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About the Book



5, 4, 3, 2, 1 . . . GO!

Fifteen-year-old Jack has just discovered the one thing he loves, and is really good at: go kart racing. With the support of his mentor, Patrick, an old race-car driver with a dark past, and his best mates – Colin and Mandy – Jack must learn to control his reckless streak. Only then will he be in with a chance to defeat the best drivers in Australia, including ruthless rival, Dean, and win the national title.

An exciting novelisation of the high-octane family film Go! from Steve Worland, writer of the smash-hit book Paper Planes.
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Jack sits in the passenger seat and watches the sixty kilometre an hour speed limit sign slip past by the side of road. He then glances at the old Falcon’s speedometer. The station wagon is doing just under fifty kilometres an hour. It seems a bit slow, considering there are no other cars around and it’s sunny without a cloud on the horizon. In other words, perfect conditions to open up the old beast and see what it can do. ‘Mum, if we were going any slower, we’d be in reverse. I can drive if you’d like?’

From behind the steering wheel, Christie glances at her fifteen-year-old son. Her expression might be pleasant but her words are sharp: ‘Like? No. No, I do not like. You don’t drive until you have your licence. We’re not going through that again. Are we clear?’


Jack nods. ‘I understand . . .’

‘What did you say?’ Christie feigns deafness.

‘I said, I understand . . .’

‘Sorry, can’t hear you.’

Jack turns to his mother and loudly proclaims: ‘I understand.’

‘Good. You better.’ A moment passes. ‘I’m not kidding.’

‘I know.’ Jack says it with a resigned sigh. If people who didn’t know them heard this conversation, they might think they were having an argument. They’re not. This kind of banter is the way they talk to each other sometimes. They actually get on really well. She gets the joke and is super cool for somebody so old.

Jack looks out the window at the West Australian coastline. It’s barren and rocky, and the ocean beyond is such a vivid blue that it makes his eyes tingle – the same way his tastebuds used to go crazy after he ate those sweet and sour lollies when he was a kid.

He’s not a kid any more. He used to be kind of a shrimp when he was thirteen, then suddenly shot up like a beanstalk the day he hit the big one-four. Now he’s pushing six-foot one, which he thinks is excellent because he’s the tallest kid at school. Or was the tallest kid at his old school. He has no idea how his height will measure up at the new one.

They drive on for another hour until the Falcon motors past a sign that reads ‘Busselton’. Jack googled the place when his mum told him they’d be moving here from Sydney. He knows it’s a small town on the coast of Western Australia, population 15,386, give or a take. And that Busselton is famous for a few things: beaches with golden sands that stretch as far as the eye can see; the Underwater Observatory at the end of the jetty, where you can look at the colourful little fishies through a glass partition; and the jetty itself, a long, bent finger of wood that pokes out into the Indian Ocean for almost two kilometres.

These attractions are of no particular interest to Jack E. Hooper. (The E is for Ernest, his grandad’s name on his mother’s side). It’s not that he dislikes Busselton. He’s never been there before and so he has no feeling about the place one way or the other. What annoys him is that coming to live here means he had to leave behind his life in Sydney.

The Falcon turns into a green and leafy suburban street, with homes that are all very nice and neat, most of them single storey. There’s no traffic to speak of so Christie slows the car to a walking pace as they study the house numbers to find the place they rented. Jack can see how excited his mum is. ‘Not that one, not that one. Not that one, not that one. This one – oh good lord!’

Jack watches as the excitement drains from her face to be replaced with an expression of horror. Not only is it the smallest house on the street but it’s desperately run down with boarded up windows and lots of peeling paint. There’s a RENTED sign in the overgrown front garden that is also home to the rusted shell of an old Holden Kingswood.

‘It’s getting closer but it isn’t getting nicer.’ Christie looks dumbstruck as the Falcon turns into the driveway then pulls up in front of the house. ‘This is not what it looked like on the internet.’

They step out of the station wagon and Jack takes it in. ‘I don’t remember it being this sausage colour.’ The house is painted a kind of grey brown, which is so terrible that you can’t imagine why anyone would have created the colour in the first place.

Christie pulls open the front gate and it immediately drops off its hinges. She just manages to catch it before it lands on her foot. ‘Oh man. It’s a complete dump.’ Her expression of horror turns to one of distress. ‘I’m flabbergasted.’

Flabbergasted. It’s not a word Jack’s a big fan of. It felt made up, like supercalifragilisticexpialidocious, from the Mary Poppins movie. So he never used it. But his mum loved it and said it all the time. Now as flabbergasted as she was about the house, Jack decides to be upbeat; if he’s negative he knows that’ll just make her feel worse.

‘It’s not that bad. We can fix it.’ He pulls out the house keys and moves to the front door to unlock it. The moment he touches the door it falls into the house with a resounding whump. He stares at the door for a second then turns to his mother. ‘We should probably start with that.’

They look at each other . . . and burst out laughing at the absurdity of it. Then, slowly, Christie’s laugh becomes a sob. Jack gives her a big hug. Even if she did make him leave all he knows back in Sydney to move to this weird old house on the other side of the country, he still hates to see his mum upset.

[image: image]

It takes Jack ten minutes to reattach the front door to its frame with a screwdriver from his father’s rusty tool box. As he tests that it works properly Christie wheels his bike out of the trailer and parks it on the front porch. She takes in the repaired door and he can tell it makes her feel better. ‘Nice one. You’ve got the job. Now can you nip down to that servo we passed on the way in and pick up some milk and bread?’

Jack nods as Christie’s phone rings. She checks the screen. ‘Gotta take this.’ She answers and walks inside as Jack picks up one of the moving boxes and follows. As he puts the box down the contents shift and he notices the framed photo of a handsome-looking dude inside. It’s a picture of Jack’s dad, from a few years ago. He looks young. But then he always looked young. Until he didn’t.

Jack studies the photo and a feeling of profound sadness bubbles up and overwhelms him. After a moment time slows and that sadness shifts to anger. Suddenly his body feels as light as air as a red hue tints his vision and a low drone fills his ears. The drone grows in intensity before it reaches a deafening crescendo and morphs into the sound of screeching tyres.
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Time speeds up as the Falcon station wagon thunders around an empty car park. Jack drives with a sad smile on his face. It sounds odd but that’s the only way to describe it. He then yanks on the steering wheel and pulls into a tight doughnut. The rear tyres shriek in protest as plumes of smoke billow from their tread.

The station wagon spins around and around and around as it gets faster and faster and faster, until the tyres’ rubber can no longer grip the bitumen and gives up with a short and sharp squeal. Jack loses control and the car slides across the parking lot, then comes to a shuddering halt. He can see nothing through the wall of tyre smoke that surrounds the car. To Jack, burnt rubber smells like how it feels to drive fast.

The red hue that tints Jack’s vision recedes. He’s had this experience before. It doesn’t happen very often, but when it does he calls it the freaky-deaky because it makes him feel, well, freaky-deaky. Like he’s on the edge of being out of control, but at the same time floating above it, in a haze. It’s not a feeling he enjoys. He’s never mentioned it to anyone, including his mum, because he doesn’t want them to think he’s crazy.

The tyre smoke slowly drifts away and Jack notices a shape in the distance. It’s a car. No big deal. Then the smoke dissipates and he realises the vehicle is a police car.

His sad smile becomes an expression of grave concern. ‘Oh damn.’

It might be a big deal after all.
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Officer Barry Johansen knows some people like his moustache.

He also knows that many do not. Occasionally the other cops at his station make fun of it, but in a nice way, like they’re concerned for him. A few have even been heard to say that if, perhaps, he shaved it off, then he may have better luck finding himself a lady friend.

So that’s why, at the end of his dinner break, having just finished his chicken and mayo sandwich, he studies the moustache in the rear-vision mirror of his parked police cruiser and decides whether to keep it or not.

That’s the exact moment when an old, bright orange Ford Falcon station wagon races into the almost empty parking lot and starts wildly dough-nutting in front of him, before it comes to a shuddering halt in a cloud of tyre smoke. To say Barry is unimpressed with the young man behind the wheel of the car would be an understatement.

Twenty minutes later Barry’s police cruiser pulls up outside the young man’s house. As he steps from the vehicle a furious woman storms out of the front door. Barry turns and takes her in and in that moment he’s sure he hears music – sweet, beautiful music – like this person has her own private soundtrack. He is entranced.

Now this sort of thing never happens to Barry so he’s quite surprised, you could even say flabbergasted, so much so that he trips on the gutter as he opens the rear passenger door to let the young man out of the vehicle. It’s certainly not the most elegant entrance he’s ever made.
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Jack watches his mum reach the front gate and pull it open, only to have it drop off its hinges and almost fall on her foot. ‘Again! What the? Oh come on!’ It halts her momentum then takes her a frustrating moment to slot the gate back in place, before she continues her march towards him.


‘After everything that happened in Sydney.’ She says it through gritted teeth, which usually means she’s very angry. ‘And you do it again –’ She looks at her watch, ‘– two hours after we arrive?!’

Jack knows she’s right. She has every reason to be annoyed. Back in Sydney he had borrowed her car and chucked doughnuts, which she had found out about when he was caught by the police, then let off with a warning. She thought peer pressure from his friends had got the better of him and he’d done it to show them he was ‘cool’ (her word). It sounded like a plausible story – except it wasn’t true.

As his mum approaches, he tries his best to defend his actions. ‘I was in the middle of nowhere, there was no traffic and I was driving an old station wagon.’ He turns to the policeman. ‘Isn’t that true?’
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Barry is still dumbstruck by the vision that is the boy’s mother so it takes a second for him to realise he’s been asked a question, then another to process it, then a third to form an answer. ‘Oh. Ummm, he was pulling doughnuts in an empty car park.’

He can see that she’s horrified by this. ‘I apologise, Officer. It will never happen again.’


Barry takes another moment, sizes up mum and son, then makes a judgement call. ‘Considering there was no harm done, I can let him off with a warning this time.’ He turns and focuses on Jack. ‘A stern warning. But, do it again and you’ll be in hot water. Is that understood?’

The boy nods. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Okay. Well, good.’ A few seconds pass then Barry makes a slightly awkward ‘I’m going’ thumb-over-the-shoulder gesture as he slowly backs towards his cruiser. ‘I should hit the road.’ He racks his brain for something to keep the conversation going. ‘The old frog and toad.’ He winces, embarrassed that that’s the best line he can come up with. Come on! You’re a grown man. Say something interesting for heaven’s sake. Then it strikes him. Yes! He turns to Christie. ‘I’m Officer Barry Johansen, by the way.’

‘Hi. Christie Hooper. You’ve met my son Jack, obviously.’

‘Pleasure to meet you.’ Barry continues to linger without trying to look like he’s lingering. ‘So.’ There’s another pregnant pause as he thinks about what to say next. He’s already introduced himself so he can’t do that again. Then he notices the trailer. Excellent! ‘So you’re on holiday?’

‘Actually, we’ve just moved here from Sydney.’


This news brightens Barry’s night. ‘Oh, really? Well I might see you around. At some point. In the future. Perhaps.’ He realises that all sounded a bit weird and clumsy, so leaving before he completely puts his foot in it is probably the best course of action. ‘Okay then.’ His eyes flick to Jack, and he loses his jolly demeanour and gets stern. ‘Remember what I said.’

‘He will.’ Christie answers for her son. ‘And thank you, Officer.’

‘My pleasure.’ Barry walks over to his cruiser and climbs in.
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‘Bye, Barry.’ Jack waves to the police officer. It’s a bit cheeky and Christie doesn’t like it. She shoots him a sharp look, then walks inside without saying a word. He knows that when she’s quiet she’s really annoyed.

She can’t believe he did it again. It’s just baffling to her. Baffling. She’s at her wits end. But, as angry as she is with him, and as unsure as she is about what to do about his behaviour, there’s another thought that plays at the back of her mind, something she hasn’t experienced for the longest time. And it involves Barry, the incredibly daggy, spectacularly nervous police officer she just met. There’s something about him, in spite of the moustache that looks like a caterpillar crawled up his chin and fell asleep on his lip. As he drives off she glances back to have another look, to make sure that the moustache isn’t a deal breaker. She realises Jack sees her, so she acts nonchalant, like it’s no big thing, though she’s not sure she sells it as well as she could.
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Jack peers into the living room where Christie unpacks one of the moving boxes. Normally, if she’s performing manual tasks around the house and she’s in a good mood, she’d be listening to Daryl Braithwaite or Stevie Wonder on her phone over the bluetooth speaker he gave her for Christmas a few years ago. There’s no music playing tonight. She’s annoyed, which is not surprising considering she had to pick up the station wagon from the car park he was caught dough-nutting in. While they walked over there, she didn’t say a single word the whole way.

He knows there’s one sure-fire way to improve her mood and it starts with the word meatlovers.


Jack sweeps into the living room then, with a flourish, shows her the pizza he had delivered from Domino’s. A thin-crust meatlovers is her go-to guilty pleasure so he imagines this’ll be the best way to make amends for his exploits tonight.

It does not work. She ignores him and continues to unpack so he falls back on plan B: ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’ This magical combination of pizza and apology is enough to break the ice so that moments later they sit on a pair of old milk crates Jack found by the side of the house and eat in silence.

Christie’s the one to speak first. Her annoyance has turned to frustration, though Jack sees she does her best to keep it in check. ‘We went through the same thing in Sydney. And, crazy me, I thought once you were away from those kids it would stop. What is going on?’

Jack plays it off. ‘Nothing. Nothing’s going on.’

‘We only just talked about this when we were driving into town. You said, “I understand”. And I said, “What?” and then you said, “I understand” again. I’m pretty sure you said “I understand” three times.’

‘I remember.’

‘But you didn’t. Why do you keep doing it?’

Jack shrugs. ‘I don’t know.’ But he does know. He just doesn’t want to talk about it. Especially with her. He feels terrible that it upsets her. He really does. It’s the last thing he wants to do. But he just can’t tell her the truth. And he’s not sure he ever will.

Christie is unimpressed with his answer. ‘That’s not good enough, mate. You need to stop and think before you do something that reckless again. One day your luck’s going to run out and it won’t end well.’

Jack nods, but he can tell by the expression on her face that she doesn’t believe he understands at all.

‘Look, we can build a life here. But it’s a small town so we need to fit in, which means trying not to annoy too many members of the local police force.’

‘I know, but, just quietly, I think one member quite liked being annoyed.’

Christie ignores this then glances at the framed photo of her husband that Jack looked at earlier. It now sits on the mantelpiece. ‘You know you can tell me anything, right? If you want to talk about your dad–’

‘Mum, I’m fine. Really.’ That feeling of sadness wells up inside of him again, but this time he blinks it away . . . then nods at the pizza to change the subject. ‘I ordered the sausage topping because it matches the colour of the house.’

Christie can’t help but laugh at that, which makes Jack feel better, considering he’s the reason she was in a bad mood in the first place.
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Later that night Jack sits on the sofa in the living room as he unpacks yet another of the many moving boxes. This one contains a first generation PlayStation console and assorted games. The PS1 is a dusty relic from a time when being able to play a video game in your own home was an exciting new experience. In fact it’s so old that it was released ten years before Jack was born.

Jack powers it up and works the controller. On the TV screen appears Grand Prix Challenge, a car racing game with blocky graphics, simplistic visuals and a tinny soundtrack that makes the racing cars sound like washing machines on spin cycle. But as the race starts Jack doesn’t care. He’s completely engrossed in the wheel-to-wheel action as his yellow car expertly slices past the other vehicles on the winding track. The only one he can’t catch is the translucent ghost car. It’s super quick and always just ahead. As fast as Jack drives, he can’t get near it. After three action-packed laps the ghost car wins and Jack finishes a distant second.


Then the race’s rankings page blinks up on the screen. The ghost car is first and named DADDIO. Jack studies it for a moment then talks to the screen: ‘I’m never going to beat you, am I, Dad?’
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The next day the Falcon pulls into the dusty parking lot near a rusty fence with a faded sign that reads: BUSSELTON DIRT KARTS. Jack takes in the place, unimpressed. ‘You do know it’s strange to attend the birthday party of someone you’ve never met, right?’ Jack looks at the party invitation that had been slipped under their front door this morning and features a simple illustration of a go kart. ‘And go karts are for kids.’

‘Excuse me, but you’re a kid. And I’d prefer you drive one of those instead of pulling cupcakes in my car.’

‘They’re called “doughnuts”, Mum . . .’

‘I don’t care what they’re called. Stop doing them.’ Christie takes a breath then continues: ‘Look, the mum throwing the party invited you because she knows we’ve just arrived in town and you’ll be going to school with these kids when the summer holidays are over. It’s a good way to meet them before that. It’s a nice thing.’

Jack takes this in with a nod, but remains unenthusiastic. Then, beside their car, a convertible Mustang full of teenage girls pulls up. They pile out and run through the track’s rusty entrance gate. Jack watches them go, then looks at his mum. ‘Actually, you’ve turned me around on this whole thing.’ They share a smile, then Jack climbs out of the car.

To say the place is old and run down would be a nice thing. Under all the party streamers and colourful balloons and glittery banners, Jack can’t help but think the place has seen better days. As he ambles through the crowd of teens, he picks at the snacks laid on tables and checks out the locals, including an old cattle dog that he’s noticed creeping about. After a little meandering Jack finds his way to the fence by the side of the dirt track and joins a queue of kids waiting to drive a kart. When he finally looks out at the action on the track he’s stunned by what he sees. Yes, stunned. The karts are super quick. It’s not what he thought it would be at all. ‘They’re so fast.’

‘They are. Hey, do you think if you die when you’re overweight you become a fat ghost?’


Jack turns to the concerned voice behind him. It belongs to a kid his age, who is short, a little tubby – if you were being unkind – and has a friendly face. Jack isn’t sure how to answer. ‘That’s not a question you hear every day. I guess I gotta say – yes?’

The boy seems unhappy to hear this. ‘You’re probably right, dammit.’ He nods at the karts as they zip past. ‘I’m kind of nervous about driving these things. I’ve never done it before.’

‘Neither have I, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

‘I’m an observer by nature, so I don’t usually, you know, do stuff. I prefer to stay in my comfort zone.’

Jack thinks about this. ‘Then you’d never have any adventures.’

The boy nods. ‘I know. I don’t get out much. I prefer to study, which is weird because I really hate exams. The pressure makes me anxious . . .’ Horrified, he clamps a hand over his mouth. His last sentence was spoken with a pronounced lisp.

Jack’s concerned. ‘Are you okay?’

The boy is embarrassed. ‘Sometimes when I get nervous my tongue swells up and makes me lisp.’

Jack laughs, but the boy does not. ‘It’s not funny.’

Jack stops laughing. ‘Oh, I thought you were joking.’ A moment passes. ‘And it is a little funny.’

The boy thinks about it for a second, then laughs. Jack joins in, then the kid abruptly stops. ‘Are you laughing with me or at me?’

‘With you.’

The boy cracks a broad smile. ‘Oh. Okay.’ He shoots a hand towards Jack. ‘I’m Colin. Colin Faber.’

Jack shakes it. ‘Jack Hooper.’

‘Did you know that because a platypus lays eggs and produces milk it’s the only animal that can make its own custard?’

Jack laughs again. It’s funny because it’s so absurd. This kid is kooky and Jack likes it.

They’re then ushered towards the track’s staging area to drive the karts. Jack moves off, then notices that Colin hangs back. It looks like he’s not going to do it. ‘Come on, mate. Have an adventure.’

Colin takes a moment to think it over, then nods bravely. ‘Okay.’

They quickly dress in yellow race suits then collect their crash helmets. Then they’re led into the staging area and pointed towards their assigned karts. A fascinated Jack checks out his machine. Its frame is built out of steel tubing. There is a small engine behind the driver’s seat and four small wheels, tiny compared to a normal road car, located at each corner. At the front there’s a steering wheel, an accelerator pedal and a brake pedal. And that’s it.


It’s simple as.

Just as Jack and Colin are about to climb into their karts another guy sweeps into the staging area. Jack gets the feeling this kid reckons he’s some kind of rock star. Jack can almost hear the guitar solo as the guy struts towards his kart with blond hair flowing and blond teeth gleaming. Jack turns to Colin. ‘Who’s the dude-man?’

Colin takes in the rock star with a sour expression. ‘Dean. State kart champion. Everyone thinks he’s gonna win the National Championship this year. Remember when I asked if you were laughing with me or at me?’

‘It was like one minute ago.’

‘Well, he and his mates laugh at me.’

Jack notices that, indeed, Dean has two mates in tow. Colin nods at them. ‘Ted is the short and annoying one, and Ralph is the tall and annoying one. They’re both annoying.’

At that moment, Ted passes Colin and bumps into him accidentally-on-purpose. ‘Outta the way, pie shop.’

Ted walks on. Colin doesn’t react and Jack is confused as to why. Colin sees it. ‘I know, they’re dimwitted vulgarians, but they’re also pretty nasty so I choose to ignore them and get on with my day.’


Jack takes this in with a nod. He doesn’t know what ‘vulgarians’ means exactly but he has a pretty good idea it’s not complimentary. He also doesn’t know Colin well enough to tell him to stand up for himself, but that’s what he wants to say. Instead, he climbs into his kart and buckles up the safety harness, as does Colin.

Two by two, the karts roll out onto the track. Ted and Ralph are up front, Colin and Jack are in the second row and Dean brings up the rear.

Jack familiarises himself with the kart’s controls. He works the accelerator, which is a short, straight piece of metal, with his right foot, and the brake, also a short straight piece of metal, with his left foot, and turns the steering wheel back and forth. The kart is light and responsive to his commands, which is the opposite of his mum’s heavy and lumbering station wagon.

A young guy stands by the side of the track. As the marshal he controls the race, enforces the rules, tells the drivers when to start, how many laps they have to go and when to stop. He holds a green flag high . . . then drops it fast.

The race is on.

All the karts leap forwards – except for Jack’s. He stamps on the accelerator, which gives the kart’s engine too much gas. The rear wheels spin up on the dirt and the kart slithers off the track. Jack immediately hits the brakes and slides to a halt, enveloped by a cloud of dust from the skid.

‘Well that was embarrassing.’ He’s almost certain he can hear laughter from the crowd that watches from the fence by the side of the track. He turns and sees the other karts are already at the end of the main straight so he taps the accelerator and steers the kart back on to the track, then presses the accelerator firmly, without stamping on it.

The kart surges forwards.

Ohmigod!

It’s a steal-your-breath-away, time-and-space-have-warped-together rush.

Jack has never experienced anything so fast.

It’s exhilarating . . . and he loves it. He winds his way around the track and crosses the start/finish line as the marshal holds up a ‘TWO LAPS TO GO’ sign. Jack quickly catches up to the last-placed kart. He’s not surprised to see it’s Colin, who drives at a slow and steady pace.

Colin happily waves at Jack. ‘It’s not so bad after all!’

Jack waves back then zips past him and focuses on the two karts ahead. They’re driven by Ralph and Ted, who are busy duelling with each other. Jack quickly closes in on them. They see him coming and attempt a pincer move to squeeze his kart inbetween theirs. But Jack catches on before it happens. He hits the brakes and slows abruptly. Ralph’s and Ted’s karts slam into each other. They get tangled and Jack accelerates around them.

As he crosses the start/finish line for the second time the track marshal holds up a ‘ONE LAP TO GO’ sign. Jack can see that Dean leads by fifty metres. It seems like he’s a long way ahead, but Jack thinks he might be able to catch him.
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In the centre of the track is a run-down, rusting hulk of a caravan. Inside it is another run down, rusting hulk – Patrick Wolfe. If you typed the word ‘gruff’ into Google, a picture of his face would appear. This guy is the Grumpy Cat of people, and that’s when he’s having a good day. He hates it when there’s an event like this at his kart track. Sure, it’s great for business, but he really doesn’t enjoy having so many people hanging about.

Unshaven and wearing a tattered robe over faded pyjamas, he cooks baked beans on a tiny stove. Then he hears a murmur from the crowd outside. Curious, he steps out of the caravan to see what’s happening on the track.
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What’s happening is that Jack tries to pass Dean’s kart down the inside. But the blond-haired rock star is not having it and expertly blocks the move.

‘Get out of the way.’ Frustrated, Jack knows Dean can’t hear him over the high-pitched buzz of the engines but it makes him feel better to say it.

Together they enter the track’s long, final corner. Jack tries to slip down the inside once more but again Dean blocks his way.

And then the freaky-deaky arrives, just like it did yesterday. Time slows and Jack’s frustration shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels as light as air. A red hue tints his vision as the low drone again fills his ears. It grows in intensity as his expression hardens into an absolute will to win.

Time speeds up. Jack turns the wheel and takes the kart around the outside. Dean realises it’s happening, drifts wide and pushes Jack towards the edge of the track. Jack keeps accelerating and noses ahead of Dean. As the corner ends he completes the pass. He’s ahead.

The finish line looms before him.

He’s going to win it.
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Except he isn’t.

Jack’s kart snaps into a skid. It spins wildly, almost clips Dean’s kart as it slides past, then slips off the track and comes to a shuddering halt in a cloud of dust, his second for the day.

Dean zips across the finish line in first place.

Jack takes a moment to gather himself as the freaky-deaky recedes, then drives back onto the track.
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In spite of the error, Patrick is intrigued by this new driver. He’s about to step back into his caravan to finish cooking his beans when he unhappily sees Mike Zeta approach.


Now Patrick knows Mike owns the very successful Arise Racing Team, which is the outfit that Dean races for, but even though he’s a pretty big deal around town, Patrick thinks he’s a bit of a slick poser who likes to showboat.

Mike nods a hello. ‘Patrick.’

Patrick nods right back. ‘Mike.’

‘Thought any more about coaching Dean this year?’

‘You never talk about the weather, do you, Mike?’

‘I think it pays to get straight to the point, don’t you?’

‘Yep, so I’ll do it too. I don’t think it’s going to work out.’ Patrick is well aware that Mike rarely hears no so this won’t please him at all.

‘Really? Dean has a great shot at winning the National Championship this year. All he needs is someone with top tier racing experience to help get him ready. You’d be a real asset to our team–’

‘Yeah, I can’t do that Mike.’

‘And why not?’

Patrick looks Mike straight in the eye. ‘Because the boy doesn’t have enough talent. And I’ve never been much good at teaching that.’

Mike doesn’t reply, but his stunned expression says it all.


Patrick does his best to pull his face into a shape that resembles an apologetic expression, which doesn’t work because he doesn’t mean it. He then steps back into his caravan and closes the door, which is the best way he can think of ending a conversation he didn’t want to have in the first place.

[image: image]

Jack is pumped after his race, even considering the spin, and the fact he experienced the freaky-deaky. He parks the kart in the staging area, then sees the old cattle dog again. It’s clearly struggling in the heat so Jack nabs a bottle of water and a small bowl of popcorn off a table, scoffs the popcorn in two mouthfuls, and approaches the dog. ‘How are you, mate? Need a drink?’ Jack pours the water into the now empty bowl then places it on the ground. The dog happily laps at it as Jack pats him. ‘You’re a good boy. You smell horrible but you’re a good boy.’

‘I think he lives here.’

Jack turns and sees a bright-eyed girl with a warm smile standing next to him. She seems to be impressed that he’s watering the dog.

Jack stands. ‘Oh yeah? Well he looked like he needed a drink so I borrowed one of these –’ He glances at the bottle and is surprised to see it’s Evian, ‘– extremely expensive bottles of water. Don’t tell anyone.’

‘Your secret’s safe with me.’ She points at the bottle. ‘How do you know what it costs?’

‘Groceries run in my family.’

The girl can’t help but laugh. ‘What?’

