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Saves the Planet





It was a Monday morning, and the end of autumn. The leaves were just about to take their final bow and fall from the trees, lining Cromer Road with what would look like a layer of golden nutty cornflakes.


Ugenia was ready for her mum to start moaning about how the leaves were such a nuisance, blocking up the outside drains and littering the garden. Ugenia, however, found the golden leaves rather

  

 useful – especially for art projects at school. Somehow they always came in handy.


Actually, the leaves on the trees should have dropped weeks ago – winter was just around the corner – but in the last few weeks the weather had got strangely



 warm. In fact it felt as hot as summer.
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At breakfast Ugenia’s father, Professor Lavender, who was a consultant at the Dinosaur Museum and a specialist in pretty much everything, discussed the weather issue over scrambled eggs. He said it was due to climate change – global warming. Ugenia had no idea what that meant.


Ugenia went to school thinking about what he had said. It probably wasn’t that important, she thought. Besides, there was nothing she could do about the weather, was there? Except wear appropriate clothing, right?


Ugenia went to her classroom for the first lesson of the day, with Mr Columbus. He was a new teacher at Boxmore Hill Junior School, who assisted Ugenia’s main teacher,

   



 Mrs Flitt, when she had lots of work to do. He was always very serious and he stuttered, as he was nervous about impressing Mrs Flitt and the rest of the class. Ugenia thought he looked rather odd for a teacher, with his long messy hair in dreadlocks, and he smelt a bit like compost. He was also quite boring, particularly when he droned on about sheep farming in the Outer Hebrides in Scotland, or milking cows, or the quality of soil. All she would hear was blah blah blah.
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Ugenia was sitting with her best friends – Bronte, Rudy and Crazy Trevor – in the back row, writing notes back and forth

   

 to them. Just silly things like ‘you smell like rotten cabbage and have a face like a gerbil’ to Rudy – things that only best friends were allowed to say to each other, because they knew they were only joking. Rudy did, however, have a rather strange-shaped face, especially when he gathered food in the sides of his cheeks. He also had a very skinny, long body, which made his head look extra big. He owned a pet gerbil



 called Germaine, who he loved so much that sometimes he would sneak Germaine to school in his pocket.
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‘Now, I’ve been doing some thinking over the weekend,’ said Mr Columbus, ‘and I have a new project for you. It’s called “Pay It Forward and Save the Planet”.’


Suddenly Ugenia’s ears pricked up. Ooh, save the planet – now this sounded interesting. It was like something Hunk Roberts did in the movie Return of the Onion Savages, she thought.


Hunk Roberts was Ugenia’s favourite action hero, who was always saving people from things. Ugenia loved a school project

  

 – it was like having a mission impossible, except you got marked on it.


‘Shh!’ Ugenia hissed at her friends. ‘This sounds cool.’


Rudy, Bronte and Crazy Trevor stopped giggling and began to listen to Mr Columbus attentively.


‘Let me explain,’ continued Mr Columbus. ‘I don’t know if any of you ever watch the news or read the paper, but if you don’t, I’m sure your parents will confirm that we live in very strange times. There is lots of pollution, crime, starvation, poverty and war in the world. These are all very grown-up subjects that cause an immense amount of unhappiness in the world we live in, and I am here to tell you that this is your world – it belongs to

  

 you! So you have a responsibility to make it better.’


There was a hush throughout the classroom. Everyone suddenly seemed to find Mr Columbus interesting for a change.


‘What I want you to do is to make a difference to the world you live in,’ Mr Columbus went on. ‘Think of how you can Pay It Forward and Save the Planet. It’s like having a savings account by investing in your futures today.


‘On Friday I want you to show the class how and what you did to pay it forward. You can cover any topic – whether it’s the environment, people’s health, the homeless, or perhaps some research or ideas you have to make the world a better place. I want to get you out there interacting and

   

 thinking about the world you live in,’ he said. ‘Although this does sound a little overwhelming, remember it just takes the first tiny step to climb a mountain. So, kids, Pay It Forward and Save the Planet.’


‘Wow, this sounds fabulous,’ said Rudy.


‘Great,’ said Ugenia.


‘Very nice,’ said Bronte.


‘Er . . . yeah,’ mumbled Crazy Trevor.
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There were just four days till Friday morning, when they would be presenting their project, so, on Tuesday lunchtime, Ugenia, Rudy, Trevor and Bronte had decided to make a start and were discussing the Pay It Forward and Save the Planet project.


