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The school year only started half an hour ago and I’ve got three problems already.

For a start, I’ve been put into Mrs Leeman’s class. She’s not even meant to be a Grade 6 teacher. I already did my time in Prep. I’m pretty sure she’s about a hundred because she taught my dad when he was at school and he learned to write on a blackboard. She wears little wiry glasses and has little wrinkly eyes looking through them, hoping to catch you doing something wrong. Her hair is done up in a white bun like a grandma but she’s about as far from a grandma as you can get. Everyone’s scared of her. She’s always yelling and hands out detentions like lollies at a Christmas party.

Secondly, there’s a chance I could be a school captain this year. I was having an unusually popular day when the class voted last year. Dad had brought home a box full of irregular-shaped chocolate tree frogs from work and said I could take some to school. I took twenty-six; one for each kid in my class, and three left over. Dad does all the accounting at a warehouse packed full with boxes and cartons of chocolate. They have chocolate tree frogs, koalas, echidnas as well as just normal-shaped blocks and bars. They also do yucky ones with stuff like coconut, dried fruit and salt flakes.

I didn’t know we were voting for school captains that day. It was an unlucky coincidence.

My third problem is that I’ve lost my Grade 6 jumper. The one with the year and all our names on the back. If I didn’t lose it during Mrs Leeman’s lecture about being responsible and looking after our stuff, I lost it soon afterwards because now I’m looking around in assembly and everyone’s wearing their jumper except me.

Lastly … it’s a million degrees today.

So that’s actually four problems.

It’s worse than I thought.

Everyone in the gym is laughing and talking about their holidays. Even the teachers.

Jun is sitting next to me with his jumper on backwards with the hoodie bit over his face trying to block out the sun. Jun is one of my friends. He lives with his grandparents who are really old and only have to go to work when they feel like it. Everyone likes him because he’s always doing weird stuff like bringing a dehydrated lizard in a jar to school or eating seven jam rolettes for lunch.

He thinks the school rules are optional.

My best friend Alex leans over to me and says, ‘Jesse – shoes!’ and I start laughing because our principal, Mrs Overbeek, wears the same ones every assembly. They look like canoes made out of old rope.

Alex has been my best friend since the first day of Prep, when I accidentally squashed his finger in the toilet door, then clonked the door back into my own head. There was only one ice pack so we had to take turns. That’s how easy it is to make friends in Prep.

Mrs Overbeek is standing on stage waiting for everyone to be quiet so she can get started on her boring welcome speech. She could be waiting a while. It’s so hot in the gym, everyone starts taking their jumpers off. Those of us that have one, I mean.

Eventually Mrs Leeman stands up and the clomping of her shoes across the stage is enough to make the whole school turn around to face the front in total silence. She looks even more cranky than usual, if that’s possible. Mrs Overbeek starts her standard first-day assembly. No one’s listening though; we’re all getting fidgety and uncomfortable sitting on the floor in the heat. There’s no sign of our vice-principal, Mr Wilson. He probably only has to do stuff if Mrs Overbeek’s not at school for some reason.

After about a year, the new kids are asked to stand up just in case they’re not feeling uncomfortable enough already. There’s a new girl in the other Grade 6 class. She’s got the longest hair I’ve ever seen. It touches the floor when she sits down. It’s not tied up or anything, so it’s a good thing she’s not in our class. Mrs Leeman has a no-tolerance policy when it comes to long hair not being tied up.

It’s so hot and so boring.

I can’t believe how hot and bored I am.

Alex hands me a sticky note with a drawing showing Mrs Overbeek in the Jurassic Period. It’s a pretty good drawing. The dinosaurs are very realistic-looking. They look like they’re on the brink of extinction due to heat and boredom.

He’s very good at capturing the moment.

I put the drawing in my pocket. I’d like to make it through the first day of school without a detention.

Now it’s unbearable in the gym. Mr Winsock, the sports teacher, is taking regular gulps from his water bottle – something I’ve noticed sports teachers do even when they’re not doing anything sporty.

There’s a bit of fluffing around on the stage, then Mr Wilson and a lady from the Parents’ Committee come out to announce the school captains. They’ve probably been waiting in Mr Wilson’s air-conditioned office until now. Everyone sits forwards and listens for the first time since assembly started. I’m sweating even more, and shaking. If I am a captain, I’ll have to accept my badge from down here on the floor.

Mr Wilson takes the microphone from Mrs Overbeek and thanks her for the assembly so far. Then he starts talking about the privilege of being a school captain before we’ve had the privilege of knowing who the school captains are.

‘And don’t forget, girls and boys in Grade 6 … uhhh … while there are only two captains, it’s up to all of you … uhhh … to set a good example for the younger students …’

I wish he would just get on with it.

Suddenly something goes ‘crash’ over near the side door and everyone’s heads swivel around.

I stretch my neck forwards to get a better look. Miss Agostino, the Prep teacher, has fallen off her chair and onto the floor.

Jun’s muffled voice comes out from behind his hoodie, ‘What was that?’

‘Miss Agostino’s fainted!’ Alex says. ‘She’s gone like … splatt.’

A couple of parents who are not filming the whole thing rush forwards from the back to help Mr Winsock, who is trying to help Miss Agostino. Mrs Leeman appears on stage with a Duty Teacher vest and announces assembly is over, though Mrs Overbeek and Mr Wilson are standing right there. She doesn’t need the microphone. The Preps are led out through the canteen and given an icy pole to eat under the only shady area in the whole school until their teacher can stand unassisted. I hope they don’t think it’s standard procedure to get an icy pole after assembly. If they do, that’ll be the first of many school-related disappointments.

While we’re in the corridor, Mr Wilson’s voice announces over the PA system: ‘Uhhh … yes … hello again everyone. I’m pleased to report … uhhh … Miss Agostino is fine … no need for concern. We didn’t finish our assembly today, so, uhhh, we’ll meet again tomorrow …’

Jun says, ‘She probably did it on purpose.’

‘Did what on purpose?’ I ask.

‘Miss Agostino. She probably pretended to faint so that Mr Wilson would stop talking.’

Alex says, ‘I don’t think so … you can’t make your face go that colour.’

I run in front of the rest of the class so that I can have a quick look around the classroom for my jumper. I look underneath my chair, on the floor, in my bag. Then I feel a chill. Mrs Leeman is miraculously back at her desk already, eyeing me from across the room.

There must be more than one of her.

I don’t think she’s noticed I’ve lost my jumper though. If she had, I would know about it.

It’s not Mrs Leeman I have to worry about, anyway. She only yells at me from 9 am to 3.30 pm. Mum has the other seventeen and a half hours, and it was her sixty bucks that bought the jumper. I feel someone else staring at me and look up to see an orange-haired kid watching me scrabbling around on the floor. He must be new. It was just him and Mrs Leeman in the classroom before I got here, so he’s picked a desk right up the back.

Mrs Leeman tells the class the red-haired kid is called Braden but she doesn’t give him the opportunity to speak or anything. He looks like he wants to run out the door. More than the rest of us, I mean.

The lesson starts like we’ve never been on holiday and today is just a normal day, not the first day of the year. Mrs Leeman doesn’t ask how our holidays were or talk about her holidays, like normal teachers. The other Grade 6 class has Ms Kendall, who tells you if she’s bought a new car and stuff like that.

And it’s even hotter than the gym in here. Mrs Leeman doesn’t believe in air conditioning.

Our assignment is already written up on the interactive whiteboard. It’s called ‘Sneak Peek’. We have to think of an invention and explain how it might be useful in the future. Mrs Leeman says we are to peek into a future that doesn’t include zombies. In fact, she says anyone who does anything to do with zombies will get zero.

I have a good idea straightaway. It’s a suit made of bees. It would have a number of uses: it would keep you warm in winter, hide your identity if you want to be anonymous and stop relatives kissing you at family things and leaving lipstick on your head. I’m tempted to write ‘it’s a bee suit, not a zom-bee suit’ but Mrs Leeman has zero sense of humour, so I don’t.

Alex says, ‘I’m going to do a recycling scanner. It tells you what things are made of and how to separate all the parts and re-use them.’

‘Don’t we already have those?’ I ask.

‘Not like this one. It’s going to be really small. You can put it in your pocket.’

Jun just fills his page with stick figures. I don’t know if they have anything to do with the assignment or not.

When the bell goes, Mrs Leeman says we have to finish the ‘Sneak Peek’ assignment for homework by tomorrow. Unbelievable. I’m glad I have a good idea already. It’s too hot for homework.

During recess, I look for my jumper in lost property. I’ll be able to tell if it’s mine because the receptionist labelled them all with permanent marker. I dump the whole box on the floor hoping to see a patch of blue amongst the green, but there are no Grade 6 jumpers there yet. I must be the only one who’s managed to lose theirs already. The box is overflowing with other stuff, though. What are you walking around in if your uniform’s in the box?

I look out the window and notice for the first time about a hundred margarine containers filled with water all over the playground. Minha probably put them out to make sure all the animals can find a drink in this heat. Minha’s a girl in my class. She loves all animals, even annoying ones like flies and beetles. She’d give her last drop of water to a pigeon if she thought it looked thirsty.

I’m thirsty and hungry. I didn’t get any breakfast this morning because when I got up, my older brother Noah had already found my mini toasts and eaten eleven of them. There’s only twelve in the packet. He left the last one on my plate. One mini toast. So I microwaved it for twenty seconds and put it under his pillow.

But now I’ve missed out on most of recess too.

I go down the main steps out to the courtyard. Two girls from my grade, Leini and Gina, are already stationed at the top of the steps. They must be considering this location as a good place to be horrible to everyone this year. As I run past her, Leini says, ‘Hey, Jesse! What have you lost? Your head?’ Gina doesn’t say anything.

It must take them a few days to get back to form.

The lesson after recess is Sport and we all stand in a line while Mr Winsock walks up and down letting us know what is expected of us now that we’re in Grade 6. This is the third time we’ve heard it today … it’s freaking me out. I’m starting to wish for the comforting anonymity of Grade 5.

After the lecture, Mr Winsock introduces us to a student teacher I hadn’t even noticed until then. A strangely familiar-looking guy with a ponytail steps forwards. ‘Hello, everyone. I’m Ian,’ he says. Not Mr anything … just Ian. ‘I’m really looking forward to getting to know you,’ he continues. That must be on page one of the student teacher’s handbook.

Even though it’s boiling, Mr Winsock makes us run around the oval in the sun until Wesley throws up and we all wave our hands up volunteering to take him to the office. Mr Winsock glances over at Ian standing in the shade and sends him to the office with Wesley. Ian will start regretting saying he wanted to get to know us pretty soon. After they leave, Mr Winsock sends us in for a drink of warm water from the bubblers so we can return to a normal colour before he sends us back to Mrs Leeman.

After school, Alex walks part of the way home with me.

‘I know!’ he says. ‘You can borrow my jumper tonight … then you don’t have to tell your mum yours has gone missing.’

That’s typical of Alex to suggest my jumper has gone missing by itself somehow, and not that I’ve lost it already.

I tell him, ‘Thanks, but it’ll be okay.’

