because the world record had to be set indoors, where there was no chance of ‘wind assistance’. Jethro put a pair of air quotes on the term as he said it.


    As Dylan pedals under the railway bridge, constructed from cement that is a very beige colour, he realises that makes sense. His plane had had lots of ‘wind assistance’. A gust of wind had pushed it off the verandah and sent it across the playground, then another had sent it between the classrooms, and a third had helped it over the chain-link fence and lifted it high above the football oval. Of course he also knew that for his plane to be in a situation where the wind could assist it to fly that far meant it must have been a pretty good design in the first place.


    Dylan passes the rusted-out Toyota that sits under a tree in the front garden and rolls up to his house. He can see his dad is back from work because his old Holden ute is parked outside the shed. Cool. He’s excited to tell Jack about his day and the adventure with the paper plane. And yes, the ute is painted beige.


    Dylan quickly parks his BMX and sprints inside. ‘Hey, Dad. Dad! You’ll never guess what!’ Dylan enters the living room, drops his backpack on the table and sees Jack lying on the lounge, just like he was this morning, though at least he’s awake now. Actually make that half-awake. With great effort, Jack pulls himself up to a sitting position. Dylan can’t help but think it’s like he’s operating in slow motion.


    Jack looks at his son. ‘What’s up?’


    Dylan blurts out an enthusiastic recap of the day’s events in one long sentence. ‘So if I can make a paper plane fly twenty-five metres at the state competition on Sunday, then I’ll get a chance to compete in the Aussie championships in Sydney! I think it’ll be a lot of fun. We can practise after school and I already have a pretty good–’


    ‘Sorry, what was that?’ Jack is confused and bleary-eyed.


    Dylan studies his father for a long moment. He’s wearing the same clothes as this morning. ‘Did you go to work today?’


    Jack turns back and looks at the TV, doesn’t answer.


    Dylan steps closer, blocks Jack’s view, stares him in the face. ‘Did. You. Go. To. Work?’


    ‘I just wasn’t feeling, you know...’ Jack trails off, doesn’t meet his eyes.


    Dylan mimics him. ‘I just wasn’t feeling, you know. Really? Come on, Dad. You need to work.’


    Jack nods grimly. ‘I know, mate. I know.’


    Dylan gently takes his father’s face in his hands, stares into his eyes and lightly slaps his cheeks. ‘You gotta lift.’


    Jack grins. He always finds it funny when Dylan is cheeky. He rocks forwards on to his heels, drags himself off the lounge and stands up. ‘Lifted.’


    It’s the first time Dylan’s seen his father smile in a while and it definitely makes him feel better. ‘Well, okay.’


    Jack leans against the lounge. ‘Now, tell me about your paper plane and the twenty-five metres.’


    ‘Okay.’ Excited, Dylan unzips his backpack. ‘So if I can make a plane fly twenty-five metres–’


    ‘Yeah?’


    Dylan pulls his plane out of the backpack with a flourish. It’s wrinkled and bent and looks like a dog has been chewing on it. ‘I might get a chance to compete in the Aussie junior finals.’


    ‘Okay.’ Jack stares at the crinkled plane. ‘Will it?’


    Dylan holds it up. ‘It already did, but it was “wind assisted” and you can’t have that apparently.’ He puts air quotes on ‘wind assisted’. ‘So I’ve gotta do it inside.’


    Jack takes the plane in hand, studies it.


    ‘It looked better before the landing. And it flew further than all the others. Much further.’ Dylan’s surprised by how proud he feels about it.


    ‘Fantastic.’


    ‘Personally, I think it’s the way I fold the paper. You really gotta pinch your fingers together to make a sharp crease.’ He shows his father how to do it as he drags his fingernails down one of the plane’s folds. ‘Whoosh. Like that.’


    ‘How do you know this? The creases and the folding and everything?’


    Dylan looks at Jack and hesitates before he speaks, knows how it might affect his dad. He realises this is one of those moments when he could lie or he could tell the truth. Everyone’s always saying you should tell the truth, but what if the truth makes someone feel bad? Should you tell the truth then? Dylan takes a breath and makes a decision. Surely his father wouldn’t want him to lie, would he?


    ‘Mum taught me.’


    As soon as he says it Dylan sees Jack’s happiness at hearing about his paper plane exploits vanish. It is replaced by a sadness that falls across his face like a dark shadow.


    Straightaway Dylan wishes he had lied, even though he remembers the moment his mother taught him how to make a paper plane like it was yesterday. It was eight years ago and he was sitting under the apple tree in the backyard with her, enjoying the sunny afternoon.


    He remembers his beautiful mother as she folded a sheet of paper while he watched, mesmerised. She made each move with precision, pinching her fingernails together along the crease. ‘The sharper the crease the better it cuts through the air.’


    She then handed the half-made plane to Dylan. It seemed huge in his four-year-old hands. ‘Why don’t you have a go?’


    Dylan tried to crease the paper with his little fingers but couldn’t get it right.


    Cindy gently directed him. ‘Okay, now take this corner and fold it back towards the other. To make sure it’s a crisp fold, pinch your fingers together like this.’


    Dylan watched intently then copied her exactly.


    ‘Then drag your fingernails along the paper.’


    Dylan followed her instructions – and made a perfect fold.


    He could see his mum was impressed. ‘Fantastic. Okay, for the next fold take this corner and pull it back like this.’


    Dylan remembers how Jack watered the garden nearby and watched them with a smile.


    But now Dylan can see the memory has overwhelmed his father. Jack looks into the distance, lost in thought. Mr Hickenlooper calls it the thousand-yard stare when someone does it at school, usually if the class is particularly boring.


    Dylan really wants to make his dad feel better, to cheer him up, to snap him out of his funk, but he doesn’t know how. So instead he changes the subject. ‘What are we having for dinner?’ He moves into the kitchen.


    Jack takes a deep breath and pulls himself together. ‘Dunno. What do you want?’


    ‘Don’t mind.’ Dylan opens a cupboard and looks inside. ‘Ooh, how does this sound for a plan?’ He pulls out a can of spaghetti and holds it up. ‘Your favourite.’


    Jack pulls his mouth into the shape of a grin then kisses his fingers like an Italian chef. ‘Perfecto.’
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    It’s lunchtime at Waleup Primary and the kids are going nuts and bananas in the playground.


    Except for Dylan. He’s with Mr Hickenlooper in the main hall. It has been cleared of all furniture except for one table at the far end.


    Mr Hickenlooper takes big steps as he paces out distances on the floor. ‘Nine, eight, we can’t wait.’ He drops a marker to indicate eight metres. ‘Seven, six, Dylan has tricks.’ He drops another marker to indicate six metres. ‘Five, four, fly through the door.’ He drops another marker to indicate four metres. The markers are lined up all the way to the open door, which is twenty-five metres away from where Dylan stands.


    Dylan studies the door, daunted but confident. That is the distance he needs to reach at the qualifying round. If he can make it, he’ll go to the national junior championships. Beside him on the table is a fresh ream of paper. He rips it open and folds his first plane exactly the same way as he did yesterday.


    Mr Hickenlooper rubs his hands together. ‘Okay, let’s get this party started.’ He turns to Dylan. ‘Ready to rock?’


    Dylan is totally focused as he folds the plane. ‘Rocking is about to commence.’ He turns and steps up to the start line, the folded paper plane in hand. He pulls his arm back then drives it forwards. The plane leaves his fingers, soars into the air and glides across the hall – then drops like a rock and crashes to the carpet.


    It flew a total of four metres.


    Mr Hickenlooper winces. ‘Well, that was kind of embarrassing.’


    Dylan is disappointed but unbowed. ‘Again.’


    He folds a new plane then throws it. It’s even worse than the last one. ‘Again.’


    He folds another plane and throws it. It’s the worst so far. ‘Again.’


    He folds yet another plane. It’s even worse. ‘Again.’


    Mr Hickenlooper grimaces. ‘I can’t tell you how aggravating the “again” thing is–’


    ‘Again.’ Dylan throws another plane. It clangs off the ceiling fan. Then another. It loops back and thumps into Mr Hickenlooper’s belly. Most don’t even fly ten metres, let alone the twenty-five he needs to qualify. He tries throwing two planes at once. He makes different kinds of planes – thin and long, short and fat. He tries again and again and again. He bounces around the hall like a frog in a sock as he tries to get one of the planes to fly twenty-five metres. He even tries a spin launch, like the plane is a discus.


    Nothing works.


    During the practice he notices Kevin watches through the window, but he’s too focused on what he’s doing, which isn’t working out the way he hoped, to give him a second thought.


    The bell rings for end of lunch. Dylan rubs his face, not so much disappointed as stunned by the incompetent display. ‘That totally blew chunks. I mean – totally. I may as well have been throwing bricks.’ He turns to Mr Hickenlooper. ‘Did you see how bad that was? Did you see?’


    ‘I saw. Frightful is the word that springs to mind.’


    Dylan’s head drops to his chest, defeated. ‘How is it possible that I was so good yesterday and so awful today?’


    ‘Hey, kid, chin up.’


    Dylan looks at him. ‘What do I do?’


    ‘You figure it out.’


    Dylan waits for him to say something else but it’s not forthcoming. ‘Figure it out? That’s it? That’s your advice? Shouldn’t you tell me what to do? You’re my teacher.’


    ‘And what I’m teaching you is to use your brain and figure it out.’


    Dylan takes this in with an unhappy nod. He was hoping for a little more than that. He has no idea about what to do next, or even where to start.
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    Back in class Mr Hickenlooper stands at the chalkboard. ‘I’m about to rub out section three. Have you all finished it?’


    As one the class calls out, ‘Yes!’


    ‘Brilliant!’ Mr Hickenlooper continues, as Dylan sketches a plane design in the margin of his exercise book, lost in thought. He’s trying his best to figure out what his plane should look like and, as with most things, he finds that if he writes it down, or in this case draws it, it helps to arrange his thoughts.


    Behind him a chair squeaks on the floor as it’s pushed backwards. Dylan hears a thump, and then another thump. He turns to see what’s going on, though his best bet is that Kevin is about to do something annoying, as he normally does halfway through class, because he’s bored and wants some attention. Dylan can only wonder what it’ll be this time.


    He’s not surprised to see that cheeky monkey Kevin standing on his desk and rolling a piece of paper into a ball. ‘Here’s how I make a piece of paper travel twenty-five metres!’ He leans back and throws the ball straight at Dylan.


    Quick as lightning, Dylan’s hand flies out and catches it. He instantly throws it back. Kevin tries his best to catch it but he’s a bit uncoordinated and ends up batting it away instead. As he does it he overbalances and falls backwards.


    Thwump.


    He thumps to the ground.


    Dylan kind of feels bad but only kind of because Kevin is being both a bully and a pain in the arse.


    The class laughs and Hickenlooper turns from the blackboard, clearly unamused by Kevin’s disruption. ‘Get off the floor, Kevin, and try not to be annoying your whole life. Back on your chair, mate.’


    Dylan watches Kevin sit back at his desk. He seems surprised and annoyed that someone actually stood up to him. Dylan wonders if anyone’s ever done that before.
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    Dylan’s bike skids to a halt outside Waleup Nursing Home. And, yes, the old building is painted beige. Now the place might be old, but it doesn’t hold a candle to the positively ancient people shuffling around inside.


    Dylan parks his bike near what must be the oldest ambulance on the planet and runs inside to find his grandpa. The old boy might be ninety but he’s as sharp as a tack and has plenty of energy. Grandpa is always busy doing something so Dylan isn’t surprised to find he isn’t in his room. Dylan keeps his eyes peeled as he makes his way through the retirement community. The cheeky bugger could be in the pool, the spa or the games room. He’s always partial to a game of ping-pong.


    Of course he’s in none of those places. Dylan finds him emerging from a resident’s room, being bid farewell by an attractive elderly lady. ‘Thank you so much.’


    Grandpa nods. ‘It was my pleasure.’


    The lady gives him a kiss on the cheek and Grandpa turns to leave – and is delighted to see his grandson approach along the corridor. ‘Dylan, my boy!’


    ‘Grandpa!’ Dylan runs to him excitedly. ‘Who’s that lady, Grandpa?’


    Grandpa plays it off. ‘Oh, she’s an old friend. I was just helping her out.’


    Dylan takes this in. ‘You must have done a great job, ’cause she looks very happy.’


    Grandpa grins. ‘Well, it’s important to have pride in your work.’


    Together they set off down the corridor and Dylan explains his predicament. ‘So my plane flew over fifty metres the first time but then it didn’t get anywhere close to that the next time.’


    Grandpa listens. ‘Now what is this for exactly?’


    ‘I need to hit twenty-five metres if I want to qualify for the finals in Sydney. You were a pilot. Do you have any ideas?’


    Grandpa thinks about it. He actually flew in the Second World War. ‘Perhaps we can fashion some kind of small engine and fit it to the airframe?’


    ‘We’re not allowed to do that, Grandpa.’


    Grandpa whispers, ‘We could make it very small so no one would know.’


    And Dylan whispers back, ‘I believe they call that cheating. And why are you whispering?’


    Grandpa whispers again, ‘I don’t know, ’cause it’s just as loud as my normal voice.’


    They share a grin. Dylan really does enjoy the old fossil’s sense of humour. ‘I need to come up with a way to get my engine-less plane twenty-five metres.’


    ‘I only ever flew powered aircraft so I don’t know a great deal about gliders. Guess there’s only one thing for it.’ Grandpa musses Dylan’s hair. ‘You’ll have to put your thinking cap on.’


    Dylan grimaces. ‘That’s what my teacher said.’


    ‘Sounds like a smart person.’


    They stop outside a room and Grandpa knocks on the door lightly. ‘This is me then.’


    Another elderly lady answers the door with a wide smile. ‘Hello, there.’


    Dylan watches. ‘So you’re going to help her out as well?’


    Grandpa nods.


    ‘You’re so generous with your time.’


    ‘It’s a burden but somebody has to do it.’


    ‘Don’t wear yourself out, Grandpa.’


    ‘I’ll be fine.’ He turns to Dylan. ‘Anyway, thanks for dropping by, kiddo.’ Then Grandpa steps through the doorway and is gone.


    Dylan watches proudly. He loves how Grandpa is always thinking about other people.
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    At home that night Dylan sits at the rickety old desk in his room. It’s not a big room, but for some reason has a very high ceiling. He opens the brand-new exercise book Mr Hickenlooper gave him and writes ‘How To Make A Paper Plane’ on the first page. This is where he’s going to note down everything he learns about making paper planes. It will be his handbook, his manual his...bible, except not in a religious way.


    He spends the next half an hour folding pieces of paper into various planes, trying different shapes and styles as he goes, then noting down what he learns. The thing he does realise is that the more planes he folds, the better he gets at it. He’s heard Mr Hickenlooper say it lots of times in class but now he actually understands what he meant: practice does make perfect.


    Through the open window he notices Jack sitting on the wooden verandah and staring into the clear evening sky. Dylan studies his father, knows that he’s thinking about his mum, knows that’s why he’s feeling sad, why he’s been feeling sad for so long. Dylan wishes there was a way to make him feel better, or at least distract him from feeling sad, even if it’s only for a little while. He hopes that doing this paper plane thing together might be the way.


    Dylan pops his head out the window. ‘You gonna hit the sack, Dad? It’s pretty late.’


    Jack looks over at him but his eyes seem distant. ‘Not yet, but I won’t be long.’


    ‘Okay.’


    Jack makes an effort to smile. ‘’Night, little fella.’


    Dylan wants to say more, wants to say he misses his mum too, wishes she was here, but he knows that just mentioning it would make his dad feel worse, like the other day, and that’s the last thing he wants to do. So instead he says, ‘’Night, Dad.’


    Sound asleep in his bed, Dylan dreams of his mother, like he does so often. She spins him around and around, the sun glistening off her hair, her face smiling down at him–


    ‘Wake up!’ A hand shakes Dylan. ‘Wake up!’
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    I’ve had an idea.


    Suddenly awake, Dylan’s eyes spring open and focus on Jack. ‘What?! Is there an emergency?!’


    ‘No, no, no. Well, maybe you could call it an idea emergency.’


    ‘I don’t think that’s a real thing, Dad.’


    ‘Either way I’ve had one so I need to show you something. Come on.’


    Confused, Dylan rolls out of bed and follows Jack out of the room.


    In the kitchen Dylan pours himself a glass of milk as Jack digs through a cardboard box. There are dozens of old videotapes inside, all labelled. AFL Grand Finals, Rugby League State of Origin games, Soccer World Cup qualifiers, Bathurst 1000 races and lots of cricket matches, tests and one-day games. Pretty much every great Aussie sporting event imaginable is in the box.


    Dylan takes them in as he sips the milk. ‘You know I can transfer those to DVD or a flash drive if you want.’


    Jack grins as he continues to search. ‘Wanna drag me into the twenty-first century, huh?’


    ‘Or the twentieth.’


    ‘Yes! Here it is!’ Jack holds up a tape victoriously.


    Dylan smiles and sits on the lounge. It’s the most animated and lively he’s seen his dad for a while and he’s happy about that.


    Jack slides the tape into the old VHS player and hits play. The machine whirrs and clunks and shudders to life. It must be at least twenty years old.


    The television screen flickers then the 1983 America’s Cup Final plays, starring the elegant white yacht Australia II. After a tacking duel with another yacht called Liberty, Australia II crosses the finish line to win the sailing race. People cheer and the commentator is ecstatic, ‘Australia II picked up an amazing one minute and eighteen seconds and with that slid into the lead with one leg to sail.’


    Jack watches it proudly. ‘It’s the greatest moment in our sporting history. It was the first time we won the America’s Cup.’


    Dylan takes it in. ‘Great. Fantastic.’ He wants to be as enthusiastic as his dad but he has no idea where this is heading.


    Jack points at the television. ‘Look – look at this, mate.’


    Dylan watches the image on the TV as it cuts to a shot of a yacht lifted out of the water to reveal its unique keel. The commentator’s voice can be heard again, ‘Australia II’s speed is attributed to this extraordinary piece of engineering.’ The television shows a close-up shot of the boat’s blue and white keel.


    ‘There.’ Jack points at it then turns to Dylan. ‘You see it had a winged keel, which they kept secret. A keel is the long bit under the boat that pokes deep into the water and keeps it from tipping over. Ben Lexcen, the bloke who designed Australia II, understood how boats travel through water better than anyone else.’ Dylan watches his dad get lost in the story. ‘Keels used to be like this.’ Jack puts his hands together so it looks like he’s praying. ‘But Lexcen made his like this.’ Jack splits his hands apart into a V-shape. It made the Australia II faster than all the other boats.’


    Jack picks up a paper plane from the table and fires it across the room to Dylan who catches it. ‘So what’s your winged keel? What’s the thing that makes your plane special?’


    The boy thinks about it then shrugs. ‘I don’t know.’


    ‘Then you better find it.’


