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This is the most important day of my life. In a few hours it’ll all be over. Not my life! I’m only eleven, for goodness’ sake. I mean the finals! To hear the rest of the team singing and cheering at the back of the bus, you’d think we’d already won. But one thing I’ve learnt over the last couple of weeks is: don’t count your goals till they’re in the net.

I suppose I’d better start at the beginning. That’s where stories start, right? Not that I’d know a lot about that ’cos I’m not much of a reader. I don’t write at all, if I can help it. And before you ask, I’m rubbish at sums. I bet you’re thinking: she sounds like a bit of a loser. Oh, boy, have you got a surprise coming. Like Gav says: there’s different ways of being clever. Everyone’s got their own little bit of magic inside, it’s just a case of finding it – which is what this story’s all about.

I could start with the bad news and give it to you straight on the chin, just like Miss Summers gave it to us – but you probably need to know a bit about me first, then you’ll understand why it was such bad news.

My name’s Jelly Jackson. OK, Angelina Jackson. Crap name right! But to be fair, when Mum and Dad chose it they didn’t know I’d turn into this five foot seven beanpole with enough frizzy black hair to stuff a cushion. Everyone calls me Jelly, even at home – ’cos I’m a total jelly-freak. My dad reckons that’s why I’m always on the go. He says too much sugar makes me hyperactive, but my mum says I was just the same when I was a baby, before I got into eating jelly cubes. She says I just about came out bouncing and I’ve been bouncing ever since.

I bet I sound a bit gabby, don’t I? The funny thing is: I never used to be, before all this netball trouble. Not like Abi, our Goal Defence – now she is gabby, gabby Abi, you’ll see when you meet her. I’ve never been like that. But when the bombshell came – well, someone had to start making a fuss, didn’t they?

The main thing you need to understand is: NETBALL’S MY LIFE! It’s all I’ve ever been good at. You see, with netball, you don’t have to be good at things like reading, or sums. Netball’s so fast there’s no time to stop and think. You just know what to do. And you do it. Block, intercept, pass, run, catch, stop, SHOOT! Which is where I come in. They don’t call me the Shooting Star for nothing. Once I get in the circle, with the ball in my hands – and everyone round me shouting, ‘Fly, Jelly, fly!’ – nothing can stop me. I feel like I could actually take off – like a real shooting star. And then I really know there’s something I’m good at. No, better than good. The best!

So no one, but no one, was gonna take it away from me. Not even Mrs Patsy Poysner, the old toad. Her and her stupid plans to stop us playing netball at school. I mean, how loony is that?

What made it so much worse was: we were this close to winning the cup. Our school has never won any cups before. It must be the only one on the planet where the boys can’t even kick a football straight. But now we had this brilliant netball team. All the other schools were scared of us, ’cos word got around that we were seriously, I mean totally, unbeatable. It was partly thanks to our teacher, Miss Summers. She’s really put some work in on us over the last year. And there we were – tipped to win the county finals – when THE BOMBSHELL came!

It was a couple of weeks ago, at the end of netball practice. We were still out on the playground. Miss Summers likes to do this de-brief thing. We were all wishing she’d get on with it ’cos we were cold and it was starting to rain. Suddenly she looked like she was gonna start crying! She does that sometimes. We’re Miss Summers’s first class since she left college and Mum says she hasn’t toughened up yet. But we all think she’s the best. You could see she’d got something big on her mind, though. Suddenly she came out with it.

‘I suppose I’d better give you this straight on the chin,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid this is our last netball practice – ever!’

I thought, what’s she on about? Has she got some dreadful disease? Is she having a baby? Has she completely lost it? It had gone so quiet you could almost hear our brains working overtime. Zandra’s brain worked fastest as usual.

‘But what about the final, Miss Summers?’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ said Abi. ‘What’s gonna happen about the final?’

‘I’m afraid…it’s been cancelled,’ Miss Summers told us.

Well, then all hell broke loose. Everyone was talking at once and at the tops of their voices. When Miss Summers finally managed to quieten us down, she explained, ‘From next term the council are banning competitive sports in all county primary schools. There won’t be any more netball – not as we know it.’

‘Excuse me!’ said Maxine, as if her ears were playing tricks on her. ‘Banning netball?’

‘Not just netball. All sports. But there will be other kinds of er, non-competitive games we can play,’ said Miss Summers. ‘And we can still have Sports Day. There just won’t be any races, as such.’

It was getting crazier by the minute. ‘Sports day, without races!’ I shouted. ‘What kinda screwball thought that one up?’

