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A thing called Thing
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Think of a thing.


Quite a small sort of thing.


A thing that’s covered in ginger fur, like a red squirrel.


Now stop thinking about red squirrels, because it’s not one of those.


Think of paws that are a little bit like hands.


Think of wings that are stubby and don’t work.


Think of two HUGE eyes that blink up at you, all shy and wondering and worried.


‘Hmm. What sort of thing is this funny little thing?’ you might ask.


Well, it’s my thing. Mine and Jackson’s.


Our thing lives—


‘Hold on … wait a minute,’ you might interrupt. ‘Who is Jackson?’


Well, he is:
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When I first met Jackson Miller, I liked him about as much as I like stepping on slugs in bare feet.
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But then we accidentally discovered the strange small something hiding in the scraggle of trees between our back gardens and the sprawling new housing estate beyond it.


That strange small something changed everything.


Suddenly, out-sneering each other wasn’t top of our list of things to do – not when we had a secret all to ourselves.


That’s right; it’s a secret not even our mums and dads know about.
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Though the way me and Jackson see it, it’s not as if we tell them any lies exactly.


Most days after school, I’ll say, ‘I’m going to hang out with Jackson.’ At the same time, Jackson will say, ‘I’m going to hang out with Ruby.’


I guess our parents think we’re scampering off to climb the trees and make dens in the roots and chat about this and that and all sorts.


Well, that’s one hundred per cent true, of course.


We just leave out the bit about the weird sort of squirrel/troll/fairy which is hanging out with us …


‘Ooh! Can you tell us more about your strange, um, thing?’ I hear you ask.


Sure.


Here goes.


Our thing …
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That last bit sounds exciting, doesn’t it?


The trouble is, Thing doesn’t seem to be able to do good or useful magic, like turning Brussels sprouts into cupcakes or whatever.


Thing’s magic tends to get muddled and troublesome.


I mean, you should have seen what it did at the leisure centre pool last week.


One little kid saw, for sure.


I bet he’ll remember it his whole life.


I bet he’ll be telling his grandchildren all about the Legend of the Loch Ness Lilo in sixty years’ time.


Me? Well, I just want to forget all about it.


And I will, right after I tell you what happened …
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Happy birdie?
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‘Wheeeee!’


Thing seemed to be as happy as a Thing can be on a sunny Monday afternoon.


‘Wahhhh!’ it squeaked, as it boinged on the mini trampoline we’d made.


It’s amazing what you can do with a cake tin and a stretched red rubber swimming cap.


But ever since we found Thing, me and Jackson have tried hard to make it feel at home here in this little patch of trees, which is all that’s left of the forest.


In fact, while Thing was boinging, I was busy making a daisy chain to hang around the entrance of its cosy home.


(Thing’s cosy home is an old Scooby-Doo Mystery Machine van, kindly donated by Jackson, and hidden under twigs and ferns.)


And Jackson had just sneaked a plastic tub from his kitchen, so Thing had somewhere to store its two favourite foods.


(Mushrooms and jelly babies, if you were wondering.)


As I draped the daisy chain over the open back doors, Thing bounced, boinged and called out ‘I loves trampling!!’ in its funny, purry voice.


Oh.


Didn’t I mention it can talk?


No? Well, it can.


Thing speaks our language, and other languages. (It taught me and Jackson a rude word in pigeon the other day.)
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‘Have fun trampling now,’ said Jackson, tossing an orange jelly baby in the air and catching it expertly in his mouth, ‘’cause Ruby’s going to need her swimming cap back at the weekend!’


The wheeing and the boinging immediately stopped.


‘Rubby?’ Thing said questioningly. 
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(It has never learned to say my name properly.)


‘Yes?’ I replied, noticing that Thing was anxiously rubbing its little paws/hands together and rocking from side to side.


‘What Boy meaninging?’


(It’s never learned Jackson’s name at all.)


‘Don’t listen to him – I won’t spoil your trampoline,’ I said quickly, not wanting Thing to worry. ‘I told Mum I ripped that cap and she bought me a new one.’

Worrying isn’t good for Thing, or for us. It’s often what sets off the rubbish magic.


‘Nice one!’ said Jackson, admiring my fib as he tossed a second jelly baby into the air. ‘Can’t wait for Saturday. Can you?’
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‘Where is you and Boy doing on Sat-urrrr-day?’ Thing asked.


‘Well,’ I began, ‘we’ve been invited to—’


‘—a pool party!’ Jackson barged in and answered for me.


‘What is poo party?’ asked Thing, all curiosity and puppy-dog eyes.