    Dylan is dismayed. ‘That’s what everyone says. Mr Hickenlooper, Grandpa and now you.’


    ‘Okay, well, I can give you some advice.’


    Dylan leans forwards expectantly. ‘Yeah?’


    Jack takes a moment then lays it on him, ‘Study everything that flies.’


    Dylan continues to lean forwards expectantly, then realises there’s nothing more to come. ‘That’s it? That’s the advice?’


    Jack nods. ‘That’s the advice.’


    ‘Could it be any more vague?’


    ‘Think of it as an adventure.’


    Dylan grabs onto the idea. ‘It’d be cool if we could do it together.’


    Jack looks away, starts to pack the videos back into the box. ‘Mate, you’ll be fine.’


    Dylan looks at him and realises it’s not going to happen. It’s not something his dad can give him now.


    ‘It’s late, mate. You should probably hit the sack.’


    ‘Okay.’ Dylan gets up and moves to his bedroom, disappointed but also a little inspired.


    Jack watches him go. ‘You know, amongst all of Grandpa’s stuff in the shed there are some old toys. Maybe some of them can fly.’


    Dylan nods. ‘I’ll check it out.’


    ‘Hey, remember...’


    Dylan looks back at Jack, who makes the winged keel V-shape with his hands.


    ‘Thanks, Dad.’
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    Dylan pulls the heavy door open and stands at the entrance of the shed, takes in its contents through the dust that floats in rays of sunlight. The giant space makes him feel very small. He steps inside anyway.


    It is filled with all kinds of stuff, from old refrigerators to even older car engines and everything in between. Dusty books and broken televisions, CDs and vinyl records and even a couple of ancient computers. Years of a life packed away and all but forgotten. Dylan rummages through it.


    Covered in dust and cobwebs, he finds a pair of old men’s shoes. He studies them, then throws them on the large pile of shoes he found earlier. Then something glints on the other side of the shed and catches his eye. He moves to it, clears away yet more old shoes and finds a big old trunk with shiny brass buckles. He flicks open the locks and raises the lid expectantly.


    ‘Oh, come on!’ He pulls out more old shoes, then his face lights up. ‘Oh, baby. The mother lode.’ Underneath the shoes are heaps of old flying toys.


    Dylan lays out all the toys in his front garden. There’s a wooden glider, a remote-controlled plane, a World War II-era petrol-engine biplane, a water-launched jet, a Meccano helicopter and a large rocket. It’s an extraordinary collection. Dylan studies them and searches for his winged keel.


    One by one he launches the first four aircraft into the sky. It’s like the history of flight as told through old toys. Dylan looks at all the toys strewn across the grass. He glances at his notebook but doesn’t think he’s learnt anything interesting enough to write down yet so he turns to the large red rocket and picks it up. It’s almost as tall as he is. He studies it for a moment then attempts to set it up for a launch. Unfortunately he’s not sure how to do it because there are no instructions.


    A voice echoes behind him. ‘Having fun playing with your little toys?’


    Who is that?


    Dylan turns to find out.


    Kevin.


    Oh, great.


    His classmate leisurely strolls across the grass towards him.


    What does he want?


    ‘I’m not playing, Einstein. It’s research.’


    Kevin takes in the large red rocket in Dylan’s hand. ‘That’s research?’


    ‘Didn’t I just say that?’


    They stare at each other, then Dylan breaks the silence. ‘So are we gonna have a problem or can I get back to work?’


    ‘Chill out, man. You got a lot of attitude for someone so short.’


    ‘Mate, I’m like a foot taller than you.’


    Kevin seems genuinely surprised to realise that’s true, then nods at the rocket in Dylan’s hand. ‘My dad used to have one of those. I know how to launch it.’


    That’s unexpected. Dylan thought he was going to have to fight Kevin but now he sees an opportunity. He looks at the rocket he has no idea how to launch, then at this guy who can be a bit of a bully, then back at the rocket again.


    Can I trust him or not?


    A moment passes – then Dylan holds the rocket out to Kevin. ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ Dylan decides to trust him. He hopes it works because he doesn’t have the foggiest idea how to launch the rocket and certainly doesn’t want to fight the guy. Kevin might be a lot shorter than Dylan but he has a bit of a weight advantage.


    Kevin hesitates then steps forwards and takes the rocket in hand. He expertly sets it up for launch, his little sausage fingers showing surprising dexterity. He positions the rocket on the ground but the fragile tail wing snaps off. ‘Oops. Sorry. It’s really old, eh?’


    Dylan’s not that concerned. ‘That’s all right. Let’s give it a whirl anyway.’


    Kevin nods and makes sure the rocket is stable. ‘Okay, we better stand back.’


    They quickly move about ten metres away and Dylan hands the remote trigger to Kevin. Surprised, Kevin takes it with a pleased nod and presses the button.


    Boom. The rocket blasts off and hisses skywards. The boys watch it go, amazed.


    Dylan is extremely impressed. ‘That is sooo coool.’


    Kevin agrees. ‘Awesome.’


    The rocket leaves a spectacular white vapour trail as it shoots towards the heavens.


    ‘So what happens now?’


    Kevin watches it and shakes his head. ‘I...don’t...know.’


    The rocket’s engine coughs and splutters and flames out. The rocket stops climbing and hangs in the air for what seems like forever, then flips over and tumbles to the ground. The boys watch, disappointed.


    Boom. The engine relights – and the rocket thunders directly towards them.


    Fast.


    Dylan studies it. ‘Is it coming back?’


    Kevin nods. ‘Ummm, I think it might be.’


    The rocket hisses straight at them.


    Dylan backs away from it. ‘We should move.’


    And Kevin agrees. ‘I think you’re right.’


    They turn and run. The trouble is Kevin isn’t the world’s fastest boy and Dylan doesn’t want to leave him behind. He glances back at the rocket, shocked by how close it is. ‘Break left! Break left!’ They both change course – and the rocket follows!


    Kevin is clearly not happy about that. ‘Oh, come on!’


    And neither is Dylan. ‘Make for the house!’


    They jink right and sprint towards Dylan’s house –and the rocket changes direction again!


    Dylan glances at Kevin and sees he’s so scared that he’s almost crying. ‘It’s hunting us!’


    Dylan agrees. ‘I’m starting to think this wasn’t such a great idea!’


    The rocket is right behind them and closes fast.


    Dylan shouts over its hissing engine, ‘Dive!’


    They crash to the grass as the rocket thunders overhead with only centimetres to spare. It flies on, passes through the open door of Dylan’s house, hisses over his father who sleeps on the lounge, then heads outside through the back door, just misses the apple tree, then quickly gains altitude.


    Kevin looks up, relieved. ‘It doesn’t get much closer than that.’


    Thwump. The rocket slams into the ground right behind the boys, its nose poked deep into the earth – then one of the other tail fins drops off.


    Kevin taks a moment to gather himself, then turns to Dylan. ‘Sorry about, you know, making fun of your lame phone and throwing the paper at you – and calling your phone lame just then.’


    Dylan nods an acceptance. ‘It’s okay. Just don’t be a bully. I can’t stand bullies.’ He thinks about it. ‘Bullies and getting needles.’


    Dylan studies Kevin. Sure, he’s a bit of a loudmouth and can be a shocking show-off and he had been a bully at times, but he apologised so that was nice.


    Dylan’s mother used to say everyone deserves a second chance, so he extends a hand to Kevin. ‘Mates?’


    Kevin grins, then shakes it. ‘Mates.’ He stops and seems to ponder the word. ‘I’ve never had one of those before.’
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    In his notebook Dylan draws a picture of an out-of-control rocket following two running kids, one tall and one not, then circles the rocket’s broken tail fin and writes his first note:
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    Dylan enters the living room, looking for his dad. Jack’s not on the lounge watching television, and Dylan can’t help but think it’s a good sign. He finds him in the laundry hanging up wet clothes. Dylan launches a paper plane across the room and hits him on the back. Jack turns to him with a smile. Another good sign.


    ‘Just a heads-up, Dad. We gotta get going pretty early to make it to the state comp tomorrow morning. We need to be outta here by seven-thirty.’ Dylan makes a going gesture with his thumb as he says it.


    Jack nods and continues hanging up the wet clothes. ‘I’m there.’


    Dylan looks at him, not at all convinced he will actually wake up in time. ‘Yeah?’


    Jack sees that he’s unsure and nods decisively. ‘Mate, I’m there.’


    ‘Okay then.’ Dylan nods and walks back to his room. He really really wants to believe him. Really.
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    It’s 7.30 in the morning.


    Jack lies on the lounge. He’s sound asleep. Again the television has been left on all night.


    Dylan is dressed and ready to go. He shakes his father. ‘Come on, Dad! Wake up! COCK-A-DOODLE-DOO! We have to go! Really!’


    Jack mumbles something but doesn’t budge. Dylan keeps at it but it doesn’t work. Jack is not getting up.


    Dylan looks at his watch. It’s 7.31. He needs to leave now otherwise he will be late. He devised a backup plan in case this happened, and that is to take the bus to the competition, which is being held in a town about an hour away. Unfortunately the bus he has to catch is a three-kilometre bike ride away–


    ‘Oh no!’ He realises he doesn’t have any money for the bus fare.


    He sees Jack’s wallet in the back pocket of his trackpants. He takes a moment then makes a decision. He reaches into the pocket – just as his father rolls over. ‘Hey! What the?’ Now Dylan’s hand is trapped under Jack. He tries to pull free but it won’t budge. ‘Seriously?!’ He checks his watch and shakes his head. ‘You’ve gotta be kidding me.’


    His father moves and Dylan manages to slide his hand free, which now holds the wallet. He opens it and sees a solitary ten-dollar note. He needs to take the note so he can pay for the bus, but he knows that’s stealing. And he doesn’t feel good about it. At all. He hesitates then realises that if he waits any longer, he’ll miss the bus anyway. He slips the tenner out, puts the wallet back then runs out of the house. He wants to get away from the scene of the crime as quickly as possible.


    
      [image: ]

    


    Dylan pedals his bike across the beige countryside as fast as he can. He has no time to waste today. He’s just lucky the dead tree is on the way to the bus stop. He sees it, then looks up and searches for Clive in the sky high above. Where is that bird?


    There!


    ‘Sorry, Clive. No time to hang out today!’ He skids to a halt and tosses a rasher of bacon. It loops through the air – and lands perfectly on the branch. ‘See ya later, mate!’ He pushes off and pedals hard.


    Twenty minutes later, Dylan slides to a stop as the bus pulls up. He just made it in time. He quickly loads his bike inside, with the help of the driver, then takes a seat.


    As the bus drives he stares out the window at the beige countryside and tries to get his head into the zone for the competition. He thinks about the kind of plane he will fold and how his throw needs to be both smooth and powerful, then his mind wanders to what it will be like when he gets to the venue and he wonders how many other kids will be competing.
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    ‘Woah.’


    There must be, literally, a hundred kids there. Astonished, Dylan looks out the window as the bus pulls up beside the old railway yard where the competition is being held. He’s surprised he’s already here. He must have been daydreaming big-time because the bus trip whipped by.


    Dylan steps out of the bus, parks his bike and joins a long queue of kids waiting to register. There are so many he still can’t quite believe it. He suddenly feels nervous. This will be a lot more difficult than he imagined.


    In front of him is a slightly older boy who is quite a bit taller. He is accompanied by his well-dressed father, whom Dylan thinks he recognises. He’s pretty sure the man is a famous golfer or something. Either way Dylan can’t help but overhear their conversation.
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    Jason takes in the venue like a prince surveying the land he will one day rule then turns to his father. ‘Did you know that when Muhammad Ali was my age he’d already started boxing? He caught someone stealing his bike and wanted to learn how to beat him up.’


    Patrick looks at his son. ‘Well I don’t know how throwing paper planes is going to stop anyone stealing your bike, mate.’


    For someone so successful, Jason is constantly surprised that his father doesn’t seem to understand the most basic stuff. ‘You’re missing the point, Patrick–’


    ‘Would you stop calling me that? I’m your father.’


    ‘The point is he had to start somewhere. And my road to becoming a champion starts here. Today. This is my Ali moment.’


    ‘You realise he ended up with Parkinson’s disease, unable to walk or talk, right? I don’t think the Muhammad Ali story is making the point you want it to. And being a champion shouldn’t be the goal.’


    Jason is not convinced. ‘So what are you saying? It doesn’t matter if I win or lose?’


    Patrick looks at his son. ‘What I’m saying is it’s how you play the game that counts.’


    Jason shakes his head. ‘The only people who say that are the ones who’ve already lost. Winners celebrate winning.’


    ‘Except when they can’t talk. That makes the victory speech a bit difficult.’


    Jason rolls his eyes at yet another lame comment from his father then steps up to the registration desk and speaks to the lady sitting behind it. ‘I’m Jason Jones.’
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    Dylan takes in Jason and Patrick’s banter then turns and looks at the long queue behind him. Every kid is accompanied by a parent. Every single one. He draws in a breath and wishes he wasn’t on his own, then remembers that feeling sorry for himself isn’t going to make his plane fly twenty-five metres so he better toughen up, get his game face on and decide what he’s going to fold today.


    Once registered, he’s ushered to the far end of the railway yard where the kids are divided into groups then handed a fresh piece of A4 paper and told to fold their planes. Dylan and Jason are in the third group.


    Dylan folds the paper into a very basic, classic design. Once it’s completed he turns and takes a quick squiz at Jason’s plane. It has several origami-like folds, the paper becoming a tough-looking fighter jet with stubby wings.


    The first group of ten kids is positioned at the start line. The starter drops the flag and the group sends their planes into the air – then into the ground. None even come close to the twenty-five-metre qualifying signpost. Another signpost much further in the distance is marked 69.13 metres. It’s the world record.


    Dylan feels a light breeze blow across the railway yard. He watches the next group launch their planes. They all steer off course to the right. He looks at his plane and improvises, folding the end up so it now has a tail fin, just like the one that broke off the red rocket. Hopefully it will keep his plane on course. He turns and watches Jason take out a red marker and draw two eyes on his plane. It makes it look scary.


    Now it’s the third group’s turn. Dylan steps up to the starting line, Jason beside him. Dylan feels nervous anticipation. It’s really quite intense, like he has a thousand butterflies in his stomach, but then the starter raises the flag so he pushes it from his mind and concentrates on doing the best job he can.


    The starter drops the flag and the kids launch their planes.


    Most immediately tumble to the ground. A couple collide. But Dylan’s and Jason’s planes slice through the air like laser-guided missiles.


    Swoosh. Side by side, both planes pass fifteen metres and shoot towards the qualifying mark. They’re the only ones still in it.


    Dylan holds his breath, wills his plane onwards. ‘Please-baby-please-baby-please.’


    The twenty-five-metre mark approaches.


    Jason’s plane flies strongly – but Dylan’s plane is right with it. Then they both lose altitude and drop fast – and hit the ground centimetres before the thirty-metre mark. Jason’s plane is ahead of Dylan’s. Just.


    Dylan’s qualified for the national championships! And so has Jason. Dylan is quietly chuffed but Jason pumps his fist like he’s won Olympic gold.


    He turns and takes in Dylan with competitive curiosity, then approaches him with an outstretched hand. ‘I’m Jason. What’s your name?’


    ‘Dylan.’


    They shake. Jason’s grip is powerful, but Dylan squeezes back equally hard. It’s a momentary battle of wills until they release.


    Jason sizes him up for a moment, then walks on. ‘Okay, gotta bounce. See ya.’


    Dylan watches him go and can’t help but think he just met his main competition.
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    On the other side of the railway Patrick finds Jason. ‘That was great, mate.’


    But Jason is never really satisfied and always wants more. ‘Yeah, I guess.’


    They walk on as a young kid approaches Patrick. He’s clearly embarrassed. ‘Excuse me, Mr Jones. My dad is too shy to ask for a photo with you so he told me I had to do it.’ The embarrassed kid gestures to his nervous dad who hangs back.


    Patrick grins. ‘That’s fine, mate. Happy to oblige. What’s your name?’


    ‘Bernie.’


    ‘Well, Bernie, give your camera to Jase and he’ll take it.’ The kid passes his phone to Jason, and Patrick gestures to Bernie’s nervous dad. ‘Come on, Daddio!’


    Bernie’s nervous dad doesn’t need to be asked twice. Delighted, he springs forwards and huddles with his son and Patrick for the shot. He turns from being Nervous Dad to Overexcited Dad in a flash. ‘That putt you sunk to win the British Open, I thought...it...I mean – it was just...’ He trails off, so overwhelmed to be in Patrick’s presence he loses the power of speech.


    ‘It sure was.’ Patrick shoots him a smile and puts a friendly arm around him.


    Snap. Jason takes the photo, passes the phone back to Bernie then grins at his father. ‘See? Winners celebrate winning, even twenty years later.’


    Patrick shakes his head. ‘You’re missing the point, mate.’


    Jason studies his father, totally unconvinced. ‘Am I, Patrick? Am I?’
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    It’s early afternoon as Dylan rides across the beige field. He pedals past the dead tree and is happy to see Clive has found and eaten the rasher of bacon he left on the branch this morning. He loves that the bird is so reliable. He’s always there and always hungry.


    Dylan cycles on and wonders what it will be like when he gets home and sees his dad. He doesn’t have to wait long. Five minutes later he parks his bike near the front door and walks into the house.


    The television is on, showing an AFL game, but Jack sits at the kitchen table and is obviously furious.


    Dylan ignores him and walks straight past.


    ‘Where have you been?’


    Dylan stops by the door to his bedroom and turns to his father. ‘The paper plane competition.’


    ‘The what?’


    Dylan is stunned. ‘Are you kidding me? The paper plane competition. It was today. We talked about it last night. I tried to wake you but you were dead to the world so I had to catch the bus.’


    Jack only now remembers. Dylan points at the television. ‘Maybe you would’ve remembered if I’d recorded it on one of those old videos you’re always watching.’


    Dylan can see Jack feels bad about forgetting, but not bad enough to apologise. Instead he changes tack. ‘You took money from my wallet.’


    ‘Yeah, to buy a bus ticket. How else was I going to get there?’


    ‘You’re grounded.’ Jack stands and takes a dirty dish over to the sink.


    ‘I did it ’cause you wouldn’t wake up!’


    ‘For two weeks.’ Jack washes the dish, doesn’t look at Dylan.


    Dylan takes a deep breath and glares at Jack, furious at the injustice of the punishment. His father still doesn’t meet his eyes, just stares out the window in front of the sink. So Dylan pulls a letter from his pocket. ‘I made it through to the finals, if you’re interested.’ He slaps it down on to the kitchen table. ‘They’re next week in Sydney.’ He turns and strides into his room – then slams the door so hard the whole house shakes.
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    At school Dylan tries not to think about being grounded. What annoys him the most, apart from the injustice of it, is that he’s going to miss the opportunity of competing at the national championships. Of course his father could change his mind, but there’s no guarantee that’ll happen. Jack can be pretty stubborn. The only thing Dylan can think to do is to keep learning about, and practise making, paper planes so next year he’ll be even better at it than this year. So that’s what he does. Whenever he has a spare moment he doodles a new design in his notebook.