‘My mum’s about to open a grocery store in town. And she used to manage a Woolies.’ He nods at the bottle. ‘And this French stuff is high end.’ He looks across the venue. ‘In fact this whole party seems a little over the top, don’t you think? There’s gotta be a hundred people here. How many friends does this kid have?’

‘Maybe they invited everyone in school so no one would feel left out?’

Jack whispers his response. ‘Or maybe they like to show off?’

‘Or maybe they invited everyone in school so no one felt left out, even the new guy who just moved to town.’ And then the girl grins and Jack realises it’s her party.

‘Oh damn.’

She takes in his horrified expression. ‘Yeah, that just happened. Apparently, I don’t have many friends and I like to show off.’


Jack is mortified at his case of foot-in-mouth-disease. ‘Can we reboot this conversation?’ He optimistically holds out a hand. ‘I’m Jack. Nice to meet you.’

The girl shakes his hand. ‘Mandy. So how long have you been karting for?’

‘About ten minutes.’

She’s genuinely surprised. ‘Really? You were pretty good.’

Jack thinks she’s crazy. ‘I don’t think so. I slid off.’

‘Because you drove on the outside of the track. There’s no grip out there.’

He has no idea what she’s talking about. ‘There’s no what out where?’

‘There’s no grip, on the outside of the track. That’s where the marbles are.’

Now Jack is just confused. ‘There are marbles on the track?’

‘Not those kind of marbles. Rubber marbles.’

‘You’ve lost me.’

Mandy explains. ‘Tyres are made out of rubber. When the tyres rub against the track’s surface, little bits break off and are swept to the outside. Like an eraser at the end of a pencil when you drag it across the paper to rub something out. They’re very slippery if you drive over them.’


‘So they’re called marbles.’

‘Exactly. They’re slippery so they have no grip. That’s why you slid off. And that’s why you need to stay away from the outside of the track.’

Jack looks at Mandy, impressed. ‘Wow. You’re smart. No wonder your parents threw you such a big party. Do you race karts?’

‘I prefer to make them go fast.’

‘You mean, like, as a mechanic?’

She nods. ‘They’re also called engineers. That’s the job I want in Formula One. To be a chief engineer–’

‘Mandy, they need you at the gazebo.’ A deep voice cuts across the soundscape. The interruption comes from Dean, who has his two mouldy mates in tow.

‘Okay.’ She looks at Jack. ‘All right, well I guess I’ll see you ’round.’

Jack smiles. ‘Not if I see you first.’ He regrets saying that completely daggy and extremely lame sentence as soon as the words leave his mouth. He immediately tries to make up for it. ‘Happy birthday.’ He’s not sure it’s much of an improvement.

Mandy nods a thank you then walks off as Dean & Co step closer. Jack smiles at them. ‘How can I help you, fellas?’

Dean doesn’t reply. He just stares at Jack for a weirdly long moment. It’s kind of creepy.


Jack’s the one who breaks the silence. ‘Well, it’s been great talking to you.’ He crouches to refill the dog’s water bowl.

Dean studies the animal. ‘Nice dog. Looks like it’s got rabies.’

His mouldy mates find this hilarious. Their honking laughter prompts Jack to think of them as Tweedle Dumb and Tweedle Dumber.

Clearly annoyed he hasn’t elicited a reaction, Dean’s foot shoots out and kicks the bowl. Water splashes everywhere and the dog yelps in fright then scrambles away.

Furious, Jack springs up. ‘What are you doing, mate?!’

Dean steps forwards so their faces are just inches apart. ‘No, what are you doing?’

‘Trying to give the dog a drink.’

‘I’m talking about on the track.’

Now Jack is confused. ‘What?’

‘When you spun off you nearly took me out.’

Jack thinks about this. ‘That’s why you’re angry? Not because I almost beat you?’

Dean laughs at the thought of it. ‘That would never happen.’

Jack smiles at this. ‘Mate, I had you. And you know it.’


Dean’s anger flares up and he nods to Ted and Ralph. Fast as lightning, they grab Jack’s arms and BAM. Dean punches him hard in the gut.

Jack collapses to the ground in pain. He’s winded and his stomach hurts a lot. Dean glares down at him and Jack sees only hostility in his eyes. ‘Stay out of my way. That’s your first and only warning.’

After Dean and his mates walk away it takes a good minute before Jack can catch his breath. He then notices Colin approach and tries to make light of the situation. ‘I really showed them, huh?’

Colin grins as he helps Jack to his feet. ‘Welcome to Busselton.’
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The setting sun lights up the horizon in a blaze of deep orange as the large crowd gathered around the gazebo finishes singing a funny variation of Happy Birthday to Mandy: ‘. . . and you live in a zoo!’

In the gazebo, Mandy’s mother presents her with a cake and her dad lights the candles. Mandy blows them out as Jack and Colin join the crowd.

Colin nods at the man with the matches. ‘That’s Mike Zeta. Mandy’s dad. Owns a big race car team. They won the Bathurst 24 Hour race a couple of years ago.’

Jack takes this in then looks back at Mandy. He catches her eye and shoots her a smile. She smiles back.

Colin notices their interplay. ‘Oooh, you like her. Bow-chicka-bow-bow.’ He sings the last bit in a funky voice while playing an air guitar.

Jack is flustered by Colin’s comment. ‘What? No, I don’t . . . I mean, I barely . . . I haven’t even . . . that would be cray . . .’ Jack trails off as Colin pulls a face that perfectly expresses that he doesn’t believe a word Jack’s saying. Jack sees it and comes clean. ‘Well yeah, she’s lovely. And really smart.’

Dean strolls over and stands beside Mandy as she cuts the cake. Jack’s not thrilled by his sudden appearance. He was hoping he’d seen the last of the guy. ‘What’s the dude-man doing there?’

‘Oh, Dean is Mandy’s brother.’

Jack sighs unhappily. ‘Of course he is.’












[image: image]




Darkness.

Then a fluorescent light blinks on and illuminates a large, empty room. Christie stands by the door and takes it in. This place is going to be her little corner of the world. Her store, the way she wants it. She couldn’t be more excited but knows it’ll take a lot of work, which she’s looking forward to. Jack asked if he could help out but she really wanted to do it her herself. She wanted to feel that sense of accomplishment. And she knows it’ll be a big one because the place is, to put it kindly, a mess. There’s litter everywhere, the walls need painting and there are an unsettling number of unclothed mannequins strewn about, leftovers from the last tenant.


Christie doesn’t care. She walks around and surveys the joint, soaks it in, lets her mind run with possibilities. It’s like a blank canvas. She passes a counter top and sees it’s coated in a thin layer of dust. It gives her an idea. She takes another look around, then skilfully sketches a layout for the store in the fine particles.
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Late that night Jack lies in bed. He’s tired but can’t fall sleep. There are two reasons. First, he can’t stop thinking about Mandy, who, even though he only spoke to her for a couple of minutes, was really cool. And he thinks this in spite of the fact that her brother was a complete tool with anger issues who really didn’t enjoy being disagreed with.

Second, he loved driving the kart. It was such a blast. The acceleration was instant and it was so low to the ground that, for the first time, he really felt the sensation of speed as the track rushed past just inches away.

He turns over in his bed, jams his eyes closed and tries to summon the gods of shut-eye.

It doesn’t work. He’s too wired. So, instead of sleeping, he grabs his phone, works the screen and watches a YouTube video of a kart race. Then another. And another. And another. He falls down the rabbit hole of kart videos. There are so many. Everything from how to build a kart to how to race a kart. And it’s all fascinating. But just watching does not satisfy him. Before he finally nods off a few hours later, he realises something important.

He wants to drive karts more than anything he’s ever wanted.
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Even though Jack didn’t get to sleep until very late, he’s up at dawn. The reason is simple: once you realise what you want to do, you want to start doing it straightaway.

As he rides his bike along a golden beach he doesn’t know the name of, he realises if his mum hadn’t forced him to go to the party he would never have discovered karting. Or met Colin. Or Mandy. It just goes to show that, sometimes, doing something you don’t want to do can work out pretty well.

Jack rides on, past the long jetty, under a large banner publicising the forthcoming Busselton Fete, then through town until he reaches the rusty front gate of the kart track.


He parks his bike and is immediately greeted by the dog he gave the bowl of water to at the party. ‘Hello there, boy!’ He seems to remember Jack fondly, his tail wagging a million times a minute. Jack pats the animal then studies the price list sign that’s attached to the front gate.

‘Good Lord.’ Jack’s shocked by how expensive it is to race. He turns to the dog. ‘Have you ever heard the term “highway robbery”?’

The dog has not. As Jack contemplates the fact that he doesn’t have enough money to race even once, he hears the chainsaw buzz of a kart engine echo in the distance. Noticing the rusty gate is unlocked, he pushes it open and steps inside. The little doggy follows.

Jack approaches the track where a kart circulates. And the kart is quick. Actually, make that super quick. Jack is impressed. The way the driver dances the kart through the corners is almost poetic. Whoever it is is a bit of a Shakespeare behind the wheel, and that’s a big compliment considering every English teacher Jack has ever had reckoned that ol’ Shakey was the best writer ever.

The kart finishes the lap and pulls up in front of Jack. The driver has an open-faced helmet and goggles on so the boy can see the man driving is ancient. He must be fifty at least. Jack is genuinely surprised someone so old can drive so fast. He knows this man’s face from a picture on the track’s website, which he visited last night. His name is Patrick and he looks Jack up and down. ‘I knew you’d turn up but this is even earlier than I expected.’

Confused, Jack looks behind him to make sure the old fella isn’t addressing someone else. ‘Are you talking to me?’

‘Well, I’m not talking to the mutt. Looks like you’ve been bitten.’

Jack glances at the animal. ‘By the dog?’

‘By the racing bug. Keep up.’

‘Oh! Right.’ Jack thinks about this for a second. ‘Is that what happens when you can’t stop thinking about what a rush it is and realise it might be the one thing you were put on this Earth to do?’

‘That’d be it.’

‘Then I’ve been bitten.’

Patrick smiles as he nimbly climbs out of the kart and pulls off his helmet. ‘I think that’s great. I really do. And now I think you should turn around, go home and never speak of it again.’

Jack can’t quite believe his ears. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You had one three lap race in which you spun off and finished last and now you want to make it your life’s work? You know what you should do instead? Collect every dollar you have, and your parents have, and your friends have, and use it to buy the nicest boat you can, then sail it out to the middle of the ocean . . . and blow it up . . . then watch it sink. That would be a better use of your time and money than trying to make a career as a race driver.’

Jack stares at Patrick, incredulous. ‘Wow. You’re the worst. Not only are you extremely discouraging, but your people skills are terrible.’

Patrick turns and walks away. ‘Hit the bricks, kid. You don’t want this life.’

Jack watches him go. ‘And your prices are too high. No wonder there’s no one here.’

‘We don’t open for three hours.’

Jack is chastened but still strident. ‘Well, that explains it then.’ The boy turns and walks off, then stops and turns to Patrick with a steely glint in his eye. ‘Actually, I do want this life.’

Patrick pauses. He looks back and assesses the boy for a long moment, then speaks: ‘If you want to race you need to be totally committed. The investment of time and energy is too great for you to have a setback and lose heart.’

Jack walks towards him. ‘I am committed. I won’t give up. I will work hard. I’m not a slacker. Really. That’s not the problem. The problem is I don’t have enough money to pay you to drive – and when I say enough I mean any.’

‘I’m not running a charity.’

Jack scans the complex. Paint is peeling and fences are broken and if it’s made out of metal it’s rusty. To put it bluntly the place is in a state of disrepair. ‘I have an idea that could work for both of us.’

‘I’m listening.’

At least the old man is curious. Jack takes a breath. ‘Clearly this joint needs some love and attention.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Have you looked at it recently? So, employ me to fix it up but, instead of paying me, let me drive three laps of the track for every hour I work.’

Patrick takes this in and studies Jack. A long moment passes. Then another. And another.

Jack is confused by the silence. ‘What’s happening right now?’

‘I’m deciding.’

‘Oh.’

Another moment passes, then: ‘One lap, and only when I say.’

‘Three, because it’s a short track.’

‘One, because of the fuel costs.’

‘Three, and didn’t you hear what I just said about the track being short?’


‘One, and I’m not loving this backchat.’

‘Three.’

‘Two.’

‘Deal.’ Jack is pumped. ‘I would have done it for one.’

‘I would have agreed to three.’ Patrick gets straight down to business. ‘You can start now.’ He moves to a rusty shed by the side of the track, grabs three pieces of equipment from inside, then returns to Jack and assembles the pieces into a contraption that looks like a flame-thrower Jack saw in an action movie once.

Jack takes a concerned step back, then Patrick works the contraption and it releases a fine mist of water. Jack relaxes. It’s just a hand pump sprayer connected to a backpack water tank. ‘What’s it for?’

‘When the track gets dusty, it’s too slippery to race on so it needs to be sprayed with water to keep it damp.’

Confused, Jack looks from the tiny sprayer to the long and winding track then back to the tiny sprayer. ‘You want me to spray the whole track with that?’

‘Indeed I do.’

‘Wouldn’t it be easier to use that enormous water truck?’ Jack points at a rusty old water tanker truck parked near the trees by the side of the track. It has a large sprayer contraption attached to its rear.

‘I trust this backchat won’t be an ongoing feature of our conversations.’ Patrick holds out the sprayer and backpack. Jack takes it, disappointed that this is his first task. ‘Make sure you spray evenly.’

Patrick walks off, then stops and turns back to the boy. ‘And one more thing: do not enter my caravan without being invited. Ever.’

‘Okay.’ Jack watches him walk away again, then calls out: ‘So I read about you on the internet last night.’ After watching forty-seven karting videos, he’d googled this track, with its embarrassing website that looked like it had been built on the first day the internet was invented and not updated since. It gave Jack no useful information about karting or how much it cost to drive a few laps, but it did mention the owner/operator’s name. When Jack googled Patrick Wolf, he learned that the old man had a short career as a race driver that finished before the web existed. What Jack could glean from the limited information available was that he was quite good. He drove in Europe, in something called Formula Three, which Jack researched and learned was the series you raced in to see if you were good enough to compete in Formula One, which is the biggest deal in all of motor racing. Patrick seemed to be on his way to ‘the circus’, as some people called Formula One, but then Jack couldn’t find any further mention of him after 1987. ‘Apparently you won some pretty big races in Formula Three.’

‘Less talking, more spraying. Now get to it. You’re burning sunlight. Chop chop.’ Patrick makes the chopping signal with his hands then walks back to his caravan and steps inside. It’s abundantly clear to Jack that the old man does not want to talk about his past.

So Jack gets to it and sprays the track. In the morning light. And in the midday sun. And in the evening dusk. It’s boring, arduous work but at least it’s tedious. It also makes his arm muscles hurt, so he swaps pumping the water between the two. The dog watches from the shade under the trees by the side of the track. Jack’s sure the animal thinks he’s completely cray cray.

Over the next few days, while Jack works, he has an opportunity to witness Patrick’s daily routine. It begins when the old fella wakes mid-morning, steps outside wearing pyjamas and a robe, stretches, yawns and scratches himself, then steps back into the caravan. After midday he emerges again, still dressed in the PJs and robe, usually with a cup of coffee in hand, and plays one side of the chess game he has set up on a table outside before he retreats back into the caravan. And that is his exhausting schedule. What he does while inside the caravan Jack can only guess at as the blinds are always drawn, but if it’s anything like what he does while outside the caravan it must be a non-stop thrill ride.

Of course, if any paying customers happen to stop by looking to drive, he’s happy to rent them a kart for an hour or so, but that doesn’t happen as much as it should because, Jack is sure, the place is kind of gross so nobody wants to visit.
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The following week, Patrick and Jack stand in front of the garage – a large, ramshackle, single-storey structure built from weathered corrugated iron that houses the rental karts. Jack is thrilled. ‘I’m not seeing the water sprayer so does this mean I finally get to drive?’

‘Put this on.’ Patrick passes Jack a helmet with a metre-long pole attached to its top. The pole has a paintbrush fastened to its end.

Jack looks at it, confused. ‘Surely it can’t be safe to operate a vehicle wearing this.’


Patrick points at the garage. ‘You have until sunset to paint the outside of the garage with it.’ He then passes Jack a can of grey paint.

Jack looks at the can of paint, then the helmet, then the can of paint again. ‘Dude, you cannot be serious?’

‘No backchat. Now get to it. You’re burning sunlight. Chop chop.’ Patrick again makes the chopping signal as he moves off. ‘And don’t call me “dude”.’ He walks to the caravan and shuts the door behind him.

Jack watches him, stunned. He takes a few seconds then pulls on the weird helmet-brush thing. It’s surprisingly heavy and he immediately overbalances. It takes a while but Jack gets the hang of having the contraption strapped to his head. And once he does, he paints. And paints. And paints. It’s difficult and boring and makes his neck muscles hurt.

Hours and hours and hours later, as the last of the sun dips below the horizon, Jack completes the final brush stroke. He’s exhausted but triumphantly lifts a fist in victory and punches the air. ‘Yes. It is done!’

Patrick’s voice echoes from within the caravan. ‘Good, now paint inside.’

Jack lowers his fist, deflated.
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The next day Patrick and Jack enter the garage that has been freshly painted inside and out. Jack thinks the place looks so much better though Patrick hasn’t commented on it. The ten hire karts are lined up in a row. Jack takes them in, pumped. ‘Yes, I finally get to drive.’

‘You need to wash them all.’ Patrick produces a bucket of soapy water and a sponge. ‘With this.’

Jack is nothing if not disappointed. ‘I feel like you’re not hearing me when I say I want to drive, but you must because you’re standing right there.’

‘I need every nook and cranny to be spotless. And I need you to do it with your feet.’

Jack performs a double take. ‘My what?’

‘Feet.’

‘You realise that is super weird, right?’

‘Enough backchat. Now get to it. You’re burning sunlight. Chop chop.’ Patrick again makes the hand signal as he exits.

So Jack washes the karts with sponges strapped to his bare feet. It’s difficult and boring and makes the muscles in his legs and ankles and feet hurt. And it’s weirder than he thought it would be. He’s pretty sure even the dog thinks it’s bizarre. Embarrassed, Jack notices him staring from his bed in the corner of the garage. ‘Don’t look at me!’ 


The dog keeps staring.

Six hours pass before Jack finishes cleaning the final kart. He jubilantly finds his feet – then it hits. ‘Cramps!’ He clutches his spasming thighs and immediately keels over. The pain is like a thousand knives being poked into his legs from hip to toe. He hits the cement floor like a sack of potatoes and lies there, frozen in agony.

Then he feels something wet on his cheek. He turns his head to see the dog licking his face. ‘Ohmigod nooo!’ It’s truly gross. Jack’s in such pain that he can’t pull away.
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On the upside Christie’s store looks a whole lot better than it did before. It’s clean, the racks are neatly arranged and are full of fresh produce. On the downside, the place still needs to be painted and it only has one customer at the moment.

And Betsy isn’t really a customer. She’s in her mid-seventies and drives her mobility scooter towards the exit, having left Christie with a tray of lamingtons and her business card. As she reaches the door she turns back and makes her final sales pitch: ‘I don’t like to brag but they’re the reason I get invited to so many parties. Anyway, if you’d like to sell them I can make you a dozen every day. Just drop me a DM on Insta.’

With that Betsy motors out the door as Jack enters with a slightly stiff-legged gait. ‘Hey, Mamasita. Jacky’s in the hizzouse.’ He says it with a singsong voice and carries two milkshakes. He offers one to his mum.

She happily accepts it and takes a sip. ‘Oh yeah, that’s the good stuff.’

Jack looks around. ‘What’ve you been doing today, milady?’

‘Well, I finished cleaning up this joint.’ She bites into one of Betsy’s lamingtons and her face lights up. ‘And I found my lamington supplier. Oh my lord, that is sensational. It’s like there’s a party in my mouth and everyone’s invited.’

She offers one to Jack, who happily hoes into it and has the same reaction. ‘Welcome to flavour country.’

They enjoy their snacks in silence, then Christie asks: ‘So how’s the billy kart job going?’

‘They’re actually called go karts. Billy karts don’t have an engine like go karts. I know this because I just cleaned ten of them, and the old fella still won’t let me drive one.’ Jack then looks around the empty store. ‘How many customers today?’


Christie can’t hide her disappointment. ‘Seven.’ Then the front door opens and its attached bell jingles and a bald man wearing a blue tracksuit enters. Christie turns to Jack with a smile: ‘Actually, make that eight.’
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The sun beats down on Jack the next morning as he sprays the track. Again. He’s annoyed and glares at the old caravan as he pumps the water sprayer with more force than usual. After a long moment his anger finally gets the better of him. ‘Why am I doing this?! The Regional Championships are next week! Next week!’ After dinner last night he had surfed the Karting Australia website and discovered the date of the race meeting.

A couple of seconds pass then Patrick’s voice reverberates from inside the caravan. ‘You have a lot of work to do before you’re ready to race.’

‘Then why am I spraying the track? Or painting walls with my head? Or cleaning karts with my feet? Which is extremely weird, let me give you the tip. I need to practise driving. You owe me a hundred laps.’


The caravan’s door swings opens and Patrick emerges. ‘You drive when I say and not until then. We have a deal.’

‘Well I’m cancelling it. You’re just taking advantage of my good nature and sunny disposition.’

‘You can’t cancel it.’

Jack taps the water sprayer’s nozzle like it’s a microphone. ‘Hello, is this thing on? It’s cancelled. Hooper out.’ Jack drops the sprayer like it’s a microphone and walks off the track.

Patrick watches him go, then relents. ‘Okay. You’re not ready to race but you can drive. Today. All one hundred laps if you want.’

Jack stops and looks back at Patrick, genuinely surprised. ‘Really?’

‘Really. But, afterwards, you take everything in there and put it in that.’ Patrick points from the rusty shed by the side of the track to a nearby rubbish skip. ‘I need the shed cleaned out because I want to turn it into a snack bar.’

Jack studies the rusty shed. Just looking at it makes him feel like he should get a tetanus shot. ‘No one will ever want to eat anything that’s been inside that. It looks like all the spiders live there.’

‘Do we have a deal?’

Jack doesn’t take too long to think it over. ‘Okay’.


‘Good. Now get to it. You’re burning–’

‘Yeah, yeah – sunlight, I know. Chop chop.’
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The kart engine screams as Jack slices around and around and around the dirt track. Patrick watches closely, thinking how for his age, this kid is as quick as anyone he’s ever seen. Unfortunately, he’s also reckless. Patrick can tell by the way he brakes so late into the corners. It’s like he doesn’t think anything can go awry. The thing is, if you get your braking even a little bit wrong that’s how you end up in a big accident, though Patrick’s not sure the boy realises this.

Patrick knows his job is to remove some of Jack’s recklessness, so he doesn’t take unnecessary risks, without affecting his confidence, which is the crucial element of the personality of every top-flight driver. It’s a bit of a balancing act so he must be careful.
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Jack’s one hundred laps are over in a blink of an eye. He parks the kart with a grin that stretches from ear to ear and locks eyes with Patrick. ‘That was so much cool.’ He can’t think of anything he’s ever done that he’s enjoyed as much.


Patrick’s expression is inscrutable. He doesn’t respond to Jack’s declaration but instead points from the rusty shed to the rubbish skip. Jack instantly loses the grin.

He packs the kart away, then walks over to the rusty old shed, pulls open the wooden door and looks inside. It’s packed full of dusty old boxes and even dustier, prehistoric furniture, all decorated with a maze of spider webs. ‘Wow. Can anyone spell “hoarder”?’

It smells musty, like it hasn’t been aired out since God was a boy. Jack then notices something small and shrivelled in the corner. ‘Is that a . . . sandwich?’ He looks closer. Yes, yes it is, and it must have been there for a year. Jack winces, then steels himself for the job ahead and steps inside.

Hours later, the sun sets as an exhausted and filthy Jack dumps another arm load of rubbish into the skip. That was his twenty-seventh trip to the large metal container. It’s full now that the shed is almost empty. He picks up a long, folding table that is missing two legs, then stops as the sunset’s crimson glow beams through the open door and illuminates an old go kart chassis. Now the chassis is like the backbone of a go kart. It’s the one part that everything else attaches to. This one is faded red and looks like it needs more than a little tender loving care. Beside it is a box of rusty go kart parts, including an engine and wheels. Beside that lies a suitcase full of worn race suits and a couple of helmets that have seen better days.

Jack studies it all, deep in thought, then grins as he has an idea. 

It just might be his best one ever.
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‘If an alligator can live until it’s a hundred years old, then there’s a good chance it will see you later.’ Jack laughs at Colin’s latest joke. It took a little while to fully appreciate his friend’s random and at times bizarre sense of humour, but now he has come to really enjoy it.

Jack carries the old kart chassis he found in Patrick’s rust-bucket shed while Colin carries the box of kart parts. They soon arrive at Jack’s place then move through the overgrown back yard to the rickety single-car garage. Once inside, the boys clear a space on the cement floor and upend the boxful of kart parts. The contents spill across the ground and Jack and Colin stare blankly at them all.


Colin rubs his forehead, clearly overwhelmed by the number of different pieces. ‘It’s like one of the Transformers threw up.’

Jack smiles. ‘You know anything about mechanical stuff?’

Colin shakes his head. ‘I wish.’

‘Me neither.’

‘So what do we do?’

Jack ponders this for a moment, then has his second-best idea ever.
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The Arise Race Team building is a very long, very shiny, very new single-storey, state-of-the-art facility surrounded by a forest of towering trees. The place cost a lot of money for Mandy’s dad to build and she always wondered why he didn’t make it more welcoming. To her it looks cold and scary, not warm and inviting.

Outside sit five shipping containers used to transport race cars and race engines and race gearboxes to wherever they may need to go. Inside, the place is spotless. Not that you would want to but you could eat off the floor. There are ten people working there, all of them dressed in the black, blue and white Arise uniforms, which are perfectly clean and pressed. These people are wrenching on a number of race cars. There’s a Supercar in one area, a Formula 1000 car in another, a Porsche Carrera Cup car in another, and, of course, a go kart in another.

Mandy is the only female on the staff. She sweeps the floor, which is so spotlessly clean that it really doesn’t need to be swept. But she does it because that’s the job she’s been assigned and she knows she has to start at the bottom and work her way up, even if her father owns the company.

That’s not to say she isn’t frustrated. She’s been at the bottom for a while now. She’d prefer to be working on one of the cars so she can learn from hands-on experience and show everyone, but mostly her dad, what she is capable of.

She sweeps past the kart that is being worked on by her father, Mike; brother, Dean; and Leroy, the kart’s chief engineer, a guy in his mid-forties with an unpleasant face that seems to be frozen into the shape of a scowl.

They’re discussing the kart’s front axle. Mandy surreptitiously listens to their conversation for a moment, then can’t stop herself from adding her two cents worth: ‘Can’t you offset the top from centre and add more caster?’


The others stop and turn to her, surprised by the interruption. She ploughs on. ‘I know it’s unconventional, but if you tune it right, I reckon it’s worth a tenth of a second per lap.’

Now, she knows one tenth of one second doesn’t sound like a long time in real life, because it isn’t, but in motor racing it’s a really, really, really long time, like forever. That’s because if you’re in a car travelling at 300, or 200, or even one hundred kilometres an hour, you can travel a very long way in that period of time.

Leroy is, to say the least, sceptical of Mandy’s idea. ‘Really? Is that what you reckon?’

Mandy holds her ground. ‘Yes, it is.’

‘If that was true, why haven’t any of the other teams done it?’

‘Because they lack imagination?’

Leroy turns to Mike, who sips from a mug. ‘What do you think?’