‘FTTT-NUHH-GIHUHH!’ Jackson snorted, sniggering and choking on his jelly baby.


‘He means it’s a birthday party. At the local swimming pool,’ I said quickly, whacking Jackson nice and hard on the back.


I hoped the whack might stop him choking, AND let him know he should SHUT UP.


’Cause Thing does not like to be teased.


It makes it nervous.
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And quite possibly cross.


Even just a little bit ARRGHH!


And if Thing feels ARRGHH!, rubbish magic is definitely only a crackle, spit and fizzzzzzzzzzz away …


Luckily, Thing hadn’t noticed Jackson acting like a dumb donut.


‘Birdie party sound nice!’ it purred, looking up into the springy branches above us.


Sigh.


Sometimes, trying to explain the world to Thing can twist your thoughts up in knots.


‘Er, no … there won’t be any birds,’ I said, imagining the Dolphin Leisure Centre all a-flutter with starlings and sparrows in tiny party hats and with tooters.


‘This boy Ali in our class – it’s his party, and the whole class is invited!’ Jackson jumped in, now that he’d got his breath back. ‘First we go swimming, and then we eat crisps and ice-cream!’


‘What is zwimmin, Rubby?’ Thing blinked at me.


‘Look! It’s when you jump into water and do this,’ said Jackson miming a front crawl.


Bad idea – it made the last of the jelly babies spill out of the packet he was clutching.


Puzzled or not, Thing wasn’t about to pass up the chance of a stray sweet or two. It hopped off its homemade trampoline and picked the nearest one up off the scrubby ground.


‘Why?’ it asked, biting the head off a yellow jelly baby.


‘Why what?’ Jackson asked back.


‘Why waving in wet? Why?’ Thing blinked, just as confused.


OK, so swimming and pools might be hard to describe to a small weird something that’s lived in a deep dark wood for the whole of its odd little life.


‘Well …’ I began uncertainly, scrabbling in my mind for words that might work.


‘I know!’ said Jackson, suddenly smiling one of his big baboon grins (uh-oh). ‘We could always take Thing along with us on Saturday! I’ll wrap it in a really big towel and—’


‘Nope!’ I cut him off quickly.


I knew Jackson had a large, roomy space in his head where his brain should be, but had he already forgotten what happened the time we sneaked Thing into school?


We NEARLY got into a truckload of trouble.


Thanks to a wonky spell of Thing’s, the soggy noodles for lunch came alive and doodled around the dinner hall!


If we (and the noodle-doodles) had been caught …


‘Aw, go on, Ruby!’ Jackson began pleading. ‘We’d be careful this time, and …’


While Jackson babbled, I spotted something.


A furry something called Christine, who happens to be my extremely ancient cat.


Christine cat was sitting under the old stone birdbath, watching blue tits splish-sploshing above her.
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As she twitched stray drips and droplets from her whiskers, I had an idea.


An idea of a way that I could explain ‘zwimmin’ and pools to Thing. (Which was going to be a whole lot easier and safer than sneaking Thing into the leisure centre, that’s for sure.)


‘Come here,’ I said, ignoring Jackson and scooping up Thing.


I peeked over the top of the low stone wall to check for any random parents.


Nope – all clear.


‘OK. See that little blue tit? The one splashing around?’ I whispered, and pointed towards the birdbath.


Thing scuttled out of my arms and up on to my shoulder for a better view.


‘Yes, please, Rubby,’ it whis-purred.


‘It looks like it’s having fun, doesn’t it?’ I said, as the bird dipped its beak down, tilted its head back and shook a shower of water all over itself.


‘Yes, please, Rubby,’ Thing repeated.


‘Well, imagine a big, big room, with the floor all filled with water –’


Thing was too close to the side of my head for me to see the expression on its face.


But I could feel it wobbling from side to side on my shoulder, which I decided meant it was imagining that room as hard as it could.


‘– and now try to picture lots of kids like me and Jackson in the water, splashing around and having a good time!’


There.


I was pretty sure I’d done an excellent job of explaining the Dolphin Leisure Centre and Ali’s party in a short and easy-to-understand way.


Till I felt a wet nose nuzzling right inside my ear.


‘Ooh! This place nice and warm, Rubby!’ Thing mumbled at alarmingly close range.


Yuck!


As I made a grab for Thing, I spun around and saw Jackson crumpled up on the ground, half-laughing and half-choking on yet another jelly baby.


Sigh.
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I am friends with a boy who is a donut and a creature who sniffs ears for fun.


Am I the only sensible one around here …?
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