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  Some kids win all the prizes. You know who they are. The ones who are always top of the class, or first over the finishing line, or lifting that massive shiny trophy on sports

  day. The ones who are always picked to go on the cover of the school magazine, or to shake the mayor’s hand, or to look after the class hamster at the weekends – even though you looked

  after the hamster all week long and it didn’t die or turn green or anything! Well, Peggy Parfitt was one of those kids. If there was a prize to be won she just went out there and won it:

  science prizes, art prizes, looking-after-the-hamster-prizes, not-picking-your-nose-prizes. OK, I made that last one up. But if there had been a prize for not picking your nose, Peggy would have

  won it hands down, along with the not-staring-out-of–the-window-prize and the not-putting-a-frog-in-teacher’s-pocket-prize and… you get the idea.




  Everyone loved Peggy. The teachers fought to have her in their class, her parents were as proud as parrots, even the hamster liked Peggy best – which was really unfair.

  Peggy was everybody’s hero. But, unfortunately Peggy went to the zoo one day and got eaten by a tiger. So Peggy won’t be the hero of our story. We will have to make do with that kid in

  the corner with the grubby knees. His name is Frankie Blewitt. Are you listening Frankie? Oh good. Now we can begin.




  Frankie Blewitt would have done anything to make his parents proud. But Mr and Mrs Blewitt were impossible to please. If he got a silver star for his school project, Mr Blewitt wouldn’t

  pat him on the back and say well done. He would just shout, ‘Silver? Cheap and nasty! Where’s the gold!’ Or, if he won the dressing-up race on sports day, Mrs Blewitt

  wouldn’t ruffle his hair with pride. Instead she would say, ‘Ugh, Frankie what are you wearing?! Get in the car now!’ The truth is, Frankie Blewitt could have walked on water and

  his parents would have demanded to know why he couldn’t tapdance on it as well. So when, one soggy December afternoon, Frankie Blewitt saw the postman delivering his school report he climbed

  into his wardrobe and shut the door.




  As you can imagine, Frankie didn’t look forward to his school report one little bit. However good he had been and however hard he had tried, it was never good enough for his mum and dad.

  I’m not saying he was a dimwit – he wasn’t. But Frankie wasn’t very good at writing and counting and taking tests. When he looked at his schoolbooks, all the letters muddled

  together like alphabet soup, and he began to think about all the things he would rather be doing like flying helicopters or solving crimes or rescuing a dog from a burning building. ‘If I was

  stuck on a desert island and had nothing to eat except sand,’ Frankie would think to himself, ‘I wouldn’t need to know my seven times-table. I would need to know survival skills,

  like how to make a house out of coconuts. Why don’t they teach that at school?’ Then a voice far off in the distance would call, ‘Frankie Blewitt!’ the voice would get

  closer, ‘Frankie Blewitt! What did I just say?’ and Frankie would have to reply ‘Sorry, Mrs Grimmet, I wasn’t really listening’. School-report day was always bad news

  for Frankie Blewitt. But, as Frankie was soon to discover, that day in December would turn out to be the worst one ever.




  [image: ]




  Frankie held his breath as Mr Blewitt thudded to the door to inspect the mail. He closed his eyes, crossed his fingers and hoped that maybe this time would be different. Maybe

  he would get an ‘A’ or something and his parents would take him out for pizza and let him eat all the topping without the crust, or maybe…




  ‘FRRRRRRRRANKIE!’ The walls of the house shook, ‘WHERE ARE YOU?’ Frankie squeezed himself into the corner of the wardrobe as Mr Blewitt’s footsteps thumped up the

  stairs. ‘I KNOW YOU’RE IN HERE!’ Mr Blewitt burst into the room and Frankie started to panic. He had seen a film about some children who escape through a magic wardrobe into a

  marvellous land and, in his fright, he pounded on the back panel, hoping it would open up and let him through. But all he got was some splinters in his knuckles and before he could say

  Narnia, the wardrobe doors swung wide open.