Mandy looks at her father. She really wants him to back her up.

‘I’m unconvinced.’ He turns to Leroy. ‘But you’re in charge of the kart so you make the call.’

Leroy accepts the responsibility with a nod. ‘I think we stick with what we have. It’s worked so far.’

Dean nods. ‘I agree.’


Leroy and Dean move off and leave Mandy with her father. She can’t hide her annoyance. ‘Leroy wouldn’t know a quick kart if it was stapled to his–’

‘Hey, he has two decades of experience.’

‘And yet he’s still wrong. Amazing.’ Mandy looks her dad in the eye. ‘Put me in charge of the kart. I’ll be a better chief engineer than Leroy.’

For a moment Mike thinks she’s joking and laughs. Then he realises she isn’t. ‘You can’t be serious.’

‘I’m dead serious.’

‘It’s not that easy, sweetheart.’

‘How can I learn if I never get to do it? You’ve had me sweeping up and making coffee for a year. Over a year actually. Meanwhile, Dean swans around like he owns the place.’

‘That’s different. He’s a driver. Look, one day you might get a chance to work on the kart, but until then focus on the job you have, just like everyone else does.’ He then holds his mug out to her. ‘White with one please.’

She wonders if her dad realises how incredibly dismissive holding out the mug feels to her. She doesn’t think he does, or at least hopes he doesn’t. She’d like to turn and walk away without taking it, but creating a scene won’t help her get where she wants to go. No, instead, she graciously takes the mug and makes his coffee and realises she’ll need to make her own arrangements if she’s going to kickstart her career as a chief engineer.

[image: image]

That night, Mandy exits the side door of the Arise Racing building and climbs onto her bike to ride home. She rolls out onto the street – then a figure pops out of the shadows thrown by the shipping containers. ‘Jeezus!’ It gives her a huge fright. She pedals hard and pulls away from the figure, then looks back and realises it’s Jack, the guy from her party, who rides a bike too. ‘Oh man! You scared the hell out of me. Why are you jumping out of shadows?’

Jack glances back at the shipping container, shocked. ‘You couldn’t see me?’

‘They’re shadows. Of course I couldn’t see you.’ She slows down and composes herself. ‘That was extremely unsettling.’

Jack catches up to her and they ride along the roadway. ‘I’ve annoyed you.’

‘No, you freaked me out. I was already annoyed. What are you doing here?’

‘I didn’t have your phone number and I needed to talk to you.’


‘About what?’

Jack takes a breath then blurts it out: ‘I’d like you to help me get my kart ready to race at Regionals.’

Mandy is genuinely surprised by the request and its weird timing, considering the conversation she just had with her father.

Jack ploughs on. ‘Now I don’t have any tools. Or equipment. And I can’t pay you. In fact, it could end up costing you money. So, what do you say?’

‘Well, since you put it like that.’ Mandy studies him. ‘Why are you asking me to do this?’

‘I don’t know anything about karts. And I don’t know anyone who does . . . except for you.’

‘So, you’re choosing me because you don’t have any other options?’

‘Absolutely. And because I think you’ll do a great job.’ He does his best to sell that last bit with a smile.

Mandy is unsure so she takes a few seconds to think about the offer. Could this be it? Her chance to engineer her own kart and show her dad what’s what? But she doesn’t know this guy at all. It could be a complete disaster: he could be a complete disaster. Of course, she knows she’s good enough to build something quick, and from what she saw of him behind the wheel at her party, he seemed quick enough to drive it.


‘Okay, I’ll do it, but with one stipulation. I’m the chief engineer, which means I’m in charge of all aspects of the kart.’

Jack is clearly thrilled and doesn’t hesitate to agree. ‘Deal. And I’m not just saying that because of the cool way you used the word “stipulation” in that sentence.’

He extends his hand. She shakes it but still isn’t one hundred percent sure about him.

‘You don’t seem annoyed any more.’

Mandy thinks about it. ‘Actually, I’m not.’

‘So, why were you? Annoyed, I mean.’

‘My dad won’t let me engineer his team’s kart.’

Jack laughs. ‘Seriously?’

Mandy nods. ‘Oh yeah.’

‘Well this just got really interesting, didn’t it?’

It sure did.
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Early the next morning Jack watches Mandy lift off her backpack toolkit and drop it onto the sagging wooden workbench in his garage. ‘So, where’s the kart?’

Jack and Colin point at the ocean of parts scattered across the garage floor.

Mandy takes them in, genuinely surprised. ‘It looks like it was hit by a truck.’ A moment passes, then she looks up at the boys. ‘Was it hit by a truck?’

Jack shakes his head. ‘That’s how I found it. So, what do think? Can you fix it?’

Mandy thoughtfully pinches her chin as she studies the parts for what seems like a year, then says: ‘Yeah, I can fix it.’ She then points at various sections of the garage floor. ‘Okay, let’s put the brake parts there, the engine parts there, the steering parts here and the chassis parts here.’

The boys get to it, but it soon becomes clear that they don’t know what any of the parts are so don’t know where they should go. Bemused, Mandy watches as they bump into each other and faff about for a few seconds, then puts a halt to the sorry spectacle: ‘Ohmigod, stop!’

They do as they’re told, not a little embarrassed.

‘Clearly we need to go over some of the basics. Now pay attention, there’ll be an exam afterwards.’ She says this last bit lightly as she points at the parts. ‘So, this is an axle and this a brake disc and this is . . .’

Colin anxiously raises his hand and Mandy stops talking. ‘Yes, Colin?’

‘Will there really be an exam?’

‘No, Colin. That was a joke.’

Colin puts his hand down, relieved.

Mandy points at the parts again. ‘Okay, this is an axle and this is the brake disc and this is the brake calliper. This is the engine and this is the carburettor . . .’

As she continues, Jack watches her, impressed. He whispers to Colin. ‘She’s so cool.’


Colin doesn’t care about that and whispers back: ‘I’m just happy there isn’t an exam.’
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Over the next two days, the trio rebuild the kart under Mandy’s eagle-eyed direction. In quick succession, they remove all the rust from the chassis with wire brushes, rebuild the front axle, rebuild the rear axle, rebuild the carburettor, rebuild the steering rack, rebuild the brakes and rebuild the accelerator linkage.

Mandy has to show the boys how to do everything. Years of paying attention when cars were being built at her father’s workshop, and asking questions when she didn’t understand what she was seeing, and plenty of research online culminate in them transforming the pile of rusty junk that was lying on the garage floor into something special.

During the rebuild, Mandy catches Jack looking at her a number of times, after which he quickly looks away, though not quickly enough. She realises he likes her, but she’s not quite sure about him yet. She firmly believes that anything more than just friendship at this point would muddy the waters between engineer and driver, and she doesn’t want that. She thinks this might, with some luck, become an important opportunity for her and she doesn’t want anything to complicate it.
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From inside the house, Christie watches Jack and his friends and couldn’t be happier. First, because he’s managed to make a couple of mates within a week of arriving in town, and two, if he’s occupied with karting then there’s less chance that he’ll be nicking her car to go joy riding. At least that’s what she hopes.
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Mandy, Jack and Colin have finished the kart rebuild, which now sits in the middle of the garage with a colour scheme that is a combination of faded red paint and brushed bare metal. Colin is not impressed. ‘It’s so . . . ugly.’

Mandy doesn’t agree. ‘You know what’s ugly? Slow. And this ain’t slow.’

Colin hears her. ‘I’m sure you’re right but it still makes my eyes hurt. Can we paint it?’

‘We don’t have any money for that and if we did we’d buy new tyres.’ She points at them. ‘These only have a couple of races left in ’em.’


Paint and tyres do not concern Jack. He only wants to know one thing. ‘Where are we going to test drive it?’

Mandy cracks a wicked grin. Jack sees it and is equal parts intrigued and concerned. ‘Well that’s just about the scariest smile I’ve ever seen.’
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The tree-lined pathway along Busselton Beach stretches out before them. This is where the test drive is going to happen.

Jack sits in the kart while Mandy and Colin sit on their bikes either side of him. Mandy surveys the path then turns to Jack: ‘Now this type of cement track will feel different to a dirt track. The kart won’t slide around as much.’

Jack takes this in with a nod as Colin voices his concern. ‘Are we really allowed to drive on it?’

Jack grins. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’

‘Actually, I’m pretty certain there’s more than one way.’

‘Col, sometimes you don’t ask for permission. You just do it and apologise later.’

Mandy leans down and adjusts a bolt on the kart’s running engine with a screwdriver. ‘Now this is just a test drive. We’re doing it to check that the steering, the accelerator and the brakes work. So take it slow!’

‘I hear you.’ Jack immediately stamps on the accelerator. The rear tyres screech as the rubber breaks traction on the cement pathway, then they find some grip and catapult the kart forwards.

Colin watches it race away then turns to Mandy. ‘I don’t think he heard you.’

Jack’s kart thunders over the dips and crests of the pathway that snakes along the edge of the beach as Mandy and Colin pedal hard to keep up. Jack is exhilarated and grins like a chimpanzee at a banana convention. Then, through the tree line, he glimpses the two-kilometre-long Busselton Jetty that juts into the glistening Indian Ocean. That’s where he’s going next.

Jack turns his kart onto the jetty as Mandy and Colin follow on bikes. The trio overtake the jetty’s slow-moving train, wave at the tourists on board, then pass a group of power-walking pensioners. The kids shout, ‘Excusez-moi! Coming through! Pardon me!’ as they race past.

Then the jetty is clear ahead. With the sun on their faces and the wind at their backs the trio charges onwards. Jack laughs, then Mandy and Colin join in and they revel in the pure freedom and joy of this moment. The concerns Jack had about moving to Busselton don’t seem like such a big deal any more. And that’s because he’s part of a team and that team rocks.

The kart speeds towards the railing at the end of the jetty. It approaches quickly so Jack presses the brake pedal.

Nothing happens.

Wait, what?

He tries again. Nada. The brakes do not work. He realises this is why Mandy told him to take it slow on the test drive.

The railing gets close fast. He can see there are gaps between the railing’s posts that are wide enough for him to speed through, after which the test drive will end in a rather undignified dive into the Indian Ocean.

Jack has no time to react. He yanks on the steering wheel and the kart turns into a lurid skid. It slides across the jetty for what seems like a week, slowly shedding speed as the locked tyres judder over the walkway’s wooden planks . . . then shudder to a halt one inch from the edge, and the water fifteen feet below. Jack exhales, both exhilarated and relieved he didn’t end up in the drink.
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‘When I say test drive I actually mean TEST drive.’

Jack takes this in with a sheepish nod. They’re back in the garage as Mandy works on the kart while Jack and Colin watch. ‘Okay, it’s fixed. There was a crimp in the brake line. You won’t have that problem again.’ Mandy picks up her toolkit, swings it on to her back and moves to her bike. ‘Well, gentleman, it’s been real.’

Jack doesn’t want her to go, but does his best not to let it show. ‘Okay. Well, we’ll see you at the track tomorrow. We can do a final tune of the carburettor before the race.’

Mandy looks back at Jack. ‘Yeah, about that. I won’t be able to “fraternise” with you guys at the track. If my dad finds out I’m working with a rival team, he’ll go off like a frog in a sock.’

Jack and Colin are disappointed to hear this, Jack more so, but, again he tries not to let it show.

‘You’ll have to tune the carburettor on your own. I showed you how. Use this.’ Mandy passes Jack a small screwdriver.

He takes it and forces a smile. ‘Thanks. For everything.’

She nods, then pushes her bike out the garage door.

And just like that she’s gone, and Jack feels her absence profoundly. He’s never had this feeling about a girl before and he’s not sure what to do with it. Should he ask her out? Should he wait for her to ask him out? Should he just let it lie? The more he thinks on it, the more he believes he should just let it lie, so as not to complicate matters.

Or does he?

He has no idea.

‘Well, that blows chunks.’

Jack nods at Colin’s pithy observation. It perfectly sums up how he feels.

Then Mandy pokes her head back into the garage and locks her eyes on Jack. He’s thrilled to see her again even though she left no more than ten seconds ago and he’s spent the last three days with her. Did she come back to ask him out? 

‘Don’t go around the outside of the track like you did at my party. If you drive onto the marbles, you will skid off.’

That is not what he was hoping to hear, but he accepts her advice with a nod. Then she leaves again.

It’s even sadder the second time.
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The day dawns bright and full of possibilities for Jack. Today is race day. His first race day. He’s itching to get into it as he sits at the kitchen table and scoffs a bowl of cereal.

‘You realise you don’t have to eat that fast, right?’ Christie sits opposite and, as always, is fascinated, and kind of horrified, as she watches him devour his breakfast. ‘Would it be quicker if we used a funnel and just poured it in your mouth?’

‘It might. We have one in the pantry. Let’s try that tomorrow.’

They smile at that.

‘So, you’re working at the billy kart place today?’

‘It’s a go kart place, my dear. Remember, they have engines.’


‘Of course they do.’

‘And no, today’s my first race. At Regionals.’ He can see she’s taken aback by this information, then a little concerned, then she tries to be relaxed about it.

‘Oh. Really? Right. First race. Cool, cool, cool.’ A moment passes, then she asks: ‘You will be wearing a helmet, right?’

Jack cracks a smile. ‘Can’t race without one, Mamasita.’

‘Okay. Good. Gee, I wish I could come. I have five deliveries today and I need to be there.’

‘No worries. I’ll get Colin to FaceTime you.’

‘You’ll get who to what now?’

‘Colin, my friend, to FaceTime you. Just answer your iPad when he calls. He’ll film the race and you’ll be able to see it on your screen. It starts at eleven.’ Jack glances at his watch. ‘Okay, gotta bounce.’ He stands, grabs his bag and kisses his mum on the cheek. ‘Wish me luck.’

‘Luck.’

Jack leaves as quickly as he can. He doesn’t want to get into a conversation with her about the merits of racing karts and whether it’s dangerous or not, because, if she really believed it was, she might decide to stop him.
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‘Hey, do you think that when the first Godzilla movie came out, God was like: “Man, that name is so much cooler.”?’

Jack laughs at Colin’s joke as the boys ride into the sprawling pit area of the kart track at Wanneroo Raceway towing the kart. The place is plonked in the middle of nowhere and is surrounded by harsh, dusty bushland that Jack thinks must be full of snakes. It’s also about the most exciting place he has ever visited because it’s packed with the crews of a hundred race teams as they prepare their karts for battle.

The pit bays are small, simple wooden structures with a roofs but no walls to speak of. Most of the teams have two or three members working on the karts in oil-stained overalls, but some of the teams are huge, with twenty crew and large tents set up to shield the team from the harsh Western Australian sunlight and the prying eyes of their rivals. The biggest team, with the largest tent, is Arise Racing.

As he rides past it, Jack can see that the team’s crew all wear crisp, clean uniforms and diligently go about their business like a smooth, clean-running machine. Three crew members tinker with Dean’s kart while, on the opposite side of the tent, a clearly frustrated Mandy works the coffee machine to froth up milk for the team’s latest order of lattes.


Jack and Colin cycle through the crowd until they locate their pit bay. As they reach it and hop off their bikes, Dean and his two idiot mates pass by. Ted drops a shoulder and accidentally-on-purpose thumps into Colin’s shoulder as he says: ‘Hey look, pie shop’s here!’ Dean & Co laugh at him then walk on, while everyone nearby hears the comment and turns to stare at Colin.

Mortified, Colin takes a moment, then moonwalks away – and ends up in a corner of the pit bay that is completely out of sight. Concerned, Jack moves to him. ‘You all right?’

Colin nods, but it’s clear he isn’t. Not really. His face is bright red from embarrassment. ‘They’ve been hassling me about my weight for years. Even after I lost a lot of it.’

Jack feels like he now knows Colin well enough to tell him the truth. ‘You can’t let them treat you like that. Seriously.’

‘I know. I just . . . I don’t know what to do about it.’

‘My dad used to say you have to stand up to bullies and show no fear. Once they realise you’re not a pushover, they’ll leave you alone.’

Colin takes this in with a stoic nod. ‘Stand up and show no fear.’

He repeats the words to himself but it’s not clear to Jack that he will, or can, actually do it. A moment passes, then Jack tries to lighten the mood: ‘So, was that a moonwalk before?’

Colin nods. ‘It works really well when you’re in an awkward situation. People think you’re walking towards them when you’re actually leaving.’

Jack laughs at that. ‘Okay, good to know. And thanks for doing this.’

Colin smiles. ‘Hey, I wouldn’t want to miss an adventure.’

They share a smile and then get to work.
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Large television monitors dotted around the pit area show the driver rankings from the qualifying session, or quali as some people like to call it, which determines where the drivers will start the race. If you’re faster than the others, you’ll be up the front of the grid, if you’re slower, you’ll be down the back.

The eight-minute long quali session is almost at an end as the karts fly around the track and the drivers attempt a final quick lap. Wearing an old-school brown leather race suit with yellow stripes down the arms and legs, and a yellow helmet, both of which he found in Patrick’s rusty shed, Jack is quick. Wearing a modern white-and-blue suit and white helmet, Dean is quicker. A lot quicker.

The session ends and the race announcer’s voice echoes from the track’s public address system. ‘And with the end of KA2 quali, title favourite Dean Zeta is in first position.’

Jack knows that means Dean will start at the very front for the race, which is the best possible result for him. Once back in his pit bay, Jack glances at a television monitor and sees he has qualified third last, which is really bad. Third. Last!

And what’s worse, he and Colin need to work out what’s wrong with the kart before the race begins in fifteen minutes. They run the engine and it sounds as rough as guts. Jack is sure that’s why it’s low on power and he racks his brain to identify what, exactly, is wrong with it. He just has to recall what Mandy taught him when they were building the kart.

‘Yes!’ He remembers. He pulls out the screwdriver she gave him the day before and, just as she told him, gently, and fractionally, turns a screw within the carburettor. Instantly he can hear the engine note change and sound smoother.

‘Thank you, Mandy!’ Colin is relieved. And so is Jack. He wouldn’t have known how to fix that problem without her. In fact, he wouldn’t be here without her. He glances over at the Arise Racing pit bay, hoping to catch her eye, but she’s busy running the coffee machine and doesn’t notice him.

[image: image]

As Mandy makes her fifty-fifth coffee of the day, she catches sight of Mike and Dean as they perform their pre-race pep talk nearby. It’s a tradition with these two. Face to face, Dean speaks as Mike mouths along with him: ‘I attack until I lead. I take no prisoners. I never concede. Whoever said winning isn’t everything is a fool who knows nothing. I am unbeatable.’

Mike then nods and passes Dean his helmet. ‘Now go do your thing.’

Mandy finds the whole thing a bit much, especially as they do it in front of everyone, not quietly in a corner somewhere. It’s almost like they’re showing off. She’s also keenly aware that she’s jealous that her father has never done anything like it with her.

As Dean pulls on his helmet, she sees him turn and glare at Jack, whose pit bay is twenty metres away. They lock eyes and stare at each other. She heard from Colin that they had a run-in at her birthday party and it’s clear there’s no love lost between the two. Then Jack breaks eye contact with Dean and looks at her. She nods faintly and cracks a very quick half-smile in response. She keeps it subtle as she doesn’t want anyone to think she knows the guy, let alone built his kart. What she’d love to do is abandon this coffee machine, march over to Jack’s pit bay, check on her kart, because that’s how she thinks of it, her kart, wish him luck, remind him, once again, not to take the outside line and drive over the marbles, then tell him to beat her brother like a dusty rug.

Of course she doesn’t do that. But she’d like to.
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The race begins with a rolling start. Two by two, the twenty karts buzz around the track towards the start/finish line. They sound like a swarm of angry wasps.

Jack’s anticipation is high as he hears the announcer’s echoing voice brings the packed crowd of spectators up to speed over the public address system: ‘This twenty-lap race is in the KA2 class for thirteen to sixteen-year-olds. The top three finishers will progress through to the State Championships.’ Then the sound of those angry wasps peaks as the track marshal drops the flag and the race is on. 

Go! Tyres clash as drivers in the pack tussle for position. It’s like everyone has their elbows out in a crowded elevator. Jack is shocked by the other drivers’ aggression. After a lot of argy-bargy, he’s quickly shuffled backwards. He’s dead last by the end of the first lap. Meanwhile he can see Dean skip away at the front and lead by a kart length.

Welcome to motor racing, Jack.

He takes a moment to regain his composure then buckles down, pushes the kart hard and catches the back of the pack. He then starts his climb through the field. He slices past one kart, then another, and another as he very carefully avoids the marbles on the outside of the track. After he’s made his sixth pass he cracks a grin. This is more fun than he could ever of imagined. As he passes the safety fence near the pits he catches a glimpse of Colin filming the race with his phone. Jack hopes his mum is enjoying the action.
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The store looks even better than it did last time, though the painting isn’t completely finished. The only problem is that there aren’t many customers. Or any, actually. At least that gives Christie time to watch the FaceTime of the race on her iPad. As the karts whip around the track she thinks Colin is doing a great job of covering the action with his phone’s camera, while adding just enough detail with his commentary to keep her informed.

Then Betsy motors through the front door on her mobility scooter with today’s delivery of lamingtons, which have been a big seller. Christie greets her with a smile and nods at the iPad’s screen. ‘My son’s first kart race.’

‘Oh, that’s nice.’ Betsy rolls on over and has a look at the screen. For a silent moment they watch the race, then Betsy makes an innocent comment: ‘They’re quite zippy, aren’t they?’

Christie realises they are zippy. They’re very zippy. She hadn’t noticed it before but now it’s the only thing she notices. ‘Well, they’re wearing helmets. I mean, they wouldn’t let them do it if there was any danger, would they?’ Betsy tries her best to nod reassuringly, but Christie isn’t sure she even believes it.
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The lap board flips over to ten as Jack passes another kart and reaches the top five. By the side of the track Mandy stands beside Mike and watches. ‘That’s good.’ She keeps her excitement in check and her voice low so her father doesn’t notice that she’s actually cheering for one of her brother’s competitors.


She’s happy with the way Jack’s driving, and even happier to know that a big part of why he’s doing well is because of the kart she built. She’s very excited to see it in action. She imagines this is how an artist feels on the opening night of the exhibition of her first major work.
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The lap board flips over to twenty. It’s the final lap. Jack is frustrated his progress through the field has slowed. He’s reached fourth place but can’t pass the guy in the yellow kart in third. And he knows fourth just won’t do. Only the top three will qualify for the State Championships.

On the straight he tries to take the inside line to pass the yellow kart but he’s blocked. Jack’s frustration builds. ‘Get out of the way.’ He tries again, but the driver ahead isn’t having it. There’s no way through.

Then, as they approach the last corner, Jack’s frustration boils over . . . and it happens again.

The freaky-deaky returns. In that moment, time slows and his frustration shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels light as air. The red hue tints his vision as the low drone again fills his ears. It grows in intensity as his expression hardens into an absolute will to win.

Then time speeds up. He turns the wheel and drives his kart around the outside of the yellow kart. It drifts wide to cover his move and pushes him towards the edge of the track. But Jack just keeps accelerating. He noses ahead of the yellow kart and takes third – but now his wheels are on the marbles.

It’s exactly what Mandy warned him about.

‘Whoa!’ Jack’s kart snaps into a long, lurid skid that spits him off the track. He thumps across the infield and loses momentum as the wheels kick up a plume of dust. He just manages to wrestle the kart back onto the main straight. The yellow kart is ahead once again. Jack accelerates and surges towards it. And catches up to it.

They’re neck and neck . . .
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The two karts cross the finish line together.

There’s nothing in it.

The freaky-deaky recedes as Jack takes a breath, relieved he was able to pull his kart out of the skid without having a big crash. He drives on and listens for the track announcer’s voice to report the race results over the public address system.

It seems to take forever.

It actually takes twenty-two seconds.

Then Jack hears the words echo across the track: ‘. . . and Jack Hooper in third place.’

There was nothing between them – one one-thousandth of a second. A fraction of a fraction of a fraction of the time it takes for a heart to beat once. But that’s all it needs to be. He realises that sometimes that’s the difference between winning and losing in motorsport, or in this case, third and fourth, and making it through to the State Championships!

Jack is over the moon and pumps his fist in the air. He finds where Colin stands by the side of the track and points at him, thrilled. Then he drives on and grins at Mandy as he passes by. She nods subtly and doesn’t smile back. Jack knows she’s being low key because she doesn’t want her father, who stands beside her, to see she’s excited about his success.
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Mandy doesn’t smile at him because she thinks he’s an idiot. She’s deeply unimpressed with his silly move around the outside on the last corner of the final lap. She had twice told him not to do it because he would slide off. But he did it anyway, and guess what?

He slid off!

He was just lucky he didn’t plough the kart into the safety fence, which could have caused some serious damage to both the kart and himself. She’s quite disappointed actually. She was hoping he might be the kind of driver worth investing her time and effort in. Unfortunately, after his silly pass, that dream is over.
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Jack pulls his kart into the pit area as someone steps in front of him. He hits the brakes, stops sharply and realises that someone is Patrick. He can see the old fella is annoyed so Jack immediately goes on the offensive: ‘What else was I meant to do? You wouldn’t let me race.’

Patrick gives it back in spades. ‘Because you weren’t ready, which you clearly proved when you almost spun off after making that reckless overtake.’

‘That overtake got me through to the State Championships.’

‘Barely.’

‘Why are you being such a Robert Downer Jr. about this?’

‘I don’t know what that means.’

‘It means you’re being a total downer by raining on my parade. I made it through to the State Championships. You should congratulate me, man.’

Patrick takes a long moment, then, begrudgingly: ‘Congratulations.’

‘Was that so hard?’

Patrick doesn’t reply because he’s distracted by the kart. He studies it, clearly surprised. ‘Is this mine?’

Jack nods. ‘It was in your shed. In a million pieces. I thought I’d salvage it instead of chucking it in the skip.’


Patrick looks closer and his surprise turns to grudging respect. ‘This . . . this is good work. Did you do it?’

‘I had a lot of help from my mates.’ Jack thinks about this, and how he couldn’t have made it to the State Championships without Colin and Mandy. In that moment, he knows that if he’s going to make it to the National Championships he’ll require someone else to be on his team as well. ‘And I realise I need help from you too. Will you be my coach?’

Jack can see Patrick’s surprised by the request, but ploughs on: ‘And when I say “coach” I mean teach me everything I need to know about driving. I don’t want to be spraying the track or painting with my head or cleaning with my feet, which is still extremely weird by the way.’

Patrick takes this in then lays it out: ‘That was all to improve your fitness. The spraying developed your arms, so they wouldn’t get tired while you were steering. The painting made your neck stronger, so it could handle the cornering g-forces. And the cleaning improved your ankles’ flexibility so they could work the pedals faster.’

It comes as a shock but Jack realises it’s all true. ‘See? That is exactly why I need you to be my coach.’


Patrick is still uncertain. ‘I like my quiet life quiet. Training you will be the opposite of that, with no guarantee of success.’

‘You don’t think I’m quick enough?’

‘It’s not that.’

‘Then what’s going on, old man?’

Patrick quietly studies Jack. This goes on for a while.

Jack breaks the silence. ‘Are you thinking again?’

Patrick nods. Another very long moment passes.

Jack breaks the silence once again. ‘Please, take your time. I’m going to live forever.’

‘I’ll coach you, but you must do exactly as I say. Exactly.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Without any backchat.’

Jack nods, thrilled. ‘I hear you.’

Patrick doesn’t seem convinced. ‘We’ll see.’
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‘Hey, Mamasita. Jacky’s in the hizzouse.’

‘In here.’ Christie lies in bed, half asleep, but with the bedside table light still on. Jack enters the room and excitedly shows off his trophy. ‘Third place! Third!’