    As he leaves school at the end of the day he’s happy but surprised to discover his grandfather waiting under the tree in the playground. ‘Grandpa!’


    ‘Kiddo!’ He’s dressed in a blue military uniform with a row of medals on it and wears a pair of really cool aviator sunglasses.


    ‘What are you doing here?’


    Grandpa takes Dylan by the arm. ‘Been thinking about this plane of yours. There’s a lot to show you.’


    Dylan looks around to see if there’s anyone with him. ‘How did you get out of the nursing home?’


    ‘Get out? I’m not a prisoner of war, boy.’


    ‘Actually I’m pretty sure you need written permission to leave.’


    Grandpa waves it off. ‘That’s just red tape.’ He leads his grandson away from the school.


    Dylan stops dead when he sees the ancient ambulance parked on the road nearby. ‘Hey!’ Dylan looks at his grandad, stunned. ‘Grandpa, did you “borrow” that ambulance?’


    Grandpa looks at him and whispers, ‘I prefer “stole”. Now do you want to drive or should I?’
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    The ambulance races along the beige road and kicks up a rooster tail of dust.


    Grandpa drives. ‘This is the way to travel, hey, kiddo?’


    Dylan holds on for dear life but has a grin from ear to ear. He’s enjoying himself, in spite of the fact the police could already have put out an all points bulletin on this stolen vehicle.


    ‘Let’s have a bit of excitement!’ Grandpa leans forwards and presses two buttons. The siren blares and the lights on top of the ambulance start to flash. He laughs. ‘We should do this more often.’


    Dylan nods. He just loves hanging out with Grandpa, even though he thinks they should probably kill the siren because it may alert the police to their whereabouts.


    The ambulance pulls up at a big old aircraft hanger beside the town’s airport. On the side is painted a sign. AIR MUSEUM – OPEN WEEKENDS


    Grandpa steps out of the ambulance, looks around and moves stealthily to the back of the hanger. ‘Come on!’


    Dylan follows, confused. They reach the rear door and Grandpa draws a screwdriver from his pocket and goes to work on the latch.


    Dylan takes in what he’s doing. ‘Grandpa, how many laws have you broken today?’


    ‘Three.’ Click. He unlocks the latch. ‘Four.’ Grandpa grins and pushes the door open. ‘Come on.’


    Dylan reluctantly follows his grandfather inside – and takes in the most incredible collection of planes, all lit by shafts of daylight that steal in through the windows above. He’s never seen anything like it. Parked on the ground and hanging from the roof are jet fighters, early propeller planes, a Vietnam War-era helicopter, and in pride of place, a two-man World War II fighter. He’s giddy with excitement. They are, quite simply, the coolest things he has ever seen.


    Grandpa spies the two-man fighter and his face lights up. ‘I was hoping it was still here.’ He steps onto the rear of its wing and climbs towards the cockpit. ‘Come on, son.’ He reaches into his back pocket, pulls out an old leather flying cap and tosses it to Dylan. ‘Put this on.’


    Dylan studies the cap and immediately knows he’ll look ridiculous with it on his head. ‘I’m too old for this, Pa.’


    ‘Quite the contrary – I’m too old for this. Now put it on.’


    ‘But when they come and arrest us I don’t want to look like an idiot.’


    ‘Just put it on and get up here.’


    Dylan sighs. Whatever makes the old bloke happy. He pulls on the cap, climbs onto the wing then scrambles into the cockpit and takes the seat behind Grandpa.


    ‘Buckle up, kiddo. This is going to be one hell of a flight.’


    Dylan does as he’s told as the old man works the controls and describes what’s happening, ‘Here we go. The engine ignites. We’re racing down a small runway on a remote island in the Pacific – and we lift off!’


    Grandpa pulls back on the control stick and the fighter plane ascends. He looks down through the window. ‘See that! The allied battleships are in port.’


    Dylan smiles, warms to the game and lets his imagination run free. He looks down too – but instead of seeing the floor of the hanger he sees a small island with battleships docked in port.


    ‘The clouds, keep the canopy open and feel the clouds!’


    Dylan looks up but instead of seeing a ceiling there’s a layer of clouds. The plane surges towards it – then bursts through the other side.


    ‘First lesson is how to use the flaps on the wings. Look out the canopy.’


    Dylan watches Grandpa move the control stick and ease the flaps back so that the plane tilts up at a steeper and steeper angle until it’s almost vertical – then more than vertical! The plane pulls a loop!


    Dylan is delighted. ‘Yeeeee-ha!’


    ‘Twelve o’clock. Enemy fighters!’ The plane banks away with two enemy fighters in pursuit. They fire bullets. Bam bam bam.


    ‘Hold on!’ Grandpa banks hard, tips the plane into a spiralling dive and descends fast.


    Dylan glances over his shoulder, sees the enemy fighters curl back towards them. ‘They’re on us, Grandpa!’


    The plane slams into the clouds, concealed for a moment, then punches through into blue sky. Enemy fighters swoop in from above, guns blazing.


    Bam bam bam thud thud thud. Bullets strafe the fuselage in a dozen places.


    ‘We’re hit!’ Flames spew out the back of the plane. Grandpa slumps on the controls. ‘That’s it – I’m done for...’


    The plane noses downwards and begins a steep descent towards the ocean below.


    There’s only one thing to do. Dylan seizes the control stick in front of him and pulls back on it exactly the way Grandpa did. ‘Come on!’ He pulls and pulls on the stick.


    The flaps move down and shape the air. The plane’s nose eases up – and it levels out just before it hits the ocean. Dylan is thrilled. ‘I saved us, Grandpa! I saved us!’


    Grandpa looks back at his grandson and gives him the thumbs up. ‘You did, kiddo. You did! Well done!’


    To their right the museum’s front door creaks open and two large police officers step inside. They don’t look happy.


    They stare at the plane as an embarrassed Dylan pulls off his leather flying cap. The older of the two cops exhales then turns and looks at Grandpa. ‘Hello, George.’ He doesn’t seem at all surprised to see the old bloke.
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    The Police Landcruiser pulls up outside Dylan’s house.


    ‘I think you need a tail fin.’ In the back seat Dylan folds the end of a paper plane back in on itself and makes a fin. ‘Try this.’ He passes it to the young police officer who steps out of the Landcruiser and launches the plane. It soars into the garden. The officer grins and runs after it. ‘Fantastic tip.’


    Dylan turns to Grandpa in the front passenger seat. ‘Thanks for today. It was great fun being arrested with you.’


    ‘Cautioned, not arrested, cautioned.’


    ‘You really do rock for someone so old. The flying was excellent.’


    Grandpa nods. ‘I’ve always found it’s so much better with a copilot.’ They share a grin, then Dylan opens the door, grabs his bike and pulls it out after him. Grandpa watches him go. ‘See you on the flip side, kiddo.’


    ‘Not if I see you first.’


    The Landcruiser pulls away as Dylan rolls his bike towards the house. He parks it and sees his dad pacing around the overgrown backyard. He’s in a world of his own. After the fun and excitement of the afternoon with Grandpa, seeing his dad like this brings Dylan back to earth with a thump.
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    Lying in bed, Dylan opens his notebook and writes down his latest discovery.
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    Later that night he dreams of playing in the back garden with his mum and dad. The sprinkler is on and they are all getting wet, but then that’s the point because it’s a boiling hot summer’s day. His dad splashes him and his mum as she swings him around under the apple tree–


    ‘Dylan! Wake uuuuup!’


    Dylan wakes with a start.


    Did someone just shout my name?


    ‘Wake up, Dylan! I know you’re in there!’


    The yelling comes from the backyard, but who on earth is it? Dylan slowly pulls himself out of bed and rubs the sleep from his eyes.


    ‘Come on, Dylan. Get out here with your clothes on!’


    Dylan pulls on some clothes, curious to know who would be screaming at the top of their lungs so early in the morning. He glances at the clock on his bedside table. It’s only seven in the morning.


    ‘Dylllllllaaaaaaannnn! Get out of your stinking bed!’


    The voice seems to be coming from the backyard. Dylan crosses his room, opens the door, threads his way through the house, opens the back door and steps outside to see who it is.


    Kevin.


    Of course it is. He’s perched on top of the old rusting caravan that sits in the backyard. Bleary-eyed, Dylan looks at him like he’s a crazy person. ‘What are you doing?’


    ‘I’m helping you practise for Sydney.’ He shows Dylan a number of paper planes he has already folded.


    Dylan is, to say the least, surprised.


    ‘I’m being supportive. That’s what mates do.’


    ‘Oh, okay.’ Dylan guesses that is what mates do. ‘Thanks, man.’


    ‘Now get your skinny arse up here.’


    Dylan doesn’t have to be asked twice. He climbs the ladder and joins his buddy on top of the old caravan. He doesn’t have the heart to tell Kevin that he’s not sure he’s even going to Sydney. It’s a bit upsetting so he doesn’t want to think about it let alone talk about it.


    Kevin passes Dylan a piece of A4 paper. He uses everything he’s learnt so far and makes a plane. He pinches his nails along the folds to make the creases sharp and aerodynamic like his mum taught him, then carefully folds a tail into the back of the plane to give it stability like he learnt when he and Kevin escaped the rocket and became mates, then builds flaps into the wings like the ones on the war plane that saved him and Grandpa from the enemy fighters. He then turns to Kevin and holds up the plane. ‘Ready?’


    Kevin nods. ‘The suspense is killing me.’


    Dylan launches the plane. It flies but not well enough. ‘Well, that blew chunks.’


    Kevin passes him another piece of paper. ‘Then do it again.’


    Dylan nods and does it again.


    Kevin watches. ‘Talking about things that fly, did you know that ducks have three eyelids?’


    Dylan can’t help but laugh at the random piece of information. ‘I did not.’


    ‘Well, they do. I like to think of it as a miracle of nature.’
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    The two boys make and throw planes for hours. By the time they run out of paper at least two hundred planes litter the backyard. It looks like it’s been snowing.


    Dylan folds a plane with the last piece of paper.It is the best-looking one so far and yet again he can’t help but think that practice makes perfect. He feels its weight, pulls his arm back and launches it.


    It rockets across the yard, soars over a bunch of trees then flies out over the street. They watch it go and go and go. They glance at each other then slide down the ladder and take off after it. Eyes locked on the plane, Dylan sprints hard. In spite of his frequent trips to the pie shop and the fact he’s not exactly nimble, Kevin does his best to keep up. He points at it, amazed. ‘Excuse me, stewardess, is there a movie on this flight?’


    They laugh and run on as the plane gradually loses altitude, then lands on the dusty beige roadway. It must have flown a hundred metres, though, of course, it was wind assisted. Either way, it’s a huge improvement over Dylan’s first throw that day. And he’s happy with it. ‘That was okay.’


    Kevin nods happily. ‘My work here is done.’


    ‘Thanks, man.’


    ‘Any time.’


    They amble back to the house and pick up the paper planes spread across the backyard. Dylan notices his father at the back door of the house and their eyes meet. They haven’t spoken properly since their argument. Dylan’s no longer angry about being grounded and missing out on Sydney. And he’s not angry his father forgot about the competition either. He knows he didn’t mean to forget. He never forgot before, when he was happy. Dylan wonders what he can do to make him happy again, make him want to spend time with him.


    After a moment Jack turns and moves back into the house. Dylan watches him go, then continues to pick up the planes.
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    The sun has set and Kevin, who is almost as gassy as that particular star, has gone home. Dylan sits on his bed, thinking about how much he enjoys having a good mate. It just makes life more fun. It’s great to have someone to talk to about stuff, especially if they’re naturally entertaining like Kev. He used to talk to his mum about stuff all the time. And his dad too actually. It’s funny. He went from having two great people to chat to – to Kevin. Not that there’s anything wrong with the Kevster, but it’s not quite the same.


    There’s a knock at the door.


    ‘Come in.’


    A little sheepish, Jack enters the room and plonks down on the bed beside Dylan. He holds the letter inviting Dylan to the Australian Junior Paper Plane Championships. Dylan’s surprised he kept it. Jack studies it, then elbows his son playfully – and Dylan elbows him back, happy the ice has broken between them.


    ‘So you reckon the ute will make it to Sydney?’


    Dylan looks at his dad and nods, grinning from ear to ear. He’s going to the paper plane championships, and even better, his dad is coming with him.
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    Jack’s ute thunders along the dusty beige road that cuts through the empty beige landscape. It’s a long way to Sydney but Dylan’s looking forward to spending the time with his dad. He gazes out the window and is sure he glimpses Clive, high above, keeping pace with the ute until the bird turns and swoops away. Just as he thought, he is a bit sad to be leaving the bird.


    Dylan looks at his dad. ‘Thanks for doing this.’


    ‘My pleasure, mate.’ Jack flicks on the radio – and is obviously happy with the song that plays. Dylan’s pretty sure it’s by a band called Old Chisel. His dad has loved them forever.
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    The trip from Waleup is a long one but Jack’s old ute handles the journey well when you consider the thing was not only built before Dylan was born, but before Jack was born. It’s almost forty years old and has been in the family for years, since Grandpa bought it back in the 1970s.


    It’s also covered in red dust and is by far the dirtiest car on the Harbour Bridge right now. Through the windscreen Dylan looks up at the towering bridge and takes in the complex structure. He sees a beauty in how the metal pieces converge and overlap and join to hold the giant bridge aloft. It’s quite something and makes him think about the complex paper folds that keep his planes aloft.


    He looks past the bridge at the city of Sydney, with all the glittering skyscrapers that rip into the blue sky. He always thought Perth was a large city but this is so much bigger. He especially loves Sydney Tower, which pokes up above the other buildings and looks like a giant burning torch.


    Ten minutes later the ute pulls up outside a pretty posh hotel. A banner hangs above its entrance:


    AUSTRALIAN JUNIOR PAPER PLANE CHAMPIONSHIPS WELCOME COMPETITORS


    Dylan feels a buzz in his chest. He can’t remember feeling so excited. And the fact that his dad is here to share it with him, well, he’s really looking forward to the experience. As Grandpa sometimes says, ‘Happy days!’
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    Twenty minutes later Dylan walks through the lobby and onto the giant patio that overlooks Sydney Harbour. All the competitors and some parents are gathered around a small stage. Jack didn’t come down from the room because he wanted to rest after the long drive.


    The only people Dylan recognises are Jason and his father, Patrick. He quickly realises that Jason is pretty much the coolest kid there: tall, smartly dressed, expensive haircut, with the confidence that he’s the best and will win the comp easy-peasy. Dylan wonders if he’s a good guy or not.


    Maureen, the competition’s coordinator, who seems like a very nice, very excitable lady in her mid-thirties, steps onto the small stage and speaks into a microphone to the crowd. ‘Welcome, welcome, welcome! You have all been chosen for this competition because you have a great gift. The ability to turn this–’ She flamboyantly pulls a piece of paper out of thin air, ‘–into this.’ In a few quick movements Maureen expertly makes a plane, a really interesting tube design that Dylan has never seen before.


    She holds it up. ‘In 1999 this plane took me not only to the national finals but to compete in the World Junior Paper Plane Championships in Cape Town, South Africa.’


    Jason laughs at this. Everyone glares at him, including, Dylan notices, his father, Patrick. ‘What? It’s such a lame-looking plane I thought she was joking.’


    ‘Boo!’ one of the kids calls out. Then others join in, ‘Boo! Boo!’


    Jason’s not having it. ‘Oh boo, yourself.’


    Dylan looks at Jason, disappointed. Guess he got his answer on whether Jason’s a good guy or not. It appears he’s rude as.


    Maureen ignores Jason and tamps down the booing. ‘Anyway, many of you have travelled great distances to be here. Some from very far away indeed. Let me introduce you to our guest from Japan, Kimi Muroyama.’


    Dylan looks across the patio and sees Kimi, a girl about his age, who stands with her mother. Her beaming smile grabs his attention immediately. She’s dressed very colourfully, like she just stepped out of a comic book. Dylan has never seen anything quite like her funky style before. It’s completely different from the beige world he’s used to.


    ‘Kimi is Japan’s current paper plane junior champion and is here to observe our competition.’


    The group claps and Kimi steps on to the stage and takes a small bow. Maureen bows back. So Kimi bows again. So Maureen bows once more. And then Kimi bows again. And then Maureen tries to bow again but gets dizzy so she passes Kimi the microphone.


    Kimi says something in Japanese and everyone applauds. Dylan’s not sure why because nobody knows what she said, but he thinks it’s because they’re impressed she can speak Japanese at all, which is a very hard language to learn apparently.


    Then she speaks in English, ‘I am so glad to be here because Australia is home to my favourite bird, the emu, which, of course, can’t even fly. And I’m really excited to meet all of you and see your fantastic planes.’


    Everyone claps again and Dylan thinks it’s because they’re impressed she can speak two languages when lots of people, like his good mate Kevin, are battling to understand one.


    ‘Okay, everyone, get yourselves ready. The competition starts in two hours!’ The excitable Maureen launches her plane and it majestically soars above the kids’ heads then sails out over the harbour and off into the distance. Dylan watches it go, amazed. Its radical tube design means it flies like no other paper plane he has ever seen. Even Jason, who was rude about it earlier, seems impressed.
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    Back at the hotel room, Dylan is on a mission. He’s extremely keen to get to know Kimi. It comes as a bit of a surprise because he’s never wanted to get to know a girl better before. Ever. He’s not sure why he feels this way about her specifically but he goes with it. He has an idea of how to make a memorable introduction, maybe even impress her a little, but it won’t be easy.


    He makes a beeline for the hotel phone, though before he can get to it his father lassoes him into a photo in front of the Sydney skyline with the world’s oldest instamatic film camera. Click. ‘Got it?’


    Jack seems to be in a chipper mood. ‘Yep.’


    ‘Cool.’ Dylan passes him a folded piece of paper. ‘The competition starts in two hours. Here’s the schedule. The kids are catching a ferry to the venue so parents need to find their own way.’


    ‘Ta.’ Jack takes it and slips it into his back pocket.


    Dylan heads for the phone again. ‘Okay, gotta make a call.’


    Jack’s surprised. ‘What? To who?’


    Dylan’s embarrassed and doesn’t really want to talk about it. ‘Just a girl.’


    ‘A girl? Oh.’ His dad’s taken aback. ‘Well, okay. I guess I’ll give you some privacy.’ He exits, bemused.


    Dylan waits for him to leave, then picks up the hotel phone and rings the hotel reception. The phone is promptly answered by an operator. ‘How may I help you?’


    ‘I’m here with the paper plane competition. I’d like the room number of a guest so I can leave a message. Her name is Kimi Mur...odovish–’ Dylan stops, realises he can’t remember how to pronounce her surname. ‘No, it’s Kimi...Mariah Carey? No, that’s not right. Ummm, Murojosham? No. Murofidama?’ He’s just guessing now, slurring the surname and hoping that’ll be enough to get the information he needs.


