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For Sam, who I’m sure would love


“The Dead Skunks” ~ D R


For Ella – Bertie’s no. 1 fan ~ A M
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CHAPTER 1





“Are you all right?” said Mum. “You don’t look well.”


Bertie looked up from his breakfast. His mum was talking to Suzy, who had just drooped into the kitchen.


“I’m hot,” she moaned.


“Actually I’m a bit hot,” said Bertie, through a mouthful of cereal.


“My head aches,” croaked Suzy. “I ache all over.”


“My head’s sort of achey,” said Bertie. “It aches when I talk.”


Mum paid no attention. “Let me look at you,” she said to Suzy. “Goodness! Look at these spots! I think you’ve got chickenpox.”


“Chickenpox?” groaned Suzy.


“Chickenpox!” said Bertie.


Mum fetched her big blue medical book and turned the pages. “Here it is,” she said. “Chickenpox: small itchy red spots, fever, and aches and pains. Yes, you’ve definitely got it. No school for a week, I’m afraid.”


“A WEEK?” said Bertie.


Suzy stuck out her tongue and drooped back upstairs to bed.


“What about me?” asked Bertie, pulling up his shirt. “My tummy’s a bit blotchy. Do you think that’s chickenpox?”
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“I think that’s dirt,” said Mum. “Now finish your breakfast. And keep away from Suzy, chickenpox is very catching.”


Bertie sighed. It wasn’t fair. How come his sister caught chickenpox when he never got anything? If anyone ought to catch something it was him. He hardly ever washed his hands. Now Suzy would get a whole week off school while he had to sit through boring lessons with Miss Boot. Bertie gulped. He’d just remembered what day it was. Friday – homework day. As usual Bertie had put off doing his homework until the last minute. Then at the last minute he’d forgotten altogether. Miss Boot, however, would not forget. Anyone who didn’t hand in their homework on time risked execution or worse.
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If only I had chickenpox, thought Bertie. He felt his head. It did feel a bit hot. He scratched under his arm. He was definitely a bit itchy. The more he thought about it the more he was convinced he was getting it.


“MU-UM!” he wailed. “I don’t feel well!”


“There’s nothing wrong with you,” said Mum. “You just ate two bowls of cereal.”


“Yes, but that was before. Now I feel sick!”


“Don’t talk nonsense, Bertie. Hurry up and clean your teeth.”


Bertie stomped upstairs to the bathroom. How come no one ever believed him? For all they knew he could be dying! He looked in the mirror. Just my luck, he thought. Not a single spot.


But wait a minute, didn’t Mum say chickenpox was catching? Well then he’d just have to catch it. After all, why should his greedy sister keep it all to herself?
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CHAPTER 2





Germs, thought Bertie. That’s what he needed. Germs spread diseases – and luckily they were everywhere. His parents were always saying, “Don’t touch that, Bertie, it’s covered in germs!” Cats and dogs had germs. Toilets were crawling with them. You got germs from picking your nose or eating sweets off the floor.


Bertie had always wanted to examine some germs under a microscope. He imagined tiny armies of them, with scowling faces and hairy legs. Cold germs would be green. Chickenpox germs would be spotty. But where did you catch them? Bertie looked around and his eye fell on Suzy’s pink toothbrush. That would be covered in her germs! He squeezed out a large blob of toothpaste. Cleaning your teeth with your sister’s toothbrush was a bit disgusting, even for him, but if it meant missing school it would be worth it.
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“Bertie!” called Mum. “What are you doing up there?”


“Nothing!” shouted Bertie. “Just cleaning my teeth.”
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He swallowed some toothpaste to give the germs a better chance to work. Then he stared at his face in the mirror and waited. Unbelievable – not a single spot! What did you have to do to catch a few measly germs?


On the landing he met Mum carrying a glass of lemonade.


“Is that for Suzy?” asked Bertie. “Can I take it to her?”


“Why?” said Mum, suspiciously.


“I’m just being helpful.”
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