

[image: image]






About the Book




A CRAZY collection of funny short stories from the WACKY mind of bestselling THAI-RIFFIC! author, Oliver P, featuring characters who are all finding a way to step up and be BRAVE.









 

[image: image]








[image: image]








[image: image]


Cover




About the Book




Title Page




Dedication




The Boy with 1000 Names




Chess Nuts




Quaranteen




The First Dog on Mars




Sweet and Sour




The Ghost Writer




New International Day




Double Bed Dreams




The Man Who Lives on Slaughterhouse Road




Super-essential Thai-riffic!




Brain Freeze




Melted Chocolates




Brainstorming Brain Freeze




Oliver P’s Story Cube




About the Author




Books by Oliver Phommavanh




Imprint




Read more at Penguin Books Australia











To Mum and Dad for supporting my cHEwY journey for the last 10 years.
 And to my sister, Anna, for her love and cheers for each milestone.









[image: image]




In the not-too-distant future, there was a boy named Joel.

But he didn’t know for how long.

He had no idea if Joel was going to be his name tomorrow.

Joel lived in a time where parents were allowed to change their kids’ names, and it was done with an app on their phone. It was installed by the National Naming Network on the birth of a child and the rules were simple. No rude words. No brands. You couldn’t use the same name twice. You could only change a name once a day.

It was quite rare for a kid to have just one name in their lifetime. Joel’s friends had had up to five names, though by the time they started school, their parents had settled on a final name.

But not for Joel.


His parents were particularly picky about his names. By the time Joel was eleven, he’d already had hundreds of names.

Yesterday his name had been Henrick.

The day before that, Braxton.

Last Monday, it had been Tumbawamba.

That was a gruesomely long day for Joel.

Then his parents got really creative on their phone’s keypad and called him #1[image: image] because he had the number 1 smile. But that name only made him more like #1[image: image]. He worried his next name might also be his phone number.

At school, Joel found it easier to wear a sticker label with his name on it, so his teachers and friends would know what his name was that day.

On Saturday evening, Joel and his parents were having dinner and chatting about names. It was all they ever talked about. Joel’s dad was resting his elbows on an open book of names.

‘How about Thompson?’ Joel’s dad asked.

Joel’s mum stabbed her fork into a chicken piece. ‘I like half of that name,’ she said.

‘Which half?’ Joel’s dad asked.

‘The second half,’ Joel’s mum said. ‘Son . . .’

‘Because we have a son! I like that chain of thought.’ Joel’s dad clapped his hands. ‘Okay, how about Stevenson?’


‘Fennelson?’ Joel’s mum suggested.

‘Sunnyson?’

Joel thought about the hundreds of names that his parents had given him. Some of them were good names like Timmy or Neil. He liked Neil a lot. He thought he looked like a Neil.

Joel’s dad reached over to the kitchen bench and grabbed another book with colour names.

Joel winced. Colours were the worst. So far he’d had to endure Brown, Moss and Coal.

‘Mmmm,’ Joel’s dad said, flicking through the book. ‘How about Ivory?’

‘I-vo-ry, I-vo-ry, I-vo-ry,’ Mum chanted loudly, as though her son was a soccer star.

There was a knock on the door and everyone jumped.

‘Who could that be?’ Joel’s dad said, walking to the door.

‘It might be the neighbours complaining about Mum’s chanting,’ Joel muttered.

Joel’s dad opened the door to a small man in a grey trench coat.

‘Hello,’ the man said, his eyes looking a bit scary through his tiny diamond-shaped glasses. ‘I’m Agent Crown from the NNN.’

‘What?’ Joel’s dad asked.


Agent Crown took out his badge and flashed it around. ‘That’s the National Naming Network –’

‘Yes, yes, I know. You were the ones who gave us the app,’ Joel’s dad said. ‘I mean, what is this about? We’ve followed all the guidelines.’

‘This is about your son, Joel,’ Agent Crown said. ‘Did you know that this is his thousandth name?’

‘Oh wow!’ Joel’s dad yelled, jumping on the spot. ‘Do we get a medal?’

Agent Crown gave him a steely look. ‘Nobody has ever reached a thousand names. It is unacceptable.’ He took out a letter from the inside of his coat. ‘I’m afraid we have to suspend your naming licence. You will need to see a naming doctor at the NNN centre to get it back.’

With that, Agent Crown turned and left.

Joel’s parents were devastated.

For the first night in forever, Joel went to bed knowing what his name would be tomorrow. It was the best sleep he’d had in years.

On Monday afternoon, Joel’s parents took him along to the NNN centre, which was a large white building that could have been mistaken for the world’s largest washing machine.

Joel’s dad marched up to the receptionist’s desk. ‘We’d like to make an appointment with a naming doctor,’ he said.


‘Which one?’ the receptionist said.

Joel’s mum almost leapt over the counter. ‘Whoever is available now. It’s an emergency!’ She pointed to Joel. ‘My poor son is stuck with such a hideous name.’

Joel’s dad reeled her back in with his arm. ‘Honey, to be fair, we did pick his name.’

Joel was trying to hide in a corner of the waiting room, a magazine from the rack covering his face.

The receptionist checked her diary. ‘Dr Woods is free right now.’

‘We’ll take it!’ Joel’s mum said.

The receptionist beeped Dr Woods, who soon appeared.

‘Hello, Lai family?’ she asked.

Joel’s parents nodded and they all followed the doctor into her office. Dr Woods sat behind her desk, frowning and exclaiming as she read through the information on her computer screen.

‘You both need intensive training in name choosing,’ she said, staring at Joel. ‘Your child has had some terrible names.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Joel said.

Joel’s dad folded his arms. ‘Come on, we’re not that bad.’

Dr Woods glanced at her screen. ‘Two years ago, you gave him the name Mackyroo,’ she said.


Joel’s mum laughed. ‘Yes, I told my husband that name was silly.’

Dr Woods pointed at Joel’s mum. ‘You once gave your son the name Onion.’

‘I thought it was cute,’ Joel’s mum said. She nudged Joel in the ribs. ‘Besides, Joel has so many layers inside.’

Joel got teary. The day he was named Onion was also the first day of school camp. A few cheeky boys found some mouldy onions from the camp kitchen and hid them under his pillow. Even after Joel’s parents changed his name, the stench still hung around him like onion breath.

‘Let’s start with the basics,’ Dr Woods said, fetching a red bucket hat from a hook behind her. She flung the hat on the table. ‘I want you to give this hat a name.’

Joel’s mum scoffed. ‘You’re serious?’

‘I’m very serious, we’ll start with hats and then you can move onto cats,’ Dr Woods said, taking out her notebook.

Joel’s dad spun the hat on his finger. ‘I’d name this Fred, because it looks like my fishing hat.’

Dr Woods jotted down some notes. ‘You go fishing with a person named Fred?’ she asked.

Joel’s dad shook his head.

‘You went fishing in a place called Lake Fred?’ Joel asked.


‘No,’ Joel’s dad said.

‘Then why Fred?’ Dr Woods said, dropping her pen.

Joel’s dad shrugged. ‘It just popped into my head.’

‘I’ll have a go,’ Joel’s mum said, sniffing the hat. ‘How about Fish Guts?’

Joel’s dad yelped. ‘We can’t call our kid Fish Guts?’

‘I was talking about the hat.’

Joel raised his hand. ‘Can I have a go?’ he asked.

Dr Woods pushed the hat towards Joel.

Joel picked it up. ‘Mmmm, how about Rusty?’ he said.

Dr Woods smiled for the first time. ‘Well, it’s better than Fish Guts.’ She stood up. ‘Follow me.’

Dr Woods took them to the cat room, which was literally a room filled with cats. The National Naming Network liked to keep names simple, unlike Joel’s parents.

‘Wow, it’s like one of those cat cafes,’ Joel’s mum said. ‘The ones where you can drink coffee and hang out with cats.’

Dr Woods smiled. ‘Yes, these cats love being around people. I want you to walk up to a cat and give it a name.’ Dr Woods turned to Joel. ‘Do you want a go too?’

‘Why?’ Joel asked.

‘Because, your parents may have passed down their bad naming skills onto you,’ Dr Woods said with a wink. ‘I need to know for sure.’


Joel grinned and went in after his mum and dad.

Joel’s dad chased after a black and white cat. ‘Come here, Cookies and Cream.’

Dr Woods jotted in her notebook. ‘That’s a good start.’

Joel’s mum wandered over and picked up a cat and stroked its light brown coat. ‘Hello, Latte.’

Joel noticed a stray cat in the corner of the room, clawing at the wall. ‘What’s wrong?’ Joel said, as he bent down to pick him up. ‘I’m going to call you Wild Paws.’

Meanwhile, Joel’s parents were naming cats left, right and centre.

‘Hi, Cinnamon,’ Joel’s dad said.

‘Come over here, Expresso,’ Joel’s mum said.

‘Hey, Earl Grey.’

‘Frappe.’

‘Chai.’

Dr Woods called them over. ‘Thanks, Mr and Mrs Lai.’ She looked at Joel, who was still playing with Wild Paws. ‘Let’s go, Joel.’

Joel waved at Wild Paws. ‘Nice meeting you.’

Joel tugged at the doctor’s coat. ‘Where do you find all these cats?’

‘We get them from the animal shelter,’ Dr Woods said. She stared at Joel’s crinkled forehead. ‘Don’t worry, they’re well looked after here.’


‘I think we were on a roll,’ Joel’s dad said.

‘Yeah,’ Joel muttered. ‘You should have had a cat first.’

Dr Woods hissed at Joel’s parents. ‘You were naming those cats after drinks?’ she said.

Joel’s mum laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, you can’t drink a cat.’ She licked her lips. ‘I would kill for a coffee though.’

Dr Woods took them down to a cafe in the building’s foyer. Dr Woods sipped her coffee and put her notepad away.

‘Let me ask you something,’ she said. ‘Why do you keep changing Joel’s name?’

Joel’s mum played with the coffee froth along the mug’s rim. ‘We’re just looking for the perfect name,’ she said.

Joel’s dad chipped in. ‘We want our son to have the perfect name because we love him so much.’

Joel quickly looked down at his hot chocolate, trying to focus on the creamy sweetness, rather than the squirmy emotions he was feeling.

Dr Woods sighed. ‘I’m sorry. You both need more intensive work on your naming skills,’ she said. ‘I think I have to give the naming licence to someone else.’

Joel’s mum got teary. ‘Not a caretaker . . . I don’t want anyone to take Joel away.’


Joel’s dad put a hand on her shoulder. ‘They may take the name Joel, but we’ll still have our son,’ he said.

‘I’m not giving the naming rights to a caretaker,’ Dr Woods said. She looked at Joel. ‘Joel, you can choose your own name.’

‘Really?!’ Joel said, gulping down the last of his hot chocolate. ‘Is that allowed?’

‘Only in special circumstances,’ Dr Woods said, with a smile. ‘It’s obvious that your parents don’t know how to give you a name you like.’

Joel glanced across at his parents. They looked like a pair of deflated beachballs – like they’d failed a million spelling tests in a row. Well, they did fail a whole bunch of naming tests.

Joel closed his eyes for what felt like ages, but was only a few seconds. ‘I don’t want to choose my own name,’ he said.

‘Are you sure?’ Dr Woods asked. ‘You can finally choose something that you’re not ashamed of.’

Joel’s mind skipped across the list of dud names – Onion, Chunder, Synergy, #1[image: image] – like a pebble across the water. But when he opened his eyes, he said, ‘I’d rather have a bad name chosen by my parents than any I might choose for myself. I’m happy to wait until my parents get their licence back.’


Joel’s mum and dad both went in for a hug.

‘Are you sure, sweetie?’ Joel’s mum said. ‘We won’t be offended if you choose your own name.’

Joel’s dad sniffed. ‘Maybe it would be for the best,’ he said.

‘I want you guys to give me a name,’ Joel said. ‘And I’m okay with Joel.’

The doctor’s glasses suddenly got all foggy. ‘How about we meet again next month?’ she said. ‘I can reassess you both then.’

Over the next few weeks, Joel helped his parents with their naming skills. Every evening after dinner, as Joel was doing his homework, his parents would give names to things around the house. Joel checked their names to see if they were on the right track.

‘Dad, why did you name the toaster, George?’ Joel asked.

‘It reminds me of a guy back in school, he was wide as a toaster,’ Joel’s dad said.

Joel ticked it off his list. ‘Great, and Mum, would you like to introduce us to your pet ants?’

Mum tapped the plastic lunch box, which had three ants inside. ‘These little guys are Caroline, Lifty and Crawlie,’ she said. ‘Because they carry and lift things, plus they crawl around.’

‘Cool,’ Joel said. ‘Why Caroline though?’


‘It just sounded nice,’ Joel’s mum said. ‘Do you think that’s okay?’

Joel cleared his throat. ‘Caroline, Caroline, Caroline,’ he sang at the top of his lungs. ‘Yeah, that works.’

Joel’s mum squeezed him tight, before they sang out Caroline one more time.

A month later, Joel and his parents went back to see Dr Woods. She took Joel’s parents over to the dog room, a room filled with yappy puppies and small dogs. Joel’s parents took turns naming them all and Dr Woods beamed with pride. ‘Outstanding!’ she said.

They went back to the cafe, where Joel was waiting for them.

‘You’ll get your naming licence back soon. It should pop on your phone’s app in an hour,’ Dr Woods said.

That night, Joel’s parents went into Joel’s bedroom to tuck him in.

‘Thanks for all your help,’ Joel’s dad said.

Joel noticed the book of names under his arm. ‘I hope you choose a good name for me,’ he said.

‘We’re not changing your name anymore,’ Joel’s mum said.

‘The name Joel reminds us of the time you taught us how to name things properly,’ Joel’s dad said. ‘And not to take names for granted.’


‘Plus, for weeks I’ve been singing “Joel” whenever I’m in the car,’ Joel’s mum added.

Joel tapped the book. ‘What’s this for then?’

‘We’re thinking of getting a cat,’ he said. ‘So, we’re doing some research.’

‘I know a great place to get a cat, too,’ Joel said. He hoped that scraggy cat, Wild Paws, was still at the cat room back at the NNN centre.

Joel wiggled his toes. ‘So, I’m going to be Joel forever?’

‘Yes,’ Joel’s mum said. ‘Is that okay?’

‘It may not be as good as Neil,’ Joel said. ‘But it’s mine and you both picked it, so it’s exactly the right fit.’

Joel dozed off and had the best sleep ever. It was the kind of sleep that kids with a forever name had.

The next week, Joel’s parents went to the NNN centre, where Dr Woods was more than pleased to see them adopt a cat. Joel wanted to name it Wild Paws but it didn’t quite fit anymore, so Joel’s mum decided to go for Nibbles. Well, it was Nibbles on that day. The following day, it was Ratchet, and then the day after, it was Gold Dust. Joel felt a bit sorry for his pet cat, but he was sure that his parents would get it right, eventually.
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My dad loves his sports. On the weekends, he’s the kind of dad who goes crazy, cheering from the sidelines.

This Saturday morning is no different.

‘Come on, Danny,’ Dad screams. ‘Smash him, hit him harder, hit him harder.’

‘Shhhh,’ I say. ‘I’m playing chess here.’

I only joined the Chess Nuts six weeks ago, after Dad encouraged me to join a team sport. Chess was the last thing I expected to see on a list of sports. For Dad, chess didn’t even make his list. But the Chess Nuts were the only sporting team in Sterling that would take me in. Mum says she’s happy because chess isn’t a dangerous sport. The only thing that was hurt was Dad’s ego.

Every Saturday morning, he takes me to the chess games in the hall at Sterling High School. He stands on the sidelines and screams whenever I make a move.

I’m not talking about just chess moves either. One time I scratched my nose and Dad leapt out of his seat to pump his fist. I think Dad only wanted me to play a sport so he could do his second favourite thing in the world – cheering.

I wish I could give Dad a reason to cheer. But I suck at chess. Today’s opponent, Peri, is tearing me apart, piece by piece.

First, she takes away my bishops, then my knights. Then she picks off my pawns like grapes from a vine.

‘You can’t let her do that,’ Dad yells. ‘Fight back!’

I shake my head. What does he expect me to do – throw a chess piece in her face?

Mr Wilson, the match referee, blows his whistle. He didn’t used to have a whistle, not until Dad started coming to games. ‘No coaching from the sidelines.’

‘Trust me, I’m not,’ Dad says. ‘I don’t know anything about this sport.’

‘Checkmate,’ Peri says.

I stare back at the board. Dad must have distracted me and she swiped away my last piece when I wasn’t looking. That’s six losses in a row. I shake hands with Peri and walk away from the table, head lowered.

The Chess Nuts’ coach, Mrs Denton, pats my shoulder. ‘Nice loss, Danny,’ she says.

It’s a nutty thing for a coach to say. Then again, Mrs Denton is a nutty coach. She’s a sweet old lady but at least I know why we’re called the Chess Nuts.

I sit on the bench and watch my four other teammates finish their games. I may have lost, but we only needed three wins to beat Peri’s team. We end up winning 4–1. I feel like an anchor holding the team down.

After the games, Sanchita is pointing fingers at all of us. ‘Nick, why did you give up your pawns so easily?’ she says. ‘Laila, your knight moves are sloppy and Benjamin, you didn’t follow my training drills, and Danny . . .’ Sanchita stops in front of me. ‘Well, you just need to improve in everything.’

I look at down at my shoelaces. ‘Thanks for the pep talk.’

‘Gee,’ Nick says. ‘Imagine if we’d lost.’

‘Today’s team was below us on the competition table,’ Sanchita says. ‘But a superior team like the Castlepaine Chess Club would stomp all over us.’

Forget Mrs Denton; Sanchita is the real coach around here. If she could clone herself another four times, she wouldn’t need any of us around.

Mrs Denton hands us each a cookie, like we’ve just performed some tricks. ‘Nice try today, my Chess Nuts,’ she says.

I wave goodbye to my team and meet Dad at the school gates.


Dad and I look at each other. ‘What were you doing?’ we both blurt out together.

‘Nothing,’ I say first. ‘You were the one distracting me – again.’

Dad takes off his Wests Chargers cap. ‘I was cheering you on,’ he says.

‘This isn’t a Wests Chargers game, Dad.’ I walk past him to the car. Dad thinks chess is like rugby league.

Actually, he thinks everything is like rugby league. He’s taken me to a few Wests Chargers games every year since I was little, always telling me that I’ll be playing rugby league one day too.

But as much as I like rugby league, I can’t play it. Coaches at school and at the Sterling Falcons tell me the same thing. I’m too skinny. I’m too slow. They were being nice. I’m basically hopeless. I’m twelve but I wouldn’t even make the Under Eights side.

It’s not just rugby league either. I’m terrible at soccer, basketball, cricket . . . you name it, I stink at it. I’m an non-sporting all-rounder. I think that’s why Dad supports me every week. Chess is better than nothing at all. Even if Dad thinks chess is just slightly above nothing.

Dad starts the car. ‘You need to train more,’ he says. ‘How often does your nutty chess club train?’

‘Only every Wednesday in the library,’ I say.


‘Maybe you can train more at home then.’

We get home in time for lunch. Mum’s making us sausage sandwiches, which is Dad’s favourite thing to eat at Wests Chargers games. He’s gutted that there’s no sausage sizzle at the chess games. That’s the only thing we can both agree on.

‘How was the game, dear?’ Mum asks.

‘Danny got smashed,’ Dad says.

Mum gasps. ‘What?’ She runs up to me and rubs my cheeks. ‘Are you okay?’

I dodge her thumbs. ‘I’m fine, Mum. I just lost. Again.’

‘You’re a step closer to your first win,’ Mum says.

‘It feels like I’m running away from it.’ I take my sausage sandwich and drown it with tomato sauce.

After lunch, I help Dad tidy up in the back shed. He’s got rugby league on the radio in the background. Great, now I’m being yelled at by the screaming commentators. This is where Dad learnt some of his best cheers.

As I’m sweeping the dust, I spot my rugby league gear, poking out of a garbage bag in the corner. I only wore it once when Dad made me go to the tryouts. Mum went all out with the safety equipment: a mouthguard, knee pads, elbow pads, shoulder pads and chest guard under my jersey. If we’d been allowed to wear floaties, she would have got me those too.


Dad took a photo of me wearing all the gear, looking more like a crash-test dummy than a rugby league player. It was the closest I’ll ever get to playing rugby league because I flunked the tryouts.

I pick up the bag and sweep underneath it.

‘I’m thinking of giving that equipment to Erik,’ Dad says. ‘It’s just a waste of space here.’

Eric’s my cousin, who’s only nine and is much better than me at sports.

‘Why did you buy all that before I went to the tryouts?’ I ask.

‘I thought if you looked the part, the coach would let you in,’ Dad says. He wheels out the lawnmower to start on the grass in the backyard.

I go back into my room and practise chess, playing against myself. It’s the only time I can win.

When Dad finishes the lawn, he comes into my bedroom, smelling like grass clippings, to watch me train. He picks up a chess piece shaped like a horse.

‘What’s this piece?’ he asks.

‘It’s called a knight, Dad.’

‘Hmm.’ Dad stares at the horse’s eyes. ‘You should use him more often. He looks fast, like a winger in footy.’

‘He can only move in an L shape.’ I show Dad how he moves on the chessboard.


Dad’s eye twitches. ‘Why? Is he a loser?’

‘I dunno, Dad,’ I say. I flick through my chess playbook, looking for an answer. It was already tricky enough getting on top of the basic rules.

Dad has his hands on his hips. ‘I’ve seen the way you play chess out there, Danny,’ he says. ‘You need to play rough.’

‘Chess is a non-contact sport,’ I say. ‘The only contacts are the ones in some players’ eyes.’

‘No, I mean you need to find a way to get under your opponent’s skin,’ he says.

I laugh. ‘I’m not a parasite.’

A smile creeps up on Dad’s face. ‘You know, JQ used to get into people’s minds before a big league match.’

I nod. Jeremy Quinn was Dad’s favourite player in the Wests Chargers. Jeremy helped the Chargers win their only premiership in fifty years. I still remember watching the grand final on TV with Dad. It’s the only time I’ve seen him cry.

‘So, you want me to be the JQ of chess?’ I ask.

‘It might help your nutty team to get some grunt,’ Dad says.

Should I toughen up in my chess games? Maybe it’s the only way for me to win.
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After school on Wednesday, I walk over to Sterling library for training with the Chess Nuts. Mrs Denton has set up three chess sets in one of the meeting rooms. There are five of us, so she plays against one of us.

I’m paired up with Sanchita and I watch her eyeballs dart across the chessboard as she plans the moves in her head first. I move my pawn up a space and she thumps the table, shaking the pieces.

‘Wrong move,’ Sanchita says. ‘You need to be more aggressive.’

Now she sounds like Dad. Sanchita has enough grunt for all the Chess Nuts.

‘Instead of reacting to a move, you’ve got to make it first,’ Sanchita says. She sets up the pieces for a fresh game. ‘Go on, try it.’

I look at my pieces. I usually move up a pawn by two spaces in the middle. I close my eyes. What would Dad say to me? Actually, make that, what would Dad scream at me?

‘Smash him! Hit him harder!’

I move my knight piece in an L shape first.

‘Nice,’ Sanchita says. She moves one of her pawns and I snap it up with my knight in my next move.

‘Did you do that on purpose?’ I say.

‘I’m only helping you out,’ she says. ‘I just want you to . . .’


‘Win?’

‘Lose less,’ Sanchita says, with a smile creeping on her face.

[image: image]

Another two weeks fly by and my losing streak moves to eight. But as Sanchita says, I’m losing less moves – or as Mum says, I’m a few steps closer to my first win. Dad just tells me I’m lucky I haven’t been dropped yet. I guess the Chess Nuts need me to fill up a spot.

The main thing is, I’m still part of a winning team, so Dad’s happy to cheer me on. We move up to third on the competition table. Going into the semifinals, we’re up against the undefeated team, Castlepaine Chess Club’s Triple Cs.

At our final training session before the game, Mrs Denton passes around a container of homemade brownies. ‘If we win on Saturday, we’ll move up to second and be in the finals,’ she says. ‘Wouldn’t that be nice?’

I nod, my mouth full of brownie.

Sanchita drills us with plenty of chessboard exercises. ‘Three of the Triple Cs are playing in the State Championships,’ she says. ‘We need to be serious.’

‘It wasn’t like I was mucking around before,’ Benjamin says.


‘What more do you want us to do?’ Nick asks.

Sanchita crushes her queen piece in her palm. ‘Train harder,’ she barks.

That sounds like something Dad would say.

Sanchita looks over my shoulder. ‘Have you been playing the chess drills online?’ she asks.

‘I don’t like playing chess on the computer, the pieces just look so flat,’ I say.

Sanchita shakes her head. ‘If you don’t take any risks, Danny, you’ll be roadkill on Saturday.’

Saturday rolls along and Dad drives me to Sterling High for the game. He gets to the gate and reads the giant sign out the front. ‘Car park full? Wow, these chess games are never packed out.’

Dad parks on a nearby street and we walk to the hall. Most of the crowd is wearing navy blue. The Triple Cs are also in their navy blazers.

One of girls steps forward. ‘I’m Francesca,’ she says. ‘Nice to meet you, Danny.’

I shake Francesca’s hand. ‘You know who I am?’ I say.

Francesca laughs. ‘We do our research on everyone we beat . . . I mean, play against.’ She looks me up and down. ‘You won’t get your first win with us today.’

I feel as small as a pawn. Francesca moves gracefully back like a queen piece to join the others. Dad finds a spot on the edge of the stands.


I’m up against a boy named Jakean. He’s built for rugby league. It’s like he’s smuggling boulders under his shirt.

He cracks his knuckles. ‘You want to go first?’ he asks.

‘Sure, thanks,’ I say, sitting down on the side of the white pieces.

I’m itching to move my knight piece first, but Jakean’s breathing through his nostrils so hard that even my horse is too scared to move. I fumble over my knight piece and move my pawn up the board instead.

The whole game is a blur. I feel like Jakean has me in a chokehold, paralysing all my pieces. I’m defeated in less than five minutes.

I’m so zoned out that I don’t even hear Dad cheering. Or maybe he just didn’t say anything at all. I turn to the stands to see him wringing out his Wests Chargers cap like a sponge. Poor Dad. He looks lost out there in a sea of navy shirts. I stumble from the table, heart pounding against my aching ribs. Chess may not be a contact sport, but I still feel wrecked.

We get thrashed 4–1. Only Sanchita wins her game against her opponent Ned – though only just. It’s the longest game of the morning. She struggles to get up from her seat, as if she’s done ten rounds in a boxing ring.

We shake hands with the Triple Cs. Well, we try to shake them. The Triple Cs crush our fingers.

‘Thanks for the warm-up,’ Jakean says with a grin. ‘That trophy is as good as ours.’

We watch the Triple Cs walk off with their smirky smiles.

‘The Chess Nuts have become crushed nuts,’ Nick says.

‘You mean, we’ve become nutmeg,’ Sanchita says.

Mrs Denton gives us a goody bag of cookies and brownies. ‘Better luck next year.’

No number of cookies is going to bring me back next year. But I keep quiet and wave goodbye to the other Chess Nuts. It’s not like we’re friends anyway, we’re just teammates.

After the game, Dad takes me out for a milkshake at a cafe. He doesn’t ask me any questions, and it’s so distracting.

I break the silence first. ‘What happened out there?’ I ask. ‘I didn’t hear you cheer.’

‘I thought you needed to concentrate,’ Dad says. ‘Look, I know it was a terrible loss, but you need to be like JQ,’ Dad says.

‘I can’t be a winner like him,’ I say.

Dad puts his metal cup down. ‘Do you remember the time we watched the Wests Chargers get smashed 61–4 by the Eastern Crows?’


‘Yeah, you punched the cushions on our couch into pancakes.’

Dad grins. ‘The Wests Chargers players looked crushed, except for JQ who held his head high,’ he says. ‘At least you gave it a go.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ I say. ‘I guess I don’t have to play chess anymore.’

Dad shakes his head. ‘You can’t quit now,’ he says. ‘There’s no off-season for sports players.’ He stares straight at me. ‘Only if you want to keep playing though.’

I think about my chess set at home. I have no one to play against, what would be the point. ‘Let me think about it, Dad.’

On Monday, after school, I get a call from Mrs Denton. ‘The second-place team, Rundle Knights, pulled out because they couldn’t field a full team,’ she says. ‘So, we’ll be playing in the final this Saturday.’

I pump my fist in the air. ‘That’s awesome!’

‘Could you come to the library tomorrow?’ Mrs Denton asks. ‘We’ll be training all week. It was Sanchita’s idea.’

Of course it was. ‘I’ll see you and the Chess Nuts tomorrow,’ I chirp.

I tell Mum and Dad the news and Dad raises both hands in the air. ‘You beauty, Danny! Your first grand final!’


‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘Remember,’ Dad says. ‘You need to think like JQ.’