    ‘Muroyama?’


    ‘Muroyama!’


    ‘Room 1612. Dial the hash key first.’


    ‘Ta, mate!’ Dylan puts down the receiver and smiles. ‘Excellent.’ His plan is coming together.


    Out on the balcony he stares at a blank piece of the hotel’s stationery. What should he write to her? He takes a second to decide then draws a picture of an emu flying and writes a note under it: DO EMUS DREAM OF FLYING? Okay, it’s not Shakespeare, or even Wimpy Kid, but he reckons, hopes, she’ll get the joke.


    He signs it with his name then looks over the balcony. Woah. It’s a long way down. His room is fifteen storeys up. He then calculates where Kimi’s room should be. ‘Room 1612. That’s gotta be three rooms across and one level up.’ He can just see it. It’s quite a way away. He realises this crazy plan isn’t going to be that easy to pull off. He takes the piece of paper with the picture drawn on it and folds it into a plane with wide wings. It needs to catch the wind exactly right to stay aloft. So he must use the breeze perfectly. He takes a measurement of the wind with a wet finger, waits for the right moment, draws the plane back then releases it into the sky.


    It soars away from the building, then pauses and curls back as it’s swept along on an updraft. It makes an elegant arc through the sky and glides straight towards Kimi’s room and the open sliding door–


    Thunk. It misses the opening by five centimetres, hits the doorframe, drops to the balcony, blows over the edge and tumbles to the ground sixteen floors below.


    ‘No!’ Dylan watches his plane fall. Extremely disappointed, his head slumps to his chest as he moves back to the table, grabs another piece of paper and draws the picture once more.


    Two minutes later he throws the new plane. Again it arcs through the air, again it catches the breeze, soars high and again it heads straight for Kimi’s open sliding door–


    Thunk. Again it slams into the window. Again it tumbles to the ground sixteen storeys below.


    ‘Come. On!’ Dylan moves back to the table, grabs another piece of paper and starts again. Third time’s the charm, surely.


    He throws the newest plane. Again it flies perfectly, again it arcs elegantly, again it catches the breeze – but this time it hovers through the open window. ‘Yes!’ Dylan is pumped. He loves it when a plan comes together.
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    The plane lands softly on the bed – right beside Jason who plays on his iPad. He turns and looks at it. At first he’s a bit confused by it, then he sees the emu picture and he’s intrigued.
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    On the way to the competition’s venue, a ferry ploughs across glistening Sydney Harbour as hundreds of yachts with colourful sails dot the water. The ferry is packed with kids, and it’s madness. Kimi sits alone at the front of the ferry and folds a small piece of origami-sized paper into a tiny plane. She fires it away from the boat. It curls out over the water then flies back and lands in her hand.


    Dylan watches from the walkway behind her, amazed by the display. He’s curious to know if she received his paper plane letter. Then he realises that if she did, she probably didn’t have a clue who ‘Dylan’ was so he really should introduce himself.


    He takes a breath and tries to work up the courage to say hello. He steels himself, slaps his cheeks with his palms – but can’t seem to do it. ‘Come on, mate. You speak to people every day. This isn’t so hard.’ He forces himself to move towards her. ‘Okay, I’m going in, just keep it cool and casual, cool and casual.’ He tries to look cool and casual. Unfortunately he looks flustered and awkward. Kimi turns to him and he instantly loses his nerve, pivots away – and steps behind a large metal column. His lack of courage horrifies him.


    ‘You know I can see you, right?’


    Oh no! That’s her!


    What should I do? I can’t stay here. Can I? No, I can’t. She’ll think I’m even more of an idiot than she already does.


    He steps out from behind the column and acts surprised. ‘Hey! I’m – I was just checking out this...column.’ He inspects it carefully, finds it to be in order, nods to himself then turns to walk away.


    Clang. His knee slams into the column and he doubles over in pain, his voice a croak. ‘That’s not good.’


    Kimi is concerned. ‘Are you okay?’


    He isn’t but plays it off. ‘I’m fine.’ His voice is still a croak.


    ‘That looked like it really hurt.’


    It did but he won’t let it show. ‘Only a flesh wound. You know I’m usually a lot smoother than this.’


    It would seem she doesn’t believe him. ‘Really?’


    He shakes his head. ‘Not at all.’


    She smiles at this. ‘You look like you’re in need of medical assistance.’


    Dylan shakes his head. ‘Nahhh, I’m good. I’ll walk it off.’ He doesn’t want to show any more weakness so he straightens up and hobbles towards her with a noticeable limp, then sits on the bench nearby and extends a hand. ‘Hi, I’m Dyleup from Walan–’ He stops himself, horrified. ‘I mean, Dylan from Waleup.’


    Kimi looks at him like he’s mad. ‘I’m Kimi from Tokyo.’


    His hand is still extended. ‘Don’t leave me hanging.’


    She takes a moment then shakes it.


    ‘Sorry for the hiding-behind-the-column thing just before. It wasn’t my finest hour.’


    She clearly doesn’t know what to make of him.


    He opens his mouth to ask about the paper plane letter he sent her when a voice cuts across the deck. ‘Do emus dream of flying? Wow, you’re quite the wordsmith.’


    What the?


    Dylan turns to see Jason leaning against the ferry’s starboard railing and holding the paper plane letter Dylan sent Kimi.


    ‘How’d you get that?’


    ‘You threw it into my room, idiot.’


    Dylan can’t believe he screwed up so badly. He was sure the plane flew into Kimi’s room.


    ‘I guess accuracy’s not one of your strong points. A bit like your drawing.’ Jason studies the picture Dylan sketched. ‘An emu flying. How pretty. Well, maybe not pretty. Homely probably describes it more accurately.’


    Both annoyed and embarrassed, Dylan rises off the bench and moves towards him. ‘Give it back.’


    Jason ignores him. ‘Our poor Japanese visitor has only been here for one day, one day, and you’re already embarrassing her with weird love letters.’ Jason laughs but it’s not a friendly sound.


    Kimi glances at Dylan, confused. ‘What’s he talking about?’


    Mortified, Dylan ignores the question and focuses on Jason. ‘Give it back.’


    Jason looks down at him with a smirk on his face. ‘Or what?’


    Dylan decides to take the second piece of advice his mother gave him about bullies. She told him to ignore them unless they kept bugging him. If they did that, she said to step up and get in their face. And that’s exactly what he does now. He steps up and gets in Jason’s face, even though the kid is much taller. ‘Or we’ll have a problem.’


    Jason looks down at him. ‘Really? And what would that be?’


    Dylan stares directly into his eyes and doesn’t waver. ‘I guess you’re about to find out.’


    A shimmer of doubt crosses Jason’s face. He takes a moment then holds out the piece of paper. Dylan grabs at it – but Jason pulls back and it rips in half. ‘Oops! Sorry.’


    Jason lets the paper flutter to the deck then laughs as he turns and walks away.


    Dylan picks up the paper and pivots towards him, ready to charge–


    A hand touches his shoulder.


    It’s Kimi. She shakes her head. ‘He’s not worth it.’


    She takes the two pieces of paper from Dylan’s hand and studies the drawing.


    Suddenly he’s more concerned about what she thinks of his note than dealing with Jason. ‘Too much?’


    She shakes her head and smiles. ‘No. It’s beautiful.’


    He’s surprised by how relieved that makes him feel. They turn and look out at the sparkling harbour before them, then he steals a glance at her. No matter what happens in the competition later on, Dylan thinks this has already turned out to be a pretty good day.
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    The stadium looms within the Sydney skyline.


    All the competitors are lined up inside the giant venue. Dylan thinks the markings on the wooden floor look like the place is normally used for basketball or something.


    Maureen addresses the group of kids and her voice reverberates across the room. As always her tone is enthusiastic, verging on overexcited. It’s like every sentence she says has an exclamation mark at the end. ‘Competitors, there will be four rounds of heats! The top two competitors in each heat will make the final eight, who will then compete in a special challenge to see who will travel to the World Junior Paper Plane Championships in Tokyo!’


    Dylan glances up at the viewing platform. Parents arrive and take positions to watch the action. He notices Jason’s father, Patrick, is surrounded by a bunch of eager fans as he signs autographs and poses for photos. Dylan scans the rest of the spectators but can’t see any sign of Jack. ‘Come on, Dad. Where are you?’ He lets out a disappointed breath. He can’t believe Jack would be a no-show. They drove a really long way to get here and he couldn’t even make it out of the hotel room?


    The first three heats come and go, and then it’s time for the fourth heat where Dylan and Jason will face off. Each competitor holds a piece of pristine white A4 paper. Maureen turns to them as she speaks into the microphone, ‘You have ninety seconds to fold your plane. Ready, set, go!’ She hits a stopwatch and all the kids drop to the ground to fold their planes against the floor – except Dylan and Jason. They fold theirs standing up.


    Dylan’s plane evolves out of a series of straightforward folds. Again, he uses everything he has learnt so far. The sharp aerodynamic creases, the tail for stability, the wing flaps for lift. He finishes then glances over at Jason. In contrast his competitor’s plane has a tough, stubby design, which he meticulously constructs with sophisticated, confident folds, after which he draws on his signature red eyes.


    Maureen studies her stopwatch. ‘Stop! Please take your positions.’ The kids step up to the start line. A wiry kid with huge horn-rim glasses stands beside Dylan. Jason is a few kids further along.


    Dylan takes a breath. He’s a bit nervous. In fact, he’s even more nervous than he was at the first competition at the railway yard back home – but now he thinks that being a bit nervous might be a good thing. Yes, it gives him the feeling of a thousand butterflies fluttering around in his stomach but it also, somehow, makes him focus on what he needs to do next, which in this case is throw a paper plane as far as possible.


    Maureen almost shouts into the microphone, she’s so excited. ‘Get ready! Three...two...one...go!’


    The kids launch their planes and the parents cheer. Unlike the railway yard competition every one of them flies well – except for Jason’s plane, which flies brilliantly. It shoots across the room like a bullet fired from a gun. It crosses the thirty-metre mark and disappears into the distance.


    Dylan’s plane is right behind it. It races past twenty metres, then thirty metres – then drops quickly and hits the ground hard. It didn’t even make thirty-five metres.


    Horn-rim’s plane closes in, the only plane still aloft and a threat to Dylan making the final. It’s not moving fast but it’s moving fast enough, and it’s still in the air. It glides towards Dylan’s plane, three metres away, two, one. It passes Dylan’s plane.


    Dylan is crushed. He’s out of the competition.


    Horn-rim’s plane slows drastically, hovers in the air for a long moment – then drifts backwards, gently floats to the ground and lands – one centimetre behind Dylan’s.


    ‘Nooo!’ Horn-rim bursts into tears and collapses to his knees in grief.


    Dylan bends to console him. ‘Sorry, mate–’


    ‘Don’t touch me!’ Poor old Horn-rim is inconsolable.


    Dylan steps back and takes a deep breath, relieved. He looks across at Kimi, who stands near Maureen. She shoots him an excited thumbs up.


    Jason celebrates with a fist pump then holds his arms up like a victorious Muhammad Ali. ‘Now that’s what I’m talking about!’


    In the crowd Dylan sees Patrick wince at Jason’s boorish display. The other parents clap politely, as do the other competitors, except for the inconsolable Horn-rim. Dylan is incredibly disappointed he can’t see his father within the crowd.


    Maureen speaks excitedly into her microphone once more, ‘Now we’ll break for lunch and be back in an hour for the final!’
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    The first thing Dylan does during the break is call Jack at the hotel. There’s no answer. After a couple more unsuccessful attempts, he takes a seat outside overlooking an athletic oval and sips on a fruit juice box, fuming.


    On the grass beside the track Kimi trains with her dad. She takes a running jump then vaults into a forwards flip that becomes a backflip, then another backflip, then another backflip then another. The tumbling run gets faster and faster until she lands on her feet, face forward, and launches a paper plane. It soars across the field. Twenty, thirty, forty metres. Easy.


    ‘Whoa!’ Dylan is stunned. He’s never seen anyone throw a paper plane like that before and it’s pretty much the coolest thing ever. And, just quietly, it only makes her more interesting. It also, for the moment at least, makes him forget about Jack.


    Clearly happy, Kimi jogs back to her father then notices Dylan. She says something to her dad, grabs her bag and runs over. ‘Hey.’


    Dylan’s thrilled she came to see him. ‘Hey, yourself. That tumbling thing was awesome. I mean, really.’


    ‘Thank you.’ She takes a seat beside him, pulls a paper plane out of her panda-shaped bag then proceeds to make tiny ridges along the wings with her fingernails.


    Dylan watches her. ‘What are you doing to that poor plane?’


    ‘It’s not a plane; it’s a whale.’


    Dylan looks at her like she’s crazy. ‘Excuse me?’


    Kimi grins then explains as she continues to make the ridges on the paper. ‘The blue whale moves through the water with great speed, despite how big it is.’


    Dylan nods, still not sure where this is going. ‘Riiight.’


    ‘And that’s because there are small dimples all along its body that mean it creates almost no friction when it swims.’ She swipes open her iPhone and shows him a close-up photo of a blue whale’s skin. ‘See? My father always says we should look to the natural world for answers to life’s challenges, so these dimples are my answer for speed.’ Kimi holds up her plane.


    Dylan is intrigued but sceptical. ‘You really think they help?’


    Kimi throws the plane and it rips across the sky with impressive velocity, then circles back and lands in her hand. She grins. ‘Absolutely.’


    He’s impressed. ‘Point taken.’


    She studies the plane for a moment then turns to Dylan. ‘Wouldn’t it be great if the competition was about more than whose plane flies the furthest? If it was about the most beautiful flight? Or the most surprising? That’s the competition I want to win.’


    Dylan takes this in with a smile. ‘You’re mad – in a great way.’


    She nods happily. ‘Why, thank you.’
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    ‘This is it. The final challenge.’ Maureen’s voice reverberates across the Olympic-sized swimming pool. The eight finalists stand on the start blocks as if they’re about to dive in and swim a race. Maureen hands each of them a piece of paper. ‘The goal is to reach the end of the fifty-metre pool without using a run-up. If you don’t touch the end of the pool and set off the buzzer, you won’t be going to the World Junior Paper Plane Championships in Tokyo. You have ninety seconds! Make your planes!’


    Maureen hits a stopwatch and the kids fold their planes. A capacity crowd is packed along both sides of the pool and cheers loudly. In lane eight those nervous butterflies have returned to Dylan’s stomach but he uses them to focus on his plane. He continues with his usual classic design, employs everything he’s learnt so far, but this time he includes some ridges along the wings, like the ones on Kimi’s plane. He’s sure she won’t mind. He finishes then looks around for Jack but sees no sign of him in the crowd. It’s a big let-down but he doesn’t have time to worry about it right now; he has a plane to throw and only one chance to get it right. He glances at Jason in lane seven and the plane he is folding. It’s different to the last one, shorter, stockier. He adds the signature eyes.


    ‘And stop! Now it’s time to throw.’ Rather than throwing at the same time, Maureen walks behind the blocks and directs each competitor to throw one at a time. She points at the boy in lane one. ‘And go!’ He throws his plane and it flies well for about twenty-five metres – then curves back and slams into the water.


    The crowd lets out a sad ‘ohhhh’.


    ‘And go!’ The girl in lane two has slightly more luck but only makes it two thirds of the way along the pool before her plane splashes down.


    The crowd releases a disappointed ‘ohhhh’.


    ‘Go!’ The girl in lane three releases her plane, overbalances, teeters on the edge of the block, hangs there for what seems like a year, arms windmilling, then tumbles into the water. The plane barely makes fifteen metres before it hits the water. The kids all think it’s kind of funny.


    Once again the crowd goes with a sad ‘ohhhh’, but this time it’s punctuated with a few giggles.


    Maureen points at the girl in the water. ‘Officials, could you please fish her out?’ It takes a moment but they do it, then Maureen turns to the boy in lane four. ‘Go.’


    He throws his plane and it races across the pool, then suddenly gains altitude and ascends quickly, keeps going up and up and up. Dylan is sure it’s easily going to make it to the end of the pool–


    Clang. It slams into the ceiling’s structural crossbeam and flutters back to the water.


    The crowd lets out an anticlimactic ‘ohhhh’.


    Maureen points to the boy in lane five. ‘Go.’ He draws his plane back but it unfortunately slips out of his hand, flies backwards, hits Maureen on the top of her head and sticks in her hair.


    This time the crowd chuckles.


    Maureen pulls out the plane and tries her best to look dignified. She points at the girl in lane six, who throws beautifully. Her plane soars high, then swoops low and touches down at forty metres.


    This time the crowd applauds heartily.


    In lane seven, Jason stands without, seemingly, a care in the world. As Maureen points at him Dylan can see she tries her best not to grimace. Jason is clearly not her favourite. ‘Go!’


    He pulls his arm back then rips it forwards and fires the plane into the air. It races across the water like a rocket, never wavers from its dead-straight trajectory, and lands on the other side of the pool, easy as. The sound of the electronic buzzer reverberates across the facility and Jason showboats, arms raised. Again. ‘Yeah! That. Is. What. I. Am. Talking. About!’ He’s the only qualifier so far.


    The crowd politely claps.


    Dylan is last up. He realises this is it. If he doesn’t get his plane to the end of the pool, the dream is over.


    Maureen points to him. ‘Go!’


    He scans the crowd, hoping against hope to find Jack. He sees no sign of him. He shakes it off, takes a deep breath to harness the butterflies in his stomach, leans back and launches his plane as smoothly as he can. It almost seems like his throw is too relaxed, but it isn’t, because the plane explodes out of his hand and cuts through the air with great speed and accuracy. It heads straight for the end of the pool.


    But it’s low.


    Too low.


    It’s barely ten centimetres off the water. Then it drops even lower, skims the H2O. Dylan waits for it to nose into the pool and for it all to end.


    Then the plane rises abruptly. It seems to gain speed as it lifts towards the heavens – and heads straight towards the ceiling’s structural crossbeam.


    The crowd watches and holds their breath. And so does Dylan. The butterflies in his stomach flutter with a vengeance.


    The plane reaches the crossbeam – and edges over with a centimetre to spare, then drops towards the water again, gaining speed as it goes. It’s still twenty metres from home, fifteen, ten, five, three–


    Splashdown.


    Half a metre from the end.


    No!


    Dylan’s disappointment is crushing.


    This time the crowd lets out a dejected ‘ohhhh’.


    But hold on. The plane drifts forwards. And keeps on drifting...


    Whack. The nose of Dylan’s plane hits the far end of the pool.


    Honk. The sound of the buzzer reverberates across the facility.


    The crowd cheers.


    It takes Dylan a moment to realise he’s actually made it through. ‘Yes!’