  Mr Blewitt glared down at Frankie, snorting and flexing his shoulders like an enormous bull. Every muscle in Mr Blewitt’s body was pumped up so tightly, Frankie thought that if he pricked

  his dad with a pin, he might shoot round the room like a balloon, then wrinkle up and drop to the floor. But he wasn’t about to try it.




  ‘You’ve got some EXPLAINING to do young man!’ sneered Mr Blewitt. Then, pinching Frankie’s left ear between his fingers, he dragged him down to the kitchen where Mrs

  Blewitt was sobbing extravagantly into a tea towel.




  ‘My child is a delinquent, a no-hoper. And we gave him everything, EVERYTHING!’ she howled like she was on TV or something.




  ‘Just read what it says my precious peanut,’ soothed Mr Blewitt. Mrs Blewitt wiped her smudgy eyes, and picked up Frankie’s school report.




  ‘Frankie,’ sniffled Mrs Blewitt, ‘has a marvellous imagination, but he is… a bit of a dreamer!’




  ‘A-bit-of-a-dreamer,’ repeated Mr Blewitt running his hand over the top of his head, which was completely flat as if he used it to bash down doors. ‘Do you think I pay good

  money to those lousy teachers of yours…’ He picked up the white booklet as if it were a snotty hanky, ‘Do you think I spend my hard-earned cash, so that you can grow up to be

  A-BIT-OF-A-DREAMER? By the time I was your age,’ he bellowed, ‘I was captain of the rugby club, head-boy, prize-winner...’




  ‘Milk monitor,’ added Mrs Blewitt proudly.




  ‘Milk monitor, AND I read the dictionary in my lunch break! Do you think,’ he went on, practically cooking with rage, ‘that I could afford a spanking new house and a brand-new

  sports car and triple-quilted toilet paper if I spent my time floating off with the fairies like my nitwit son?’




  ‘But, Dad,’ Frankie protested, ‘I try, it’s just… it’s hard.’




  ‘Of course it’s hard, when your head is stuffed full of that marvellous imagination of yours!’ Mr Blewitt whipped out a red marker pen and drew a large “F”

  on the cover of Frankie’s report. ‘Can you read it?’ Frankie nodded, ‘Know what it stands for?’ Frankie shook his head, ‘Fail! “F” stands for Fail.

  It also stands for Frankie. There’s only one way you’re going to learn. No more toys, no more playtime, no more mucking about. You’re eight years old. It’s high time you

  thought about your future.’
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  Steaming like a kettle, Mr Blewitt rolled up his sleeves, grabbed a bin bag and marched upstairs to Frankie’s room. Any unlucky toy left lying around was immediately snatched up and thrown

  away – a pile of picture books, Frankie’s sticker collection, his favourite toy castle. ‘Time to focus!’ bellowed Mr Blewitt, ‘Time to get down to business!’




  ‘Dad! Stop!’ Frankie cried. But Mr Blewitt had made up his mind and there was absolutely no unmaking it. In went a robot, in went a jigsaw, in went a box of toy soldiers.




  ‘This lot will make a nice little bonfire,’ he hooted. Then, to Frankie’s horror, he grabbed Albert, his beloved old teddy bear, and marched out the door.




  ‘Albert! Albert!’ Frankie yelled, but Mr Blewitt slammed the door behind him and turned the key.




  Frankie ran to his bedroom window and looked out into the garden. It was getting dark, but he could make out the hulking figure of Mr Blewitt stacking all of his things on to a heap of firewood.

  ‘It’s not fair! It’s not fair!’ he whispered as the flames whistled and roared. Frankie pressed his forehead against the glass and watched until his belongings had collapsed

  into a grey, smouldering heap. ‘Albert!’ he cried, and an angry tear spilled down his cheek.