‘I saw. Well done, you. Gave me a bit of fright when you slid off at the end.’

‘I had it under control, my dear.’

‘Even when you slid off at the end?’

‘It’s all good, Mum. Don’t worry.’

‘No can do, sweety. It’s part of the job description. You know, you could always join the swim team. Or play tennis. No one ever slid off a race track at high speed while playing tennis.’

He doesn’t want to have the safety-of-kart-racing conversation with her now, or ever actually, so he winds up the discussion as quickly as he can. ‘Okay, I’ll see you in the morning.’ He gives her a peck on the forehead, turns off the light then heads for the door.

As he leaves the room, he glances back and sees that she’s already nodded off. She looks so small in her bed. He doesn’t like that she’s alone, and he doesn’t like that sometimes she seems to be lonely.

He’ll have to do something about that.
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The kart track looks a whole lot better than it did before Jack started working there. Thanks to his efforts, the place has polished up a treat. Buildings have been painted, fences have been repaired, the karts look schmick, as does the track.

Near the garage, an excited Jack is dressed in his race suit. Nearby, Patrick stands in front of a two-seat kart, which is normally used to take young kids for joy rides around the track. He’s also dressed in a race suit and wears an expression that’s even more serious than usual.

‘Welcome to race school.’ From behind his back Patrick produces a small aerosol can.

Jack sees it. ‘What’s that for–?’

HONK.


Jack flinches. It’s an air horn and its blast is extremely loud and very annoying.

‘Backchat. It will also be used as a teaching aid.’

‘It’s really quite loud–’

HONK.

‘I know. Get in.’ Patrick points at the two-seat kart. Jack complies but now there’s a little concern to go along with his excitement.

‘Lesson one – steering. Place your hands on the wheel.’

If the steering wheel was a clock, Jack puts his left hand at ten o’clock and his right hand at two o’clock.

HONK.

‘Incorrect.’ Patrick points at the wheel. ‘The proper position is nine o’clock and three o’clock.’

Jack places his hands in the correct position. ‘It doesn’t feel natural–’

HONK.

‘No backchat. You’ll never lose track of where the kart’s front wheels are pointing if your hands mirror their position on the steering wheel. And that means your hands must stay connected to the steering wheel at all times.’

Jack is confident he can do it. ‘Easy breezy.’

‘I’ll guess we’ll see about that.’


With his helmet on, Jack drives the two-seat kart hard. Holding the air horn, Patrick sits beside him and watches the position of Jack’s hands on the steering wheel.

Jack turns into a corner and his hands momentarily lift off the wheel.

HONK.

‘Hands on the wheel!’ Patrick has to shout to be heard over the chainsaw rasp of the kart’s engine.

Jack nods and drives on, then his hands slip to ten and two again.

HONK.

‘Nine and three!’

‘Sorry!’ Jack moves his hands back to nine and three and drives on. He takes a corner and his hands momentarily lift off the wheel again.

HONK.

‘Hands on the wheel!’

‘My bad!’ Jack puts his hands back on the wheel and grips it tightly.

Patrick turns to the boy. ‘Not so easy breezy now, is it?’

Jack’s frustrated expression says it all. No. No, it isn’t.

And so the kart circles the track. Every few moments the unpleasant honk of the air horn reverberates across the countryside, startling birds, frightening small animals and annoying every person within earshot.

When the kart is again stationary, Patrick turns to Jack. ‘Lesson two. Braking. Just before you reach a corner, press the brake pedal hard then release it gradually as you turn the wheel. But don’t press it too hard or your front tyres will lock up and stop turning and if that happens you won’t be able to steer the kart. Now give it a try.’

Jack isn’t feeling quite as confident as he did before. ‘I’m not gonna say “easy breezy” this time.’

‘I should hope not.’

Jack drives on. As the kart approaches a corner, his foot presses the brake pedal. The front wheels lock up and the kart skids on the dusty track.

HONK.

Patrick is not impressed. ‘Too hard. Make it softer.’

Jack drives on then brakes again. The front wheels lock again.

HONK.

‘You did hear me when I said “softer”, right?’

Jack nods and drives on. This whole thing is turning out to be much harder than he thought it would be.


When the kart is stationary once again, Patrick continues: ‘The final lesson for today is the string.’ Patrick points at a piece of string that is tied between the bottom of the steering wheel and the top of the accelerator pedal.

‘If the wheel is turned, the string will be tight on the accelerator. You won’t be able to press the pedal very hard without snapping it. But when the wheel is straight, there will be plenty of slack so you can floor it.’

Patrick continues: ‘Tyres can’t do too much at once. If you accelerate hard and turn too much at the same time, the tyres will lose grip and you’ll slip off the track. You need to find the balance between the accelerator pedal and steering wheel. Now I want you to drive as fast as you can without snapping the string, without locking the brakes while always keeping your hands at the nine and three position on the steering wheel.’

Jack takes this in with a nod, but at this point his confidence has deserted him after the hard reality of today’s lessons. That reality tells him that he’s not as good as he thought he was and he has a lot more to learn than he believed. He’s certainly not going to say anything like ‘easy breezy’ any time soon.


So Jack again drives the kart hard with Patrick beside him. They approach a tight corner and Jack takes it at speed. TWANG. The string snaps.

HONK.

The kart pulls up, Patrick reties the string. ‘Balance. You must find the balance between accelerator and steering.’

Jack drives on. The kart moves no more than thirty metres when . . . TWANG . . . the string snaps again.

HONK.

‘You do know what the word “balance” means, don’t you?’

Jack nods and drives on. He’s really not enjoying this at all.
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At the end of the session, the kart pulls to a stop and Patrick climbs out. ‘Same time tomorrow.’ He walks towards his caravan, then glances back and realises Jack hasn’t moved from his seat. The boy is not his usual, cheery, excitable self. Actually, he seems to be in a bit of a funk. ‘Okay, what’s going on?’

Jack looks up at him. ‘I wasn’t very good–’

HONK.


Patrick’s air horn startles Jack. ‘Feeling sorry for yourself won’t improve your driving. It’ll just make you annoying to be around.’

‘I should be better. It’s very frustrating.’

‘Good. Use the frustration. Focus it on improving.’

Patrick sees that this seems to resonate with the boy. He turns and heads for his caravan, then hears Jack’s voice again: ‘So, you used to drive in Formula Three in the 80s–?’

HONK.

‘Same time tomorrow.’
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That night, in the Arise Racing building, Mandy sorts bolts. It is, to put it mildly, a boring and thankless job that takes a surprising amount of time and concentration. The bolts in question have been discarded during the process of building and/or repairing her father’s fleet of race cars and then dropped into a large bucket. There must be at least three hundred of the little suckers and they’re all different shapes and sizes, though sometimes the differences are not very obvious.

So Mandy carefully studies each bolt, then places it in the correct container with its brothers and sisters so they can be used at another time. She doesn’t want to be the one to put a bolt in the wrong container and then be blamed when it doesn’t fit properly during a car build.

‘So, Regionals went well.’ Mandy hears the voice and turns. It’s Dean. ‘We didn’t need to make those changes to the kart after all.’

Mandy nods noncommittally and continues sorting. ‘I guess.’

Dean pulls his face into a are-you-mad expression. ‘I guess? What does that mean? I won. The kart was fast. Your changes weren’t necessary.’

‘Okay.’ Mandy sticks with the noncommittal thing and continues sorting. She decides to let the comment slide. She doesn’t want to get into it with him now. It’s late and she still has a lot of bolts to sort.

‘I’m just being honest. Don’t take it personal.’

Mandy stops sorting and decides she cannot let it slide. She thought she could but she can’t. It would seem she is incapable of letting people talk utter nonsense in her presence. She takes a breath and turns to her brother: ‘Actually, if it was fast you would’ve pulled away. But you barely won by a kart length. If you’d started anywhere but the front, you’d have lost. I don’t even think you would have qualified for State.’


She can see that Dean is stunned by her appraisal. ‘I’m just being honest. Don’t take it personal.’

Mandy turns back to the bolts and resumes sorting. She’s not sure what good her lecture will do. Will her brother actually consider what she said and think about how he can improve the kart? Or will he just get upset that she’s being mean and go whining to their dad, who’ll tell him to ignore her and concentrate on his driving?

Her bet is the latter.
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Since finishing his first training session with Patrick at the track today, all Jack can think about is how badly he drove. He’s become a bit preoccupied with it, actually. So he decides to follow some advice his dad gave him when he was a kid: when you become too obsessed with yourself, a good way to snap out of it is by doing something nice for someone else. So that’s what he’s doing right now. With two milkshakes in hand, he rocks up to his mum’s store. He knows a milkshake isn’t a huge thing in the scheme of the world, but he also knows that she loves them.

As he reaches the entrance he pauses and takes in the place. It looks even better than before. It has a warm, rustic feel and there’s a cool new sign with the shop’s name ‘THAT PLACE WHERE YOU BUY MILK & STUFF’ in a cursive font painted on the wall outside. Best of all there are a few shoppers inside. Christie works the register for one of those customers. She has a smile on her face, but then, once the customer moves on, the smile fades and she blankly stares into the distance. It’s like she’s really, really bored. When he thinks about it he realises that she’s always either working to make enough money to support their lives or looking after him in some way. Of course she’s bored. She never has any fun.

First he worked out his mum was lonely and now he realises she’s bored. So maybe, instead of bringing her a milkshake, he should do something that could actually help with both of these issues. He turns and sees her Falcon station wagon parked in the laneway near the store, then glances back at his mother and thinks for a sec, then smiles to himself. Yes, he’s just had another idea. And he believes this one might be his best ever, if he can pull it off.
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A police cruiser is parked behind a large tree on the shoulder of a deserted roadway in the middle of nowhere. Inside the cruiser, Officer Barry Johansen holds a radar speed gun and waits for the next car to pass by.

He’s been here for an hour and he’s only seen three vehicles, and all of them were obeying the speed limit. He’s almost sure everyone in town knows this is his favourite spot to ping them for speeding, so they take appropriate care and slow down. And it is his fave. There’s a breathtaking view of the sunset, which he particularly enjoys while eating a sausage roll from that bakery on Kent Street.

In fact he’s about to do that as he gently squeezes tomato sauce onto the sausage roll then raises it to his mouth. Just as the sausage roll reaches his lips, he notices a yellow Falcon station wagon trundle past the driver’s side window.

Barry’s first thought is that he’s excited by the idea of seeing Christie again. His second thought is how embarrassing it is for her to see him hoeing into a sausage roll while on the job. It’s not exactly the cool and dashing image he’s trying to cultivate with his moustache and the mirrored aviator sunglasses he wears.

Then he realises it isn’t Christie behind the wheel of the Falcon.


‘Hi Barry!’ It’s Jack. The cheeky kid smiles and waves then drives on.

‘What the –? Oh no he didn’t!’ Barry’s so surprised that he fumbles the sausage roll, which drops out his open window and lands on the road. But he doesn’t care. There’s a crime being committed and he must spring into action. He twists the ignition key to kick his cruiser’s engine to life, flicks on the siren and flashing red and blue light bar that’s attached to the top of its roof, then peels out to catch the Falcon.

It doesn’t take long. The Falcon isn’t moving very quickly. The cruiser follows it along the deserted roadway in what could only be described as an extremely low speed pursuit. They’re barely travelling twenty kilometres an hour. Barry could almost walk faster.

Even with the siren and lights going the Falcon does not stop. So Barry mutes the siren and picks up his police radio handset, flicks a switch, then talks through the loudspeaker in the light bar. His voice echoes across the street: ‘Jack, you need to pull over and turn off your ignition, please.’

Jack does not comply. So Barry tries again. ‘Your mother is going to be very disappointed.’ Jack still does not stop. At this point Barry thinks there must be something wrong with the handset. He taps it on his steering wheel then talks into it again. ‘Hello, testing, testing. Is this thing on?’
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The loudspeaker is on but Jack’s not paying attention to it as the two car convoy slowly trundles through the centre of Busselton while the townsfolk look on in surprise and amusement. Jack finally pulls up in a narrow laneway. The cruiser stops behind it and the flashing lights shut off. A furious Barry exits the vehicle, strides up to the Falcon’s open driver’s window and glares at Jack. ‘What on Earth are you doing?’

Jack looks up at Barry. ‘I need you to ask my mother out on a date.’

Barry takes a step back in surprise. ‘You . . . what? Why . . . would, why would I want to do that?’

‘Because you like her.’

Barry is instantly flustered. ‘Excuse me? I don’t even . . . I mean I haven’t . . .’

‘I hope your conversational skills are better than this on the date.’

‘There isn’t going to be a date! And what makes you think I like her?’


‘First, you didn’t deny it. Second, the first time you saw her I’m pretty sure you drooled on your shirt while you were checking her out. And third, you haven’t arrested me.’

‘The night is young.’

Jack grins. ‘Oooh, there it is. That’s exactly the kind of cheeky banter my mother appreciates. Do that on the date.’

‘There’s not going to be a date! And there was no drooling.’ Barry takes a moment to compose himself. ‘Why are you asking me to do this?’

Jack lays it out. ‘My mother is lonely but she works too hard to know it. She doesn’t have the time to meet someone so I want to do it for her because I know she won’t do it for herself. So I thought of you ’cause, well, you’re a cop so that means you’re probably not a criminal, and you’re presentable in the looks department. I mean you’re no Henry Cavill, but hey, you’re not a gargoyle either.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

‘And you don’t wear a wedding ring. You are single, aren’t you?’

Barry clearly doesn’t like to admit it. ‘Yes. Yes, I am.’ He takes a few seconds to process everything he’s just heard, then: ‘So, I’m guessing your dad’s out of the picture?’


‘He died when I was eleven.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’

Jack feels a ripple of sadness flicker across his face, which he immediately blinks away. ‘It’s okay. So, what do you reckon? I think she’s interested in you, or as interested as she can be after meeting you for two minutes. She definitely checked you out as you drove away.’

Barry’s happy to hear that but still apprehensive, which Jack sees. ‘Come on, I saw the way you looked at her. And you know what? She’s even cooler than you can imagine.’

‘When I speak to women socially I’ve been known to freeze from time to time.’ Barry blurts out this information in one long, fast sentence. ‘And when I say from time to time I really mean all the time.’

Jack steps out of the Falcon. ‘Well, that ends now, my good man.’ Barry nods but Jack can see he’s unsure. ‘My dad used to say, you won’t get anything you want out of life if you don’t have a go. And today you’re gonna have a go.’

Barry nods stoically. ‘Okay.’

Jack’s happy that he seems to be on board, which is half the battle. Now he just needs to close the deal. Jack points at his mother’s store, which is close by. ‘All right. Now, she’s inside, so come up with your opening line. That’s always the hardest bit.’

Barry thinks, then nods. ‘Okay. I have it.’

‘Good. Now try it on me.’

‘I lied. I’ve got nothing.’

‘Dude!’ Jack thinks for a moment. ‘Okay. All you need to say is: “Hello, Christie. Would you like to go out to dinner with me next week?” That’s it. Simple as. Now practise it.’

‘Hello, Christie. Would you . . . ummm . . . like to . . . ahhh . . . go out . . . to dinner next week?’ It sounds very stilted and kind of weird.

‘Good god, Barry, that was terrible. You sound like you stepped on a piece of Lego. Try again.’

‘Hello, Christie. Would you like to go out to dinner next week?’ This time Barry sounds oddly formal.

And Jack is exasperated. ‘Why do you have a British accent all of a sudden? Come on, mate. You’re Australian. You need to lift. Try again.’

‘Hello, Christie. Would you like to go out to dinner next week?’ Barry is happily surprised. ‘That was better!’

Jack is not so sure. ‘Keep your trousers on. It was okay, though I think it’s the best we can hope for tonight.’

Jack leads Barry towards the store’s entrance. They both peek inside and see Christie serving an older gentleman. Jack turns to Barry, notices his collar is a bit skew-whiff and points to it. ‘Can we do something about that, please?’

Barry straightens it and Jack looks him up and down. ‘Well, it is what it is. Now just say what we practised and don’t improvise.’ Barry nods and Jack looks him in the eye. ‘I was never here. We never spoke. This never happened.’ He then extends a hand. ‘Good luck. Don’t make me regret this.’

Barry shakes Jack’s hand. ‘And don’t let me catch you driving your mother’s car ever again.’

‘Understood.’

Barry takes a deep breath to calm his nerves then steps into the store. Jack surreptitiously watches from the doorway.

Christie inspects the older gentleman’s kipfler potato and likes what she sees. ‘Okay, I’ll take everything you have.’

‘Great, I’ll bring them round tomorrow.’ Happy, the old fella leaves to reveal Barry.

Christie is surprised to see him, and then immediately concerned. ‘Officer Johansen. Is everything okay?’

‘Oh! Yes. Everything’s cool magool.’ Barry winces.

And so does Jack. ‘Oh no, he’s improvising.’


Christie smiles at the police officer. ‘So, how can I help?’

Barry opens his mouth to speak . . . and freezes.

Christie waits. And waits. And waits.

And so does Jack. It’s like witnessing a slow-motion train wreck. He’s almost impressed by how terrible Barry is at this. ‘For godsake, man. Speak!’

Jack says speak a little too loud and Barry hears it, as does Christie. While it prompts her to look around for the source of the voice, it snaps Barry out of his trance-like state. Suddenly he remembers what he came here to do. ‘Hello, Christie. Would you like . . . to go out to . . . dinner . . . next week?’

It’s a shocker. It sounds just as stilted and weird and British as it did when he practised it with Jack but, at least, he managed to get the words out of his mouth and for that, Jack is relieved.

An inscrutable Christie hears the request and studies him for a long moment, then she smiles. ‘That’d be lovely.’

It takes a while for Barry to process her words and realise she said yes. Once he does he beams and, behind his back, makes a thumbs up sign.

Jack sees it and punches the air. He loves it when a plan comes together.

[image: image]


In her room later that evening, Christie holds a blue dress up in front of her and studies it in the mirror. Then she does the same thing with a yellow dress, then compares the two.

She’s happy that Barry asked her out. He seems like a nice man. Solid. Cute. Nervous. The jury’s still out on the moustache, though she’s leaning towards oddly endearing. It’ll be fun to have a night out. She can’t remember the last time she had one of those.

Then she hears the front door open and Jack’s voice: ‘Hey, Mamasita. Jacky’s in the hizzouse.’

‘In here.’ Jack appears at the door and she turns to him. ‘I was asked out on a date.’

Jack acts all surprised. ‘Really? That’s so cool.’

Christie is not fooled in any way, shape or form by Jack’s routine. ‘I don’t exactly know how you did it, but . . . thank you.’

Now Jack acts clueless. ‘I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

They share a knowing smile, then Christie looks at him closely. ‘You know you don’t have to fix everything, right?’ She attempts to make eye contact but he expertly avoids it. ‘You don’t always need to be the strong one. It’s okay if you want to, you know, show a little emotion.’


As she says this, she sees a flicker of sadness cross her son’s face, like she did the night they arrived in Busselton. And again she sees him blink it away.

‘Didn’t Dad used to say blokes only get three cries in life? And I wasted one when you made me watch that Iron Giant movie last year.’ Jack then points at the blue dress. ‘That one I think.’

He walks off and Christie watches him go. Yes, she’s concerned about him. He’s not once talked about his father, properly talked about him, in the years since he passed away. She keeps waiting for the day when it all comes tumbling out. She keeps leading him towards it, hoping to prompt it somehow, but it never comes.

She now wonders if it ever will.
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Jack learns two things over the next week.

The first is that Patrick was right. Focusing your frustration on trying to improve actually does work. The second thing is that it only works if you focus it on practice. Yes, Jack’s heard the saying ‘practice makes perfect’ for years, but now that he’s actually doing it, he realises it’s true. Of course, the fact that he’s practising karting, which is something he really enjoys, makes it easier. But it’s still hard work.

Jack’s routine is the same every day. In the morning, he either waters the track with the sprayer, or paints a wall with the helmet brush, or washes the karts with sponges strapped to his feet. And he doesn’t complain. He now knows that these activities are helping improve his fitness and that they can only make him a better driver.

Then in the afternoon, he drives the track in the two-seat kart with Patrick sitting in the passenger seat holding the air horn. At the start of the week it is honked regularly. But, slowly and surely, as the week rolls on, Patrick’s honks become less frequent. And then on Friday he doesn’t honk it once.

At the end of that day’s session, the kart pulls to a stop and Jack looks over at Patrick. ‘So, how was that?’

Patrick takes a moment, then just grins.

Jack is shocked. ‘Ohmygod. Is that a smile? I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen your teeth. I must be doing something right.’

Patrick’s grin quickly evaporates. ‘Don’t get cocky. You still have a long way to go. And we need to get your kart ready for State. Are your friends going to help out again?’

‘I’m in!’ Colin, with chips and soft drink in hand, watches from the tyre wall by the side of the track. Then a fly buzzes past his face. He swipes at it, over balances and falls off the tyre wall.

Patrick looks at Jack. ‘Is he the one who made it quick?’


Jack shakes his head. ‘He just found out that the engine runs on petrol.’

‘Well, we need the one who made it quick.’

Jack takes this in with a nod.
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Later that night, Mandy exits the side door of the Arise Racing building and climbs onto her bike. She rides it onto the street – then a figure pops out of the shadows thrown by the shipping containers.

‘Jeezus!’ It gives her a huge fright. She pedals hard and pulls away from the figure – then looks back and realises it’s Jack. ‘Are you kidding me? You did it again!’

Jack glances at the shipping container, surprised. ‘You really couldn’t see me?’

‘We’ve been over this. They’re shadows. I can’t see anything.’ Jack catches up to her as she composes herself. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I wanted to thank you. I wouldn’t have made it through Regionals without you.’

Mandy looks around to make sure no one heard him. ‘Shhh. Keep your voice down. Nobody can know I helped you.’

Jack tries his best to whisper. ‘I don’t know what you did to the kart, but it was mega.’


‘It was.’

‘Can you make it quicker for State?’

Mandy looks around again. ‘Shhh. Your whispering voice is louder than your regular voice.’

Jack tries his best to whisper super quietly. ‘So, can you?’

Mandy studies him for what seems like an hour. ‘I’m not sure I want to.’

Jack is genuinely surprised to hear this. ‘Why not?’

‘Because you didn’t listen. I told you not to go around the outside and drive on the marbles, but that’s exactly what you did. And then you slid off.’

‘I tried to go down the inside but it was blocked.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘The inside is always blocked. The trick is to find a way to unblock it. That’s the point of motor racing.’

‘Great tip. See, I need to know this stuff.’

‘You’re only saying that ’cause you want me to help you.’

‘Absolutely. But it doesn’t mean it’s not true. Will you do it?’

She studies him for a moment, genuinely undecided. ‘I don’t know.’ Then she swerves down another roadway and rides away.

Jack stops and whisper-shouts after her: ‘I’ll take that as a definite maybe!’


She does not reply.

Jack is now having mixed feelings about his pass at Regionals. Yes, it propelled him through to the State Championships, but it may have also stuffed up this relationship with the person who not only built the kart he drove to make that pass, but who he would like, at some mythical point in the future, to ask out.
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Fifteen minutes later Mandy arrives home. She’s heard people sarcastically refer to her family’s house as a McMansion, but as she enjoys the occasional Big Mac that’s fine with her. She knows that she’s lucky to live in a big two-storey house, with a pool and a three-car garage, though her dad would say it didn’t have anything to do with luck so much as his hard work.

She likes her room, which is covered in Formula One posters, of cars not drivers, but her fave place in the house is her father’s study. It’s a warm and cosy place full of racing memorabilia. She loves everything about it, from the books and magazines about motorsport to the framed photos of old race cars in action to the multiple trophies and huge collection of diecast models.


The trouble is she only gets to visit when she’s invited and that doesn’t happen very often. When her dad’s away, the door is locked, and when he’s at home, he’s usually working and the door is closed. But today the door is open. Just a crack. Hoping she can hang out with him for a little while, she looks in through the gap. Yep, her dad’s there . . . but so is Dean.

Of course he is.

She shouldn’t be surprised. They’re always together. Right now they watch a kart race video on a large television monitor. Mike pauses the video then points to a spot on the screen where Dean’s kart and another kart take a corner side by side.

‘See how you’ve been muscled wide by this kid? You need to be more aggressive when you’re defending your position. Don’t let anyone take anything from you. You have to fight for your piece of the track. Understand?’ Dean nods.

Mandy watches them. Yes, she’s jealous of her father’s focus on her brother. She’s usually pretty good at not letting it upset her, but sometimes it gets her down. 

And yes, she knows it’s an important time in Dean’s racing career. If he doesn’t do well in the next couple of years, he can forget about becoming a professional driver, the general rule being if you haven’t proven yourself by the time you’re eighteen, you’re done and dusted as the competition is too fierce. She gets all that, but still, she’d like the most basic amount of attention from her dad every now and then.

She continues to stare through the crack as Mike turns and notices her. She smiles at him warmly. Instead of returning the smile, he stretches out a leg and taps the door with his foot. It slowly swings shut and closes with a click in front of her face.

Simply, Mandy is crushed. In that moment she knows exactly what she needs to do. It’s as clear as day.

She must fight for her piece of the track.

Like her father just said.

She turns to leave and sees her mother, Kate, at the end of the hallway. She witnessed the whole thing, and, Mandy can see, she’s furious with her husband’s behaviour. ‘I’m going to say something to him.’ Kate moves for the door.

Mandy blocks her path. ‘No. I need to deal with it my way.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means I need you to trust me.’

Kate processes this but is clearly unconvinced.


‘Mum, please. Trust me.’

Kate accepts Mandy’s request with a reluctant nod.
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Wearing a safety mask, Jack works on the kart’s chassis with a blow torch and a hammer as Patrick enters the garage. He sees what the boy is doing and is both surprised and impressed. ‘Didn’t know you could weld, Jack.’ Then the old man studies what he’s welding. ‘That’s some fine work.’

Jack switches off the torch, flips up the safety mask to reveal that it’s actually Mandy. ‘Why thank you.’

It takes Patrick a moment to realise who she is. ‘You’re . . . you’re Mike Zeta’s daughter.’

Mandy nods. ‘Yes, and he can’t find out I’m doing this.’

‘She’s our chief engineer.’ Jack is actually on the other side of the garage.

Patrick is, to put it mildly, concerned. He’s no fan of Mike Zeta but the guy has a certain amount of power and clout around town, and Patrick doesn’t want to end up on the wrong side of it. He’d already declined to coach Mike’s son and now his daughter would be working for his team without Mike’s knowledge? This was exactly the sort of situation that made Patrick, who liked a quiet life, reluctant to help Jack in the first place. ‘I don’t know.’

Patrick’s words hang in the air as Colin enters the garage. Jack sees him and speaks fast: ‘All in favour of Mandy being chief engineer raise your hand.’ Jack’s, Mandy’s and Colin’s hands all shoot up. Jack grins. ‘Carried.’

Patrick’s still not convinced. And Jack sees it. ‘You said you wanted the one who made it quick, well it was all her . . .’

Colin coughs theatrically and Jack hears it. ‘. . . ably assisted by Colin, of course.’ 

Colin grins, happy for the acknowledgement.

Patrick surveys the three kids in front of him. He accepts their wishes, and the possibility that his life may no longer be quiet, with a reluctant nod. ‘Okay then.’

Mandy takes this in with a smile, then she’s all business as she inspects the kart. ‘I have a couple of ideas I wanna try out.’ With the blow torch and hammer, she gets back to work on the front end of the kart’s chassis while she directs the boys’ efforts at the rear. Jack uses a spanner to remove the brake disc as Colin removes a wheel.


