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‘If I belt you on the arm, will your brother feel it?’ Teddy Lossford had his fist back, ready to strike.


Jack Pickering, Josh’s brother, wondered if Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen had suffered like this because they were twins too, and decided they probably hadn’t. They had managers or make-up artists or dietitians to keep them safe from goons like Lossford.


‘Well, will he?’ He was a big fat redhead. His mum told him he wasn’t big as in fat, but big as in well built, and he believed her. Since then he’d made his entire wardrobe, including his school uniform, sleeveless so that he could flex—and he did constantly. Teddy Lossford was an idiot. ‘So?’ he said. He was a big fat freckly impatient idiot.


‘No, Ted.’ Jack sighed. ‘If you hit me, Josh won’t feel it. I promise.’


‘But how do you know?’ Teddy loosened his grip on Jack’s shirt.


‘I just do.’


Teddy lowered his fist. It was a good sign, but he was still grunting. ‘Have you ever tested it out? You know, set it up—just youse two and no one else?’


‘No,’ said Jack.


‘Why not?’


‘We haven’t had to, Teddy, because there’s always been some sweaty halfwit like you around who’s wanted to test it for us.’


‘As if,’ laughed Teddy. ‘Seriously, though, you should. I mean, imagine if you were psychopathic and you did feel it when he was hurt. That’d be awesome.’


‘It’s telepathic.’


‘What is?’ Teddy squinted.


‘The word is telepathic, not psychopathic. You’re psychopathic and I’m not telepathic. Got it?’ said Jack.


‘Whatever. Who cares? Big words all sound the same. Yeah, so say if you were pissed off at Jack—’


‘I am Jack,’ said Jack.


‘Okay, Josh. Whoever. Whatever. No one here cares. Youse two are the same, anyway. Just say if you were pissed off with the one that isn’t you and he felt it whenever you got hurt. Well, if you wanted to get back at him for something, you could go and smash yourself into a brick wall. Or throw yourself off the garage roof, or punch yourself in the head—and he’d feel it, wouldn’t he? And he’d spew. Imagine if you did it while he was at the movies with his girlfriend. Has he got a girlfriend?’ He didn’t give Jack time to answer. ‘It doesn’t matter, but what if he did? You could just bash yourself in the head and he’d sit there wondering what was going on. His head’d be going doof doof from side to side and he wouldn’t have a clue it was actually you smashing yourself in the face to get at him. He’d think he was having a fight with the Invisible Man. How cool would that be?’ Teddy Lossford was foaming at the mouth. ‘You could do other stuff, too. Like if Josh had a girlfriend and he was at the mall with her, you know what you could do?’ And he nodded at Jack, as if he would know, but Jack didn’t.


‘You could, you know!’ And Teddy smiled. The big slobbery, spit-in-the-corners-of-the-mouth kind of smile. Jack smiled back, but not with the kind that’d make anyone feel any good: more a get-on-with-it smile, the kind parents gave their kids when they were watching TV and the kids interrupted with something to say.


‘You know. If you get excited, does Josh get revved up at the same time?’


‘What are you talking about?’ said Jack.


‘Duh!’ And keeping his elbow low, Teddy levered his fist into the air. ‘If you get one, does Josh get one, too?’


‘Oh, you loser!’


‘Cause if he was at the pool and he was with his girlfriend—and you weren’t—or if you were, but you were hiding or lying on your stomach or something and he was on the diving board, in his budgie-smugglers, getting ready to dive, you could get one—’ Teddy Lossford couldn’t finish his sentence because he was laughing so hard. Jack scrambled to his feet and got most of the way there before he was grabbed from behind and landed on his backside.


‘Ow!’


Teddy was still laughing. ‘You reckon Jack would have felt that?’


‘Like I said, I am Jack, you freak. We don’t feel things. There is no telepathy. We’re not psychics or channellers or pain conductors. We’re just twins, okay? Now, can I go, please?’


‘Yeah, but give this to your brother for me.’ Whack! ‘Unless he just got it.’


Teddy Lossford had this knack of being able to punch people on the point of the shoulder, the exact place where a bit of sinew or nerve ran over the bone and muscle. It was like a funny-bone on your shoulder instead of your elbow. One thump left your arm paralysed for ages until it slowly throbbed back to life. And that could hurt almost as much as the punch.