‘What are you going to tell your mum, though?’

‘I’m not sure yet. I’ll think of something.’

Alex scrunches his eyebrows up a bit. He’s pretty smart. He probably knows I have no intention of telling my mum anything.

When Alex turns off down the street towards his house, I notice the new kid, Braden, trailing a few metres behind me. He’s still looking worried about something. Maybe he’s thinking about having to spend a whole year in Mrs Leeman’s class. We walk like this a few metres apart until we get near my house and my dog Milky jumps over the fence and comes running down the street to greet … Braden.

Braden looks up at me while he scratches Milky behind the ears.

‘Your dog is cool,’ he says, smiling. ‘You want to come over and see Cataract?’

I think that’s what he said. I don’t really want to go home yet in case someone asks to see my jumper so I follow Braden up the street. Milky trots along between us. He’ll go anywhere.

Braden’s house is only four houses further up from mine. There’s still a whole lot of moving stuff and boxes in the driveway. We walk up past the boxes to the carport. It turns out Cataract is a cat. A big, fluffy one with wonky eyes. She’s sitting on the bonnet of the car licking her paws and there’s a rat’s head and tail on the back doormat. Next to that, on the tiles, are the rat’s organs in perfect formation. It looks like a diagram.

Cataract looks up for a second at Milky then goes back to licking. Milky just sits there smiling as if he’s decided to move house as well. He starts looking a bit interested in the rat’s intestines though so I grab his collar and tell Braden I’ll see him tomorrow.

When we get home, I throw my bag on the kitchen floor and look for something cold to drink. Noah must be home already because the water jug’s been put back in the fridge with no water in it. I fill Milky’s bowl with water from the tap then fill a glass for me. It’s lukewarm. Yuck.

There’s nothing to do at home. It’s too hot to do anything, anyway. I’d go around to Alex’s house for a swim, but he has something on after school every day except Friday. Whenever Alex has friends over for a swim, his mum brings out little pieces of cut-up fruit on a tray. And glasses of lemonade with ice cubes. There’s never anything to eat at my house and our ice tray smells like onions.

Later on, we have fish and chips for dinner because nobody has the energy to cook anything. Though I notice Mum has the energy to tell me and Noah we’ll never see another mini toast as long as we live.

I’m glad it’s going to be cooler tomorrow. It’d be impossible to have another day as hot as today.
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The next day is even hotter.

I get to school early, hoping to look around for my jumper, but Mrs Leeman is already at her desk in the classroom with her face set to disapproval. Maybe she never goes home.

The heat in our classroom is intense. The computers have been deemed a fire risk and are locked in the storeroom. Most of the things we do is on them, so there isn’t much to do. We can’t read because the vinyl beanbags in the reading corner are too hot to touch and we can’t use the twisty pencils because they’ve melted into purple blobs at the bottom of the tubs. The only good part is that all the plastic-covered maths cards have stuck together in a block and are unusable after the first card, ‘Introduction to Algebra’, which has no actual algebra on it.

When the bell goes for recess, Jun and I go down to the spot Alex got for us yesterday while I was looking for my jumper.

It’s a really good spot; right down the bottom near the water tanks. Almost out of bounds. The teachers on yard duty usually stay up the top near the artificial climbing wall where half of the footholds are loose and spin around when you step on them. Most accidents happen in this area. From there they can see down to the water tanks but not who is down by the water tanks. Except Mrs Leeman. She has the eyesight of a peregrine falcon and the same screechy voice.

The water tanks are totally empty. It hasn’t rained for ages.

Braden joins us, but he doesn’t say much. Maybe he’s missing his old school. If I went to a new school, I would probably miss my friends. As for actual school … I can take it or leave it.

Apart from the heat and my jumper still being missing, it’s an okay day. Mrs Leeman has a teachers’ conference in the afternoon, so we join Ms Kendall’s class and do word puzzles all afternoon. Ms Kendall even lets Minha check her wildlife water stations during class time.

No one even mentions school captain announcements. Maybe Mrs Overbeek’s forgotten about it.

I hope so.

After school, Alex tells me I should ask my mum for a replacement jumper. His dad said there’s a cool change coming tonight. He hands me a piece of paper.

‘I was in the office having my puffer and I saw them, so I grabbed one for you,’ he explains.

It’s a Grade 6 jumper re-order form. I fold it up and stuff it in my bag.

‘Miss Creighton said there were two spare jumpers but we have two new kids, so …’

Only Alex would think about someone else while he was having an asthma attack. He already has his karate uniform on.

I am a bit worried about the cool change though. Alex’s dad works for the Bureau of Meteorology.

Wednesday feels just as hot as Tuesday, but it’s actually hotter. According to the news, it’s the hottest day since records began. Schools and businesses are closed with the exception of our school, which would probably stay open on the sun.

There’s still no mention of school captains. We’re drifting through the year without leadership and no one has even noticed.

Thursday is even hotter than Wednesday. I don’t care about my jumper anymore. Or my shoes or socks or uniform. I would lie on the floor in my undies if I was allowed. We don’t have normal classes at school. We just watch videos all day. Mrs Leeman finally allows the air conditioning to be put on ‘low’.

Five minutes later she puts her cardigan on.

I’m not kidding.

That should be on the news: ‘100-Year-Old Teacher Complains the Sun is a “Bit Chilly”’.

I’m starting to get a bit suspicious about Alex’s dad working at the Bureau of Meteorology.

I say to him, ‘Doesn’t your dad work at Rent-a-Tent?’

‘Yeah. He used to work there,’ Alex says, ‘while he was studying. Now he’s a groundwater hydrologist.’

I start laughing. ‘A what?’

‘At the Bureau of Meterology,’ Alex says. ‘You know … he studies the water underground.’

Alex starts laughing too because it sounds so funny.

‘Know what I mean?’ he says.

I nod but I have no idea what he’s talking about.

Does that mean his dad is underground as well? Studying water?

It sounds like something made up.

The next morning, something’s different. There’s been a cool change overnight and it’s freezing. I’m relieved for about a minute before I remember that I don’t have a jumper. I put two T-shirts on under my school shirt. I go down to the kitchen to eat breakfast, trying to look casual and not cold and uncomfortable which is what I am.

Mum walks into the room pulling a woolly jumper over her head. ‘Aren’t you cold, Jesse?’

‘No, no. I’m fine.’

We both look at the goosebumps and little hairs sticking up on my bare arms.

‘Why don’t you put your jumper on?’ Mum asks.

It’s a reasonable question. I try to think of a reasonable answer.

‘Uhh … I left my jumper at school. I’ll put it on when I get there.’

Mum looks at me and I know she knows, and she knows that I know that she knows. She just nods. It makes me feel even more shivery.

When I get to school, everyone’s got their jumpers on.

The first bell is still going when Mrs Leeman starts class. She says the bell is for her and not for us, which doesn’t even make sense. There’s a big map of Australia on the interactive whiteboard. All the wheat, rice, beef, dairy and wool-growing regions are shaded with different patterns. It’s the most boring map I’ve ever seen until we’re all handed a blank map of Australia and told to copy the one from the board onto ours. Everyone’s busy choosing a wheat-coloured pencil when Mrs Overbeek’s voice announces over the PA system: ‘Good morning everyone. If you could all put away your work … It’s time to assemble in the gym for the school captain announcements.’

That’s the only thing I want to do less than what I’m currently doing.

Mrs Leeman doesn’t disguise her annoyance at having her lesson interrupted. She orders us to cover our work – as if it’s of interest to anyone except maybe a sheep or a cow – and line up at the door.

Ours is the first class to get to the gym so we have to sit in silence while the rest of the school shuffle in. I notice the new girl from the other class is sitting by herself. Mrs Leeman would have ordered someone to be friends with her by now if she was in our class.

Mrs Overbeek explains she’s going to do the announcements herself because there are no Parents’ Committee members present. I look at the back of the gym and see there are no parents either. A bit disappointing if you want to be school captain and are hoping for a sense of ceremony.

Even though it’s only the first week of term, Mr S is already here. He retired a year ago but he comes back every time a teacher is sick or away for some other reason. He’s here all the time. I wouldn’t mind if he were filling in for Mrs Leeman. He’s pretty tough but nothing compared with her. She’s like three Mr Ss combined.

We all sit there bored while the two office monitors and four house captain positions go to Grade 5 kids. This is normal for our school because there are only forty-seven kids in all of Grade 6. You can’t have too many of us in charge of something. Mrs Overbeek barely has control of the school as it is.

We wait while Mrs Overbeek stands on stage holding the last two badges in her hand for what seems like an hour. I wish she would hurry up. She’s worse than Mr Wilson. When she does do it, she does it all wrong. You’re supposed to announce vice-captain first, then captain. She says it the other way around.

‘I’m pleased to announce … Samra Boulos is school captain and Junli Zhao is vice-captain of Westmoore Primary School this year!’

I’m so relieved, I go all dizzy in the head. Everyone claps when Samra stands up to collect her badge. When Jun stands up for his badge, everyone claps about ten times as loud and stomps their feet on the floor. Mrs Overbeek probably shuffled the votes around to make sure he didn’t get to be captain. She would rather be principal of a different school than let Jun be captain of this one.

Samra takes her badge and goes to sit with the teachers. Jun sits back down next to us with his badge pinned on upside-down. A few kids laugh but when he looks down at the badge to read it, it’s the right way up.

We think assembly’s over but Mrs Overbeek says we have to stay a bit longer because there are some more important items that weren’t covered in Monday’s assembly. She mustn’t think they’re that important, though, because she hands the microphone to Mr Wilson, then leaves the gym to go and do something more interesting.

‘Uhhh … all right, boys and girls,’ Mr Wilson begins. ‘We’ve got some uhhh … fantastic things lined up for this term … a spelling bee for Grade 3 and uhhh … bake-a-cake for Grade 4 …’ He drones on for about two more weeks and we’re all falling asleep until he says, ‘Then of course in the last week of term there’s camp for Grade 6 …’

At the mention of Grade 6 camp, everyone at our end of the gym gets happy and excited with the exception of Mrs Leeman and me. Mrs Leeman has no time for happiness or excitement, and I have no time for camp.

I should start thinking about how I’m going to get out of it now. Everyone else loves camp for some reason, so I keep a bit quiet about not wanting to go. Also, there’s a chance I could change my mind. One day I might want to be cold, bored, tired, hungry and covered in mosquito bites two hundred kilometres from home.

That night, I pick a time when no one else is around to tell Mum what she already knows; that I’ve lost my Grade 6 jumper and need a new one. I slide the order form across the kitchen table. Mum glances at it then stares at me for about five whole minutes before saying really quietly, ‘I wondered when you were going to tell me about this, Jesse. Do you remember losing it?’

I shake my head.

I don’t even remember having it.
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Now that the heatwave has broken, Mrs Leeman’s making us work ten minutes through recess until we make up the lost time. We don’t share her sense of urgency about plotting the distribution of cereal crops on a pie chart. None of the other classes are staying in at recess. I ask Jun if there’s anything he can do in his capacity as vice-captain to restore our freedom. He reveals the terrible truth: Mrs Overbeek said he was only permitted to be vice-captain as long as he didn’t organise any protests, rallies, strikes, rebellions or attempt to alter the school uniform, canteen menu or Mrs Leeman’s lesson schedule in any way. He signed a form.