    With a beaming smile, Kimi stands and claps. Maureen points at Dylan and Jason. She’s as excited as she’s ever been. ‘Our winners! Jason and Dylan! They’re going to Tokyo!’ She’s so excited she missteps, overbalances and plops into the pool with a big splash.


    There’s a long moment when nobody says or does anything. The kids watch Maureen, surprised – then jump in after her. One kid does a huge bomb, another does a gut-buster and another does a safety dive. Dylan can’t remember the last time he actually swam in a real pool so he doesn’t want to miss out. He pulls off his official lanyard and performs an impressive somersault into the water.


    All the kids jump in and splash each other, delighted.


    All except Jason.
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    A damp but pumped Dylan pushes open the door and runs into the hotel room. ‘Dad!’


    The place is dark, the blinds are drawn and the television flickers with the image of a motor race. Jack lies on the bed, watching it. It looks like he’s been there all day.


    Dylan’s enthusiasm can’t be contained. ‘I came second! My plane flew fifty metres and I came second! Fifty!’


    Jack pulls himself up in the bed and looks at his son, tries to muster the same enthusiasm. ‘Great, mate. That’s great.’


    Dylan talks fast so all his words run together, ‘It was so much fun. Second! In Australia! Imagine how good I’ll be when I find my winged keel. I really need to start practising. I’m thinking we can do it on the weekends and after school. Anyway, the finals are in Japan. So can I go?’


    Jack looks at him, genuinely surprised. ‘What? Japan? That’s...expensive.’


    ‘I know it’s expensive but I was thinking that if you started working again and I got a job after school that could pay for it.’


    Jack turns and looks at the television again. He clearly doesn’t want to talk about this now. ‘Yeah, maybe.’


    ‘Yeah, maybe? What does that mean? Does that mean you’re going to start working? Can I get an after-school job?’


    ‘It’s Japan. An after-school job?’ Jack rubs his face, talks to himself, ‘It’s ridiculous.’


    ‘But why? If I get a job and you start working, then we might be able to swing it–’


    Jack looks at his son. ‘It’s not going to happen, mate. I’m sorry.’


    All the joy drains from Dylan’s face. ‘No, you’re not. You’re not sorry at all. We’re in Sydney and you’ve been in this room the whole time. You didn’t even come to the competition, which is the reason we’re here.’ Frustrated, Dylan moves to the window, yanks open the blinds and blasts the room with sunlight. A view of Sydney fills the balcony window. ‘Look. There’s a whole world out there.’


    Jack winces from the sudden brightness. ‘You just –you don’t get it.’


    ‘I don’t get it? You don’t get it. I’m twelve and I get it.’ Dylan takes a breath, hates to say it but knows he must. ‘She’s dead. She’s not coming back. Ever.’ He turns and looks out the window, overwhelmed with the pain those words bring. ‘We’re never going to see her again.’


    Jack stares at his son for a long moment, clearly heartsick and angry. It’s like hearing it out loud somehow makes Jack realise it’s really true.


    Without looking at his father, Dylan walks onto the balcony and slams the door shut, then leans against the railing and stares at the view. What was his best day has now become his worst. He hasn’t thought about his mum for a while. He often sees her in his dreams but during the day he tries not to think about her. It makes him feel numb and he hates that, but now he lets his memory rush back to her, remembers a sunset like this one, the light stealing in through the living room window, illuminating her face in a golden glow as she taught him how to play the piano for the first time.


    He wishes he was back there with her now.
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    It’s early evening and all the competitors head home. Standing outside the hotel by the driveway, Dylan waits for his father to bring the ute around and pick him up.


    There’s a tap on his shoulder. He turns.


    It’s Kimi. Her smiling face lights up the night. ‘Hey, Dylan.’


    He smiles. ‘Hi, there.’


    They stare at each other for an awkward, silent moment – which Dylan breaks. ‘Well, I’d love to keep in contact.’


    She nods. ‘That’d be great.’


    He’s loving that enthusiasm. ‘I was thinking “Skype”.’ He puts a pair of air quotes around ‘Skype’ then instantly wishes he hadn’t, ’cause he thinks it might have looked a bit dorky.


    She doesn’t seem to mind. ‘Yep. I’ll give you my address.’ She pulls a piece of paper out of her panda bag and starts to write when a trolley full of suitcases is pushed between them.


    ‘Oh, sorry.’


    It’s bloody Jason.


    He turns to Kimi. ‘Ready for that lift to the airport?’


    She looks surprised. ‘What?’


    ‘My dad organised it with your parents. We’re leaving now.’ He nods across at their parents who load baggage into the boot of Patrick’s four-wheel drive Porsche.


    ‘Oh. Okay. I didn’t know that.’


    ‘Come on.’ Jason leads her away.


    She turns back to Dylan, surprised by the turn of events. ‘Bye, Dylan.’


    Jason looks back at him too, but with a smug grin. He mouths sarcastically, Bye, Dylan.


    Dylan holds up a hand to Kimi. ‘Your Skype address–’ But she’s out of earshot. ‘Man.’


    He watches Jason walk Kimi towards the Porsche, open the back door and help her inside. A moment that had been good now blows chunks. He’s starting to realise that’s what life’s like: good things and bad things will always happen – and sometimes only minutes apart!


    He watches the Porsche pull away, then a tinted rear window slides down – to reveal Kimi’s smiling face. She delicately throws out a paper plane. It wafts across the driveway, tips into a long, lazy arc, then glides straight towards Dylan. It slows to a hover in front of him and he plucks it out of the air. He opens it and reads Kimi’s Skype address, along with ‘Skype me’ and a smiley face.


    Dylan couldn’t be happier. So another good thing happened, and this one more than makes up for the bad thing from a couple of minutes ago.
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    Dylan ambles along the verandah back at Waleup Primary, a goofy, daydreamy smile on his face. Kids play everywhere but no one notices his return.


    ‘Dylan!’ Except for Kevin. He barrels towards his mate, arms wide. ‘So?’


    Dylan grins. ‘Came second. Got into the world champs!’ He’s so happy he dances a little as he says it.


    Kevin is thrilled. ‘Oooh-ahhh!’ He swings up a hand and they high-five. Clap. ‘Just so you know, I’m taking personal credit for all your success – you’d never have known how that rocket worked without me.’


    Dylan can’t help but smile at the memory.


    ‘So who won?’


    ‘This guy. Jason. What a tool.’


    Kevin agrees wholeheartedly. ‘Yeah, what a tool!’


    ‘You’ve never even met him.’


    ‘I’m being supportive.’


    ‘Oh, thanks, man.’ Dylan grins. ‘So there was this girl.’ The daydreamy smile returns to his face.


    ‘Spill! Give me the deets. “Deets” means “details”, by the way.’


    ‘Well, the deets are: her name is Kimi and she lives in Tokyo.’


    ‘Wow.’ Kevin thinks about this. ‘That’s in China, right?’


    Mr Hickenlooper strides past. ‘Dylan, my boy, excellent work.’ He holds out a hand for a high five. Dylan slaps it. Clap. Second for the day. The teacher enters the classroom and addresses the students, ‘You know the drill, people, sombrero time!’


    Dylan and Kevin follow Mr Hickenlooper inside, and both mimic him as they go. ‘Sombrero time!’
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    Dylan rides his bike across the beige countryside. It’s so different from the vibrant blue harbour of Sydney that he’s amazed it’s in the same country. He pulls to a stop by the dead tree, drops his bike to the ground and stares up at Clive. He’s really happy to see his bird again.


    Clive circles languidly without flapping his wings, effortlessly riding the breeze. If only his plane could stay up for that long, then he might be in with a chance in Tokyo, not that he thinks he’ll be going over for the world championships. ‘How do you do it, Clive? How do you stay up there for so long?’


    The bird doesn’t answer but Dylan decides to find out anyway. He spends a couple of hours researching on his computer and, after reading seven different articles, including a pretty good one on Wikipedia, he has a better understanding of the way a bird’s wings work. He knows you can’t believe everything you read on the internet, but he has an idea how Clive can stay up in the air for so long. He draws a couple of sketches of the bird’s wings, then makes another entry in his notebook.
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    Pinned to the wall beside Dylan’s old laptop is the unfolded plane with Kimi’s Skype address written on it. He glances at it then types the address into the keyboard.


    His heart races at the thought of talking to Kimi – then a small photo of her appears on the screen and his computer rings, then is answered. The computer’s camera blinks on and there she is on the screen. She waves. Her mother and little sister are behind her. Clearly embarrassed, she tries to shoo them away while greeting Dylan. ‘Hello! This is my mum! She’s just leaving!’ Her mother and sister call out as they make their exits, ‘Hi, Dylan!’


    ‘Hi!’ He waves. ‘What time is it there? I should have checked. You weren’t about to go to sleep, were you?’


    ‘No, it’s fine. Our time zones are only a few hours apart. How are you?’


    He’s a bit nervous, to be honest, but he’s not going to tell her that. ‘Good. Good. Well. Good.’ He racks his brain for something to say next but can only come up with, ‘This is me.’ He turns his laptop and shows her his room. He knows it’s a bit lame but at least it kickstarts the conversation.


    Kimi smiles and pans the camera around her room too. ‘And this is mine.’ Her room is small with simple decorations. He’s chuffed to see his ripped picture of the flying emu pinned to the wall behind her.


    ‘So you were right.’


    She’s intrigued. ‘About what?


    ‘The answer is in the natural world.’ Dylan grabs his notebook and opens it up, shows her his sketches of Clive’s enormous wingspan. ‘It’s how a bird of prey stays in the air for so long. They have a wide wingspan and change it as they glide. He shows her with his interlocked hands by moving his fingers back and forth. ‘It’s pretty cool.’


    Fascinated, Kimi takes it in with a nod. ‘Have you found a way to use it on your plane?’


    ‘Not yet but I’m working on it. I really need the thing to stay up longer.’


    ‘I’m sure you’ll find a way.’


    He wants to believe her but isn’t so sure. ‘I’ll keep trying.’


    She sees the doubt on his face and reaches out of frame, grabs a piece of paper. ‘Find some paper. I want to show you something.’


    He grabs a sheet of A4. ‘Okay. Got it.’


    ‘Follow me.’ Kimi folds her piece of paper.


    He looks at what she did, then does it to his paper. Then she makes another fold and he copies that too. Fold after fold Dylan follows Kimi. After at least ten more folds she points to one of the corners. ‘Now this is the tricky part. Grab this bit and pull it through the fold like this.’


    Dylan does it and the design opens up, revealing the most beautiful origami bird. Dylan is taken aback by what he has created, the incredible detail of the folds and how delicate it is.


    He looks at Kimi’s smiling face on the screen. ‘It’s amazing.’


    She nods. ‘See? You can do anything.’


    He studies the beautiful bird in his hand and thinks she might be right.
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    In the kitchen Dylan eats spaghetti – for breakfast.


    In the lounge room one of the morning shows flickers on the television. ‘Earlier this week in Sydney two Australian children qualified for the World Junior Paper Plane Championships–’


    Dylan hears the reporter’s voice and runs in to the lounge room. ‘Dad! I’m on the TV! I’m on the TV!’ He hits record on the VHS as the report cuts to a shot of the eight finalists lined up in the starting blocks at the Olympic pool. Then the report cuts to a close-up of Jason and Patrick being interviewed. A kid sneaks up behind them and throws a paper plane. It hits Patrick in the side of the head.


    ‘–to be held in Tokyo in August. Dylan Webber and Jason Jones will be our Australian representatives.’


    Jack enters, buttoning his shirt. ‘What’s the racket?’


    Dylan presents the television like a delighted spokesmodel. ‘I’m on TV!’


    The report cuts to an interview with Jason.


    ‘That’s the other guy.’


    Jason speaks to the camera but it’s like he is talking directly to Dylan, ‘The trick to making the perfect paper plane is to study its flight path in a space with absolutely no movement of air. You can learn a lot about the shape of the wings and the weight of the tail.’


    Dylan watches as the report cuts to Jason in what looks like a laboratory surrounded by men and women in white lab coats. ‘Fortunately for Jason, that opportunity was today provided by the CSIRO in Sydney.’


    Dylan is astonished. ‘Oh. Come. On!’


    Jason studies his plane inside a wind tunnel.


    Dylan takes it in and slumps onto the lounge, frustrated and downhearted. ‘How am I meant to compete with that? I mean, really! I can’t even afford the bloody airfare to Japan.’ He glances at his father. ‘Sorry for swearing.’


    ‘That’s all right, mate.’ Jack frowns, then turns and looks out the window at the shed. A moment passes, then his face lights up. ‘Come with me.’


    Dylan is too annoyed to budge. ‘Not in the mood.’


    Jack walks out of the house. ‘Come on!’


    Dylan watches him go, a little intrigued. ‘What? Where are you going?’


    ‘Come on!’


    Dylan reluctantly drags himself to his feet and follows his dad. ‘This better be good!’


    ‘It will be!’ They make their way across the yard and into the shed. Jack pushes the door open to reveal all the dusty books and oily car parts and white goods and busted televisions and vinyl records and ancient computers and old shoes that fill the place. He grabs a piece of cardboard, finds a tin of paint, dips a brush into it and quickly makes a sign – then flips it around and shows it to his son. It reads: Garage Sale.


    ‘What do you reckon?’


    Dylan sees it and his face lights up. ‘Jack Webber, you bloody genius.’ He then looks at his father, concerned. ‘Sorry about swearing.’


    Jack smiles too. ‘It’s bloody fine, mate.’


    Dylan realises his dad hasn’t looked this happy for a while. And that makes him happy too.
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    An animated Dylan walks the gardens of the bustling nursing home with his grandpa. ‘And then she said you’ll always find the answer in the natural world, and she should know because her plane is based on a whale.’


    ‘A whale? That doesn’t sound very aerodynamic.’


    ‘Her plane isn’t shaped like a whale, it has dimples like a whale. To make it fast.’


    ‘I never knew that whales had pimples–’


    ‘Dimples, old man, dimples. Keep up with the conversation, please. Anyway, the reason I’m here–’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘–is that we’re having a garage sale next Saturday to raise money for my trip, so I can actually go to this thing. So we need lots of old stuff to sell. Now when I hear the words “old stuff” the first thing I think of is you. I was hoping you might have some things you want to get rid of.’


    Grandpa thinks about the request for a moment. ‘I don’t have that much stuff any more, and most of that is in your shed anyway, but there might be another way I can help out.’ He rubs his chin and looks into the distance as if coming up with a cunning plan.


    Dylan sees it, intrigued. ‘What’re you up to, old man?’


    Grandpa just grins.
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    Thankfully the day of the garage sale is as sunny as can be.


    Actually, to Dylan it feels more like a fete than a garage sale. There are quite a few people there and they all browse the shed and the five tables set up outside that are piled high with items for sale. Off to the right Jack happily answers a buyer’s question about an old television while off to the left Mr Hickenlooper runs a face painting booth. In the middle Kevin mans a table covered with all those old shoes.


    It’s about one o’clock in the arvo when Dylan finds Mr Hickenlooper who has just visited the tables to collect the day’s takings so far. ‘How are we going, money-wise?’


    Mr Hickenlooper looks into the metal biscuit tin that holds the money and tries to put a positive spin on what he sees. ‘I don’t know. Maybe – half of what you need.’


    Dylan is crestfallen. It’s not going the way he had hoped.


    ‘Sorry, mate.’ Mr Hickenlooper tries to be encouraging. ‘The day’s only half done. Chin up.’


    Dylan nods but he’s not confident. He scans the garage sale. There are plenty of people around but they seem to be browsing rather than buying. It doesn’t look good.


    ‘Kiddo!’


    Dylan turns to the voice.


    Grandpa and six of his elderly lady friends stride towards him in a flying wedge, wind in their hair and dressed in their finest clothes. You can almost hear funky music as they strut along the driveway towards the garage sale. They each carry a large tray stacked high with scones and lamingtons and cupcakes.


    Stunned, Dylan’s eyes light up. ‘Grandpa?!’


    ‘Kiddo! Where do we set up?’


    ‘Over here.’ Dylan leads him to an empty table with his lady friends in tow.


    Astonished, Mr Hickenlooper nods to each of them as they pass by. ‘Ladies, ladies, ladies.’


    Dylan is gobsmacked by Grandpa’s appearance. Did the old fella just save the day?
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    In the shed, Jack drops an arm load of old shoes into a box as a large, middle-aged man with nasty sweat patches under his arms enters. The bloke scouts around, quite clearly searching for a bargain, then moves to the back of the shed and lifts a dusty tarpaulin. Under it is an upright piano. He runs a finger along the keys and says to no one in particular, ‘How much for this piano?’


    Jack hears the tinkling ivories and approaches him. ‘Sorry, mate, that’s not for sale.’


    ‘Come on, everything’s for sale. I’ll give you fifteen hundred.’ The sweaty man’s voice is light and jovial.


    ‘I could do with the money but it’s not for sale. Sorry.’ Jack pulls the tarpaulin back down.


    The sweaty man peels it back up. ‘Okay, two grand.’


    ‘No. And I think we both know it’s worth more than that.’


    ‘Okay, okay. Two five.’


    Jack shakes his head. He won’t budge. ‘It has...sentimental value.’


    Dylan passes by the shed door and notices the conversation. He stops to watch.


    ‘Nothing more sentimental than a roll of cash. Three grand, but not a penny more. That pain I’m feeling in my shoulder is from you twisting my arm.’ The sweaty man smiles, proud of his joke.


    ‘I can’t. It belongs to my wife.’


    ‘Well, get her out here then. She might talk some sense into you. She’s clearly not using it.’ The sweaty man grins.


    But Jack doesn’t. He just lays his hands on top of the piano and stares blankly at the tarpaulin, lost in thought, his expression grim. ‘Please.’


    The sweaty man instantly knows he’s said something wrong but doesn’t know what. ‘Of course. I’m sorry. I wanted it for my daughter. She’s starting out but, well – anyway. Sorry.’ He turns to leave.


    Jack is quite clearly shattered.


    The sweaty man stops. ‘If you change your mind, give me a call.’ The man places a business card on top of the piano then makes a quick exit.


    Jack looks up and sees Dylan at the door. Their eyes meet for a long moment, then Jack walks away without saying a word.


    Dylan watches him go, suddenly worried. He knows that’s his mother’s piano and he would never want his father to sell it. He’s not concerned about that. What he’s worried about is what this episode will do to Jack. He’s been so much better the last couple of days.
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    The sun sets as everyone helps pack up the garage sale. Everyone except Jack. He’s nowhere to be seen. Kevin carries a box of shoes towards the garage and turns to Dylan beside him. ‘Did I ever tell you that ducks have three eyelids?’


    Also carrying a box of shoes, Dylan nods and grins. ‘Yep. It’s a miracle of nature.’


    Dylan looks across at the house and sees the flicker of the television through the window. He knows what that means. His father is watching some old sports match again.


    ‘Okay, so I have the total from today’s event.’