Patrick watches them, curious and impressed by Mandy’s inherent skill, and the boys’ capacity to happily follow her orders without any backchat.
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The next day the garage door rolls up and the kart rolls into the sunshine. It’s the same faded red and rust colour as before but, somehow, looks even more aggressive. The kids and Patrick study it. Colin grimaces and shields his face. ‘My eyes!’

Jack grins at that. ‘We don’t have money to paint it, mate.’

A few minutes later, Jack thunders around the track in the kart. Patrick follows him in a second kart. And the old man sounds impressed. ‘It’s quick.’ He speaks to Jack via an earpiece connected to a walkie-talkie.

Jack uses a similar walkie-talkie set up. ‘Yep. And it’s even sharper than before.’

By the side of the track Mandy listens on another walkie-talkie with Colin. ‘The chassis is stiffer and the wheels have more camber.’

Jack hears her. ‘I don’t really know what that means, but it totally rocks.’


A moment later Patrick pulls up beside Jack. ‘Okay, see where the outside of the track turns darker?’ Patrick points at where the dirt track changes from lighter tone on the inside to darker tone on the outside. ‘They are the marbles. They are not your friend. If you drive on them, you will slide like you did at Regionals and head straight to the scene of the accident.’

Jack nods. ‘I remember.’

‘So don’t do it. Stay away from the outside of the track. Keep to the inside.’ Patrick points at the lighter section of the track where wheel tracks are visible. ‘That’s where the racing line is. It’s always the shortest way around the circuit. But watch out for the kerbs.’ He points at the kerbs. They’re the raised sections around the inside edge of the track’s corners. ‘You only want to brush them with your wheels.’

Jack watches Patrick accelerate and steer his kart so its wheels barely touch the kerb. ‘If you hit them too hard, you’ll unsettle the kart, spin off and head straight to the scene of the accident.’

Jack nods. ‘Got it.’

In a flash Patrick’s kart is beside Jack’s again. He points at the kart’s wheels. ‘And try not to clash tyres with the other karts. You don’t want to pick up a puncture and . . .’


‘Let me guess: head straight to the scene of the accident?’ Jack grins at Patrick, then asks: ‘Tell me, if the racing line is always blocked with other karts, how do I get past?’

‘Every situation is different so there’s no right answer, but personally I like to apply the Rule of Three.’ Patrick holds up three fingers. ‘First: Be patient. Second: Analyse what the other drivers are doing. And third: Take advantage of any mistake.’

Jack nods. ‘Got it.’

Patrick zips past Jack. ‘Now try and pass me.’

Jack accepts the challenge and it’s on for young and old.

Literally.

Jack tries to dive down the inside but Patrick blocks him. It’s frustrating. ‘Get. Out. Of. The. Way. Old. Man!’ Then Jack tries again. There’s no way past. As they approach the final corner his frustration grows.

And yes, the freaky-deaky returns once again. In that moment time slows and his frustration shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels as light as air. The red hue tints his vision as the low drone fills his ears. It grows in intensity as his expression hardens into an absolute will to win.


Then time speeds up. He turns the wheel and drives his kart around the outside of Patrick’s kart.

By the side of the track Mandy turns to Colin. ‘He can’t be doing it again.’

But he is. Neck and neck, Patrick and Jack race around the corner. Jack noses ahead of Patrick then the right wheel of Jack’s kart touches the marbles. And that’s all it takes. It unsettles the kart, which snaps into a sharp spin.

‘Whoa!’ Around and around it goes as it slides across the track . . .

Thwump. The kart hits a sand trap and comes to a shuddering halt. Then the freaky-deaky recedes and Jack, again, regrets his choices.

By the side of the track Mandy’s and Colin’s heads sag in disappointment.

As Patrick pulls up beside Jack, the boy takes a disappointed breath then points at the sand trap. ‘So this is the scene of the accident.’

Patrick nods. ‘You didn’t follow the Rule of Three at all. You’re pushing too hard.’

Jack doesn’t agree. ‘No, I’m pushing to the limit. I’m trying to be . . . fearless.’

Patrick shakes his head. ‘But you’re actually being reckless. And you don’t want to be fearless. Fear is good. Not just in racing but in life. It tells you when you’ve pushed too far.’

That is literally the opposite of everything Jack believes. ‘But don’t I need to do that? Doesn’t that separate the winners from everyone else?’

‘No. It separates the dead guys from the ones who go home at night.’

Jack takes this in then notices the old bloke has been affected by his own words. It only lasts for a couple of seconds, then Patrick shakes it off. ‘Come on, let’s get back to it. We’re burning sunlight. Chop chop.’

Patrick drives on. Deep in thought, Jack follows.
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As night falls Jack drives the kart into the garage and parks. Nearby, sparks fly as Mandy welds a bracket. ‘So, did you break anything?’

‘I’m fine, thanks.’

‘I’m talking about the kart.’

Mandy smiles at her own joke as Jack places his hand on his stomach and mimes a fake laugh. She then stops what she’s doing and looks at him directly. ‘Do you know what you find when you look up the definition of “stupid” on the internet?’


Jack climbs out of the kart. ‘A picture of me?’

‘No, the definition of stupid. Which is what you are if you keep doing the same thing over and over but think there’ll be a different result.’

‘I know.’

‘But do you? Listen to what the old man is saying. I’m not going to waste my time here if you don’t get with the program.’

And she really isn’t. As much as she wants to engineer a winning kart and show her father what she can do, she’s not going to spend her energy on a driver who doesn’t listen to advice and keeps making the same mistakes. She would prefer to spend that time studying How To Build A Car, Formula One designer Adrian Newey’s bible for race engineers.

It’s not that she doesn’t like Jack. She does. She enjoys his company and is happy to give him a second chance after his silly pass at Regionals, but if this nonsense continues, she’s also happy to give him the flick and wait for other opportunities. She knows it seems a bit harsh to the uninitiated, but that’s the life of a driver in motor racing: they either perform or they make other arrangements.
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Jack hears her. ‘You’re not wasting your time. Really. I am listening. I am with the program. And I really appreciate everything you’re doing. In fact, I’d like to thank you by taking you out tonight.’

Oh man. What did he just do? He didn’t mean to ask her out. The question just popped out of his mouth before he knew what he was saying. He realises it could be a complete disaster. She could say ‘no’, decide that the whole thing is a bit weird and not want to work on his kart any more. Or she could say ‘yes’. He has no idea which way it will go.

‘That’d be excellent.’ Colin rises from behind a large toolbox where he’s been putting away some spanners. He then realises he wasn’t the one being invited. ‘Oh. Right. Well, this is awkward.’

A second passes, then Colin moonwalks away, just like he does whenever he’s in an uncomfortable situation like this. Jack and Mandy watch him exit the garage then look back at each other and smile about their eccentric friend. Then Jack ploughs on. ‘Anyway, the town fete is on tonight so I thought it’d be cool to see what you guys do for funness around here.’

Mandy thinks about it. ‘I don’t think “funness” is a real word.’

Jack is surprised. ‘Really? Well, it oughta be.’


She grins at this and Jack sees it. ‘Does that smile mean “yes”?’

Mandy takes a little time to think about it, then says: ‘It means I’ll meet you at the Ferris wheel at seven and we’ll see how it goes.’

Jack is thrilled but tries his best not to let it show. ‘That’s a better result than I have any right to expect.’
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Jack raps his knuckles on the door to Patrick’s caravan. There’s no answer so he pushes it open a crack. ‘Knock knock. Hellooo? I’m off. Here are the keys to the garage.’ Jack steps inside, but Patrick isn’t around. Jack knows he’s not meant to be in here unless he’s invited, but he’s fascinated to know what the place looks like so he drops the keys on the desk and checks it out.

He sees a single bed, then takes in a wall of vinyl records. He drifts farther inside and notices a battered cardboard box, then the corner of a black-and-white photo within it. He extracts the photo, which is faded and seems to be really old, like from the eighties or something. It shows an open-wheel race car as it crests a rise at speed, its wheels a foot above the race track. Jack loses himself in the image. He can almost hear the car’s engine roar.

He replaces the photo as a large bass guitar catches his eye. He picks up the instrument. It’s both heavy and unwieldy. He works out how to hold it then plucks a string.

TWANG. It breaks.

Jack is horrified.

And so is Patrick. ‘Nooo!’

‘Ahhh.’ A startled Jack almost jumps out of his skin as Patrick rushes inside, snatches the bass from his hands and studies the snapped string. 

‘I told you not to come in here!’

‘I needed to drop off the keys.’

‘But instead you managed to break a hundred-and-fifty-dollar Thomastik-Infeld d-string.’

Jack feels terrible. ‘I’m so sorry . . .’

‘You need to go.’

Jack nods and heads for the door. ‘So that’s what you do in here, play guitar?’

‘It’s not a guitar, it’s a bass.’

Jack continues towards the door, then sees an old black race helmet with yellow stripes that sits on a desk. He attempts to lighten the mood. ‘That looks pretty cool.’


‘It is. Try not to break it on the way out.’

Then Jack notices another old black-and-white photo hanging on the wall. It shows a young, race-suited Patrick standing with another young guy, also wearing a race suit. Jack points at it. ‘Wow. You used to have so much hair. Who’s your mate?’

‘None of your business.’

‘I’m just curious. I wouldn’t have to do all this sneaking around if you opened up a bit. You’ve never told me anything about yourself. Like, you know, where did you grow up?’ A moment passes then Jack realises Patrick isn’t going to tell him anything. ‘Please, keep your answers brief. I don’t want to be overwhelmed with information.’
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‘Just go.’ Patrick ushers Jack out and shuts the door behind him, happy to be rid of the cheeky kid. He then turns and glances at the photo on the wall. It fills him with a deep sadness. It’s not something he likes to think about. He really should put the picture away, so he doesn’t have to look at it, but in its own way, that would be even sadder.

‘Are you about to cry?’


Startled, Patrick turns to see Jack standing at the open door. ‘What the? Of course not. There are no tears in motor racing.’

‘Well, you look pretty unhappy. Why’s that old photo making you sad?’

Patrick shuts the door again. He takes a breath then sits, picks up his bass, slips on his headphones, flicks on the amplifier, then remembers the broken string. Annoyed, he closes his eyes and plays anyway . . . and is carried away by the sound.

It’s the only way he can forget.
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Night falls as Jack rides his bike home. He feels bad. He really does. He shouldn’t have been snooping around in Patrick’s caravan considering he so clearly asked him not to. Jack knows he’s going to have to apologise for invading his private space, though he’s also excited to now finally know something about the old geezer’s life. That he plays that big guitar was unexpected. As was his huge collection of vinyl records. Vinyl? Who listens to vinyl any more? Old people, that’s who. And that ancient photo of the young Patrick with the big hair? Seeing that was excellent. So yes, Jack feels very bad about not respecting Patrick’s boundaries but also kind of delighted by the discoveries.

Just then a flashing blue light splashes across the roadway. Jack looks back and sees a police cruiser approach. It’s Barry.

What does the other old man in his life want?

The cruiser pulls up beside Jack and together they roll down the empty road side by side. ‘Evening, Officer. Everything okay?’

‘Yes. Yep. No problems. No probs at all.’

Jack can see he’s anxious. ‘What’s going on, man?’

It doesn’t take any more prompting for Barry to come clean. ‘I have a date with your mother tonight and I just realised I don’t know what she likes. So I need some advice. For example, what does she like?’

Jack smiles at the question and instantly knows the answer: ‘The music of Daryl Braithwaite, Chinese food and Steve Carell movies.’

Barry furiously scribbles in his police notebook. ‘Daryl Braithwaite, Chinese food. I don’t know anything about them but I do love The 40-Year-Old Virgin.’

‘You’re not instilling me with confidence, Barry.’

‘I’m worried she’ll think I’m boring.’

‘Then don’t be. Don’t just talk about yourself all the time. Ask her questions. Listen to the answers. Make jokes. Be fun. In short: rise to the occasion.’


Barry continues scribbling in the notebook. ‘. . . rise to the occasion’. He’s excited now. ‘This is gold. Where’d you get this stuff?’

‘My dad used to say life’s better if you at least try to be interesting.’

‘Well, he was a smart guy. Thank you.’

‘No worries, Officer.’

Barry looks around surreptitiously, then turns back to Jack. ‘I was never here. We never spoke. This never happened.’

Jack smiles at that as Barry drives on.

As soon as he gets home Jack slumps onto the sofa and plays Grand Prix Challenge. He’s about to go on his date-which-he’s-not-really-sure-is-a-date with Mandy so, in an attempt to relax, he has a quick race with his dad.

He soon realises that racing his father’s ghost car actually makes him more tense and nervous. The ghost car is always ahead and just out of reach. This time Jack is closer than he’s ever been before, but still not close enough.

Once the race is done, he flicks off the television and gets ready, putting on his cleanest shirt and nicest pants. He doesn’t expect anything to happen tonight, but if, somehow, they ended up, let’s say, holding hands, well that would be great.


It turns out the Busselton Fete is quite the thing. Who knew? Set up in sprawling parkland not far from the jetty, it’s extremely large and is packed with kids of all ages, which means pretty much everyone, from toddlers to grandmas.

Jack strolls in and passes the merry-go-round and sideshow alley, then moves towards the Ferris wheel. It’s the centrepiece of the fete – and is the largest and most impressive ride. As he gets closer he realises he’s only becoming more tense and nervous. Feeling this way rarely happens to him, but when it does he tends to say stupid things. He really hopes he doesn’t do that tonight. He keeps on walking, then the crowd parts and a vision stands before him.

It’s Mandy.

She wears a dress. He’s never seen her in anything but overalls so this new look is kind of spectacular. Then she sees him and smiles and it lights up the world.

He smiles too and approaches her. ‘Wow. You look so lovely and clean.’

Her smile fades as she processes his words. ‘Did you say “lovely and clean”?’

Yes. Yes, he did. The first thing out of his mouth was something stupid. The first thing. He touches his temple. ‘It sounded like a compliment in my mind.’


She doesn’t reply and there’s a long, awkward silence.

To end the torture, Jack decides to plough on: ‘In my defence, you are normally covered in grease.’

Oh no! He did it again!

He can’t believe it. And neither can Mandy. ‘You should really stop talking now.’

‘Yeah, that didn’t make it better.’ There’s another long, awkward pause.

Again, Jack breaks the silence. ‘This isn’t going the way I hoped.’

‘Well, we tried.’ Mandy turns to leave.

He really doesn’t want her to go. ‘Hold on! I have an idea.’

Mandy turns back to him. ‘What?’

He actually doesn’t have one. So, he looks around to find one, desperately searches the fete for a way to somehow salvage this situation. Then his eyes land on the dodgem car tent. ‘Dodgem cars!’

Mandy looks at Jack, then the dodgem car tent, then back at Jack. ‘You didn’t have an idea. You just looked around, saw the dodgem cars and shouted “dodgem cars!”’

‘Absolutely. But they’re still fun. Please, give ’em a go. Please.’

She studies him for a moment. ‘Did you think adding that second “please” would make the difference between me saying yes or no?’

‘I did!’ Jack gives her his best smile. ‘Did it work?’

She turns and walks away. A second passes before he realises she’s walking towards the dodgem cars. Happy, he follows. ‘I guess so!’

Luckily there’s not much of a line so, a couple of minutes later, Jack and Mandy each drive a dodgem car around the rink, and each other. And while it’s fun, they don’t really talk as things are still weird between them after the lovely-and-clean debacle. He needs to find a way to restart the conversation but has no idea how to do it.

Then he notices five teenage girls watching Mandy with great interest from the side of track as they chat among themselves. Jack catches Mandy’s eye then dips his head towards the group. ‘Those your mates?’ It seems as good a way as any to break the ice.

Mandy nods but her expression remains inscrutable. ‘Kind of. We go to school together.’

‘Kind of?’ He does exactly what he told Barry to do, which his father told him to do, and that is: ask questions.

She shrugs. ‘They have no interest in motorsport and I have no interest in their amazeballs squad goals so I just smile and wave and keep it cordial.’ As she says it, Mandy smiles and waves at the girls. They return the gesture.

Jack is confused. ‘You mean like the red cordial, that you drink?’

‘No, the other meaning of cordial, like keeping everything pleasant and friendly. You should try to use the word sometime. Might make you sound smarter.’

‘Oooh, burn!’ Oh yeah, she burned him good, but at least it was better than her not talking to him at all.

Mandy shoots him a cheeky grin. ‘Yeah, I went there. But you deserve it after “lovely-and-clean.”’ She turns her dodgem car and slams into Jack’s. ‘And you deserve that too.’

He knows it’s true. ‘Yeah, that was a shocker. My bad.’ They drive on, and crash into each other at every opportunity, and Jack’s happy that the ice is broken.

After the dodgem cars they play Ring Toss, which, unsurprisingly, means tossing a ring and trying to land it on the neck of a bottle. It sounds like a simple game but it’s actually extremely difficult. Jack enjoys playing it with Mandy because she’s so competitive and he loves competing. In fact, he realises he hasn’t been friends with anyone this competitive before, guy or girl.

Not that he’s had much experience with girls. He’s never had a serious girlfriend, or even a semi-serious one, though back in Sydney he did have some mates who were girls. But there’s something about Mandy that’s different from any girl he’s been friends with. She’s actually more obsessed with the things he’s interested in, like kart racing, than he is, which is both extremely surprising and very cool.

And even though she was joking about him sounding smarter before, the fact is, compared to her, he doesn’t sound smart at all. He knows that some guys don’t want a girl friend who is smarter than them but he doesn’t feel that way. He actually feels lucky that someone as smart as Mandy wants to hang out with him at all. Right there, he makes a deal with himself to try and use betterer words so he can sound smarter around her, then he realises his first course of action should be to not use the word ‘betterer’, which he’s pretty sure isn’t a word.

Bam. Jack manages to land a ring on a bottle. The attendant, an older gentleman with precisely three teeth, tells him that he’s won a prize. Jack points hopefully at a very large, plush monkey that dominates the prize wall. Jack gets a monkey, but it’s in the form of a tiny key ring featuring a gorilla driving a dodgem car. He immediately passes it to Mandy.

‘Thanks.’ She studies it then points at the gorilla. ‘Looks like you.’


‘Oooh, burn number two.’

She pockets the key ring. He thinks, by the way her mouth crinkles into the most subtle of smiles as she does it, that she likes it.

[image: image]

On the other side of town, Barry drives his Holden Commodore while Christie sits beside him in the passenger seat. They’re both dressed up for their date, while trying not to look like they’re dressed up. Barry was hoping that the information he gleaned from Jack might have helped with his nerves. It has not. He’s extremely anxious and a bit jumpy.

Beside him Christie talks a mile a minute. ‘– oh yeah, and I love horror films where the young couple move into a house and scary things happen, but you think it’s unrealistic nonsense because there’s no way in the world they could afford a place that big.’

Barry realises that was funny. That was genuinely funny. So he should laugh. But he’s so nervous he can’t remember how to. He can remember how to smile so he does that instead and wonders if she’s feeling nervous too.
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Christie talks fast when she’s nervous and so she’s talking very quickly right now. ‘So, if denim jackets are cool, but denim vests are not, what’s actually cool are denim sleeves, am I right?’

Barry does that strange smiling thing again and Christie wonders if he thinks she’s funny or he’s just pulling his face into that shape to be polite. It’s weird how much she feels like a teenager again. She quite likes the sensation but is also terrified, which is exactly how she felt when she actually was a teenager.
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Barry feels like a teenager too, and just like that time, over twenty years ago, he can’t think of anything to say. And he really needs to speak because just smiling all the time is becoming super creepy. Then they pass the large Orana Cinema, the main movie theatre complex in town, and it gives him a thought, and by extension something to say. He points at it. ‘Interesting piece of trivia: it used to be called the Ace Cinema. I actually had my first date there. My first kiss there. And my first break up there.’

Christie is fascinated. ‘Really? Wow. That’s a lot.’

‘Yep. Of course they all happened on the same night because I was thirteen.’


Christie laughs and it’s such a pretty sound that, as if by magic, it dissipates Barry’s nervousness. ‘I thought we could have a walk along the beach.’

Christie nods enthusiastically. ‘Sounds like fun.’

After Barry parks the Commodore near the jetty, they step out of the car and stroll along the water’s edge. The ocean sparkles in the night, ships glimmer on the horizon and a buoy clangs in the distance. It could almost be a scene from a movie.

Barry has the evening all planned out and lets Christie in on it. ‘So, I thought we could see that Steve Carell movie that’s playing. Afterwards I was thinking maybe we could check out the new Chinese restaurant in town. It’s also the only Chinese restaurant in town.’

‘Excellent.’

They walk on and there’s silence for a moment, then Barry surreptitiously hum-sings a tune.

Christie looks at him. ‘Are you singing “One Summer” by Daryl Braithwaite?’

‘Oh! Yeah. I am. Love Daryl. Big fan.’

‘Really?’

Barry thought he could pretend that he was, but only now realises that he will have to keep pretending if they, by some miracle, have another date. And what if they got married one day? He’d have to pretend forever. How exhausting. And he didn’t enjoy lying anyway, and not just because he was a cop. So, he goes with the truth. ‘No. I committed it to memory this afternoon.’

Christie laughs as she speaks: ‘Why would you do that?’

‘I heard you liked him, so I was trying to impress you. It took three hours to memorise. The melody was surprisingly complicated.’

Christie laughs again.

‘If you haven’t already worked it out, I’m kind of rusty with the whole dating thing, though I suspect I might’ve given that away when I said “cool magool” at your store.’

‘You did, but then I’m rusty too.’ Christie thinks about this for a few seconds. ‘So, why don’t we start by doing something we both want to do tonight? No Steve Carell movie or Daryl Braithwaite music or Chinese food or whatever else my son told you I like.’

‘Okay!’ Barry is happy to agree, then changes his tune. ‘But I’d actually like to check out the Chinese Restaurant. Apparently it rocks . . .’

‘Oh thank god. I’m so hanging for a dim sim.’

‘Actually I prefer spring rolls.’

‘What?’ Christie feigns mock horror. ‘Well, now you’re just talking crazy.’ She turns and looks out as the moonlight glints off the Indian Ocean before them. ‘It’s quite beautiful, isn’t it?’

Barry doesn’t look at the ocean. He looks at Christie. ‘It sure is.’
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At the fete, Jack and Mandy eat dagwood dogs, which are pretty much the grossest food on the planet; then fairy floss, which is the sweetest; then, like the crazy teenagers they are, decide to go for a twirl on the spinning tea cup ride.

And these tea cups twirl incredibly fast. When the ride finally comes to a stop they stumble out feeling dizzy and sick. They search for a place to sit but can’t find a spot – except in one of the Ferris wheel’s gondolas. They unsteadily step in, slump onto its bench and let their stomachs settle as the wheel slowly lifts them towards the night sky.

After a couple of minutes Jack turns to Mandy. ‘Are we sure there isn’t actual dog in a dagwood dog?’

She laughs which only adds to her discomfort. ‘Please don’t be funny. It hurts my stomach.’

Jack glances down. It’s a long way to the ground. ‘I don’t know if riding this thing is the best idea when you feel like you’re about to call Uncle Ralph on the porcelain telephone.’

‘We had to. Ferris wheels rule.’

‘Do they now?’

Mandy nods. ‘Oh yeah. My dad and I used to ride on this every year.’ She looks into the distance and her mood suddenly turns wistful. ‘We haven’t done it in a while.’

‘How come?’

She shrugs. ‘Don’t know. Sometimes I feel like he had more time for me when I was a kid and didn’t have any opinions. It’s like he doesn’t want to take me seriously.’

‘Is that why you’re helping me?’

She looks at Jack, her expression serious. ‘If we beat his kart, then maybe he will. And it’ll be my first step towards becoming the next Leena Gade.’

Now Jack is confused. ‘The next whody-who?’

Mandy shows him Leena’s photo, which is her phone’s wallpaper. ‘Leena Gade. She’s the first woman to engineer a car that won Le Mans, which is this really big sports car race in France. I want to be her, but in Formula One.’

‘I’m guessing that’s extremely hard to do?’

‘Oh man. No woman has ever been the chief engineer of a Formula One car. I’m gonna be the first.’


‘Well, we better win then, huh?’

‘Yeah, no pressure.’ They smile at that, then Mandy asks: ‘So, what’s your dad like?’

‘He died when I was eleven.’

He says it so casually that she’s taken aback. ‘Oh, gee.’ How did she not know this? She’s about to ask a follow up question but he answers it before she can.

‘Cancer.’

‘That sucks. And here I am blabbing on.’

‘It’s okay.’

She notices a flicker of sadness cross his face, then sees him blink it away. ‘We don’t have to talk about it.’ She can tell he’s uncomfortable, and she can’t blame him. She can’t begin to imagine how it would feel.

‘It’s fine.’

Another moment passes, then Mandy asks, ‘So, what was he like?’

‘He loved cars. Got me into them. We used to tool around in his old Falcon on the weekends.’ Jack smiles at the memory. ‘I remember when he got me a billy kart for my seventh birthday. And then I won this race we had at the park near where we lived.’ Jack stares into the distance, lost in thought.

Mandy sees the sadness that flickered across his face earlier return, but this time he doesn’t blink it away.


‘I know he was proud of me when I won, but I can’t remember how it felt. I keep thinking that if I can win one of these kart races, maybe I will remember.’ Jack pauses, then looks at Mandy. ‘Wow. Okay. That got away from me at the end there. And this was meant to be a fun night.’

Mandy smiles warmly. ‘Actually, I haven’t had this much funness for ages.’ She takes his hand in hers.

Surprised, Jack looks down at their intertwined fingers. ‘Neither have I.’

Far below, Dean and his mouldy mates stare up at them on the Ferris wheel with great interest.
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Jack’s feeling pretty good at the moment.

And it’s because Mandy held his hand last night. In the history of the world it wasn’t the most important thing to have ever happened, but to him it was a highlight. What he finds most interesting about it is that she held his hand not when he was trying to be cool, but after he accidentally showed some vulnerability. He thinks about that as he and Mandy and Colin walk towards the garage to work on the kart. The three of them are on their own today as Patrick’s gone into Perth to pick up some supplies.

Jack glances over at Mandy, who, as usual, is all business before any kart-related activities. Then he catches her eye. She smiles momentarily then is back to being all business again.


Beside them Colin shares another theory of his. ‘Hey, what if R2-D2 speaks perfect English in the Star Wars movies, but all we hear are the beeps because he likes to swear so much?’

The others laugh at this, then Jack stops abruptly when he notices the roller door to the garage is slightly open. That’s weird. Patrick never leaves it unlocked. Then he sees the door’s padlock lying on the ground nearby. It’s been cut open. What the? Concerned, he runs over to it, lifts the roller door, looks inside, then steps back in shock.

The kart has been trashed.

Jack is, here’s that word again, flabbergasted. ‘Who would do this?’

‘Them.’ Colin points at three guys who are wearing bike helmets and scaling the chain-link fence at the back of the track, about thirty metres away.

Anger instantly rises in Jack and, yes, the same ol’ same ol’ happens again.

The freaky-deaky enters, stage right. In that moment time slows and his body suddenly feels as light as air. The red hue tints his vision as the low drone again fills his ears. It grows in intensity as his hand clenches into a fist. Then time speeds up and he sprints towards the guys.

Mandy and Colin follow as Jack scales the fence, leaps over it, then pursues the three guys into the dense bush. One guy trips and falls and drops behind the others. He scrambles to his feet as Jack closes in. They dodge around trees and duck under branches and plough through shrubs. Jack gets closer. And closer. He’s only ten metres away, then the guy bursts out of the bush onto a dirt road, where the other two already sit on dirt bikes. The last guy leaps onto a third bike and together they thunder away, leaving a plume of dust hanging in the air. Jack runs as hard as he can but he’s not fast enough to catch them. Frustrated, he watches them disappear down the road as the freaky-deaky recedes.