So much for democracy.

A few days later, Mrs Leeman tells us we’re up-to-date with our work, so I don’t have to worry about making an official complaint, anyway. She also announces we’re ready to start looking after our Prep buddies. Everyone in Grade 6 is going to get one (a Prep) to have lunch with and show around the school and stuff. As if they need it. We’re nearly two weeks into the year. Who’s been looking after them until now?

When I was in Prep, I lived in fear of anyone from Grade 3 and up. Now they play in the senior playground anytime they feel like it and even have their own queue at the canteen. I thought I’d feel big and important being at the top of the school, but instead Grade 6 is the same as Grade 5 with more threats and more homework and even the Preps don’t respect us.

Mrs Leeman is going to pair us up by pulling names out of a hat. I hope I get a good one.

We still have two lessons to go before lunch. Mrs Leeman makes us label a diagram of a leaf for about an hour, then Ms Kim comes in and makes us do the same thing in Chinese so we can be bored in two languages.

Jun is lucky. He doesn’t have to do Chinese classes because he speaks Mandarin at home. He’s allowed to go to the library three times a week to do ‘private study’. Most of the time he privately studies The Guinness Book of World Records and draws pictures in the back of his maths book. Mrs Hillman, the librarian, doesn’t mind as long as he does it quietly. Jun says she’s always repairing and reshelving a massive pile of picture books. He says the stack doubles in size every time the Preps have been in the beanbag area.

I’m about halfway through my second leaf when I’m called up to the office to collect my replacement jumper. I feel a bit ridiculous going to pick it up because it’s almost as hot today as the start of the year.

When I get there, the receptionist is typing and doesn’t look up even though I accidentally slam the door and cough a few times.

Great.

It’s Miss Creighton.

There are two receptionists at our school. One is really nice, and the other one is Miss Creighton. You have to call her Miss Creighton – the temperature in the room drops about ten degrees if you call her Mrs Creighton. I reckon her own mother calls her Miss Creighton. She acts like it’s a total inconvenience if you go to the office for anything at all, which makes you wonder why she’s a receptionist and not something else where having a bad temper is a job requirement. And if you need to go to sick bay – a camp bed next to the paper shredder – you can tell she doesn’t think you’re sick even if you’re about to throw up or have blood pouring out of your knee or something. Also, she’s really stingy with the sticky plaster. She never cuts off big enough pieces, so you end up with the sticky bit on the sore. The other receptionist lets us call her Githa, always cuts off a really big piece of plaster and never complains about how much it costs.

I pick up the newsletter and turn the pages in a really rustly way. She keeps jabbing at the computer. A few minutes tick past. I squeak, ‘Miss Creighton?’

Nothing …

‘Miss Creighton?’

Didn’t she call me up to the office?

There’s a bell on the desk but it’s only there for show. It even has dust on it.

I stand there for a few more minutes. A couple of little kids come into the office holding a bunch of permission slips and stop when they see who the receptionist is today. We stand in an awkward cluster and nobody moves until the phone rings and Miss Creighton picks it up.

She heard that all right.

She looks up, sees me standing there and says all sweetly, ‘He’s here, Dianne. I’ll send him back right away.’ All while giving me a withering look. She replaces the receiver and makes a big deal about finding the bit of paper I have to sign. The other two kids have left their permission slips on the desk and escaped while Miss Creighton’s busy throwing my jumper at me as if she had to pay for it herself.

I look down at the package in my hand. I can see even through the plastic that the jumper isn’t the same colour blue as the original; it’s a lighter blue.

How did Mrs Leeman know I wasn’t in class? She wasn’t even in the classroom when I left two minutes ago.

Although it’s too hot to wear a jumper, I put my Not-Quite-Right-Coloured jumper on straightaway. I plan to wear it all day, then leave it at home for the rest of the year so I don’t lose it. I even know where I’m going to hide it: in the linen cupboard. No one ever tidies that cupboard because whenever you open it, fifty towels fall on your head. I’m going to put it behind some orange flowery sheet sets that Newcastle Nanna gave us for Christmas three years ago that are still in the packet.

The bell goes for lunch while I’m walking back to class, so I go and look for Alex. He won’t use the main steps out of the corridor because Leini and Gina now control that whole area during all of recess and most of lunch. It can get quite crowded if Leini feels like being mean to each kid individually. The whole playground is oddly deserted. I walk around and see a bunch of kids yelling and running around the toilet block, so I head in that direction. There seems to be a lot of water on the ground. A lot of water, considering there’s been no rain.

This water’s not coming from the sky, though. It’s coming from the breezeway next to the toilets.

The whole place is covered in fast-moving, ankle-deep water that is pouring out of the girls’ toilets and flowing towards the administration building where the staffroom and principal’s office are. Some smaller rivers are breaking away from the main one and forming ponds on the oval and at the bottom of the stairs, but the big one looks like something off the news – you could surf on it. One or two kids are running into the girls’ toilets at a time and two seconds later running out again, screaming. What could be so interesting in there that boys are going into the girls’ toilet? That’s something we’re not allowed to do even if the school is on fire. I follow some other kids in. The toilet in cubicle two is overflowing, but the real action is coming from the floor behind it. The concrete has cracked open and a massive jet of water is shooting up into the air, hitting the opposite wall and then swirling in a big watery snake out the door, which has pushed open under the pressure.

It’s pretty spectacular.

Some kids are daring others to go across the torrent of water to cubicle three. One kid inches forwards and puts his toe in the rapids. We all stare in awe as his shoe – laces and all – is yanked off his foot and flung against the row of silver taps, before leaving the bathroom submerged in the wall of water gushing out the door.

In about five minutes, we’re all different levels of soaking in size order. My shoes and socks are full of water and the middle-graders are wet up to the waist. Some of the braver Preps look like they’ve been swimming in their clothes.

I head over to where Alex is standing at the end of the breezeway where it meets the grassy bit.

‘Hey, Jesse! Jesse! Look at this!’ Alex leaps in the air and slides on his bum all the way down to the oval in the muddy water, then climbs back around to the top. ‘Now you go!’

I follow Alex and about twenty other kids down the waterslide. The water’s all full of rubbish and sticks and leaves and stuff. You can’t see the bottom. I hope no one pushes me under.

Miss Agostino, wearing the Duty Teacher vest, wades through and peers over the semi-circle of open-mouthed kids standing in the doorway to the girls’ toilets. She says two or three of the words we’re not allowed to say at school and gets on the Duty Teacher walkie-talkie thing. She shouts, ‘Di! Brian! We’ve got a situation down here. Yeah … no … well, look out the window.’

Next thing, Mrs Leeman turns up and yells at us to move out of the doorway or we’ll all drown. She says the pipe is not only for the girls’ toilet, or the school’s supply, but a mains supply pipe. Nobody moves out of the breezeway. We keep on jumping over and around the water. She can’t give the whole school a detention.

The only one not really playing around in the water is Braden. He’s standing on the riverbank, looking worried. Alex and I yell at him from the waterslide. He comes over but says he doesn’t feel like jumping around in the toilet water. Maybe this kind of thing happened all the time at his old school.

Mrs Leeman grabs her phone and calls the office. Then she calls another number and asks for the police! She must think the toilet block is a crime scene, so it should be interesting when the police turn up and tell her it isn’t.

Mr Wilson comes down to the breezeway and politely asks everyone to get out of the water. None of us pay much attention to him when a pipe hasn’t exploded and none of us pay much attention to him now. I can’t see Mrs Overbeek at all. This must be the kind of job she lets Mr Wilson handle because she doesn’t want to do it herself.

Jun pokes his head out of the library window that backs onto the courtyard and watches all the twigs and leaves and wrappers float past. Occasionally he reaches out to grab something out of the river. He doesn’t seem to be interested in where the water’s coming from, only what’s in it.

Two police cars and an SES truck arrive and everyone is yelling to be heard above the sound of the water. Mr S turns up with Ian, and they both start bossing everyone around immediately. It’s so funny … they use exactly the same expressions: ‘Hurry it up!’, ‘Hop to it!’ and ‘Don’t muck around!’ Ian must go to the same university that Mr S went to, fifty years ago.

‘I want the Preps to Grade 3s here in pairs! Hop to it! Hurry up!’ Mr S says to all the little kids. Then to us he says, ‘Grades 4, 5 and 6 need to line up by the retaining wall. Don’t muck around! You know the drill!’ Ian doesn’t say ‘you know the drill’ because he’s new and doesn’t know whether we know the drill or not. A policewoman is telling some kids who are jumping off the retaining wall it’s time to stop jumping off it and line up on the oval.

It takes a bit of persuasion to get some of the kids out of the water. Everyone has gone a bit wild and the noise is unbelievable. Maybe someone should tell the cop how boring school usually is and she might let us jump around in it a bit longer.

Mrs Leeman is busy telling the cop in charge what to do and he has a gun on his belt.

Down on the oval, it’s almost as wet as the breezeway. You can’t see much grass anymore and there’s a big lake starting around the goalposts. Kids start climbing up the posts and splashing down into the mud, which is already knee-deep. Some ducks are heading across from the park looking really interested.

‘Hey, Alex,’ I say, ‘do you think your dad’ll be here soon to study the groundwater? There’s a lot of water on the ground.’

Alex starts laughing and says, ‘No, he’ll be here tomorrow. When the water’s underground.’

We’re laughing so much Ms Kendall has to come over and tell us to settle down.

I don’t know why it’s so funny anyway … it’s water.

Everyone’s meant to be ticked off the roll then stand in a straight line, but it’s total chaos. The policewoman is trying to keep us down on the oval. She says, ‘Everyone needs to find their teacher and stay with their class group.’

For some reason we all find this instruction really funny. We all wander around saying, ‘Are you in my group?’ and laughing until a guy in orange overalls with ‘SES’ written on the back comes over and says if we don’t form seven neat lines in five seconds we’ll all be staying back an hour for every minute we muck around.

Ms Kendall has to count our class as well as her own because Mrs Leeman is too busy telling emergency workers what to do. Two kids from our grade are not in the lining-up area. Alex and I volunteer to grab Jun, who is still in the library. The other person missing is Minha.

The policewoman comes over to our class. ‘All right, everyone. We need to know where Minha is. Who’s friends with Minha? Hands up.’

Our eyes follow the line of ducks from the oval, through the school grounds to the park across the road. Minha is standing on the footpath supervising them on the zebra crossing. She’s letting them cross the road in little groups. None of the ducks are mucking around or waddling off.

They’re better behaved than we are.

Mr Winsock has to put the orange flags out on the crossing before Minha can be persuaded to leave them and join the rest of the class.

