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William Benedict Bertwhistle Bonkers took a large mouthful of dry porridge oats and let out a happy sigh. It was the start of half-term week, and Billy’s first morning of freedom.

I don’t know about you, but William – or Billy, as most people called him – preferred to start his free mornings with a few hours of comic-reading and follow that up with some action-packed computer gaming and a lot of snacking. However, this morning something was different. His comic was propped up against the orange juice carton, but he wasn’t reading it. Instead his eyes were fixed on the headline that ran across the front page of his dad’s newspaper, printed in big, bold, black letters.
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“I wonder who the Secret Prankster is,” said Billy’s sister, Betty.
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“You two should be thinking about your holiday homework, not that silly town joker,” said Mrs Bonkers.

Billy grinned and took another mouthful of dry porridge oats. (Most people like their oats wet and cooked, but not Billy.) “I think he’s brilliant, whoever he is,” he said.

“How do you know it’s a HE?” demanded Betty. “Could be a SHE.”

“He OR she is nothing but a Massive Menace,” said Mr Bonkers, rustling his newspaper. “Practical jokes being played on innocent people day and night. Police baffled. Town’s gone mad.”

“What’s your homework, anyway?” asked Betty, who was weirdly interested in things like that.

“‘What I Did During Half Term’,” said Billy. “The most unbelievably boring homework assignment ever.”

“That’s the only homework Mr Little ever sets,” said Betty.

The letterbox rattled and Mrs Bonkers went into the hall to pick up the post. Betty leaned over and turned up the volume on the radio.
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“Time for our phone-in slot,” said the high-pitched, high-speed voice of radio presenter Daisy Diggle. “And today we’re discussing the subject that’s on everyone’s lips – who IS the Secret Prankster? Our first caller is Norman from Old Drain Street. What do you want to say, Norman?”

“That Secret Prankster let off a stink bomb in the middle of my knitting club,” snapped an angry man’s voice. “Somebody has to stop him! We can’t get the smell out of our bobble hats!”
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“Disgraceful,” muttered Mr Bonkers, as Billy snorted with laughter and sprayed bits of porridge across the table.

“Hi Daisy!” said the next caller. “My name’s Crystal and I’m a model. The Secret Prankster balanced a bucket of paint over my front door last weekend, and I’ve been walking around all week coloured snot green. No one wants a snot-green model!”

 

Mrs Bonkers tutted as she walked back into the kitchen with the post.
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“Whoever it is, they’re very naughty,” she said, looking through the letters. “Bills, bills, junk mail … ooh – this one’s from an art gallery in Italy. How odd.”

“Well, this Secret Prankster is certainly causing a ton of trouble in town,” gabbled Daisy Diggle as Mrs Bonkers opened the letter. “We’ve had cold-porridge bombs dropped on heads and bananas stuck in car exhausts. What’s next, lovely listeners? The police are baffled. Do you know who the Secret Prankster is? Ring in and give us your guesses, guys!”

“Cold porridge?” repeated Mr Bonkers, looking at Billy.
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“It wasn’t me!” said Billy in an indignant voice.

He stopped listening to the gabbling voice of Daisy Diggle, and drifted off into a daydream where he became a world-famous detective, found the Secret Prankster and turned him over to the police.

“Lordy lorks!” squealed Mrs Bonkers, dropping the letter she was reading and putting her hands over her heart. “Oh, Sausage!”

Sausage was what Mrs Bonkers called Mr Bonkers most of the time. When she called him by his real name, he knew he was in trouble.
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Betty jumped out of her seat and picked up the letter.

“Dear Bonkers family,” she read out. “Congratulations! You have won the star prize in our draw – a two-day family holiday in Venice, Italy. You will visit the most famous painting in the world, the Ghastly Groaner, and then attend a fancy-dress ball at the Grand Gallery.”
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cried Mr Bonkers, leaping out of his seat and punching the air.[image: images](He was a competitive sort of person.)

“It’s that competition I entered,” said Mrs Bonkers. “I saw it on the back of a cereal packet and sent in our names. How exciting! When do we leave, Betty?”

Betty looked at the letter again and her eyes opened very wide.

“Oh my goodness!” she said. “The flight is this morning at ten o’clock!”

She peered at the envelope.

“Look, they sent it to the wrong address!” she added, waving it under her mother’s nose. “It had to be redirected – that’s why it’s arrived late!”

“We’ll never pack in time!” Mrs Bonkers exclaimed. “It’s already seven o’clock! And there’s so much to remember: passports, pants, socks, changes of clothes, medical kit, travel alarm, travel plug, bags, shoes, umbrellas, macs—”

“Stop panicking, Mum,” said Betty. “The airport’s only half-an-hour’s drive away.”
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For the next half-hour, the house was in uproar.
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