I go back to my room and look at the poster of JQ on my wall, waiting for him to speak to me. Nothing happens and I feel like an idiot. But I think about what Dad says. I need to get under my opponent’s skin. It’s time to make my own strategy for the Chess Nuts.

When I turn up to the library the following day, Sanchita’s already barking orders at the other Chess Nuts. It’s hard to know if we’re preparing for a final or for World War III.

I take out a piece of paper with my own battle plan.

‘I know how to get under the skin of the Triple Cs,’ I say to the others.

‘That sounds creepy,’ Nick says.

‘That’s what they did to us,’ I say. ‘Didn’t you see them last Saturday, with their neat blazers, trying to scare us with their words?’

‘They didn’t get under my skin,’ Laila says. ‘They just rattled my bones.’

‘Well, we need to rattle their bones,’ I say. ‘Or rough up their blazers.’

Benjamin sighs. ‘I wish we had our own special uniform . . .’

‘Maybe we can wear helmets that look like chestnuts,’ Laila says.


I read the first part of my plan. ‘Let’s all wear something that will psych them out.’

‘What’s the point?’ Benjamin asks. ‘They’re unbeatable.’

‘They just look unbeatable,’ I say. ‘But take away their clothes and they’re just a bunch of normal kids who play chess.’

‘Naked kids too,’ Nick added.

‘Ew, no,’ I say. ‘Besides, they’re not unbeatable. Sanchita, you beat your opponent, right?’

Sanchita snorts and smiles. ‘Okay, fine, we’ll dress up and go bananas. But that isn’t enough. We still need to beat them properly at chess.’ She claps her hands. ‘So back to training.’

We go through a lot of training drills. I soon have a throbbing headache, feeling as though my brain is in a scrum with those chess pieces. Mrs Denton helps by brewing some herbal tea.
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That night after dinner, when I go back to my room, my chess set is missing. I find Dad in the living room, holding out the chess set. ‘I want you to teach me how to play,’ he says.

‘Huh? Why?’ I say.

Dad takes the pieces out of the box. ‘Well, how else am I supposed to know what to cheer for?’ he says. ‘Unless you’ve got something better to do . . . ?’

‘Nah, this is much more fun than playing against the computer.’ I help set out the pieces on the board. ‘Besides, for once, I should have a chance of winning.’

Dad laughs. ‘We’ll see about that.’

Dad and I play chess every night during grand final week. I feel more prepared than ever, with my afternoons and evenings dedicated to chess.

I’m so pumped for Saturday that I struggle to sleep the night before. Dad has a restless night as well. He has two cups of coffee for breakfast. Mum paints our faces. ‘I can’t wait to see you in action today,’ she says.

‘You just want to keep an eye on Dad,’ I say.

Mum laughs as she puts the final touches to my face. ‘Yes, that too.’

We all head to Castlepaine College sports hall. Everybody is looking at Dad and me.

‘Don’t worry about them,’ Dad says. ‘They’re just scared of us.’

‘I think it’s because we have CHESS NUTS painted on our foreheads,’ I whisper. I give Mum a thumbs up. ‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘And because of what you’re wearing,’ Dad says.

Sanchita marches up to us, with popping eyeballs. ‘Are you guys crazy?’ she says.


‘No, we’re Chess Nuts!’ I say.

Nick, Benjamin and Laila come over with Mrs Denton. Nick checks out my shoulder pads, knee pads and shin guards. ‘We’re not playing rugby league.’

I adjust my chest guard. ‘I want to get under the other team’s skin,’ I say.

‘Well, you’re sure getting under mine,’ Sanchita says. ‘I just hope you’re prepared for the real battle ahead.’

It looks like I’m the only one who’s actually dressed up, but that’s okay, I’m part of a team so hopefully I’ll have enough nutty behaviour to spread across all of us.

We get to the sports hall and the stands are already half full. I spot a few faces I recognise from last week, except now they’re staring and focused on me.

Jakean cracks up. ‘The circus is down the road, chess clowns.’

Benjamin does some shadow boxing in front of him. ‘Bring it on.’

‘Whoa,’ Jakean says, flinching.

Benjamin leaps in front of me and takes off his jacket, showing off a gorilla shirt. ‘We’re going to crack you open like walnuts.’ He does his best gorilla pose.

Francesca from the Triple Cs is dragging the referee over to me. ‘Mr Wilson, tell this boy he can’t dress up like this,’ she says.


Mr Wilson has a mini heart attack. ‘Care to explain yourself?’ he says.

‘You can never be too safe,’ I say. ‘That’s what my mum says.’

I turn to Mum and she waves back at us.

Mr Wilson shrugs. ‘There’s nothing in the rulebook about this.’

There’s a clash of drums and horns coming through the door.

‘Over here, Bazza,’ Dad says.

It’s Uncle Barry, along with Erik and my other cousins. Uncle Barry blows his trumpet and slaps me hard on the back. Good thing I have my shoulder pads on.

‘Your dad called us up for some Chess Nuts support,’ he says.

‘Do you know anything about chess?’ I ask.

Uncle Barry blows his trumpet again. ‘My nephew is in a grand final, that’s all that matters,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t miss this for the world.’

Uncle Barry joins the rest of the Chess Nuts supporters.

Sanchita groans. ‘You’ve turned our final into a noisy zoo.’

I smile. ‘Now it feels like a Chess Nuts home game.’

Mrs Denton gets us in a huddle. ‘There’s just one difference with the final,’ she says.


‘The chess games will be played one after the other.’

‘Well, I should play the last game,’ Sanchita says.

‘Sorry, it’s going by alphabetical order,’ she says. She tells each of us who we’ll be facing. It looks like I’ll be up against Francesca Sammut.

I squirm around in my padded gear. All of this might be for nothing.

The referee blows his whistle. ‘First up, we have Benjamin Corby from the Chess Nuts versus Amir Bashir from the Triple Cs.’

Benjamin and Amir meet up in the centre of a huge chessboard on the floor, complete with giant chess pieces. I’ve seen similar ones in parks and shopping centres but I’ve never been brave enough to play on them.

There’s a camera operator circling around them and the vision is being played on a big screen. It actually looks and feels like a sporting event now.

We watch Benjamin beat Amir in a swift victory. The Chess Nuts section of the crowd rocks and shakes the stands. Benjamin lets out a wild roar and thumps his chest.

Each chess match becomes like a round in a boxing game, as the Chess Nuts and Triple Cs trade blows. Sanchita wins her match, but the Triple Cs win two matches too against Laila and Nick.


‘It’s 2–all,’ the referee says. ‘Next match wins.’

The other Chess Nuts pat me on the back.

‘Just do the best you can,’ Benjamin says.

‘Remember the drills,’ Sanchita says.

‘Go, Chess Nuts,’ Dad yells. He starts a chant, with Uncle Barry blowing his trumpet and Erik banging a drum. I feel like I’m going into battle.

Francesca is standing waiting at the chessboard, her hands on her hips. ‘I know what you’re doing,’ she snarls.

I adjust my chest guard. ‘What’s that?’

‘You’ve made today feel like a joke,’ Francesca says.

I smile. ‘I’ve just made it fun.’

‘Yeah, well the fun stops here,’ she says, narrowing her eyes. ‘Now I’m going to kick your butt.’

Mr Wilson blows his whistle and the crowd slowly quietens down. I choose the black pieces and stand beside my pawns. It feels like kick-off at the start of a match. Francesca makes the first move and I just copy her. There are gasps coming from the crowd. I keep mirroring her moves. She takes one of my pawns, and I do the same to her.

Francesca laughs. ‘You fool, you fell for my trap,’ she says. She moves her bishop and kills off my queen.

Just like that.

I feel like a crushed nut. Francesca makes a cutting notion across her throat. ‘Your king is next.’


‘Come on, Danny, you can do it!’ Dad yells. ‘Think about your defence.’

I crouch down, trying to work out my next move. I close my eyes. Dad’s voice is still ringing in my ears. Defence. How can you defend in a chess game? It’s not like I’m playing rugby league . . . hang on. I open my eyes and scan the chessboard, which is looking more like a rugby league field. There are no squares, just wide-open spaces. I pick up one of my knights to defend my king. It’s time to think like Jeremy Quinn. All of Sanchita’s drills are making perfect sense now. It’s about creating space to take the ball and score. Well, not exactly score a try, but to take down the opponent’s pieces.

I use my pawns to whizz around the board, dodging Francesca’s other pieces. Then, I pick up my rook and swoop in to slide-tackle her knight. I’ve just cut off her frontal assault.

‘Great move,’ Dad shouts.

Mr Wilson nearly chokes on his whistle. ‘Any more yelling and you’ll be outside!’ he yells.

I’ve forced Francesca to withdraw her assault on my king and she goes down the left side with her bishop, trying to cut off my king that way. She bumps into my pawn and is stuck. I grab my knight and ride it over to pounce on her bishop.


Francesca stands on her toes, trying to get an overhead view of the chessboard. She chips away at taking my pawns but it doesn’t take long before she’s left with a few pieces and her queen and king.

‘It’s time to end this silly show,’ she says through gritted teeth.

She moves her queen and makes a beeline towards my king. She’s swinging it like it’s a heavy axe, knocking my pieces off the giant chessboard. My other pieces try to stop her but she chops them down like a samurai. It’s just down to my king, knight and rook.

‘You’re toast,’ Francesca says.

I step back and try to think of JQ. Make that, think like JQ. He used to move so fast that he would put the opposition in two minds. I move my knight and rook up the board, one at a time. Francesca’s queen stands in the middle. She looks at both my pieces and heavy lines appear on her forehead. She spends her full two minutes pacing up and down, before she goes after my knight. I use my rook to take her last remaining bishop. Her king is within reach.

‘Nice work, Danny!’ Mum shrieks. Dad jumps up and down beside her as Mr Wilson glares in their direction.

Francesca tries to chase after my rook but can’t move past my pawns. She shoves my pawn piece with her queen. I move my knight to smash into her queen.


Uncle Barry blurts out on his trumpet, with Erik bashing his drums, while the rest of the Chess Nuts roar.

Francesca stumbles back and gasps. ‘What just happened?’ she says. She tries to backtrack her other pieces to protect her king, but it’s too late. The king is caught in the corner with no way out. I get my knight to crash tackle her king.

‘CHECKMATE!’ I yell.

Mr Wilson blows his whistle. ‘You don’t have to knock her piece down.’

‘Oops, sorry.’

Mr Wilson laughs. ‘Anyway, we have a winner!’

I shake Francesca’s hand. ‘Good game.’

Francesca gives my hand a firm grip. ‘Well played, Chess Nut. I guess it does feel good to really knock these pieces off,’ she says with a smile.

The crowd cheers loudly enough to bring down the roof of the hall. Sanchita is beaming at me. ‘You were listening to all my drills!’

‘Yeah, some of them,’ I say, trying to catch my breath.

Nick, Laila and Benjamin pat me on the back. Mrs Denton hurries over to me. ‘Brilliant, Danny! It’s about time you showed a bit of grunt.’

I laugh. ‘That’s the last word I expected to hear from you.’


‘I love rugby league,’ she says. ‘I am a proud Wests Chargers supporter too.’

Just wait until I tell Dad.

I find him chatting to everyone in the crowd.

‘Hey, Dad,’ I yell, waving at him.

Dad turns around and points at me. ‘That’s my champ!’ He tackle-hugs me and gives my safety gear one last test run. ‘What happened out there?’ he asks.

‘I just had fun,’ I say.

‘Same here, and I was just on the sidelines.’ Dad lets me go. ‘Now I’m pumped to play some more chess.’ He looks at the giant chess set. ‘Hmmm, I wonder.’

I try to read his mind. ‘Can we buy one for our backyard?’

‘Course we can,’ Dad says with a grin. ‘Then we can make chess an outdoor sport.’
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Forced to stay at home. Can’t go out and socialise. Watching Netflix all day.

No, I’m not reading Mum’s wish list. It’s just the reality of lockdown, and you’d think Mum would be loving it – she’s trained for years to be homebound.

Then again, I do have an Insta-mum.

We’ve only been in isolation for a fortnight, and Mum is going crazy. Well, crazier than usual. Seriously, she needs a staycation from herself.

Mum and I are meant to be having a meeting over breakfast to discuss our plans for our Instagram profile, The Familee Chronicles, the spiritual successor to The Chronicles of Vee. It’s on track to be like those spin-off TV shows that are more successful than the original show. We haven’t hit the same numbers as Vee’s Chronicles yet, but we were growing heaps faster than my old profile ever did.


That was until the pandemic hit and forced everybody to stay home, which was already Mum’s er . . . home ground, if you know what I mean.

Mum glances at her two device screens and looks doubly disgusted. ‘I can’t compete with these influencers living in their fancy homes,’ she howls. ‘Look at TwilightJoggerGirl – her kitchen is the size of our house. How dare she start doing baking videos, that’s our thing . . .’

I scoop some cereal into my mouth. ‘Mum –’

‘She’s more like TwilightHoggerGirl,’ she says with a snort.

I munch and stare at our whiteboard’s weekly schedule. We’ve had to alter our theme days to suit iso-life.


	Mask Mondays: We’ve been sent a whole bunch of fabulously designed face masks from various companies. My favourite was the one with whiskers so it makes me look like a cat. If it wasn’t disposable, I’d wear it all the time.

	Puzzling Tuesdays: The only puzzle I’d really like to solve is why anyone would think 4D puzzles would be fun. The extra D must stand for Devilishly-difficult.

	Woolly Wednesdays: Mum and I have been learning how to knit and we’re hoping to knit each other a beanie. Her head’s way bigger than mine but I haven’t had the guts to ask Mum for more wool . . .

	Trampolining Thursdays: Best iso-sponsored product ever! Except the trampoline is too big to fit in our tiny backyard, so we had to prop it against the fence and pretend I’m jumping on it. Nobody can tell the difference – except me.

	Try-day Fridays: a classic from the old Chronicles of Vee, where I try something new – except it’s not so fresh anymore since everyone is at home now trying new things. (Yikes, now I’m ranting and turning into a mini-Mum.)

	Faturdays: Another oldie but a goodie. Food tastes better in hibernation, those grizzly bears were onto something.

	Sundaze: The idea was to take photos of me out in the sun. But Mum took forever last Sunday to take a photo because I was squinting, so I got sunburnt.



‘Vee, are you listening to me?’ Mum says.

‘Er, yeah,’ I say. ‘You can’t compete with fitness coaches and stay-at-home chefs . . .’

‘And those clever weirdos who can do things like play the keyboard with their feet,’ Mum adds.

‘Come on, you must admit that’s a pretty cool feat,’ I say, cracking a smile.


‘Your puns are just as bad as Tom’s,’ Mum says. A sense of dread fills her face. ‘Oh no, we have a Zoom date tonight!’

‘Perfect,’ I say. ‘I can play my Nintendo Switch on the big screen TV.’

‘I don’t know what to wear,’ Mum says.

‘Seriously?’ I raise an eyebrow.

‘We’re going to a stay-at-home rock concert,’ Mum says, touching her hair. ‘I need to be glammed up.’

Actually, it would be nice to see Mum dress up for once. Most days I can’t tell whether or not she’s still in her PJs.

I glance at my watch. ‘Well, this meeting has been sooooo productive but I’ve got to get ready for remote school,’ I say.

‘Huh?’ Mum says. ‘What day is it?’

I shrug. The days have all blended together so it feels like Blursday to me.

Mum checks the calendar. ‘It’s Puzzling Tuesdays! How about we do that Sydney Opera House one?’

‘Yeah, sure.’ I walk over to the dining table to open up my laptop. My bestie, Annabelle, has logged into our Virtual Classroom. She’s sitting up straight in her school uniform shirt.

I slouch in my chair. ‘Come on, Annabelle, live a little,’ I say. ‘Now’s your chance to do English class in an onesie.’


‘It helps me stay in school mode,’ Annabelle chirps. ‘You have to look the part to play the part.’

It’s probably something written on a magnet on her fridge. Their family loves cheesy quotes as much as Mum loves cheesy scrolls.

Everybody else logs in for English. Some people like Hassan have their giant headphones on and lapel mics, like he’s going to stream himself doing a comprehension test. Others like Matty are just sitting at their desks in their bedrooms. There’s no way I’m showing my bedroom to my class, so I just sit at the dining table, surrounded by snacks on either side of my laptop and a lush pink water bottle just off camera. Mum suggested I put the bottle in view of my camera to advertise, but I refuse to sell out to my classmates. It’s bad enough that Mum makes me wear different T-shirts each day. Matty’s worn the same black shirt so often it’s becoming like his second skin.

Miss Lam looks so bright and vivid that she could give up teaching and be a YouTuber. ‘Good morning, everyone,’ she says. ‘How are you all today?’

Bryan raises his hand. ‘I love being a quaranteen.’

A smile creeps up my face. I privately message him.


Can I steal that word? Might be useful for The Familee Chronicles.




Bryan replies in a flash.


As long as you give me a shout out!


I giggle and type back.


Hey, we liked all your takeaway burgergrams. That Dino Burger on the weekend looked wicked!



Bryan shows me a sad emoji.


If only it was hot. The driver took forever to deliver and it was stone cold.



Miss Lam claps her hands. ‘Okay class, enough chitchat, let’s get into our first . . .’

I’m about to open my Word Document when my Mum senses are tingling. Actually, it’s Mum’s PJs that reek of coffee and honey mustard that are making my eyes water. I slide my fingers across my touchpad. ‘What are you doing?’ I say through the side of my mouth.

‘I’m taking a photo,’ Mum says.

‘Really?’ I say. ‘You’ve already taken a billion of them. There’s only so much home-learning posts our followers can take.’


‘It’s all about seeing things from a different angle.’ Mum steps up onto a creaking chair and tries to take an overhead shot.

‘Do I have to pretend to look like I’m learning in this one?’ I say.

‘Just be yourself.’

I rest my hands on my forehead in shame, with my elbows on my keyboard.

‘Vee . . .’

‘You told me to be myself . . .’

‘You know what I really mean.’

‘Mum,’ I snap. ‘You can’t barge into someone’s classroom without permission.’

‘It’s not illegal to see my daughter is it?’ Mum says.

‘Only if it’s embarrassing for the daughter,’ I add.

I roll my eyes up at Mum. ‘Are you done?’

‘Hold on, Vee,’ Mum says. ‘You look like you’re constipated. Have you been drinking that berry yoghurt smoothie again? You know it gives you gas.’

‘Mum, I don’t have gas.’

‘You sure?’ Mum says, sniffing like a clogged vacuum.

‘That’s you,’ I say.

‘Maybe you’ve been getting reflux again, remember what happened last weekend?’ Mum says.

‘Vee,’ Miss Lam shouts. ‘Could you please mute your mic? We can hear you.’


‘Phew,’ Mum mutters.

‘Both of you,’ Miss Lam adds.

Mum nearly falls off the chair.

I gasp. I turn to my classmates. They may be muted but their red faces tell me everything I need to know. Their virtual laughter is burning my ears. The class chat comes to life with a blizzard of comments and face-mask emojis.

Gross, Vee!

I can smell it from here.

#Veeflux

Hassan wears his toy gas mask on camera and sets off another explosion of virtual laughter. Even Miss Lam can’t help herself. This is worse than the time Emily’s poshy background screen of Paris had a glitch and it turned her into a green potato for the whole day. She couldn’t turn it off, no matter how many times she tried.

‘Vee!’ Mum says. ‘How could you?’

‘I must have slipped my cursor over the unmute button,’ I say. ‘This is all your fault.’

‘Sorry, honey,’ Mum says. ‘I was just Insta-spired, you know . . .’

‘So, what else is new,’ I say, sipping on my water bottle. Mum’s set a new Vee-barrassment record. I feel even more socially distant from everybody now. A few private messages pop up on the screen.

Annabelle sends me some flower emojis.



Hope you’re okay, Vee.



Bryan and Matty back me up with their messages.


Don’t worry about them.




This is whole thing will blow over . . . you know what I mean.



I smile back at their faces.

‘Sorry, Vee, I won’t do it again,’ Mum says.

‘You owe me, Mum,’ I say.

‘Cinnamon croissants from the bakery?’ Mum says.

‘That’s a start.’

Mum shows me her screen. ‘What do you think?’

It’s a pic of me from above, glancing up with a curious look. The sun through the window hits my cheeks to give them a honey-glow. I give her a thumbs up.

‘Least it wasn’t all in vain . . .’ Mum says.

‘Just another day as a Quaranteen,’ I mutter.

‘Can I use that for a caption?’ Mum says.

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘Yes, you do now.’ Mum squeezes my shoulder.

I smile up at Mum. ‘Go for it.’
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Rover could see Mars from his space shuttle. It looked like a giant fireball, filling his whole vision. He scurried away from the window and yelped.

‘Get me out of here,’ he said, with a howl.

The US space agency, NASA, was supposed to send an astronaut to Mars first. But no one had been brave enough. They weren’t sure if they would survive the deadly atmosphere. Also, astronauts were afraid of getting red dust all over their white space suits.

So, NASA sent a dog instead.

Rover already felt like he was the least qualified dog in their space program. He was a street dog and only went along with the Mars thing because NASA gave him a bed and free food, even if he threw it up during all the velocity and gravity tests. Whenever NASA scientists showed him pictures of Mars, he thought the room was on fire and would bark his head off.


So out of the hundreds of dogs in the space program, why him? He wondered if it was because of his name, Rover, which he stole anyway, by pinching a random nametag from the NASA office.

The first dog to Mars should have been one of the others, like Buster the Wonder Dog or Extraordo (which was short for Extraordinary. Rover was secretly glad that he didn’t steal that nametag).

Or maybe it was because Rover had heard a fire alarm and ran away to hide. It just happened he’d hidden in the space shuttle’s hub. When he woke up, he found himself in a white space-dog suit with a clear bubble around his head.

It was a case of mistaken identity. Rover was not a wonder dog or extraordinary. Rover was such a coward, that he was even afraid to admit it. He felt like a mouse trapped in a dog’s body. His stolen name was braver than he was.

Rover had looked for a way out for weeks. He’d scratched at every corner of his spacecraft, searching for a child-lock latch. But he had to finally admit he was trapped. And the timer in the corner showed there were only two hours until they reached Mars.

Rover howled until his voice got hoarse. ‘I never wanted to go to space,’ he yowled.

The NASA scientists were smart enough to build a space shuttle that could make it to Mars, and had even invented clever feed, drink and sleep stations, but they didn’t really understand dogs. They watched Rover through their cameras and thought he was excited about being the first dog on Mars.

‘I’m not going outside,’ he howled. ‘They can’t make me.’

‘Yes, you are,’ a tiny voice said.

Rover scratched his ear.

‘Oi! Stop doing that, I already threw up once,’ said the voice.

‘You puked in my ear?’ Rover asked.

‘Sorry, it’s my first time in a space shuttle. I’m Antoine the flea, from the world famous Cirque du Flea.’

‘Never heard of it,’ Rover said.

‘Well, anyway, when I was told they were sending a dog instead of a human to Mars, I ran away from the circus to hitch a ride.’ Antoine twitched his tiny moustache. ‘Are we there yet?’

‘Not yet,’ Rover said.

‘I can’t wait,’ Antoine said. ‘I’m going to be the first flea on Mars!’

Rover shivered, shaking his coat. Antoine hung on tight to one of Rover’s hairs.

‘Mars is just a crummy planet that’s on fire all the time,’ Rover said. ‘I saw pictures.’


‘But don’t you want to be famous?’ Antoine said. ‘Our names will be in the history books.’

‘Rover isn’t my real name,’ Rover said. ‘It’s actually Raggy McRags.’

Antoine’s moustache sagged. ‘Um, best to stick with Rover,’ he said. ‘They’ll call me Antoine the First!’

‘I don’t think so,’ squeaked a voice from Rover’s tail.

Rover swung his tail like a whip. ‘Hey, who said that?’

‘It’s me, Zappo,’ he said. ‘And please, don’t give me any more whiplash, I already threw up twice!’

‘Will you both please stop puking on me?’ Rover said.

‘Zappo . . . mmm,’ Antoine said. ‘Are you the one from the famous Moscow Flea Circus?’

‘The one and only,’ Zappo said. ‘And it is my destiny to be the first flea on Mars.’

‘Keep dreaming, buddy,’ Antoine said. ‘I was here first.’

‘I’ve been on this dog since he joined the space program,’ Zappo said, hopping up onto Rover’s head. ‘We’ve trained together. We’ve puked together.’

‘Who cares,’ Antoine said. ‘I’m the fastest flea in the west.’

‘I’m the fastest flea in the east,’ Zappo said. ‘And the north.’


‘I bags the south then . . .’

Rover growled. ‘Nobody is landing on Mars because I’m not leaving this ship,’ Rover said. ‘You can both jump off me from here.’

‘Come on, Rover, buddy, we can’t do it without you – literally, because we left our space suits back on Earth,’ Antoine said in a pleading voice. ‘You’ve already travelled millions of kilometres to get here, why not take a quick look?’

‘I hate to agree with him, but Antoine is right,’ Zappo said. ‘You’ll get to explore a whole new world.’

‘But what if there are Martians?’ Rover asked. ‘NASA warned us about Martians on that video – they had green slimy skin and tentacles that ooze pus.’

‘I think the scientists were just watching a sci-fi movie that night,’ Zappo said.

‘Anyway, if anyone attacks us, I’ll protect you,’ Antoine said. ‘I can lift a hundred times my weight.’

Rover whimpered. ‘But what if the Martians have ray guns or laser eyes or both?’ he said, his tail between his legs. ‘What if they’re riding giant lizards with toxic purple tongues?’

‘You’re crazy,’ Antoine said. ‘Why would their tongues be purple?’

‘Yeah, you must have eaten something nasty last night,’ Zappo added. ‘My friend Georgie bit down on a skunk once and it gave her nightmares for a week.’

The shuttle started to rumble and shake. Rover scurried to his seat and a harness automatically lowered over him. Both Antoine and Zappo held on tight to Rover’s fur. The space shuttle whizzed through Mars’ atmosphere like a bullet through the clouds that looked like fairy floss. Rover could see the craters and canyons below through a window.

The shuttle touched down with a thud and skidded down the centre of a huge canyon. When the shuttle stopped moving, Rover’s harness released and the hatch opened. Rover looked out through the hatch. All he saw were craters and more canyons in the distance. And it was all red as fire.

‘Are you ready to make history?’ Antoine said.

‘Yeah, right,’ Zappo said. ‘Don’t worry, a few people will remember you as being the second flea on Mars.’

‘I was talking to Rover,’ Antoine said. ‘Come on, buddy. It’s time for some fresh air.’

‘There are toxic fumes out there,’ Rover said.

Antoine sighed. ‘You know what I mean. Think of all the exciting things we can do outside after being cooped up in here all this time.’

Rover’s ears perked up. ‘Like what?’

‘I dunno, that’s why I asked you to think about it,’ Antoine said. ‘Tell me what you see out there.’


Rover stared out the hatch. ‘There’s dust, rocks and more rocks.’

‘Come on, use your imagination,’ Antoine said.

‘Um, there’s probably Martians hiding behind those mountains.’

‘Not like that,’ Antoine said. ‘Help me out here, Zappo.’

Zappo hopped onto Rover’s other ear. ‘Look at those canyon walls,’ he said. ‘What can you do there?’

‘I could roll down them for hours,’ Rover said, as he started wagging his tail.

‘And do you see that old satellite sticking out of the dirt?’ Antoine said.

‘That could be a frisbee,’ Rover said. ‘Maybe you could throw it for me, since you’re so strong.’

‘Um, yeah sure, I’ll try,’ Antoine muttered.

Rover stared out at the vast desert landscape, which reminded him of the gloomy streets and abandoned buildings back when he was homeless. Rover’s eyes became dark and stormy. ‘But I’ll be all alone again,’ Rover said. ‘I hated living on the streets. I missed being looked after.’

‘You’re not alone, you’ve got us,’ Zappo said.

‘Yeah, but I wish the other dogs were here,’ Rover said. ‘I miss Extraordo, even if he was a bit annoying.’

Meanwhile, back at the control centre, the scientists had gone from cheering and high-fiving to fingernail-biting and forehead-slapping. Maybe they should have installed a droid to throw a stick outside so Rover would follow it.

‘This is taking too long,’ Zappo said. He slid down Rover’s back to a bald patch on the space dog’s butt and bit hard.

Rover yelped and tumbled out of the shuttle’s hatch. He did a few somersaults down the ladder and finally landed with a thud on the ground.

‘Antoine and Zappo, please tell me you guys didn’t throw up,’ Rover said.

‘Too late,’ they both said.

‘Hey,’ Antoine said, leaping up and down. ‘I’m the first flea.’

‘No way,’ Zappo said. ‘I was the first –’

Rover barked. ‘You both landed with me at the same time, so you’re both equal first.’

‘Antoine and Zappo, the first fleas on Mars,’ Antoine said. ‘I can live with that.’

