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He is also the creator of the phenomenally successful Purple Ronnie, Britain’s favourite stick man. Giles lives by the river near Oxford with his wife and four young children.
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The alarm clock juddered across the bedside table and fell off the edge into the bin. Billy Bonkers threw back his duvet, bounced up and down on his bed until the springs twanged, and then sprinted into his parents’ room.

“Dad, Mum, wake up!” he bellowed. “It’s here! It’s time!”

Mr Bonkers sat bolt upright and raised his arms in a silent cheer. His eyes remained shut, however, and Billy suspected that he was still asleep. He took a deep breath.
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Mrs Bonkers shrieked and fell out of bed, still wrapped in the duvet cover. Mr Bonkers opened his eyes and leapt to his feet.

“Quick, Billy!” he yelled. “Where are my slippers? Why aren’t you dressed yet? What time’s kick-off?”

Mrs Bonkers was still flailing around on the floor, and Billy had to step over her to check the match planner on the wall. He had made sure that there was one in every room, so that he would never miss a game.

“Three o’clock in Brazil, which makes it seven o’clock here,” Billy replied. “Only twelve hours to go! Hooray!”

Mr Bonkers rubbed his hands together with glee. Mrs Bonkers unwrapped herself from the duvet and heaved herself back onto the bed as if she were climbing Mount Everest.



[image: images]




Billy hurtled back into his own room and started pulling clothes out of his T-shirt drawer. His sister Betty appeared in the doorway, pulling on her dressing gown. “I’m not sure they quite heard you at the end of the street,” she said, yawning. “Betty, the World Cup starts today!” cried Billy.

“No kidding!” said Betty, looking around with a grin.

Billy’s pyjamas were decorated with a pattern of footballs and the signatures of the whole England squad. The walls of his room were completely hidden by posters of all the players, and there were copies of the match planner on the wardrobe, the ceiling (so that he could read it in bed) and the fish bowl. Billy’s goldfish Snapper was a football fan too.

Half an hour later, the Bonkers family were sitting around the kitchen table, scoffing sausages.

“I love the goals best,” said Billy. “Bam! Back of the net! That’s my favourite bit.”

“No way, it’s the lead-up to the goals that’s the best bit!” said Betty. “The tactics! The teamwork!”
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“You’re both wrong,” said Mr Bonkers, thumping his fist on the table and making the cutlery jump into the air. “It’s the WINNING that’s the best bit! Nothing else matters!”

“Yes, dear,” said Mrs Bonkers, patting her husband on the head. “Now, who wants some porridge?”

“Me,” said Billy, chomping through a mouthful of sausages and picking up a bowl of porridge oats. “Mum, what do you like best about football?”

“Ooh,” said Mrs Bonkers. “Well, I think the offside rule is lovely. Now, I have a pile of laundry to get through today and your shirt is going in it.”

Billy dropped his porridge bowl and clutched his shirt. He had been wearing it for seven days – ever since he bought it with his pocket money. It was an exact replica of the England strip, and Billy’s plan was to wear it for the entire World Cup. That wasn’t Mrs Bonkers’ plan.

“Oh my goodness, you can’t wear that shirt for a month!” she said.
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“But it’s a tribute!” said Billy, holding onto the shirt with one hand and spooning porridge oats into his mouth with the other.

“A tribute to what?” asked Betty. “Stinkiness?”

“I’m going to wear this shirt to watch every single match,” said Billy. “It’ll be good luck for the team!”

“And bad luck for the family,” said Betty, pinching her nose.

Everyone laughed, even Billy. Nothing could spoil the mood of the Bonkers family today.

 

Mr Bonkers checked his watch again.

“Eleven hours, seventeen minutes and, um…twenty-three seconds to go,” he said.

Mrs Bonkers sighed. At the same time as the match, on another channel, her favourite Argentine Tango expert would be performing on Strictly Dancing with Hunks. She was going to have to miss it. Never mind, she thought. It’s only once every four years.
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Usually, her family managed to keep their love of football under control. Mr Bonkers did a bit of complaining when he read the sports pages at breakfast, Betty made predictions about who would end up at the bottom of the league and Billy practised his keepy-uppy skills at the foot of the garden. But for the next month, all they would be able to think about was the World Cup in Brazil. Mr Bonkers had even taken his entire year’s allowance of holiday to spend watching the games.

“Not much time to get everything ready,” Mr Bonkers was saying. “We’ll need snacks, drinks, flags … Piglet, how many flags do we have?”

“Piglet” was Mr Bonkers’s pet name for Mrs Bonkers. She thought it was sweet, and sometimes called him “Sausage” in return.
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“There are three on the car, one wrapped around the chimney, two on the shed and one under Billy’s bedroom window,” said Mrs Bonkers, counting them up on her fingers.