    Dylan turns to Mr Hickenlooper who sits at a table nearby. The teacher’s face is painted like a happy jungle cat and he holds an envelope in his hand.


    Dylan puts down the box, looks at the envelope and swallows hard. He’s extremely worried about its contents. ‘Okay.’


    ‘Okay.’ Mr Hickenlooper pauses, a grim expression on his face.


    Dylan feels sick to the stomach. ‘Let me have it.’


    Mr Hickenlooper’s face breaks into a wide smile. ‘One thousand, seven hundred and forty-five dollars and sixty-five cents!’


    Dylan is stunned. ‘One thousand seven hundred – woah! That’s...that’s amazing!’


    Mr Hickenlooper nods to Grandpa and his friends who chat at a table nearby. ‘Those old ladies with the scones really moved some units.’ He passes the envelope to the boy. ‘It’s enough to get you to Japan.’


    Dylan studies the envelope, astonished. It’s difficult for him to comprehend. ‘You’re sure you added it up correctly?’


    ‘Dylan, I’m your maths teacher.’


    It finally sinks in. Thrilled, Dylan turns to the others and holds the envelope above his head, victorious. ‘Everyone! I’m going to Japan!’


    They all cheer, Grandpa the most vocal, Kevin coming in a close second. Dylan looks back to his teacher. ‘Thank you, Mr Hickenlooper.’


    The teacher smiles warmly. ‘That’s all right, mate.’


    Dylan is suddenly struck by a fearful thought. ‘I don’t have to get a vaccination, do I?’


    Mr Hickenlooper grins. ‘No, mate. Not for Japan.’


    Dylan sighs in relief. ‘Good, ’cause I can’t stand needles.’


    ‘You should go and tell your dad, eh?’


    Dylan nods and looks over at the house, the flicker of the television still visible through the window. ‘I will.’ But he doesn’t want to because he doesn’t know what he’ll find in there. He takes a deep breath, turns and walks into the house.


    Dylan enters the kitchen, thinks that if he acts excited it might rub off on Jack. ‘Dad! Guess what? We raised...’ He stops dead.


    His father isn’t lying in his regular position. Instead he sits on the ground and leans against the lounge. The television is on but it’s not showing an old sporting event. It shows a holiday video of Jack and Cindy and a young Dylan as they splash each other at the water’s edge on a golden beach.


    Dylan watches the video. He remembers the day, remembers it like it was yesterday, remembers how much fun it was. He glances at his dad and realises Jack’s not even looking at the television. Instead he stares at the floor, lost in thought. Lost without his wife.
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    A few weeks later it’s rainy and the sky is overcast. The living room is dark and gloomy as Jack sleeps on the lounge, the television off. Dylan kneels beside him. He has his nicest jeans and T-shirt on. He wants to look good for his first actual trip on a plane, and for when he sees Kimi.


    ‘Come on, Dad. Please.’


    Jack turns and looks at his son, eyes bleary, face pale and unshaven with a three-day growth.


    ‘I want you to come to the airport.’


    ‘I...I can’t. You’ll be fine.’ His voice is low and distant.


    ‘I don’t want to leave you like this.’


    ‘I’ll be fine. And you’ll have a great time.’ A long moment passes and Jack looks sadly at his son. ‘You like doing it, don’t you? The paper planes.’


    Dylan nods. ‘I love it.’


    Jack studies him. ‘Why?’


    Dylan knows exactly why; he’s just not sure he should say it to his father. He doesn’t want to make him feel any worse than he already does, but then he should tell him the truth. He can’t keep treading on eggshells around him, can he?


    ‘Why do you love it so much?’ It seems Jack genuinely wants to know.


    ‘Because, for those few seconds when the plane is flying, I can forget.’


    ‘Forget what?’


    Dylan hesitates, then says it, ‘This.’


    Jack turns away, his eyes wet with tears, clearly heartbroken that he makes his son feel that way.


    Dylan turns away too, feels awful that he made his father cry.
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    Dylan and Grandpa sit in the back seat as the taxi drives through the rain. Dylan looks out the window at the overcast sky. Against the grey cloud he can see Clive, high above, keeping pace with the taxi until the bird turns and swoops away. It makes Dylan smile. He really will miss that bloody bird. It’s a funny feeling. He feels sad and excited at exactly the same time.


    The departure gate of Perth International Airport is packed with people. Nearby Dylan takes in the crowd as they file through the sliding doors, then looks up at Grandpa. ‘Well, this is me then.’ Dylan steps forwards and hugs the old bloke tight. ‘You’re still my favourite living fossil.’


    Grandpa hugs him right back. ‘Go forth and partake in a grand adventure, little man.’


    ‘I don’t think anyone uses the words “forth” or “partake” in normal conversation any more, Grandpa.’


    ‘Well, they should. You could be the one who brings them back into fashion.’


    ‘Never gonna happen, old boy.’ Dylan smiles up at him. ‘Try not to cark it while I’m gone, okay?’


    ‘I’ll do my best, kiddo.’


    ‘And check up on Dad.’


    ‘Will do.’


    Dylan nods, takes a deep breath, then moves to Maureen who waits at the sliding doors. They turn and wave at Grandpa. He waves back, and he looks happy and sad to see Dylan leave.
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    Dylan stares out the window of the A380 as Perth shrinks below.


    He’s worried about his dad, but he’s also glad to be on his way to somewhere exciting. It’s a relief to be getting away from home, even if it’s only for a little while, but he also feels bad about being happy to leave.


    What he is jazzed about is being on an aeroplane for the first time ever. And this jet is huge, like a giant city in the sky. It was made by a bunch of French people, who clearly have found their winged keel.


    It’s a thirteen-hour flight from Perth to Tokyo but it’s smooth and comfortable in the big jet. Dylan manages to catch some zeds on the way so he’s ready and raring to go when Maureen wakes him for landing.


    He excitedly looks out the window of the airliner at the sprawling metropolis of Tokyo below. The view takes his breath away. Everywhere he looks there is another vibrant colour. This city is like Kimi, the opposite of beige. He falls in love with the place straightaway.
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    The welcome reception for the world championships is being held in a majestic Japanese open-air garden at the centre of the hotel where Dylan is staying. The garden is ringed by large paper lanterns and the reception is filled with people he doesn’t know. The crowd is made up of his fellow competitors, and their families, from all over the world. He’s a little nervous when he arrives, but Maureen takes good care of him.


    Across the garden Dylan spies Kimi with her parents. Excited, he raises a hand. ‘Kimi.’


    She turns to her name, sees him and her face lights up. ‘You made it!’


    They move across the garden to meet. For a moment he thinks they might even embrace–


    Clang. Dylan clunks his knee on a low planter box and doubles over in pain. His voice is a croak. ‘Again?! Seriously?!’


    Kimi is instantly concerned. ‘Are you okay?’


    He isn’t but plays it off. ‘I’m fine.’ His voice is still a croak.


    ‘You look like you’re in need of medical assistance.’


    ‘Nahhh, it’s all good. I’ll walk it off.’ He just wants to change the subject. ‘So how are you?’


    ‘Better now you’re here.’


    That is music to his ears.
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    On the opposite side of the garden Patrick observes Dylan and Kimi’s meeting and their easy friendship. He turns to Jason who seems unhappy to be there. ‘Don’t you want to go and maybe talk with some of these people? You might make some friends.’


    Jason shakes his head and looks at his father like he’s mad. ‘No time for that, Patrick. I think we should get out of here and do some training.’


    ‘What? We arrived five minutes ago.’


    ‘When Andre Agassi was my age he was going to school and training four hours every day. Four hours!’


    ‘He also wore a wig for most of his career so no one would know he was bald. I’m not sure he’s the role model you want him to be. And would you stop calling me Patrick? I’m your father.’


    ‘I don’t need you to be my father this week. I need you to be my coach. I need you need to motivate me.’


    ‘What do you mean? I’m always motivating you.’ He shows him. ‘Good on you, mate! Keep it up! Well done!’


    Jason stares at him. ‘Could that have been any less inspiring?’ He turns and points. ‘That lantern could have done a better job. You need to lift your game. Every time I turn around you’re gabbing on with some competitor or one of their parents. You should be focused on me. They’re the enemy.’


    ‘No, they’re not. They’re very pleasant people who make paper aeroplanes as a hobby. I want them to like us–’


    ‘We can’t be friends with them. Why is this so difficult for you to understand? They’re competitors.’


    ‘Can’t they be both? Can’t yours be a popular victory? Can’t they be happy for your success? Wouldn’t that be nice?’


    ‘Sure, and it’d be nice to live in Tinky-Winky Land where the oceans are made of hot chocolate and the clouds are marshmallows, but it ain’t gonna happen. You need to realise they’re my opponents, otherwise I’m going home a loser. Do you want me to go home a loser?’


    ‘That’s kind of a simplistic question.’


    ‘Yes. It is. Do you want me to go home a loser?’


    ‘Well, no, of course not, but–’


    ‘Good. Now prove it.’


    Patrick regards his son for an unhappy moment.


    What kind of monster have I created?
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    A bullet train thunders along the tracks as Mount Fuji looms on the horizon.


    On board the train are the kids who will compete tomorrow. They’re an interesting group who hail from all over the globe, everywhere from South Korea to the United States, from Germany to Ghana.


    Dylan tries not to stare at Kimi who sits on the other side of the carriage and looks out the window as the lush countryside whips past. The trouble is he finds it extremely difficult not to. She turns and catches him staring. Embarrassed, he immediately looks away as if he’s inspecting the seat in front of him. Kimi can’t help but smile. He sees the smile and it makes his heart sing.


    An hour later the kids wander through an ancient temple where a paper-making ceremony is in progress. A young Japanese woman is their tour guide and addresses the group, ‘As early as 100 AD, long before origami was invented, paper was being made in Japan. Remember, before you can fold paper you should first understand and appreciate how to make paper.’


    The group studies the beautiful pieces of handmade paper that hang to dry nearby. Dylan touches the paper, feels it, bends it, gets a sense of its possibilities. The group then helps pound and stir rags immersed in tubs of water as part of the paper-making process. Dylan and Kimi do it together and really get into it. It doesn’t smell great but it’s a lot of fun.


    ‘Hey! Stop it!’ Dylan looks up. Jason has folded a bunch of paper ninja stars and thrown one at a small boy nearby.


    Thunk. Another hits the boy in the back of the head. ‘Cut it out!’ He has a British accent.


    Jason laughs at him. ‘What are you afraid of? It’s just paper.’ He throws another star.


    Thunk. It hits the boy in the face. The boy unsuccessfully tries to bat it away, back-pedals and trips to the ground.


    Dylan moves quickly, helps the boy to his feet. The little Brit is clearly upset and close to tears. ‘Sorry, buddy, you’ll be right.’


    Dylan turns to Jason. He hates bullies and this guy seems to be making a career out of being one. ‘What do you think you’re doing? Apart from embarrassing twenty million Australians? Pull your head in.’


    Jason bristles. ‘What did you say?’


    ‘You heard.’


    Jason steps towards Dylan. ‘What did you say?’


    Dylan doesn’t flinch.


    He realises Jason is only the second bully he’s ever stood up to. The first was Kevin and now that Dylan thinks about it he was a cream puff compared to this bloke.


    Even so Dylan’s going to do it, or at least go down trying. Jason needs to be dealt with or he’ll be unbearable for the rest of the competition.


    ‘What did you say?’ Jason steps closer, towers over Dylan.


    His arms and legs buzz with adrenaline but Dylan stands his ground. He locks eyes with Jason and speaks in a hard, level tone, ‘Jump ahead a few minutes. How do you think this is gonna work out for you?’


    Jason stares at Dylan for a long beat, then breaks eye contact and takes in the other kids that surround them. None of them makes a noise; they just stare at Jason. It’s clear no one likes the way he acts.


    Jason looks back at Dylan. A moment passes, then Jason wavers, pushes past Dylan and storms away, clearly embarrassed.


    Dylan watches him go and realises his mum was right with another piece of advice about bullies. Most of them are cowards. As soon as you stand up to them they back down.


    Dylan moves back to the tub and continues to watch the paper-making process with Kimi. The buzz of the adrenaline rush slowly dissipates.
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    The bullet train races along the tracks as the sun sets behind it.


    Most of the children nap but Dylan scribbles in his notebook above a series of drawings that illustrate the various steps to make paper.
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    Back at the hotel the kids head to a final briefing about tomorrow’s competition before hitting the sack.


    Dylan walks through the lobby and can’t help but think how lush the place is. Though, as much as he likes it, he still misses home. He thinks about his dad a lot, wonders how he’s feeling. He’ll definitely call him tonight.


    Dylan moves up a short set of stairs to the meeting room. Kimi’s just ahead as Jason falls in beside him. Dylan doesn’t say anything to him because, well, what is there to say? Jason’s acted like such an idiot on numerous occasions and until that changes and he does pull his head in, there isn’t anything to say.


    But it seems Jason thinks there is something to say. ‘Hey, you gonna go cry to your dad when you come last in the finals tomorrow? Oh, that’s right, he’s not here, is he?’


    Nice.


    Gee, this guy really is a tool. ‘Back off, Jason. You’re doing a great job of making sure you don’t have any mates.’


    They continue to climb the hotel stairs side by side. ‘Maybe I am, but at least my father’s here to see me win.’


    ‘Yeah, whatever you reckon.’


    They reach the top of the stairs. ‘White trash.’ Jason throws out an arm and pushes Dylan. It’s not a big push but it’s enough to cause him to overbalance.


    ‘Oh jeez!’ Dylan tumbles down the stairs. It’s scary. He throws out his right hand to break his landing.


    Crunch.


    Dylan hits the ground hard. His hand does break the fall but not very well. He rolls to a stop and clutches his wrist. It hurts worse than anything he can remember. ‘Ahhh!’


    Jason walks on and doesn’t look back.


    ‘Dylan!’ Kimi rushes down the stairs and kneels beside him with a very concerned expression. ‘Are you okay?’


    Dylan tries to be brave and forces a smile. ‘I think I’m in need of medical assistance.’
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    In his hotel room, Dylan sits at the table, miserable. A young Japanese doctor places an icepack over his right wrist as Kimi watches.


    The doctor speaks in Japanese and Kimi translates for Dylan, ‘It would seem like you have sprained your wrist.’


    Dylan nods unhappily. ‘I thought so.’


    The doctor speaks again and Kimi translates, ‘It will take a week to recover.’


    This is not what Dylan wanted to hear. ‘A week? I need to use it tomorrow.’


    The doctor speaks again. Kimi translates and points to his left wrist. ‘Then I guess it’s lucky you have a spare.’


    Dylan’s in no mood for the doctor’s jokes. ‘Har-dee-ha, doc, har-dee-ha. This is my throwing wrist. I need to use it.’


    The doctor speaks and again Kimi translates. ‘There’s not a lot that can be done except to keep ice on it. He’ll drop by tomorrow night to have another look.’


    Dylan pulls in a deep breath and feels utterly downcast. Unfortunately the competition will be well and truly over by tomorrow night. ‘Okay, thanks, doc.’


    Maureen rushes into the room, very worried. It’s the first time Dylan’s seen her when she hasn’t been super excited about everything. ‘What happened?’


    Dylan takes a moment to think about his answer. Does he dob in Jason or does he keep it to himself? ‘I tripped.’ He decides to keep it to himself. He doesn’t like tattletales, as his mum used to call them, and he doesn’t need Maureen to fight his battles for him.


    ‘You tripped?’


    ‘I tripped.’


    She’s clearly not buying it but lets it go. ‘Okay. Get some rest. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.’


    But Dylan’s not at all sure. ‘I can’t imagine I’ll be competing.’


    As the doctor finishes packing his bag Kimi says something to him in Japanese. The doctor answers, then Kimi turns to Dylan. ‘There might be one thing we could do.’


    Dylan brightens. ‘What?’


    ‘Do you really want your wrist to get better?’


    He nods excitedly. ‘Yes, I’ll do anything.’


    ‘Anything?’


    ‘Anything.’
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    A long acupuncture needle glistens in the light.


    ‘But – I – hate – needles.’ Dylan watches in horror as the doctor pushes the needle into his wrist. Dylan tries his best to be brave, but it doesn’t work very well. ‘Aaahhh!’ His shout reverberates through the hotel – then across the city. It’s actually louder than when he sprained his wrist in the first place.


    The doctor smiles, holds up another needle and speaks in stilted English, ‘Not to worry, only twelve more.’


    ‘It’s not that bad.’ Maureen sits on the other side of the room, her whole face covered in acupuncture needles.


    ‘Yeah, they don’t really hurt at all.’ Both of Kimi’s ears are covered in needles too.
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    Dylan and Kimi walk into the open-air garden at the centre of the hotel. It’s night-time and no one is around. They take a seat and Dylan removes the icepack from his wrist. ‘Thanks for coming up with the acupuncture idea.’ He gingerly flexes his fingers. ‘It does feel a bit better.’


    Kimi smiles. ‘What are friends for?’


    He rips a piece of paper out of his notebook and folds a plane. Or attempts to. With his injured wrist it’s slow, difficult and painful. He shakes his head, he can’t believe this has happened today, of all days.


    Kimi motions to his notebook. ‘May I have a look?’


    He’s reluctant. ‘Oh, ummm...well...I...’


    She sees it. ‘Friends don’t keep secrets.’


    She’s right. They don’t. But the problem is that apart from all of his ideas and rules about making paper planes, the notebook also contains a bit of Dylan’s personal stuff. So he does a quick mental check of what’s actually in the thing, to make sure none of it is about Kimi, like a drawing of her face or declaration of his feelings, then passes it over when he’s satisfied there is nothing too embarrassing inside.


    Kimi opens it and he’s a bit nervous about what she will think. Then he sees her smile and the nerves disappear. She studies the notebook, takes in the sketches, the notes and the pictures, some cut from newspapers and magazines, others printed from the internet. There’s even a few pics of Dylan with his favourite barrel-o’-fun Kevin. Then she sees a series of drawings of her paper plane. She studies one particularly beautiful illustration of her ‘whale’ and seems to be very taken by it.


    Dylan leans over, carefully tears out the page and passes it to her. She accepts it, clearly touched. ‘Thank you.’ She continues to page through the notebook until she comes across an In Memoriam card stuck inside. There’s a picture of Cindy on the front. ‘Who’s this?’


    ‘My mum.’ Just saying the words is difficult. It takes the wind out of him every time.


    ‘Oh. She’s beautiful.’ She looks at Dylan. ‘What happened?’


    He takes a moment, then tells her. ‘She died – five months ago. She was a piano teacher.’


    ‘How did it happen?’


    ‘Car accident. So. Yeah...’ He trails off, tries his hardest not to get upset in front of her.


    She nods. ‘That sucks.’


    ‘Badly.’


    ‘So your dad didn’t come because of work?’


    Dylan half-smiles at this.


    ‘What?’


    ‘My dad hasn’t really worked since the accident. Hasn’t done much of anything actually.’