While this is going on, Miss Agostino has gone into a panic because two Preps are missing from her class. No one has seen them since the bell went for lunch. The SES guy goes back to the breezeway and joins the others. We’re too far away to hear what anyone is saying although I notice Mrs Leeman is looking upset instead of her usual thing of making other people look upset. No one’s allowed to move or get a drink or go to the toilet, so all of a sudden we all need to go to the toilet and feel a bit thirsty.

A few more police cars and state emergency trucks arrive. It must be a slow disaster day if they’re all turning up here. Then an ambulance comes around the corner and drives right into the school grounds and pulls up in front of the ‘Strictly No Parking’ sign even though there are spaces everywhere. Two officers climb out and join the others to get instructions from Mrs Leeman.

Suddenly the water noise stops, and the fountain drops down like magic. It’s so quiet my ears are humming. A couple of SES workers head straight into the girls’ bathroom and come out again almost immediately with one soaking, crying Prep each. Mrs Leeman runs forwards and hugs them – a sight the whole school finds more astounding than anything else we’ve witnessed so far.

The ambulance officers take the Preps, wrap them in stuff that looks like silver foil and make them lie on little trolleys. They must be okay though because the ambulance takes them and Miss Agostino away without lights or sirens or anything.

As soon as the ambulance leaves, Mrs Leeman comes down and announces now is a good time for us to be given a Prep to look after. She wants us to keep them away from the water. She says there isn’t time to pull names out of a hat. She’s going to call out a Grade 6 name and the name of a Prep.

I get a kid called Thomas Moore. He comes over to me and says, ‘I’m Thomas Moore’ which is totally unnecessary because I was told that about three seconds ago. But he doesn’t stop there.

‘I can count to a hundred,’ he says. ‘And I can read and spell, and I have a boat in my room and a dog and two sisters and if I eat macaroni cheese I throw up … and I can count to a hundred.’

He’s annoying me already.

‘Huong and Amy are twins,’ he announces to no one in particular.

Alex is given a Prep who is staring at the water with his eyes as big as frisbees. Alex is being really nice to him, saying, ‘Don’t worry … it’ll be okay.’ His Prep is nodding and sniffing, letting Alex hold his hand. It’s making me feel a bit guilty because I’m seriously thinking about swapping Thomas Moore for a different Prep.

While we wait to be collected early from school by our parents, we’re allowed to watch from about two hundred kilometres away. I wonder if any of the TV stations will turn up to do a news story.

The water people are talking about the crack in the pipe. ‘It’s as old as Adam,’ one of them says. ‘We’re going to have to dig the whole section out – past the blockage and out to the mains.’

If they have to dig up all the plumbing, maybe they’ll uncover my missing jumper. Whoever took it could have buried it. It’s not as if they can wear it. Besides, it’s got my name on it.

‘My mum is a nurse and a doctor,’ Thomas Moore is saying, ‘and my dad has a jacket like that one.’ He points to the SES guy. Lots of kids are looking at me because he’s my Prep and he’s annoying everyone.

‘Huong and Amy are my best friends,’ he says.

Mr Wilson stands up on a plastic chair and tries to get everyone’s attention. ‘I … uhhh … have some very important announcements from Miss Creighton,’ he says. I wonder if she’s looked up and noticed the office is flooded yet. No one can hear what Mr Wilson is saying because the chair he’s standing on is sinking into the mud. The SES guy takes over and reads out the messages, which are not important at all, but a list of kids who have to go home with someone else because their parents can’t get away from work.

‘And the after-school care kids have to meet in the gym!’ the SES guy says. ‘I’m guessing you know who you are?’ After hearing this last instruction, Thomas Moore races off across the oval, making the ducks fly a couple of metres out of his way then settle down again on their puddles. I have no idea whether Thomas Moore’s in after-school care or not. I do know Mrs Leeman said we have to stay with our Prep until they’re collected. I squelch through the mud after him, towards the gym. Inside, about twenty kids from different grades are sliding around in their socks on the muddy wooden floor. An after-school care worker seems relieved to see Thomas Moore and I’m relieved to hand him over.

By the time I get back to the oval, Alex has already gone and Jun is waving at his grandparents who are looking for a dry spot to park.

‘Jesse! Alex said, “see you later”,’ Jun says to me, carrying his private collection of interesting twigs and leaves towards the car.

I have to go home with Braden, which is ridiculous because I live about ten minutes away and so does he. Braden’s dad signs us out like we’re in kindergarten. The back seat of his car is covered with sand even though we are nowhere near the beach. It all sticks onto my wet, muddy clothes. It should be me complaining, not Braden’s dad going on about the smell in his car.

Braden and I hang around for a bit at his place then decide to walk back up to the school to look at the water situation. He’s a bit reluctant to return. He still seems worried about the broken pipe for some reason. On the way there he says, ‘How much is it gonna cost to fix it, do you reckon? Five thousand dollars? Ten thousand?’

I don’t know why he’s so worried. He only just started at Westmoore. I’ve been here since Prep and I’m hoping they’ll have to close it down.

When we get there, the emergency people are gone. The toilet block is taped off with blue and white chequered tape like on TV. I’ve always wanted to go under some blue and white chequered tape.

Braden’s already wading towards it when I hear a bunch of kids laughing behind me. The after-school care kids are on the adventure playground, which looks a bit more adventurous now that it’s partially under water. I head back in that direction, hoping the after-school care snacks have been left unattended.

When I get to the climbing wall, though, I see what the kids are laughing at.

I should’ve gone with Braden.

Thomas Moore is hanging upside-down on the climbing wall. One leg of his school pants is stuck around a foothold. He’s trying to pull himself up, but he can’t do it without pulling his pants down. A couple of big kids I’ve never seen before are laughing and urging him to leave his pants on the wall and go for a swim. A few little kids are standing around not really doing anything.

I can’t see any supervisor. I can’t see Braden. I can’t see anyone I know.

The big kids start splashing water up from the ground. ‘Uh-oh … ship’s sinking …’

I feel sick all of a sudden and try to ignore the wobbly feeling in my legs urging me to do something that will probably result in me hanging upside-down on the climbing wall as well.

I paddle towards the wall. It’s a bit tricky grabbing Thomas Moore around the waist and untangling his foot in knee-deep water. As soon as he’s around the right way he says to me, ‘Why did you do that? You wrecked it … I can climb right over the wall.’

He kicks the wall and runs off back towards the gym, yelling, ‘I want honey and vegemite in my sandwich and I’m going in the ambulance with Huong and Amy … and three cups of milo.’

The big kids have disappeared. Everyone’s disappeared.

I wouldn’t mind a sandwich.

When I get to the gym, I’m surprised to see Ian helping the after-school care workers set up the snack table. He must think he has to volunteer for everything. I stand in the line behind some other kids – Ian might not know I’m not entitled to a sandwich.

When I get to the front of the line, though, he gives me two sandwiches. He says, ‘I heard what you did at the climbing wall, Jesse. Good work, bro.’

Bro? Ian talks like a guy in a movie and acts like he’s known you for years when he’s only just met you. Also, he reminds me of someone, but I can’t think who. He calls to Thomas Moore, who is walking around in circles and staring up at the ceiling for some reason.

‘Hey, Thomas,’ Ian says. ‘What do you have to say to Jesse?’

‘He’s my buddy,’ Thomas Moore says, looking at me.

‘… And?’

‘And I have to show him around the school for a year,’ he says, spinning around and flapping his arms in the air.

‘Don’t you have something else to say?’ Ian asks. ‘Something important?’

Thomas Moore says, ‘I’m a helicopter’ and twirls away, back towards the door.

I’m starting to regret coming over for a sandwich. This is worse than the climbing wall.
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A week after the water pipe explosion, Mrs Leeman makes us all sit on the floor because she has some ‘exciting announcements’. Every Friday until the end of term, one of us will volunteer to spend the morning doing Environmental Duty. She must find really boring things exciting because everyone knows Environmental Duty is actually picking up rubbish in the playground using a stick with a claw on the end of it. We know because we did it last year, but Mrs Leeman wouldn’t know that because she usually has the Preps and they don’t have to do anything. She’s already drawn up a roster and says we have to write our name in one of the spaces before the end of the day. Anyone who doesn’t put their name down will have to do Environmental Duty when she says.

Someone should really explain to her what ‘volunteer’ means. Environmental Duty is child labour and probably against Education Department rules, but anything is better than sitting in the classroom with her, so I don’t mind doing it. Also, you get a free icy pole or a lamington when you hand in your bag full of rubbish.

Jun leans over to me and whispers, ‘I’m going to put my name down for every Friday.’ He means it, too. He’s got a big noticeboard in his room with the wrapper from every lolly he’s ever eaten and quite a few he hasn’t. It looks pretty good. Sometimes he buys something for the wrapper and no other reason. He doesn’t even like chocolate, which works out well for me.

I’m wondering whether I want to do Environmental Duty with Alex or Jun when Mrs Leeman explains we’re going to be paired up with someone from the other Grade 6 class.

Apparently, that’s the exciting bit.

The second announcement is even more boring. After lunch, we have to collect our Prep buddy and line up with them against the fence so they can watch the delivery of four portable toilets for the girls to use while the main water pipe is being replaced.

Even Thomas Moore has little to say about this totally uninteresting event. He declines the council worker’s invitation to stand on the truck’s hydraulic lifting platform and asks me, ‘Who wants to go on a lift for toilets?’ and I agree with him.

After school, I write my name on the Environmental Duty roster somewhere in the middle. The trick is to look willing, but not too enthusiastic. I see most of the spaces are filled already.

The sign-up sheet must have been a way for Mrs Leeman to gauge how excited we are about picking up other kids’ rubbish because the next day it’s gone and has been replaced with one she’s composed herself. All the names have been swapped around. I’m third on the list now. Jun’s name is last. I should have guessed it was a trick. Mrs Leeman feels the same way about free will as she does air conditioning: it’s there but you’re not allowed to use it.

Over the next couple of weeks, we either do boring stuff in class with Mrs Leeman or slightly less boring stuff with our buddies and Miss Agostino. So far this week, Thomas Moore’s mum has been a cake decorator, an electrician, a crossing supervisor, an astronaut and a pirate.

‘A pirate?’ Alex laughs. ‘Does she sail the high seas? And wear an eye patch?’

‘She sails the high seas and the low seas,’ Thomas Moore says. ‘She sails all of them.’

‘Pirates don’t really wear eye patches,’ Jun says. ‘That’s only in the movies. Pirates are like normal robbers … at sea.’

For a minute I think about asking Jun if he wants to swap his Prep buddy for Thomas Moore, then I decide against it. His buddy and Minha’s buddy are the twins that got rescued out of the girls’ toilets when the pipe exploded. Every five minutes they run off and disappear. Minha goes into a panic because she can’t find Huong, then Amy comes back and says, ‘I’m Huong … get it?’ and laughs hysterically.

It’s annoying because they’re not even identical twins.

By the time my turn comes around, I’m happy to be doing Environmental Duty. It feels like there’s no air left in the classroom and it smells like old seaweed. Mrs Leeman still won’t put the air conditioner above ‘low’. She says she doesn’t want to ‘strain the motor’, as if the motor is designed to do something completely different.