‘Zappo and Antoine sounds better,’ Zappo said.

‘And I’m the first dog on Mars,’ Rover said, rolling the idea around in his head. ‘Because of me, other dogs can come as well.’

The scientists did all their scans and were pleased to see Rover so happy. They had thought Rover might be lonely up there. But they didn’t know that Rover wasn’t alone.

Astronauts all around the world watched Rover leaping around. Now they wanted to join in on the fun and rang up NASA to volunteer to be on the next shuttle to Mars.

‘Thanks, Antoine and Zappo,’ Rover said. ‘Let’s go explore Mars.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ Antoine said. He swung on one of Rover’s hairs like a sail on a mast.

Rover’s paws were busy. He dug a few holes, chased his tail then fetched some rocks and some robotic parts from an older space craft (and remembering some of his training, put them back into the space shuttle).

Rover didn’t care so much about the fame or making history. He was just glad that Mars wasn’t on fire after all.
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Whenever I go to Yum Cha with my family, Grandpa’s always talking about the good old days, like all old people seem to do. He’s almost lived in Australia longer than he did in China, so I guess he knows a thing or three about life back then.

‘I remember when Chinese food was the most popular takeaway in Australia,’ he says, picking at some chicken feet with his chopsticks.

‘More popular than Thai food?’ I ask.

‘Yes, Joanna,’ Grandpa says. ‘Your friend may think his Thai-riffic! restaurant is the best, but I remember when every Australian town used to have a Chinese restaurant.’

I don’t want to remind Grandpa that my friend Lengy doesn’t run Thai-riffic! and he definitely doesn’t think it’s the best restaurant, despite what the flyers and his parents say.


‘Ai-yah,’ Mum says. ‘Always going on about this. It’s not a competition.’

‘It is to me,’ Grandpa says. ‘Aussies think pad thai is the best takeaway food now, but back in my day, everyone was lining up for sweet and sour pork.’

I stab the last dim sim with my chopsticks and dip it into the soy sauce. ‘That’s what I’ll be bringing for our school’s cultural day next week.’

‘You mean, what Dad and I are bringing?’ Mum says.

‘That’s what I meant,’ I add.

‘Don’t worry,’ Dad says. ‘We’ll order the best sweet and sour pork in Fairfield.’

‘Huh, what?’ I drop my dim sim in the soy sauce and it makes a belly flop splash, splattering soy sauce everywhere. ‘You’re not going to cook?’

‘Honey, we haven’t got time,’ Mum says.

‘Why cook when you can get it delivered?’ Dad adds.

I fold my arms. Dad’s got a point. Half the kids will bring in something from the shops. But I don’t want to be like them.

‘Can’t you make something?’ I ask.

My family may not be professional chefs like Lengy’s but they definitely have at least one cooking bone in their body. And no, it can’t be in the finger that dials the number for takeaway.


I have to try a different tack. ‘You know, this is an assignment.’

‘Oh, really?’ Mum says.

Hook, line, and sinker! Grades are the perfect Mum bait. I reel her in. ‘Yep, Mr Winfree says he’ll be grading us on our dish.’

‘Well, that’s not fair,’ Dad says. ‘We’ll definitely have to buy –’

‘No, it has to be homemade.’

‘How could he tell?’ Mum asks, squinting at me.

‘Oh, trust me,’ I say, pouring some tea into Grandpa’s cup. ‘He can spot a parent’s fingerprints all over a kid’s homework.’ Okay, so it was not Mr Winfree, but his teddy friend, Grumpy Bear who spotted it, and that was only because Lengy’s dad spilled some satay sauce all over the page. Lengy still reckons he would have gotten away with it if it hadn’t been for that pesky bear.

‘Hang on, do you want us to help or not?’ Mum asks.

‘That one of Lengy’s was an individual assignment,’ I say. ‘Mr Winfree wants this cultural day dish to be a family assignment.’

Dad growls. ‘Are we getting graded for this too?’

Mum gives him a sharp look. ‘I’m sure we’d be happy to help,’ she says.

‘Yes, cooking can’t be that hard,’ Dad says.


Grandpa chuckles to himself but he doesn’t say a word.

After Yum Cha, we go to a supermarket and Dad goes straight to the Asian Cuisine section. He pulls out a jar of WokTong. ‘Here you go, sweet and sour cooking sauce.’

I groan. ‘We have to do better than that.’

Mum looks at a few ‘meal in a packet’ boxes. ‘How about these instead?’

‘Can’t we use real ingredients?’ I say.

Dad taps the lid of the jar. ‘You can’t get more real than that,’ he says. ‘Plus, we can make it in twenty minutes.’

I look at the jars of Chinese food. My parents aren’t interested in taste. They just want short cuts.

Grandpa takes my hand. ‘Don’t worry, I can help you, Joanna.’

‘Thanks, Yeye,’ I say. ‘Do you know how to cook?’

‘I might not be an expert, but your Uncle Leo is. Did you know he runs a Chinese restaurant called Lucky Leo’s?’ Grandpa says. ‘Your grandma and I used to take you there all the time when you were little.’

‘Oh yeah, I remember Nainai . . .’ Well, a little bit of her, anyway. She passed away when I was five, so I only have flashes of memory – her soft hands, her warm bony cheeks. But I don’t remember my uncle or his restaurant at all.


‘We need some inspiration,’ Grandpa says. ‘We should pay Uncle Leo a visit.’
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It turns out Uncle Leo’s restaurant is in Fairfield Heights. The following night, we drive there for dinner.

‘Ai-yah, I feel so ashamed, being so busy and not seeing him in forever,’ Dad says, ‘I hope he will forgive us.’

We park outside and I look up at Lucky Leo’s. The old red tiled roof reminds me of Chinatown, its curved lines turning up at the corners like a wave. A rusty dragon glares down, guarding the restaurant.

Grandpa grins. ‘It hasn’t changed a bit.’

I shrug. Maybe it looked run-down back then too, with its faded red sign and cloudy windows. We step inside and there are large round tables everywhere. It’s so empty, we could have a table each.

A man with a big round belly comes out of the kitchen to greet us.

‘Hello, welcome to . . . whua! The Luong family!’ He bows in front of us. ‘It has been too long.’

‘Ah, you remember us then,’ Grandpa says with a laugh.

‘Why, of course, lah,’ Uncle Leo says with a wink, ‘Even if it has been quite a while since you have brought your family to eat at my restaurant!’


He bustles us to the table nearest the kitchen. He hands us a menu, which is a stack of laminated papers stapled together.

Dad flicks through the menu like it’s one of his business reports at work. ‘You have over 200 dishes?’

‘Yes,’ Uncle Leo says. ‘We have everything.’

Grandpa raises his hand. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll order our food.’

‘Are you sure?’ Dad asks.

‘Yes, yes, I know exactly what to order,’ Grandpa says, winking at me. ‘I used to order this all the time with your Nainai.’

Dad zips his lips and Mum folds her napkin into a tiny square, as Grandpa points to the menu. All I hear is numbers like he’s playing bingo: ‘33, 45, 67, 99 and 117, please.’

Uncle Leo smiles and goes back to the kitchen.

‘This was one of the first Chinese restaurants back in Fairfield. So many Aussies would come here,’ Grandpa says, turning to Dad. ‘Remember, son?’

‘Er, yeah,’ Dad mutters.

‘Why haven’t you brought me here before?’ Mum asks.

Dad turns away. ‘Well . . .’

Uncle Leo comes out with a plate of prawn crackers for us to share. Dad stuffs a cracker into his mouth.


One by one, Uncle Leo introduces the dishes like they’re old friends. I guess they are to Grandpa.

‘Firstly, we have lemon chicken,’ Uncle Leo says.

I twist my mouth. ‘It’s just a chicken schnitzel with lemon sauce on it,’ I whisper through the side of my mouth.

Grandpa breathes it in. ‘Doesn’t it smell wonderful?’

‘So, if we ordered honey chicken, would it be a chicken schnitzel with honey?’ I ask.

Uncle Leo returns with the beef in black bean sauce, which is basically an oil spill with floating beef pieces.

Mum wants to laugh but she’s holding it back like it’s a sneeze.

A few minutes later, Uncle Leo comes running in with a sizzling hot plate. ‘Mongolian Lamb,’ he announces.

I’m not sure the lamb in Mongolia would look like this. It looks like the lamb is swimming in chocolate sauce.

Grandpa grabs his chopsticks and picks up a piece of lamb. ‘Dig in everyone.’

‘I’m waiting for the rice,’ Mum and Dad say, at the same time.

‘Me too,’ I add.

Uncle Leo must have heard us, because he arrives with a small pot of steamed rice and the last dish. ‘Sweet and sour pork,’ he says.


I stare at the neon pink sauce. Does it glow in the dark? I’m tempted to turn the lights off and find out.

Grandpa goes for a piece of pork and his lips quiver. ‘It’s exactly how I remember it,’ he says.

‘I made it extra sweet for you,’ Uncle Leo says. ‘Enjoy everyone!’

Mum and Dad’s faces melt as they smell the food. Dad goes for the lamb and Mum starts hacking into the lemon chicken with her fork. I help myself to some rice and some beef in black bean sauce. It feels like the kind of stuff you see at food courts, where you can pile as much as you can onto your plate.

The beef is nice and chewy, but it’s just so sweet. I try the lemon chicken and it’s the same. My head thinks it’s lemon cheesecake.

Grandpa is savouring each bite. ‘What do you think, Joanna?’ he says between gulps.

I try the sweet and sour pork with a mountain of rice. It’s no use, it still tastes so sickly sweet. Grandpa’s pouring the sauce into his bowl of rice and it looks like a strawberry sundae.

There’s way too much for us to finish so Uncle Leo breaks out the plastic containers so we can take it home. I think it’s only Grandpa who’ll be eating the leftovers.

‘Now, Uncle Leo,’ Grandpa says, picking at his teeth with a toothpick. ‘Your niece here needs to take a dish for her school cultural day.’

Uncle Leo’s glazed eyes remind me of the oily black bean sauce. ‘I can cook anything you’d like,’ he says.

‘Actually,’ I say, feeling flushed all over, partly from all the sugar, ‘we have to cook it ourselves.’

‘We were wondering if you could give us the recipe,’ Grandpa says for me. ‘Maybe for your sweet and sour pork?’

‘It would be an honour,’ Uncle Leo says. He goes to the counter and takes a page from his notepad. He starts writing in giant block letters.


1/3 CUP PINEAPPLE JUICE

2 TBSP TOMATO SAUCE

½ CUP BROWN SUGAR

¼ TSP CHINESE FIVE SPICE

1 TBSP SOY SAUCE

¼ CUP VINEGAR

2 TSP CORNFLOUR

2 TBSP WATER

¼ CUP CARAMEL



No wonder it feels like I’ve eaten a bag of caramel kisses.

‘Thank you, Uncle Leo,’ I say.


We pay for our meal and Uncle Leo gives us all fortune cookies as we leave.

‘Come back soon,’ Uncle Leo says.

I bite into my fortune cookie. It actually tastes bland after all that sweetness. Mine reads: Failure is the chance to do better next time.

We hop into the car. Mum’s got the laugh hiccups. ‘That was like going back in time,’ she says. ‘My goodness.’

Grandpa gazes out the car window, clutching onto Uncle Leo’s restaurant flyer. I look down at Uncle Leo’s recipe for his sweet and sour pork. There’s no way I’m ever making this for school. Everyone will laugh at me. It’s the kind of Aussie Chinese food that people ate in the eighties.

I get home and put Uncle Leo’s recipe aside. I open up my laptop and search some other sweet and sour pork recipes. There are tons of them, and not just from China, but also Malaysia, Indonesia and even American-Chinese ones that look like Uncle Leo’s dish. I pick the best traditional recipe and print it out. Sorry Grandpa, but I don’t want to embarrass myself and make a dish that is going to give everyone a massive sugar rush.
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The next day at school, I ask Lia what she’s making for our cultural day.


‘My parents are cooking some beef rendang,’ Lia says.

‘That sounds cool.’

‘Not really,’ Lia says. ‘We have it every week. Dad calls it his version of the Sunday roast.’

I laugh. I can’t imagine Dad cooking the same thing every Sunday. Make that cooking, full stop.

Lengy and Rajiv are having paper plane fights. Mr Winfree made them sit on separate tables on either side of the classroom, but it hasn’t stopped them from mucking around. A paper plane lands on my desk and Lengy comes up to fetch it.

‘Hey, Joanna.’

‘Hey, Lengy,’ I say, handing it back to him. ‘Have you ever heard of Aussie Chinese food?’

Lengy nods. ‘You mean stuff like lemon chicken that looks like chicken schnitzel with sweet lemon sauce poured all over it?’

I crack up and slap my knee. ‘Spot on.’

‘Yeah, Dad used to go on about an old Chinese place that would cook that kind of sweet stuff.’

‘I want my parents to cook traditional Chinese food.’

‘Same here,’ Lengy says.

I click my tongue. ‘You want your parents to cook Chinese food?’

Lengy crouches down next to me. ‘No, I want them to make a traditional Thai dish, like a jungle hot curry packed with chilli,’ he says. ‘But they’re too scared to make anything that spicy for the class.’

‘I love spicy food,’ I say.

‘Yeah, well don’t worry. I’m working on a plan to make my parents cook something hot,’ he says with a cheeky grin. I’ve seen that look before. It means trouble can’t be far behind.

Lengy grabs the plane and flies it low to Rajiv, but the plane takes a sharp turn and it glides between Mr Winfree’s legs and straight under his desk.

‘Eeeek!’ Lengy squeals and quickly rushes back to his table before sir can turn around.

Maybe I should take a page out of Lengy’s troublemaker manual and make a plan to convince my parents to cook something traditional too.

That evening, I print out a whole bunch of recipes and show them to Mum and Dad. ‘Here’s what we can make together,’ I say.

‘What happened to Uncle Leo’s recipe?’ Mum asks.

I check to see if Grandpa’s around. Thankfully, he’s napping upstairs in his room. ‘I don’t think my class would like that kind of food.’

‘You sure?’ Dad asks. ‘Your classmates are Aussies, right?’

I think about Lia and Lengy. ‘Yeah, but they want to try something really different.’


Dad scans the list of ingredients. ‘We don’t have half of these things.’

‘That’s why we’re lucky that it’s shopping night,’ I say, grabbing his car keys. ‘Think about my grades.’

Dad sighs and follows me out the door.

An hour later, Dad and I come back with a bag full of things for our sweet and sour experiment. ‘I think if we nail the sauce then the rest should be easy,’ I say.

‘You’re the boss,’ Mum says.

I stop for a second and smile to myself. It’s not every day I get to boss my parents around.

I line up the bottles of pineapple juice, tomato sauce and white vinegar. It’s hard to believe that we’re making a sauce. I checked out the writer of the recipe, Jennifer Lan, to make sure she wasn’t six years old or something. She does use some of the same things that were in Uncle Leo’s recipe, but at least Jennifer includes other things like plum sauce and oyster sauce. I wonder if the first person who made sweet and sour pork was just trying to clear out their half-used sauce bottles in their fridge.

We pour all the ingredients in a bowl and Dad whisks it until it turns into a brown bear coloured syrup. So far, so good.

I get a teaspoon to taste it. ‘Yikes,’ I say. ‘At the moment, sour is beating sweet 70–30.’

Mum pours some sugar into the mix and stirs it up. It’s her turn to try it. ‘Ooooo,’ she whines. ‘Maybe a bit more sugar . . .’

‘Are you sure?’ I say, going in for another taste. The vinegar zooms up my nose. ‘Yikes!’

I pour in a bit more plum sauce and mix it up. The sour is still kicking the sweet’s butt 60–40. If I take this in for next week’s cultural day, I’ll have people walking around with prune lips. I check the recipe again. ‘Do we need more oyster sauce?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Mum says, putting in another spoonful of sugar.

I go in for another taste. Now the sweet is overpowering the sour. ‘It just tastes like syrup now.’

‘Let’s try again,’ Dad says.

We make a new batch and our sauce ends up way too sweet again.

The next batch is sour central.

I start keeping score of the sweet versus sour battle.

By the time the score is Sweet 3, Sour 5, I’m turning into glum sauce. Why is it so hard to balance the sweet and sour?

Our ninth batch of sauce is headed towards a sour win. Grandpa enters the kitchen. ‘What’s going on here?’

‘We’re trying to make sweet and sour sauce,’ Dad says.


‘Uncle Leo’s recipe is pretty easy to follow.’ Grandpa takes a sip of our latest batch. ‘Ahhhh, it’s almost there. You just forgot to put in the caramel.’ He goes into the pantry and grabs a packet of his caramel drops.

I tug his arm. ‘No, Yeye.’

‘Now, I know that this isn’t real caramel,’ Grandpa says. ‘But you can buy some next time at the shops.’

He unwraps a caramel drop.

Mum and Dad swap worried looks. I thump the bench. ‘I don’t want to make your kind of sweet and sour pork.’

‘What do you mean?’ Grandpa says. Stacks of wrinkles appear on his forehead. ‘I thought all Aussies liked Uncle Leo’s . . .’

‘Maybe you and Nainai did,’ I say.

‘You’ve got to be joking . . .’

‘That’s why everybody loves Thai food now,’ I say. ‘Aussies don’t want neon pink sweet and sour pork that glows in the dark.’

Grandpa looks like he just drank a whole cup of lemon juice. His face looks like a battered fish. He puts the caramel drop down and shuffles off like his slippers are tied together.

Dad touches my shoulder. ‘Joanna, you shouldn’t –’

‘I know,’ I snap, feeling flustered. ‘I just . . .’

Mum and Dad don’t say any more. They just leave me alone in the kitchen. I pick up the bowl with sour potion no.9, ready to tip it into the sink. Then I look at Grandpa’s caramel drop. It looks like a tear drop and now my eyes are on the edge of teary waterfall. I grab the caramel drop and pop it into my mouth. Then I sip a spoonful of sauce and close my eyes.

A tear trickles down my eye.

A tear of joy.

I pour some sauce into a tiny bowl and grab the packet of caramel drops, carrying them to Grandpa’s room.

‘Can I come in?’ I say, standing by the door.

‘What is it?’ Grandpa presses pause on the Chinese news video on his iPad.

‘You were right, Yeye,’ I whisper, handing him a bowl of sauce and the packet of caramel drops. He takes one and sips the sauce. A smile creeps on his face. ‘Ah, it’s got that perfect sweet and sour tang.’

‘It’s not as sweet as Uncle Leo’s, but I hope that’s okay,’ I say. ‘Sorry if I offended you and Nainai.’

Grandpa puts the bowl on the bedside table, next to the picture of him with Grandma. He picks it up and touches her face. ‘She would have been proud of you, Joanna.’

My memory of Nainai had been partly cloudy, but seeing her picture again now lifts away those clouds. I remember more parts of Nainai. Her curly blonde hair. Her tanned bronze skin. Her kind blue eyes.

‘When I found out that she loved Chinese food, I had to take her to Lucky Leo’s,’ Grandpa says. ‘I’ve had good fortune, ever since.’

‘So, Grandma was your fortune cookie?’ I say.

Grandpa chuckles. ‘Do you know how Uncle Leo makes the sweet and sour pork so pink?’

I shrug. ‘A ton of strawberry icing?’

‘Food colouring,’ Grandpa says. ‘That’s all. It doesn’t have to be pink. It could be any colour you like.’

Dad knocks on the door. ‘I hope you don’t mind Joanna, but Mum’s used that sauce to cook up some pork cubes,’ he says. ‘Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.’

‘Cool, thanks Dad,’ I say.

Grandpa and I make our way downstairs. I set the table and Dad scoops up the steamed rice. Mum lays the sweet and sour pork in the middle, mixed in with chunks of onion and capsicum.

‘Sorry if it’s a little too sour,’ Mum says.

‘Don’t worry, we have these,’ I say, putting the packet of caramel drops on the table. ‘Just in case.’

We all dig in and demolish the dish. Mum beams as she picks up some pork with chopstick. ‘Maybe I should cook more often.’

It turns out we didn’t need the caramel drops after all. Sour still wins by 60–40. But I look around at all the satisfied smiles and realise it’s sweet enough.

Mum and Dad nailed the sweet and sour sauce, thanks to Grandpa’s caramel suggestion. Now the pork has a nice tang to it. I write down the recipe, just in case we want to make some more. We call it Leung Sweet and Sour Pork. Now Mum’s looking at more recipes on her phone in her spare time. I guess it is a magical potion.

On cultural day, I take my dish to 7R5 for the multicultural lunch. Lengy’s already there with his dish, or should I say dishes, because once again he’s brought in a mini Thai buffet. He jumps as I walk into the room, looking guilty as he stirs something into one of the dishes.

‘Oh, phew, it’s only you,’ he says, with his eyeballs still on lookout patrol.

I put my dish down next to his. ‘This is Leung Sweet and Sour Pork.’

Lengy breathes it in. ‘It’s not pink. That’s awesome!’

I nod. At least he gets it. ‘It’s a secret family recipe.’

Lengy licks his lips. ‘Looks great,’ he says. ‘And it’s extra saucy, like my super curry.’

‘Yeah, my parents made it authenic.’

We both smile at each other. If only he knew the truth.
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The MO (Melissa’s Opinion)

Why I hate Jake Kola so very, very much.

Sunday, 27 June
 By Melissa Phu

Jake Kola is a fake. That is a fact. Well, it’s my opinion but trust me, it’s true. Jake is a deadset pretender. Reporters need evidence to back up their statements, even wannabe reporters like me. I’ll get to that later, but I can already see my future article up in the local Wide Bay Chronicles newspaper, with my name, Melissa Phu, at the bottom.

I already have my title: ‘Fake Jake!’.

Every day at school, when I see Jake’s face in the library, I’m reminded of why I hate him so much. His face is on a poster, surrounded by the covers of his three bestselling novels in the Boonana series.

Last year, Jake Kola brought in a story for our writing assignment in Year Five. That should have set off the suss alarms because Jake has never written anything outside of his name. Teachers had given up making him stay in at lunch to finish his work because they’d starve to death.

Anyway, he wrote this story about a ghost detective named Boonana, solving mystery cases in a ghost world. Our old Year Five teacher, Mrs Henderson, loved it. She forced Jake to enter it in some national story competition. Jake won first prize and one of the judges worked for a publisher.

Long story short, Jake’s short story became a long book and in one year, he became a mega-famous author. All the other TV and newspaper journalists keep gushing about the fact that he’s written three books at the age of eleven and how good his imagination is and blah blah blah.

So, how’s this for a news flash? He is a fake.

Actually, my friend Jane got the scoop first. I didn’t mean to tell her, it just came out. You see, I was in the school library, stacking shelves as a library monitor. I saw his poster and I couldn’t resist. I took out a whiteboard marker I’d found on the front desk and wrote FAKE on his stupid forehead.


‘Hey, what are you doing?’ Jane asked, coming out from the non-fiction section and snatching the marker out of my hands.

‘Nothing,’ I said.

Jane wiped the word off the poster with a tissue, leaving a bit of a black smudge. ‘Why do you hate Jake so much?’

‘Because he doesn’t write his own books,’ I blurted out.

Jane dropped the marker. ‘What do you mean?’

I took out my notebook from my back pocket. Every reporter has a notebook to jot down ideas for their articles and, trust me, I’ve been writing pages and pages for my Jake article.

I picked up one of Jake’s books, Boonana: Volume 2, and weighed it in my hand. ‘This book has about 200 pages,’ I said.

‘So?’ Jane said.

‘Have you ever seen Jake put pen to paper for longer than ten seconds?’ I asked, flipping through to a graph in my notebook. ‘I tracked his classwork productivity and he did less than half an hour of work in one day. And that was on the computers, when he was secretly playing a game.’

Jane put her hands on her hips. ‘That doesn’t prove anything.’


‘Okay, well where does he find the time to write these books?’ I asked. ‘He’s a basketballer, skateboarder and gamer . . .’

‘I’m sure he found the time to squeeze it in,’ Jane said, grabbing the book off me.

‘When have you ever seen him here in the library?’ I asked. ‘We’ve known Jake for five years now and he has never touched a book. Ever.’

Jane sighed. ‘Stop being so jelly,’ she said.

I flared up. ‘I’m not jealous.’

‘Yeah, you are. You’ve wanted to be a famous reporter since you were in kindy and now Jake is famous and you’re not.’ Jane poked my stomach. ‘See, even your belly is wobbling like jelly.’

I growled at her. ‘I’ll show you. I’ll show everyone!’

Anyway, I can’t believe that the whole school is buying the fact that Jake Kola is an author. I know what he’s like. There’s no way he wrote all those stories. I just have to find out who did.
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Melissa’s Roving Report

Jake does nothing in class, again

Monday, 28 June, Wide Bay Primary School
 By Melissa Phu

Monday mornings are usually a bustling time for all Year Six classes, and 6R is no exception. Mrs Russo is a wonderful teacher who leads her class well – except for one student, the so-called ‘author’ Jake Kola.

Melissa Phu, aspiring reporter, who has sat behind him all year, can reveal that the only thing Jake writes is his autograph for his Boonana books. ‘Oh, he also draws pictures of himself skateboarding,’ Melissa added. ‘I snuck a look.’

Mrs Russo doesn’t seem to mind that Jake hasn’t answered any of the comprehension questions. She just keeps asking him if he is writing more Boonana books.

Jake flicks his side fringe. ‘Oh, I’ve nearly finished Book 4,’ he says. ‘It’s called Ghost Riders.’

Mrs Russo claps like a seal who’s just been fed a fish. ‘That’s amazing. Where do you get your ideas from?’

Jake cracks his knuckles. ‘They just come to me.’

He goes back to doing nothing, like usual. An angry Melissa Phu is determined to get to the bottom of his secret. ‘I will find out who is writing his books,’ she said, gritting her teeth. ‘I’m a million times better at writing than him. I’m so clever, I write my own reports and put myself in them.’

You can’t argue with a genius reporter like that.
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Special LIVE Blog

Jake Kola investigation, Day 5

Tuesday, 29 June
 By Melissa Phu

Wide Bay Primary School, 3.20pm

 

All reporters need to go on assignments and suss things out. I need evidence for my exposé on Jake. I’m here to see what Jake Kola does after school, and I’ll be live-blogging the experience on my mobile phone for my readers. Okay, so it’ll just be for me to read back later as notes. Anyway, I’ve got my scooter and I’ll be on his trail. Stay tuned!


 

Chickalicious shop, 3.30pm

 

Jake gets a bag of hot chips. I think there’s chicken salt on them, but no vinegar. How’s that for controversy?

 

Wide Bay Skate Park, 3.45pm

 

Jake rides his skateboard, eating hot chips all the way to the skate park on his own. He starts doing tricks up and down the ramps.

 

4.15pm

 

He finishes off the hot chips in-between riding around the skate park.

 

4.45pm

 

He’s still here.

I wish I had my own bag of hot chips. I hope Jake doesn’t hear my stomach growl from behind this tree.

 

5.00pm

 

The sun is beginning to dip below the trees so I have to wrap this blog up, even though there’s been no progress on my information gathering. But as I’m zipping up my jacket, Jake’s pocket starts to glow neon green.

He takes out a little diamond-shaped box and quietly talks into it. He quickly puts it back in his pocket, gets on his board and starts to ride away.

My head is spinning. I’ve never seen a device like that before.

Wow! This story just got started.

 

5.05pm

 

I promised my parents I’d be back before sunset. But I’m sure Mum and Dad will understand why I need to follow Jake home. This could be the biggest scoop of the year. Besides, they can read this blog as proof that I was doing something more important than homework.

 

Jake’s house, 5.15pm

 

(Address withheld for privacy reasons even though I am kind of invading his privacy by being on his front lawn, but I have journalistic powers, so there.)

 

I’ve trailed Jake all the way to his house. It’s a good thing he never looks back when he rides. I watch him go inside and see him appear in a bedroom on the left side. I sneak up to his window. Jake seems to be on the phone, so I listen hard.

‘Yes, my publisher wants the fourth Boonana finished by next month,’ he says. ‘I’ll need 30,000 words.’

Sound recorders are a reporter’s best friend. I’d already started recording on my phone and now I hold it closer to the window to get concrete evidence. My heart’s doing more extreme stunts than Jake did on his skateboard.

Jake keeps talking. ‘Yes, yes, I did tell the publisher that we want to have seven Ghoul Kid books. She said that it depends on the . . .

RING RING

Mum’s face pops up on my screen. Yikes!

 

6.30pm

 

Back in my own bedroom, I don’t even know where to begin. I know this was supposed to be a live blog but, for a second, I thought I was going to be a dead blogger.

My parents didn’t tell me off too much because I told them that I was doing a homework project with Jake. Anyway, let’s get back to the action.

After my phone went off, I tried to muffle it with my jacket.

‘Who’s there?’ Jake called. ‘Show yourself. I know karate.’