Jack took off in search of his brother or his bike. He didn’t mind which came first. His left arm hung stupidly from the shoulder. He wished that Teddy had found Josh instead of him—and not because he liked the thought of his brother being belted, but because if someone was to cop a hiding, anyone’d be better than him. And he didn’t wish it in a malicious way; more the way you wished someone else would be the last one picked in a game of lunchtime football.


Through the sea of other kids Jack spotted him walking past the demountables. He was heading for the bike rack and something was weird. He was walking normally, but his right arm looked heavy and useless. He had this defeated not-again look on his face.


Jack legged it and got to the rack first. He tried to massage a bit of life back into his shoulder while he waited. Josh rubbed his shoulder as he walked. Jack rolled his arm over a few times, like a bowler warming up and he winced as the feeling started to throb back into it. He was amazed as his brother started doing the same thing. Jack wondered if Josh’s backpack was the reason for the sour face, or whether it was something else. Maybe there was something to what Lossford was carrying on about. Maybe they were becoming like all those twins they saw on TV who said they felt each other’s pain. Jack stood next to his bike, watching. Waiting.


‘You all right?’ he said.


‘Yeah, probably,’ said Josh. ‘But my shoulder’s killing me.’


Too weird, thought Jack. Should I ask? Neither of them had ever questioned the whole telepathy thing because they knew they didn’t have it. But they might have grown into it, like hand-me-down shoes. The sight of his brother in front of him, rubbing and rolling life into his dead arm was enough to fire the part of his brain so many others had tried to get to before.


If you could have stood back you would have thought it was just one of them looking at a mirror. They stood opposite each other with the same kind of bike, same school uniform, same hair, same face, same shoes and the same pained expression. And while Josh kept rubbing his right shoulder, Jack rubbed his left.


‘What’s up with you, anyway?’ Josh had finally noticed the look on his brother’s face.


‘Same as you, I think.’


‘Dead arm?’ said Josh.


Jack nodded.


‘When?’ said Josh.


‘Dunno, about five minutes ago, probably.’


‘Me, too.’


Getting weirder, thought Jack.


‘I didn’t even see it coming. I was walking along the corridor, everyone was pushing to get out and I thought I heard someone say, “Give this to your brother for me,” then whack! I went down like a dead man.’


‘No way.’


Josh nodded.


‘And no one hit you?’ said Jack. ‘Because about five minutes ago, that idiot Lossford cornered me in the change room and right before he smashed me, he said those exact words. “Give this to your brother for me.” So maybe?’ The question hung in the air.


‘Lossford?’


‘Yeah,’ said Jack. ‘He wound up and smashed me. But in the left shoulder.’ He rubbed it. ‘Do you reckon maybe we’re getting that twin thing everyone’s so desperate for us to have?’


Josh was a bit surprised. He looked at his brother and smiled. Jack might have been the older of the two by a whole fourteen minutes, but the extra time on the planet hadn’t made him any smarter. ‘Lossford got me, too.’ He laughed. ‘It must have been right before he whacked you. I saw him duck into the change room after I got hit. That butt, those white freckly arms and flaming red hair—couldn’t miss them! You’re winding me up about the telepathy thing, right?’


‘Hey?’ said Jack.


Josh did a kind of voodoo dance around his brother, but stopped quickly as Angela Mibble, Jude Tummleton and Emily Justice approached. They were the ‘it’ girls and didn’t need reminding. The three of them acted as if they were in a shampoo commercial, constantly flinging their hair about as if everyone was interested, which, of course, they were. The guys wanted to be near the hair, the other girls wanted to have it.


Josh and Jack had a quick crack at their own hairstyles as the girls walked past. They needn’t have bothered, because even though Jude and Emily looked as if they might say hello, Angela-the-uber-spunk dismissed the twins with a hair-flick-head-shake combo that clearly told her two best friends the Pickering brothers weren’t worth the effort. Instead, the girls giggled as they walked past, and only turned to look at them once they were almost around the corner; but that was to see if Jack and Josh were looking at them. The girls knew they’d disguised the look well by tossing their manes. Told ya,’ Angela said to Emily and Jude as the boys quickly looked away.


‘Busted,’ said Jack.


‘Worth it,’ gushed Josh. ‘But you knew I thought that already, right? Because of the twin thing?’