Hemma nudged me and Zandra tutted a bit. But Miss Summers just smiled. That’s what happens when I get mad – it all comes out in a rush. Other teachers look down their noses, like I’ve made a bad smell or something. But Miss Summers knew I wasn’t being rude. Anyway, it was true, it had to be some kind of screwball, didn’t it?

‘But why are they banning it?’ Hemma asked.

‘The council members don’t agree with competition,’ Miss Summers said. ‘They want us to work together in school, not against one another. Not everyone can be good at sport, so they don’t think it’s fair to those who aren’t.’

We still didn’t get it. ‘Sounds barmy,’ I said.

Miss Summers gave a big sigh. ‘I know, Jelly. And I did try to talk to Mrs Barker about it…’

I knew she would have, even though she’s scared of her. Mrs Barker’s our headteacher, and believe me her bark’s as bad as her bite. My mum’s one of the cleaners at our school and she says the other cleaners call Mrs Barker The-One-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed. Not to her face, of course.

‘You gotta tell her again,’ said Abi. ‘You gotta stand up to her.’

‘We’ll back you up, Miss,’ said Maxine.

‘Yeah, I’ll hold your coat,’ said Tex.

Everyone laughed at that, ’cos Tex is the last person who’d get in a fight himself. ’Specially with Mrs Barker.

Miss Summers shook her head. ‘It wasn’t Mrs Barker’s idea,’ she said. ‘In any case, it’s too late now. The decision’s been made. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.’

She didn’t have to – we could see her eyes were all full up.

‘Aw, Miss,’ said Hemma.

Kim was patting her on the arm.

Miss Summers smiled at us and sniffed a bit. ‘I told Mrs Barker I’d keep on with our practices – until the ban comes in, but she said there’s not much point just for two weeks. Unless you girls really want to?’

‘Of course we want to!’ I blurted out. I couldn’t believe it. Only two weeks of netball left and they wanted to take those away from us too.

‘Yeah, come on, Miss!’ said Abi. ‘Don’t let us down.’

Miss Summers looked at our faces. Half the team looked like they might blub any minute.

‘OK. Mondays and Wednesdays as usual,’ she said, heading off into school, all sniffly and sad-looking. ‘I really am sorry,’ she called back to us, ‘but honestly…it’s out of my hands.’

Remember those words. You’ll be hearing them again.
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Standing there in the rain, with our mouths wide open, we probably didn’t look much like a seriously unbeatable team. To be honest, we hardly look like a team at all. Zandra and Alicia don’t really fit in – they’re the sort that go mad if they get even a spot of mud on their clean netball kit. Hemma and Abi aren’t like that, they’re pretty tough, but pint-sized really, whereas Maxine and me are dead tall, but skinny. Kim’s the only one who looks at all scary, which is a laugh, ’cos she’s so shy she wouldn’t say boo to a…guinea pig! She’s even less scary than Tex and that’s saying something.

Tex is my best buddy, but even I’d have to admit he is a bit of a wimp. It’s only ’cos he’s tiny – he hardly comes up to my elbow. He swears I’ve had all my own growth spurts and his as well. Tex isn’t in the netball team, but he might as well be. He stays behind for all the practices and cheers us on at every match. He’s brill. In fact, without him and his dad, things could have turned out so much worse.

The bad news was beginning to sink in for all of us. Abi was rabbiting as usual, ‘It’s terrible. I can’t believe it! Wait till I tell my dad. Why couldn’t they have waited, at least till after the league final? That’s what I’d like to know.’

She kept going on, even though no one was arguing with her because she was right, ’specially about the timing. With all the rain over winter we’d missed loads of practices and so had all the other schools, so the finals had been delayed until the beginning of next term. But now, with the ban, that was gonna be too late.

Everyone had something to say, except Kim, of course. Kim hardly ever says anything, which is lucky ’cos she’s Abi’s best friend and never gets a word in edgeways anyway. But guess who had the last word as usual?

‘It won’t really bother us that much, will it?’ Zandra said, turning to Alicia. ‘It means we’ll have more time for our dancing.’

Aaarrgh! I really wanted to tell her what I thought of her and her dancing. But like I said, when I get really mad it all comes out in a jumble and I end up feeling a prize twit. Right then I didn’t want Zandra looking down her pointy nose at me, thanks very much. So I grabbed my bag and took off home, without saying a word. And Tex followed me.

Outside the school gates Tex’s dog, Chipshop, was waiting for us. He went bananas the minute he saw us, nearly knocking Tex over in his excitement.

‘How come he’s always here waiting for us, whatever time we finish?’ I said. ‘It’s like he’s got his own little doggy clock.’