I swallowed my laugh. This guy can’t stop lying. I quickly got up and ran to my scooter, which was hiding in one of Jake’s hedges. I was about to step on it, when I checked the left-back pocket of my pants.

My notepad! I left it outside his bedroom window.

I went back to get it and bumped straight into Jake’s chest. I stepped into the porch light to see his sweaty, pale face. He was holding a mop like it was a bo staff.

‘What are you going to do, mop me up?’ I asked.

‘It was all I could find,’ he said, putting down the mop. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m the one asking the questions here, Kola,’ I said, pointing my finger at him. ‘Who were you talking to on the phone before?’

Jake turned as pale as Boonana, his ghost detective. ‘No-one.’

I took out my phone. ‘I have proof.’

Jake snatched the phone out of my hands. ‘Not anymore.’

He ran into his house and I chased him inside. Some reporters have to put their lives on the line and enter dangerous places like war zones and boys’ bedrooms.

‘The gig is up,’ I said, borrowing a line from those police detective movies. I’ve decided reporters can say it too. ‘I’m going to expose you as a fraud.’

‘People will say it’s fake news,’ Jake snapped back.


‘The only fake thing here is you!’

‘You’re just jelly!’ Jake said. ‘Ever since I stole your writing dream.’

‘I’m not!’

BOOOOOOOO!

We both jumped. The sound had come from Jake’s pile of dirty clothes, which had begun to glow green. Mum warned me that dirty laundry was toxic, but this was something else.

Jake dived into the pile of clothes. ‘The glophone!’ He fished out a glowing green cube – the same one I’d seen at the skate park. ‘Oops, sorry, Boonana.’

‘Boonana?’

A ghost boy sprung out of the cube, glowing bright green like he’d swallowed a traffic light stuck on go.

Now, as a reporter, you need to keep an open mind. But when I saw this ghost for the first time, I started to crack up.

‘Nice special effects,’ I said. ‘Where did you get this toy from?’

‘I am not a toy,’ Boonana said. ‘I’m a ghost.’

I stick my hand through Boonana’s shoulder. ‘Wow, this is just like a hologram.’

‘That’s because I am a hologram,’ Boonana said. ‘Ghosts can’t cross over into your world.’

‘Wow, I’m going to write up a storm,’ I said.


‘Hang on.’ Boonana tilted his head sideways. ‘You’re a writer too?’

‘Yeah, and I’m better than this bonehead, Jake, over here,’ I said.

‘Do you have any good ideas for a book?’ Boonana asked.

Jake mouthed ‘no’ to me, which translates to a ‘yes’ to me.

‘Yeah, I have tons,’ I said.

‘Excellent,’ Boonana said, rubbing his hands. ‘Meet me here, around the same time tomorrow.’ He flashed Jake a sly look and got sucked back into the cube, like there was a vacuum inside.

Jake threw his hands in the air. ‘What have you done? Now you’re going to get us into more trouble.’

‘This coming from a guy who speaks to ghosts,’ I said. ‘Just wait until I tell the world about this.’

‘You might want to hold back on that,’ Jake said in a strange voice. Well, it was strange to me because I’ve never heard him sound so serious. ‘Come back tomorrow and you’ll find out.’

So it looks like this blog post will be in draft mode for now. Even if Jake is trying to spook me out, I’m still keen to know more about the real Boonana.
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Exclusive Interview

Will the real Boonana please stand up (or float, or whatever, I guess)

Wednesday, 30 June, 5.15pm
 By Melissa Phu

Forget the Australian cricket captain or the Prime Minister, the most interesting person in Australia right now is not actually a person, but a ghost named Boonana. Yes that’s right, the same one who is in Jake Kola’s books.

 

MELISSA: Where do you live, Boonana?

BOONANA: In a house.

MELISSA: Yeah, but what’s the place called where you live?

BOONANA: Ghostopia.

MELISSA: How did you meet Jake?

BOONANA: The fleshy kid found the glophone in the river one day. He thought it was a toy until he pressed a button and I popped out. You should have seen the look on his face.

JAKE: Hey, you looked quite scared too.

MELISSA: I’m only interviewing Boonana at the moment. You wait your turn, Fake Jake.


JAKE: Stop calling me Fake Jake!

MELISSA: Well, stop interrupting my interview! Anyway, Boonana, where did you get the idea for the Boonana books?

BOONANA: I just copied them, word for word, from my collection of ghost detective comics. I don’t think you have those in the flesh world.

MELISSA: What? Comics? We have those.

BOONANA: No, ghost detective comics like Ghoul Rogers. I got them from my dad, who works at a Publishing company, SplatterInk.

MELISSA: So, they publish your Boonana books in Ghostopia too?

BOONANA: Nah. Nobody wants to read about another boring ghost detective story. They want to hear about JakerSkater.

MELISSA: JakerSkater?

BOONANA: Yeah, Jake’s story about being a skateboarding secret agent. I’ll show you.

 

At this point, Boonana takes out a book from his satchel.

 

MELISSA: You’re writing each other’s books?

JAKE: I told him about my short story, JakerSkater.

BOONANA: And I told my dad and he loved the idea. He thinks I have a wild imagination. Ghosts don’t know anything about skateboards, scooters, hamburgers . . . anyway do you want to write for my dad?

MELISSA: Yeah, sure . . . I have a million ideas.

 

Then, seemingly from thin air, Boonana whisks out a glowing white sheet of paper.

 

BOONANA: Just sign your name –

JAKE: This interview is over!
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EXPOSÉ

How one kid got scammed by a ghost!

Wednesday, 30 July, 6pm
 By Melissa Phu

I nearly got scammed by a ghost. It’s true. But Jake Kola saved me from writing my life away. Literally.

After Jake Kola turned off the glophone and hid it in his closet, he came clean to me about the book scam. Jake opened up his desk drawer and unrolled a sheet that’s as long as ten toilet rolls stuck together. ‘Boonana wants me to write one thousand JakerSkater books,’ he told me. ‘All he gives me back is eight Boonana books.’

I was shocked. ‘Nobody can write that many books,’ I said.

Jake swallowed hard. ‘When I won that short story competition, that judge asked me if it could be a book and well . . . I thought maybe Boonana could help me out,’ he said. He opens up his closet. There are stacks of papers on each shelf. ‘I’m already up to JakerSkater No.23,’ Jake said.

‘You can’t keep this up forever,’ I said.

‘Tell me about it.’ Jake showed me one of his JakerSkater stories. ‘I’m still halfway through no.24. I normally do all the pictures first.’

I recognise some of the sketches. ‘So that’s what you’ve been doing in class.’

‘Please don’t tell anyone about this, otherwise I’ll really be a ghost,’ Jake said. ‘If I don’t complete my ghost contract, then Boonana will call the ghost police, who have special permission to cross over to our world to drag me over into Ghostopia.’

Poor Jake. As much as I wanted Jake to suffer, I felt compelled to help him.

‘Maybe I can help you out. Does your contract say that you have to write them?’


Jake shrugged. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Can I borrow some of your written stories to read?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, go for it,’ Jake said.

Let this be a warning for any kid out there. Don’t be fooled by a ghost kid. In fact, don’t talk to ghosts at all.
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Book Review

JakerSkater No.19: The Masked Ball

Wednesday, 30 July
 By Melissa Phu

Confession time, I hated Jake Kola’s Boonana books, but when I found out he didn’t write them, I was keen to actually read Jake’s original work, JakerSkater. It’s a bit of a weird name but, hey, my teacher has said you can write yourself as a character into your stories, so it’s not wrong.

I thought I would read a page or two, just to get a feel for the story, but I ended up reading the whole book. JakerSkater is a skater who gets selected to be a special agent and goes on cool missions. In The Masked Ball, JakerSkater goes to Venice, where he has to uncover the bad guys before they blow up the canals. The action is nonstop and it shows that Jake knows a lot about skateboarding.

Maybe Jake is a writer after all.

4 out of 5 stars
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Mission Possible Guide

Getting out of a ghost contract

Thursday, 31 July
 By Melissa Phu

Have you ever signed a deal with a ghost that you wanted to get out of? No? Well, in case it ever happens one day, Jake Kola and I have worked out a way to do it. Just follow our guide and it may save your life!

 

Step 1: Plan ahead

 

Before you confront the ghost, do your research on the ghost and contract, so you can come up with a plan.

At school, Jake and I spent most of our recess and lunch making notes on Boonana.


‘He’s just a kid, like me,’ Jake said.

‘Which means he’s gullible,’ I said.

Jake laughed. ‘You’re not wrong.’

 

Step 2: Confuse the ghost

 

Ghosts don’t know a lot about the human world, so you can use that to your advantage.

Case in point, I went to Jake’s house, ready to talk to Boonana. The ghost boy popped out of the glophone.

‘Where’s JakerSkater No.24?’ he barked at Jake.

‘Forget about JakerSkater,’ I said. ‘I have a better idea.’

Boonana turned to me. ‘Huh? Go on, tell me.’

‘Jake and I have a cool idea called DinoBlitz about human kids who go on exciting adventures in a dinosaur park.’

‘What’s a dinosaur?’ Boonana asked.

‘Don’t you have dinosaurs in Ghostopia?’ I asked.

Boonana shook his head. ‘Nah.’

‘It’s a gruesome, gigantic beast,’ I said. I quickly take out a book about dinosaurs from my backpack. ‘We see them all the time!’

Jake nodded. ‘Yeah, sometimes if you’re quick enough, you can latch onto their tails and hitch a ride.’

Boonana’s eyeballs bounce in all directions. ‘Oh, okay . . .’


 

Step 3: Scare the ghost
 (it’s easier than you think)

 

Once you have confused the ghost, you can kick it up a gear and try to scare them.

Jake and I keep yelling out our new ideas for books.

‘Gluten-free cowboys,’ I said.

‘Pretty Wi-fi and her modem friends,’ Jake said.

‘The mystery of Algebra,’ I said.

‘Stop, stop, stop!’ Boonana threw his hands in the air. ‘Let’s just focus on . . .’

‘I haven’t got to my best idea yet,’ I said. ‘Killer Cockroaches.’

Boonana stops, mid hover. ‘What’s a cockroach?’

Jake searches for a close-up picture on his phone. ‘They look like this – they’re the size of houses,’ he says.

‘They love to eat ghosts and green peppers.’

‘Whoa, what?’ Boonana asks. ‘They eat g – g – ghosts?’

‘My pet cockroach, Rex, hasn’t had a ghost in ages,’ I said. ‘He wouldn’t mind having a bite.’

‘Wouldn’t ghosts like to read about being eaten by killer cockroaches and dinosaurs?’ Jake said.

Boonana’s hands trembled. ‘No way.’


 

Step 4: Be firm and TALK BIG.

 

Once you have the ghost trembling down to their spirits, go in for the kill – so to speak.

‘Then let’s change the contract,’ Jake said. ‘I stop writing books for you or I’ll set Melissa’s killer cockroach on you.’

‘I’ll call my dad and the ghost police,’ Boonana said. ‘They’ll find a way to visit you . . .’

‘That’s fine by me,’ Jake said. ‘I’ll just buy a loaf of gluten free bread and lure a whole herd of dinosaurs over to my place. They can feast on your ghost police.’

‘I’ll bring the ghost army then,’ Boonana said, staggering back.

‘The more, the tastier,’ I said.

‘Fine, fine,’ Boonana said. ‘You’ve got a deal.’

Jake brought out the ghost contract and ripped it up in front of Boonana. Well, he tore off a few sheets from the huge roll of contract.

‘I’ll get you back, Jake,’ Boonana said. ‘And you too, Melissa. I’ll find a way . . .’

‘Sorry, the reception’s pretty sketchy,’ Jake said, pressing the button of the glophone, sucking Boonana back into the cube.

So there you have it. If you have a ghost problem, who ya gonna call?


Not me, because I don’t know much about them. But I hope this guide helps you with getting out of a ghost contract.

Just take my advice, don’t ever make a deal with a ghost.
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The MO (Melissa’s Opinion)

I was wrong about Jake Kola

Friday, 1 August
 By Melissa Phu

Reporters have to own up to their mistakes when they make them, so here it is, I was wrong about Jake. I mean, I was right about him not writing his Boonana books. But I thought Jake was a horrible writer.

After we dealt with the real Boonana ghost, Jake didn’t want to take any more risks. We rode our skateboard and scooter to Eden River near the skate park and Jake chucked the glophone into the middle of the deepest water.

Jake turned to me. ‘I guess my writing days are over.’

I pat his back. ‘You should publish your JakerSkater stories here,’ I said. ‘They’re pretty good, you know.’


Jake ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Thanks, that means a lot,’ he said. ‘Especially after I made you feel so jelly about my success.’

‘Okay, maybe I was a little,’ I said.

‘But I have given you the story of a lifetime,’ Jake said. ‘Here’s your title: “Jake and his Ghoulish Ghost Writer”.’

I smile. ‘Nah, your ghost story is safe with me. You’re lucky that all my writing on this so far is still in draft mode,’ I said. ‘But I do want to interview you for my article in the school newsletter – and that will be published.’
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Wide Bay Chronicles (story courtesy of the Wide Bay Primary School newsletter)

Jake Kola gives up the ghost! New book series revealed!

 

Saturday, 8 August
 By Melissa Phu


Jake Kola, bestselling author of the Boonana series, has announced that he won’t be writing any more Boonana books.


‘I was getting bored with writing them,’ Jake said. ‘I have so many other ideas in my head to get out onto the shelves.’

I can exclusively reveal, as Jake’s friend and reporter, that one of these fresh ideas is JakerSkater. He’s a skateboarding teen who gets recruited to become a secret agent. JakerSkater is joined by MelPen, his companion who rides a scooter by his side.

‘My publisher was disappointed that I was done with Boonana,’ Jake said. ‘But they were very interested in JakerSkater and signed me up for the first book. I’m sure my fans are in for an action-packed read, plus I get to use some of my drawings in the story.’

Jake Kola fans will have to wait a little longer than usual for JakerSkater. Jake has made a deal to write only one book a year. ‘I want to still have time to do fun things like skateboarding or playing basketball.’

Jake was happy to give his fans a sneak peek into the plot of the first JakerSkater book.

‘Someone discovers a glowing green cube in a river and accidently unleashes SplatterInk, a monster who covers the city with endless ink,’ Jake said. ‘JakerSkater and MelPen have to stop him before he blots out the entire world.’

One thing I guarantee is true: Jake Kola really does have a wild imagination.
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If you’ve never been to an international school, let me paint a picture for you. It’s like your normal school. I’m guessing it’s called international because there are students from all around the world there. But then, my old school back in Melbourne was full of kids from all different countries. So far, the big difference between this and my old school is the humidity.

Oh, the humidity.

I’ve only lived in Singapore for a month and I’ve been sweating in places that I never thought I could sweat in. It’s like walking around with a wet towel wrapped around you.

It’s the pits.

Dad says they’re called international schools because they have branches all over the world, just like his company, Serios Bank. I wish Serios Bank could have sent him to Tokyo or London instead, those places are cool. But Dad tried to cheer me up by saying that Singapore is the best Asian city in the world to move to because most people here speak English.

While that’s helped me settle into Langfield International School, I still feel kind of left out.

Kids here look at me as if they’ve been ripped off. Take Channy for example. I sat next to her on my first day in 6CB.

‘Remy Pai,’ she repeated, when I told her my name. ‘Are you sure you’re Australian?’

‘That’s what it says on my passport,’ I said.

‘But you look Chinese, like me.’

‘I’m Chinese-Australian,’ I said. ‘I was born in Melbourne.’

‘You’re more Chinese than Australian,’ Channy decided, before going back to her own work.

It’s been like that ever since I got here. They’re disappointed because I don’t look like a typical Australian, like our Year Six teacher, Mr Morphew, or movie stars like Chris Hemsworth. Even the other Australian kid in my class, Brodie, doesn’t like me. Okay, maybe it’s because I go for the Richmond Tigers and he goes for Collingwood. But after a few conversations about Aussie Rules and Melbourne, we drifted apart.

Well, he drifted away from me, playing hockey and football. I never mixed with the sporty kids anyway, even back in Melbourne.

So, I tried hanging out with the Chinese kids, but then they spoke Mandarin at lunchtimes. When I asked them to translate, I found out they were talking about karaoke, some random anime mobile game and coaching classes. Even in English, I still don’t know what they’re on about.

I tried my best to be friends with the Indian kids, the Malay kids and even the European kids. I mean, Australia and Austria sound similar. I didn’t gel with any of those groups. Yeah, they still let me play with them, but it felt like they were just being nice to me, or earning brownie points with Mr Morphew.

Now I just read books in the library. I might be by myself, but at least I can be myself.

When Dad asked me if I’m popular at school, I just told him that I’m surrounded by kids. Which is half true. The library’s always busy. The librarians have to use a counter to make sure they don’t go over two hundred kids.

On Monday morning, I make my way to school at 6.45, walking with a slant because my left eye is still asleep. I’ll never get used to the 5.30am wake-up calls.

The main corridor is plastered with posters for International Day.


‘Isn’t every day International Day here?’ I mumble to myself.

‘You can say that again,’ Channy says, walking beside me. ‘Did you have International Day back in Australia?’

‘My old school calls it Harmony Day,’ I say.

Channy nods. ‘Do you dress up in your own cultural costume too?’

‘Well, we could, but most of us just dressed up in orange.’

‘Orange?’ Channy chuckles, holding her arms out wide. ‘I would love to dress up as a fruit too.’

I crack up. ‘You only have to wear the colour orange – it’s the colour they chose to represent Harmony Day. Is International Day a big deal here?’

Channy pretends to yawn, and it turns into a real one. ‘Nah, because it’s like you said, every day is International Day.’

She skips ahead of me and I turn to the library. Channy may be an annoying chatterbox, but at least she talks to me every day.

In class, Mr Morphew shows the International Day poster on the smartboard. ‘If you’re interested in helping organise International Day, there’s a volunteer committee that meets up in the library at lunchtimes,’ he says.

Channy looks at me. ‘You should join us. We don’t have an Australian yet – even a Chinese one.’


‘Okay, I will,’ I say, just to shut her up.

At lunchtime, I head to the library with Channy. ‘I thought you said International Day was boring,’ I say.

‘It is,’ Channy says. ‘But that makes it easy to organise. Besides, I need the community points for my goals chart.’

Every kid here goes on about their goals chart. It’s a reward system that carries on from year to year. I guess this might help me make a start with mine.

I meet the rest of the committee, made up of kids across all grades. It’s led by a girl named Lucinda, who looks and sounds a lot like Channy except she’s older and bossier.

‘I’ve been here since I was my little sister’s age,’ Lucinda points at Channy. ‘And International Day has always been the same.’

The guy next to her is rolling up scrap paper into balls. ‘So what?’

Lucinda grabs her ruler and smacks one of the balls off the table. ‘Well, Tameer, we want some fresh ideas,’ she says.

I raise my hand. ‘My old school had kids bring in food from their own cultural background.’

Tameer rolls his eyes. ‘Nobody brings their own food anyway,’ he says. ‘Our cafeteria already has international food.’


My tummy purrs in agreement. The buffet lunch at the cafeteria is one of the best things about international school.

Lucinda taps her chin. ‘There must be some other exotic food we could bring in.’

Channy nudges me in the ribs. ‘Remy is Australian. Maybe he can bring some Aussie foods.’

‘Ugh, I’ve had a spoonful of vegemite, that was enough for me,’ Tameer says.

‘I bet there are other Australian foods,’ Channy says. ‘Isn’t that right, Remy?’

Everyone turns towards me. I slide down my chair a little. ‘Um, do you know where we can get some kangaroo?’

‘Singapore Zoo,’ Channy says. ‘Seriously, you guys eat kangaroo?’

‘Plus we eat emus, and their eggs, which are huge,’ I add.

‘Eeeew,’ says Tameer.

I try to rack my brain for what else is unique about Australian cuisine that everyone might enjoy trying. My favourite food is nachos, which is not Australian or Chinese. I picture a supermarket back in Melbourne, trying to think which foods had the Aussie flag on them. Then I have it.

‘How about lamingtons?’


Lucinda googles it on her phone. ‘Squares of vanilla sponge covered in chocolate icing and rolled in coconut sprinkles,’ she reads aloud. ‘Is that, like, an Australian cake?’

I shrug. ‘I guess. Give me a durian cake any day.’

Cheap durian is another cool thing about Singapore. Dad and I go out to eat some together every Saturday morning.

Lucinda smiles. ‘I want everyone to write an idea down and bring it in tomorrow. We need to finalise the program with the head of school, Mr Chambers, by the end of this week.’

‘Just submit the old program, lah,’ another girl says. ‘Everybody knows that International Day is really for the teachers.’

‘Come on Angelica, not this again,’ Lucinda says.

‘Well, a lot of our teachers come from overseas,’ Angelica says. ‘Isn’t that why it’s called an international school?’

She could be right. There are teachers here from all over Europe, Australia and America.

After lunch, we have our Science electives and I’m thrown in with a group of boys, including Brodie.

‘Hope the Magpies win on the weekend,’ he says.

‘As long as the Tigers are ahead of you in the premiership table,’ I say. ‘Hey, I’m on the International Day Committee and they’re looking for fresh ideas.’

‘It’s just another dress-up day,’ Brodie says. ‘I just turn up in my Collingwood jersey. I was one of the lucky kids who got away with it.’

‘What do you mean?’ I say.

Brodie looks around before he speaks. ‘Last year, Mr Chambers told off a bunch of kids who rocked up in their European soccer jerseys because they didn’t come from Barcelona or Manchester.’

I cross my arms. ‘That’s not fair.’

‘Those are the rules for International Day,’ Brodie says. ‘At least you can wear your Richmond Tigers jersey.’ He leans in. ‘Just keep your passport in your pocket, in case Mr Chambers asks to see if you’re really from Australia.’

Seng, one of the Chinese kids in our group, is mucking around with the Bunsen burner, his eyeballs like moths to the flame.

‘Be careful, Seng,’ Brodie says. ‘You’ll blow up the whole room.’

‘This flame is reminding me of dinner,’ Seng says. ‘My parents are taking me to my favourite restaurant.’

‘Tim Ho Wan?’ I guess.

Seng laughs. ‘Noooooo, Decker Barbecue!’

I lean in towards him. ‘You serious?’

‘Yep, I love Texas Smokey Spare Ribs,’ Seng says. ‘All I watch online is barbecue videos from America.’ He tries to read my face. ‘You must think I’m weird?’

I crack up. ‘My favourite food is nachos.’

Seng grins. ‘That’s my third favourite.’

‘I love Chicken Rice,’ Brodie chips in. ‘Just sayin’.’

After school, I catch the Metro train back home, craving some beef ribs. I still can’t believe what Brodie said about Mr Chambers. Do you have to really look like you belong somewhere to be legit? It sounds wrong. Maybe it’s time to shake things up with our International Day.

At the next committee meeting in the library, I bring forward my idea for International Day. ‘You wear something from another country, other than yours,’ I say.

‘Boooooorrrrriiiinnnnnngggg,’ Tameer says.

Lucinda stares him into the ground like he’s a tent peg. ‘Go on, Remy,’ she says.

‘A country that inspires you,’ I say. ‘I love Mexican food, so I can turn up to school wearing a poncho and a big sombrero hat.’

A kid next to me squirms in his seat. ‘That’s weird,’ he says.

‘It’s not just food you like either,’ I say. ‘If you like a particular country’s sporting team, singer or whatever, you can dress up as them or in their colours.’


A few kids murmur to themselves. Lucinda holds up her hand and the committee falls silent. ‘That’s not the worst idea in the world,’ she says. ‘Any others?’

Tameer writes a list of ideas and we all vote for the top three to send to Mr Chambers.

‘Hands up if you like Remy’s idea,’ she says.

I close my eyes, just in case I see nobody put their hands up. I take a deep breath and wait for Lucinda to stop counting.

‘Okay, that’s nine hands,’ she says. ‘You’re in the top three, kid, congrats. Mr Chambers will hear your idea.’

I sit up straight and smile. For the first time since I came here, it feels like I’ve actually been heard. At an international school like Langfield, with over 1500 kids, that’s saying something.

On the way to class, Channy’s doing figure-eight spins around me. ‘I’m a huge fan of French ballerinas,’ she says. ‘Maybe I can dress in a ballerina outfit with a beret on my head.’

‘My idea still needs to get past Mr Chambers,’ I say.

‘My big sis loves your idea,’ Channy says. ‘Trust me, I’ve seen her boss teachers around. She can persuade Mr Chambers.’

When we turn up to the next committee meeting, Lucinda has a grim look. She lowers her head. ‘Mr Chambers turned down all our ideas,’ she says.


Tameer thumps the table. ‘I told you that dinosaur teacher wouldn’t listen to us. He never tries anything new.’

‘Actually, he did add one fresh idea of his own. He wants all of us to go down to the sports field where we’ll hold hands and sing a song called “When we talk about love”.’

It sounds like Mr Chambers copied an idea from my old school’s Harmony Day celebrations. Last time I was there, the whole school sang “We are the World” at assembly.

Channy nearly falls out of her chair. ‘He wants us to stand in the sun, out in the open?’ she asks. ‘Why are we being punished?’

Everybody starts yakking to each other.

‘Maybe I can convince him,’ I blurt out.

Everybody falls silent. All eyes are on me. I can feel my knees shaking under the table.

‘Good luck, we had to book our meeting with him months in advance,’ Tameer says. ‘Mr Chambers is so busy, by the time you get to see him it’ll be for next year’s International Day.’

Lucinda smiles at me. ‘Hmmm, if you think you can do it, go for it.’

‘Do you want me to show you where his office is?’ Channy asks.


I bite my tongue. If she comes with me, then I can’t back out. ‘Sure,’ I say.

‘Cool, I know how to get there without leaving the shade,’ she says. ‘Let’s go.’

I follow her, weaving our way to the admin building, and I knock on Mr Chambers’ door. No answer.

‘He’s probably not in,’ Channy whispers. ‘Tameer wasn’t kidding.’

‘Let’s go try to find him,’ I say.

We check the cafeteria, sports field, gym and the front office again. ‘Want an iced tea?’ I say. ‘My shout.’

Channy nods. ‘The coffee shop does the best drinks.’

We line up at the coffee shop and I spot Mr Chambers’ epic beard, which is on a Santa Claus level. He sips his iced coffee as he heads in our direction.

I step in front of him and clear my throat. ‘Hi, sir. I’m Remy Pai from Australia.’

Mr Chambers strokes his beard. ‘Ah yes, you had that idea for International Day.’

I feel my heart doing a few backflips inside my chest. ‘I wanted to know why you knocked it back,’ I say.

Mr Chambers motions me to follow him outside. When it’s quieter, he turns to face me. ‘International Day has been a tradition at Langfield for over thirty years,’ Mr Chambers says, touching the school logo on his shirt. ‘Why would we want to mess with tradition?’


‘Yes, sir, but –’

‘International Day should be a day about harmony and celebrating our actual cultures, I don’t want people to treat it as a wear-what-you-like day, you understand?’

I nod. It’s a reflex whenever teachers ask me if I understand something, even if I really don’t.

I walk away from Mr Chambers and Channy passes me my drink. ‘How did it go?’

I let the iced tea wash across my dry throat before I tell Channy what Mr Chambers said.

She slaps my arm, making me jump. ‘He probably gave the same speech to my sister.’ She finishes her drink and scoops the ice cubes into her mouth. ‘We wouldn’t want to mess with tradition . . . what a joke,’ she says, crushing the ice fiercely between her teeth.

Back in class, I keep staring out the window. Mr Morphew casts a shadow behind me. ‘Earth to Remy,’ he says. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Why did you move to Singapore, sir?’ I ask.

‘I wanted an adventure,’ Mr Morphew says. ‘I’ve been to Dubai, Berlin and Bangkok so far, and I don’t want to stop.’

I smile. ‘You’re either an international school teacher or a super spy.’

‘Or both.’ Mr Morphew pretends to hold his pen like it’s a pistol and shoots it, James Bond style. ‘Channy told me about your wacky idea for International Day. I would have dressed up in my Oktoberfest lederhosen outfit.’

‘You’re a teacher, you could dress up in whatever you’d like,’ I say. ‘Mr Chambers wouldn’t mind.’

Mr Morphew laughs. ‘You’d be surprised. He does love tradition.’

‘Maybe you can help me with my idea,’ I say.

‘Will I get in trouble?’ Mr Morphew says with a smirk.

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘But if you get fired, at least you can fall back on your spy work.’

I tell Mr Morphew my plan and he gives me the thumbs up.

Before home time, Mr Morphew brings me up the front. ‘Remy has given you some homework.’

Everyone freezes on the spot and turns to gaze at me. I should be used to this by now, but I still feel the need to shield my eyes from their laser beam stares.

‘I want you to bring in something to wear this Friday morning,’ I say. ‘Choose a country that inspires you and wear something that represents that country for you.’