‘Get out of it,’ said Jack. ‘I just thought it was weird that we both had dead arms at the same time.’ He didn’t look up as he said it, but undid the combo lock on his bike, then Josh’s. ‘You must think about it sometimes.’


‘It’s bollocks,’ said Josh. ‘Same as the Easter Bunny.’ Then he shot a punch into Jack’s right shoulder, taking the life out of that one, too. ‘See? Now you’ve got two dead arms and I’ve only got one.’


Jack grabbed his shoulder. ‘Sucked in, you missed!’


‘Yeah, right.’ Josh grinned. ‘Race you home.’


‘And I’ll beat you. As usual.’
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The Pickerings lived about three kilometres from school and because they were off the bus route, the boys always rode their bikes. Josh took an early lead in the race that Jack couldn’t get back. They both knew the short cuts and potholes and gutters and anything else that could slow them down. They were evenly matched on the bikes, just as they were in most things.


Nonna, their mum’s mother, was leaning against the kitchen bench, a cigarette in one hand, her pocket radio pressed to the side of her head with the other. She either waved the boys in or the smoke out. It was a greeting they were getting used to.


‘Hi, Nonna. I won again.’


‘Sshhhhhhh!’ She hissed at them. ‘Riskit for a Biskit’s on the radio.’ She flicked her butt into the garden and shut the back door. ‘Some ditz called Sophie’s up to four hundred dollars.’ Jack and Josh raised their eyebrows as if they were interested. Riskit for a Biskit was part of a radio show their grandmother listened to religiously on her easy-listening radio station that played totally boring music. Even worse than the music was the DJ, Spud ‘How I love ya’ Harken. He sounded old, like a man with an age-stained voice still trying to be hip. He was groovy, baby and he sucked. But Nonna loved him for ‘keeping it real’ and every time she said that she’d do some kind of rapper hand thing. But she was all knuckles. ‘Arthritis is a curse, boys, but at least I know when it’s going to rain,’ she would say.


‘Oh, please, just take the money!’ She raised a finger. ‘It’s up to four hundred dollars, boys. That’s more than your grandfather earned in a decade when we were first married.’


‘What sort of biscuit is it?’ said Josh.


‘Don’t be stupid, Jack,’ said Nonna. Josh shook his head. ‘No biscuit’s worth that.’ She pressed the radio harder against her head. ‘Oh, Spud, stop! He’s increased the offer to five hundred dollars and she’s picked envelope number two—the Devil’s envelope. The Biskit’s always in two, or three. Sometimes four. I bet number one will have the holiday to Tassie. Envelope three will have the caravan and four will have the holiday to Deadalaide. You listen, boys, the Biskit’ll be in envelope number two.’ She did more Walkman aerobics and looked as if she was trying to actually insert the thing into her ear. Josh and Jack couldn’t hear it and didn’t care. They had to remember to get home from school half an hour later.


‘What’re you two puffing about, anyway?’


‘We raced home to see you, Nonna,’ said Josh.


‘Oh, that’s nice. You’re hungry again, aren’t you.’ It wasn’t a question. ‘Biscotto? Tiramisu? Lasagne? Lamb shank? Who won, anyway?’


‘Me, I did, that’s the fourth—’


‘Oh, take the money you ditz! Why is it all girls called Sonia are so dumb?’


‘Didn’t you say her name was Sophie?’ said Jack.


‘It’s any name starting with S and O. Because they’re soooooo—’ She rolled her eyes. Their grandmother was getting stranger by the day. ‘I bet she’s blonde, too. How many blondes does it take to change a light bulb?’ Both boys shook their heads. ‘What’s a light bulb?’ Her laugh worked its way out of her like a slow-motion machine gun. Aha! Aha! Aha! Aha! ‘Who’s leading the championship?’


‘I am,’ said Jack. ‘Twenty-eight to twenty-four.’


‘But I’m catching up,’ said Josh. ‘I’ll have you by the end of the week.’


‘Keep dreaming.’


‘Take the money, you greedy girl. Oh, how I love ya, Spud! But stop tempting the stupid drip. It’s up to eight hundred dollars. How did I miss six and seven hundred?’ She smacked her forehead. ‘I was talking to you two. Don’t you think she should take the money? No Biskit is worth eight hundred dollars, is it? What did you say you wanted to eat? Torta? You’re playing nice, aren’t you, boys? No more nasty tricks against each other? Show me your teeth—you still got all your teeth?’


