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For my brother, Hamza, the rocket scientist.




CHAPTER 1
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That wasn’t me. It was my best friend, Charlie.
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We were sitting around his grandma’s table for tea. It was a special invite and she had baked fresh scones, without actually realising that Charlie, Daniel and I had made a pact to hate scones for ever after Daniel nearly choked on a particularly dry one last month.




But she had LOTS of fizzy drinks, which Charlie was filling up on, hence the super-loud burp.

[image: images] said his grandma crossly. ‘You should never burp at the table. In fact, you should never, ever burp!’
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Charlie blushed, but I don’t think it was because of the burp. He hated it when his grandma called him cute names in front of us.




[image: images] our other best friend, Daniel, declared, spraying Jammie Dodger crumbs all over his white top.

‘No, it’s not. Back in the day, a gentleman never used to burp. Not once. I don’t know what’s happened to the humans of today,’ she said.

‘Sorry, Granny,’ said Charlie.

‘It’s OK, Buttercup. Just never, ever do it again,’ replied Granny. She was the only person I knew who carried on using loving terms for people she was mad at.

I wanted to say that Daniel was right. Burps were necessary. You couldn’t not ever burp again. I read somewhere that if you weren’t able to burp, they came out as bottom burps and if you somehow held everything in, your stomach would literally burst. But I had to be polite, so I kept quiet, unlike my brain, which was imagining Charlie’s granny swelling up into a balloon-bellied old lady from keeping all her burps in.
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Daniel wasn’t remembering his manners. He chucked down a whole glass of fizzy and let out the [image: images] [image: images] I had ever heard.

He clapped both hands over his mouth right away and looked at Granny with sorry eyes, but also said, ‘Did you hear that? IT WAS EPIC! I almost flew into the wall with the power of that burp!’

Charlie and I exploded into giggles as Granny shook her head in disbelief.
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After we helped clear up, Daniel asked, ‘Hey, Buttercup, if your granny calls you names like that when she’s cross, what does she call you when she’s happy with you?’

‘Argh, you don’t want to know,’ said Charlie, in a whisper.

‘I’ll have to ask your granny where she got that fizzy stuff from. I want to burp like that for the rest of my life!’

‘Did it hurt?’

Charlie asked.

‘It did a bit. But it was worth it,’ Daniel said with the kind of twinkle in his eyes that mums and dads have when they talk about how proud they are of their kid.

‘She only has it on [image: images] [image: images],’ said Charlie, ‘and she’ll probably never let me have it again after that!’

‘Sorry!’ Daniel grinned.
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I looked at my watch. It was only 4 p.m. The whole weekend was passing slower than normal, even though time usually raced by when I was with my best friends. But it was super slow because I was waiting for something to happen. Our teacher, Mrs Hutchinson, had left us with a massive cliffhanger on Friday.

‘Next week, I have some
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Mrs H had said. And she wouldn’t say a word more, which obviously had my imagination spinning into overdrive with all the possible things that could be. I was sure she and her very rich uncle and friend of the school, Lancelot Macintosh, must have organised a rocket ride for us! And I was bursting to find out if I was right.







CHAPTER 2
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I was wrong. You knew I was going to be wrong, didn’t you?

It was too crazy, even with my imagination, to think that we’d be having a rocket ride. Most kids haven’t had a ride in a supercar, let alone a rocket.
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‘Only astronauts get to go in rockets,’ my big sister, Maryam, had teased me.
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But sometimes unexpected things do happen, don’t they?
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‘Hey, if Omar wants to be an astronaut when he grows up, I’m cool with that.’ Dad had winked.


[image: images]


And Mum had said that even if it wasn’t a rocket ride, anything to do with rockets would be amazing anyway.

And she was right!





On Monday morning, Mrs Hutchinson whizzed through the register like she was bursting to get to the news. Then, with clumps of her wavy hair flying like rockets in different directions, she told us we were going to be taking part in a 
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‘Cool. Super cool. Cool, cool, way cool!’ I said.

‘That sounds totally awesome,’ added Charlie, his eyebrows jumping up and down like they were on a trampoline.

‘Well, I’m no rocket scientist,’ said Daniel, ‘but if you want it made out of paper,
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And he was right, of course, because one of the many surprising things about Daniel is that he can make almost anything with origami.