Jack, Mandy and Colin walk back to the garage. Mandy’s face is red with anger. ‘I know those bikes. It was my brother and his clown-town mates.’

Jack hears her but is confused. ‘Why would he do this?’

Mandy knows exactly why. ‘Our kart’s quick and he’s scared. He knows we’ll be a threat at State and he can’t stand to lose. He’s always been like that.’

Colin chimes in. ‘We’ve gotta go to the cops, tell them what happened.’

Mandy shakes her head. ‘No. We can’t tell anyone. Not even Patrick. I can’t risk that anyone tells my dad and he finds out I’ve been helping you. He’ll ground me for life.’


The guys accept this with an unhappy nod as they approach the open garage. Jack hopes that, just maybe, the kart isn’t as badly damaged as he first thought. Then they look inside.

It’s worse.

Dean and his band of morons have really outdone themselves. Jack is crushed.

‘Well it was fun while it lasted.’ Jack agrees with Colin. Being a part of this team has been the most fun he’s ever had. But now it’s over.

Mandy studies the kart for a long minute. ‘I can fix it.’

‘What?’ Jack finds that extremely hard to believe.

As does Colin. ‘Fix it? Are we looking at the same thing?’

Mandy nods. ‘We can do it.’

Colin’s not convinced. ‘Are you cray cray? The State Championships are tomorrow.’

‘So? We work all night. Then we hit Dean where it hurts. On the track.’

Jack’s both excited and motivated by Mandy’s blind optimism and unblinking belief in her own skills. ‘Well, I’m in.’ He turns to Colin. ‘How about you?’

Colin grins. ‘Personally, I’d prefer to hit him in the nuts, but on the track works too.’


The other two laugh at that and it lightens their mood a little. ‘Okay, let’s get to it.’ Jack and Mandy say it at exactly the same time, then share a smile.

So, over the next fifteen hours Mandy directs Jack and Colin as they rebuild the kart. It’s hard work but they all do it without complaint. It’s the wee small hours of the morning when the exhausted trio finally down their tools and study their handiwork. The kart looks good. Maybe even better than it did before. Jack’s impressed with their efforts. ‘So, we’re done?’

‘Except for this brake disc.’ Mandy holds up the part. It’s clearly warped.

Colin studies it. ‘We can’t repair it?’

‘Nuh, it’s toast.’

Colin thinks about this. ‘I love toast. It’s my second-favourite breakfast food after French toast.’

Jack grins at that then turns to Mandy. ‘Does the old man have a spare?’

‘No. I checked.’

Colin’s not happy to hear this. ‘So we’re stuffed?’

Mandy cracks the same wicked grin she cracked back when they first tested the kart. ‘Not necessarily.’

Jack sees it and is both intrigued and concerned. ‘Oh no, you’re doing that crazy smile thing again.’
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It’s the dead of night and the moon is full. From the shadows of the shipping containers Jack, Mandy and Colin study the nearby Arise Racing building.

‘You want us to break in?’ Jack looks at Mandy, flabbergasted. And this time he really is, no matter how weird he thinks that word is. ‘But it’s your dad’s place. You can just walk in.’

‘Sure, but he won’t give me anything because I’m working for a rival team and then he’ll disown me. This is our only option.’

Colin turns to Mandy. He’s so worried that his lisp has returned. ‘Look, I know you’re a rebel who lives by her own rules, and I’m sure you’ll do great in prison, but my delicate constitution isn’t suited to a life behind bars.’

‘Nobody’s going to prison, Colin. All we’re going to do is replace what they broke. Now I can’t do this alone, so who’s with me?’

Jack takes a second then nods. Colin takes a lot longer, then nods as well. Happy, Mandy hands each of them a balaclava, which they pull on. She points at the building’s side door. ‘That’s where we get in.’ She turns to Colin. ‘You stay here. You’re the lookout. If anyone approaches the building, let us know.’


A nervous Colin nods. ‘Okay. I can do that. If I see anyone coming, I’ll . . . I’ll make a sound, like . . .’ He thinks for a second, then creates a strange noise. ‘Ka-cow, ka-cow!’ It sounds like a tone-deaf bird singing karaoke under water.

Mandy grimaces at the racket. ‘That’d be fantastic if we lived in the Jurassic period, but we have these now.’ She holds up her phone. ‘So just send a message.’

Colin takes this in with an embarrassed nod. ‘Of course.’

Mandy turns to Jack. ‘Okay, we go on three. One. Two . . .’

‘You’re at two already?’ Colin is really anxious.

‘Three.’ Mandy and Jack sprint to the building. Mandy works the side door’s digital keypad and it unlocks with a heavy click. They slip inside and the door closes behind them.

It’s pitch black inside the building so Mandy and Jack turn on their phone lights and illuminate the room. It’s filled with parts stacked in hundreds of racks. Jack takes it in, impressed. ‘Wow. Their garage is much nicer than our garage.’

They search for the part.
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Outside, in the shadow of the shipping container, with his phone in hand, a jittery Colin keeps a look out. He wants to stay calm and he finds the best way to do that is to talk to himself, even with the lisp. ‘This isn’t so bad, this isn’t so bad at all–’

A noise. Alarmed, Colin pivots to the left, but sees nothing. ‘It’s all good. You got this, Colin.’

Another noise. Even more alarmed, Colin pivots to the right . . . and sees Dean approach the building’s rear door with his two idiot mates in tow.

‘Jeeze Louise!’ Colin freaks out and fumbles his phone. It drops to the ground. ‘Oh no!’ He tries his best to pull himself together, and almost succeeds, then bends down to pick up his phone so he can alert Mandy and Jack with a text message.

But he can’t find it!

The shadow is too dark and his phone is not visible. ‘Oh, What the?!’ Horrified, he looks up to see Dean and the morons reach the side door. In that moment he realises he only has one option.

[image: image]

Jack locates a brake disc and shows it to Mandy. ‘Is this the right one?’


She moves to him, takes the part in hand and studies it. ‘Yes. Excellent.’

‘Ka-cow, ka-cow!’ They hear Colin and look at each other as the side door unlocks with that heavy click. Then Dean enters and hits the light switch.

Boom. The room is fully illuminated, but Jack and Mandy are nowhere to be seen. That’s because they hide on the bottom shelf of a rack. They face each other, their faces close. It’s very tight and they’re really jammed in there. Jack realises he should probably be nervous, but Mandy seems so cool and unflustered by the whole escapade that it rubs off on him and he almost feels relaxed. Then they hear the echo of Dean’s feet approach. He passes them, then stops, then backs up until he’s standing right in front of them. Then his hand reaches down until it’s inches from their faces.

Okay, now Jack feels nervous. He holds his breath. There’s no way in the world that they’re not going to be discovered. Then Dean grabs a six pack of energy drink cans from the shelf just above them, turns and leaves the room. He flicks off the lights and shuts the door as Jack breathes a gigantic sigh of relief, then turns to look at Mandy through the darkness. She is as cool as a cucumber. He realises he would happily lie here forever, in this very cramped and extremely uncomfortable rack, just to be close to her.

‘Ka-cow, ka-cow.’ Colin’s bird call spoils the moment.

Mandy hears it. ‘We should get going.’

Jack nods, though he’s kinda bummed out they have to leave. As they exit the rack, which is quite awkward to do, he slightly over balances and knocks it with his foot. It’s not a big one, but it’s big enough and the rack rattles. Loudly. They both freeze and wait to see if anything happens. Jack turns to Mandy and mouths ‘sorry’.

Nothing happens.

Then it does. ‘You hear that?’ A voice echoes through the building. Then they hear footsteps and the door to the room swings open as the light flicks on – and Dean enters.

Mandy turns to Jack. ‘Time to run.’ And that’s what they do. They sprint for the side door.

They’re almost through it before Dean sees them. ‘Hey! Stop!’

Jack and Mandy rush outside and sprint towards the sound of Colin’s hoarse voice. ‘Ka-cow, ka-cow! Ka-cow, ka-cow!’

‘Oh!’ Colin looks very relieved to see Jack and Mandy emerge through the dark. ‘Thank the maker. You get it?’


Mandy grins and holds up the brake disc. ‘Now let’s get the flock out of here before they work out what happened.’

Clack. The building’s exterior lights blink on and illuminate the world like it’s a cloudless summer day. Colin winces from the lights’ glare then sees his phone on the ground. ‘There you are!’ He picks it up as Dean & Co blast through the side door.

Mandy, Jack and Colin take cover in the shadows of the shipping container and wait. Colin is extremely worried. ‘Please don’t let them see us, please don’t let them see us, please don’t let them see us.’

‘They won’t.’ Mandy grins at Jack. ‘I never see anything in these shadows.’

Dean points straight at Jack, Mandy and Colin. ‘There they are!’

Mandy can’t believe it. ‘Oh come on!’

Dean and his mouldy mates scramble towards them – and Colin isn’t happy about it. ‘They’re coming!’ The poor kid’s lisp is even more noticeable than before.

Jack, Mandy and Colin leap onto their bikes, explode out of the shadows and pedal hard. Dean & Co chase after them.

Colin has never been so scared in his life. ‘I’m out of my comfort zone and I don’t like it!’


And Jack is feeling pretty nervous too, but again Mandy seems to have it under control. ‘Follow me!’ She turns down a street and the boys follow. But so do Dean & Co. They’re right behind them.

Colin looks like he’s about to cry. ‘I want my mumma.’

Dean and his mates up their pace and are about to catch them, but Mandy swerves down another street and the boys follow. They pedal as hard as they can – and their meathead pursuers finally give up the chase and stop running.

Jack and Mandy are buzzed from the adrenaline rush of their escape while Colin laughs with great relief: ‘I’ve never felt so alive!’ Just like that his lisp has vanished.

The trio pull off their balaclavas and Jack looks over at Mandy. ‘We stole a brake disc . . . and you stole my heart.’

She studies him, then laughs. ‘That is the lamest thing you’ve ever said.’ Jack feels disheartened. Then she continues: ‘And the best.’

They smile at each other and ride along like that with the breeze in their hair and the moonlight on their faces. Jack finds it delightful, and that’s not a word he uses very often.
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Jack is so excited he wakes up super early the next morning. At 5:35 to be exact. After the previous evening’s adventures rebuilding the kart and swiping the brake disc, he should be exhausted, but he’s running on adrenaline, baby. It doesn’t matter that he’s only had three hours sleep. He’s wired because today he races at the State Championships.

In the kitchen he sits at the table and devours his cereal. As usual, his mum watches, fascinated and horrified by the sight of his breakfast ritual. ‘I’m amazed you don’t get heartburn. Tell me, if you had a shovel, do you think you could eat it any faster?’

Jack thinks about it. ‘Maybe. I’ll pick one up at Bunnings and we’ll try it tomorrow.’


They share a smile at this as Jack finishes the cereal, drinks the leftover milk from the bowl, then puts it in the sink. ‘Sure you can’t come today?’

‘I’m sorry. I can’t afford to bring someone in to cover for me on a Sunday.’

Jack’s disappointed but tries not to let it show. ‘No worries. I’ll get Colin to FaceTime you again.’

‘I prefer to call it FT.’ Christie’s joking, but Jack knows she also kind of proud of herself for mastering the dark art of video calls.

‘Do you now?’ Jack glances at his watch. ‘Okay. Gotta jump. Wish me luck.’ He stands and grabs his bag.

‘Luck. And please don’t do the scary sliding thing again.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum.’

‘Excuse me, have we met?’ They share another smile then Jack kisses her on the cheek and is gone.
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Jack’s a little overawed by the size and scope of the raceway as he rolls the kart into the pit area with Colin and Patrick. As is always the case with race days, the pits are a hive of activity. To Jack it’s much busier and the atmosphere even more intense than Regionals. There must be a thousand people milling around as they prepare their karts for battle.

Above the registration booth a recorded interview with Dean plays on a TV monitor. As he signs in to compete, Dean proudly watches himself. As always his mates Tweedle Dumb and Tweedle Dumber hang about. On the monitor Dean pontificates like a seasoned race driver with seven Bathurst 1000 victories under his belt. ‘Of course, I want to win State this year, but at this point I’m just taking it one day after the next.’

‘Let me give you a tip: everybody takes it one day after the next. That’s how time works.’ 

Dean turns. It’s Jack. Dean is clearly shocked that he’s here and Jack picks up on it. ‘You seem surprised to see me.’

Dean steps forwards until he’s face to face with Jack and glares at him. Jack can see he’s trying to be intimidating so he meets the glare and doesn’t back off. This continues for a few seconds until Jack winces at Dean’s breath. ‘Wow. So, when you get your teeth cleaned, the dentist needs anaesthetic.’

Dean smirks, like he’s so confident and assured of his future success that he need not bother replying to someone as inconsequential as Jack. But Jack knows better. This guy is so rattled that he went out of his way to destroy his kart.


Dean turns and walks away.

Jack watches him go. ‘See you at the finish line.’

Dean keeps on walking and doesn’t look back. ‘I’ll be waiting for you.’

Annoyed, Jack whispers to Colin nearby. ‘Oh man, that was a great line to leave on.’

Colin agrees. ‘Yep, he nailed you with that. But your dentist thing was solid.’

Jack’s happy to hear it. ‘Thanks, dude.’

Then Ted passes Colin and bumps him with his shoulder. ‘Outta the way, pie shop.’

‘Hey.’ Jack glares at Ted as he walks off, then turns to Colin. ‘You gotta stand up to him man. Stand up to him and show no fear.’

Colin takes this in with an unhappy nod. ‘I know.’

But Jack’s not sure that he does.
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Karts scream around the track as the TV monitors dotted throughout the pit area show that the qualifying session has twenty seconds to run. Jack is quick but Dean is quicker. Then the chequered flag flies to end the session and the announcer’s voice echoes from the track’s public address system: ‘With the KA2 qualifying session over, title favourite Dean Zeta is in first place . . .’


The announcer’s voice drones on in the background as Jack pulls into his pit bay and glances at a nearby monitor. He has qualified fifth last and isn’t happy about it. As he climbs out of the kart Patrick studies its tyres. ‘Don’t worry. These are worn out. You’ll be a lot quicker with new ones.’

Jack looks at him like he’s a crazy person. ‘I can’t afford new tyres.’

‘Then it’s lucky I can, isn’t it?’ Patrick produces a set of four brand-spanking-new tyres, still wrapped in cellophane.

Jack can’t believe his eyes. The old fella must have bought them when he was out yesterday. The boy’s incredibly grateful but isn’t quite sure how to express it. He racks his brain, then comes up with, ‘Thanks, man. And hey, I’m really sorry I snuck into your caravan and broke your guitar string.’

It’s clearly still a painful memory for Patrick. ‘It was a bass string, but don’t worry about it. Just focus on the race and what you have to do today. Now, do you remember everything I taught you?’

‘Hands at nine and three, press the brake pedal hard then release it gradually, don’t snap the string, which is funny considering we were just talking about your guitar.’ Jack speaks fast, thinking the quicker he says it, the more impressive it will sound. ‘Marbles are not your friend, don’t hit the kerbs too hard, watch out for punctures and dance like nobody’s watching.’

Now it’s Patrick’s turn to look at Jack like he’s a crazy person. ‘There’s no dancing.’

‘Just trying to keep the mood light ’n’ breezy.’

‘Don’t. This is not the time or place for light ’n’ breezy.’

Jack should have realised that wouldn’t wash with Patrick, the man who has smiled a grand total of once in all the time he has known him.

Patrick then holds up three fingers. ‘What about the Rule of Three?’

‘Be patient. Analyse what the other drivers are doing. Take advantage of any mistake.’

‘Okay. Good. You’re as ready as you’ll ever be.’ Patrick gets to work swapping the kart’s tyres, but Jack doesn’t move to help him. Instead he just stares at the old man expectantly. It continues for an uncomfortably long moment until it becomes too much for Patrick. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Aren’t you going to give me a motivational speech?’

Patrick is confused. ‘Didn’t I just do that?’

‘I mean something rousingly inspirational. You know, that hits all the big points, like seizing the moment and trying my best and never giving up and the eye of the tiger and all that.’

Patrick thinks on this. ‘Right. I guess that would be uplifting. But it’d seem forced if I do it now. That kind of thing needs to be spontaneous.’

Jack nods. ‘You’re right. At this point it’s been over discussed.’

Jack then looks over at the Arise Racing pit bay. Mandy meets his eyes then surreptitiously holds up three fingers. He knows this gesture signifies the Rule of Three and is her way of reminding him to stay off the marbles and not go around the outside.

He’s determined not to do any of that as the twenty karts roll towards the start line in a two by two formation. Over the track’s public address system, the announcer brings the crowd up to speed. ‘This race is in the KA2 class for sixteen years and under. After twenty laps of racing the top three finishers will advance to the final at the National Championships.’

The karts pick up speed as they buzz towards the start/finish line. Then the flag drops and that buzz leaps in volume. They sound like a swarm of angry bees on the hunt for pollen. Wheels clash as the drivers attempt to find a way through the pack. To Jack it feels a lot more intense than Regionals. His kart’s front left wheel is clobbered by the over-aggressive over-achiever who started beside him and Jack is unceremoniously hustled backwards. By the end of the first lap, he finds himself third last. Meanwhile, at the front, he can see Dean leap away and lead by a kart length.

Jack quickly realises he’s had just about the worst start possible so he steels himself, sets his sights on Dean and goes to work. And it’s something to behold. Jack drives hard and slices past one kart after another. And he’s having fun while he does it. By lap ten he’s reached tenth place and is impressed with himself, until he remembers that nobody cares who finishes tenth. So, he recommits himself, refocuses on Dean, who still leads by a kart length, and goes back to work.

But now Jack is into the top ten he doesn’t slice past the other karts as quickly as he did earlier. As usual, the quality of the drivers at the pointy end of the pack is a lot better than down the back so they don’t tend to let their rivals through as easily. But you can still get past if you’re better and, quite simply, Jack believes he’s better.

By lap fifteen he has passed six more karts and reaches fourth place. Now he knows it’s time to really rock and roll. If, as he was thinking before, nobody cares who finishes tenth in a race, well the same goes for finishing fourth, except it’s even sadder because you were so close to finishing in the top three and making it through to Nationals. In short, fourth place really sucks and he doesn’t want any part of it.

Jack approaches the lead pack of three karts. He can see Dean’s kart clearly now. He still leads but hasn’t pulled away. He’s only about a kart length ahead of the driver in second place. Jack takes the inside line but the driver in third shuts the door, cuts him off and blocks his way so he can’t get past. So, Jack turns the wheel and takes the outside line.

Then Jack remembers what Patrick said about the Rule of Three and pulls back behind the kart in third. Be patient. He waits as the karts ahead of him jockey for position. Analyse what the other drivers are doing. He studies the karts in front of him as they battle it out. The kart in second drifts wide and bumps tyres with the kart in third. It unsettles them both and they both drift wide. And take advantage of any mistake. The gap is narrow but Jack accelerates through it, sweeps up the inside and passes both karts. He’s now in second place.
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With one hand Colin FaceTime’s the race on his phone while he punches the air with the other. Excited, he turns to Patrick beside him. ‘If he stays second, he qualifies for Nationals.’

Patrick nods but his expression is, as usual, blank and unemotional. ‘He’s not there yet.’

Nearby, Mandy had planned to keep her excitement in check. Unfortunately her enthusiasm gets the better of her and she blurts out: ‘Yeah, baby!’

Her father immediately glances at her so she feigns a cough to cover it up. She’s not convinced it works.
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The lap counter reads twenty. The final lap.

Dean leads and Jack is a close second. The karts in third and fourth have dropped away so it’s now a two-horse race. On the back straight Jack tries to slip down the inside, but Dean blocks him. Frustrated, Jack tries again but Dean slams the door. There’s no way past. Jack’s exasperation grows. And grows.

And then the freaky-deaky returns. As he approaches the final corner time slows and his frustration shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels as light as air. The red hue tints his vision as the low drone again fills his ears. It grows in intensity as his expression hardens into an absolute will to win.

Then time speeds up. He turns the wheel and takes the outside line around Dean’s kart.

[image: image]

‘No no no no no. Don’t go around the outside.’ Patrick can’t believe it.

And neither can Colin. ‘Is this what déjà vu feels like?’

Nearby, Mandy is also astonished and speaks under her breath. ‘He can’t be serious.’
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But Jack is dead serious. Dean covers his move, drifts wide and pushes him towards the outside of the track. Jack noses ahead of Dean and takes the lead. He’s euphoric. He’s going to win it all.

Then his kart drops a rear wheel onto the marbles. The slippery, slippery marbles. And the dream is over, just like that. The kart snaps into a sharp spin and skids across the track. Dean’s kart surges into first place. Jack continues to spin and crosses the finish line . . . in fourth place as the two karts behind him sweep past to take second and third.

Then Jack’s kart slides off the track and slips onto the grass.

Wham.

It clouts the infield wall. Hard. The terrible sound reverberates across the track as the impact kicks up a cloud of dust that obscures everything.
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The crowd cries out in concern.

Patrick and Colin and Mandy hold their breath and wait for the dust cloud to clear. It seems to take forever. Then it finally dissipates and Jack’s kart is visible. It’s tipped onto its side against the infield wall. Jack is motionless within it.

The expression of concern on Colin’s face turns to dread. ‘He’s not moving.’ Patrick can’t look. In a grim-faced daze, he turns away.

Another long moment passes . . . then Jack shifts. There’s an audible sigh of relief from the crowd. With the help of two track marshals, he slowly clambers out of the kart, steps back and looks at the damage. The kart has been destroyed.

Mike glances over at Patrick and can’t help but gloat at his son’s win. ‘Not talented enough, huh?’ Still shaken, Patrick ignores him.
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In her store, Christie puts her iPad down on the counter. She’s relieved now, but ten seconds ago, before Jack climbed out of the wrecked kart, she felt a cold sliver of fear turn in her chest, the same as she experienced when her husband was diagnosed with cancer. It was the most terrible thing she’d ever experienced and now it’s happened twice.

She suspected something like this could occur but had put it to the back of her mind, trusting that Jack knew what he was doing and would be safe. But now that it has happened, everything has changed. She can’t unring this bell and will need to deal with it as best as she can.

She’s pretty sure Jack won’t like it. 

[image: image]

The sky is an ominous grey. There’s a storm coming.

Patrick’s faded yellow panel van motors along the roadway towing the wrecked kart in the trailer behind it. Disappointment hangs in the air. A still grim-faced Patrick drives. Colin sits in the passenger seat. Jack is slumped across the back seat. He knows he epically screwed up and mutters to himself: ‘Can’t believe I did that. So stupid.’

This continues for quite a while until Colin turns to him with a grin. Jack sees it. ‘Why are you smiling?’

‘Because I’m so glad you’re alive.’

Jack stares at him, confused. ‘What? Why?’

‘When you hit that wall, I thought you were cactus. Seriously.’

‘Really?’

Colin nods as Jack glances at Patrick in the rear-view mirror. The old man meets his eyes and nods in confirmation. ‘It didn’t look good.’

Jack takes this in and realises that as bad as the accident felt from his point of view, it actually looked worse from the point of view of everyone who was watching. And then he remembers his mum had been watching. Concerned, he looks at his phone for the first time since the race and sees she has called. He doesn’t have it in him to talk to her right now so, instead, he sends her a message to tell her he’s fine. Of course he’s not fine, not really, but he doesn’t want her to worry.

When the panel van finally pulls up at the track, Patrick parks it not far from Mandy, who stands and waits outside the garage, her bike nearby, her expression as dark as the thunderheads above.

Patrick is the first to notice her. ‘She got here fast.’

Colin agrees. ‘It looks like she’s ready to hunt bear.’

Jack can see that too. ‘Yeah, and I’m the bear.’

Colin glances back at him. ‘You have my deepest sympathies.’

Jack climbs out of the panel van and approaches Mandy. She doesn’t hold back: ‘You were second. You had qualified for Nationals if you kept that position. But you threw it away by making a reckless move that wasted all of our time and effort. Why would you do that?’

Jack looks at the ground as he tries to understand it himself. ‘I just . . . I had to beat him.’

‘But you didn’t. And you didn’t even qualify for Nationals so you could beat him when it counted.’

Jack knows it’s true. And it’s difficult to hear out loud. Hearing criticism about yourself usually is, especially when it’s accurate. 

‘You put yourself ahead of the team.’ Mandy steps forwards and places the gorilla-in-a-dodgem-car key ring in his hand. ‘And I can’t be friends with someone who does that.’


Jack unhappily studies the key ring as Mandy climbs onto her bike and rides away without saying another word. He watches her go then slumps into the dusty old arm chair that sits beside the garage. He’s not just in a funk. He’s in a super funk. He knows the word ‘funk’ has a couple of different definitions. It can mean something is ‘groovy’, or ‘smelly’, but in this case it means ‘depressed’, and he can’t think of a better word to describe how he feels right now.

Nearby Patrick begins to unload the wrecked kart from the trailer while Colin opens the garage’s roller door. Jack doesn’t move to help them and the old man sees it. ‘Come on, we need to unload this stuff.’ Jack doesn’t budge. ‘Chop chop. We’re doing this for you.’

Jack’s sadness shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels as light as air. Then the red hue tints his vision as the low drone fills his ears. The freaky-deaky arrives once again and Jack’s anger flares. ‘Then you should thank me. Otherwise you’d still be sitting in your caravan, playing guitar and hiding from the world.’

The outburst clearly comes as a bit of a shock to Patrick. He pauses, as if determining whether to respond or not, then decides not to and walks to his caravan without saying a word. From behind the panel van Colin witnesses the whole thing and approaches Jack. ‘That was a bit harsh, mate.’


‘Oh, shut up, Colin. What would you know?’

Colin looks like he’s been slapped across the face. He turns and walks off as well. Jack unhappily watches him go and immediately regrets everything he just said.
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As Jack rides home he couldn’t feel worse. In short order he’s destroyed the kart, failed to make it through to the National Championships and either greatly annoyed or deeply insulted three of the most important people in his life. And, to top it off, it’s now raining.

Then, weirdly, he laughs. Out loud. Not because he thinks what happened is funny, but because he thinks what he did was so terrible that it makes him feel anxious and, sometimes, when he feels anxious, he laughs. He knows it’s not an appropriate reaction, but he can’t help it. ‘Oh my god, I’m the worst.’

Then he stops laughing and the consequences of his actions really hit home. He feels alone, really alone, for the first time since he moved to Busselton. He’d been lucky to meet Colin and Mandy, and even Patrick, so soon after he arrived. He knows he would have missed his mates in Sydney so much more if he hadn’t and he’s so grateful that they had, happily, let him into their lives. But now he’s completely stuffed that up.

As he approaches his house he sees his mum sitting on the front step. He can tell by the expression on her face that she’s been freaked out by watching his accident on FaceTime. He hops off his bike, lets it drop to the grass in the front garden then attempts to pre-empt what she is going to say. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Christie’s not having it. ‘But I do. It wasn’t good, mate.’

‘Mum, we’re not going to talk about it right now.’

‘I don’t think you should race any more.’ Christie blurts it out, all her concerns and its solution contained in one sentence.

Jack turns to her. ‘You don’t have to worry about that. I didn’t make it through to Nationals. It’s over. I’m done.’ He sees the relief on her face, which actually makes him feel worse, then walks inside, moves straight to his room, shuts the door and slumps onto his bed.