I go down to the office to have my name ticked off and pick up the key to the bike shed. I have to meet someone called Peter from the other Grade 6 class. I don’t know anyone called Peter. He must be new.

When I get there, there’s a girl sitting on the chair directly under the air conditioner, hogging all the cool air. It’s the girl with the really long hair that I saw in assembly. She gives me a funny look, so I don’t sit on the other chair. I just stand there.

It’s impossible to be quiet, though. The old carpet that was wrecked in the flood is gone but the new stuff’s not down yet; it’s bare concrete. Every little sound echoes all over the place. Right now, it sounds like one of those thunderstorms where the hailstones are as big as golf balls. That’s because Miss Creighton thinks you have to bash the keys on the computer really hard to make them work.

While I wait for Peter, I start thinking about Githa. I hope she hasn’t left. I wouldn’t blame her if she had. It’d be like sharing a workspace with one of those spiders that eats whole chickens. I stand there for a bit wondering where Peter is and what he even looks like. The girl with the long hair is twirling a piece of it around her finger and chewing gum. In the office. What is she thinking? Miss Creighton is busy shouting out instructions, seemingly to herself, until a young guy comes out from the sick bay/paper-shredding area. He’s wearing a suit and tie. Only Mr Wilson wears a suit and even then, only when someone important is visiting the school – which is hardly ever. The tie has a zigzag pattern on it like one of those puzzles where if you look at it for long enough you can see a picture in 3D. Pinned to the zigzag tie is a gold staff badge with his name, ‘Roland’, and underneath that, ‘Office’. He must be doing some kind of workplace experiment. Maybe his boss set him up to work with Miss Creighton in an effort to put him off office work forever, for some reason.

Miss Creighton’s giving Roland about a month’s worth of jobs to do before recess. He already has that worried expression that everyone gets around her. I stand there for a bit not knowing what to do when Miss Creighton yells without even pausing, ‘Well? Are you two just going to hang around here all day? Go outside now or you can both visit Mrs Overbeek’s office.’

The only way you can tell she’s not still yelling at Roland is she says, ‘You two.’ There’s no break or anything. She doesn’t even look up. The girl with the long hair stands up slowly and I follow her out into the courtyard. We’re about two steps away from the office and she starts typing at an imaginary computer.

‘Well? Are you two just going to hang around here all day? Go outside now or you can both visit Mrs Overbeek’s office.’

I try not to look impressed, but her Miss Creighton impersonation is really good. And so close to the office!

I tell her, ‘I’m meant to be doing Enviro with Peter.’

She says, ‘You are. I’m Peta.’

I must be looking blank because she says, ‘Peta … P-E-T-A.’ She points at herself.

‘Ohhh.’

We get to the bike shed and realise we haven’t got the key. Peta goes back up to the office to grab it like it’s no big deal.

She must be immune to fear.

We eventually open the bike shed and pick up a rubbish claw each and two big garbage bags. I start to pick up stuff but Peta walks along scraping her claw along the concrete. It’s really annoying and it’s making me nervous. We have to produce a bag full of rubbish at recess. She better not be planning to take some of mine. When we reach the water tanks along the fence, she grabs my arm and drags me over to the two rubbish skips that we’re not allowed to go anywhere near.

She glances back towards the office. ‘Can you keep your mouth shut?’ Before I can answer, she’s climbing up onto the edge of the bin and filling her bag with rubbish.

Genius.

I climb up and start putting stuff in my bag too. The bin is pretty gross, full of old wrappers and food and it really stinks, but it’s a great idea and I wish I’d thought of it. When our bags are about half full, Peta says, ‘That’ll do. It’ll look funny if we have too much.’ She jumps down off the skip and waits for me.

The rest of the morning we muck around on the equipment. Peta is okay. She says she has five brothers. Five. They’re all older than her. Three of them don’t even live at home. I can’t believe she has five brothers … maybe I should stop complaining about the one I have.

At recess, Miss Agostino is so impressed by how much rubbish we’ve got in our bags, we get an icy pole and a lamington each. I notice Ian is working with Miss Agostino today. He’s eating a lamington too, even though I bet he didn’t pick up anything.

I tell Peta she can hang out with Alex and me until she makes some friends. I’m thinking we could really pick up some good ideas from her.

Peta laughs. ‘Why would I want to do that?’ she says. ‘I already have friends.’

After recess Miss Agostino has been replaced by Mrs Leeman, which makes me wonder who is taking our class and also, what do I have to do to get away from her? I’m glad we didn’t do the rubbish cheat with Mrs Leeman though; she would have been on to us in a second. She has a sixth sense about that sort of thing.

Mrs Leeman takes us around the side of the administration building and tells us to clean up the grassy area. I look at the area. There’s not one bit of rubbish. No lunch wrappers or dead sports equipment anyway. Just a million of those little white foam balls that come out of beanbags. I know for a fact they’ve been there since I was in Grade 1. Mrs Leeman says, ‘You two need to pick up all these balls before I return at lunchtime.’

She hands us a pair of gloves and a plastic bag each and marches back to the staffroom. I don’t need to turn around to know she’s pulled the blinds across so she can assess our performance through the window.

I look at the foam balls half-buried in the grass.

Is she joking?

It would take a hundred years to pick them all up, not the forty-five minutes allocated by Mrs Leeman. I put my gloves on and try to pick one up but they’re so tiny I can’t even grab hold of it.

I look over at Peta. She hasn’t put her gloves on. She’s pulled the sleeves of her jumper down over her hands and is rubbing them furiously together like she’s trying to make a fire without a box of matches. She must want a detention. Then she grins at me and leans down over the grass, holding her hand flat, close to the little balls. About a hundred of them leap off the grass and cling to her jumper with the static. She goes over to her bag and shakes them into it.

I do the same, but when I try to pick up the little balls they all cling to my hands, face, hair and up my nose. Maybe the old jumper I’m wearing has lost its charge. I’m glad we’re not near any classroom windows. Peta has to demonstrate the technique a few more times before I get it.

After forty-five minutes, we’ve picked up about half the foam balls and Mrs Leeman comes out to check our progress. I can tell she’s impressed. Her mouth has gone from grumpy to kind of neutral. She says we can study quietly in the library until the bell goes at 12.30. I can’t believe it. That’s the equivalent of any other teacher offering a month at Disneyland with five thousand dollars spending money.

Peta and I sign in with Mrs Hillman at the library, wait till she goes into the little office to get something, then sneak out down to the breezeway. Peta wants to check out the mess left from when the pipe burst.

It looks exactly the same. The water level’s gone down but no work has been started. Peta holds up the tape and we both duck under it. She picks up a stick and starts pulling all this stuff out of the pipe. No wonder it burst. There’s heaps of gunk blocking it right where it cracked. We scoop handfuls of mud out. I’m trying not to think about what else has gone through the pipe.

We’re just about to give up on trying to figure out what blocked the pipe when Peta’s stick hits something solid. I hope it’s not a dead rat or something. She reaches in with her bare hands and pulls out a massive branch. It’s more like a tree and it’s attached to a bigger one still in the pipe. There’s a top bit and a million squiggly roots like tentacles all starting to grow through tiny cracks in the inside of the pipe. It takes both of us to get the tree out. It’s not easy because something is all wrapped up in the roots, jamming it in tight. My hands are about to drop off from the cold. At least I hope it’s from the cold and not from some flesh-eating bacteria.

The tree comes out of the pipe followed by a rush of dirty water. It’s totally gross, like watching a giraffe or something being born on TV, only worse because I’m covered in muck and there’s no baby giraffe. There is a bit of grey material, though, and Peta takes it over to the tap to wash off the mud. ‘It might be a bag of cash,’ she says, hopeful. I follow her because I really need to get to that tap myself.

Peta holds the material under the tap. It isn’t a bag and it isn’t brown either.

It’s blue.

A blue jumper.

With ‘Jesse McCann’ written on the label in permanent marker.

We both stare at it for about five minutes. I can see Peta is impressed by the magnitude of the situation, but I’m completely freaked out.

‘Swear not to tell anyone,’ I say desperately.

‘I can do better than that,’ she says. ‘I’ll help you get rid of the evidence.’

While I stand guard, Peta goes up to the Art Room and comes back with some old newspapers and a plastic bag. I didn’t ask if she had to give anyone an explanation for needing these items.

We wrap up the jumper in several layers of newspaper and put the whole thing in a black plastic rubbish bag. It looks like something from Real Crime Investigation.

‘We need to put it in a wheelie bin off school grounds,’ Peta says, as if she’s done it a hundred times before.

My legs are wobbly climbing over the fence. I’m scared I’m going to crumple up on the footpath and all will be revealed, including the fact that I’ve crumpled up in fear on the footpath. We find a bin and Peta rearranges the other bags in the bin to hide our bag.

She is scary good at doing criminal work.

I’m still no closer to finding out who took my jumper, only where it ended up. The fact that it was the girls’ toilet is all the more mysterious. That means whoever did it really wanted to get me into trouble.

Or is a girl.

Or both.

While we’re cleaning up, Peta must have read my mind because she says, ‘I didn’t put it there.’ I believe her too. Even though she’s a girl and had access to the crime scene.

When I find out who did do it, I’m not sure what I’m going to do yet. Maybe I’ll flush something of theirs down the toilet. But that doesn’t seem like a good idea – the school plumbing isn’t very sturdy.

Peta offers to help me when the time comes. It sounds like she’s looking forward to it.

I want to ask Peta who she’s friends with. I think I’ve seen her hanging around the stairs with Leini and Gina. I don’t mention it, though. Peta knows way too much about me and I only met her this morning. And she helped me solve a problem today. I don’t want to say something wrong and make a new one.
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I can’t believe we’re more than halfway through Term 1. Camp is in three weeks. Even less, if you count today. After Mrs Leeman’s daily lecture about keeping away from the muddy trench behind the toilet block, she hands out a massive bunch of permission forms. We have to return them to Mr Winsock by Friday. He must be the camp coordinator this year. I’ll have to see him and tell him I’m not going.

I’ve been so busy wondering how my jumper made its way down the toilet that I forgot all about camp. Camp is a bit like the dentist. You get home and think, Cool. I don’t have to go again till next year … All of a sudden, it’s right there and you have to do it all again. But I hate camp even more than the dentist because it goes for a week.

Even worse is that I can’t tell anyone how much I don’t want to go. Not wanting to go on camp is like admitting you don’t like holidays or ice cream.

Alex comes running over, waving the cabin diagram in the air. ‘If I put you down first and you put Jun down first and he puts me down first we’ll get put in the same cabin, yeah?’

Everyone else is screaming and yelling and waving the camp notices around in the air. I’m screaming on the inside. Mrs Leeman is busy telling Jun he won’t be allowed to go on camp because he’s ruined his camp forms. I look over at his desk. He’s drawn about fifty chickens on his medical form. I don’t know how he did it because we’ve only had the forms for five minutes. It’s an empty threat from Mrs Leeman. Not being allowed to go on camp, I mean. If only it were true.

Jun and Alex are going through the list of gear, working out what they already have. I know without looking we’ve got most of the stuff at home. I try to look a bit enthusiastic but the best I can do is a kind of upbeat neutral.

