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Dear Coach Bulge

(Diploma in Belly Fighting and Mistress of Dribbling)



I’m writing to thank you for hosting the visit of Zainab Kaur – the human-monster exchange partner of Mash.
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I’ve been told that Zainab’s visit coincides with Mash’s attendance at the Flamby Olympic Youth Trials. I understand the trials select which Flamby youngsters will represent your clan at the Northern Monster Olympic Games. It’s very kind of you to let Zainab participate in these trials too. Although she is a talented athlete in the human world, her skills compared to a Flamby child might be lacking. If this is the case, I would appreciate it if you would refrain from repeatedly laughing in her face, or hitting her with a sharp pointed stick.

I should also say that although Flambys have the tendency NOT to wait around for things like food and taxis, humans do. I know you take great pleasure in whacking each other out of the way. As a result of this, I expect Zainab’s pushing and shoving skills will be much improved when she returns to the human world!

Wishing you every success with Zainab’s visit.



Yours sincerely
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MONSTER COUNCIL FOR UNDERSTANDING HUMANS
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Zainab Kaur shivered in the evening breeze and looked around in the dim light. A driver from the Human Agency for Understanding Monsters had just dropped her off on a long, twisting pathway covered in overgrown brown plants. Small silver bushes shaped like forks were dotted on either side of the path. They seemed to be talking to each other and giggling in shrill whispers. Zainab got the feeling they were laughing at her. Several narrow yellow volcanoes stood in the distance, puffing out large clouds of black smoke which rose into the air and then popped noisily. A series of mini-pools with frothing water were dotted over the landscape.

‘Someone from the Flamby Olympic Trials will come to fetch you soon,’ the driver had told her.

But there was no one in sight.

As Zainab was trying to decide what to do next she suddenly heard rustling in the bushes behind her.

She spun round.

Two points of red light flashed menacingly in the gloom and began advancing towards her. She gulped in terror and took a few hasty steps backwards. The lights edged closer to her.

‘ZAINAB?’ said a voice.

‘Y … y … yes,’ she answered.

‘IT’S ME … MASH!’

A Flamby monster emerged from the bushes. The thin red pulses were coming from the centre of his eyes and as he reached her she was covered in a halo of red light.

‘MASH!’ cried Zainab, relief pouring off her. ‘Great to meet you!’

However much she’d prepared for this moment she couldn’t stop herself gaping at the creature in front of her. He was six feet tall with purple, bumpy skin. On either side of his head were three diamond-shaped ears sprouting thick purple hair. His short trunk had six openings at its end. His thick arms had very tiny hands with three small fingers, and two long wavy legs ended in seven sausage-like toes. A single strand of hair jutted up on top of his head.

‘Great to meet you too!’ laughed Mash, slapping her in the face.

‘HEY!’ cried Zainab, her cheek stinging with pain. ‘What was that for?’

‘It’s the traditional Flamby greeting,’ explained Mash. ‘You have to do it to back to me.’
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Zainab paused for a second and then whacked him in the face.

‘Excellent!’ beamed Mash. ‘Now we’ve said hello, let’s get going.’

They turned right and headed up the pathway. Several of the fork bushes followed them at a slight distance, whispering and chuckling amongst themselves.

‘So how do these Olympic trials work?’ asked Zainab, who had to jog to keep up with Mash’s long strides.

‘All Flamby kids compete in regional heats,’ explained Mash. ‘The eight of us who won those heats were invited for proper trials here. Anyone who wins an event in this place gets a gold medal and joins the real Flamby team for the Northern Monster Olympics!’

‘That sounds amazing!’ marvelled Zainab. ‘What kind of events will there be at these trials?’

‘No idea!’ cried Mash. ‘They’re brand-new each year so no one can practise! You’re doing the events too, aren’t you?’

Zainab nodded. She’d been picked for this particular swap because she was an excellent runner, gymnast, footballer and skateboarder.

Competing against these massive Flambys is going to be a tough challenge, thought Zainab.

They walked round several bends and then headed off the path towards one of the yellow volcanoes. Balancing very precariously on top of it was a huge structure made from bamboo shoots and bits of string. Lengths of bamboo jutted out in every direction, giving the building the appearance of a very oddly shaped skeleton. It seemed that all it would take to knock it from its perch would be a small gust of wind.

‘The Flamby Olympic Centre of Excellence, at the top of Tuft Volcano!’ declared Mash proudly, pointing to the structure.

‘What, we’re staying up there?’ gulped Zainab.

‘Don’t worry,’ smiled Mash. ‘It’s never fallen down – at least not yet!’

‘But what if Tuft Volcano erupts?’ asked Zainab.

‘It never has,’ replied Mash; ‘at least not yet!’

Carved into the side of the volcano was a set of steep steps. They climbed these until they reached the top, where they found themselves standing in front of a wide bamboo door leading inside the building. Mash gave the door a kick and it crashed open.

They went inside and found themselves in a long corridor. The floor was covered in some kind of bouncy checked material. There were doors on both sides of the corridor and Zainab spotted a sign at the far end saying: CANTEEN THIS WAY. To their right was a flight of wonky bamboo steps.