We listened carefully to the rest of the information Mrs H gave us:


● The national rocket-building competition was organised by MXF Labs, an independent space agency who are going to land a human-less rocket on Mars.

● We didn’t have to take part, but if we did, the school would support us fully.

● Only one group from the school would eventually take part in the national competition. We would have a mini school competition to see who got through. Yikes!

● We had two weeks to research and prepare our rockets (basically figure out how to build one).

● Then we had to go to MXF Labs’ private grounds in Surrey for a night and day, where all the participants would build their rockets and compete to see which rocket won!



‘You can make teams of three or four to work on this,’ announced Mrs H.
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Three is the magic number. It means Charlie, Daniel and I can be on one team. It’s horrible every time we get asked to pair up to work on something. The three of us look at each other silently, wondering who is going to make a sacrifice and work with someone else. Then we watch the hero walk off, as if he’s going into an exploding building.

When this happens, Daniel always tries to be the hero.
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‘I’ll go,’ he says, as if he’s about to donate an organ. And like he feels that he simply can’t put either me or Charlie through it.

But we always make sure we sort of take it in turns to work together.

We had loads of questions, so we completely hijacked Mrs H’s lunchtime. But she had been expecting it and welcomed it with a 
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chatting to us while she rubbed her tummy. She was going to be having a baby soon.

‘This will be great for you friends.’ She [image: images] ‘And Omar, I am sure your parents will be a huge help with the planning!’

‘Is that cheating, though? If both of your parents are scientists and they help you?’ I asked.

‘No. The rules say you can have some guidance from adults at the planning stage, but then you have to put it together yourself on the day with supervision.’
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‘Cool!’ Daniel grinned. ‘Let’s hope every other kid has parents who are bad at science.’




‘Oh, Mrs H. You forgot to tell us what the prize is!’ said Charlie.

‘Ah yes. I have a feeling you’ll love this – the winning group get to have a tour of MXF Labs’ rocket, H8!’
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It wasn’t a rocket ride. But it was still pretty much a dream come true.

I was dying to get home and tell Mum and Dad.



CHAPTER 3

Mum and Dad were really [image: images] [image: images]once I filled them in on the competition.

‘Right, so you have two weeks to come up with the [image: images] [image: images] the world has ever seen!’ said Dad.

‘Better brush up on Newton’s laws of motion.’ Mum winked back at him and they had a super cheesy chuckle, while Maryam and I wondered what they were going on about.
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My little brother, Esa, announced that he was a rocket and flew off the table, landing straight in Dad’s arms. Dad sure can predict an Esa move when it’s coming!
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Maryam doesn’t like science as much as I do. She likes poems and arty stuff, but for some crazy reason – probably to completely destroy the excitement everyone was feeling – she said, ‘I WANT TO BE ON 


   Your TEAM, OMAR.’ 



The reason I KNOW she didn’t actually want to and was only asking to get me in trouble with Mum and Dad if I said no was because she said it with one hand on her hip and one eyebrow raised up high.
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She had forgotten that I am the [image: images] [image: images] I practically wrote a book about it with Charlie and his eyebrows as my inspiration, because Charlie’s eyebrows do a lot of speaking for him.

I glared back at her, imagining the high eyebrow as a very hairy, squiggly worm, when Mum shouted, [image: images]

Huh? Is Mum answering for me and not letting annoying Maryam help? How did that happen? I thought.

We all spun round to look at her. She was on her phone.

‘NO. NO. Noooo. Silly autocorrect or whatever does that!’ she was saying.
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‘What happened, darling?’ her hero (my dad) (yuck) asked.

‘I was asking my new lab assistant how her son Sayan is, but his name got [image: images] to [image: images]. So, I typed it again and it corrected to [image: images] without asking me! And I did it again and now it just says: HOW’S SATAN? SATAN. SATAN. Oh my Lord, she’s going to think I’m a weirdo or that I’m being mean to her because she’s new!’
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Obviously, we all found this autocorrect disaster hilarious and rolled around on the floor laughing our brains out while Mum got cross and said it wasn’t funny.
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‘Right …’ Dad breathed through giggles. ‘Let’s chat to the other parents and get this rocket rolling. But let’s not text them. That’s clearly a dangerous game.’
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I guess I had expected that my parents would want us to win so they would just go ahead and create the rocket with their super-fantastic science brains. But they decided to use some sort of crafty parenting technique where we had to do our best to come up with a plan for a rocket all by ourselves.
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