Mrs Leeman orders everyone to put their camp forms away before she’s forced to confiscate them. Another empty threat.

I wish she’d confiscate mine. The only good thing is … as far as I know, Mrs Leeman has never been on a school camp. She must have a note about it in her file.

I wish it was a note in my file.

The other thing on our desks is our ‘Sneak Peek’ assignment. I got zero. Mrs Leeman said my bee suit idea is ‘ridiculous’ and ‘fanciful’. I don’t even know what she means. I was only going to use ordinary bees. Alex got ‘very good’ for his recycling idea. Jun has a note on his desk to see Mrs Leeman after class.

At least I don’t have one of those.

When I get home that afternoon, I don’t take out my camp notices. I don’t want to bring up the subject of camp and how I plan on not going, because I’m already in trouble for something else. Last week Alex showed me how to do a roundhouse kick he learned at karate and I was practising outside on the deck. I didn’t realise Noah was standing near me until the end bit when you spin around.

I kicked him in the eye.

I don’t know who was more surprised.

Noah says I did it on purpose, but it was just good luck.

I don’t even have that level of accuracy without the spinning around bit.

Dad is still deciding my punishment. He says an accidental action carries a different punishment from one with intent.

The next day at school I return all my blank forms to Mr Winsock and tell him I’ve decided not to go to camp this year.

He makes me come back for a counselling session at lunch, just because I’m not excited about going to the Ovens Valley Recreational Facility with forty-six other kids and four teachers.

The Ovens Valley Recreational Facility. It sounds like a prison.

Mr Winsock says, ‘You’d be missing a fantastic opportunity. You’ll love it when you get there. Give it a try.’

I have given it a try. In Grade 4 and Grade 5. Why do teachers think you don’t know what you don’t like?

He says my parents have already paid the nonrefundable deposit with the excursion fees, so I have to go whether I want to or not.

He’s not a very good counsellor.

He makes me write down all the things I like and don’t like about camp. I write a list because I have to, but this is my real list. The one I’m going to hand in on the last day of Grade 6 along with all my other grievances. I haven’t listed all of them though. I do have other stuff to do.

THINGS I HATE ABOUT CAMP

1. The bus trip. It takes hours and we have to keep stopping because someone (Wesley) has to throw up. Also, the bus always smells funny. Like pool chemicals or something.

2. Sharing a cabin. I can’t sleep with three other kids in a room the size of a cupboard.

3. Camping out for a night. Some people might like sleeping outside in a stinky bag (sleeping bag) that goes inside a bigger, stinkier bag (tent) that has to be assembled first. I prefer to look at the trees and stars and stuff, then go back inside.

4. Orienteering. The strange practice of leaving kids in the middle of nowhere. On purpose.

5. Insects. The further away from civilisation you get, the bigger and meaner the insects are. With insect repellent that is repellent to people only. Last year a bull ant bit me under my arm when I had a T-shirt and a jumper on. It swelled up to about the size of a melon (my arm, not the ant). Mr S said it was my fault for standing next to an ant’s nest … a piece of information that would’ve been handy earlier.

6. Bush tucker night. It’s not actual bush tucker. It’s flour and water mixed together in an ice-cream container. I don’t want to eat something other people have handled, cooked over the fire on a dirty stick. Yuck.

7. Three-minute showers. It takes me longer than that to arrange my stuff on the miniature shelf so that it doesn’t fall on the floor and get all wet.

8. Talent night. We’re put into groups and have to come up with a five to ten minute ‘performance’ on the last night of camp. No one at our school has any talent for anything so even the name is misleading. Every practice time half the kids make useless stuff out of the craft supplies and the other half don’t do anything.

9. It’s either freezing or boiling. You either have sweat falling in your eyes or it’s so cold you have to wear all your clothes (including pyjamas) at the same time.

10. Journals. The only thing worse than going on camp is having to write about it. I can think of plenty to write about, but we’re graded, so it’s not so much an accurate account as a work of fiction. We could do that from home.

THINGS I LIKE ABOUT CAMP

1. Mrs Leeman won’t be there.

2. Noah won’t be there.

I can’t think of anything else.

I give Mr Winsock a list that doesn’t resemble the above lists in any way and he takes a drink from his promotional Ovens Valley Recreational Facility drink bottle and says, ‘That’s better, Jesse. I knew you’d remember things you like about camp once you wrote them down. Not long to go now!’

I feel like I’m in a recruitment video, but for what I don’t know.

Mr Winsock has finished not helping me, so I head out to find the others. They’re down by the water tanks. Talking about camp.

Braden’s unhappy because he might not be allowed to go on camp.

‘I got into trouble last year at my old school.’ We all look at him.

‘I – we – James and me … we got everyone’s pillow while they were at tea and shoved them all into two sleeping bags … then we left them out in the chicken shed with all the chickens.’

‘How many chickens?’ asks Jun.

‘I’m not sure … about a hundred?’

‘How did they know it was you?’ I ask.

Alex says, ‘Chook poo? I bet it was chook poo!’

‘Yeah,’ Braden says. ‘We left footprints all around our room when we went back for our camp journals.’

He adds, ‘We had to write in our camp journals every night after tea.’

Alex starts laughing. ‘What if you put that in your camp journal?’

‘What?’

‘The whole thing about the chickens and the pillows and everything,’ Alex says.

Everyone’s laughing except Braden.

‘Dad was really angry,’ says Braden, seriously. ‘He said I wouldn’t be going on another school camp ever.’

I can’t imagine having a carry-over punishment for something I did a whole year ago. In my family, we either get yelled at straightaway or nothing happens until everyone’s forgotten what happened in the first place.

I’m hoping that’s what will happen with Noah’s eye.

I only care that I clonked him in the head a whole week ago and he still won’t talk to me. He should’ve forgotten about it by now.

Before we go home, Mrs Leeman makes Jun stand up in front of the whole class while she explains his ‘Sneak Peek’ assignment is a finalist in the National Scientific Innovation Awards. Somehow he has gone from stick figures to a tiny device that reads all the vitamins and minerals in your blood via a single fingerprint and orders all the food and drink you need. First prize is a trip to the planetarium. The National Science people aren’t that smart, though. They don’t know Jun already has a season pass to the whole museum complex. He can go to the planetarium anytime he feels like it.

Over the next week, nobody talks about anything else except camp. Mrs Leeman makes an addition to her encyclopaedic list of rules: no talking about camp in class. It’s kind of unnecessary because we’re not allowed to talk in class anyway, but it does mean I only have to pretend I’m looking forward to it as much as everyone else when we’re at recess and lunch.

By the end of the week, I realise trying to get out of camp might take more effort than going. It means thinking of a plan, carrying out the plan, and then thinking of another plan when that one doesn’t work. It might be easier just to go.

On Friday, Braden tells us he is allowed to go, after all.

‘Dad says I can go to camp because I’m at a new school,’ he says. ‘He thinks it’ll help me make some friends.’

‘You’ve got friends,’ Jun says.

‘I know, but Dad doesn’t know that. He thinks I’ve been a bit funny lately.’ Then Braden looks straight at me!

Is that because I’ve noticed he’s been a bit funny lately? Or has Braden noticed I’ve been a bit funny lately?

The thing is … I can’t tell Mr Winsock or Alex or anyone else why I don’t want to go to camp because I don’t even know myself. I want to go on a flying fox and a giant tree swing, I just don’t want to drive three hours there and back to do it. And I want to sit up all night eating stuff we’re not allowed to bring to camp, but not in a strange bed that smells weird. I don’t want yucky food, wet clothes, or cold bathrooms full of millipedes.

I’m not a baby, but if I say something, people might think I am one.

I don’t know what to do.
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The Saturday morning before camp, it starts to rain. I go with Mum to the army disposals place and get waterproof pants and boots. They’ve run out of black boots, so I have to get bright green ones. They make me look like an elf. I wear them on the way home, though, because it’s pouring with rain and I don’t want to make my good runners wet.

When we arrive home, Dad is in a panic because the gutters are overflowing, and water is pouring into a line of buckets in the lounge room that he and Noah are emptying out in a kind of conveyor-belt sequence. Noah starts laughing when he sees my boots. He empties a bucket of water over them, which makes them shiny as well as green.

‘Have you seen your feet?’ he asks.

‘No one will notice them,’ I say, hopefully.

‘Oh, they’ll notice them,’ he says. ‘You look ridiculous.’

I look down at my shiny green feet and feel secretly pleased.

It’s only cost my dignity to make Noah forget he wasn’t talking to me.

Mum comes out from the linen cupboard with a million towels and stacks them around the door. I hope she’s not all the way back to the flowery sheets yet. I go inside to put saucepans underneath the drips coming down in the kitchen, my room and the laundry. I’m not taking my boots off. It’s raining nearly as much inside as out.

During the night it’s almost as bad, but by Sunday morning it goes from torrential to just really rainy. Every towel is soaking and there are big wet patches all over the ceiling. I look outside my bedroom window into the backyard. All my camp stuff is in a backpack floating around in the backyard like a chip packet on the Yarra. Milky’s standing on the deck watching everything drift past. Every time a stick or a bone appears, he leans out for a better look. But we don’t have to worry about him jumping in. He doesn’t even like getting his paws wet.

A woman on the news with a massive umbrella says it’s the most rain we’ve had in eleven years. Who cares what the weather was like eleven years ago?

The rest of the day we put towels in the dryer, soak up more water, then hang them over the line in the rain to dry. Everything in the linen cupboard is being used to mop up the water so I have to grab my replacement Grade 6 jumper from behind Newcastle Nanna’s flowery sheet sets. It’s been there for over a month. No one has even noticed I haven’t been wearing it.

It’s a bit strange, us all being home at the same time on the weekend. It’s like a special occasion, with the special thing being the roof leaking and the backyard underwater. We order pizza because the kitchen is a mess. Dad’s phone rings just as the pizza guy rings the doorbell. It’s a bit confusing because nobody ever uses the front door at our house and so we’re not sure what the noise is. Dad’s phone rings again when we’re eating, and this time he answers it after banging his knee on a chair trying to find it.

‘Yes, yes … I understand, Mrs Overbeek.’

Mrs Overbeek?

‘I’m sure he’ll be very disappointed but—’

Dad keeps nodding his head even though he’s on the phone.

‘Yes, yes, yes …’ he says.

Yes, what?

Dad gets off the phone and tells me the Ovens Valley Recreational Facility is currently under a metre of water and camp has been postponed until further notice! Woo hoo!

Mrs Overbeek told Dad his deposit will be returned within three working days. So it is refundable.

Five minutes later, Alex messages me. He’s so disappointed about camp I try to keep my industrial strength happiness out of the conversation. I ask him over to look at the place where our backyard used to be to cheer him up. Braden walks down the street from his house to see if our house is okay and to discover that it isn’t. I can tell he and Alex are impressed by the amount of water everywhere. The house looks like an island in the middle of a lake with a water pollution problem. That’s because our place is at the bottom of the hill and everyone’s rubbish has drifted into the corners of our yard. Alex notices right away that I’m wearing a Grade 6 jumper.

