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For Muzzie

with love from Niki
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Have I told you about the time I rescued my mum from making the biggest ever mistake in her entire life?

See, she was about to marry this psycho teacher – well, ex-teacher now, because he was discovered to be the world’s worst liar and cheat – and violent on top of it! Tried to strangle me!

He’s a TV personality now.

After that, my dad and mum got back together and something really amazing happened – Tom was born. Tom-Tom’s our genius baby. Swear it! He can draw a map of England using spilt prune yogurt. And when he was, like, eighteen months he started to spell – using letters dug out of his alphabetti-spaghetti. Especially, all the ‘o’s. First, they made no sense at all – like:
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But soon they started to look like real-sounding words:
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I’d read them for him and he’d wet himself laughing. He’s almost two now and can read. Well, almost. Actually, his idea of a good book is how easy it is to chew off the corners.

Talking about amazing … my gran went to Japan and became a Yubiwaza champion. I swear! She read about it from an ad in one of my comics. So, off she goes and trains with a guy called Black Dragon. She can now paralyze a 200-kilo attacker with just one finger!
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‘That’s ridonkulous!’ laughs Sophie, my best friend.

‘Not really,’ I tell her. ‘Yubiwaza requires outstanding balancing skills, and Gran has that – see, she’s been wearing mega platform heels since she was twelve, and has never come off them.’

‘You like to exaggerate, don’t you,’ says Sophie, giving me that sly look.

I just act as though I don’t know what she’s on about. I mean, these things happen, you know. And as Mr Maythem, our really nice 6th grade teacher, says:
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Take last hols, for instance.
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‘Drop the volume, Androids!’ shouts Mr Maythem.

That’s what he calls us – Androids! Mr Maythem thinks humans are really aliens that got put together in ancient laboratories by space men who visited earth billions of years ago from some far distant galaxy.

‘Serious, sir?’ we ask.

‘No, Sirius!’ he answers, looking chuffed with his little joke. ‘Also known as the Dog Star in the constellation Canis Major,’ he adds.

Now, we really don’t know what to believe. There’s no end to Mr Maythem’s far-out ideas. He says that pigs are actually holding cells for the souls of really greedy people who always go for supersize burgers and fatty chips. He says that’s why pigs have eyes like humans. And I think he might be right on this one because I once looked into the eyes of a piggy and I swear I heard this tiny, desperate voice calling out: ‘Help! … Let me out!’
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As you may guess, Mr Maythem’s into conspiracy theories – big time! For instance, he thinks Michael Jackson and his sister, Latoya, were the same person. We tell him that that can’t be, because Michael is dead and his sister is still alive, see.

‘She’s a hologram,’ he tells us, coolly.

‘No ways!’ we protest. Honestly, sometimes I think he’s mental and having us on. But you can’t tell with Mr Maythem. He’s, like, dead serious when he tells us these things.

Take now –

‘In the future, none of you might have work. It will all be left for machines to do. So people are going to have to find other things to occupy themselves with, like – looking after one another.’

We gawp at each other, wondering where this is heading.

‘Community Service!’ he says to us. ‘We are all going to have to get involved with work that machines can’t do. And that’s caring for one another.’

So, that’s it – our holiday project. We might have guessed.
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Mr Maythem makes suggestions:

 

1. Volunteer for the RSPCA (I like dogs – don’t fancy their poo!)
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2. Clean up the polluted canal that runs at the bottom of our sports field (been there, done that, and had to throw away the smelly T-shirt)
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3. Work in a soup kitchen for the homeless who squat under the northbound flyover (Oooh, don’t know about that!)
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4. Offer our services around our neighbourhood to any needy folk (yawn!)
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‘You can work on your own, but for safety’s sake I’d much prefer you to work in groups. There’re some weirdos out there – shape shifters … greys … Men in Black … tattooed ladies who steal kids for strange acts in weird circuses … ’

We laugh … nervously.

At least I know who I want to team up with – Sophie Ross and Julian Pettifer. See, we’re very different – Sophie, Julian and me – but we go together like … a … a Bombay Pizza. Sophie’s like the pickled pineapple – sweet, and sometimes sour! Julian’s a nerd, and a bit hard to digest – so he’s the curried chicken. I’m Alistair D’arcy McDermott (you can call me Al) and I suppose I must be the extra cheese and garlic because Mum often says, ‘Alistair D’arcy McDermott – you’re just tooooo much!’

By the way, you can get Bombay Pizza at Raymoondo Banergee’s Curry Cafe on the high street – but more about that later.

[image: images]


[image: images]

Later!

Me, Sophie and Julian park our butts on the squeaky plastic seats in Raymoondo’s Curry Cafe. If you do a ‘slow slide’ you can get a really good fart out of it, which always embarrasses Sophie and makes Julian hide behind the menu – his way of ignoring me!

The reason we’re here and not at Macs is because it’s a Friday. And on Fridays Raymoondo Banergee, the owner, has a ‘Special’ on the menu – Masala Chips, plus a free glass of Coke and a date ball.

Raymoondo’s amazing – on Saturday nights he has Curryoake at his cafe, with fiery hot curry on the menu and karaoke for anyone crazy enough to stand up and belt out some bum-shaking Bollywood hit. Dad had a go once, and I had to crawl under the table and stay there until it was all over!
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Raymoondo’s also a bit of a mind reader and can always guess what we’re going to choose before we do.

‘Three Masala Chips, free Cokes and date balls … to die for,’ he announces, bringing over our order. ‘For the lady … and the two gents. Enjoy!’ We smile at each other and tuck into the yummy, soggy, spiced chips.

‘So,’ starts Sophie, waving a chip in the air, ‘I’m not working with animals. I have enough of them at home … and that’s just my brothers!’

We laugh. Sophie has two teenage brothers who play in a punk rock band called The Test Icicles. Get it? Besides not playing in tune they don’t wash and always have bits of breakfast dangling from their blue-painted lips. Really gnarly!

‘So, any ideas?’ I propose.
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‘Well, I’ve been thinking,’ says Julian, who when he thinks, always closes his eyes, drums his fingers and purses his lips as though he’s thinking of world events.

‘Yes, I’ve been thinking …’ he says, ‘that there must be some gaps in the community service market.’

‘Like?’ asks Sophie, delicately wiping her mouth with a red and gold paper napkin.

‘Well, for instance … cleaning old people’s spectacles. Have you noticed how many old people walk around shopping malls peering through smeared lenses?’

‘Nooooooo!’ I say.

‘Next!’ snaps Sophie.
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