Jack didn’t bother, because she wasn’t looking; Josh offered a furry tongue and a wobbly molar. She didn’t care. She was off again, living the dream, or her memory—they were the same thing. But both boys knew exactly what she was talking about, Jack especially. At the time he’d thought it was hilarious.


They’d been playing Crusty Demons and had set up a jump to see who could launch himself the highest and the furthest. They figured every step travelled through the air was the same as the width of a bus. The best so far was seven buses. Not bad, but not Crusty.


Josh’s first jump was a ripper: a new Pickering brothers record of nine buses and getting closer to what one of the Crustys had cleared the time he busted both his legs, his sternum and four ribs and still managed to give the crowd the finger when they put him in the ambulance. He was so cool. And even though they liked it when he landed a jump, they loved it when he didn’t.


When it was Jack’s turn, he added another brick to the ramp to make it steeper, hoping that if he rode faster, the extra height would mean extra distance. He pedalled hard in the run-up and the old door they used as a ramp bounced as he took off.


It was good, very good, but Josh let him know that it wasn’t good enough. He made the game show failure noise: ‘Bump-boowowowowowow! No gooooood. Shall we give the mongo a point for style?’ It was a thick American accent. Jack stuck his tongue into his bottom lip. ‘Now stand back,’ Josh continued, ‘and watch the master. The all new champeeeeeeeen. You can call me Crust-Joshon. Daredevil. Legend.’


‘Squidlips, more like it,’ said Jack.


‘Whatever,’ said Josh as he rebuilt the jump and added another two bricks to bring the height to six. He stood back and looked at the ramp, then stepped on it to make sure it was firm.


‘You’ll just go straight up in the air,’ said Jack.


‘Not if I’m fast enough.’


Jack rolled his eyes. Josh was good at backing himself. ‘Come on, get on with it.’


‘Hang on a sec, I’ll get the vid. I’ve got a feeling about this next jump: and that feeling is all gooooood.’ He did that dance where your hands go in a circle one way and your hips the other. Jack wondered when he’d picked this up, and how. It was pretty cool.


‘Just jump, wood-duck,’ said Jack. ‘You could have done it by now if you weren’t such a pose.’


‘Jack, I’m not getting the camera for me; I’m getting it for you. The vid’s going to be a present. So you can see how it’s done, over and over and over again.’ As Josh went to the house, Jack knew it was a genius idea, because although it was cool doing the jumps, it was even better watching them on TV. Jack nicked in behind the daisy bush and practised the funky dance until he was satisfied he had it down. Then he thought about how to make Josh’s jump more memorable.


He thought about moving the bricks a bit to make the ramp wobbly, so it’d fall apart when his bike hit it; he’d go nowhere. But that was an old trick, and Josh would be onto that. Jack needed to think smarter, because even though Josh dived into most things without checking the depth, he still had to be outsmarted.


Okay, forget the ramp; it was too obvious. What about the bike? There had to be something there. What was the word for doing something sneaky to someone else’s stuff? Sabotage or espionage? Sabotage. Excellent!


He ticked the options off in his mind as if they were on a shopping list. Jack liked lists; they helped him keep everything in order. Seat? Handlebars? Chain? Pedals? Wheels? Brakes? All good. He could cut the brake line the way they did in the movies, so that it dripped brake fluid and by the time he used them there wouldn’t be any left. Hellgood! No brakes meant big stacks. It was ridiculous, though: bikes didn’t have brake fluid and this wasn’t a Bond film, but a homemade jump in the backyard with a landing area dangerously close to the good lawn.


He scrubbed the brakes from the list and decided the wheels were best. Yes. Definitely the wheels. But without time, an axe or a couple of spanners, there was nothing he could do about the back wheel. That left the front. He kicked himself for not having seen his chance earlier! Jack loosened the wheel’s quick release lever just enough and, doing the funky dance, he bounced on the ramp while he waited for his brother.


It was almost impossible not to laugh.


Josh came back, camcorder in one hand, lamb shank in the other, and tried to work out the best place to shoot from. ‘What do you reckon—under the ramp, or behind it? We want to see everything, right? Take-off and landing?’