Channy covers her mouth like she just ate a whole box of giggles.

‘Think of it as a Class International Day,’ Mr Morphew adds.


The bell rings and I make my way to the Metro station to go home.

Kai from my class walks past. ‘Pretty cool idea, Remy,’ he says. ‘I’m going to wear my football jersey now.’

‘Great,’ I say, waving goodbye. It’s the first time Kai’s ever spoken to me.

Later that night, I tell Dad about my new International Day idea.

Dad ruffles my hair. ‘You’ve only been there for a term and you’re already making a difference,’ he says. ‘Just like your old man.’

‘So you’re making your financial planners dress up in soccer jerseys and sombreros too?’ I say.

Dad chuckles. ‘It would certainly be more comfortable to wear my old cricket jersey,’ he says. ‘Are you still making new friends?’

‘We’ll see, Dad,’ I say, thinking about Kai. ‘Hey, can we go to the mall tonight to get a sombrero?’ I ask.

‘Why not. We might as well make it a Mexican night and have some nachos while we’re there,’ Dad says.

‘All in the name of homework,’ I say.

We get a taxi to one of the giant malls on Orchard Road. After an unsuccessful hour walking around the department stores, Dad and I search for a costume place in the street markets nearby. I finally find a bright yellow sombrero with red stripes. It looks like a giant taco shell.

‘It’s perfect,’ I say.

Dad puts it on my head. ‘It fits well.’

‘A little too well,’ I say, as sweat works like superglue around my head. I take it off and then see a matching red and yellow poncho. I plead with Dad and he agrees to buy them both.

‘I think we’ve earnt ourselves some nachos,’ he says.

I lick my lips. ‘Awesome!’

I feel good now that I’ve at least got the easy part out of the way. I’ve still got to get it into my classroom without any seeing. I may have Mr Morphew’s permission, but will that be enough to get past Mr Chambers?
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On Friday, for our Class International Day, everyone in 6CB is walking around, carrying garbage bags. Yeah, nothing suss is going on here. Thankfully, nobody asks any questions and, after lunchtime, Mr Morphew lets us sneak into the change rooms to get into our costumes.

I wear my poncho and sombrero and I feel like a burnt burrito outside in the heat.

Channy dances circles around me, but this time she looks the part in her French outfit, which is a ballerina’s dress and a beret on her head. She hits me with her crusty baguette. ‘This is a great idea, Mr Nachos Man.’

I tip the edge of my sombrero. ‘Thanks. I reckon my hat’s better than yours.’

‘Ah, but my hat game is stronger than both of yours,’ Kai says, swinging the corks at me from his cork hat.

‘Whoa,’ I say with a laugh, checking out his Aussie singlet hanging loose from his hips over Billabong board shorts. ‘Where did you get the great hat from?’

‘Brodie lent it to me,’ Kai says.

‘So why do you love Australia all of a sudden?’ Channy says.

‘Because Remy’s cool and he’s from Australia,’ Kai says.

‘No really, why?’ I ask.

‘I’m serious, you’ve inspired me to think outside the square,’ Kai says. ‘Only a crazy Aussie like you would think of a weird thing like this.’

I laugh. ‘You can put me beside the Hills Hoist and the bionic ear as great Aussie inventions.’

‘The Hills what?’ Kai says.

‘Google it,’ I say.

Kai kicks his thongs in the air. ‘Ai-yah, I wish we could wear flip-flops . . . I mean, thongs to school.’

Channy, Kai and I walk into the Year Six building. A few kids from other classes stick their heads out to gawk at us.


‘Stop!’ Mr Chambers yells from the end of the corridor.

‘Run!’ I say.

Channy and I bolt and turn the corner. Kai’s trailing behind us. ‘Wait up, I can’t run in these flip-floppy thongs.’

‘Just take them off and run with us,’ I yell back.

We all head downstairs and run past the gym. Now we’re copping stares from every direction. I take off my sombero. ‘Have you ever run away from a principal before?’

‘No,’ Kai says, catching his breath. ‘If I get in trouble, I’m just going to say it’s an Aussie tradition.’

‘Maybe we should just head back,’ Channy says. ‘I mean, it’s not like we can hide from the principal.’

‘We can for the next few hours,’ Kai says.

I sigh. ‘Let’s go back, you can just blame me.’

Kai and Channy high five each other and we all walk to class, where Mr Chambers is standing by the door. His beard makes it hard to tell if he’s frowning or just straight out furious.

‘Remy Pai, I heard this was your idea,’ Mr Chambers says, with his hands on his hips. ‘Do you care to explain yourself?’

I look at Kai’s dorky cork hat and think about him saying I was cool – and crazy. An idea leaps into my head.


‘This is our class Inspiration Nation Day,’ I say. ‘We may not have come from these countries, but they still inspire us.’

I walk over to Brodie who is wearing a Vietnamese hat. ‘Why are you wearing that, Brodie?’

‘We went to Halong Bay over the summer break,’ he says. ‘I love how the people there are so kind and humble.’

I swing over to another girl, Puta, who is dressed in a sari. ‘How about you?’ I ask.

‘I am dressed in a South Indian sari,’ Puta says.

‘But you’re Indian anyway,’ Channy blurts out.

I hold up my hand. ‘No, it’s perfectly fine to dress in a costume from the same country you’re from. Traditional stuff is A-OK!’

Puta laughs. ‘But this is different for me. I’m Singaporean-Indian,’ she says. ‘My grandma is from Mumbai, and she brought me this sari from there. She inspires us with her stories about growing up in that city.’

Mr Chambers glances at Mr Morphew. ‘You were right, Chris, this boy is one to watch,’ he says.

I gulp and feel like a nachos chip, growing soggy in the hot cheese and beans.

Mr Chambers smiles. ‘Okay, Remy, we’re going ahead with your Inspiration Nation Day idea,’ he says. ‘But only if you speak at our special assembly.’


‘Deal,’ I say, shaking his hand.

The whole class cheers. I sit down at my desk with a giant grin on my face. It’s the first time I’ve felt like I belong here.

When the actual International Day comes around, I’m having a double celebration because it means I’ve been at Langfield for three months.

I still don’t belong to any particular group. Sometimes I play card games with Kai and his friends. Or I play cricket with the Indian kids. Other times, I just like to read books with Channy in the library. And even though it’s my second time wearing my Mexican outfit, the sombrero feels like a feather as I lift my head high.

Lucinda stops me in the corridor. She’s decked out in a long trench coat and a top hat. ‘Hello, Remy.’

‘You like England?’ I say.

‘I love Jane Eyre,’ Lucinda says. ‘I didn’t want to wear one of those old dresses, but this is still pretty cool.’ She taps my sombrero. ‘I expect big things from you next year on our International Day Committee.’

I nod. ‘Way ahead of you.’

‘Howdy, partner.’ Seng bumps into me, balancing his giant ten-gallon hat on his head. ‘Maybe we can combine our loves and have beef ribs on nachos.’

I lick my lips. ‘Stop it, you’re making me hungry and jealous.’


‘Hunlous?’ Seng says. ‘Maybe we can hang out sometime on the weekend.’

‘Yeah, sure. That’d be great.’

Seng and I check out the teachers, who have also mixed things up. Some Australian teachers are wearing Singaporean and Thai outfits. Mr Morphew stands tall in a Middle Eastern robe.

‘I got this when I was in Abu Dhabi,’ he says. ‘One of my favourite places in the world. Plus, I thought it might be a bit cooler than my Oktoberfest lederhosen outfit!’

The bell rings and we make our way into the school auditorium. Thankfully, Mr Chambers decided to mix things around too. No singing on the field. Instead, we’re having a special assembly, where we get to check out each other’s costumes.

I head to the stage, my speech in my hand. It’s only short because everyone already knows who I am now. They call me the Inspiration Nation guy.

Mr Chambers says a few words before he brings me on. The view is great from up here because I can see everybody’s costumes. People of all cultures dressed in a crazy variety of other cultures. I hear Mr Chambers say my name and I move to the microphone. The eyes of the whole school are on me.

‘When I first came to Langfield, I felt tiny,’ I say. ‘Even coming from Australia, which is a pretty big country, I soon realised just how huge the world is, and I was just a speck on the globe. Yet, at the same time, being here makes the world feel smaller because so many people from so many countries are here together, all celebrating other places in the world that inspire them. I finally get it. This is why they call this place an international school.’
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Most kids want toys or bikes on their birthday.

Not Abigail.

All she wanted was a double bed.

Abigail announced it one morning over breakfast at the dining table. Abigail’s parents were confused.

‘Do you mean a toy bed for your dolls?’ her dad asked.

Abigail shook her head. ‘No, I want a real double bed.’

‘Why a double bed?’ her mum said. ‘You’re only eight years old.’

‘Even your sisters don’t have double beds,’ her dad added, reaching for his newspaper. ‘And Claire and Rebecca are both taller than you.’

Abigail laid two pieces of toast together side by side. ‘I just want a double bed.’

Her mum frowned. ‘But your room is so small, the bed would hardly fit,’ she said.


‘I’ve already measured it,’ Abigail said. ‘It will.’

Abigail’s measurements weren’t a hundred per cent accurate because she used a piece of string to measure the width of her own single bed, and just doubled the amount of string. But it was close enough.

‘Stop being silly,’ her dad said, not looking up from his paper. ‘You’re getting a toy or a doll and that’s final.’

Abigail stomped back to her room. Being the youngest in her family, she never seemed to get what she wanted. Everything Abigail got was a hand-me-down, from her clothes to food. (In case you wanted to know, half-eaten slices of hand-me-down pizza are disgusting.)

Her two older sisters were both in high school, but they might as well have been on another planet. Abigail was their little sister, but they made her feel even tinier than she was.

Abigail closed the door to her room and laid on her bed, which was Claire’s old bed, and before that, lucky Rebecca’s new bed. Abigail wondered if she should tell her parents the reason why she really wanted a double bed.

You see, while some people can’t remember their dreams the next day, Abigail had an amazing skill. Not only could she remember her dreams, she could actually store them safely in her dream land. Every single creature. Every single scenario. Every fantasy food. Abigail kept them all.


One of her oldest dreams was of a Unicorncob, a unicorn with a piece of corn cob on his forehead instead of a horn. Abigail often went to bed on a full stomach, which is why her creature and food dreams were often mashed together.

In her dream that night, the Unicorncob trotted over to Abigail. ‘The rainbow cats and straw monster are fighting again,’ he said.

Abigail wandered over to the edge of her dream land, where there was a herd of furry, rainbow-coloured cats facing off against a huge straw monster. It was a monster made out of paper straws with one leg that was squashed and soggy, so it leaned on its good leg.

‘What’s going on?’ Abigail asked.

One of the rainbow cats purred. ‘This silly giant scarecrow thingy is hogging all the room around here, and he keeps limping wildly up and down, destroying our homes.’

‘I need my exercise,’ the straw monster said. ‘It’s good for my bones.’

‘You don’t have any, you’re made out of paper,’ one of the cats hissed. ‘Now don’t make me throw milk on you again and make your other leg soggy.’

‘Stop it!’ the Unicorncob shouted. ‘Straw monster, you can exercise over in my field.’

The herd of cats slithered away, but not before they snarled at the straw monster. Abigail looked up at her tall friend. She remembered how she had dreamt him up, after she had been playing with a jar of straws in a cafe while her sisters were busy on their phones. Her straw monster in real life had only been as tall as a milkshake glass.

‘I’m sorry, straw monster,’ Abigail said. ‘I’m working on a way to get you, and all my dreams, some more room.’

The straw monster smiled with its jagged stripy teeth. ‘It’s okay, my little child,’ he said.

‘Are you sure your double bed plan will work?’ the Unicorncob asked. ‘Will our dream land really be double the size?’

‘Of course,’ Abigail said. ‘I just need to convince my parents to buy me one for my birthday.’

‘Then you better not have any more dreams until then,’ the Unicorncob said. ‘Otherwise, there will be even less room and more fights and trouble.’
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The next morning, Abigail decided to ask her parents for a double bed again, this time with a reason. Abigail’s older sisters were experts at giving reasons to do everything they wanted, like going to a friend’s party or buying some expensive make-up. Now it was Abigail’s turn.


She was having breakfast with her mum at the kitchen bench. ‘Please, Mum, I can’t fit all my toys in my bed anymore,’ she said.

Abigail’s mum sipped her coffee. ‘You never sleep with all your toys.’

‘I do now,’ Abigail said.

Mum tapped her chin. ‘You can make a roster,’ she said. ‘Then some toys can sleep in the bed on different nights.’

Abigail couldn’t argue with that. She finished her cereal and went back to her room to get dressed for school.

By the time her dad got home that night, Abigail had come up with another reason. She cornered him on the couch in the living room ‘Dad, I need a double bed because I need to stretch out.’

‘Huh?’ he said.

‘I do sleep . . . aerobics,’ Abigail said. ‘Last night in my sleep, I did a full spin and flipped off the bed.’

‘Abigail, you are the best sleeper I know,’ Abigail’s dad said. ‘Just last week you fell asleep in the car when we were just coming back from the shops – with your ice cream still in your hand.’

Abigail couldn’t argue with that. She did stay very still because she was a deep sleeper. She’d once listed ‘sleeping’ as one of her hobbies in a school essay.


Every day, Abigail pestered her parents, coming up with different reasons to have a double bed. She wanted to practise swimming on the mattress. She wanted to learn how to knit a massive quilt. She wanted to learn a survival skill, in case she was lost in the forest and needed to build a shelter, with pillows.

But her parents kept knocking her back. Abigail wondered if she should tell her parents the truth. One morning, she asked her parents a question over breakfast. ‘Mum and Dad, do you dream?’ she said.

Dad nodded, chomping on some toast. ‘I dreamt that I did a great presentation in my sales meeting.’

Abigail rolled her eyes. ‘You dream about work?’

Dad shrugged. ‘It’s always on my mind.’

Mum murmured in agreement.

Abigail turned to her mum. ‘How about you?’

‘I can’t remember my dreams,’ Mum said. ‘I mean, I remember dreaming something but I forget the details as soon as I wake up.’

Abigail stared at her bowl of cereal. Her dad’s dream land was just a giant office building like in real life, which doesn’t count. Her mum’s dream land was just hazy. Abigail didn’t want to be like either of them. She wanted to be a real dreamer forever. She really needed that double bed!
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Abigail’s dream land became more and more crowded, and her dream creations were beginning to fight more often. The pie-geons, pies with wings, were getting in the way of the buttered-flies. Abigail’s dream library, where you can lick the different flavoured book covers, was overflowing with neon gnomes, giant bowls of cake batter and goatatoes, potato-shaped goats, who started to eat all the tasty colourful books.

Abigail watched from the balcony of her Lego tower. There was a giant Venus skytrap on the ledge, a plant that liked to eat clouds.

The Unicorncob stood by her side. ‘Can’t you dream up another huge tower?’

Abigail shook her head. ‘I can’t dream up any more buildings,’ she whispered. ‘I’m too scared to dream anything bigger than this Venus skytrap.’

‘I really hope you can make your family get you that double bed,’ the Unicorncob said.

‘My family? It’s only my parents who I need to . . . hang on, I’ve got it!’

Abigail woke up from her dream land with a new plan.
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Abigail started to pester her aunties and uncles at family events, like Lunar New Year. When Abigail got a whole bunch of lucky red pockets with money, she told them about her plan for a double bed.

All of her aunties and uncles were bamboozled. Auntie Christine and Uncle Harry thought Abigail was crazy, even after listening to all of Abigail’s twenty-seven reasons. This included a made-up report that lying down on your bed to do homework makes you smarter, and the fact that her new bed could be an indoor trampoline and she could practise on it to try out for the trampoline team at the Olympics.

Abigail dreamt about having a double bed and dreaming on it. Dreams of dreaming were the best kind of dreams. When Abigail went back to her dream land, she discovered a double bed outside the Unicorncob’s forest.

‘Is this it?’ the Unicorncob asked. ‘The solution to all our problems?’

‘No,’ Abigail said. ‘I mean, it is a double bed, but not a real one in my real life . . .’ She tried her best not to dream up any more things, otherwise her dream land would be full. But it was hard not to dream anything new. For Abigail, it would be like telling an eagle not to fly or a hot dog not to be tasty. It was impossible.
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It was only two weeks before Abigail’s birthday, and she had no choice but to pester her big sisters. After school, Rebecca and Claire were doing their homework at the dining table.

Abigail sat next to them. ‘Hello!’ she said.

Rebecca and Claire kept working on their laptops, lost deep inside their screens. Abigail clenched her fists and then she quickly slammed their laptop lids down.

‘Hey!’ Rebecca said. ‘Can you go play somewhere else, Abigail?’

‘Not until you make Mum and Dad get me a double bed.’

‘I don’t get it,’ Claire said, flicking her hair. ‘We don’t even have double beds. What makes you think you need one?’

Abigail wondered if it was time to tell them the truth. They were her sisters after all. Perhaps they would understand. ‘Because my dreams are getting too big for my bed,’ she said.

Rebecca and Claire looked at each other.

‘Really?’ Rebecca said.

‘Yeah, dreaming is my second favourite hobby after sleeping,’ Abigail said. She’d also put that in her school essay. ‘I love dreaming, but now I need room to grow my dreams.’ Abigail spread her arms wide. ‘My poor Unicorncob needs room to fly.’

‘Are you for real?’ Claire said.

‘Yeah, totally. I want to build more rooms in my mud-cake castle, so my straw monster can have his own gym and do strength training, like Mum,’ Abigail said. ‘But I don’t have the room.’

She watched Rebecca and Claire’s faces as they grew redder in their cheeks. Abigail stepped back, worried they were going to let off a laughter grenade. But her sisters just smirked and gave each other an embarrassed glance.

Then Rebecca gently put her hands on Abigail’s shoulders and looked her in the eye. ‘Maybe you can let go of your older dreams.’

Abigail’s jaw swung wide open. ‘Huh?’

‘Get rid of your old dreams,’ Claire said. ‘Then you’ll have room and you won’t need a double bed.’

Abigail’s lips quivered. Out of all the solutions that her family had given her, this was absolutely the worst. ‘That’s so silly and stupid, times a million,’ she said. ‘I could never throw away any of my dreams. Not even one.’

She ran out of the room, tears stinging her cheeks.

Rebecca and Claire looked at each other, nodded, and went back to their laptops. An hour later, they went to see their parents in the kitchen who were washing the dishes.

‘I think we can raise enough money for Abigail’s birthday present,’ Claire said.


‘Is she still on about this silly double bed thing?’ Dad asked.

Mum flung a tea towel over her shoulder. ‘Why on earth does she want one so much?’ she said.

Rebecca opened her mouth but Claire elbowed her in the ribs.

‘If this is what Abigail really wants, let’s just do it,’ Claire said. ‘Then she won’t bother any of us again.’

That night, Abigail went back into her dream land and went to find some of her older dreams. She was looking for something she could bear to throw away, like her marshmallow air balloon, or her magic hula hoop that made your limbs longer when you used it. She hadn’t thought about her shark on rollerskates in ages, maybe he could make way for something else. But Abigail looked at her rollerskating shark at his skate park, doing fin to flipper tricks in the air. She giggled at the sparkly purple helmet that fitted over his head.

She couldn’t un-dream the shark. She couldn’t throw away any of her dreams. The only thing she could do was get a bigger bed.

As Abigail lay on her tiny bed, Abigail’s parents started making phone calls to all their relatives, asking if they wanted to pitch in for a present.

‘Sorry,’ Uncle Harry said. ‘We already bought Abigail a present.’


Mum and Dad frowned. ‘Maybe we should get that second-hand bed,’ Mum said.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Dad said. ‘If she’s getting one, then it might as well be brand new.’

‘It can double up as her Christmas present,’ Mum said, with a grin.
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On Abigail’s ninth birthday, her mum took her out to watch a movie. Abigail’s dad and her sisters went to a bedding store and bought Abigail a brand new double bed. They helped push the bed up into her room. It was tight but there was just enough room left to squeeze past and get in and out of the door.

‘Wow, Abigail was right. It does fit after all,’ Dad said.

Rebecca and Claire covered the bed in wrapping paper.

Abigail’s dad shook his head. ‘Why would you wrap it up?’ he said. ‘She’s going to know it’s a double bed.’

Claire shrugged. ‘We were just bored,’ she said. ‘And Rebecca couldn’t find a giant ribbon.’

Rebecca rolled her eyes. ‘Nobody sells giant ribbons at the shops.’

Abigail and her mum got home later that afternoon. Before her mum could stop her, Abigail raced up the stairs.


She screamed and dived onto her present, with the wrapping paper still on it. It took her three minutes to unwrap the whole thing.

Abigail leapt onto her dad’s back. ‘Thank you, I love it, I love it!’ she said. She hopped off and gave her mum a giant hug too. ‘I want to try it out now.’ Abigail tucked herself in. ‘Good night, everyone.’

Abigail’s mum frowned. ‘But it’s only six-thirty.’

‘Can I just take a nap?’ Abigail said.

But before she could lie down, the doorbell rang and Abigail rushed to answer the door. It was Uncle Harry and Auntie Christine. ‘Happy Birthday, sweetie,’ Auntie Christine said. ‘Come see your present outside.’

Abigail walked outside with them and shrieked. There was a double bed up against the fence, with a giant ribbon on it.

‘Wowee, another double bed!’ Abigail said, spreading her arms out to give it a giant hug.

The rest of Abigail’s family walked out to the front lawn.

Claire slapped Rebecca on the arm. ‘I told you they made those giant ribbons.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Abigail’s mum asked Auntie Christine.

‘We wanted it to be a surprise for her,’ Auntie Christine said.


Abigail’s mum folded her arms. ‘She’s not the only one who’s surprised.’

Just then, a truck stopped outside the house and the driver hopped out of the truck. ‘Special delivery for Abigail Quach.’

Abigail bounced up and down. ‘That’s me!’

The driver and his helper went to the back of the truck and pulled out . . . a double bed! They dropped it beside the one from her Auntie and Uncle.

Abigail’s dad signed for the bed. ‘Who is this from?’

‘Grandma Quach,’ the driver said, reading from his order form. He smiled at Abigail. ‘Happy Birthday!’

Abigail was busting with excitement. ‘I must be dreaming.’

Rebecca and Claire went on either side of Abigail and pinched her twice.

‘No, I think we’re in my nightmare,’ Abigail’s dad said.

‘Would you like us to pinch you as well?’ Rebecca said.

Meanwhile, their mum’s face had been turning paler by the second.

‘Are you okay, Mum?’ Abigail asked. ‘Maybe you should lie down on one of my beds.’

‘Let’s just bring them inside,’ her mum said.

Everyone helped bring Abigail’s presents inside the living room. Abigail’s eyes were like two full moons, the ones that make wolves go crazy. Her dream land could be six times bigger. Her Unicorncob could have the whole countryside to roam and fly around. Her straw monster would be left alone in peace. ‘I want to sleep on all these beds,’ she said.

Claire laughed. ‘Your bedroom isn’t big enough.’

‘Then I’ll stack them up and sleep on top of all of them,’ Abigail said. ‘Like in The Princess and the Pea.’

‘Let’s talk about this after dinner and cake,’ Abigail’s mum said, still quite pale. ‘And for now, you can just sleep in the one bed that’s in your room.’

Later that night, Abigail was tossing and turning in her new bed. She was desperate to see her dream land doubled in size but, for once, she couldn’t get to sleep. Maybe it was because her tummy was full of birthday cake, or because she was buzzing from all the excitement of having three beds. She even checked to see if Claire or Rebecca had put a pea under her mattress.

Eventually, Abigail closed her eyes and slipped into her dream land. She expected to see plenty of open spaces. But when she got there, the cats were still screeching and annoying the straw monster. And the shark on rollerskates was now racing around the library, knocking over the neon gnomes.


The Unicorncob came up to her. ‘Happy Birthday, Abigail! Sorry you didn’t get your double bed.’

Abigail groaned. ‘I got three double beds!’

‘Then why are things still the same?’ the Unicorncob said.

Abigail woke herself up and went downstairs to the living room, where the two other double beds were stacked against the wall. She lay them down on top of one another and went to sleep. But when she returned to her dream land, it still looked the same. She stroked the Unicorncob’s head. ‘All of this was for nothing.’

‘There must be something you can do,’ the Unicorncob said.

Abigail gulped. She thought about what her older sisters said. Would she have to get rid of her older dreams?

Abigail woke up in the living room. Everyone had gone to bed hours ago, but she tiptoed up to Claire’s door. There was still music coming from her room.

Abigail knocked quietly and Claire opened the door. ‘What’s wrong, Abigail?’

‘My double bed didn’t work.’

Claire swallowed a yawn. ‘Is one of the springs broken?’

‘No, my dream land is still the same size as before,’ Abigail said. ‘It’s not fair.’


‘Come on, let’s go see Bec,’ Claire said.

When they went into Rebecca’s bedroom, she was still reading in bed. Claire sat on the swirly chair and gestured towards her little sister.

Abigail sat on the edge of Rebecca’s bed. ‘Why is my dream land not growing?’

‘Our dream lands never get any bigger,’ Rebecca said. She sat up and pulled Abigail over onto her lap. ‘As we get older, we need to make room for more dreams.’

Abigail gasped. ‘Huh? You all have dream lands too?’

‘We’re all dreamers,’ Claire said with a nod. ‘Once I had a sundae monster who used to shoot chocolate fudge out of its hands.’

‘I remember Octodog, a furry octopus dog that had eight legs and could hang upside down,’ Rebecca said.

‘So, those things are not in your dream lands anymore?’ Abigail asked.

Rebecca and Claire shook their heads.

Abigail rocked herself back and forth. ‘But I don’t want to get rid of any dreams.’

Rebecca wrapped her arms around Abigail. ‘Trust me, you’ll want to, because you’ll have even better dreams.’

Abigail looked up at her. ‘Really?’

‘The best kind,’ Rebecca said. ‘Ones that will stay with you forever.’


Abigail couldn’t imagine what could be better than a Unicorncob but she wanted to find out. She pulled Claire over to the bed and went in for a triple hug. Her big sisters made her feel as big as her straw monster.

Abigail went back to sleep in her bed and slipped into her dream land. She walked around the boundary of her dream land, which was covered in thick fog.

She didn’t know how to un-dream something. She’d forgotten to ask Rebecca and Claire how to do it. But she wandered over to her older dreams in the corner of her dream land. She picked up her hula hoop made out of lolly snakes and closed her eyes. When she opened them, it was gone.

After that, it was easy to let go of her other dreams. The toaster that made fairy bread, the kind that had wings. The rollerskating shark, even though he was still pretty funny. They all disappeared.

She wandered over to the straw monster. He bent down on one knee. A paper straw popped out. ‘You know you have to.’

‘I can dream you up again, can’t I?’ Abigail asked.

‘Maybe,’ the straw monster said. ‘But you won’t know until you let us go.’

Abigail fought back tears. ‘Goodbye, straw monster.’

The straw monster smiled. ‘Farewell, little child.’

She closed her eyes and the straw monster was gone.


The Unicorncob galloped over. ‘Hey, what’s going on?’

‘I’m making room,’ Abigail said. ‘I have bigger and better things to dream about now.’

The Unicorncob’s head dropped. ‘So, I guess this is it then.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Abigail said. ‘I’ll never un-dream you.’

‘But I’m one of your oldest dreams,’ the Unicorncob said. ‘You said it yourself, you need to make room . . .’

Abigail held onto her Unicorncob’s head. ‘No. Never.’

‘Think about it,’ the Unicorncob said. ‘You’re still so young. I’ll just be holding you back.’

Abigail stroked her Unicorncob’s back. ‘Let’s go for one last ride then.’

The Unicorncob neighed. ‘Yes, of course.’ The Unicorncob took Abigail all around her dream land. She gripped him tighter as he flew as high as he could. Abigail looked down below at all her dreamy creations.

‘Thanks, Unicorncob,’ she said. ‘I’ll never forget you.’
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The next day, Abigail skipped down for breakfast with her family. ‘Thanks so much for my double bed, everyone,’ she said. ‘I slept like an angel.’

Rebecca laughed. ‘Like one of those snow angels, where you spread out your arms and legs?’


‘Yep,’ Abigail said. ‘You and Claire should try it sometime.’

‘I’m not sleeping on your bed,’ Rebecca said.

Abigail smiled. ‘No, on your new double beds.’ She pointed to the two beds in the living room. ‘There’s one each for you and Claire.’

Claire and Rebecca swapped glances. ‘That’s a really nice idea,’ Rebecca said.

Abigail’s mum rubbed her chin. ‘Do you have enough room for those double beds?’

‘We’ll make room,’ Claire said.

‘There’s always room for better sleep,’ Rebecca said. ‘And better dreams,’ she added with a wink.

Abigail grinned back at her sisters.

‘Speaking of dreams,’ Mum said. ‘I had a weird one last night.’

‘Oh, you remembered this time,’ Abigail said.