‘Which one is that?’ he asks. ‘The old one or the new one?’

‘The new one.’

‘Oh, good. I was getting worried,’ he says, laughing.

‘Worried? Why?’

‘Cause I thought you’d lost another one … and you’d have to get another one and then all three of them would turn up at the same time.’ He cracks up.

‘Yeah. That’s funny,’ I say, trying hard to laugh. I want to tell Alex where my old jumper ended up but Peta promised she wouldn’t tell anyone, so I had to promise, too. Braden isn’t laughing, either. He’s standing on the deck watching soft drink cans and coathangers drift past, looking sad. I keep forgetting that everyone else is upset camp has been cancelled.

We get the dinghy out of the shed and blow it up. It takes about a hundred years because for some reason Dad won’t help us look for the air pump.

It’s pretty cool drifting around the backyard in a boat. We keep bumping into stuff: the lawnmower, the clothesline, my backpack … We pretend the water is poisonous and dare each other to stick our hands in it.

It probably is a bit toxic. The little blue fertiliser pellets Dad puts on his roses are floating on the surface and also, Milky does his business in the backyard.

The fence between us and our neighbour, Mr Mancini, has come down in the flood. The stuff from his garden shed is floating into our garden. All his tools are really old, like him. There’s not a battery pack in sight. Even the lawnmower is a push-mower. It takes a while, but the three of us fill the dinghy with Mr Mancini’s things and then line them all up on his verandah to dry.

They look like museum pieces.

Mr Mancini gives us a chocolate biscuit each and a glass of lemonade from a bottle he takes out of the cupboard. He must not realise you’re supposed to keep in it in the fridge. It tastes like aspirin. He puts the porch light on and sits down with us for a drink.

He looks like a museum piece.

We go back to my house and tie the dinghy to the porch. We might need it again if it doesn’t stop raining.

Alex says, ‘Hey! Remember last year on camp when we went to the beach, but the tide was out? And there was no water?’

‘And Wesley stepped on a rock?’ I say.

‘Yeah. And he had to get a tetanus injection?’

‘And the bus got stuck in the mud …’ I say, starting to laugh.

‘… And we left half our stuff behind,’ says Alex, laughing too.

Now that this year’s camp has been cancelled, I don’t mind talking about all those good times. But I feel relieved and disappointed at the same time. It’s kind of like getting all prepared for doing a talk in front of the whole class then being told you don’t have to do it. Like the feeling you have after eating four chocolate eclairs. A bit pukey.

Alex and Braden stay a bit longer then go home to their drier houses. Both their parents say they’re more than happy to have me stay with them, but I’m more than happy not to. I want to lie in my own bed and listen to the plink, plink, plink of water dripping from my ceiling into the saucepan from the rice cooker.

And the clonk, clonk, clonk of all the neighbours’ stuff hitting the side of our house as the river flows past it and out into the street.
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We’re all really happy because Term 2 has started without a boring assembly. We just hear Mr Wilson’s voice announcing over the PA system that it rained all holidays. As if we didn’t know.

‘Students found playing in the water or, uhhh … bringing muddy shoes into their classrooms will get a detention,’ he says. ‘And I don’t want to hear of any students going anywhere near the water tanks.’

At recess, we make sure we’re behind the water tanks because we don’t want Mr Wilson to hear about it either. The tanks have overflowed and there’s a whole bunch of insects, spiders, snails and slugs hanging out down there with us in the water.

Alex is busy making sure the teacher on duty is not looking in our direction when I see this snail climbing up the side of the water tank. It’s moving pretty fast. Snails usually just sit there or hang around in groups, but this one is really going.

‘Hey, Braden!’ I say. ‘Check out this snail. Look how fast he is!’

‘It’s not so fast.’

‘It’s faster than any snail you can find,’ I say, watching the snail reach the top of the tank.

‘Oh, yeah? Want to bet on it?’

‘Yes I do, as a matter of fact.’

‘Oh. Okay, then.’ Braden starts to look worried. ‘How much?’

‘One dollar.’ I grab my snail gently by the shell. ‘No, no. Hang on. Two dollars.’ I pull the snail off the tank with a shlwaap.

Braden looks around the other side of the water tank to find a snail. There’s quite a collection there; biggies and littlies. None of them look as lively as my guy, though. He picks up a big one.

I grab a stick and scratch a start and finish line about thirty centimetres apart on the side of the tank. We attach our snails to the tank and watch. My snail takes off as soon as he latches on. Alex agrees to be the race official in case it’s close. While my snail passes the finish line, Braden’s snail is just poking his head out and looking like he’s going to drop off and hit the ground. I offer a rematch in case his snail wasn’t sure what the procedure was. The next time it does move a little. In the wrong direction.

‘Ha-ha!’ I say. ‘You owe me two dollars!’

‘I don’t have two dollars.’

‘That’s okay. If you get another snail we can have a re rematch at lunch.’

Alex wants to have a go, too, so at lunchtime Jun keeps a lookout for teachers and is the race official. Braden finds a new snail but it’s almost as hopeless as the old one. It goes around in circles while my snail wins three times in a row. This time there are several witnesses to the speed and agility of my snail. A little cluster of Preps are watching from a distance. I hope they don’t think this is a buddy activity and draw pictures of it for Miss Agostino. A few kids have found snails and want to race my snail. Instead I put him away in my lunchbox with some grass and a few leaves.

‘Anyone interested in being beaten by Alonso can meet me here tomorrow,’ I announce.

‘Alonso?’ Alex starts laughing. ‘What kind of name is Alonso?’

‘Actually, it’s the name of a world champion Formula One racer. Someone else who excels in their field.’

I don’t tell Alex I thought up the name then. I hope there is a driver called Alonso. Either that or no one knows if there is or there isn’t. Fortunately, the bell goes so I don’t have to say anything more about it.

Alonso seems happy enough in my lunchbox, waving his googly eyes around, so I decide to keep him there in my room overnight. Noah and I are supposed to take our lunchboxes into the kitchen after school but I hardly ever do it and Mum hardly ever cares until the next morning when it’s not there. Then she gets frustrated and says, ‘Jesse! Do you mind telling me where your lunchbox is?’ as if it’s somewhere different every day.

When I arrive at school the next morning, I see Peta at the gate. She’s not really doing anything or talking to anyone.

‘You can race Alonso at lunch if you want,’ I tell her. ‘With a snail, I mean.’

We both peer into the corner of my lunchbox. Alonso is going up the sandwich divider so fast I have to put the lid back on to stop him falling out.

Peta says, ‘Who says I want to race your snail? I have other stuff to do. Besides …’ she pauses for a second. ‘I could easily find a snail to beat your snail.’

That’s the kind of remark I would expect from someone who knows they can’t find a snail as fast as Alonso.

At lunchtime, there are about twenty more kids at the snail racetrack. At least half of them are Preps. Huong and Amy are sitting under a tree in the mud, examining snails and lining them up in pairs for some reason. It looks like Thomas Moore is putting something in his pocket, but I don’t go up and ask him what he’s doing because I don’t want him to tell me. I’m needed at the racetrack, anyway. Alonso has eight challengers lined up already.

By the end of lunch, Alonso is still champion. He’s undefeated. Well … almost undefeated. Braden’s snail wins one race, but I think Alonso let him win to be gentlemanly.

A true champion.

I should have asked Peta if she wanted to race one of the other snails. One a bit less intimidating.

Thomas Moore comes over and watches me put Alonso back in my lunchbox. He’s holding about four snails in his hand.

‘We found a hundred twin snails,’ he says. ‘See? Look … they’re twins. I found them with Huong and Amy.’

‘They’re not twin snails,’ I tell him, examining them. ‘They’re just snails.’

‘Not these ones … those ones,’ Thomas Moore says, pointing to Huong and Amy’s collection of snail pairs around the tree. ‘And I saved the other ones for you …’ He reaches into the pocket of his school jacket and brings out a massive bunch of snails. Like about fifty – a tennis ball of snails.

‘You can’t keep snails in your pocket,’ I say. ‘Go and put them back.’

‘Then what?’

‘Then nothing. You should be back in class.’

‘You should be back in class,’ he says and wanders off to put his snail ball under the tree.

I watch him run across the courtyard and into the Prep room. I hope Miss Agostino doesn’t ask him why he’s late. It’s a good thing no one believes anything he says and stops listening to him after about two minutes.

At the end of the day, Jun says Peta didn’t have other stuff to do today because he saw her on the steps with Leini and Gina at lunchtime.

‘They weren’t letting kids into the corridor to get their lunchboxes,’ he says. ‘Then after lunch, they weren’t letting them put their lunchboxes away.’

‘What was Peta doing?’

‘Oh, not much,’ Jun says. ‘She was telling kids to get off the steps. Same as Leini.’

It’s not very interesting working for Leini. A lot of what she does is kind of pointless. I wonder if Peta knows you can access the corridor from the other end.

When I arrive home, I think about Amy and Huong lining up all those snails. They do look a bit similar when they’re all together. I take Alonso out and draw a little ‘A’ on his shell with non-toxic marker. I don’t want someone claiming Alonso is their snail or swapping him for an inferior one.

The next day I feel a bit panicky when I see about fifty kids down at the racetrack at lunchtime. Some of the newcomers don’t even know what’s going on. They think everyone’s lining up for something and stand at the back of a nonexistent queue that’s going nowhere.

In the middle of the races, Minha turns up and pushes her way to the front of the spectator area. She overheard some kids talking in the canteen line, saying that animals are being used behind the water tanks for entertainment and profit. She threatens to expose the whole operation unless we agree to her terms.

Alex and I agree to all her terms because snails are being used for entertainment and profit. And we think a Field Medical Centre is a good idea and wish we’d thought of it first.

We form a committee to sort out a few rules. The committee is made up of Alex, Braden, Jun, Minha and me. Jun is only a silent member, though, because he thinks it might conflict with his vice-captaincy contract. We only need a fifth person in case there’s any voting to do.

The rules are as follows:


Rule 1: All snails must be registered and allocated with a number at the beginning of each event (lunchtime).

Rule 2: All snails must be declared fit to race by the Snail Welfare Officer (Minha).

Rule 3: Bets must not exceed two dollars.

Rule 4: No touching, blowing or spitting on your snail during a race.

Rule 5: No touching, blowing or spitting on anyone else’s snail during a race.

Rule 6: No decoration of snails is allowed.



We included the last rule because after I drew the ‘A’ on Alonso, some kids wanted to decorate their snails with coloured paint and glitter and stuff. Minha says that stuff could be toxic to snails and anyway, it’s not dignified. Instead, all the competitors have to wear a number sticker. One of those low-stick red dots that are designed not to wreck your furniture and stuff when you move house. Braden has a whole box of them.

Alex takes over the betting part because he does extension maths and doesn’t need a calculator to figure out the money. We don’t use actual money because no one really has any. He just writes down which snail wins and their earnings in an exercise book. Mrs Leeman would be pleased with his attention to detail; he’s drawn margins and columns and everything.