  Tat-Tat-Tat. There was a knock at the bedroom door. Toc-Toc-Toc. Frankie recognised the secret knock. A code known only to Frankie and one other very special person. The lock

  turned and the door was opened quickly and quietly. His old French nanny, Alphonsine, one finger pressed to her lips in silence, stepped into his room. She flicked her eyes from side to side to

  check she had not been followed then closed the door behind her.




  ‘I found Monsieur Al-bear,’ she whispered, producing the teddy bear from her apron pocket. Frankie sighed with relief.




  ‘You’re the greatest, Alphonsine,’ he said, hugging her tightly, ‘You’re amazing!’
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  Alphonsine had lived with the Blewitts since Frankie was just a ‘pea in ze pod.’ She cooked, she cleaned, she polished Mr Blewitt’s trophies, but most of all

  she looked after Frankie. Truth was, when Mrs Blewitt discovered she was pregnant, all she could think about was how lovely it would be to have a little girl that she could dress up like a dolly.

  So when the doctor told her she was expecting a boy, she felt downright cheated. The very next day she slapped an advert in the local paper for a nanny and housekeeper, and before long Alphonsine

  had parked her motorbike in the driveway and moved into the Blewitt’s attic.




  But Alphonsine was not your average nanny. Although she was over eighty years old, she was as strong as a tractor and as nimble as a bird. ‘As long as I have my coffee in ze

  morning,’ she would say as she took a chainsaw to an unruly tree, ‘I can do anything!’ And Frankie didn’t dare doubt it. But Alphonsine always had an extra pair of hands (or

  rather paws) to help her out. Wherever Alphonsine went, Colette, her faithful French poodle, trotted swiftly behind. Now, you might think that French poodles are just yappy little fluffballs with

  no brains, but not Colette. Sure she was small and fluffy, but she was also completely fearless. When Attila, the neighbour’s doberman, tried to steal a sausage from Alphonsine’s

  shopping bag, Colette snapped and snarled so ferociously that Attila’s owner couldn’t get him to go back outside for a week. In fact, the only person more fearless than

  Alphonsine’s poodle, was Alphonsine herself. She wasn’t afraid of anyone – especially not Mr and Mrs Blewitt, and especially not when they burned Frankie’s favourite

  things.




  ‘Colette pull him out just in time!’ whispered Alphonsine, dusting off Albert’s singed fur and handing him to Frankie, ‘A second later and Pouf! Goodbye Monsieur

  Al-bear.’




  ‘Good girl, Colette!’ said Frankie, ruffling the dog’s curly white ears.




  ‘Now you put on your pyjamas,’ said Alphonsine, ‘and I make us a chocolate hot.’




  ‘A hot chocolate.’ said Frankie absent-mindedly.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ Alphonsine tutted, ‘zat is what I said!’ Alphonsine and Colette went up to the attic, leaving Frankie alone in his bedroom, which now felt emptier than ever.

  Only Albert and a few other lucky toys had survived Mr Blewitt’s rampage. Everything that had been within grabbing-distance was gone – burnt to a crisp. Frankie sat on his bed and felt

  as empty as a shell. Maybe his father was right, maybe he was a no-hoper. I mean, what had he ever achieved. His classmates took home trophies and badges and their parents clapped

  them on prize-day. The only thing Frankie had ever taken home was headlice – and no one had thanked him for that. Frankie sighed, pulled on his pyjamas and sloped upstairs to

  Alphonsine’s attic.
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  ‘Cheery up!’ said Alphonsine, pulling up a half-broken rocking-chair, ‘Life’s not so bad!’ She gave the saucepan a quick stir and the sweet smell

  of chocolate filled Frankie’s nostrils. But it was going to take more than hot chocolate to lift Frankie’s spirits today.




  ‘I’ll never be like my dad,’ Frankie said. ‘I’m a no-hoper.’ Alphonsine narrowed her eyes and passed him his mug.




  ‘Is zat what you want?’ she said, ‘You want to be like your dad?’