He doesn’t like blowing off his mum like that, but knows that having to discuss, and therefore having to relive everything he’s screwed up in the last few hours, is not something he can do right now. He’ll make it up to her tomorrow.

But lying in bed and staring at the ceiling for the next hour doesn’t make him feel any better. So he moves to the sofa in the living room because there’s one thing that always lifts his spirits and that’s firing up the PlayStation and having a race against his dad.

In a flash he’s driving the yellow car. As usual his father’s ghost car is ahead, but today Jack is closer than he’s ever been. For the first time, he’s within striking distance of beating him.

Soon he catches the ghost car, then pulls alongside it. Neck and neck, they thunder towards the finish line.

There’s nothing in it . . .

Then Jack inches ahead . . .

And wins!

He can’t believe it. ‘Yes! Finally!’ For years he’s been trying to win this race. Years. And now he’s finally done it!

Then, across the television blinks a message he’s never seen before:

[image: image]


Jack reads it and his happiness instantly vanishes. ‘What? No no no!’ Stunned, he works the controller, tries to reverse what just happened.

He can’t do it.

His car is now the ghost.

His father’s ghost car has been lost, erased, forever.

Jack is distraught. If he thought he felt bad before, well that doesn’t hold a candle to this. He’s overcome with a profound sadness he hasn’t felt since his father passed away, a sadness that he has done everything in his power to avoid since those terrible days. It feels like there is a hole in his heart. A moment passes then the sadness shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels as light as air. Then that red hue tints his vision as the low drone again fills his ears.

The freaky-deaky is back and it’s never been worse.
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In her room, Christie hears a car engine rumble to life. It sounds like the V8 in her Falcon. She moves to the window and looks out to see her car back down the driveway then burn rubber as it thunders down the street.


She rushes into Jack’s room but he’s gone. He’s taken her car again.

‘Oh come on!’ She wishes she was surprised but she is not. Angry, she immediately picks up her phone. Jack doesn’t answer and the call goes to voicemail. Now she’s angry and concerned. She hangs up, thinks for a moment, then dials another number.

Fifteen minutes later, Christie sits beside Barry in the passenger seat of his Commodore as they drive the streets of Busselton, desperately searching for Jack. Christie’s heart is in her mouth every time they round a corner and she imagines finding him involved in some kind of terrible accident.

As they drive Barry and Christie don’t speak because, well, there’s nothing to talk about. This isn’t a date, it’s a search-and-rescue mission. Christie appreciates that Barry understands this. She does say one thing though. She thanks him for his help.

Barry nods. ‘Any time.’

And she knows he means it, and she knows he really is the kind of guy who will be there for her ‘any time’.

They pass the empty car park where Barry caught Jack previously, but there’s no sign of him, though the detective in Barry tells Christie he can smell the residue of burnt rubber that lingers in the night air. He’s pretty sure Jack was there recently.


They drive on. Busselton isn’t that big so there aren’t that many places for them to look. Still, they can’t find him. Christie finds herself wondering if he might have tried to drive back to Sydney.

‘There.’ Barry points. It’s her station wagon, parked not far from the jetty. The Commodore pulls up beside it. Christie immediately jumps out and looks inside.

It’s empty.
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Jack walks along the jetty and remembers being there with Mandy and Colin after they first built the kart and took it for a test drive. It seems like such a long time ago.

He hears them laugh. Surprised, he turns and searches the jetty, then quickly realises it’s another group of kids who are riding bikes and goofing around. Jack’s genuinely disappointed it’s not Colin and Mandy, but then why would they want to hang out with him after the way he acted? He walks on, reaches the end of the jetty and then looks out at the dark, turbulent ocean beyond. He’s not one to use metaphors very often but that ocean looks like how he feels right now.

‘You took my car again?’


Jack turns. It’s his mum. Obviously. He hasn’t stolen anyone else’s car yet.

‘After everything we’ve talked about?’

Jack looks back out at the ocean. He should tell her the truth, even though he was sworn to secrecy. He should, even though it was one of the things that only he and his dad shared. It wasn’t even that big a deal, but it was their deal.

He turns back to his mum. ‘It was our thing.’

Christie’s confused. ‘What? What was?’

‘Doughnuts. Dad and I used to do them when we went out driving. He never wanted me to tell you. He knew you wouldn’t be happy about it.’

‘And he was right.’ Indeed Christie is not happy to hear about it at all.

Sadness flickers across Jack’s face but this time he doesn’t blink it away. ‘I try not to think about it, but sometimes . . . I miss him so much, and it makes me so angry, so I take your car and do it, and, for just a little while, it’s like he’s with me again. Sitting beside me.’

Christie moves to her son and puts an arm around him. Jack looks at her, his eyes wet with tears. ‘I just . . . I can’t believe I won’t see him again. I can’t believe it. I keep thinking he’s going to walk in the door and it’s all going to be okay.’


His mother holds him tight. ‘Me too.’

‘I don’t know how to fix it.’

‘Fix what?’

‘The way I feel. Our lives without him.’

Christie shakes her head. ‘You can’t, sweetie. You just . . . there are some things you can’t fix. But this feeling, it will fade.’

Jack wipes at his eyes. ‘I don’t want it too. It’s already starting to happen and I don’t want it to. I don’t want to forget him.’

‘We won’t let that happen. I promise.’

Jack looks at his mum and accepts this with a nod. A long moment passes then he wipes at the tears again. ‘God, I’m crying again. There goes my second one.’

‘You have to let it out. You’ll feel better.’

‘But Dad said blokes only get three cries in life.’

‘He was joking.’

‘Yeah, but he kind of meant it too.’

‘I know, but your dad wasn’t always right. And if I have to choose between this and you holding everything in until you lose it and steal my car, well, then I choose this. Every time.’

Jack nods. He knows she’s right. Together they turn and look out at the ocean again. It might just be Jack’s imagination but it doesn’t look as dark and turbulent as it did before.
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Jack wakes the next morning and can’t help but think that the previous day’s events may have resulted in something positive. Like telling his mum about what he and his dad used to get up to. That was a good thing. He didn’t like having secrets from her. And just letting out his emotions seemed like a good thing too. It felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. And his heart.

He’d never wanted to do it before. He’d always tried to hold his emotions in, so he wouldn’t be seen to be weak, especially in front of his mum. His dad used to say you only get three cries in life, but after last night, he realised he could have as many cries as he wanted. He could be vulnerable. He didn’t have to be the strong one all the time. In fact, showing emotion, which was really quite hard to do, proved that he was strong, but in a different way.

At his mum’s store later that day, Jack helps her stock the shelves as he mulls this over. Yes, he’s happy with the breakthrough he made about opening up and showing his emotions and all that stuff, but he’s still incredibly embarrassed by his behaviour towards his friends and upset that they thought he didn’t appreciate everything they’d done for him. He wants to apologise, but can’t imagine that they’d ever forgive him.

He’s also realised that the way he acted towards his friends and his inability to rein himself in while racing on the track come from the same place. Now he’s not sure where that place is, exactly, but he does know that when the freaky-deaky descends on him, that’s when everything turns bad. He’s really going to have to work on that.

Jack’s phone vibrates in his pocket. He whips it out, swipes it open and reads the text message, hoping that, for some reason he can’t imagine right now, Mandy or Colin or even Patrick have contacted him. He looks at the screen and realises it’s neither Mandy or Colin or Patrick, but it’s still a surprise. He reads the message, stunned. Actually, make that flabbergasted.

Nearby, Christie notices his astonished expression. ‘What’s up?’

‘The kart that came second at the State Championships had an illegal carburettor. The driver’s been disqualified and I’ve been promoted to third, which means I can race at Nationals.’


Christie takes this in. Now it’s her turn to be flabbergasted. ‘Oh. Right.’

For a fraction of a second Jack is excited, then it quickly evaporates. ‘Doesn’t matter. The kart’s wrecked, I’ve managed to annoy everyone in my team and you don’t want me to race anyway.’
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Christie thinks about this. The idea that he’ll race again fills her with deep concern, but then she also knows she’ll always be concerned, no matter what he does, even when he’s a grown man. So maybe, instead of stopping him from doing something he’ll be able to do when he’s a little older anyway, she should go on this journey with him instead. ‘Well, if you love it as much as I think you do, then I guess I’ll just have to be brave and let you do it.’

Jack nods half-heartedly.

‘I thought you’d be happy about that?’

‘I don’t know. Seriously, I was terrible to everyone.’

‘So, now you need to make it right. This is one of the things you can fix. You just have to apologise. And you know what? People like it when you do that.’ Christie can see he’s still unsure so she changes tack. ‘What did your dad used to say?’


‘You won’t get anything you want out of life if you don’t have a go.’

‘Exactly.’

This resonates with Jack. It’s exactly the same advice he gave Barry. ‘Thanks, Mum.’

Christie’s happy to help. ‘Hey, it’s just part of the job description.’
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Once Jack’s made the decision to at least try and get the band back together, he doesn’t wait. He jumps on his bike and heads straight to Colin’s house, which is only about ten minutes away. He’s the first stop on what Jack is calling his Apology Tour.

As soon as Jack pulls up outside the neat house he sees a curtain twitch behind a second-storey window, which he knows is Colin’s bedroom window. So Jack works his phone and sends him a message.


Can we talk?


There’s no reply. So Jack waits. Then waits some more. Then the curtain twitches again, but Colin still doesn’t appear. Jack waits some more, then finally whisper-shouts at the window: ‘Colin, I know you’re there, I can see the curtain twitching. Please open the window. I want to apologise.’

Another long moment passes, but Colin doesn’t appear. Jack accepts that this is the way it’s going to be and continues to whisper-shout at the window: ‘Okay. Fair enough. So, this is me apologising. I’m sorry. Really. What I said to you was terrible and I’m an idiot and I don’t deserve you as my bestie.’

Jack waits to see if there’s a response, but there is not. ‘Quite right’. He’s disappointed but not surprised. He fully deserves the cold shoulder. He turns and pedals away.
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About twenty minutes later Jack parks his bike in the shadows of the shipping container and peers over at the Arise Racing building. After his failure at Colin’s house, he’s not holding out much hope for his apology to Mandy to go any better. If anything, he thinks it could be an even bigger train wreck. Still, he’s gonna give it a whirl. He works his phone and sends a text message to her.


Hi there. Can we talk?

I’m outside.




There’s no reply. He waits. No reply. He waits some more. No reply. He’s not surprised.

‘Heard you lucked through to Nationals.’ Jack turns to the sound of the voice behind him. It’s Dean. ‘Guess that means you’ll need to fix your kart. And I’m not letting you steal any more of our parts.’

Jack can’t say he’s thrilled to see him, or his mouldy mates Ted and Ralph who appear from behind the shipping container. ‘Well, well, I see all the residents of clown town are here.’

‘You need to be punished for the last time you robbed us.’ Dean and the mouldies circle around then close in on Jack, who unhappily realises this is going to get ugly, fast. He thinks he could hold his own if he was only facing off with Dean, but three guys is going to be a bit of a stretch. To get out of this in one piece, he’s going to need some kind of miracle.

‘Leave my bestie alone!’ The voice reverberates loudly. And it has a lisp! Arms windmilling like a crazy person, Colin charges out of the shadows of the shipping containers and ploughs towards Dean & Co. Shocked, Dean and Ralph leap clear, but Ted is a bit slow. Colin bumps Ted with a shoulder, you could almost call it a shoulder charge, and Ted stumbles to the ground. ‘Outta the way, you lunk-headed peasant.’


Stunned, Ted looks up at Colin who assumes a fighting stance beside Jack and whispers to his friend: ‘I’m standing up to him and showing no fear.’

‘Well done, mate.’ Jack assumes the same fighting stance as Colin, delighted by his new attitude. ‘Does this mean you accept my apology?’

Colin nods. ‘Yes, but don’t do it again.’

‘You have my word.’

‘Good. So, how’d you end up in this situation?’

‘On reflection I probably shouldn’t have called them “residents of clown town”.’

Dean & Co regroup. Now that it’s two against three, Jack feels a little better about the odds, though he knows it’s still going to be tough to eke out a win. Dean and his mates close in again, though Ted is clearly reluctant this time. But Jack and Colin aren’t. They’re ready for them. It’s gonna be on like Donkey Kong . . .

‘Stop!’ They all freeze and turn to the source of the booming voice. It’s Mike and he does not look impressed. He stands at the side door to the Arise Racing building, with Mandy behind him. Mike focuses his laser glare on his son. ‘You settle it on the track.’

Dean reluctantly heeds his father’s words. He points threateningly at Jack then pulls back with the mouldies in tow. As they go, Colin aims a two fingered I’m-watching-you gesture at Ted, who sheepishly slinks away.

As Dean and the clowns retreat into the building, Mandy hangs back. Jack sees her and works his phone. Mandy’s phone buzzes straightaway. She swipes it open and reads the message from Jack that asks if they can talk. She looks back at him and shakes her head, then turns and follows the others inside.

Jack sadly watches her leave then looks at Colin. ‘The guy who came second at the State Championships was disqualified so I’m going to Nationals. You up for it?’

Colin is surprised to hear the news, but also happy about it. ‘You bet.’
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With Colin beside him, Jack knocks on the caravan’s door and a moment later Patrick opens it. ‘You’re the last stop on my Apology Tour.’ Jack does his best to sell it with a smile.

Patrick studies him for a long moment . . . then ushers them both inside.

Once he’s in the caravan Jack doesn’t beat around the bush. ‘I shouldn’t have said what I said to you. It was stupid and cruel. I was upset and took it out on you. I hope you can forgive me.’

Patrick takes a second to process it. ‘I can. Because it was true. You did get me out of this caravan and I appreciate that.’

Jack is surprised to hear that and tries to capitalise on it. ‘Do you want to get out one more time?’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The guy who came second at the State Championships was disqualified because he had a dodgy carburettor. So, I’ve been invited to Nationals in his place.’ It’s immediately clear to Jack that Patrick isn’t thrilled to hear this. ‘You seem less than excited.’

Patrick nods. ‘I am. Your accident was . . . unnerving, to say the least. I can’t go through something like that again. You’re too reckless and I don’t think there’s anything else I can say to change that. It’s why I was reluctant to help you in the first place.’

‘So why did you?’

Patrick thinks about this before he answers. ‘When I first saw you race, it was like I was watching myself, I guess. I thought I could help you avoid the mistakes I made.’

‘And what were they?’ Jack is desperate to know.

‘By trying to be fearless I became reckless and lost someone very close to me.’


Jack takes this in, then gestures to the photo of a young Patrick with the big hair standing beside another man that hangs on the wall. ‘Was it him?’
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Patrick nods and his expression turns grim. It’s hard for him to talk about. He’s not spoken about it for decades. A long moment passes, then he opens up. ‘Bruno Riedl was my teammate. And my mentor, really. We were at the test track in Spain, fine tuning before a Formula Three race. He was ahead. I tried an overtake. It was a risky move. Stupid, really. Unnecessary given it was a test session and not a race. Our wheels touched. One moment he was beside me and the next he was off the track and into the wall.’

Jack and Colin listen, clearly fascinated. Patrick sits down and stares out the caravan’s dusty window, lost in thought. Telling this story, his story, even thinking about it, exhausts him. Another minute passes, then he continues: ‘It didn’t even look like a big accident. It just . . . didn’t. I’d seen much bigger incidents where everyone walked away without a scratch.

‘Afterwards I tried to keep racing but my heart wasn’t in it. I couldn’t get excited about it any more. I wanted to forget, make another life. So, I moved here. But then I built this damn track because racing is the only thing I know so I never really could forget. And I’m not sure what kind of life I made.’

‘A good one.’ Jack takes Patrick by the shoulders and looks him in the eyes. Patrick finds it a little awkward but also strangely touching. ‘You’ve made a good life. You’ve taught me so much. You’ve made me better. You’ve gotta know that. Let me show you at Nationals.’

Patrick looks him in the eye then shakes his head. ‘I just . . . I can’t. I’m sorry. It’s over for me.’
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Jack accepts Patrick’s decision with a stoic nod. After hearing that story, he can’t blame the old man for never wanting to be involved in racing again.

Unfortunately, it means Jack’s hope of competing at Nationals is done and dusted. There’s no way he’ll be able to rebuild the wrecked kart and get it back on track without Patrick’s or Mandy’s help. Neither he or Colin have the skills to do that.

Once the reality of the situation sinks in, Jack finds it kind of depressing. No, actually, he finds it really depressing. And it’s all because of that stupid pass he made at State.
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In his caravan later that night, Patrick wears his headphones and has his eyes closed as he sits and plays his bass guitar, just as he’s done a million times before. He’s fixed the string the boy snapped so the instrument is back in rude health and sounds as funky as ever.

But, and it’s a big but, the music doesn’t carry him away like it has in the past. So, he stops playing, takes a breath, refocuses his energies, closes his eyes and starts again.

It’s not happening. And it’s extremely frustrating. He’s never had this problem before. He can always rely on this, on music, on playing his music, to chill him out and, most importantly, transport him to a place where he can forget. And he needs it today more than ever after telling the boys about Bruno and in doing so, remembering things he has tried half a lifetime to forget.

But it ain’t working. He opens his eyes and tries to understand why. It doesn’t take very long. As much as he doesn’t want Jack to make the same mistakes he made, is it really his place to stop him, a once-in-a-generation talent, from driving? Or, instead, should he guide him through this maze of a motorsport life, much like Bruno did for him?
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The next morning Jack waters the garden. With plenty of free time now that the karting thing is a memory, he’s helping his mum around the house. And he’s quite enjoying it. Doing extremely boring chores he doesn’t have to think about perfectly fits his current feeling of melancholy, which is a word that kind of means ‘sad’. He learned it during his quest to use betterer words so he’ll sound smarter. His quest is actually just him reading an online dictionary on his phone for ten minutes before he goes to bed at night, though he feels even doing that has really improved his vocabulary.

‘You know, if Bruce Wayne had fallen into a cave full of bears, things would have turned out quite differently.’ Jack smiles at Colin’s Batman joke. Since he turned up this morning, Colin’s been trying to raise Jack’s spirits with humour and weird observations while weeding the flowerbed, which, apparently, he finds relaxing.

‘What was the first thing I taught you?’

Jack hears the voice that is definitely not Colin’s and turns to find Patrick standing behind him. He’s surprised to see the old man, and also finds it a little weird, like if one of your school teachers turned up at your house, uninvited.

‘Do you remember?’

Jack thinks about the question. ‘You mean the thing about sinking the boat?’

Patrick shakes his head. ‘No, no, after that.’

‘How you don’t like backchat?’

‘No, no, before that.’

Jack thinks again. ‘How the investment of time and energy is too great to have one set back and lose heart?’

‘Actually, before that too.’

Jack has to think really hard. He’s running out of options. Then he remembers: ‘That I didn’t want a life in racing?’

‘Yes!’ The old man’s happy he’s finally got there. ‘Well, when I said that, I might have been–’


‘Talking about yourself?’ Jack finishes the sentence for him.

Patrick nods. ‘But it would seem, to my great surprise, that I don’t feel that way any longer. So, let’s fix that kart and win the race.’ Patrick turns and walks away, then looks back at the stunned Jack and Colin. ‘Come on. Chop chop! You’re burning sunlight.’

Thrilled, Jack and Colin follow. They don’t have to be asked twice.
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In the garage, Jack, Patrick and Colin repair the wrecked kart. They have to work long, hard and fast because there’s only three days before the National Championships, which will be held as a night race in Perth, and the kart is, to put it mildly, completely stuffed.

The rebuild is a struggle without Mandy. Jack soon realises she has an intrinsic understanding of not just how to put together a kart from its many parts, but, more importantly, how to put it together in a way that makes it quick. This is not a skill Jack, Colin or even Patrick possess.

The boys finish up at midnight on the night before the Nationals. Once the kart is loaded into the trailer for the trip to Perth the next day, Jack rides home. On the way, he passes the spot where the Busselton Fete was held. He looks across the parkland, which is now all but deserted as the rides are packed up before they move on to the next town. Jack’s eyes fall on the Ferris wheel as it’s dismantled and he thinks about his relationship with Mandy and how he so royally screwed it up. He really misses her, which takes him by surprise. He’s never felt that way about a girl before.

He works his phone and looks at the last message he sent her. She never replied to it. She clearly doesn’t want to talk to him. He wonders if she ever will.
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The next morning, Jack sits at the kitchen table and eats cereal, but now he takes his sweet time about it and doesn’t scoff it down like some kind of ravenous animal.

On the other side of the table a stunned Christie watches him. ‘Who are you and what have you done with my son?’

‘See? I do listen to you.’ Jack then glances at his watch. ‘Okay, gotta rock. Wish me luck.’ He stands and grabs his bag.


‘Luck. I’ll see you there. And please don’t crash into the wall again.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum – oh, that’s right. You have to ’cause it’s part of the job description.’

‘It is indeed.’ Christie stands and looks Jack in the eye. ‘And so is saying this: Go get ’em tiger.’

Jack accepts his mum’s directive with a happy nod, kisses her on the cheek then hightails it out of there.
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As the sun drops towards the horizon the Henderson Race Complex glitters like a jewel in the burnt orange light. It’s home to the National Championships this year and Jack couldn’t be more excited as he drives onto the track for the qualifying session. After a full day of travel and set up, it has taken until late afternoon for him to finally see some action.

Patrick stands beside Colin as they watch from within the capacity crowd that is squeezed in around the side of the track. After eight minutes, the chequered flag flies and the session is over. From the track’s public address system the announcer brings the crowd up to date on the quali results: ‘In the under sixteen KA2 division title favourite Dean Zeta qualifies first . . .’


The announcer drones on as Jack pulls his kart into his pit bay and looks up at a nearby TV monitor. He is both baffled and annoyed to see that he has qualified second last.

Second last!

That was his worst qualifying by far. He climbs out of the kart then Patrick and Colin help him lift the machine onto the waist-high work stand. They need to get a close look at it so they can work out why it’s so slow.

Jack studies the kart’s front end as he unsuccessfully searches for an answer to the problem. ‘The steering was all over the shop. It just wouldn’t turn in properly.’

Patrick inspects it closely. ‘I can’t see what’s wrong.’

‘Neither can I.’ Colin doesn’t know either.

Jack thinks about this for a moment. ‘I know someone who will.’
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At Christie’s store there’s a bit of a carnival atmosphere happening. You wouldn’t say That Place Where You Buy Milk & Stuff is going off, but it’s definitely the place to be in Busselton this fine evening. Everyone’s here, including a group of Christie’s customers and suppliers, various police officer mates of Barry’s, and Betsy, the mobility scooter-riding lamington lady, who has brought along a posse of her buddies. They all mill around, enjoying the complementary drinks and snacks as Barry finishes setting up the large projection screen so the race can be live streamed from the Karting Australia website.

From outside, Christie takes it all in. She loves the fact that the finished place looks so good. Jazzed, she performs a subtle air punch, just for herself.

‘Did you just punch the air to celebrate how well this place turned out?’

Christie turns to find the voice belongs to Barry. She smiles. ‘You bet I did.’

He laughs then glances at his watch. ‘You should get going. I have it covered here.’

And she knows, and trusts, that he does. ‘Thank you.’ She moves over and gives him a kiss. On the lips. It’s their first. It lingers, then a surprised Barry touches his moustache. He’s about to ask a question, but she answers it before he can. ‘No, it didn’t feel weird.’

Relieved, Barry smiles – then so does Christie. 
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In the Arise Racing pit bay Mandy works the coffee machine. Again. It’s interminably boring. She knows her dad wants her to pay her dues but this is the third National Championships where she’s been the coffee girl and it’s really annoying her now.

Her phone buzzes. She pulls it out, swipes it open and checks the screen. It’s a message.


Please turn to the left.



She turns to the left but sees nothing. Her phone buzzes again.


Sorry, I meant your other left.



She turns to the right and sees Jack thirty metres away. He waves. She doesn’t return the gesture and tries her best to ignore him, though, out of the corner of her eye, she sees him type into his phone again. A second later her phone buzzes.


Was the ‘turn to the left’ thing weird?



One part of her doesn’t want to answer, but one part of her, a small part, does. The truth is that working with Jack and Colin on the kart was the most interesting thing she’d ever done. It sure beat standing around, waiting to make coffee for people who aren’t as clever as her yet act like they’re all that. And another small part of her knows that she likes Jack, even though he’s a bit of dork and not super smart and often acts in a manner contrary to his own interests.

So she messages him back:


What do you want?



His reply comes quickly.


Can we talk?
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They meet in the narrow alley behind the scrutineering office at the rear of the track. Jack is thrilled to be close to Mandy again, though he doesn’t get the vibe that the feeling is mutual when the first thing she says is: ‘I only have a few minutes.’

He jumps straight in, talking a mile a minute: ‘Okay. I realise I stuffed up. I was handed the keys to the castle and I dropped them in the moat. You have every right to be annoyed. If I could go back and fix it, I would. But I can’t–’

‘What are you blabbing about?’ Mandy looks at him like he’s a crazy person.

He takes a breath. ‘What I’m trying to say, in my own ham-fisted way, is that right now our team needs you. And . . . I need you.’

She studies him. He’s certain she’s searching his face to see if he’s telling the truth and the apology is genuine. Her expression tells him she’s not sure.

‘I saw your qualifying and it was like watching a horror movie. You’re just saying that so I’ll fix your kart.’

Yep, she didn’t believe it so he’ll have to double down and try again. ‘Absolutely. Without you the kart blows chunks. But it’s also true that I’m sorry I stuffed up. Please, come back. Please.’

That’s the best he can do. He even tried to sound smarter by incorporating the word ‘ham-fisted’ into the conversation, which he found during his nightly dictionary reading sessions and thought was cool because it contained the name of his favourite lunch meat.

He’s not sure it’s enough.
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Mandy studies him for a long moment, then says: ‘Did you think adding the second please would make the difference between me saying yes or no?’

‘Yes. Yes, I did. Did it work?’

She finally puts out him out of his misery: ‘You get one more chance. Don’t screw it up.’

Jack’s face is a portrait of relief. ‘I won’t.’

‘I’m not kidding. This is it, man.’

He nods. She really hopes he understands that she’s dead serious. She’s giving him a second chance because he genuinely seems apologetic. And because, literally, she does not want to make another cup of coffee for the rest of her life. But mainly, she’s giving him a second chance because her kart drives like a pig on rollerskates without its chief engineer and she just can’t have that.
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‘Look who I found.’ A jubilant Jack sweeps into the pit bay with Mandy in tow. Patrick and Colin are relieved to see her, as they are clearly stumped at how to fix the kart’s handling issues. There are ‘hellos’ and ‘giddays’ all around, then Mandy moves to the vehicle and studies its front suspension. ‘So, it won’t turn in properly?’


Jack nods as Colin pipes up: ‘It looked like he was driving a box of cats.’

Jack glances at his watch. ‘There’s twenty minutes until the race. Can you fix it?’

She takes another look at the kart then pulls a spanner from her back pocket, holds it up and grins. ‘Of course, it’s me–’

‘What are you doing here?’

They all turn to the voice. It belongs to Mike, who enters the pit bay with Dean. Confused, Mandy’s dad takes in the scene before him, locks a steely glare on Patrick for a moment, then looks at his daughter as he waits for her answer.

Mandy takes a breath. She knew this was a possibility, though she had hoped, by some wild and crazy stretch of the imagination, that it would never eventuate. But that was always a bit of a long shot, especially in an open pit area like this, where everyone can see everyone and they all know she’s her father’s daughter. She thought she was prepared for it. But now that she’s faced with her dad, and brother, whom she’s sure was the one who blew the whistle on her and threw her under the bus, she’s unsure of how to answer the question.