‘We definitely want to see the landing,’ said Jack, taking the camera from his brother. ‘Now give us a crack at that shank and hurry up before we have to go in for dinner.’ Josh sucked the rest of the meat off the bone before handing it over.


‘Sucked in, you forgot the marrow,’ said Jack, contorting his face as he tried to suck it out of the bone.


Josh went through his pre-jump routine, straightening the bricks under the old door and bouncing on it. Then he got on his bike and rode to the start of the run-up.


Jack said a little mantra in his head. Don’t do a wheelie, don’t do a wheelie, don’t do a wheelie.


Josh didn’t do a wheelie, but he did manage a huge skid at the end of his run-up that tore a scar into the lawn—a mistake he’d pay for later. He tightened the strap of his helmet, straightened his knee and elbow pads and made motorbike noises while he pretended to twist the right handgrip. ‘You ready?’ he yelled.


‘Are you?’


‘Are you recording?’


‘Red light flashing, Crusty Dirtwad! Now get on with it before the battery dies,’ yelled Jack. That had happened at worse times than this. Like right before their mum arrived for her surprise party and everyone was ready to yell ‘Surprise!’ Jack had had the camera pointing at the door in the right spot for ages. There was no way in the world he was going to miss it, especially not after the pep talk from his dad. And just as they were all given the ‘Settle down’ by their mum’s brother, Uncle Ryan, the battery light started to blink—but slowly, so it was no big deal. Then, as the car pulled up in the driveway, it started blinking faster and just as the doorknob turned and Uncle Ryan led the big ‘Surprise!’, the camera died. All Jack had recorded was ‘Surp—’


The one person happy about it was his mum, who only liked the surprises she knew about.


Josh set off, head-down-butt-up, concentrating on his feet as he pedalled. His bike rocked from side to side as he pumped for maximum power. He sighted the ramp. Jack stood in line with the jump, well beyond the landing area. He zoomed out as his brother approached.


Josh hit the ramp hard. Once he committed to something, he never held back. He was fearless, especially in arguments—even more so when he was wrong. As he launched he closed his eyes and pulled the front of the bike up high. The old door rocked on the bricks behind him.


Great shot! Jack had him in the middle of the frame as the front wheel fell away from the forks. For some reason, watching it happen on the tiny camcorder screen made it look less dangerous than it probably was—a bit like watching ‘Funniest Home Videos’—and Jack knew before the jump was finished that this was exactly where the video was heading.


Josh opened his eyes to see his front wheel bouncing below him and panicked.


It looked to Jack as if Josh tried either to get the back of the bike down or the front of the bike up, or maybe even the front of the bike down onto the wheel that was kind of below him before it bounced off in the direction of the daisy hedge that separated the lawn from the turf. (The difference was important to their dad.)


The back wheel landed at the same time Josh started screaming. Jack could see he was gone and wondered if the Crusty Demons screamed when they were halfway through landing a jump that would put them in hospital.


‘Aaaaaaaaaarrgh!’ He was trying to keep the front wheel up and slow down at the same time, but it was completely useless. Anyone who’s been with their dad when he’s showing off at the lights knows for a fact that when you accelerate, the front of the car goes up, but when you brake the front goes down. That was exactly what happened to the front of Josh’s bike. And in a very big way.


The forks dug into the ground and sent him straight over the handlebars, hands out like Superman after take-off, which was fine for flying. But the landing was all rugby-player-scoring-a-try. Josh skidded along the wet grass.


The video was even better than Jack had imagined. Josh slid straight for the camera and stopped about a metre short. The top of his helmet was in close-up and an unbroken wave of mud and dirt had been pushed ahead of it—mostly by his face.


Deadly!


‘Joshdude! That was totally awesome. Check it out.’ Jack immediately rewound to show his brother. ‘Josh, check it out. Josh?’


He hadn’t moved.


‘Josh?’ Jack panicked. He looked up, dropped the camcorder on the ground and lurched forward.


‘Josh? Muuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuum? Help! Muuuuuuuuuuuuuuum? Anyone? Nooooooooooonna? Someone—heeeeelp!’


