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CHAPTER 1





“Go on,” said Darren. “I dare you. Before he comes back.”


Bertie looked at the hammer. It belonged to Mr Grouch, the demon caretaker. Bertie and Darren were helping him with the scenery for the school play. So far they had done nothing but stand around listening to the caretaker grumble. But Mr Grouch wasn’t around right now. He’d gone off to fetch more nails, leaving his hammer lying on the stage.


“Why don’t you do it?” asked Bertie.


“I dared you first,” said Darren.


“I dare you back,” said Bertie.


“I double dare you no returns,” said Darren.


Bertie looked around. He never refused a dare, not even the time Darren dared him to lock Mr Weakly in the store cupboard. And this was just one little tap with a hammer. What harm could it do? A nail was sticking up practically begging to be hit. Bertie picked up the hammer and took a swing.


“Watch what you’re doing!” cried Darren, ducking out of the way.
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“Well, stand back then,” said Bertie. “I need room.”


He glanced round, checking that no one was about. All clear.


DINK! He tapped the nail on the head.


Darren rolled his eyes. “Not like that! Give it a proper whack.”


Bertie held the nail between his finger and thumb. He swung the hammer back and brought it down.


THUNK!


“YOWWWWW!” he wailed, dropping the hammer. “What did you do?” said Darren.
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“I HIT MY THUMB! ARGH!


OWW!” Bertie hopped around like a frog on a dance floor.


“SHHH!” hissed Darren. “Someone will hear you!”


Bertie was in too much pain to care. “OWW! OWW! OWW!” he howled.


Footsteps came thudding down the corridor. Mr Grouch burst into the hall, followed by Miss Boot.


“WHAT IS GOING ON?” yelled Miss Boot.


“Nothing, Miss,” said Darren.


“ARGH! OHHHH!” cried Bertie, doubled over in pain.


Mr Grouch spotted the hammer on the floor.


“Have you been playing with this?” he growled, picking it up.


Darren shook his head. “No,” he said. “I haven’t!”


Miss Boot turned on Bertie. “Did you touch this hammer?”


“I was only trying to help!” moaned Bertie.


“I knew it!” cried Mr Grouch. “I turn my back for two seconds and this is what happens. That boy is a menace. He should be expelled!”


“Yes, thank you, Mr Grouch,” said Miss Boot. “I will deal with this.”


“OWW! OWW!” wailed Bertie. “I think it’s broken!”


“Don’t make such a fuss!” snapped Miss Boot. “Let me see.”
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Bertie let go of his thumb and held it out for inspection. Yikes! It had turned purple and swollen up like a balloon! “I don’t feel very well,” he said, going pale.


Miss Boot took charge. “Darren, take him to Miss Skinner’s office,” she ordered. “And Bertie, don’t think you’ve heard the last of this, I shall be speaking to your parents.”
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Bertie sat outside Miss Skinner’s office nursing his injured thumb. It was wrapped in a wet paper towel. He couldn’t believe the way everyone was remaining so calm. Why hadn’t they called an ambulance? For all they knew he could be dying!


The door flew open and his mum hurried in.


“Bertie, are you all right?” she cried.


Bertie shook his head weakly and held up his hand.


“I think it’s broken!” he moaned.


“Your hand?”


“My thumb.”


“Well, what happened?”


“It wasn’t my fault,” said Bertie. “I was trying to help. The hammer slipped.”


“Hammer!” shrieked Mum. “What on earth were you doing with a hammer?”


“Hammering,” replied Bertie.


“Well next time, don’t. Hammers are dangerous,” said Mum. “Let me see.”


Bertie gingerly unwrapped the soggy paper towel. His thumb was still swollen.
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Mum stared. “Is that it?” she said. “I thought it was serious!”


“It hurts!” said Bertie. “It’s probably broken!”


“So you keep saying,” sighed Mum. “Well, we’d better get it checked out. Let’s get you to hospital.”
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