‘If he has,’ said Tex, ‘it must be in his stomach.’

Tex took out a dog chew and held it up, out of Chipshop’s reach. The dog started jumping in the air. His short back legs cleared the floor by a mile. Tex makes Chipshop dance like this most of the way home every day. I think it’s cruel, but Tex reckons it’s the only exercise the dog gets. He says Chipshop’s nothing but a stomach on legs.

He says, ‘Think how fat he’d be without it.’

Chipshop’s real name is Rex, but everyone calls him Chipshop because that’s his second home. He hangs around outside, begging for bits of fish batter, or leftover chips, which is why he’s such a fat little barrel. Chipshop usually makes me laugh, whenever I see him. But he didn’t that day.

We walked home, like we always do, past the bread factory, where both our dads work. I kept thinking about what Miss Summers had said – about it not being fair that some people were good at sport when other people weren’t.

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ I said to Tex. ‘Why are they picking on netball? Life’s not fair anyway, everybody knows that. If they want to make things fair why don’t they tell the boffs to stay at home and give you and me a chance to catch up ?’

Tex laughed. ‘Let’s face it, that’s never gonna happen.’

‘And why aren’t they banning the choir?’ I said.

‘Yeah, if we can’t sing in tune, why should they let them?’ said Tex. ‘And what about Art Club? I can’t draw to save my life.’

Where was it gonna end? ‘Let’s ban Zandra’s hair while we’re at it,’ I said. ‘Why should she have long blonde curls when I’ve got coconut matting? How can that be fair?’

Tex burst out laughing. ‘I like your hair,’ he said. ‘It looks sorta…’ I could see him trying to find the right word ‘…excited.’

I rolled my eyes and groaned. At least having Tex around, I always know there’s someone dafter than me.

We were waiting to cross the road when Chipshop suddenly lost interest in his chew. He started barking fit to burst at a man putting up a poster on a wall.

‘I agree with the dog,’ the man said, packing up his things. ‘She wouldn’t get my vote either.’

We looked up at the face on the poster. The woman had a really smarmy smile, the sort that makes you think: what’s she after? You know what I mean? Her eyes stared out at us from the poster, big and bulgy, like a toad’s. Chipshop didn’t like her one little bit.

That was the first time I ever saw Patsy Poysner. It wasn’t gonna be the last though.

Tex knew all about her. He said his dad had helped to get her on the council, though now he wished he hadn’t bothered.

‘He says she wants to rule the world,’ Tex told me, ‘and she won’t stop till she does.’

‘My dad doesn’t trust any politicians,’ I said. ‘He never votes. He says, what’s the point, when they’re all the same.’

‘They can’t all be the same,’ said Tex. ‘And anyway, my dad says, somebody’s gotta run the country.’

Well, that got me fizzing mad. ‘Oh, yeah,’ I yelled at him. ‘With stupid rules like banning netball! That’s very useful that is! The whole country’d fall apart without that one!’

Tex doesn’t like arguing. He started chewing his finger ends and telling Chipshop to stop barking. But Chipshop wouldn’t, so in the end we had to pick him up and carry him between us like a sack of cement, which was about what he weighed. We’d crossed the road and got right round the corner before it was safe to put him down.

Tex could see I was still mad so I think he was glad when we reached his road. ‘Look, I gotta go,’ he said. ‘I’ve got my paper round to do.’ He ducked off down the road with Chipshop still skipping on two legs, chasing the chew. ‘See ya,’ he shouted.

‘Not if I see you first,’ I shouted back, really grumpy. He just waved back, dead cheerful, as if I was joking.

‘I mean it,’ I yelled after him, but he didn’t even turn round.

After he’d gone I felt even worse. I knew Tex and all the others would miss netball, but not like I would. In fact, without netball practices, life’d be easier for them: Tex wouldn’t have to rush home and race to get his paper round done. Maxine wouldn’t have to persuade her next-door neighbour to mind her kid brothers twice a week. Hemma wouldn’t have to drag her sister Nila with her on netball nights. Abi and Kim could go home and watch all the daytime soaps that Abi’s mum tapes for her. And Alicia and Zandra – well, they had their dancing, didn’t they!

But what about me? I’d go back to being the tall, gawky, thick one. Good at nothing and nothing to say for herself. Oh, cheers. That was really something to look forward to. Not!
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I hate it when Tex won’t argue with me. I mean, what else are best mates for? So by the time I got home I was still looking for a fight. Anyone would have done. Did I say anyone? Anyone but Gav the Taxi.
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