Jack rolled Josh over onto his back. He was a mess: his face covered in mud and grass. Two thoughts smashed into Jack’s mind. One: Please let him be all right! Two: If he’s not, will anyone know this was all my fault? It was impossible to tell which thought landed first and before he worked out the best way to run or the smartest story to tell if he was caught in the crosshairs of blame, his brother coughed. It was probably more a shallow clearing of the airways; bits of muck and grass leapt out of his mouth. Josh’s left arm came out from underneath him, his hand waving the bird at his brother.


Awesome. He’d survived. No problem.


‘What happened?’ spluttered Josh as he tried to lift his head. ‘How’d my wheel come off?’


‘Dunno,’ said Jack.


Josh winced. The forks were stuck in the ground and the bike leaning to one side. It was like a sculpture. There was a dent in the ground where he had landed and he could see the muddy skid mark leading to where he lay.


‘Are you okay?’ said Jack.


‘Dunno, I think so. Yeah. Good, actually. One tooth’s a bit wobbly, but that’s it,’ said Josh, sitting up and starting to dust himself down. ‘Did you get it?’


‘What? Did I get what?’


‘Did you get the jump?’


Thank God. He was fine.


Jack got the camera and played the tape right through. It was all there and the crash looked better than he’d expected, even with the shake from his laughing.


Josh immediately saw the tape’s potential. ‘We’ll win “Funniest Home Videos”, for sure,’ he said. ‘I’m going to buy a new bike with the money—one with a reliable quick release!’ He didn’t accuse Jack of anything, which was a bit of a surprise to both of them.


‘Yeah, and I’m going to buy a mountain bike with suspension. Front and back!’


But they didn’t. They didn’t win a thing—not even stupid fourth place that was usually reserved for the fat grandma who smashed a chair when she sat on it, or the little baby who blew and sucked snot in and out of its nose and everyone thought was cute, because it was white snot rather than green. The week their video was on, those were the videos that won second and third prize.


The winning one had a kid at some monkey palace. So set up. A monkey walked down the middle of the path by itself, where the kid dressed up as Spiderman held a banana and waited for it. The monkey took the banana, and Spiderman tried to pat the monkey, so it attacked him and Spiderman screamed and ran off into his father’s arms. He hit his dad with such force they both fell over and the monkey jumped on top as if it was playing stacks-on-the-mill. It wasn’t even funny—and the dopey voiceover they put with it was worse. But somehow all the morons in the studio audience laughed their heads off and Mr Pickering proclaimed, ‘It is official. A fact. You cannot underestimate the intelligence of a television studio audience, and that includes anyone watching “The Footy Show”, “Australian Idol” and “Dancing with the Stars”.’ The rest of the family told him to put a sock in it.


Before the prize round came on, Jack told Josh that he’d loosened the quick release on his front wheel because he knew they’d win and once they’d won, Josh wouldn’t care. Besides, his wobbly tooth was freshly anchored, thanks to a titanium plug inserted by the dentist. When they didn’t win, Josh started swinging and their parents learnt the full story. Bike sabotage was outlawed, Jack forfeited his pocket money to the value of the dentist’s bill, and they were both banned from jumping their bikes anywhere near the good lawn.


‘Morons,’ their father said after the show had finished and everyone had settled down.


‘Yeah, they are, aren’t they!’ said Josh.


‘Not them; you! And my lawn’s still ruined.’


‘Everyone’s a loser,’ said Josh.


By now Nonna was part of the Pickering household, like really old furniture: comfortable, but not something you’d rush to. She went bump in the day and bump in the night. When she occasionally did the shopping for the family, she walked to the supermarket, dragging her ‘old bag’s shopping trolley’, as she called it, to do her bit as part of the family. She had no idea how hip those trolleys had become. She also liked to get back to her own house once in a while. ‘I can live with you,’ she laughed, ‘but I can live without you, as well.’ Mrs Pickering was convinced she was a deep thinker; the rest of the family thought she was odd.


‘How do you reckon you decided which one of you would come out first?’ she now asked the boys.


‘Out where?’


‘Out of your mum, pazzo’, she laughed, as if it was the most natural question in the world.


Jack and Josh looked at each other. They weren’t sure whether she was serious.


‘Well? Do you reckon you talked about it, or grunted or pushed and shoved one another out of the way, like the astronauts would have before they walked on the moon?’


‘They never went to the moon, Nonna,’ said Josh.


‘They didn’t?’
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