‘I got here about an hour ago,’ said Mash, bouncing over the springy floor. ‘All of the other contestants were already asleep, but I still managed to grab us a room with really fast beds!’

Fast beds? thought Zainab. What does he mean?

Mash bounded towards the steps and started jumping up them. As Zainab climbed up after him, she gazed at the pictures of Flamby Olympic heroes from the past, which were displayed on the walls of the stairwell. She was particularly impressed by a female Flamby called Doozy Flinka who had won the Porcupig Chase six years in a row. The single hair on Doozy’s head had been twisted to make it resemble an arrow.

Zainab ran to catch up with Mash and at the top of the stairs they turned left, passing several closed doors on their right. Zainab noticed that every door in the building had a small purple box attached to it – which she assumed were doorbells – and a number. She and Mash stopped outside Room 83.

The door was open.

‘This is us!’ declared Mash.

Inside was a simple square space, with bamboo walls and a bamboo floor. On the floor were three long oval lengths of wood. Each of these was mounted on a circular metal base.

Those beds look spectacularly uncomfortable!

There was an opening in the room for a window but there was no glass. Apart from a small bamboo table, the only other thing in the room was a long empty shelf above the door. Mash’s stuff was on the floor next to the bed nearest the ‘window’, so Zainab placed her bag down beside the bed next to it.

‘I’ve got a great snack for us!’ she grinned, pulling a gigantic chocolate bar out of her bag.

‘What’s that?’ asked Mash.

‘It’s the sweetest, most delicious thing you’ll EVER taste!’ Zainab replied dreamily. ‘But do you agree that we should only eat it at a midnight feast?’

‘Absolutely!’ yawned Mash. ‘Midnight is the only time for grub. But it’ll have to wait till tomorrow. I’m exhausted and midnight’s not for ages. If we sleep well, we’ll compete well. We’d better hide that chocolate thing. If Coach Bulge sees it, she’ll go crazy!’

Coach Bulge? She sounds scary!

Mash knelt down, took a quick look at the wall, and pulled a hidden section out of his trunk. It was a pair of pliers, and he used these to pull away a bamboo panel, revealing a small hole behind it.

‘Perfect!’ grinned Zainab, stashing the chocolate bar inside. Mash replaced the bamboo panel and flung himself on to the oval bed nearest the window. The second his body made contact with it, the bed started spinning round on the circular metal base, slowly at first, but quickly picking up speed.

Zainab stared in amazement at the rotating bed and its rotating passenger.

Gingerly she placed a foot on the bed next to Mash’s. As soon as her toes touched it, the bed began to rotate.

She pulled her foot away and it stopped.

‘Er … Mash,’ she said softly.
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Mash was now spinning at a fantastic pace and the whirring sound of his bed meant he couldn’t hear her.

‘MASH!’ she shouted at the top of her voice.

Mash sat up and jumped off his bed, which immediately stopped rotating.

‘What’s up?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep on a spinning bed,’ said Zainab.

‘Really?’ he asked with surprise. ‘You sleep without moving?’

Zainab nodded.

‘OK,’ he said, flicking a switch underneath the base of Zainab’s bed. She put her foot back on it and it stayed perfectly still.

‘Thanks, Mash!’

‘No problem,’ he grinned, leaping back on to his bed. In a minute he was spinning at great speed again.

Zainab laid her sleeping bag out on her bed and climbed inside. In spite of the draught coming through the no-glass window, and the wooden surface of the bed, it was actually pretty comfy and even though the whirring sound from Mash’s bed was quite loud, it wasn’t long before she fell into a deep and very much non-spinning sleep.
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Zainab was woken by someone lifting her up in the air by her left ear. Her eyes snapped open and she came face-to-face with a huge female Flamby who had a whistle hanging off each of her ears.

‘You must be Zainab,’ stated the Flamby. ‘I take it you arrived late last night?’

Zainab nodded.

‘I’m Coach Bulge – Olympic trials organizer, referee and all-round head honcho.’

‘Could you let go of my ear, please?’

Bulge let go and Zainab crashed to the floor.
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‘Welcome to the Flamby trials,’ said Bulge in a business-like fashion. ‘If you perform well at these events, I will strongly advise the human Olympic selectors to look out for you!’

‘Really?’ gasped Zainab. To compete in an Olympic games was her number one dream.

The Coach’s gaze then fell on Mash, who was still whizzing round on his bed, deep in slumber. Bulge aimed a mighty kick at his backside, which sent him flying on to the floor.

‘MASH, I PRESUME?’ barked the Coach.

‘Absolutely! Totally! Definitely!’ said Mash, scrambling to his feet before saluting.

‘Breakfast starts in five minutes and forty-seven seconds,’ Bulge informed them, checking her very large aqua-blue watch. ‘Do NOT be late!’

And with that she strode out of the room.

Five minutes and forty-six seconds later, Zainab and Mash hurried into the canteen. This was a long rectangular room with several holes in the ceiling to let in light and a large bamboo serving hatch at the far end, with its shutter closed. There were no tables, chairs or cutlery in sight.

ER … where do we eat?

Coach Bulge was there, surrounded by six Flamby kids.
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