‘Yeah, it was a unicorn with a corn cob on its forehead.’

Abigail snorted out her juice. ‘That’s crazy!’

Everybody laughed.

Abigail felt fuzzy all over. She couldn’t wait to go back to sleep at night. She couldn’t think of anything else that would be better than a Unicorncob.

But one can dream.
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Mayfield is a small town and the streets here are pretty straightforward. Not the actual streets themselves, but the street names. There’s a park on Park Street. The train station is on Railway Street. The main street is called Main Street because, well . . . you get the point.

That’s why none of my friends ever go to Slaughterhouse Road. You would have no reason to go there anyway because it’s a dead-end road on the outskirts of town. And there’s nothing on Slaughterhouse Road except for an old house on top of a hill.

When my mate, Zac Blayney, and I ride our bikes home after school, we have to ride past Slaughterhouse Road and we always stop in front of the street sign. It’s now up high on a pole because people used to steal it. I reckon it’s even worse now, because they’ve made it extra big so everyone can read it.


‘Hey, Amirul, why do you think it’s called Slaughterhouse Road?’ Zac says.

‘My mum says that there used to be a slaughterhouse up the end of the road,’ I say. ‘But it closed down fifty years ago.’

‘Then why is it still named that?’ Zac says. ‘Shouldn’t they change the name?’

Zac’s not the brightest kid in Year Six, but he has a point. ‘I feel sorry for the person who lives up there,’ I say.

‘Yeah . . .’ Zac says.

We both stare at the house on the hill. A shiver runs down my back.

‘Come on, let’s go,’ I say.

We ride back home without saying a word.
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Everybody at Mayfield Primary has a theory about the man who lives on Slaughterhouse Road. It’s a popular subject at lunchtimes.

‘I reckon he’s a retired axe-murderer,’ Belle says, munching on her sandwich.

Tayla scoffs. ‘Nobody retires from axe murdering,’ she says.

‘I think Tayla’s right. My nan retired from being a librarian and she’s so bored,’ Zac says. ‘She told me that she’d kill for a little excitement in our town.’


Belle gulps. ‘I hope your nan doesn’t kill anybody for fun.’

‘Shut your mouths, all of you,’ Rohan says, with a grunt. ‘You scaredy cats don’t know anything about the man on Slaughterhouse Road.’

‘Well, if you’re so smart and brave, why don’t you tell us about him?’ Tayla says.

‘He’s a serial killer,’ Rohan says, chomping on an apple and showing us his jagged teeth.

If I had the guts, I’d call him Rohan the Rogue. I reckon it’d be pretty funny but I wouldn’t be alive long enough to hear other people laugh.

‘How is that different from being an axe-murderer?’ I ask.

‘Very different,’ Rohan says, chucking his mangled apple core in the bin. ‘He’s killed many people over the years, but he gets away with it because he mulches the bodies.’

‘How do you know?’ I say.

Rohan marches up to me. ‘He’s got piles of mulch around his house. My mates and I have ridden up to his front gate.’

‘Yeah, right. You couldn’t ride your bike up any hill, you’d be too puffed out,’ I say, my mouth running off before I can stop it.

Rohan’s head is shaped like a capsicum, and his face turns from a yellow to a red one. ‘Alright, Amirul, I dare you to knock on his door.’

It sounds more like a command than a dare. Rohan doesn’t like to give people options. ‘After school today, we’ll ride to Slaughterhouse Road,’ he growls. ‘If you don’t turn up, I’ll bring the slaughter straight to your own house.’

Rohan struts off like some Boxer dog who’s won first prize at a show. He may be a slacker in the classroom, but he keeps his promises when it comes to delivering pain.

The bell rings for the end of school. Rohan and his other mates are waiting for me and Zac.

‘You think I was joking?’ Rohan says.

‘Can I do this dare on the weekend?’ I say. ‘My mum closes the medical centre at 4pm today.’

Rohan checks his watch. ‘You can make it back in time if you survive,’ Rohan says.

We all ride to Slaughterhouse Road – and when I say we, I mean most of our Year Six class.

Tayla rides next to me. ‘If the man comes at you with an axe, he’ll aim for your head,’ she says. ‘Use your arm to protect yourself.’

‘Then my arm will get chopped off,’ I say.

Tayla shrugs. ‘Your mum’s a doctor, she can fix you up.’


Our bikes skid to a stop in front of the Slaughterhouse Road street sign, creating a dirt tornado.

‘Off you go,’ Rohan says.

‘Hang on, nobody’s coming with me?’ I ask. This might be the easiest dare ever. I can just pretend to –

‘Take a photo of you with the serial killer,’ Rohan says. ‘We need proof.’

‘Proof that Amirul got hacked to pieces,’ Tayla mutters.

‘I don’t have a phone,’ I say. I bet it’s the first time in history where not having a mobile phone is a lifesaver.

Rohan sighs. ‘Can someone lend their phone to Amirul?’

Zac digs in his bag for his phone. He hands it over to me. ‘Go on, Amirul. If you don’t make it, at least I’ll be able to get a new mobile.’

‘If I live, I may look for a new best friend.’ I put Zac’s phone in my pocket. ‘Thanks anyway.’

I pedal as hard as I can up the hill. My thighs are on fire by the time I reach the man’s cottage. It’s like something out of Hansel and Gretel – a house made out of bricks that look like Oreos. I leave my bike on the path, facing downhill for a quick getaway. I look at the red fence. It only comes up to my hips, so I’m tempted to jump over it, just so I don’t have to touch anything. But I don’t want to tumble into his rose bush. In fact, there are roses of all kinds along the inside of the fence. Maybe he needed to take up gardening because he’s got a ton of mulch . . . that may or may not be made of bodies.

Okay, Amirul. Think positive. I open the gate and it creaks so loudly that the crows nearby start squawking at me. Great. Maybe they can fly over to the police if something goes wrong.

I walk up the path to the front door. I stare at all the gnomes guarding the house. I knock on the door, hoping that the house’s owner is napping or not axe-murdering someone.

The door opens and it’s a man holding a hoe. Half of me is relieved. The other half is freaking out. It doesn’t matter if it’s an axe or hoe. They still hurt.

‘Yes?’ He aims the hoe at my head. I remember what Tayla said and I use my arm to protect my face, stumbling backwards. I fall over a gnome, which knocks into another gnome and another, and just like dominos, they all fall over.

The man drops his hoe and limps towards me. His face shrivels like a dried up rose. It looks like I’m the axe-murderer here. I stare at the crime scene that I’ve created before I turn to the man. ‘Um, do you mind if I take a photo?’
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Later that afternoon, I’m in Mum’s office. There are still bits of gnome stuck to my shorts. She’s in the middle of one of her lectures. Sometimes her lectures work like medicine on older townsfolk, but this one is making me ill.

‘How could you harass Mr Ferris and vandalise his house?’

‘Someone dared me to knock on his door, and it was all an accident,’ I say, scrambling to defend myself.

‘I don’t care if the Pope told you to do it,’ Mum says. It’s one of the many sayings she’s picked up from her patients. We’ve been living in Mayfield for two years and this one still doesn’t make any sense to me.

Mr Ferris made me call my mum and she had to drive over to pick me up. When we passed the street sign, nobody was waiting for me. I can imagine Rohan spreading rumours about me being turned into mulch and Zac getting a new phone. At least it’s a good day for them.

The worst part about the whole thing is that Mum is making me go back to Mr Ferris’s house. ‘Do I really have to work to pay off his broken gnomes?’ I say, looking back up at Mum. ‘Can’t I just use my pocket money to buy him some new ones?’

Mum shakes her head. ‘No, we don’t take the easy way out. You’re lucky Mr Ferris didn’t call the police. Besides, Mr Ferris could do with the help and the company, and a few afternoons of gardening work will keep you out of trouble.’

I sigh. It could actually get me into more trouble if Mr Ferris is an axe-murderer. Maybe I should call the police and tell them that my parents are making me go to the house on Slaughterhouse Road. They would understand.

The next day at school, the Year Six kids surround me. Tayla checks the scrapes on my arm. ‘How did you survive the axe?’ she says.

‘It wasn’t an axe,’ I say. ‘This was from a gnome.’

‘He was throwing gnomes at you?’ Tayla asks.

‘No, I fell on a gnome.’ I give Zac his phone back. ‘At least I found out his name – it’s Mr Ferris.’

‘Mr Ferris?’ Zac says. ‘He sounds pretty harmless.’

‘Yeah, I was the one who did all the damage,’ I say. ‘That’s why I have to go back to work for him . . .’

‘What kind of stuff will you do?’ Tayla asks.

Rohan walks past me. ‘You’ll be digging holes for the bodies.’ He laughs at his own joke. ‘Congratulations, Amirul, you’ve just become the accomplice of the Slaughterhouse Man.’

‘His name is Mr Ferris,’ I say. ‘He’s just an old guy who likes roses . . .’

‘That’s what you think,’ Rohan says. ‘That’s how he gets his victims: the mailperson, the door salesman . . . or a gullible kid.’

Rohan flashes his crooked teeth at me. He may be as dense as a rump steak but he could be right. Maybe going back to Slaughterhouse Road will be my last mistake.

[image: image]

On Saturday, Dad drives me to up to Mr Ferris’s house. ‘Can you come in with me?’ I plead.

Dad laughs. ‘What? And babysit you? Go on, Amirul.’ He squeezes my shoulder. ‘You need to work hard for Mr Ferris.’

I get out of Dad’s ute and wait until he disappears into a puff of dust. I knock on Mr Ferris’s door but nobody answers.

All I hear instead is the faint sound of a chainsaw going off in the backyard.

I want to run, but I also want to find out if Mr Ferris is actually the Slaughterhouse Man. Should I be a curious cat or scaredy one? The curious cat purrs louder inside me, so I creep around the corner to see Mr Ferris. . . wielding an axe.

Okay, so it’s more of a hatchet, which is half the size of a normal axe. But it’s still part of the axe family and, seriously, size doesn’t matter if it can still kill you. Mr Ferris stares at me. ‘Oh, hello, Amirul.’


He might as well call me Victim number 99. I take a step back.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask.

‘Just some tidying up in the garden,’ Mr Ferris says. ‘Want to help? I have plenty of tools.’

Tools. Weapons. It’s all the same. ‘Sure,’ I say. I’d rather be armed with something than use my arm for protection.

Mr Ferris leads me to the shed where a stack of shiny metal tools hang neatly on the wall. My heart is jumping out of my chest. Rohan was right, you can never underestimate an axe-murderer.

Mr Ferris’s eyes sparkle as he gazes over the tools. ‘Mmmm, yes, that would be a good fit,’ he says, turning around without something shiny in his hands.

I find myself holding up my arm to block Mr Ferris and his . . . pruning shears.

‘Huh?’ I say.

‘You can help me snip some of the thorns from the roses,’ Mr Ferris says.

‘I thought I heard a chainsaw?’ I say.

Mr Ferris chuckles loudly and that answers my question. His laugh sounds like a chainsaw. An old chainsaw that requires someone to pull a chord.

‘I don’t use those dreadful things,’ he says. ‘I love my plants too much.’


I spend the next hour snipping off dead rose heads. It’s not exactly as gruesome as chopping up bodies, but it seems to be like torture to Mr Ferris. He walks over and squeezes each of the stems. ‘I’ll see you next spring, my rosy beauties.’

‘Why do you love roses so much?’ I ask.

Mr Ferris looks up at the sky, letting the sunshine rest on his cheeks. ‘My wife had the green thumbs,’ he says. ‘She said, Why pay for roses when you can grow them yourself?’ The chainsaw laugh start-stops a few times. His sunny face turns a little cloudy. ‘Would you like a drink, Amirul?’

‘Sure.’

I follow him into the kitchen and he opens up a cupboard. The shelves are stacked with containers of long-life milk, boxes of Weet-Bix and packets of digestive biscuits. Dr Mum would freak out if she saw this.

Mr Ferris catches me checking out his shelves. ‘Um, I like to eat certain foods until I get sick of them,’ he says.

‘If I could eat curried rice all day, I would,’ I say with a nervous laugh.

Mr Ferris pours me a mug of water from the tap. ‘Sorry, I don’t have any other drinks,’ he says. ‘I don’t get many visitors.’

‘It’s okay, sir.’

‘Please, just call me Mr Ferris,’ he says.


I finish my water and try to stack it on top of the tower of dirty bowls and plates. ‘Do you want me to wash these for you?’ I ask.

‘Oh no, it’s okay. I can do that later,’ he says.

‘It won’t take too long,’ I say. ‘This can be a bonus. It won’t come off my punishment time.’

‘Okay, that would be nice.’

Mr Ferris limps back outside. I open the cupboard under the sink and find a near-empty bottle of dish-washing detergent and a brush that has more dust than bristles. I think Mr Ferris puts all his effort and time into his garden.

After I wash up, I head back outside to help Mr Ferris. I lose count of all the times he laughs at something random like a bee that dances across his nose or a rose that looks like a sheep’s bum.

When Dad beeps his ute outside, I can’t believe how quickly the two hours have flown by.

‘See you next Saturday,’ I say, waving goodbye to Mr Ferris.

‘Thanks, Amirul.’ Mr Ferris turns around and goes back to his roses.

‘How was it?’ Dad says before I slam the door.

‘It was alright,’ I say.

‘I mean, how was he?’ Dad asks. ‘Nobody in Mayfield knows much about him.’


‘Um . . . he likes to laugh at his own jokes,’ I say.

‘Sounds like we would get along,’ Dad says, turning out of Slaughterhouse Road.
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Dad’s not the only one who’s curious about Mr Ferris. When I get back to school on Monday, everyone’s begging me to tell the class about Mr Ferris. Even our teacher is curious.

At lunchtime, Rohan keeps bugging me. ‘How many bodies did you help to bury?’ he asks.

I shoo him away. Rohan’s like one of those pesky flies that hovers around your ear. Just for once, I’d like to squash his wings flat.

‘Did he make you chop up any limbs?’ Rohan says. ‘Or did Mr Ferris threaten you not to tell anyone?’

I get up close to his nostrils. ‘He just got me to snip . . . their fingernails.’

‘Fingernails?!’ Zac yells.

He draws in the other Year Six kids. They all crowd around me.

‘Er, yeah,’ I say to everyone. ‘He likes to trim the victim’s nails before he turns them into mulch.’

‘Really? Tayla says. ‘How can someone be so gross and neat?’

Rohan hasn’t flinched. He just keeps his arms folded as if he expects me to say it’s a joke. But I keep on going.

‘He hides the bones of his victims inside his gnomes,’ I say. ‘And he gives them human eyeballs. That’s why some of them look so real.’

Tayla begins to shiver. ‘You’re joking.’

I look at Rohan and shake my head. ‘He also doesn’t use an axe. He has tons of sharp tools though in his death shed.’

‘Death shed?’ Rohan snorts. ‘Okay, Amirul the comedian, you’ve had your fun. Do you really expect us to believe that?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘But you will once you see the photos.’
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On the following Saturday, I ransack our pantry at home. I load up a packet of gingernut biscuits and one of choc-chip cookies into my tote bag.

‘What are you doing?’ Mum says.

‘They’re for Mr Ferris,’ I say. ‘We have a tea break in-between our gardening work.’

Mum fetches some oranges and apples from our basket. ‘These can be for you then,’ she says. ‘You can’t be snacking on those things all the time.’

If only Mum knew about Mr Ferris’s diet of biscuits and Weet-Bix. She’d give him a prescription of three lectures.


Dad drives me to Mr Ferris’s house, where I have a new mission to wipe Rohan’s smirk off his face.

‘Hello, Amirul. Let’s start with feeding the roses,’ Mr Ferris says.

‘What does that mean?’ I say. ‘Don’t they just drink . . . um water?’

‘Not quite.’ Mr Ferris takes out a sack of rose food. ‘They need this to help them grow.’

‘Kinda like Weet-Bix for the roses?’ I say.

Mr Ferris does his signature chainsaw laugh. ‘Something like that.’

He shows me how to sprinkle the food around the roses.

‘Can I get some gloves from the dea –, I mean, shed?’ I say.

Mr Ferris smiles. ‘Good idea, safety first.’

‘I can get them myself.’ I walk over to the shed, and take out Zac’s phone, which I’ve borrowed again. I take a few shots of Mr Ferris’s shed, including one of his shiny tools. I twist the phone and try to take angle shots to make the tools look razor sharp. I feel kinda bad, roping Mr Ferris into this axe-murderer thing, but this joke won’t hurt Mr Ferris. The only thing that is going to get hacked is Rohan’s smile when he sees these pics.

‘You alright in here, Amirul?’ Mr Ferris asks.


I jump, banging my head on a hanging pot. ‘Ow! Um . . .’

‘Are you taking photos?’ Mr Ferris says.

‘Er . . . yeah,’ I say, showing him the phone. ‘I wanted to show my friends . . . how cool your roses are.’

Mr Ferris’s face blooms into a rosy smile. ‘Oh my! Why didn’t you say so?’ He leads me outside. ‘Once you feed the roses, we can take some nice photos.’

‘Sure.’ I play along and take shots of all his roses. Then I notice Mr Ferris has his hatchet in his hand.

‘Um, can I take a funny photo of you with the hatchet?’ I ask, hoping that he doesn’t think I’m weird.

Mr Ferris chuckles. ‘Anything for a fan.’

‘Okay, hold the hatchet up high,’ I say. ‘Now grit your teeth, like you’re . . . Jack about to cut down the beanstalk.’

Mr Ferris growls at the screen.

‘Perfect!’ I say, chuckling.

‘Anything else you’d like me to do?’ Mr Ferris says, having a bit of a chainsaw laugh himself.

‘Well, actually . . .’

I spend the next few minutes, getting Mr Ferris to hold his axe like a sword, with one foot on his mulch pile. I even manage to sneak in a scrap of rag poking out of the pile. It’s like icing on the cake.

All of these photos are going to scare the shirt off Rohan . . . and his pants, well hopefully not his pants, because that would be gross.

Mr Ferris wipes his forehead. ‘I haven’t had this much fun in ages,’ he says. ‘You will send me those photos, right? I hope my dinosaur phone can handle them.’

Mr Ferris takes me inside the house, letting me take more photos. ‘If you want to get a shot of my best rose, take a photo of that picture,’ Mr Ferris says.

‘Um, okay,’ I say. It’s a photo of a couple sitting on a bench. The man looks younger but it’s obviously Mr Ferris, with his frizzy hair sticking out in all directions. ‘Is that you and your wife?’

Mr Ferris adjusts his glasses and gazes at the photo. ‘Yes, that’s Stella,’ he says. ‘My most precious rose.’

Taking photos to scare Rohan seems like the dumbest idea in the world right now. I put the phone away.

‘Would you like something to eat?’ I say, showing him my snacks. ‘I love gingernut cookies.’

Mr Ferris takes one and breaks it in half. He gnaws on one half like a rat. ‘Hmmm, a bit too hard for me. Maybe if I melt it into some tea first.’

I walk into the kitchen and put the rest of my snacks on his dining table. I take an apple and bite into it. ‘How long have you lived here?’ I ask.

‘Close to forty years,’ Mr Ferris says, bringing out a bottle of juice from the fridge and winking at me. ‘I got this from my recent shopping trip.’

‘Cool, thanks, Mr Ferris,’ I say. ‘How often do you go shopping?’

‘Um, about once every couple of weeks,’ Mr Ferris says. ‘Mr Nim from Mayfield Church takes me to the supermarket and if I need to see the doctor in town.’

I nod. That’s how Mum knows him. ‘Do you have any friends?’ I ask.

‘I have plenty,’ Mr Ferris says, staring out his window. ‘They’re all waving at me.’ He laughs at his roses outside.

We drink our tea until Dad arrives to pick me up. ‘You can keep the biscuits,’ I say.

Mr Ferris shakes his head. ‘I can’t eat all these on my own,’ he says.

‘Pop them into a container,’ I say. ‘I’ll see you next week, Mr Ferris.’

On the way home, I flick through my photos of Mr Ferris’s roses.

‘I wonder how he does it?’ Dad says.

‘He uses a lot of rose food and water,’ I say.

‘No, no,’ Dad says. ‘How does Mr Ferris manage on his own?’

I stare out the window. It’s a good question, but I don’t have an answer.


I spend the rest of the weekend wondering if I should go ahead with my prank on Rohan, but decide it can’t do any harm. The next day, I give Zac his phone back with the ton of photos I took.

‘I put some of the shots in a special folder called Slaughterhouse Man,’ I tell him.

Zac nods. ‘How come there are so many pictures of roses in the other folder?’

‘Being a gardener is his cover,’ I say. I don’t mean to lie to my best friend, but I’m sure he’ll laugh about it when I tell him later.

After school, I share some of the photos from the Slaughterhouse Man folder and I take the kids through each photo like I’m a tour guide. ‘This is the death shed up close.’

Tayla shivers at each photo but Rohan just scoffs. ‘That could be anyone’s shed,’ he says.

‘Well, why don’t you come up and see for yourself?’ I say, standing up and facing him. ‘Or maybe you don’t have the guts.’

Rohan clenches his fist. ‘Why you . . .’

‘I’m Mr Ferris’s accomplice now,’ I say, poking his chest. ‘If you ever touch me again, then Mr Ferris will pay you a visit and you can help his roses grow as mulch.’

Rohan opens his mouth but no words come out. He hops on his bike in a hurry and disappears in a puff of dust.

Zac and I grin at each other. ‘The days of being picked on by Rohan are over,’ I say.

‘Cool,’ Zac says. ‘Does that mean you’ll be working for Mr Ferris now, like a slaughterhouse assistant?’

‘I dunno, I just have two more weeks of my punishment left,’ I say.

I don’t know if I want to hang out with Mr Ferris after that. But I hope someone else can visit him. It must be lonely living in the only house up there on Slaughterhouse Road.
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It’s an overcast day when I turn up at Mr Ferris’s house the following Saturday.

‘Hope you’re ready to get your hands dirty,’ Mr Ferris says. ‘I’m spreading the mulch around my plants this afternoon.’

I roll up my sleeves. ‘Let’s get into it.’

We shovel the mulch into a wheelbarrow and start with the front garden. I help roll the wheelbarrow, dodging the gnomes along the rocky path, straight into a police officer’s legs.

‘Oops, sorry,’ I say.

‘Are you Mr Ferris’s assistant?’ the officer asks.


I read her badge. Officer Jenny. ‘Yeah . . .’

Another police officer joins her. He’s a tall man with broad shoulders. ‘I’m Constable Brady Schuh,’ he says.

‘Huh?’ I say.

‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s pronounced like shoe.’

Mr Ferris comes around the corner of the house holding his axe like a sword. ‘Ai-yaaaahhhh,’ he screams, pretending to strike me. He looks at the police officers and stops midway. ‘Oh my!’

The police officers step back and take out their guns. ‘Hold it right there.’

Mr Ferris freezes on the spot, like he’s posing for one of my photos.

‘Now drop the weapon,’ Constable Schuh says.

Mr Ferris lowers the axe in slow motion, gently laying it down like it’s a precious rose stem.

Constable Schuh shoves Mr Ferris down to the ground.

I reach out to stop Constable Schuh. ‘There must be some mistake,’ I say.

Officer Jenny tugs my arm. ‘We’ve had an anonymous tip-off that this gentlemen may be up to no good,’ she says.

Mr Ferris looks as fragile as a ceramic gnome. His face could shatter at any second.


‘We’d like to take you both to the police station,’ Constable Schuh says.

He marches Mr Ferris to the back door of the police car.

In the distance I spot Rohan, with his silly mop of hair. He has his mobile phone out, filming me as I step into the car beside Mr Ferris.

I strap on my seatbelt and it feels like a python crushing my chest. There’s deathly silence all the way down Slaughterhouse Road. When we reach Main Street, Mr Ferris chuckles his chainsaw laugh. He turns to me with his petal-shaped eyes. ‘I’ve never been in a police car before, what a treat.’

We arrive at the police station, which looks more like a classroom because it’s in a demountable building. Mr Ferris and I sit down on one side of the table while Officer Jenny and Constable Schuh stand in front of us.

Officer Jenny takes out her notepad and pencil. ‘This anonymous tip said that you were both, in their words, “hacking up bodies”.’

‘Oh dear,’ Mr Ferris says. ‘Yes, well that is true.’

Constable Brady touches his gun. ‘What?’

‘Well, I’ve killed Shelly, Brenda, Wilbur . . .’

Officer Jenny scribbles down the names so fast that I’m scared her notebook may catch on fire.


Constable Schuh swallows hard. He looks shaken. ‘Why did you do it?’ he asks.

‘It was for their own good,’ Mr Ferris says. ‘They weren’t budding as much.’

‘Huh?’ Officer Jenny says. ‘They’re flowers?’

‘Roses,’ I say. ‘This is all my fault.’

I come clean about the whole Slaughterhouse Man prank, except Officer Jenny and Constable Schuh aren’t laughing. Mr Ferris just shakes his head.

‘I’m so sorry, Mr Ferris,’ I say. ‘I just wanted to trick this mean kid at school.’

‘And did you scare him?’ Mr Ferris asks.

‘Well, I did for a bit,’ I say. ‘It was too good to pass up because you’re the only person living on Slaughterhouse Road.’

Mr Ferris starts to laugh. He laughs so hard that if he was a chainsaw, he would have cut the table in half. ‘Can you imagine me, as a killer?’

A tiny smile sprouts on Officer Jenny’s face but Constable Schuh doesn’t budge. ‘I will still need to call your parents but you were already being punished,’ he says. ‘Plus no actual bodies were harmed. So, consider this a stern warning.’

‘But I want to be punished,’ I say, standing up. ‘Maybe I should do some more community service work for Mr Ferris.’


‘What kind of work?’ Officer Jenny says.

‘Like more gardening and some shopping,’ I say. ‘And inviting him to my parent’s place for dinner.’

Constable Schuh turns to Mr Ferris. ‘Is that okay with you, Mr Ferris?’

Mr Ferris smiles. ‘Only if the food is good.’

I sit back, feeling as bright as a budding rose. It’s probably the first time in history that a kid’s been happy to be punished.
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When I get to school on Monday, everyone’s shocked to see me. A few kids make police sirens noises around me.

‘Rohan’s saying you’re going to be locked up in jail,’ Zac says. ‘Will I get in trouble too because you took those photos on my phone? Maybe the police will want to take it away as evidence.’

I laugh. ‘You really do want a new phone, hey?’ I tell Zac about my silly prank on Rohan. ‘Sorry, I didn’t tell you the truth.’

Zac smiles. ‘It was worth it, just seeing Rohan shake in his boots for a few seconds.’

‘You want to come around to see Mr Ferris’s roses?’ I say.

‘Is this another joke? I don’t want to go up there, it’s creepy.’


‘Mr Ferris’ is cool,’ I say. ‘I still want to check up on him now and again.’

Then Rohan appears and shoves me in the shoulder. ‘Did you enjoy your ride in the paddy wagon?’

‘Yeah, I did,’ I say. ‘In fact, I’m good mates now with Constable Schuh. He wants me to be his informant at school, sniffing out any bad behaviour.’

Rohan grits his teeth and pretends to lunge at me. ‘You think I’m going to fall for that one?’

I don’t flinch and fold my arms. ‘I didn’t tell him you were the anonymous tipster,’ I say, then continue in my best Constable Schuh voice, deep and gravelly, ‘So, consider this your warning.’

Rohan backs off as if I’m covered in thorns. He grumbles to himself and walks away.

‘Nice work,’ Zac says.

‘There’s one special thing that I still have to do on Slaughterhouse Road,’ I say. ‘Do you want to help?’

Zac raises his eyebrow. ‘Do I have a choice?’
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The following Sunday, Dad and I drive to Mr Ferris’s house.

Mr Ferris is waiting outside the gate, holding a bunch of roses. He hands them across to me as he gets into the car.


‘Thanks for inviting me to dinner, Mr Al-awsi,’ Mr Ferris says.

‘It’s the least we can do,’ Dad says, giving me a sideways glance. ‘Although it almost seems like you’ve been keeping Amirul in trouble, not the other way around.’

‘Dad!’ I say, but Mr Ferris just smiles.

We slow down at the junction. There’s a wooden sign, tied to the metal pole.

Dad peers at the new sign. ‘Laughterhouse Road?’ he says. ‘That’s new.’

Thankfully, Dad doesn’t recognise my handwriting. I ducked into his shed this afternoon and made up the sign. Zac helped me put it up there.

‘Why would someone write that?’ Dad says.

Mr Ferris’s laughter ripples through the car. He leans back and rests his hands on his chest. ‘It is a nicer name,’ he says. ‘Don’t you think?’

I smile. It makes much more sense to me.
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Ever since this pandemic started, so many parents have had to get used to their new work-from-home lives. Not mine. My parents have been working from home all their lives, running Thai-riffic! restaurant from downstairs. They’ve never been busier. My little brother Kitchai and I have had to work every night during the dinner rush hour (which is more like two hours).