‘I think I’m going to recycle all the



 rubbish at my dad’s shop,’ said Rudy. (Rudy’s parents ran a corner shop on Leavesden Road, which certainly created a lot of rubbish.) ‘I’m going to insist my parents start separating their rubbish into special bins so that things like bottles and cardboard can be recycled.’


‘I think I’m going to collect unwanted clothes and shoes from all my neighbours and send them to poor people in Africa,’ said Bronte. ‘Some Africans have to walk for miles in bare feet.’


‘And I’m going to help slow down global warming,’ said Crazy Trevor. ‘Apparently we make so many gases with all the stuff we use it makes the world heat up like a greenhouse.’


‘Wow, Trevor, that sounds really smart,’



said Bronte. ‘What exactly are you going to do to help?’


‘Well, erm, like I’m going to stop eating broccoli and baked beans for a start,’ Crazy Trevor said proudly. ‘So hopefully I’ll stop letting off any gas myself and then if I catch anyone else letting one off I’m gonna give ’em what for and they will be fined. And I will give the money to my new foundation – the No More Toxic Gas Foundation! Like it?’


‘Very nice,’ said Bronte.


‘Er, yeah,’ said Rudy.


Meanwhile Ugenia said nothing – she was too busy thinking about what she could do to help pay it forward.


‘What are you going to do, Ugenia?’ asked Rudy.


   

 ‘Erm, I’m still thinking about it,’ said Ugenia, who so far hadn’t come up with a single idea.


‘Well, you’d better get a move on,’ said Rudy, pulling Germaine the gerbil from his pocket. ‘We only have a few days to do it.’


Germaine was very wriggly and loved to fidget. He had sandy-coloured fur with a black tip on the end of his long tail.


‘Isn’t he just the cutest thing?’ said Rudy.


‘Very nice,’ said Bronte.


‘Looks like a little rat, if you ask me,’ laughed Trevor. ‘My cat would love to eat him up for breakfast.’


‘That’s not funny, you oaf,’ said Rudy, giving Germaine a kiss. ‘Germaine is not a rat and is the most precious thing in the world to me.’


   

 Suddenly, Germaine scrambled on to Rudy’s hair. Anoushka, who was sitting on the lunch table opposite, began to scream.
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‘A rat, eeeeeeuh! Help me! Do something!’ she shrieked, jumping on to the chair and waving her arms hysterically.


Sebastian, who was sitting next to her, lunged forward at Rudy’s hair. Ugenia tried to block him, but it was too late.

   

Germaine panicked and sank his very sharp teeth into Ugenia’s finger, leaped on to the floor and ran across the canteen. There was chaos as people began chasing the darting and panicking Germaine.


‘Stop him!’ screamed Rudy.


Ugenia cornered Germaine with her hands but it was too late. Germaine backed away and disappeared through a tiny hole in the wall.


‘Nooooooooooo!’ cried Rudy. ‘Germaine, come back! What am I going to do? He’ll be eaten up or lost forever.’


‘It’s not the end of world. Maybe he’ll make some new friends,’ said Trevor.


‘It is the end of the world for me!’ cried Rudy with his head in his hands. ‘He’s my best friend. He only bit Ugenia cos he

   

 was scared.’ Rudy began to sob.


‘Don’t worry, you’ve still got us as friends,’ said Ugenia, trying to be helpful. ‘And we’ll find him, won’t we, guys!’


‘Yeah, er, don’t worry about it,’ said Trevor, who felt a bit uncomfortable seeing another boy cry, so he patted Rudy on the back.
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That afternoon Ugenia found herself rather distracted during lessons, as she kept scouring the floor on her hands and knees, looking for Germaine. Rudy’s pet had been missing for an hour and so far he was nowhere to be seen.


Rudy had been looking so miserable since Germaine had vanished that Ugenia couldn’t help but worry about her best

  

 friend. What can I do? she thought as she watched Rudy sink further into despair.


Ugenia’s mind was a blank with any ways to make it better for Rudy, and she hadn’t started on her Pay It Forward and Save the Planet project either. Everyone else seemed to have great ideas.


‘I’m going to organize a sponsored walk around the playing field to help the homeless,’ said Liberty.


‘I’m going to get everyone to give up their pocket money for a whole month and give it to Cancer Research,’ said Max.


‘I’m going to put up posters that I drew myself and have had printed, to stop people chopping down trees in the rainforest,’ said Sita proudly.


Ugenia felt slightly uncomfortable. All



 their projects sounded fantastic. I need some inspiration, she thought. I wonder if Hunk Roberts ever got stuck. He made it look so easy. Maybe I should ask my dad? After all, he is a professor and he is very clever and he knows pretty much everything.
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