Mike grows impatient. ‘Are you going to answer me?’


She will, when she knows what she’s going to say. Then she realises that, after all the sneaking around, she’s relieved that she can finally tell him the truth. Her truth. So, she points at the vehicle. ‘I’m the chief engineer of this kart.’

‘What?’ She knows that expression on her father’s face, but has only seen it a couple of times before. It’s the look of complete and utter disbelief. He is not a man who is easily surprised. He prides himself on knowing the answer to every question before he asks it.

Well, he sure didn’t know the answer to that one! 

Mike doesn’t respond so Mandy pushes on. ‘What did you think I was going to do? Wait around, sorting nuts and bolts for people who don’t take me seriously? Would you do that?’

‘No.’ There’s not a hint of doubt in his answer.

‘I didn’t think so.’ She takes another breath. ‘You never let me work on your kart, but we built this one using my ideas. It cost one-tenth the price of yours and it’s quick enough to beat it.’

Mike turns to leave. It’s like he’s not listening to her again. He gestures for her to follow. ‘Come on, Amanda. I’m not discussing this in front of strangers.’

This is the moment.


This is the moment her whole life has led up to. Does she stand her ground or does she leave with her father and miss out, not only on fixing the kart so it has a chance of winning, but of showing him that she’s so much more than he thinks she is.

‘They’re not strangers, Dad. They’re my team. And I’m not going anywhere.’

Mike stares at her for the longest, most silent moment she can remember, the disappointment and irritation that he cannot control her clear on his face. Then he leaves. Dean follows him out.

No one says anything for what seems like a year. Jack and Colin and Patrick just stare at Mandy, stunned and impressed. She can see it in their expressions as she exhales and tries to expel all her nervous energy in one breath. Saying that to her father was scary but also a great relief, like a weight has been lifted off her shoulders. ‘I’ve waited a long time to do that.’

‘And it was so impressive.’ Jack is genuinely happy for her.

As is Patrick. ‘Yes, well done, you.’

And the same goes for Colin. ‘“They’re not strangers, Dad. They’re my team.” Boom. That was epic.’


‘Thanks, guys.’ Mandy’s feeling a little self-conscious now and doesn’t enjoy it. So, she changes the subject to the one thing she isn’t self-conscious about. ‘Now let’s fix the kart and win this thing.’

She doesn’t have to ask twice. As one they turn to the machine and focus on it with a shared sense of purpose.
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In the Arise Racing pit bay, Mike has been unnerved by the encounter with Mandy. Even though he tries his best not to let it show, Dean can see it. He looks his father in the eye and demands his attention. ‘I need you to focus on me.’

Mike snaps out of his daze and studies his son. ‘Yes. Of course.’

Dean starts their regular pre-race pep talk. ‘I attack until I lead. I take no prisoners. I never concede. Whoever said winning isn’t everything is a fool who knows nothing. I am unbeatable.’

As always Mike mouths along with his son, but the words no longer make sense to him.
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Fifteen minutes later Mandy, Colin and Patrick rush the kart through the crowd. Jack hops along behind them as he pulls on his race suit while the announcer’s voice reverberates across the track. ‘The marshalling area is now closing for the KA2 final.’ The team clock the marshalling area ahead and the attendant who pulls its gate shut. They accelerate but it’s closing fast. They’re not going to make it in time.

‘Keep it open!’ Patrick’s booming voice pauses the attendant for just a second, but that’s all it takes. They slide through the gap.

Moments later Jack is zipped into his race suit as he takes in the spectators who stream into the already packed stands around the track. He doesn’t feel overwhelmed by the occasion, but he is nervous. His main thought is that he doesn’t want to let his team down. Again. Yes, they forgave him for his reckless mistakes on the track last time, but he can’t imagine they’d forgive him if he did it again. And that’s the thing. As much as he doesn’t want to do it again he’s not sure that he can control it.

‘You ready?’ Jack nods at Patrick’s question but his nervousness is obvious to the old man. ‘Just do your best – and try not to be reckless.’

Jack thinks about this. ‘I never try to be reckless, but sometimes it just . . . happens. This . . . anger . . . rises inside me and I don’t have control over it. It’s like I’m floating outside my body or something, watching myself . . . and I just have to win.’

‘It’s called “the red mist”.’

Jack looks at Patrick, flabbergasted. There’s that word again, but this time it perfectly describes what he’s feeling. ‘What? It has a name?’

Patrick nods. ‘Of course.’

‘So, I’m not the only one it happens to?’

Patrick almost smiles at this. Almost. ‘You are not.’

‘Then why am I only finding out about it now?’

‘Well, it’s the first time you’ve mentioned it so that might be one reason.’

Jack can’t believe it. ‘I call it the “freaky-deaky”, because that’s how it makes me feel.’ He pulls in a sharp breath, then continues: ‘I’ve never said that out loud to anyone because I thought they’d think I was crazy.’

‘Well, you’re not. And it happens to a lot of people. It happens to me. It happened to me all the time when I raced. If you’re going to have any kind of success on the track, or in life, you must learn to control it.’

‘How do I do that?’

‘For me, only one thing works: take a deep breath and count backwards from five.’

Jack stares at the old man like he’s cray cray. ‘Really? That’s it?’


Patrick shrugs. ‘Sometimes it’s the simple things that work the best.’

Jack finds that hard to believe but goes with it because, well, he doesn’t have another option at the moment. ‘All right. Good to know.’ A second passes, then: ‘So, are you going to give me a motivational speech?’

‘I think we established they’re not my strong suit. Hopefully this’ll make up for it.’ Patrick produces the old black helmet that Jack admired in the caravan. ‘I wore it when I raced.’ He passes it over.

Jack studies it, amazed. It’s beautiful – almost looks like a piece of art to him. ‘Dude, thank you.’

‘Now get to it. You’re burning sun . . .’ Patrick catches himself. ‘. . . moonlight. Chop chop. And don’t call me “dude”.’

They grin at that. Jack exchanges a warm fist bump with Colin then turns to Mandy. ‘Hold onto this for me, will you?’ He passes her the gorilla-in-a-dodgem-car key ring. She takes it with a warm smile. Jack then pulls on the helmet, climbs into the kart and looks back at Patrick, Mandy and Colin. His team. They each hold up three fingers. Remember the Rule of Three.

‘Got it.’ He understands what he must do. Now he just has to do it.


Jack waves to Christie within the packed crowd as he pulls his kart onto the track. Then he locks eyes with Dean in his kart. If looks could kill, they’d both be dead.
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The announcer’s voice reverberates from the track’s loudspeakers as he brings the capacity crowd up to speed. ‘This race is in the KA2 class for sixteen-year-olds and under. After twenty laps of racing, the winner will be crowned National Champion.’

As for starting positions, it’s the same old story. Jack is at the very back of the pack because he had a shocker in qualifying. And Dean begins at the very front because he had a ripper.

Two by two, the twenty-one karts buzz towards the start line. Then the kart engines spike in volume as the flag drops and the race is on! As always, the drivers fight for positions. Wheels clash as they attempt to hustle their karts to the front.

Jack quickly realises that it’s even tougher than the Regional or State Championships and he’s soon jostled backwards until he’s dead last. Dead last! He can’t believe it happened again.


He can only put it down to not having a lot of experience at this level of racing and, because of that, he’s always surprised at how rough and tumble the first lap can be. It’s the worst possible start so he quickly realises he’s going to have to do it the hard way once more.

So, he steels himself and gets to it. Over the course of the next ten laps he shows the crowd, and the karting world, and hey, the wider motor-racing community, exactly what he’s made of. He puts everything he learned from Patrick into action and slices past one kart after another. His hands are at nine and three on the steering wheel, he perfectly modulates his braking and he doesn’t snap the imaginary string between the steering wheel and accelerator. Of course, this time he’s going to have to finish the job. Passing other karts is one thing. Not spinning off and winning the race is something else, especially for Jack.

Jack reaches the top ten as the lap counter flips over to ten. He’s pleased with his progress, but the job is only half done so he recommits himself to the task at hand. Now it’s time to catch the leaders. He can see Dean clearly now. He’s cruising out front. He hasn’t had to battle through the pack so, compared to Jack, his race has been green lights and blue skies. As happened at State, once Jack moves into the top ten he doesn’t slice past the other karts as quickly or effortlessly as before because the quality of the drivers is higher. But you can still get it done if you’re better and Jack still believes he’s better.

By lap fifteen he has seven more karts under his belt as he reaches third place. Now he knows he could sit tight and no one would think any less of him. A top three finish at the National Championships would be quite the thing, a fitting reward for everyone who had tirelessly helped him to this point. But doing better than that would also be a fitting reward, wouldn’t it? Winning the whole thing would be the best reward, wouldn’t it? Jack thinks it is. He can see Dean’s kart clearly now. He still leads, but he hasn’t pulled away as much as Jack thought he would. He’s only about a kart length ahead of the driver in second place.

Jack tries to pass on the inside but Mr Second Place slams the door shut and doesn’t let him through. Jack’s frustration flares, then he remembers the Rule of Three.

Be patient. He watches the two leading karts take a corner. Analyse what the other drivers are doing. The kart in second drifts wide . . . and leaves the narrowest of gaps. And take advantage of any mistake. Jack surges down the inside and takes second as the lap counter flips over to twenty. 

This is the final lap.
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Within the crowd by the side of the track, Patrick, Mandy and Colin cheer Jack on. Mandy’s just happy that she no longer has to hide it from her father. 

They’re all tentatively hopeful. It’s going well so far but they’ve been here before and it’s always ended badly, so they watch with bated breath. Of the three, Colin is most on edge. His lisp has even returned. ‘He’s not going to do something stupid again, is he?’

Patrick and Mandy wish they knew.
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Dean leads while Jack is a close second. Jack tries to take the inside line, but Dean blocks him. Jack tries it again but there’s no way past. As they approach the final corner his frustration grows. And then the inevitable happens again. Just as he knew it would.

It’s freaky-deaky time. Or as Jack now thinks of it, freaky-deaky red-mist time. Time slows and his frustration shifts to anger as his body suddenly feels as light as air. The red hue tints his vision as the low drone fills his ears. It grows in intensity as his expression hardens into an absolute will to win. The fact that he now knows that he’s not the only one it happens to does not change how powerfully it effects him. 

But it does change how he deals with it.

Time speeds up as Jack takes a deep breath and counts backwards, just as Patrick taught him. ‘Five.’ Dean blocks the inside line again. ‘Four.’ Jack takes the outside line. ‘Three.’ Dean drifts wide to cover Jack’s outside move. ‘Two.’ Jack is pushed towards the marbles on the outside of the track. ‘One.’ Then the freaky-deaky red mist recedes . . . and the ghost car from his Grand Prix Challenge game appears beside him.

Jack looks at it, then looks again. Is he actually seeing it or is it some crazy dream? For a split second he ponders what to do. Pull over, take off his helmet and slap his face to wake himself up? Or drive this kart straight to the nearest hospital and receive a CAT scan to make sure his brain is functioning correctly?

Then the ghost car fakes a pass to the outside then cuts back hard and takes the inside line to slip past Dean’s kart.

It shows Jack the way.


Jack immediately shelves any plans to pull over or head to the hospital. Instead, he follows the ghost car’s lead. He fakes a pass to the outside. Dean moves to block it, but Jack cuts back hard and takes the inside line to slip past before Dean can do anything about it.

Jack pulls up beside the ghost car and looks inside. His father sits behind the steering wheel. He’s just as Jack remembers him, before the sickness wore him down, a good-looking, rough-and-tumble bloke. Jack’s favourite bloke. Seeing him only affirms how much he misses him. The loss is like a sharp pain in his soul. Yes, it hurts, but he never wants to lose that pain, because if he does, then maybe he will forget, no matter what his mum says, and he can’t have that.

Their eyes meet and his dad smiles. ‘Proud of you, mate.’

That’s all Jack needs to hear. And he knows he will never forget it. ‘Thanks, Daddio.’

And with that the ghost car fades away . . . and Dean’s kart drives into its spot as they round the final corner. Jack is ahead by a foot, if that, but this time Dean’s kart is on the outside of the track and close to the marbles. He steers away from them and swerves towards Jack’s kart. Their wheels are about to clash. Jack sees it and steers clear, but he hits the kerb, unsettling his kart, which starts to slide. Jack catches it, but it slows his momentum and as the corner ends, Dean takes the lead and pulls ahead.

Just.

The finish line looms before them.

There’s less than a foot between them.

Jack’s kart surges towards Dean’s kart.

They’re neck and neck.

The finish line is right there.

There’s nothing in it.

It’s oh so close.

Jack wins it by an inch.

He pumps a fist in the air as the chequered flag waves.
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And Christie does the same. ‘Yeah, baby! That’s my boy!’ She tells it to the crowd around her, beyond thrilled with Jack’s win and even happier with the fact that there was no scary slides or terrifying accidents and he’s all in one piece.

And Jack’s team goes off like a frog in a sock. Colin moonwalks back and forth in celebration while something profound shifts behind Patrick’s eyes. It’s like a dark cloud has been lifted from his shoulders, and his heart. He can’t decide which. Maybe it’s both. Whatever it is, he feels a lot better.

Beside him, Mandy feels a tinge of winner’s remorse. She’s thrilled for Jack, and she wanted this success to prove to her father that she had it in her, that she could do it, but now it’s done she hopes it hasn’t damaged their relationship, that he’ll be smart enough to understand why she did it. She wants something good to come of it, for their bond to be strengthened by it, not broken.

Only time will tell if that’s the case.

[image: image]

In Christie’s store the crowd cheers as one. A jubilant Barry gets carried away and kisses Betsy on the cheek. He’s very proud of Jack and feels that, by discouraging the boy from dough-nutting all over Busselton, he was a positive influence that helped guide him towards karting success. Or, he realises, that theory could be complete nonsense.
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The karts pull up in the pit area. Dean climbs out of his machine but is too disappointed to talk to his father and blows past him. Mike watches him go, then his eyes fall on Patrick and Mandy, who make their way towards Jack. Mike exchanges a respectful nod with Patrick then approaches his daughter. ‘That kart of yours is seriously quick.’

Mandy agrees. ‘And to think, it could have been yours.’

Mike looks her in the eye. ‘I’m sorry. For underestimating you. For the way I acted. For . . . everything, really.’

Mandy’s happy to hear it but she’s not going to let him off that easy. ‘You should be.’

‘I am.’ He steps forwards and embraces her.

It’s a surprise. A happy one, but a surprise, nonetheless. He’s never been a big one for hugging. A few seconds pass then she hugs him back. Then she pulls back and looks him in the eye. ‘Don’t do it again.’

He almost laughs, ‘I won’t.’

‘I’m not kidding, Dad. Never again.’

He nods, serious now. ‘I promise.’

Mandy’s mother sees this and exchanges a smile with her daughter as she approaches them with her arm around the still disappointed Dean.
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Jack is completely jazzed as he bounces out of his kart. He’s greeted with a high-five from Colin before Christie gives him a hug. ‘Well done, tiger.’

‘Thanks, Mamasita.’ Then he sees Patrick approach.

‘Did you count back from five?’

Jack nods. ‘Absolutely. And it worked beautifully.’

‘There you go. Told you.’ Then the old man looks him in the eye. ‘Well done.’

‘Thanks, dude.’ Jack steps forwards and gives Patrick a hug. It startles the old fella. He takes a moment then hugs Jack back. The boy is surprised to find it so touching, so much so that when they break off Patrick notices that his eyes are just the tiniest bit wet.

‘Didn’t I tell you there are no tears in motor racing?’

Jack nods. ‘You did, but you know what? I just don’t care.’ They smile at that, and Jack realises that now that he’s going to express his emotions a little more, it might mean that he sheds a tear every now and then, and if anyone has a problem with that, well, they’ll just have to get over it.

Then Jack sees Mandy and walks over to her. Even though there’s a huge crowd of spectators in the stands just metres away, it feels like they’re the only two people in the world. He takes her hands. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’


‘I know.’ Mandy grins, then leans forwards and kisses him.

Properly.

For the first time.

And Jack is flabbergasted.

Maybe he doesn’t mind that word after all.
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Ten minutes later, the top three drivers take their positions behind the victory podium as the announcer introduces the drivers. ‘In third place, Digby Gillespie. In second place, Dean Zeta. And in first place, and the new National Champion, Jack Hooper!’

The crowd roars as the drivers step onto the podium and are presented with their trophies. Dean turns to Jack and holds out his hand. Surprised, Jack shakes it. Maybe Dean’s a good sport after all.

Jack looks at the trophy for a moment, then lifts it high with one hand and points at his team with the other. He couldn’t have done it without them.
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Jack and his mum laugh about their new house, which is the colour of a sausage.
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At Mandy’s party, Jack and Colin check out the karts speeding around the track. Colin’s a bit worried about how fast they are, but Jack convinces him to have a go.
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Yee ha! Jack drives a kart for the first time. It’s a total rush and he loves every minute of it . . . 
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. . .  until he slides off at the final corner of the last lap and ends up in the dust.
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After the race, Mandy introduces herself to Jack. She thought he was pretty quick . . .  until he slid off at the final corner of the last lap and ended up in the dust.
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The team finish their kart’s first test drive on the Busselton Jetty.
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Mandy explains which part of the kart is which. Jack and Colin really have no idea about mechanical stuff.
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Mandy suffers through another one of her dad’s motivational speeches to Dean.
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The kart racing is close and hard at the Regional Championships.
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Jack has a cheeky plan to get Officer Barry to ask out his mum.
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Mandy and Jack have fun on their first date.
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Jack and Patrick take a quiet moment at the State Championships. They know the competition is going to be fierce.
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Jack makes another reckless move during the race. He ends up sliding off the side of the track so it doesn’t work out very well.
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At the National Championships Colin, Mandy and Patrick are on edge as they watch the race, hoping Jack doesn’t make yet another reckless move.
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A victorious Jack lifts his National Championship trophy high after a close win. He couldn’t have done it without his team.
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Sonia Borella, one of the film’s producers, with actor, Will Lodder.









Q & A WITH SCREENWRITER STEVE WORLAND




How did the idea for Go! come about?

Not long after the movie and book Paper Planes was released I was approached by the production company See Pictures to work on Go! They had an idea about making a go karting movie and I jumped at the chance because I love motorsport.

Were you always into racing or go karts?

I watched my first Bathurst 1000 when I was eight, with my dad, and I’ve watched every single race since. I also love Formula One racing, though I’ll happily watch any car race, no matter what it is.

I find go kart racing to be one of the most exciting types of motorsport because the racing is always very close and the karts are very similar so the winning driver has to rely on his or her talent rather than having better machinery.

So how long did it take to write the Go! script?

Overall we worked on the script for about two years. To begin, the producers, director and I had a two-day brainstorming session to flesh out the basic story, then I wrote a 20-page outline, almost like a short story version of the movie. After receiving notes, I wrote the 110-page screenplay. We continued to polish and work on the script right up until the first day of the shoot.

Just so you know, one page of a screenplay is equal to about one minute of a movie. So a 110-page screenplay will end up as a movie that is 110 minutes, or one hour and 40 minutes, long. 

How long did the movie take to make?

The movie took six weeks to shoot. But before that there were months and months of pre-production, when everything for the shoot needs to be organised and planned, then afterwards there were several months of post-production, where the movie is edited and the sound and music and special effects and titles and credits are created to make the finished film that you see at the movie theatre.

Did you work on the set during filming as well?

I worked on the script right up to the first day of the shoot with the director and actors. The director is in charge of the movie so my job as the screenwriter is to make the script just how he or she wants it to be.


Where did you film the movie?

It was filmed in Western Australia, in and around a small and very beautiful coastal town called Busselton.

[image: image]

Will Lodder and Darius Amarfio-Jefferson with the film’s director, Owen Trevor.

Was it difficult to film the racing scenes?

Yes, racing scenes always take a lot of time to shoot as you usually need to film the cars (or karts in this case) from many different camera angles, often from a moving vehicle that is also on the track.

This can take a long time to plan and map out before you actually shoot any driving, and can be affected by the weather, or the amount of light available on a day, or the time you have to shoot the scenes, or the equipment you use.


For example, sometimes you will want to shoot a racing scene with two or three cameras at once, which can give you more options when the movie is edited. But having more cameras means more people to operate them and more planning and expense.

Was it dangerous making the film?

It can be dangerous whenever you’re filming racing cars, or karts, so even when you’re working with professional stunt men and women, you must always take a lot of care to make sure the cast and crew are safe and secure.

This means working out exactly what is going to happen before it happens while you are shooting so there are no surprises, and if there is a surprise, there is a safety net so no one gets hurt.

[image: image]

Filming on the kart track.
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Filming on the Busselton Jetty.

What’s the processes of writing a book like? How is it different to writing a movie script? 

Movies and books are very different to write. To start with, books are much longer than scripts. They need a lot more detail and description.

A movie script is much shorter than a novel, almost the length of a short story, or a novella, in comparison. In a script you write the most brief, concise description you can. The director will then take that and use it as a springboard for his or her own creativity.

When you write a movie, the director will visually interpret your words and ideas and make them into their own.


As a screenwriter, you are creating a blueprint for someone else’s work of art. Whereas, with a book, you are the only author of the story. 
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Will Lodder and Owen Trevor on set.
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Cast members Will, Anastasia and Darius.









Q & A WITH ACTOR WILLIAM LODDER (WHO PLAYS JACK)
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How did you get into acting? 

I started as a kid, doing a lot of plays during school and my parents thought it would be a good idea to get me an agent. I’m a big movie buff and I wanted to get into cinema and film. I started with commercials and photoshoots, and now I’m here.

What were your first thoughts when you read the script of Go!?

I really enjoyed the script. It was unique and quirky – which is the way Steve Worland writes. I originally auditioned for the role of Dean but I realised that maybe I wasn’t the right fit for that role. But I actually really liked Jack’s character and we were very alike in our paths.

What was one of the more difficult aspects of the filming process?

Probably the night shoots. It got really cold at night in Western Australia, where we were filming, and really warming during the day so that was probably the most difficult bit.

What’s a day on set like for you? 

I’d usually start the day in the make-up trailer for about half an hour and then I’d probably hang out with Darius (who played Colin), listening to crappy music until we were called onto set. It totally depended on the day though because you could be waiting around for a few hours and then only shoot for 30 minutes so there was a lot of downtime.

Was it difficult to film the scenes where your character is racing in the kart?

Sometimes. When we were filming the kart scenes it could be difficult to communicate. I had a stunt double and we were often in a two-seater kart. So he would be getting information through his mic and headphones, and he’d tell me what the direction was. But the karts are really loud so if he’s shouting something like, ‘Be more happy!’ it was difficult to hear it. Sometime it would take a few laps around the track.

The character you play, Jack, gets the racing bug. Do you have any hobbies that you’re passionate about?

I’m really into acting, and I’m also a big fan of photography. I started doing photography before I got into acting. I like to go to places I haven’t been before and shoot random stuff that I find interesting. It’s more for me personally rather than something I share with other people.









Q & A WITH ACTOR ANASTASIA BAMPOS (WHO PLAYS MANDY)
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How did you get into acting? 

As a kid I was quite the performer, and I performed a lot for my family and anyone who was willing to watch. So as I got older it kind of felt natural to get into acting. I found it really fun and I like working with groups of people.

What were your first thoughts when you read the script of Go!?

I thought it was amazing and I couldn’t put it down. I knew that I had to be Mandy. I thought – I want to be Mandy just because the character really resonated with me. The script was amazing and just made sense in my head and all came together.

What drew you to Mandy as a character? 

There’s a lot to Mandy – she’s intelligent and she knows everything there is about go karting. She’s fearlessly determined to be a chief engineer and I think that’s quite beautiful at her age to have that strength to know what you’re going to do with your life. I also think that in some communities there is a gender stereotype for a certain role and Mandy doesn’t care about that. She is so willing to break those gender stereotypes and when I first read the script I knew she was going to be an amazing role model – and that thought stuck with me.

The behind-the-scenes photos show the cast and crew having a lot of fun. What was your favourite part of filming Go!?

Oh there were so many amazing things during this shoot that I don’t think I could put it down to just one favourite but the setting of the film in Western Australia was so beautiful. Being able to film on the Busselton Jetty was absolutely breathtaking! Also being able to work with an amazing cast and crew was a real highlight – everyone was really supportive and friendly and up for a laugh, which made working really easy.

Why do you think people will like this story? 

This story is really fun and super engaging. It’s light-hearted but deals with some serious issues as well. To an extent, everyone feels like a bit of an outcast at some point so when these three outcasts come together to make this super group, it’s a really uplifting thing to experience and people will relate to that.

Do you have any hobbies that you’re passionate about?

I really like creating – it’s my outlet. I like writing, it’s a passionate hobby of mine. And performing of course!









Q & A WITH ACTOR DARIUS AMARFIO-JEFFERSON (WHO PLAYS COLIN)
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What drew you to Colin as a character?

I think the development that Colin goes through and the things he has to overcome is what made me gravitate towards him. He’s a great kid and he has the best intentions so it’s amazing to see him stand up for himself and his friends in the story.

Had you ever been karting before you began filming this movie? Are you a good driver?

Well, my mum would say that I’m not a great driver because I just got my Learner Licence and she refuses to take me driving. But I have been go karting before and it was great fun!

The behind-the-scenes photos show the cast and crew having a lot of fun. What was your favourite part of filming Go!?

The best part of the filming process was getting to know everyone on and off set. It was a great experience. Everyone was really friendly so it made it very easy to go to work every day.


Why do you think people will like this story? 

There’s something in this film for everyone. Kids are going to really enjoy the racing scenes and adults might enjoy the music – and people in between might enjoy the relationships that come out of this story in the end.

What’s a day on set like for you? 

There’s no real typical day when you’re filming – that’s the beauty of acting for me. Some days you could be sitting around for a few hours before you shoot anything or other days you might shoot scene after scene after scene until you’re finished. It’s the unpredictability that makes it fun.

Many of the characters in this movie are passionate about racing and mechanics. Do you have any hobbies that you’re passionate about?

In my free time I usually hang out with my mates, play video games, listen to music, make music and skate.
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This book would not be possible without the help of a great many people. They include the remarkable gang from See Pictures: Jamie Hilton, Sonia Borella, Michael Pontin, Isabel Stanfield, Anna Davis and Ester Harding. I’d also like to thank the stellar cast and crew of Go!, led by the director Owen Trevor. And a big shout out to everyone at Roadshow, including Joel Pearlman, Edwina Waddy, Gabrielle Oldaker, Emma Micklewright and Seph McKenna.

At Puffin, I must thank my amazing editor Jess Owen and brilliant publisher Lisa Riley. And, of course, my wonderful agents, on the book side the extraordinary Selwa Anthony, ably assisted by Linda Anthony, and on the film side the marvellous Kate Richter, ably supported by Emily Stokes.


I must also thank my family and friends for being so loving and supportive, but mostly Holly and Georgie for putting up with me!
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Steve Worland wrote the screenplay for the smash hit Australian family film Paper Planes with director Robert Connolly, won the ACCTA award for best original screenplay for the same film, and adapted the movie into a bestselling novel for young readers.

Steve has written screenplays for Working Title, Icon Productions and The Jim Henson Company, worked in script development for James Cameron’s Lightstorm Entertainment and wrote Fox Searchlight’s Bootmen, which won five ACCTA awards. Steve also wrote the action-comedy telemovie Hard Knox for New Line Television, episodes of the Southern Star action series Big Sky and the Saturn award-winning 


Farscape. He is the author of the action-adventure novels Velocity, Combustion and Quick as well as the charity joke book The Bloke-a-saurus, which he wrote with his brother, Gus.
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