Tonight, in the empty restaurant, Kitchai crawls around under the tables like a hamster chasing a ball.

‘At least we’re out of the house,’ he says.

‘Pfft, this is still our house. We’re just downstairs,’ I say.

Kitchai grins. ‘No, we just had school upstairs,’ he says, ‘at Living Room Public School. Ha ha!’ He jumps out from under the table, bumping off an upturned chair.

I grab the chair off the floor. ‘Watch it!’ I say.

‘Boys!’ Dad hollers from the kitchen. ‘We need you at the packing stations.’


We both go to the counter where Dad’s already in his apron, chef’s hat, mask and gloves. ‘It’s Thursday night,’ Dad says. ‘You know what that means?’

‘We get double pay?’ I say.

Kitchai slaps me on the arm. ‘Wait, we’re getting paid?’

‘No. It’s our “Buy one curry, get one free” promotion,’ Dad says. ‘So, we’re expecting a ton of orders.’

‘No worries, Dad,’ I say. ‘This is easier than serving customers in person.’

‘Yeah, all we’ve got to do is just put the containers into bags for the turtles on wheels,’ Kitchai says.

Dad raises an eyebrow. ‘Turtles?’

‘Yeah, the people with the giant square packs on their backs,’ Kitchai says. He picks up an empty box and holds it behind his back.

‘You mean those thermal boxes?’ I say. ‘All the delivery people use them.’

‘Yes, we don’t want any food going cold,’ Dad says, grimly.

Ever since lockdown, Thai-riffic! has been a smash hit with all the food delivery companies around Fairfield.

Mum steps out of the storeroom. ‘Have you both finished your homework?’

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Everything we do is home-work,’ I say.


Kitchai giggles. ‘Oh, yeah.’

Mum’s still wearing her Thai traditional dress even though we’re closed for dining in. It’s an interesting look with a face mask and gloves. ‘You need to finish your studies first before you can help out,’ she says.

I am tempted to use an English assignment as a get-out-of-Thai-riffic! pass, but I count the lines on Mum’s forehead. I should help out. Besides, this counts as an off-screen activity, which means I can play some games later.

Dad pats my shoulder. ‘Thank you, boys. Thai-riffic! is more essential now than ever.’

‘Yeah, we are super-essential,’ Kitchai says, doing his superman pose.

I shake my head. I didn’t think Thai food was essential to anyone, except maybe for Mr Winfree, my teacher who’s crazy for Thai-riffic! food.

Dad joins Kitchai in the superman pose, sticking out his chest. ‘Yes, it’s up to us to feed Fairfield with our warming curries and noodles.’

‘For a price,’ I say.

‘. . . that is good value,’ Dad adds, winking at me. Trust him to have the last word.

Kitchai and I put on our face masks and gloves and get to work. At 5pm, Dad’s iPad on the counter starts beeping like an impatient alarm clock, and a stream of orders come in.


It’s our second week of going to delivery and takeaway only, so we’re used to the routine now. Dad cooks the dishes. Mum scoops them into containers. And Kitchai pops them into paper bags ready for delivery.

That’s where I come in. I’m at the counter, dealing with the turtles on wheels. They come in with their phones and order numbers. No one’s comes for their own takeaway. We’re even getting orders from people just down the street. I guess everybody wants to be safe.

At the end of the night, Mum and Dad are exhausted. I check out the night’s order list. ‘We must be getting a ton of moolah from all these Delivery App orders,’ I say.

Dad takes off his chef’s hat. ‘Not that much moolah. Those app orders haven’t been a cash-cow for us. We’ve had to charge a bit more for our dishes to cover the delivery costs.’

‘Yeah, but that’s to pay the delivery drivers, right?’ I say.

‘No, the companies pay the delivery drivers,’ Dad says. ‘We have to pay a fee for being on their app.’

‘Mmmm,’ I say. A super-essential flash goes off in my brain. ‘How about we deliver the food ourselves?’

‘Yeah, we can both help,’ Kitchai says, jumping on the spot. ‘You can pay us with gummi bears.’

‘No way,’ I say.


‘Fine, you can just give them all to me,’ he says.

I tap Kitchai on the shoulder. ‘You are too young to be out there.’

Mum taps me on the shoulder. ‘And you are too young as well.’

Dad reaches for Mum’s shoulder and makes it a triple tap combo. We’re all tapped out. ‘Hang on, dear. Lengy may be onto something here,’ Dad says. ‘What if we had a delivery service just for around our neighbourhood?’

‘It’s too dangerous,’ Mum says.

‘Come on, Mum, I can ride my bike with my eyes closed,’ I say.

‘Yeah, like that time last year when Rajiv dared ya,’ Kitchai says.

Mum raises an eyebrow. ‘Huh?’

‘Nothing,’ I say, pinching Kitchai’s arm. ‘A local delivery service is a great idea. Heaps of our orders come from around the block.’

‘It would mean our food would get there quicker,’ Dad says. ‘A hot curry is a good one!’ He smiles at me. ‘Great idea, Lengy!’

I gulp. I wonder if I’ll be doing a Tour de Fairfield, cycling everywhere. Maybe I should have thought this through before I opened my big mouth.
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The next day, Dad writes on our blackboard sign outside the restaurant:

 

FREE HOME DELIVERY
 FRIDAY AND SATURDAY NIGHTS WITHIN 1KM.
 GIVE US A CALL!

 

On Friday afternoon, Dad fits me with one of those thermal boxes, just like the delivery drivers.

‘Cool,’ I say.

Dad decorates the box with Thai-riffic! flyers. ‘What do you think?’

‘Um, slighty less cool,’ I say with a frown.

Mum hands me a neon orange shirt with flashing lights attached to the back.

‘Okay, we’ve gone off the scale in the uncool zone,’ I say, folding my arms.

‘It’s not about being cool,’ Mum says. ‘It’s about you being safe.’

I gag. ‘I might need another mask to cover the rest of my face.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ Mum says. ‘It’s not like anyone will be out there to see you.’

‘I don’t want to take that risk.’

Mum looks me in the eye. ‘Wear it or else.’

‘Fine . . .’


I follow Mum into the storeroom where we keep all our supplies. Kitchai’s building a fort with the toilet paper packets. I get flashbacks to all those times when Mum made us buy trolley loads full of toilet paper. I thought it was embarrassing back then. But when people started panic-buying toilet paper and supermarkets began to sell out, Mum looked like a genius. If I had a dollar for every time Mum said, ‘I told you so’ to us, I would have a thousand bucks, which would be enough for a four-pack of toilet paper on eBay right now.

‘Kitchai, stop doing that,’ Mum says. ‘We have to make this toilet paper last.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I did the calculations for a maths lesson. We have enough to last us until 2050.’

Mum opens her mouth wide. ‘You told the whole world that we have all of this toilet paper?’

‘Not the whole world, just my maths class . . . and maybe their families. Relax, Mum, nobody knows how much we actually have,’ I say. ‘Well, except for Rajiv who spotted it before lockdown, but he won’t say anything.’ I lean in to her. ‘We can keep him quiet with a few rolls.’

Mum sighs. ‘Just don’t tell anybody else about our stock,’ she says. ‘I don’t want people thinking we are hoarders.’

‘Mum, you were hoarding stuff before it was a thing,’ Kitchai says, sitting on his toilet paper throne.


‘No, I’m a bargain hunter,’ Mum says, fuming. ‘Thanks to those hoarders, toilet paper will never be half price again!’ She storms out of the storeroom.

At 5pm, we’re all set for tonight’s delivery onslaught. The iPad is beeping but the restaurant phone hasn’t rung once for home delivery.

‘Maybe nobody knows about our delivery service,’ I say. ‘Who is going to see our blackboard when everyone’s at home?’

‘I put it on our Facebook page too,’ Mum says. ‘It’s fine, boys. It’s probably for the b–’

The phone rings and it’s Mr Winfree. ‘Hello!’ he booms. ‘I’d like to order some takeaway, please.’

I groan. It’s bad enough that my English teacher visits my place for Thai food, now I have to go to his place. A few more phone orders come through after Mr Winfree and I have four orders in my box, ready to go. Mum sends a route map to my phone. She straps my helmet on tightly. ‘Use your lights at all times.’

I give her the thumbs up.

Kitchai is sulking behind the counter. ‘I wish I could come with you.’

‘We need you to deal with the turtles on wheels,’ Mum says.

I cycle out of the restaurant, getting used to the heavy box on my back. I don’t know how those delivery riders do it. They won’t be getting iso-fat anytime soon. I pedal down to Mr Winfree’s place first. I take his order to the mat, where I’m greeted by one of his teddies, Grumpy Bear, wearing his own face mask. He’s sitting on an envelope with a post-it note. ‘Thought you might need some more help with your spelling. From Mr Winfree.’

I open the envelope and it’s a stack of worksheets. Trust sir to save on postage. ‘Thanks, Grumpy. Tell sir that if he wants extra curry puffs, he’d better stop with the extra homework.’

I head to the next house, Mrs Jenkins. I place the order at the front door and I’m walking away when the door opens. ‘Oh, it’s just the Thai food . . .’

I turn around. ‘You were expecting something else?’ I say.

‘Oh no, we did order this for dinner,’ Mrs Jenkins says. She sounds old, judging from her voice through the screen door. ‘But we’ve been expecting our supermarket order for three days now, and it still hasn’t arrived yet.’

‘Did you need more food?’ I say. I’m thinking I could always ask Dad to make some extra fried rice.

‘We just need toilet paper,’ Mrs Jenkins says. ‘We only buy it when we need it, and now it’s all sold out.’

‘Oh . . . are you completely out?’

‘We’re down to our last roll.’

I gulp. ‘I hope that the supermarket delivery comes soon,’ I say, getting back on my bike. I cycle to the next home and I can’t help asking the next customer, a guy named Fran Bizzarri, ‘Hey, Fran,’ I say from a distance when he comes to his door. ‘Do you need any toilet paper?’

‘We’re down to our last three rolls,’ he says. ‘And there’s no toilet paper coming for days at the shops . . .’

‘Hmmm, okay.’ I drop off the last food order at an apartment before dashing back home.

Mum comes up to me. ‘You have another two orders,’ she says. ‘Are you okay to go?’

I nod. ‘Yep! Just need one more thing . . .’

I duck into the storeroom and grab a stack of toilet paper. Mum stops me in my tracks. ‘What are you doing?’

‘One of the customers needed toilet paper,’ I say.

‘Was it your teacher?’ Kitchai says.

‘No, it was someone else.’

‘Why were you talking to customers?’ Mum says.

‘I accidently talked to her,’ I say.

‘How can you accidently . . .’

‘I’m just gonna give Mrs Jenkins a few rolls on the way to these orders,’ I say.

Mum snatches the toilet paper from me. ‘You’re mad,’ she says. ‘This is our toilet paper.’

‘Mum, we have enough . . .’


‘You say that now,’ Mum says. ‘But when you give it away to everybody, we’ll have none . . .’

‘Mum, we can give everyone in Fairfield a roll and still have some left,’ I say. ‘People out there need it more than us.’

Dad steps out of the kitchen. ‘What’s going on here?’

I tell Dad about Mrs Jenkins and his face sags. ‘That poor lady!’

Mum barges in between us. ‘No, this is our toilet paper.’

‘Darling, Thai-riffic! is an essential service,’ Dad says. ‘If people need toilet paper, then we should give it away with our food . . .’ He turns to us with a smirk. ‘Not that the curries are bad or anything.’

I pretend to yawn. ‘Yeah, I made that joke years ago.’

Dad gazes into Mum’s eyes. ‘Remember where we came from . . . we need to be generous with what we have.’

I turn to Mum. ‘How about this? One free toilet roll with every order over twenty bucks? People will be ordering heaps more food –’

‘No,’ she says.

‘Okay, maybe thirty bucks then . . .?’

She raises her hand and lays it on my arm. ‘You’re right, Lengy. I was just being selfish. Maybe I am one of those silly hoarders after all.’


I finish putting the orders into my thermal box, along with the toilet rolls. Then I give Mum a big hug. ‘No way you’re a hoarder, Mum, you’re just very smart. You were saving up all that toilet paper so we could be kind to others . . .’

Mum smiles. ‘I guess kindness is a necessity these days. Super-essential.’

I drop off the food orders, each with a toilet paper roll, then ride to Fran’s place to drop off a roll before finishing up at Mrs Jenkins’ house. I lay down two toilet paper rolls at the doormat and ring the bell. I head down the path and I’m about to open the front gate to let myself out, when I hear a voice.

‘Thank you so much, Thai-riffic!’ Mrs Jenkins cries out.

I hop on my bike and ride home with a giant smile across my face, zooming down the street as if I have a cape on my back.
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Every day after school, Aleks and I buy a slushie at the service station. Sometimes we grab two large slushies if it’s really hot. Today Aleks fills a tray with four slushies, each one with a different flavour. I don’t blame him. It’s an absolute scorcher out there.

We walk across the road to a nearby park and plant ourselves on a bench in the shade.

Aleks plops his tray on his lap. ‘We are living in the golden age of slushies,’ he says.

‘What do you mean?’ I say, sipping on my one slushie.

‘These large slushies are only a dollar each,’ Aleks says. ‘That’s cheaper than water.’

‘Yeah, that’s true.’

Aleks goes in for a big slurp through his straw. ‘How many slushies can you drink in a row?’

I shrug. ‘Maybe three?’


‘I could slam down ten, easy.’ Aleks finishes his first slushie and moves onto the next one.

‘Aren’t you worried about getting a brain freeze?’ I ask.

‘I never get those,’ Aleks says. ‘You’re just soft.’

‘Soft?’ I say. ‘You just never have a brain freeze because your head is empty.’

‘Mate, you can’t get a brain freeze when it’s like a million degrees outside.’ Alek stirs his slushie up until it becomes a liquid and sculls the rest of his second drink. ‘You’re the softest kid in Year Seven, no, in our whole school.’

‘Yeah, well I dare you to drink ten slushies right now.’ I pull out a twenty dollar note from my wallet. It’s two weeks’ pocket money but it’ll be worth it to see Aleks turn blue. ‘If you get a brain freeze, then you owe me lunch for a week.’

Aleks points at me. ‘And if I drink them all without getting one, you have to pour a whole slushie down your shorts.’

I shake his sweaty hand. ‘Deal. I’ll get six more while you keep going with the rest of your slushies. I’m trusting you not to chuck any of it out.’

Aleks holds his hand to his chest. ‘Every drop is precious and delicious.’

I rush over to the service station to get six large slushies. I make sure I get the most slushie possible in each cup by putting the dome lids on first, then filling them up. The guy behind the counter gives me a suss look. I juggle the six large slushies in a tray built for four drinks, wedging two cups in the middle.

The guy at the counter raises an eyebrow. ‘Somebody’s thirsty.’

‘Um, it’s for my friends,’ I say.

Well, one silly friend. I pay for the slushies and hurry back to the park.

Aleks is onto his fourth slushie and whistles. ‘Hurry up, Charlie, I haven’t got all day.’

I grin back at him. ‘I can’t wait to take a photo of your brain-freeze face,’ I say. ‘It’s going to be the best meme.’

‘We’ll see who’s laughing when I’m done,’ Aleks says, grabbing the two slushies from the middle of the tray.

I put the tray down and grab my own slushie, which is now sitting in a sad puddle. I pick it up and scoop the icy bits into my mouth.

Aleks smashes the two slushies as if they were the first ones he’s had today. Then he picks up another two and sucks them dry.

‘This is going to be easy peasy,’ he says through his pale stained lips.

It’s not long before he’s down to his final slushie – number ten! I swallow the last chunk of ice in my one-and-only, feeling it slide down my throat.

Aleks is a freak of nature. Now I’ll have to walk home with ice down my bum. At least I’ll be cool for a few seconds, but it’ll be sticky in all the worst ways.

Alek finishes his last slushie with a big noisy suck on the straw. ‘Hope you like having slushie undi –’

He stops speaking mid-sentence.

I watch his frozen face. ‘Stop mucking around.’

But Aleks doesn’t move. I stare at his face. It’s a total blank. It’s the same look he gives our teacher, Mrs Fry, when she asks him a maths question. I wave my arms in front of him.

‘Seriously man, you win.’ I snap my fingers. I clap my hands. ‘Aleks?’ I shout. I take a few photos of him on my phone. He’s not even fazed by the camera’s flash.

I tap his shoulders, then I shake them, trying to wake him up. But he is as stiff as cheese on three-day-old pizza.

A woman pushing a pram piled up with shopping bags comes over, dodging some of the empty slushie cups on the footpath. ‘Is your friend alright?’

‘Yeah . . .’ I say. ‘He’s just practising to be a mime.’

‘Ah, okay,’ she says. ‘He’s really good.’

‘Yes, he wants to go pro someday.’

The woman drops some coins into the slushie cup that Aleks is holding.


‘Wow. I can barely hear him breathe,’ she says, pushing the pram away down the path.

As soon as she’s out of sight, I switch back into panic mode. I drag Aleks onto the grass, hoping the sun will thaw or even cook him. But he just lies there looking peaceful – like he’s in a coffin.

I sit next to him and bury my head in my hands. What have I done? Aleks was supposed to have ice-cold insides. He could slurp icy drinks all year round, even when it was freezing cold in winter. The only thing that would stop his hand snapping off was his . . .

I rush over to the service station and grab all the meat pies I can find in the oven. The guy behind the counter gives me a look like I’m cuckoo, but I just quickly pay for the pies and run back to Aleks. I rip open the pie packet and pry Aleks’s mouth open, forcing the pie in. The pastry crust breaks and beefy lava slides down his throat. Aleks sits up and coughs some of the pie out. ‘Whoa! That is so hot!’

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ I ask.

‘I was finishing off the tenth slushie in the brain freeze challenge,’ Aleks says, stretching out. ‘Did I doze off or something? I feel wrecked.’

I scratch the back of my neck. ‘You’ve been in a slushie coma and you needed to lie down.’

‘Ah, so it wasn’t a brain freeze.’


‘More like a whole body freeze,’ I say. ‘You owe me lunch.’

‘You for real?’ Aleks says.

I pull out my phone and Aleks checks out the photos I took of him.

‘Wow. Fine, you win,’ Aleks says. ‘Lunch is on me for the whole week.’ Aleks takes another bite of his meat pie. ‘I could go another one of these.’

I show him my stash of pies. ‘I have six more.’

Aleks rips open another packet and tears into his second pie. ‘How many meat pies could you eat in a row?’ Aleks says. ‘I could do five easy.’

I shake my head. ‘Your body might be moving, but your brain is still frozen.’
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‘What’s the one thing that you miss about the city?’

I ask Mum this question as I chomp on my cheeseburger at McDonald’s. We’re halfway through our shopping holiday in Braden. Normally, going to the shops wouldn’t be an adventure. But when you live in a small country town like Megulla, and the nearest big town is two hours away, it really does feel like a getaway. Mum and I do as much stuff as we can and pretend that we live in the city again.

As much as I love visiting my favourite video game store and eating McDonald’s, I’m used to living in Megulla now. I have a few good friends, like Isaac, and I love being the only Asian kid at school (and the whole town). But it’s different for Mum. Whenever I go visit my cousins in what country folk call the ‘big smoke’, you can tell that she wants to stay and breathe it all in.

While I still miss the city, Mum misses it way more. I look at her face as she sips her thickshake, thinking about my question. I’m expecting her to list a whole bunch of things like dressing up and trendy pop-up restaurants – the kind of stuff that she sees all her friends posting about on social media.

‘I miss the chocolates,’ she says.

I roll my eyes. ‘Really?’

Mum leans in. ‘I’m talking about real chocolates, the boutique or artisan brands like Hola or Cocca Black in the city.’

I shrug. ‘So, you mean the expensive kind?’ I say in a deep voice.

‘Is that your best impression of your father?’ Mum says.

I shake my head. ‘How about this?’ I put on a deeper voice. ‘Thao, stop buying too many video games.’

Mum laughs. ‘You would have fooled me on the phone.’

I wipe my hands on a napkin. ‘But Dad and I buy you chocolates for your birthday every year.’

‘I do appreciate them, darling,’ she whispers. ‘Even if they’re always melted.’

‘Melted?’ I say. ‘How can you tell? We put them in the fridge before we give them to you.’

‘I know. They’re just not the same when they’ve been melted first.’ Mum rolls up her wrapper into a ball.


‘Oh . . .’ I feel like trash, like that wrapped up ball of greasy burger wrapping.

I always thought Mum was happy with her chocolate presents, but she was just being nice. You can’t blame Dad and me. We buy the chocolates in Braden and they just don’t survive the mid-summer heat on the way home, even with the air con on full blast.

After McDonald’s, I go to Vooks Game Store and check out the latest Nintendo games on the shelves, but when I look at the cases, all I see are melting bars of chocolate. Then I visit the Candy Store to grab a giant bag of lollies to share with Isaac at school on Monday. I wonder if candy melts? Even if it did, I’d still eat it. Then again, maybe I could tell the difference too, like Mum does with chocolates.

On the long drive home, Mum turns to me. ‘Are you okay, Thao?’

‘I’ve got a headache,’ I lie, with my head against the car’s window. I feel like a melted chocolate. Every year on her birthday, does Mum eat her present in front of us and dream about those special chocolates from the city? Has that been her real birthday wish?

Well, this year, it’s going to be different.

I’m not going to give Mum a box of melted chocolates.

On Monday morning, when I see Isaac at school, I tell him about my dilemma with Mum’s present. Isaac’s a good listener, especially when you feed him lollies.

He grabs a hard candy ball. ‘Wait, so your mum can tell if chocolates have been melted?’ he says.

I nod. ‘Apparently, there’s like a white layer around the chocolate,’ I say. ‘I did a few experiments with some left-over chocolates last night and she’s right.’

‘Gee, your mum is a choc-nut,’ Isaac says.

‘A melted choc-nut,’ I add.

‘Ah, so she’s just a nut then!’ Isaac cracks up. ‘Well, if you have any more melted chocs, pass them over to your best buddy.’

‘Nah, you only give melted chocolates to people you don’t like,’ I say.

Isaac slaps his thighs. ‘If you hate someone,’ he sings. ‘If you really hate their guts . . .’

‘You give them a box of melted chocolates,’ I sing back, clicking my fingers.

‘If you hate someone,’ Isaac sings. ‘If you want them to go nuts . . .’

‘Just give them a box of melted chocolates!’

We sing until our faces turn into tomatoes and the other kids stop and stare at us.

Isaac and I love making up dumb songs, especially ones that are catchy. The melted chocolate song is hovering in my ears like a fly over a BBQ. I’m singing the song under my breath during our morning maths lesson.

‘If you hate someone . . .’

‘What do you say, TAG?’ a voice calls from my left side.

I look up and it’s Kadir. The new kid. The first new kid since me. He’s using my old nickname, TAG, which stands for The Asian Guy. I still love being the different kid in Megulla, but it’s not such a big deal these days, especially since Kadir arrived.

‘You hate me, TAG?’ Kadir says.

‘No . . .’

‘Then why do you sing about hate?’

I look up at Kadir’s face. He’s got sad panda eyes and dry chapped lips that look like barbed wire. Our teacher, Mrs Rogers, told us that he and his family escaped from Syria. She paired me with up Kadir, like I’m supposed to be his instant buddy. But he’s angry all the time and keeps running away from me.

‘It’s just a silly song that Isaac and I made up, okay?’ I say.

Kadir grunts and goes back to his book.

I sigh. Every conversation with him is so heated and intense that I need to drink my whole bottle of water to cool off.


Later that evening, Dad helps me wash the dishes after dinner, which means one thing. He wants to talk. We finish wiping the benches before Dad shows me a supermarket catalogue. He’s marked all the chocolate specials in black texta.

‘We can get a lot of chocs with our budget of fifty bucks,’ he says.

I stare at the shiny boxes and all I see are melted chocolates. I imagine Mum’s face when she opens the box and there’s a chocolate sticking to the tray because it’s turned into soft goo. ‘I was thinking we could buy some special chocolates . . .’

‘This variety box is only five dollars,’ Dad says. ‘You can’t get more special than that.’

‘No, I mean we get her some boutique chocolates, from the city.’

‘It’s a long drive, buddy,’ Dad says.

‘Yeah, yeah, eight hours, I know,’ I say. ‘But maybe we could get them delivered.’

Dad whistles. ‘We only get the postie here once a fortnight in Megulla. I struggle to get courier packages sent to my work within a week and they’re a big mining company.’ He pats me on the shoulder. ‘We’ll treat your mum when we visit your cousins in the city, next time,’ he says. ‘Let’s just stick to these chocolates.’

‘But they’re always melted,’ I say.


‘They’re not that bad,’ Dad says. ‘Your mum doesn’t know the difference.’

I bite my tongue. That’s where Dad’s wrong but I don’t want to disappoint him. Maybe that’s why Mum hasn’t said anything all these years – she didn’t want to disappoint him either. Now I’m even more determined to give her some fancy unmelted chocolates.
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The next day at school, Isaac and I teach the Melted Chocolates song to some kindergarten kids at lunchtime.

‘You give them a box of melted chocolates,’ the little kids sing.

Isaac laughs. ‘We can take this show on the road, maybe play the Megulla RSL first.’

‘I wonder if I could get a delivery plane to drop off Mum’s special chocolates,’ I say.

‘You still on about that?’ Isaac shakes his head. ‘Even if it was cool inside the plane, they’d probably melt by the time they got to the ground.’

‘How about a drone then?’ I ask.

‘Same thing,’ Isaac says. ‘Unless the chocolates are kept in a mini-esky.’

I spend the afternoon daydreaming about drones and helicopters, whizzing chocolates to my mum. I’m sure I could do it, if I had a million dollars. Then again, if I was a millionaire, I would take Mum on a private jet to Belgium to feast on their famous chocolates.

After school, Isaac and I go to Megulla cafe for their famous milkshakes. Not quite Belgium, but it’s all we’ve got, and it’s the best way to do homework. Actually, make that the only way to do homework.

I get out my phone and look up the nearest fancy chocolate place. You never know your luck with Google. I type it in and one name pops up.

‘Whoa!’ I zoom in on a picture of a chocolate surrounded by flowers. ‘Wild About Eve!’

‘Who’s Eve?’ Isaac asks.

‘It’s a chocolate store that’s just opened up in Braden.’ I’m drooling and scrolling down their website. ‘They sell luxury chocolate in the shapes of roses, seashells and animals.’

‘Luxury . . . ooh la la, sounds fancy.’ Isaac looks over my shoulder. ‘They’re just chocolates that look like things,’ he says.

‘They’re artisan,’ I say. ‘My mum loves that kind of stuff.’

‘Chocolate art. If there is such a thing, sign me up,’ Isaac says.

That night, when Mum is watching her favourite TV show in the living room, I grab Dad at the dining table and show him the Wild About Eve website on his laptop.

‘What do you think?’ I say.

‘Twenty bucks for a chocolate rose?’ Dad says. ‘That’s highway robbery.’

‘I’m happy to use my own pocket money,’ I say. ‘Just take me to Braden next week, and we can leave Mum at home.’

‘Sorry, buddy, work’s got us under the pump,’ Dad says. ‘I’m working weekends for the next month.’

I frown. ‘There must be some way to do this . . .’

If Dad can’t help me, then maybe my friends will.
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‘How could I get to Braden without a car?’ I ask Isaac at school the next day. He’s lived in Megulla all his life, so he should know.

‘My family normally catches a bus,’ Isaac says. ‘But they only come a few times a day.’

I tap my chin. ‘It’ll have to do. Do you want to come to Braden with me on Saturday?’

Isaac laughs. ‘Only if you shout me Maccas.’

‘What?’ I say.

‘I’ll be your delivery guardian,’ Isaac says. ‘I’ll make sure those chocolates don’t melt.’

I shake his hand. ‘You’ve got a deal.’


When I get home, I tell Mum about hanging out with Isaac in Braden on Saturday. ‘There’s a movie that we want to see,’ I say.

‘Can’t this wait until next week for our shopping run?’ Mum says.

‘Isaac has caught the bus there a million times, it’s easy,’ I say. ‘Besides, it’s your birthday weekend, don’t you want the whole house to yourself?’

‘A whole messy house . . .’ Mum says. ‘Are you just escaping your chores?’

‘Um . . . I’ll come back in the afternoon to help out, I promise,’ I say.

Mum laughs. ‘Okay, just make sure you catch the right bus,’ she says. ‘I don’t want you to end up in Woop Woop.’

The next day, Isaac and I make a plan for ‘Operation Surprise Mum’. We walk past the bus stop on the way to school and check the timetable.

‘First bus leaves for Braden at 8.20am,’ Isaac says. ‘Which means we’ll get to Braden, just before 11am. Then we should be able to make it back on the midday bus.’

‘So, oh great delivery guardian, how are we going to stop the chocolates from melting on the trip home?’ I ask.

‘Have you got a small esky?’ Isaac says.