    Kimi takes this in, closes the notebook and hands it back. ‘Thank you. It’s amazing.’


    ‘Thanks.’ He shoots her a smile and works his wrist again. It really hurts. He studies it for a second. ‘I should have let it be. I shouldn’t have said anything to Jason.’


    ‘The guy’s a bully. You did the right thing.’


    He holds up his injured wrist. ‘But is it worth losing for?’


    ‘Winning or losing doesn’t matter.’


    Dylan’s heard this kind of thing from Kimi before. ‘Oh, come on.’


    ‘It doesn’t. It’s really about...making something beautiful, or surprising.’ She gestures to his notebook. ‘Like your book.’


    Dylan nods but isn’t convinced. ‘Yeah, yeah, I know what you’re saying but still, you want to win, right?’


    She looks at him and the mood suddenly changes. ‘If you have to ask me that again, then you haven’t been listening – and don’t understand me at all.’ Disappointed, she stands and walks out of the garden. ‘I’ll see you.’


    Dylan is surprised. ‘Oh, okay. You’re going?’ He watches her leave, his surprise turning to bewilderment by the sudden turn of events. ‘What happened? Hello? I thought we were having a good time.’


    But there’s no answer because she’s gone.


    ‘Well, that didn’t go very well.’ Shocked, he thinks about what she said, about how she doesn’t care if she wins or not. Maybe she really means it. Maybe it isn’t that important to her.


    He takes a breath then works his right wrist again. Gee, it hurts. A lot. He stares at the plane he just made and thinks he should test it, to see if it’ll actually do what it needs to do tomorrow. He glances round for a place to throw it then looks up at the hotel, which rips into the night sky above. That’ll do perfectly.
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    Dylan hears a sharp tink sound as he walks out onto the hotel’s roof and sees Patrick, Jason’s father, practising his putting on a long strip of synthetic grass. He strikes the golf ball cleanly. It rolls in a dead-straight line for a good ten metres, then drops into a cup. He grins, clearly happy with the shot.


    Dylan doesn’t want to disturb him, firstly because it always seems like someone is asking him for something, either an autograph or a photo, and secondly because he doesn’t know what Jason’s said to him about their run-in. Patrick may not have taken kindly to Dylan getting stuck into his son. So with that in mind, Dylan keeps his head down, doesn’t say anything, circumnavigates the putting green and heads for the side of the building where he’ll throw his plane–


    ‘Hey there.’


    Dylan stops dead. That’s Patrick voice. What’s he going to say? Dylan decides to play it cool, like there’s no problem with Jason. He turns to Patrick and smiles. ‘Hey there, Mr Jones.’


    ‘It’s Dylan, right?’


    ‘Yep.’ Dylan looks around furtively. ‘So where’s Jason?’ Dylan realises he’s not being very cool but then he doesn’t want to be blindsided by that guy again.


    ‘Oh, he doesn’t...he’s not a big fan of golf. Or any of the regular sports, really.’ He brightens and holds the putter out to Dylan. ‘Want to give it a go?’


    That’s a surprise. Maybe Mr Jones doesn’t know about his issues with Jason, after all. ‘Oh, umm, sure.’ Dylan nods. ‘I’ve never actually done it before.’ Dylan pockets the paper plane then takes the putter in hand as Patrick places the golf ball two metres away from the cup. Dylan approaches it. His wrist hurts but he muscles through the pain and takes a shot. It spins off to one side. ‘Oh man! That was awful! Sorry!’


    ‘No worries.’ Patrick retrieves the ball and places it in the same position again. ‘Now this time don’t hit it quite so hard. Try to keep the swing smooth and stay relaxed, like this.’ Patrick shows him with the putter, then hands it back.


    Dylan tries again and it’s a pretty good putt. The ball touches the lip – and drops in.


    Patrick nods his approval. ‘Much better.’


    ‘Yes!’ Dylan is delighted. He pauses then turns to Patrick. ‘Mr Jones, what’s it like? To win, you know, like, the US Open? What’s the best part?’ Dylan’s been thinking about winning since his recent disastrous conversation with Kimi and realises Patrick might be a good person to ask.


    Patrick takes a moment. ‘It’s all pretty good, don’t let any one tell you different, but the best part? I guess it’s the blokes I played against on the tour. A lot of people think golf’s a solo sport but you actually play with people all the time so I ended up making a lot of great friends, guys who are still mates. So that’s the bit that stays with you. That’s the best part.’


    Dylan takes this in as he retrieves the golf ball.


    ‘So you think you can win tomorrow?’


    ‘I don’t know, but I really want to.’


    ‘And why’s that?’


    Dylan thinks about it. ‘Everyone loves a winner, don’t they? I mean, you know that better than anyone. I thought that if I win then, well, maybe my dad might want to hang out with me more.’


    Patrick thinks about this. ‘You know what? He’s family. Sometimes it takes awhile for them to...come good. But they will. Eventually. You just gotta stick with them.’


    He could be wrong but as Dylan hears this he can’t help but think that Patrick’s not only talking about Jack, but also about Jason, and that Patrick might not be that thrilled with the way his son acts sometimes. ‘Well, I hope you’re right. And thanks, Mr Jones.’


    ‘Any time, mate.’


    Flexing his wrist, Dylan walks over to the waist-high cement wall that rings the edge of the roof. He takes up a position, makes a final tweak to the plane’s wings then throws it into the night sky.


    The good news is that it isn’t that painful to actually throw the plane so, happy days, that’s not going to make things too difficult tomorrow. The bad news is that even tweaking the wings that little bit hurt his wrist quite a lot. He watches the plane gently float away. It doesn’t head straight to the roadway sixty storeys below but catches a breeze and lifts higher.


    He remembers the first time he threw a paper plane. It was the same day his mother taught him how to fold one. He sure has come a long way from that backyard in the middle of that empty beige landscape, to this multicoloured glass and steel metropolis with skyscrapers stacked side by side for as far as the eye can see.


    His plane flies on, then he loses sight of it behind one of those skyscrapers. It’s funny. Dylan is in the middle of this huge city, surrounded by millions and millions of people, and yet he feels very alone, more alone than he ever felt when he was in that empty beige landscape back home.


    Back in his room, Dylan picks up the hotel phone and dials Australia. It rings and rings – and then the answering machine picks up the call. He leaves a message. ‘Hi, Dad. How’s everything going? Hopefully good. Ummm, well, Tokyo’s great – in fact, it’s amazing. Today I learnt all about making paper in an ancient temple, which was pretty cool.’ He doesn’t say anything about his run-in with Jason because he doesn’t want his dad to worry.


    ‘So the finals are on tomorrow. I’m pretty nervous, been working on my planes. I haven’t found my winged keel yet but, well, apart from that everything’s great. Oh, I did sprain my wrist, which is a bit of a bummer, but it’s feeling better thanks to the help of acupuncture, which was a bit scary with all the needles and everything, but still pretty good. Yeah, I’ve been having the most amazing time. It’s really fun so I hope we can come back here one day.’


    Dylan pauses. For a long time he’s been wondering about how he can help Jack get out of his funk. Well, now he thinks he might have the answer, thanks to Jason’s father, Patrick. Dylan takes a breath and continues speaking into the handset, ‘So I just wanted to say to you that I’m going to stick with you for as long as it takes.


    ‘Well, I hope you get this message. Anyway, I’ll see you soon. Wish me luck. I love you, Dad.’ He hangs up the phone and stares out the window at the twinkling skyline beyond. He hopes his dad is okay.
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    At home, eyes wet with tears, Jack leans his head against the cupboard and looks down at the answering machine. He should have picked up the phone, he should have but he didn’t because he had no idea what to say. It feels like he’s let the little guy down so many times since Cindy passed away that he never knows what to say to him.


    The answering machine clicks off. Jack buries his head in his hands and cries, like he hasn’t cried before. Strangely, after trying to keep it in for so long, it’s a relief to let it out. It’s like a weight has been lifted from his heart.


    A moment passes and he dries his eyes. It’s like a switch has been flicked within him. All he can think about is how to make it up to Dylan. The sadness he has been feeling is still there but now he can see through the fog for the first time in a long time and realises something important. Yes, he has lost his wife, but if he doesn’t change, if he doesn’t get his act together, then he will lose his son too.


    He marches through the house, out the front door and over to the shed. He has a sense of purpose he hasn’t felt for a long time. He flicks the shed’s light switch, moves to the piano and picks up the business card the sweaty man left during the garage sale. Jack studies it for a minute, then slaps the top of the piano. He knows what he must do now.
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    It’s competition day.


    The venue of the World Junior Paper Plane Championships is a short walk from the hotel. The modern stadium is huge, much bigger than Dylan expected. As he walks towards it with the other kids he’s surprised by the number of people filing inside to watch the competition. There must be a crowd of five thousand, easy.


    Dylan realises he should be excited by what lies ahead but instead he’s concerned. He flexes his aching bandaged wrist, worried he won’t be able to fold his plane properly.


    He’s about to enter the venue when he looks up and notices a large bird swoop across the sky and land gently on the roof. It immediately makes him think of Clive. He wonders if his bird of prey misses him. He hopes so, though he reckons Clive probably misses the bacon more.


    The competitors enter the cavernous hall and Dylan takes in the expectant crowd. Forty kids from all over the world are practising throwing their planes. It’s chaos but there’s a buzz of excitement in the air.


    A digital scoreboard shows the crowd that round one of the competition is about to begin. As a sheet of white A4 paper is handed to each competitor, a Japanese official speaks into a microphone and his voice reverberates across the venue, ‘The top two finishers from each of the four heats will qualify for the final, but first all competitors must make their planes.’ He turns to the kids. ‘Competitors, you have ninety seconds.’


    The kids take their positions, spread out across the venue. The official raises a starter pistol and pulls the trigger.


    Bang. The crowd roars as the official triggers a stopwatch and the competitors make their first plane of the day, though for many it will be their last.


    Dylan winces as he makes each fold in his paper and tries to ignore the pain in his wrist. He uses everything he has learnt so far. He pinches his nails along the folds to make the creases sharp and aerodynamic like his mum taught him, then carefully folds a tail into the back of the plane to give it the stability he found out about when he and Kevin escaped the runaway rocket and became mates, then builds flaps into the wings like the ones on the war plane that saved him and Grandpa from the enemy fighters. He even works some of Kimi’s whale dimples into the wings. Making the plane hurts like hell, and it looks like a bit of a pig’s breakfast, but he powers through and finishes it. He has yet to find his winged keel so it’s the best he can do. He hopes his plane is good enough without it.


    The official watches his stopwatch. ‘Stop!’ The kids all comply. Dylan is in the fourth heat. The first three happen very quickly. Kimi wins the first heat by ten metres. Jason does the same thing in the third heat.


    Finally, it’s Dylan’s turn. The official speaks into his microphone. ‘Please take your positions.’ The kids move back from the start line to give themselves a run-up as the official raises the starter pistol. ‘Three...two...one.’ He pulls the trigger.


    Bang. Dylan runs forwards, reaches the start line, draws his arm back and launches his plane. It explodes out of his hand and lifts into the still air. The roar of the crowd is deafening.


    In a straight line across the hall the planes gain altitude. The lowest plane is Dylan’s. ‘Come on!’


    The ten-metre mark comes and goes as two planes to the left of Dylan’s spiral to the ground. Then a third plane veers off course and loses height, crashes to the ground, the anguished cry of the failed competitor lost under the wall of noise from the screaming crowd. These people are really getting into it.


    Five planes are still airborne. The twenty-metre mark is left behind. Another two planes lose momentum and drop to the polished floor.


    Three planes fly on.


    Dylan’s is still the lowest and trails the other two by about three metres. The second-place plane crosses the thirty-metre mark then suddenly loses altitude and Dylan’s confidence spikes. He might be able to pull this off. ‘Please-baby-baby-please–’


    Then Dylan’s plane loses altitude too. ‘No!’ He holds his breath and wills it onwards but it stalls. It’s not going to work out. The dream is over.


    Then the plane in third position drops faster than Dylan’s, which now flies straight towards it–


    Bam. Side by side they hit the polished floor and slide to a stop.


    Dylan glances at the other competitor. It’s the short British kid he helped out when Jason was chucking ninja stars at him yesterday. They share a nod then turn to the official who inspects the spot where both planes touched down.


    Everyone in the stadium holds their breath and waits for the decision. You could hear a pin drop. Who will place second and make it through to the final and who will bow out and go home? The official studies the spot for a long moment, then holds up the second-place flag – and points at Dylan!


    He’s through to the final!


    ‘Yes!’ Dylan is as surprised as he is relieved. He shakes hands with the disappointed British kid then looks over at Kimi with a wide grin. She nods politely but is clearly still upset after last night’s conversation. Dylan’s thrilled he made it through to the final but wishes he could share it with someone.


    On the digital scoreboard the names of the eight competitors who qualify for the final are listed in order of distance. Jason and Kimi made it through with the top two distances respectively, both in the high fifty-metre range. Dylan is the last qualifier at just over forty-five metres. He studies the list and realises he has a whole lot of work to do if he’s going to have any chance of being in the top three, let alone winning. He needs to find his winged keel, and find it now.


    He thinks about all the people at home who have helped him get here and how he doesn’t want to let them down. Grandpa with all his advice and law breaking; and Grandpa’s lady friends with their scones and lamingtons; and Mr Hickenlooper, who introduced him to paper planes in the first place; and Kevin with his matey support; and even his dad, who had the bright idea to have the garage sale. All of them put in a lot of effort for him to get here so he wants to do the best he can for them. And he wants to do the best for himself too. He wants to live up to his potential, and he knows the only way to do that is to find his winged keel, and the only way to do that is to put his thinking cap on and figure out what it is.


    Now what is it?


    He does not know.
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    The official speaks into his microphone once again. ‘The final begins now.’


    The crowd cheers as the eight competitors, now dressed in ceremonial kimonos, the official costume of Japan, enter and take up positions at one end of the venue. Dylan and Jason lock eyes and regard each other coolly. Sure, they don’t like each other but Dylan still holds out his bandaged hand in a gesture of sportsmanship. ‘Good luck.’


    Jason looks at his hand but doesn’t shake it. ‘I don’t need luck.’


    Kimi hears him and shakes her head at how rude he is.


    Jason sees it. ‘What?’


    ‘I hope you get a really bad paper cut.’


    Zing. Dylan can’t help but smile at that. He looks at her. ‘Good luck, Kimi.’


    ‘You too, Dylan.’


    Dylan turns and sees a large video screen that hangs at the back of the hall. The official points at the screen and speaks into his microphone. ‘Today’s competition is being watched across the world on the official web feed.’


    The image on the video screen cuts from a classroom in South Korea to a classroom in Ghana to Dylan’s classroom back in Australia. Led by Hickenlooper, the kids all cheer then throw paper planes towards the camera. Kevin is front and centre, dancing in the sombrero. Grandpa is there with two lady friends. The room is decorated with a huge banner that reads:


    GOOD LUCK, DYLAN!


    Dylan smiles and waves at the screen as he searches for his father but can’t see him anywhere. It’s disappointing but not a surprise. It doesn’t hurt as much as he thought it would. He’s become used to his father letting him down.


    The official places a beautifully wrapped ream of A4 paper on an antique table in front of the competitors and uses an ornamental sword to slice open the seal and reveal the paper. Each sheet is a different colour. Each competitor is handed a piece. Jason’s sheet is red, Kimi’s is blue and Dylan’s is green.


    Dylan feels the paper. It has the weight and texture of quality, and the most beautiful aroma, like the incense his mother used to burn.


    The official holds up the starter gun. ‘The rules remain the same. You each have ninety seconds to make your plane. Are you ready?’


    The competitors nod in unison.


    The official raises the starting pistol. ‘Three...two...one.’


    Dylan takes a deep breath.


    The official pulls the trigger.


    Bang. The official starts the stopwatch as the kids make their planes. Dylan pushes through the pain in his wrist and folds his plane, thinking about everything he has learnt:


    The sharp creases.


    The tail.


    The wing flaps.


    The dimples.


    He folds it quickly. It’s the best-looking plane he’s made since he sprained his wrist but still he hasn’t found his winged keel.


    He looks across at Kimi. She makes her blue whale, presses dimples on to its wings in an exquisite, unique design. He then glances across at Jason as he makes his plane. Detailed folds, confident, stylish, almost arrogant, it looks like a snub-nosed fighter jet.


    Dylan looks back at his plane. It seems so ordinary in comparison. He knows in his heart that it may be a good plane but it’s not a great one. It’s certainly not going to win, or fly in a beautiful or surprising way, the things Kimi believes are most important. What did she say again? The answer is in the natural world.


    Her winged keel is the blue whale design. Is the natural world where Dylan can find his winged keel? It already helped him when he learnt about the wingspan of birds but he’d never found a way to use it on his plane–


    Hold on.


    It hits him. Just like that. The answer he’s been looking for. ‘Yes!’ He can’t believe it’s been staring him in the face all along and he’s only realised it now.


    The official glances at his stopwatch then speaks into his microphone, ‘Forty-five seconds to go!’


    Dylan ignores the pain in his wrist and re-folds his plane. Fast. It doesn’t resemble anything he’s made before. It’s a completely new design, and it is radical.


    Nearby, Jason continues to build his plane and he’s cool as a cucumber – until he gets a paper cut. ‘Aaah!’


    It clearly stings and he shoots Kimi a sharp look. She smiles to herself and continues to gently create the dimples on her plane’s wings.


    The official starts the countdown. ‘Five...four–’ The crowd joins in. ‘–three...two...one! Stop!’ All the kids stop their folding. ‘Please, show us your planes!’


    Each kid holds their plane aloft. And each one is unique. Kimi’s blue whale, Jason’s fighter jet and Dylan’s plane, which is the most striking of them all.


    It is Clive.


    With wide, bowed wings and a short fantail, it looks just like his favourite bacon-eating bird of prey.


    The official walks along the line and takes in the eight paper planes. ‘They all look fantastic. Now please take your positions.’


    The kids move back, past the start line and take their positions as a hush falls over the crowd. The official holds the starter pistol high. ‘Ready, set...’


    Dylan’s heartbeat is the only thing he can hear.


    Bang. The starter pistol fires and the sound echoes across the stadium.


    Time slows.


    The competitors run to the start line and throw their planes.


    All except Dylan.


    Jason’s plane explodes out of his hand like it’s a ballistic missile. It cuts across the room, high and hard. Kimi does the exact opposite. She performs an elegant forward flip, lands on her feet and uses her momentum to gracefully catapult her plane into the air. It glides gently across the room with less speed but more lift than Jason’s plane.


    Dylan remains rooted to the spot as his mind drifts deep into the past, to that idyllic day when he was four years old, sitting with his mother under the apple tree as she taught him how to make and throw a paper plane.


    With the plane held tightly in his little hand, Dylan stood up, ran forwards and launched it across the garden. It was a beautiful throw. But who was he throwing it to?