“Madness!” said Mr Bonkers. “Not nearly enough!”

“I could go and get some more, Dad,” said Billy.

Mr Bonkers patted him on the head and picked up his newspaper. His eyebrows rocketed to the top of his forehead.

“Listen to this!” he exclaimed, bounding half out of his seat. “Our roving reporter has scored an inside scoop that’ll make the

World Cup WILD. The England team has been secretly training a brand-new player! He’ll be the talk of the terraces, and we don’t even know his name. But the whisper is that England’s new number seven is
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Billy wolfed down the rest of his porridge and tried to grab the paper.

“Let me see, Dad!” he pleaded.

“There’s no photo,” said Mr Bonkers. “Says here that they’re keeping him a secret until the last possible minute. Ha! That’s the way to scare the opposition! France will be quaking in their studded boots!”

Mr Bonkers had taken a dislike to the French team after their goalkeeper had said that no England player could ever get a goal past him. His greatest World Cup dream, after England winning, was that France would be knocked out in the first round.

Mr Bonkers opened his mouth to explain exactly why France was going to lose, but at that moment the phone rang.

“International number,” said Mr Bonkers, looking at the screen. “Who could that be?”

“Maybe it’s a wrong number,” said Billy.

“Maybe it’s an overseas call centre,” said Mrs Bonkers.

“Maybe you should answer it and find out,” said Betty, handing it to him.

Mr Bonkers stood up and answered the phone. Everyone listened, trying to figure out who it could be.

“Hello?” said Mr Bonkers in a suspicious voice. “Who? Oh! Hello. What? Yes, of course, isn’t everyone? Oh. Yes, of course we would, but… WHAT?”
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Everyone stared at Mr Bonkers, who was now pacing up and down the kitchen. His eyes were popping out of his head. There was a long silence as he listened to whoever was speaking on the other end of the phone. Then he put his hand on his forehead.

“No problem,” he said. “Absolutely no problem. Yes, I’ve got your address.”

Mr Bonkers hung up and held out his arm to Billy.

“Pinch me,” he said. “I’m scared I might be dreaming.”

Billy gave him a strong pinch, and Mr Bonkers yelled. “Ouch! Not that hard,” he said. Then a huge grin spread across his face.



“That was Bruno Bonkeiro, my Brazilian fifth cousin six times removed,” he said in a breathless voice. “He lives in Rio, and – can you believe this? – he hates football! He wants to do a house swap with us for the whole World Cup! Piglet, Betty, Billy my son…
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Betty and Billy leapt out of their seats, squealing and whooping. Even Mrs Bonkers gasped in delight.

“Brazil!” said Betty in excitement. “It’ll be full of football!”

“Your cousin must be loopy!” said Billy.

Mrs Bonkers was thinking about a magazine article she had read called The Macho Men of Rio.




“I shall need a new frock,” she said.

They managed to get a flight that night, which meant that they would miss the opening match of the World Cup on TV. But even Billy agreed that it was worth it.
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They all left notes for the Bonkeiros. Billy explained how to feed Snapper. Betty left directions for getting to the library. Mrs Bonkers wrote instructions for using the washing machine, and Mr Bonkers described how to get past the booby traps that kept his shed secure.

“Lordy lorks, I’m a bag of nerves,” said Mrs Bonkers.

They were all in the airport shop, waiting for their flight to be called. Betty was choosing a book for the journey, Billy was trying to think of a way to get into the stadium for the World Cup final and Mr Bonkers was flicking through the sports car magazines. Mrs Bonkers was trying to choose a new perfume, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the flight.

You see, Mrs Bonkers was petrified of flying.
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I expect you know that some people get nervous about flying in an aeroplane. But Mrs Bonkers took it to a whole new level. She broke into a sweat just looking at pictures of aeroplanes. She didn’t even feel excited when Mr Bonkers bought Billy a new number seven football T-shirt, so that his old one could be washed.

“ALL PASSENGERS FOR FLIGHT BB304 TO RIO, YOUR FLIGHT IS NOW BOARDING,” said a smug voice over the loudspeaker. “PLEASE PROCEED IMMEDIATELY TO GATE NUMBER FOUR, AND DON’T DAWDLE.”
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Mrs Bonkers took out a flask of tea and a large yellow tablet. Every time she had to fly, she always took a Super-Duper-Knockout sleeping tablet just before boarding. She dropped the tablet into the tea and waited for it to dissolve. Then she swigged it down. As soon as they were on the plane, she fell fast asleep.
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Now, you probably already know that there are two types of flight, short-haul and long-haul. Short-haul flights are quick, and the most you get is a boring magazine and a
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