I nod.

‘Good, bring it tomorrow,’ he says. ‘I’ll put some ice packs in our freezer tonight. We’ll need all the cooling we can get.’

I wake up early on Saturday and check the temperature on my phone. It’s already 22 degrees. Wow. Summer’s overstayed its welcome, big time.

Dad lends me his lunch esky and I fill it with ice cubes, for extra cooling.

‘It looks like you’re going on a picnic,’ Mum says.

‘We want to keep our drinks cold for the movie,’ I say, filling up my drink bottle and putting it in. ‘It’s going to be a hot day.’

‘Yeah, up to 35 degrees,’ Mum chirps.

Whoa. I thought it was only going to be 29. The weatherperson should be fired, or, better yet, forced to stand outside for a few hours in case they’ve forgotten what 35 degrees feels like.

‘Grab your sunscreen and hat,’ Mum says. ‘I don’t want you to melt.’

I stop in my tracks and swing my head around. Does she smell our plan? I stare at Mum but she’s gone back to her phone.

‘Okay, see ya, Mum!’

Isaac and I meet at the bus stop and soon we’re hopping on the bus to Braden. Isaac pulls a couple of ice packs from his backpack and puts them in Dad’s esky.

‘Don’t worry, these guys last for ages.’


‘They just need to last for half a day.’

The bus turns the corner of Megulla’s Main Street and parks itself outside the other bus stop, which is near the post office. A few old ladies from the poetry club take ages to get on. They’re followed by the Mafi family – Kadir and his mum, who sit in front of us, and his twin sisters, who skip onto the bus with their dolls and sit across the aisle.

Kadir puts on his headphones and leans against the windowsill.

One of his sisters, Amira waves at me and Isaac. ‘Hello!’

‘Hellloooooo,’ says Jamal, the other twin.

We wave back. They’re in kindergarten at school and they’re cute kids.

Isaac hums the tune for Melted Chocolates.

Jamal turns around. ‘Give them a box of melted chocolates,’ she sings.

‘Jamal!’ Kadir’s mum snaps. ‘Enough of that terrible song.’

‘Oops,’ Isaac whispers, ducks his head down into his collar.

The bus turns onto the highway where it’s just a straight line to Braden, though there seem to be quite few stops along the way. I keep thinking about Mum and how happy she’ll be when she gets the chocolates tomorrow for her birthday. What takes two hours in Mum’s sedan is taking more than three hours in a bus. I forgot how slow these hunks-of-junk can be, though at least this one has air con.

‘This stop is Braden!’ the bus driver yells, as we approach the bus station, half an hour late.

We hop off the bus and head straight to Wild About Eve, which is tucked away in a new building off the main street. There are flowers painted all over the front window. No wonder Mum kept walking past it.

I already feel sticky and sweaty, and we haven’t even bought the chocolates yet.

Isaac and I enter the shop. ‘Whoooooa,’ Isaac says. ‘Aiiiirrrrr coooooonnnnnn.’

‘Can you keep time?’ I ask. ‘I want to be out of here in 10 minutes.’

‘K.’ His mouth is moving but his brain has blasted off and landed on Planet Choc.

The shop is brightly lit with white painted walls and glass display cabinets, just like the chocolate stores in the city. It’s perfect.

A lady in a fancy apron brings out a silver tray of chocolate shards. ‘Welcome to Wild About Eve. Would you like to try a sample?’

‘Yes, please!’ Isaac says, finding his voice and pushing his way past me to grab some. ‘What type is it?’


‘Lavender Dark Chocolate,’ the lady says.

‘Ooh yeah . . . it tastes like my mum’s fabric softener,’ Isaac says.

‘Are you Eve?’ I ask the lady.

The lady laughs. ‘No, my name’s Belinda. But who would visit a store called Wild About Belinda?’

I scratch my head. I’m tempted to ask her why she would want to open up a fancy chocolate store in a country town, but I don’t have time. We need to make that midday bus back to Megulla. ‘Do you have any chilli or honeycomb chocolates?’

‘Of course,’ Belinda says, leading us to the counter. ‘And lots of my chocolates are made with flavours from the bush, like wildflower or myrtle.’

Isaac helps himself to more chocolate shards from the sample plate. ‘Does that mean your chocolate could have bindies?’

‘We only hand those out to naughty kids,’ Belinda says to him with a smile, before turning back to me. ‘Now, is this for someone special?’

‘It’s for my mum’s birthday tomorrow,’ I say. ‘She loves special chocolates.’

‘Well, we better make sure we choose the best kind then.’

Belinda rolls up her sleeves and shows me her best selection of chocs. There are chocolate truffles, slabs, flowers, shells, animal shapes. I keep nodding my head. ‘How much are they?’

‘You can have eight pieces for thirty-five dollars,’ Belinda says. ‘I can pop them in a box and wrap it up for you.’

Phew, I wonder if Dad’s ears have perked up from down in the mine. Each piece of chocolate is not much more than mouthful size. He would tell me off for sure. But then, I would tell him that Mum’s had to put up with ordinary, melted chocolates for the last three years we’ve lived out here. It’s time to treat her.

‘Sounds good,’ I say.

I try to choose chocolates with really unusual shapes – ones that Mum wouldn’t have seen except in the city. I start with a beetle, a koala, a tiny sunflower, then an amazingly detailed little penny-farthing bike. But there are so many incredible shapes and flavours, it takes me ages to choose four more.

Belinda puts them all carefully into a pretty box, which she skilfully ties up with lush red ribbon. Then she takes out a small, long-stemmed chocolate rose from the display and puts it in a separate long box, finishing it off with another beautifully tied ribbon.

‘Because you’re my first customers,’ Belinda explains. ‘Bring your mum with you next time.’

‘I will,’ I say. ‘Once she gets a taste of these, I’m sure this will be her favourite place in Braden. How long will these chocolates last for?’

‘A few seconds,’ Belinda says.

I feel myself melting in my shoes.

‘They’ll melt in your mouth and then they’re gone!’ Belinda laughs and Isaac joins in.

Belinda must have read the lines on my forehead because she stops laughing and pats my shoulder. ‘Look, as long as you keep them in a cool place, they’ll be fine,’ Belinda says.

I was going to ask if she’s lived out in the country long, because only a city person would say something like that. But that will have to wait until our next visit.

‘What’s the time?’ I ask Isaac.

He checks his phone and his eyebrows shoot up. ‘11.55!’

‘Argghh!’ I thank Belinda and quickly pay for the chocolates. Juggling the packages, I head outside with Isaac. ‘Quick, we’ll sort out the esky when we get to the stop. We have to be on that midday bus.’

‘But what about Macca’s?’ Isaac protests.

‘Too late. I’ll shout you a burger at Megulla cafe later this arvo,’ I say.

‘I can get that any day,’ Isaac says. ‘Come on, you promised.’


‘I’ll owe you two meals then. These chocolates need to get home before they melt,’ I say. ‘The next time I go to Braden with my parents, I’ll buy you Macca’s and deliver it straight to your house.’

‘It’ll be cold.’

‘Hasn’t stopped you before.’

Isaac taps his chin. ‘True. Make that three meals and you’ve got a deal.’

‘Only if these chocs don’t melt.’ We run down the path, trying to stay in the shade. We can see the bus waiting at the stop in the distance.

I wave my hands in the air. ‘Hey . . . hey . . .!’ We bolt down towards the bus. The orange indicator lights on the bus are flashing. ‘Wait!’ I yell.

The bus moves out onto the street. Its wheels are moving quicker than our legs. By the time we get to the bus stop, it’s turning onto the road.

Isaac looks like he’s sprained half his body. The lower half. He’s sunk onto the pavement with his legs spread out, heaving for breath.

I walk over to him, sucking in big mouthfuls of air. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I think I left my guts back there,’ Isaac says. ‘Can you get them for me?’

I look at my watch. ‘The next bus should be here in an hour.’


‘Excellent!’ Isaac says. ‘Now we can have lunch at Macca’s. It does have air con . . .’

I sigh. ‘Okay, let’s go.’

When we hit Maccas, it seems half the town is getting away from the heat in here. I let Isaac order my meal while I sort out the chocolates. The box still feels cool but I was really hoping to be on a getaway bus by now. I open the mini-esky and my ice cubes under Isaac’s ice packs have melted into water. I quickly duck into the toilets to tip the water into the sink, then I carefully place the main box of chocolates onto the ice packs in the esky. I try to fit the box with the rose on top, but it’s too long.

I come back out and jostle to find us a seat, just as Isaac brings over the tray with two large Big Mac meals. Isaac shoves half of his fries down his throat in one go.

‘Whoa, we need to eat slowly,’ I say. ‘We have to be here for a whole hour.’

Isaac gulps down his fries. ‘We’ll be fine.’

He smashes his meal and watches me eat. As much as I’d like to eat in slow motion, my hands have other ideas, and before I know it, I’m done too. No wonder they call it fast food. I go to the toilets again to wash my hands and come back to see a couple of teens in their footy gear hanging around our table.

‘Are you guys finished?’ the older one with a beard says.


‘Um, no,’ I say.

The bearded guy points at my tray. ‘Looks like you are.’

‘We’re going to buy a box of nuggets,’ I say, handling Isaac some money. ‘Go on, mate.’

Isaac licks his lips and walks off to order the nuggets.

I check on my chocolates again. The main box is fine for now, but I’m not sure how the rose will go, out of the esky.

Isaac comes back with a box of twenty-four nuggets. ‘You must have read my mind about these, Thao.’

I let Isaac demolish most of the nuggets. Just as he’s finishing off the last one, a dad walks over with a tray and three happy meals. ‘Are you guys finished?’ he asks.

I frown. ‘Um . . .’

Isaac glances at me. ‘Actually, I’m about to buy some sundaes and frozen cokes.’ He gets up. ‘My shout.’ He comes back with two frozen cokes and two sundaes in a cardboard tray.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

Isaac flips his sundae upside down into the frozen coke. ‘Now it’s a spider.’

I try to eat my sundae slowly, but I hate seeing ice cream melt in front of me, and it’s so lovely and cold. I end up shovelling my sundae into my mouth in record time. I look at my watch. There’s still another twenty minutes to go.

Thankfully, nobody bothers us for the next ten minutes, then we finally leave Macca’s to head to the bus stop.

The heat hits us in the guts. It’s like being blasted by a flamethrower. We stick to the shade on the way to the stop. I’m hoping the bus will be there so we can get straight on, but the stop is completely deserted.

‘It’s 1pm, why isn’t the bus here? There should be a bus every hour.’ I re-read the timetable and my heart sinks. ‘I’ve been following the weekday timetable.’

I check the Saturday timetable. The next bus comes at 2pm. ‘We have to wait another hour,’ I moan.

Isaac puffs out his cheeks. ‘I don’t know if I can eat any more Macca’s,’ he says. ‘I never thought I’d ever say those words.’

‘Maybe we can go to Woolies,’ I say. ‘Hang out there for a bit.’

It looks like everyone has the same idea because it’s absolutely packed when we get there. ‘How about we try the other supermarket?’ Isaac says.

‘I can’t risk another walk in the sun,’ I say. ‘Come on, we need to find the coolest spot in the supermarket.’

‘The toy section?’ Isaac asks.

‘No.’ I walk over to the freezer aisle, where there are heaps of little kids attacking the boxes of ice cream and ice blocks. I take the long box with the chocolate rose and place it in the open freezer. Just a few minutes in there should keep it from going too soft. I look away for one second, when a grubby hand grabs the box.

‘Ooh, what’s this? It looks fancy,’ the little boy says.

‘It’s chocolate,’ I say.

‘Goodie! I love chocolate ice cream,’ the kid says, running off with the box. ‘Mummy, I want this one!’

We run after him. ‘Hey, that’s mine. Come back here!’ I yell.

The kid turns around to look behind him and smacks into a display of tuna tins. I rush over to the kid. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Um, yeah.’ The kid hands back the box and stumbles off.

A security guard runs over. ‘What’s going on here?’ He points his finger at us.

‘It wasn’t me,’ I say, with my eyes darting around. ‘There was this kid . . .’

‘I have to ask both of you to leave,’ the security guard says sternly, leading us out the door.

Back out in the baking heat, I give a big sigh.

‘Maybe we can go back to the chocolate shop,’ Isaac says.

I nod. ‘That’s not a bad idea.’


We walk back to Wild About Eve but the store is closed. I read the sign. Gone for lunch, back at 2pm.

I can’t believe it! I don’t know what’s melting quicker, Mum’s chocolates or my sad heart. Isaac and I rack our brains for another place with air con.

‘We could try the library,’ Isaac says.

‘That’s on the other side of town,’ I say. ‘It’s too far from the bus stop.’

Isaac wipes the sweat off his face with his shirt. ‘Maybe we can share a milkshake in a cafe or something,’ he says.

‘I only have enough money for the bus fare home,’ I say, ‘You?’ Isaac shakes his head.

I open up the mini-esky. The ice packs have turned into water balloons. ‘My mum’s chocs are doomed.’

‘Hang on . . .’ Isaac points to a footy field across the main road where there’s a match going on. ‘Isn’t that Jonesy?’

I squint my eyes and try to work out if it’s one of our classmates. ‘Maybe.’

‘Yeah, his team’s playing the Braden Bulls today, come on . . . maybe they can help us.’

I follow Isaac down to the footy field. He must be following his stomach because he leads me to the kiosk. ‘Hello, Mrs Pritchard.’

‘Hi, Isaac,’ Mrs Pritchard says. I’ve only ever known her as Jonesy’s mum. ‘What are you doing here, boys?’

‘Buying my mum a birthday present,’ I blurt out.

‘Awww, that would melt my heart,’ Mrs Pritchard says.

I try to laugh but it comes out as a cough. All this talk about melting is turning me into a puddle of worries.

‘Do you have a fridge?’ Isaac asks.

‘You hungry, Isaac?’ Mrs Pritchard says. ‘I do have a few meat pies . . .’

‘No,’ I say. ‘We need to keep something cool.’ I hold up the chocolate rose box.

Mrs Pritchard nods. ‘Come around here, boys,’ she says.

The fridge looks busted, with more dents than Isaac’s dad’s ute. It’s groaning like a whale. I open the fridge and gag. ‘It smells like off-custard.’

Isaac pinches his nose. ‘You’re half right, something has gone off but it’s not custard,’ he says. ‘Maybe it’s better if I don’t know.’

I don’t care, these chocolates need the cool air. I place both boxes next to the sliced oranges and sandwiches. We watch a bit of rugby league on the sidelines.

‘Thanks, Isaac,’ I say.

‘No worries,’ Isaac says.

‘I promise to super-size your next two Macca’s meals,’ I add.


‘I’m not really doing it for the food,’ he says. ‘I know you love your mum heaps and, well . . . I want to help her stay in Megulla.’

‘Huh?’ I say.

‘Well, I know heaps of people who move back to the big smoke after a while,’ he says. ‘For reasons like gourmet chocs.’

I scratch my head. ‘Nah, we’re in Megulla because of my dad’s job. Don’t worry, you’ll have to put up with me for years yet.’

Isaac grins. ‘I hope so. Oh, so is that super-size Macca’s deal still on?’

‘Of course. You delivered with the fridge here, didn’t you?’ I check my watch. ‘Okay, now the bus should be coming in ten minutes.’

We take the chocolates out of the fridge and thank Mrs Pritchard. I’ve walked up and down Braden so many times now that I can do this with my eyes closed. Not that I would risk it with this precious cargo.

The bus comes and we hop on board. I check on the boxes of chocolate. They look a little battered but they feel okay. The time in the fridge helped a bit. The bus driver waits until five past two.

‘Come on,’ I say, tapping my feet. ‘What’s taking so long?’

The bus is about to turn into the main road when suddenly it stops and we’re flung forward. I cling onto the boxes.

The door opens and Kadir jumps on board. He’s carrying a giant bag from Target.

‘Thank you so much,’ Kadir’s mum says to the bus driver.

She’s lugging a giant bag too, which Kadir takes for her, marching down the aisle to find a seat. Kadir’s sisters trail behind their mother sucking on their drink bottles. They all sit down and the bus starts moving.

I wipe the sweat off my forehead. ‘Why is it still so stuffy in here?’ I say. I walk up to the bus driver. ‘Is the air con on?’

‘It’s on full blast,’ he says.

‘It doesn’t feel like it.’

‘Trust me,’ the bus driver says, with his eyes on the road. ‘You don’t want to know what’s it’s like without air con.’

I go back to Isaac, who’s finished his last water bottle.

I slump in my seat, hovering over my precious melting cargo.

‘All of this will be for nothing,’ I groan.

‘Just chill, mate,’ Isaac says.

‘How can I chill?!’ I say.

‘Turn down the heat,’ Isaac says. ‘It’s not good for the chocs.’


I sigh and try to put on a smile. ‘Maybe I just need to think cold thoughts.’

‘Yeah, think about having slushies while riding a polar bear in the Arctic,’ Isaac says.

‘Or having an ice bath, like those footy players after a match.’

The bus splutters and the air con has the hiccups, blasting out air in puffs every three seconds, then stopping altogether.

‘Sorry folks,’ the bus driver says on the speaker. ‘The air con has gone kaput. You can open the windows if you want some fresh air.’

Isaac pops out a window and it’s like he’s switched on a heater so he quickly pulls it closed again. The bus driver is dead right, the air con was making a difference. I sit in my puddle of sweat, looking for the coolest spot to sit.

I spot Kadir, sitting away from his family and staring out the window again. He’s holding a mini-fan and aiming it at his chin. His sisters have a mini-fan too and are using it to fan each other.

Isaac pokes me in the shoulder. ‘Come on, Thao, you need to get your mind off things.’ He starts singing. ‘When you hate someone . . .’

Kadir sticks his head up. ‘Hey!’

‘Sorry.’ Isaac keeps his head down. ‘Too loud, hey?’


‘Yeah, that must be it,’ I say, meeting Kadir’s steely gaze, before staring at my lap. It’s a bit hard to explain to Isaac about how Kadir hates songs that mention the word hate. I have a feeling that Kadir had heard that word a million times before he came to Australia as a refugee, and maybe a few times since.

I tip the esky upside down to drain it again, so it doesn’t make the chocolate box soggy. I lay the smaller box of chocs back inside the esky. Maybe these ones might survive, but the chocolate rose is surely a goner.

Looking across at Isaac, I see he’s fallen asleep. I guess that’s one way to pass the time, though I don’t know how anyone can sleep in this heat. It’s one country skill I haven’t picked up yet.

I lay the long box with the chocolate rose on my lap. I can’t tell if my eyes are getting teary or if I’m just sweaty. I sniff loudly. This has all been a waste of time and money . . .

‘What’s wrong?’ Kadir calls back to me.

‘Huh?’ I say.

He gets up and sits across the aisle from me. ‘What have you got there?’

I show him the esky and my long chocolate box. ‘I bought these chocolates for my mum’s birthday, but they’re going to melt.’

‘Why did you buy chocolates when it is so hot?’


I laugh. ‘Because I love my mum.’

Kadir’s eyes light up; something I’ve never seen before. ‘Ah, yes, I see,’ he says. ‘It is very good to love your mother.’

And with that, he walks back to his seat.

Well, that was a random convo, but it’s the first time Kadir’s spoken to me without sounding aggro.

Then Kadir is back, holding out his mini-fan. ‘You can use this, maybe it helps,’ Kadir says. ‘I hope your mother can still eat the chocolates.’

‘Me too. Thanks for the fan.’ I turn it on and aim it at the boxes of chocolates.

Kadir goes back to his seat, then a few minutes later, Amira and Jamal come back with their fan. ‘Kadir told us you needed it,’ Jamal says.

‘No, it’s okay,’ I say.

Jamal pushes the fan into my hand. ‘Kadir says it’s for your mum.’

‘Cool, thanks,’ I say, smiling at both of them.

Amira giggles. ‘We’re lucky that our mum is not a box like yours.’

I stare down at the box. ‘Oh no, my mum is not a box.’

‘Oh, is she inside the box?’ Jamal says. ‘Can we see her?’

I laugh. ‘She’s at home in Megulla. This is a gift for her birthday.’


The girls break into fits of giggles and run back to their seat.

I turn one of the fans towards the chocolate box in the esky and I focus the other one on the chocolate rose box.

After what seems an eternity, the bus turns into Megulla’s main street and I hand back the mini-fans to Kadir. ‘I’ll bring you some fresh batteries on Monday.’

‘Don’t worry. It was worth it for your gift,’ Kadir says. ‘See you at school.’

He joins his family and hops off the bus.

I wake up Isaac. ‘Come on, mate, we’re home.’

Isaac rubs his eyes. ‘I was dreaming about that ice bath.’ He looks at the chocolate boxes. ‘Sorry, I let you down, mate.’

‘Nah, you kept these chocolates alive for as long as you could,’ I say. ‘I owe you at least one more Macca’s meal, even if they are melted.’

I wave goodbye to Isaac and head back home. I sneak in the back door and tuck the boxes in a cupboard in the spare room between some winter jumpers for insulation from the heat. I’m tempted to put them in the fridge but I think about what that does to chocolate and I decide it’s better to keep them in the coolest room in our place.

Then I go to the kitchen and drink my body weight in water.

[image: image]


The next morning, Dad and I are in the kitchen, cooking bacon and eggs with pancakes for Mum’s birthday breakfast. It’s a weird combo but it works.

‘Should we give Mum her present now?’ I say to Dad.

‘Yeah, of course,’ Dad says. ‘Who doesn’t like chocs for breakfast?’

We deliver the breakfast tray to Mum in bed. She’s already sitting up, scrolling through her phone.

‘Happy Birthday, Mum!’ I say, as Dad puts the tray on the bed.

‘Aww, thanks, you two,’ Mum says.

I hand her the boxes of chocolates. ‘I got these from Braden for you.’

‘Ooooh,’ Mum says. ‘I don’t recognise this brand . . . Wild About Eve . . .’

I’ve been dying to find out if Mum’s chocolates have survived yesterday’s journey, but I could never have retied the ribbon around the boxes as beautifully as Belinda. I stand beside Mum’s shoulder as she unwraps the ribbon on the smaller box. Dad’s poised with his phone, filming the whole thing like he always does.

I look inside as Mum lifts the lid and the chocolates all look warped. The tiny sunflower has turned into a brown pebble. The koala looks like roadkill. I feel shattered inside. ‘I’m so sorr –’

‘Wow, this is amazing!’ Mum exclaims as she bites into the scrambled-egg shaped wheel of the melted penny-farthing. She closes her eyes. ‘Mmmmmmm.’

‘Huh?’ I stare at Mum. ‘Seriously, are you just pretending to like them? They’re all melted.’

Mum opens her eyes. ‘It doesn’t matter so much with these gourmet ones, because they use real cocoa,’ Mum says, holding out the box. ‘They’re heavenly. Go on, try one.’

I pick up a squashed beetle and bite its head off. The sharp citrus tang buzzes in my mouth. ‘Whoa!’

‘Okay, I want in.’ Dad reaches over and goes for the roadkill koala. ‘Mmmm mmmm . . . worth the price,’ he says out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Almost.’

Mum puts the lid back on, then spots the other box. ‘What’s in here?’ She opens up the chocolate rose and gasps. ‘It’s beautiful!’

Now I know she’s lying.

Mum picks up the stem and, amazingly, the rose is still in one piece. Sure, it looks a little wilted and it’s lost a bit of detail in its leaves but it still looks stunning.

It seems Dad agrees too, because he goes in for a close up shot. ‘Excellent choice, Thao.’

‘Thanks.’

I don’t know how the rose survived the journey back home, but I reckon both of my friends helped. ‘I hope this keeps you from getting homesick,’ I say.


‘Homesick?’ Mum says.

‘Yeah, I know you miss the city more than we do.’

Mum cracks up. ‘Honey, I may miss the glitz and buzz, but my home is here, with you both.’

Mum closes in for a hug and I melt onto her chest.

[image: image]

On Monday at school, I find Kadir sitting in the shade of the water tank.

‘Thanks again for the fan on Saturday,’ I say.

‘Did your mum like the chocolates?’

‘She sure did. She ate them all yesterday.’

‘Good, good.’ Kadir gives me half a smile as he stands up. ‘See you in class?’

‘Yeah,’ I say.

It’s probably the best conversation I’ve had with him so far. Who knows, maybe we can be friends someday, now I know he’s not angry all the time. At least we have something in common – we both would do anything for our mums.










[image: image]









[image: image]









[image: image]








About the Author





OLIVER PHOMMAVANH is an author, comedian and used to be a teacher. He still has dreams of being a dinosaur someday. He loves inspiring kids all around Australia and Asia to write and be funny like him.

Oliver is burger crazy – searching out the best at home and wherever he travels. See them on his Insta, oliverwinfree! He also loves playing Nintendo games like Pokémon and Zelda. His hero is Sonic the Hedgehog and he collects geeky sneakers. His favourite ice cream flavour is bubblegum with Nerds and marshmallows mashed in. Just because.

Visit Oliver at his website: oliverwriter.com

Oliver is also a committed ambassador for Room to Read, an innovative global non-profit that seeks to transform the lives of millions of children in ten developing countries through its holistic Literacy and Girls’ Education programs. See more at roomtoread.org







Books by Oliver Phommavanh

Thai-riffic!

Con-nerd

Punchlines

Thai-no-mite!

Ethan (Stuff Happens series)

A Lot of Stuff Happens (Stuff Happens series)

The Other Christy

Super Con-nerd

Natural Born Loser

Don’t Follow Vee

Brain Freeze





PUFFIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
 India | New Zealand | South Africa | China

[image: image]

Penguin Random House Australia is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

First published by Puffin Books, an imprint of Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd, in 2020

Text Copyright © Oliver Phommavanh 2020

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, published, performed in public or communicated to the public in any form or by any means without prior written permission from Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd or its authorised licensees.

Design by Evi O Studio/Susan Le © Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd
 Illustrations by Evi O Studio/Susan Le

[image: image]

ISBN 9781760897154

penguin.com.au





 
 
 [image: Penguin logo]

 

 
 [image: Penguin logo]

 

 Sign up to Read More and discover new favourites


 Visit penguin.com.au/readmore




OEBPS/Images/brand.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia





OEBPS/Images/v.jpg





OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
L,LW QM






OEBPS/Images/smi.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch1.jpg
11«,7,

A000 ¥

AM‘S





OEBPS/Images/ch2.jpg
Q'\\E 55
aUTs





OEBPS/Images/smi1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch3.jpg
THREE

QUARANTEEN





OEBPS/Images/sp.jpg
@@





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Book



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		The Boy with 1000 Names



		Chess Nuts



		Quaranteen



		The First Dog on Mars



		Sweet and Sour



		The Ghost Writer



		New International Day



		Double Bed Dreams



		The Man Who Lives on Slaughterhouse Road



		Super-essential Thai-riffic!



		Brain Freeze



		Melted Chocolates



		Brainstorming Brain Freeze



		Oliver P’s Story Cube



		About the Author



		Books by Oliver Phommavanh



		Imprint



		Read more at Penguin Books Australia











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
gRALE
ff,ﬂ






OEBPS/Images/218.jpg
e B





OEBPS/Images/217.jpg
QUER®'S

STORY OUBE 5

5100y
ROLLIT WHENEVER You:
START A NEW STery =
o
1t o srin
e e mraon 0> m
EXPLOSION]
poom!
e\ Ty
A orente M Yo
TR0 ENEMY/VILAIN MA G
Ui ouT LoD

¢ i g
W » \ =
NIGATMARE 9; Jn
com TRvE

7] e P oo

DISARPERR?

LET A SEGRET

. GOME gur/

EwY
‘-L‘;‘Lﬂw






OEBPS/Images/NLA.jpg
M A catalogue record for this
AZZESIL ook s available from the
NATIONAL

National Library of Australia






OEBPS/Images/PRHA.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia






OEBPS/Images/logo_small_mono.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo_small.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch6.jpg
siX

THe GHosT
WRITER





OEBPS/Images/ch5.jpg
$

FIVE

WEET ave
SOVR





OEBPS/Images/ch8.jpg
Dous(e grp
DREAMS





OEBPS/Images/ch7.jpg
SEVEN

l"ﬁ“mﬂoﬂhl





OEBPS/Images/ch10.jpg
SUPER- ESSENTIAL

THAT-RIFFIF!





OEBPS/Images/ch9.jpg
NINE
THE MAN
WHO LIVES oN
SLAUGHTERHOUSE
RoAD





OEBPS/Images/ch12.jpg
ME\-TED





OEBPS/Images/ch11.jpg
BRAIN
fK&EzE





OEBPS/Images/216.jpg
:@ %ﬂﬂSToRMING

gpog FREEZS

gea Breere

) Brian Freez
S Q: an zu:-
2el §
Train Freeze
VA
“"ﬁ‘d T e

Grain Geese? dommet bt
| ke geese

Y cHew
§Aj 0% <
*
2020