    Then he remembers.


    He was throwing it to his father, who ran towards him to catch it, a warm smile on his face.


    Time speeds up.


    That’s what he’ll do now. He’ll imagine he’s throwing it to his dad. Dylan pulls himself out of the memory and runs forwards, draws his plane back – and launches it straight up towards the ceiling.


    The crowd gasps.


    No one else launched their plane like that.


    Just before it hits the ceiling the plane tilts into a wide, swooping arc. Like Clive.


    The crowd watches, amazed. Kimi stares too, astonished. She turns to Dylan with a beaming smile. ‘It’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen.’


    Dylan hears this and his heart sings. He’s created something that is both beautiful and surprising to her, and couldn’t be happier.


    On the other side of the venue Jason’s plane rockets through the air. It loses altitude but passes through the laser beam that denotes the world-record mark, then hits the polished floor at seventy-one metres. On the scoreboard video screen three words appear: New World Record!


    Jason pumps a fist then thrusts his hands into the air victoriously. But no one else is celebrating his victory. His eyes find Patrick, who politely applauds in the stand then points at something.


    Jason turns to see Kimi’s plane gliding languidly across the room. Compared to the other planes it’s as slow as a very slow thing, but it stays aloft. It closes in on Jason’s plane at a leisurely pace, like a whale effortlessly gliding through water. It floats past the old world-record mark then gently drops to the ground in front of Jason’s plane.


    The crowd goes bananas as the hometown girl takes the lead. On the scoreboard video screen three words appear again: New World Record!


    Jason sees it and drops to his knees. ‘No!’ He buries his head in his hands, distraught.


    Dylan cheers Kimi’s success then looks up at his own plane high above. It’s the only one still aloft. In fact, it’s stayed up much longer than Dylan expected. It picks up speed as its swooping arcs grow tighter and tighter. The crowd begins to clap in unison as they watch its extraordinary flight.


    Jason pulls his head from his hands and looks up at it too. He slowly finds his feet, eyes locked on the green plane. He’s clearly impressed by what he sees and starts to clap too.


    The crowd’s clapping becomes louder and louder as the plane circles around and around, faster and faster. Then it quickly loses altitude. For a moment it looks like it will return directly to Dylan, then it turns one last time – and continues its journey towards the world-record line.


    It dips low, like a bird of prey on the hunt, skims the ground, then trades speed for altitude as it crosses thirty metres. It grabs more height, then slows, and slows again, eases to a stop, its nose aimed at the ceiling. The crowd watches it, enraptured, and the clapping abruptly stops. No one makes a sound.


    On the video screen Mr Hickenlooper and the kids stare at it silently. Grandpa leans forwards, literally on the edge of his seat.


    The plane hangs in the air – then the nose tips down and it dives once more, picks up more speed than it’s had before, races towards the ground, passes the fifty-metre mark, swoops low, almost touches the floor, then blasts towards the ceiling again, like it’s on a roller-coaster.


    The plane slows, then slows some more, hovers above the sixty-metre mark, almost vertical this time, its nose pointed directly to the heavens.


    Dylan watches it. It could fall backwards and tumble to the ground or it could fly on. He has no idea what will happen.


    The plane hangs there for what seems like an aeon – then falls backwards. The disappointment cuts through Dylan like a knife.


    Then the nose tips down and the plane dives for the floor once again, faster than ever before, swoops low and stays low, skims the ground, heads for seventy metres.


    It blows past Jason’s plane, skitters it across the floor, sweeps past Kimi’s plane then banks into a right-hand turn. The tip of the wing brushes the ground and triggers the laser beam. On the scoreboard three words appear once more: New World Record!


    The crowd goes nuts, the sound like a wall of white noise.


    Stunned, Dylan can’t believe it. He did it! He found his winged keel and he won! And broke the world record! And created something beautiful and surprising.


    So why does he feel hollow inside? He should be thrilled. He should be bouncing around the stadium, celebrating like a crazy person, but he isn’t because he wishes he’d been throwing the paper plane to his dad like that first time. He’d swap it all for that.


    His plane circles around and flies back towards him. It quickly gains altitude. He realises it’s too high for him to catch as it soars overhead. Then it slows and loses altitude – and gently lands in the palm of an upturned hand.


    Jack’s hand.


    His dad is here! Dylan can’t believe it. ‘Dad?!’ He sprints to his father, who is clear-eyed, clean-shaven and smartly dressed. Dylan jumps into his arms and hugs him long and hard. And Jack hugs him back just as hard. Dylan’s good day just got better.


    They part and Jack studies the plane in his hand. ‘It’s beautiful, mate.’


    ‘I found my winged keel.’


    ‘What was it?’


    ‘Clive. My bird of prey.’


    Jack nods as he remembers the bird, then kneels and looks up at his boy. ‘I’m sorry for everything.’


    Dylan nods. ‘I know.’


    ‘I promise I’ll do better. You’ll stick by me, yeah?’


    ‘For as long as it takes.’


    His eyes wet with tears, Jack hugs his son again –and Dylan hugs him right back. This is what he wanted more than winning, more than the world record, more than anything.


    ‘We have our winners!’ The official’s voice reverberates across the venue. ‘In third place, Jason Jones!’ The crowd applauds politely as Jason runs over to the dais and climbs onto the third-place step.


    The official continues speaking into the microphone, ‘And in second place, Kimi Muroyama!’ The crowd roars as she runs over to the dais and climbs onto the second-place step. She waves happily to the crowd. They have a lot of love for the hometown girl.


    ‘And in first place, Dylan Webber!’


    The crowd goes off. Jack watches Dylan run to the dais and it’s clear he couldn’t be more proud.


    On the screen the kids in Dylan’s class rise to their feet and cheer. Grandpa and Hickenlooper embrace, Kevin puts the sombrero back on and dances like no one is watching.


    As Dylan is about to climb onto the top step, Jason stops him. Dylan waits for him to say something nasty – but instead Jason extends his hand and smiles warmly. ‘Congratulations. Your plane was fantastic.’


    Surprised, Dylan shakes his hand. ‘Thanks, mate.’


    Dylan climbs onto the top step and sees Patrick happily applauding in the crowd. Dylan can’t help but wonder if he thinks his son might have finally come good.


    Dylan turns to Kimi and they exchange a smile. After this is done he’s going to let her know how much she helped him. First, by letting him know the answer could be found in the natural world, and then by making him realise that creating something beautiful and surprising could be a valuable thing.


    The crowd’s applause swells one more time. Dylan takes Kimi’s and Jason’s hands in his and raises them high. He’ll never forget this moment.


    He can’t wait to tell Clive about it.
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      Dylan is about to feed a juicy strip of bacon to Clive, his favourite bird of prey.
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      Dylan and his classmates show their excellent paper planes to Jethro, their student teacher.
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      Dylan makes one final adjustment to his paper plane before he lets it fly.
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      Dylan and his classmates chase his paper plane across the beige and dusty footy oval.
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      ‘How do you know all this stuff?’ Dylan explains to his father how the folds of his paper plane need to be really sharp.
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      Dylan’s cheeky grandpa points at the ambulance he ‘borrowed’ from the nursing home.
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      Dylan and Kevin watch the rocket blast off. They have no idea it’s about to chase them across the yard. Run, boys, run!
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      Go, baby, go! Dylan’s and Jason’s planes swoop towards the qualifying line at the regional competition.
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      ‘That’s what mates do.’ Kevin helps Dylan practise folding planes before the Australian Junior Paper Plane Championships in Sydney.
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      No, Jack doesn’t have Dylan in a headlock! He’s just very proud that his son made it to the junior championships.
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      Uh-oh. The paper plane Dylan thought he threw into Kimi’s room actually flew into Jason’s!
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      Over Skype, Dylan shows Kimi how Clive’s wings keep the bird in the air for so long.
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      Dylan hangs out with Kimi at the paper-making ceremony in Tokyo. There’s no use denying it, he has a bit of a crush on her.
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      Dylan and Kimi have a D & M at the hotel in Tokyo after he sprains his wrist – a ‘D & M’ is a ‘deep and meaningful conversation’ BTW.
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      Dylan tweaks his plane’s wings at the World Junior Paper Plane Championships in Tokyo.
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      Dylan’s paper plane soars across the arena during the final.
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    Q & A WITH DIRECTOR ROBERT CONNOLLY


    How long ago did you have the idea for Paper Planes ?


    I started thinking about the idea for the movie four years ago. I remember talking to my best friend, Steve Worland, about the fact that our daughters had not seen many Australian family movies. They watched lots of great Pixar and Disney and Dreamworks movies, which were all made in America, but not many Australian ones.


    So we thought it would be cool to make one that would show them young Australian heroes on the big screen.


    So how long did it take to write the Paper Planes script?


    I worked on the script for several years between other projects then Steve helped out and it really picked up momentum. We had some input from script editor Chris Noonan who wrote and directed a wonderful film called Babe. What took the most time was raising the money to shoot the movie. That took about three years – that’s how long it takes to convince people to let you make a film! I started getting worried that my kids would be grown-ups before I made it.


    How long did the movie take to make?


    We had five weeks to shoot Paper Planes, which isn’t a lot of time. You have to work fast and know exactly what you want to film before you turn up on the set, otherwise you’ll waste time working it out when you should be shooting. The problem was sometimes I turned up on set and needed to rethink how to make it because things weren’t as I expected. It helps to have a script with a story and dialogue everyone is happy with before the shoot, although it was fun to have the actors play around with it and help me out.


    Where did you film the movie?


    We shot most of it in Perth, Western Australia and also some parts in Tokyo, Japan. The house we filmed in was ten minutes from where Sam Worthington, Dylan’s dad in the movie, grew up. The scenes with Clive the bird were filmed at Whiteman Park outside of Perth. If you ever get a chance to visit there, it has an incredible nature reserve and a ‘birds of prey’ display.


    How did you make the planes fly in the movie?


    Most of the time when you see the competitors throw paper planes they’re real planes. And it’s the same when they land. Each actor had to learn how to make their character’s signature plane too. When the planes are moving through the air we often used special effects. It would have taken too long to shoot the planes flying in real life, although there are a few times where we used the actual planes flying, like when Dylan and Kevin are on top of the caravan in the backyard, or when Dylan is practising with Mr Hickenlooper in the school hall. We also used an octocopter. It looks like a very small helicopter and can carry the camera hundreds of metres into the air.


    How did you choose the kids who acted in it?


    Luckily my wife, Jane Norris, is one of Australia’s leading casting agents so she knows what’s going on in the acting world and was able to find the kids for the movie. They all had to do screen tests to see if they were right for the roles and if they worked well together. Ed Oxenbould, who plays Dylan, had been on television shows like Puberty Blues and in other movies, like Alexander and the Horrible, Terrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, so we were lucky he had a bit of spare time to act in Paper Planes.


    What’s a day on set like for Ed who plays Dylan?


    Ed’s first day on set was pretty full-on. We were filming the first scenes with Clive and the temperature was 40 degrees. Ed had to ride his BMX bike up a hill to Clive’s tree, time and time again. By the end he was very hot and tired! The scenes are amazing and I’m really happy with what we shot that day, but it was demanding for Ed. He’s a very professional actor and whenever I called action he always gave one hundred per cent. It’s a pretty full-on experience for a young guy because we often work long hours, but it’s also a lot of fun.
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    Was it dangerous making the film?


    Not really. We did discover that a brown snake lived under the house we were filming in, so we had a snake wrangler on set to keep a look out for it in case it decided to slither out. Brown snakes are very deadly! Then one day I discovered the snake wrangler was showing all the young actors her snake collection. She’d brought them to set! She was meant to be keeping snakes away from us, but there they were.


    Will there be a sequel to Paper Planes ?


    We hope so! The movie will need to be a success for that to happen but we would love to spend more time with the characters and see what other kinds of adventures Dylan might have. And we’ve had a lot of interest about what happens next for Kevin too, so hopefully we will get to make another one.
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          	JACK – Sam Worthington
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          	DYLAN – Ed Oxenbould
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          	MAUREEN – Deborah Mailman
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          	KIMI – Ena Imai
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          	JASON – Nicholas Bakopoulos-Cooke
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          	KEVIN – Julian Dennison
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          	GRANDPA – Terry Norris
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          	MR HICKENLOOPER – Peter Rowsthorn
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          	PATRICK – David Wenham
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    There’s something about the way a paper plane flies that can’t be explained, that can’t be rationalised – it has to be shown, it has to be experienced. There’s just something special about creating an object from paper and making it fly.


    We are Dylan Parker and James Norton, and we are The Paper Pilots – the only two in existence so far. But we’re going to change that. We’re setting out to train the best Paper Pilots around, and that’s you!


    In 2009 we met at a small paper plane competition at our local university and we’ve been friends ever since. We fold together and we fly together. In fact, in 2009 we travelled to the World Paper Plane Championships in Austria, something that inspired Robert Connolly to make the movie Paper Planes. Dylan even took home third place for Australia in the distance category of the competition. Over the last six years we have spread the love for paper planes across Australia by taking our show on the road.


    We had so much fun working on Paper Planes; we’ve been there every step of the way, designed all of the planes you see in the movie and made almost all of the planes that take Dylan, Kimi and Jason on their journey to Tokyo to compete in the world championships.
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    We’re now going to give you a few tips and tricks on folding and throwing the best paper plane ever. First you need to know about flight, then about folding a great plane and finally a bit about throwing techniques.


    BASIC FLIGHT


    Flight requires three things – lift (the design of the plane will handle this), thrust (your powerful arm and throw) and drag (that’s the force of the wind against the plane as it moves forwards in the air). BUT, there’s one more thing people sometimes forget – GRAVITY! It’s what brings your plane back down to Earth; it’s what makes it fall. You have to use a combination of the first three things to try to beat it. More lift, a bigger throw and less drag are the key.


    GOOD DESIGN


    There are instructions on how to fold one of our fabulous designs in this book to help you out, but a few other things to know:


    1. Remember to angle the wings up to make a Y-shape from the back. This helps lift and keeps the plane stable.


    2. Always make sure the folds are really sharp, tight and smooth as this helps to reduce drag.


    THE THROW


    Are you ready?


    Stand side on with your non-throwing arm pointed in the direction you’re going to throw. Bend your knees then push up and outwards with your throwing arm, careful to flick your wrist as you release the plane. Don’t throw too hard, be graceful and never be afraid to try again if you don’t get it right the first time!


    Once you’ve mastered your first plane you should go forth and discover more designs, more planes and more places to throw them. Remember to pick up after yourself though; no one likes a litterbug.☺


    Happy flying and blue skies to you all!
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    Here are some simple folding instructions for a great paper plane design from The Paper Pilots. Can you make the best paper plane ever?


    FOLDING INSTRUCTIONS


    1. Fold the sheet of A4 paper in half lengthwise then unfold it so the crease faces upwards – this is called a valley crease because it looks like one!
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      2. Fold the top corners down to the centre crease to create a point.
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    3. 10 mm below where the corners meet, fold the tip down.
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      4. Measure halfway down the centre crease and mark the half point with a pencil. Fold the top corners down to the point you’ve just marked as shown on the diagram. There will be about 27 mm of the tip still visible.
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      5. Fold the visible tip up. This is called the Nakamura lock. Then fold the plane in half down the centre crease so the Nakamura lock is on the outside.
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      6. Fold one wing up. The crease should be 10 mm from the front of the plane and 20 mm from the back of the plane.
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      7. Turn the plane over and fold the second wing down on the other side.
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      8. Your plane will now look like this! And that means it’s a pretty awesome flying wedge. There’s a little bit more to do and then it’ll be finished!
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      9. Flatten out the plane so the Nakamura lock faces down. Fold the nose back in small increments of 4 mm. Do this three times.
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      10. Remake the earlier folds and pinch the centre of the plane together. Make sure the wings are tilted up at 19 degrees and then you are finished! If you’re not sure how much 19 degrees is, use a protractor.
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      TRIMMING INSTRUCTIONS

    


    Once the plane is finished you can adjust it for flight – this is called trimming.


    1. Test the plane by gently throwing it forward. The aim is for the plane to float smoothly to the ground. Make adjustments if it doesn’t.


    2. If the nose drops and the plane dives into the ground, bend up the very back of the wings. A little bend does a lot so make the adjustments small!


    3. If the nose rises first and then the plane drops, bend down the back of the wings.


    When you have trimmed the plane so it floats gently to the ground then you can throw it further and faster!
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    Paper has been around for almost 2000 years! It was invented in China in about 105 CE.


    It’s thought that paper kites and gliders originated in Ancient China and Japan, hundreds of years before modern aeroplanes designed to carry people were invented.


    Folding paper into patterns and shapes, like animals, is usually called ‘origami’. This is a Japanese word, which comes from oru or ori (meaning ‘fold’) and kami (meaning ‘paper’). In Paper Planes Kimi shows Dylan how to fold an origami bird.


    In 2013 students and staff of a university in Germany built the largest paper plane on record. It had a wingspan of over 18 metres and took 14 people a combined 1200 hours to construct. And guess what? It even flew when they launched it from a large platform.


    Speaking of records, the highest paper plane launch was from a helium balloon 27,000 metres in the air. The group of scientists who built the plane, called Vulture 1, later found it over 160 kilometres from the launch site.


    As Dylan finds out in Paper Planes the furthest flight for a paper aircraft is over 69 metres by American Joe Ayoob in 2012. The plane was made from a single piece of A4 paper – just like the competitors use in this story!


    What about paper plane target practice? Fumihiro Uno from Japan achieved the most consecutive times to hit a target by throwing his paper plane into a bucket 3 metres away. Try this yourself at home.


    If you have loads of friends, maybe you can break the record for the most paper planes launched at the same time. It’s only 12,672 planes. Can you beat that?


    Some people think paper with printing on it, like old photocopies, works best for paper plane making. The heat from the printer or photocopier can make the paper more rigid – which means crisper folds and creases!


    Many paper plane competitions have three categories: longest distance, longest airtime and aerobatics.


    In the most recent international paper plane competition held in 2012, called Red Bull Paper Wings, Australian Brandon Robins from Perth came 13th in the challenging longest distance category. He threw 39.61 metres and said he was ‘stoked with the result’. The winner from the Czech Republic threw a massive 50.37 metres. There were two other Aussies in the competition: Tyler Dolstra placed 52nd in the longest airtime category with 9.8 seconds, and Nathan Tarlinton came 35th in the aerobatics category – and he was the crowd favourite because he wore a Chewbacca costume from Star Wars!


    Australians Dylan Parker and James Norton, who inspired the authors of Paper Planes to write the movie, competed in the world paper plane competition in 2009. Dylan even came 3rd in the distance category and both have been teaching the rest of Australia ever since about paper engineering through their paper plane education team, The Paper Pilots.


    Other vehicles and flying objects can be made with paper too, like paper kites, paper boats and paper helicopters!


    The people of the USA love paper planes so much that they celebrate National Paper Airplane Day every year on 26 May.
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