  ‘Well I guess so.’ said Frankie. ‘I suppose…’




  ‘Even though your dad is a big turnip?’




  ‘No,’ he said, ‘I guess not. I don’t want to be a turnip.’




  ‘Well then!’ cried Alphonsine, throwing her hands in the air, ‘Ze REAL question is, what does FRANKIE want?’ Frankie stared into his hot chocolate. He’d never asked

  himself that before. What did he, Frankie Blewitt, want? Alphonsine looked at him slyly, ‘I bets I know.’ she said. Then leaning towards him, she whispered, ‘Frankie

  Blewitt wants ADVENTURE!’ The word made the hairs on Frankie’s head prickle.




  ‘I don’t know, Alfie,’ he said, ‘What do I know about adventure?’




  ‘Ha!’ cried Alphonsine, slapping her thigh, ‘I tell you ALL about adventure!’




  ‘Really?’ said Frankie, staring at her in amazement.




  ‘But of course! Just because I do not wear my knickers over my trousers like a super-action-hero, does not mean I have not had adventures. Drink your chocolate.’ Frankie did as he

  was told. ‘Now,’ said Alphonsine, pulling her chair close to Frankie, ‘look me in the eyes.’ Frankie looked. ‘Notice anything odd. Anything a little bit…

  bizarre?’ Frankie looked hard. No, Alphonsine’s eyes were their usual pebbly grey. ‘Look closer,’ said Alphonsine and, squinting suddenly, she popped out her left eye into

  the palm of her hand.




  ‘AAAAAGHH!’ Frankie screamed and spilt his drink all over his pyjamas.




  ‘Don’t worry my little cabbage. It is nothing,’ said Alphonsine, tapping the eye with her nail. ‘It is made of glass. I have had it always. When I was born, my

  grandfather opened the best bottle of champagne, and PAF! The cork hit me straight in the eye. Too bad. There is worse things in life. You want to see?’ Frankie slowly held out his hand.

  ‘Now, me and my eye have had many, many adventures!’




  ‘Really?’ said Frankie, peering at it cautiously.




  ‘But of course!’ said Alphonsine, ‘Look.’ Alphonsine gripped the glass eyeball between her fingers, twisted it as if she were opening a jam jar, and pop, the eye

  split in two.
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  ‘During ze war,’ Alphonsine explained, ‘I was an agent for the French Resistance. We were fighting to free our country from the Nasty invaders. Sabotage was our

  job—’




  ‘What’s sabotage?’ asked Frankie.




  ‘Being a nuisance.’ said Alphonsine. ‘A spanner in the works. We would tamper with equipment, steal weapons, blow things up…’




  ‘No way!’




  ‘Yes way! I used this eye to transport tip-top-secret messages. I folded them up tiny tiny and popped them inside. It was very dangerous. Very important never to get caught. If the Nasties

  discovered you were working against them, then…’ Alphonsine made a sound like tearing paper and drew her finger across her throat. Frankie shuddered. ‘Ze Resistance was so

  tip-top-secret, agents sent coded messages to each other in the local newspaper.




  ‘One day, I was waiting in my mother’s shop, doing the crossword when I come across a clue: What creature has eyes but cannot see? Ha! Straight away I know this is a message

  for me.’ Alphonsine tapped her glass eye and popped it back in the socket. ‘I know that I have been selected for my first mission. I was so very proud.’




  ‘What did you have to do?’ asked Frankie, sitting up straight in his chair.




  ‘It should have been as simple as an egg. I was to take a most important message to the barman at Café Cornichon in the next village. So I collect the message, pop it in my eye and

  set off on my bicycle. I cycle as fast as a weasel through the woods and through the fields and past patrols of enemy soldiers. When I get to Café Cornichon, I am as nervous as a lobster in

  a pot. I sit near the bar and I am waiting for the barman and I am munching the end of my baguette to calm my nerves, when what do I see but a Nasty officer having his lunch at the next

  table!’
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