Alonso keeps winning so I agree to rest him for the last few races of the day to even the field a bit. I’m pretty busy, anyway. It’s a lot of work organising everything and making sure everyone’s following racetrack protocol.

After the bell goes and the crowd begins to leave, Alex says, ‘Hey, isn’t that Peta? Standing over there?’

I look where he’s pointing. ‘Yeah …’

When Peta sees us looking in her direction, she turns around and disappears behind the bike shed.

Braden says, ‘Maybe Leini’s got Peta to spy on us … and she’ll tell Ms Kendall, then Mrs Leeman will …’

We all let this thought hang in the air.

‘No …’ I say. ‘Peta would never tell on us.’

‘How do you know?’ Alex asks.

‘If I thought Peta knew something, I mean … I don’t think she’d tell,’ I say, feeling my face turn red.

I can’t tell the others how I know Peta can keep a secret.

I do know she was hiding from us. No one goes near the bike shed at the end of lunch by choice. If you do, the teacher on duty makes you go around the whole playground and pick up all the sports equipment.

By Thursday, the atmosphere of the track has changed. There are way too many spectators. I don’t even have a chance to race Alonso because everyone keeps asking me to do stuff for them. And the problems don’t stay at the track. A lot of the low-stick dots are more like no-stick. They keep falling off. Even though the Preps like picking them up in their new role as groundskeepers, I keep seeing them around the school: in the hallway, in the bathroom. Mostly on the Preps themselves. It’s only a matter of time before Miss Agostino starts to notice her students are numbered. Without stickers, it’s becoming a bit hard to tell which snail is winning. Snails don’t always go in one direction. Sometimes they go around in circles or just sit in a little cluster not really doing anything. A lot of the competitors are not very competitive.

I can’t help thinking someone is going to get into trouble and that person could possibly be me.

I call an emergency committee meeting and suggest that we have one final race tomorrow, and then close the operation down. The vote is four to one in favour. Confidentiality prevents me from disclosing who voted no, but he’s a silent committee member anyway so it doesn’t matter.

Friday is overcast but not rainy – a good racing day. At lunchtime, we’re all so caught up in the carnival atmosphere of the track, nobody notices Mr S striding across the oval like an army general, heading straight for the betting circle. You can’t get away with anything when he’s around because he’s seen it all before. I guess he wondered why, in a school of two hundred and eighty kids, only about twenty are playing in the adventure playground. And no Preps anywhere.

It hadn’t even occurred to me to check whether Mr S was at school today. A serious oversight. He’s a bit like Mrs Leeman in that he always turns up at the worst possible moment. Another teacher might have told us to break it up and go back to the playground.

But not Mr S. He glances around and takes in the whole scene. Little racetracks drawn on the side of the water tank, piles of discarded betting slips, red dots all over the ground and about a hundred snails with number stickers on their shells. He figures it out in about three seconds. I start to wish I hadn’t worn Grandpa’s bowler hat and leather satchel to school.

As he approaches, Jun steps forwards. ‘Are you interested in a trifecta, sir?’

So much for the silent bit.

Mr S separates me, Alex, Jun, Braden and Minha from the rest of the group without even having to ask who is on the committee. I notice Ian standing in the background watching Mr S manage the situation. He must have been studying Mr S for a while because he’s wearing the same expression on his face. He can make his face go exactly like Mr S’s. It’s pretty impressive.

The five of us are sent to wait outside the principal’s office. Miss Creighton picks up the intercom and lets Mrs Overbeek know we’re ready, even though her door is about eleven steps away from where we’re sitting. I can’t see Roland anywhere. Maybe he went on his lunchbreak and caught a bus interstate.

Mrs Overbeek opens her office door and we all file in and stand in a little group. She doesn’t ask us to sit down and anyway, there are only two chairs. I’m relieved to see no parents here.

Yet.

Mrs Overbeek sits on the edge of her desk and addresses me as if the others aren’t even in the room.

‘Jesse,’ she says. ‘Do you mind telling me what’s been going on?’

I do mind, actually.

The others look over at me, obviously wondering what I’m going to say. Maybe they’re hoping I’ll say they had nothing to do with it, but Mr S saw everything and everyone. Mrs Overbeek already knows what’s been going on. She’s only asking me to tell her about it in case Mr S left out any good bits.

I start to talk in a little squeaky voice I don’t recognise.

Nothing at all like a racing events organiser.

I wish I had a bee suit now.

Mrs Overbeek makes me go over the whole thing without interrupting once. The room’s quiet except for my voice getting softer and softer. After I finish we all wait.

Mrs Overbeek sits at her desk and eventually folds her hands together. ‘Quite the entrepreneur, aren’t you?’ she says.

I don’t answer because I think it’s one of those questions you’re not expected to answer. Also, I have no idea what an entrepreneur is.

‘Apart from everything else,’ Mrs Overbeek continues, ‘there are endless violations of school rules here. Endless! And this goes for all the students involved, not only you five. What I can’t comprehend is the mindless cruelty of your actions. Snails are living creatures; they don’t exist for your selfish entertainment. And as for the example you’re setting for the Preps … I really don’t have the words …’

Mrs Overbeek does have the words, though – about twenty minutes of them, before we’re given our punishments. I get two weeks’ detention and a letter sent home to my parents to be signed and returned.

Jun gets two weeks as well. Predictably, Mrs Overbeek said as vice-captain, he should be setting a better example. I consider telling her that Jun was only a silent participant, but the look on her face persuades me to be silent myself.

The others are given one week’s detention, even Minha. When Mrs Overbeek announces the punishments, I look over at Minha, but her expression doesn’t change. She probably thinks this is the price for representing the snails’ welfare. I’m guessing it won’t be her last brush with the law.

When we leave the office, Minha and Braden hurry straight back to class. I take the view that I already have two weeks of detention, so I can more or less do what I want.

I’m surprised to see Peta waiting for us in the corridor.

‘What happened?’ she says. ‘Did you get in trouble?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Two weeks’ detention. It’s a good thing you weren’t there.’

‘I was going to come but—’

‘Why are you always hanging around on the steps with Leini and Gina?’ Jun interrupts suddenly. Peta goes a bit quiet.

‘Oh, that …’ she eventually says.

We all wait for the rest.

‘I … Leini said … I thought we were only going to meet on the steps, then go and do stuff, you know?’ Peta explains. ‘I didn’t know being on the steps was the thing.’

‘Why didn’t you leave, then?’ asks Jun. ‘When you found out?’

‘It’s … I mean … I was already there …’

Ohhh. I think I get it, now. It’s a bit like the other night. I didn’t realise there was a good movie on TV until I’d watched nearly all of Take the Cake on another channel. It was down to two macaroons and a chocolate éclair. I couldn’t switch channels. I was too invested.

My vote was with the chocolate éclair.

Peta says, ‘Anyway … Leini and Gina are okay. I usually sit on the middle step … and they’re not mean to everyone.’

We all look at her doubtfully. Peta probably got told to stand on the middle step because Leini and Gina don’t even like each other.

After school, we let our snails go at the bottom of the oval so they can eat the grass and stuff. Lots of them go through gaps in the paling fence to the neighbour’s garden. I take Alonso home with me, though. I saw some nice new shoots where Dad planted some boring flowers he got out of a catalogue. The plants in the catalogue are really expensive but I think he deserves it. Alonso, I mean, not Dad.

Dad is nowhere near retirement.
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Someone in my school has nits.

Several people, actually. That’s what the pink notice says.

We’ve got a colour-coded notice schedule. White for reports, blue for excursions and pink for parasites. That pretty much means nits. I doubt anyone’s parents are mean enough to notify the office if their kid’s got worms. And a red notice is for disaster. Like if the main water pipe explodes.

The pink notices have to go home so our parents can give the school permission to check us for nits. The receptionist has put a decorative border around the pink notice, which means Githa is probably back. The notices have been printed on shiny paper, too. Cartoon pictures of kids with crossed eyes and sticking out tongues are dancing around the page. Maybe they’re meant to look like kids who’ve gone wild with itchiness. As soon as I see it, my head starts to itch. I’d say everyone is feeling the same way because we all immediately stuff the notice out of sight.

Mrs Leeman has accidentally brought an extra notice from the office, but instead of leaving it on her desk like any other teacher would, she makes me and Braden return it to the office. She won’t let us fold it up, so we agree to take turns carrying it; me past the junior grades and him past the gym, library and office block.

When we get back there, it’s not Githa on the desk at all, but Miss Creighton. For some reason she is wearing a red scarf around her head attached to a kind of cape-looking thing that goes over her shoulders. She looks like the wolf in Little RedRiding Hood after the wolf has eaten Red Riding Hood.

Roland is still at the school. Today’s suit makes him look like he’s on his way to a wedding or something. His tie is black and white like a chequerboard.

Miss Creighton is at her computer as usual and Roland is at another desk reloading the industrial-sized stapler with enormous, brutal-looking staples. Miss Creighton keeps yelling orders at the keyboard: ‘Donald! You need to order more A4! Have you put new cartridges in the printer yet, Donald? Get those head lice notices into the teachers’ pigeonholes! And reload the stapler, Donald! It’s no good to me without staples!’

Roland has a blank expression on his face until Miss Creighton’s last instruction. He swivels his chair around so fast his tie leaps over his shoulder and stays there. He’s still holding the gigantic stapler.

Miss Creighton’s head lifts up nearly as fast as his tie leaped over his shoulder but as she opens her mouth to speak, Roland says, ‘Miss Creighton. It is 9.20 am. So far this morning I have recorded the attendance; notified the parents of absent students; spoken to the council about the new toilet block; checked and ordered new stationery; changed the printer cartridges; updated the anaphylaxis and asthma flow charts; designed, printed and distributed the pink notices; arranged alternative transport for the swimming carnival on Friday and, if you’d cared to look up before you spoke, Miss Creighton, you would have seen that at this very moment, I am reloading the staples in the stapler. Also, my name is Roland.’

Roland turns back to face his desk. There’s a big vein sticking out on his head. I hope it doesn’t burst.

There’s a long silence. Nobody moves. Finally, Miss Creighton clears her throat and says, all in one go, without a break, ‘Well, thank you, Donald. You obviously don’t need my assistance anymore. Well? Jesse? Braden? What do you two want? Don’t just stand there.’

We hand over the single pink piece of paper then retreat backwards to the door, which we stumble through and race back to class.

Mrs Leeman makes us turn around and go back up to the office to get it again. Jun thought you only had to take one if you had nits. It didn’t seem to bother him – thinking we all had nits, except him.

Miss Creighton isn’t at her desk when we return. Two parents are there, talking. About nits, I think.

‘Well, I think it’s unbelievable,’ the first one says.

‘What I think is unbelievable is that we got this far into the year before the kids came home with lice,’ the second one says.

‘I know! It’s unbelievable.’

‘I gather my girls together and we all put the lotion on, then watch a movie together. It’s so much fun! They hardly notice the lotion.’

‘Unbelieveable,’ the first one says again.

Wow.

I thought my house was boring.

Roland reappears and gives us another nit notice. We take our time walking to class. I really want to scratch my head, but I don’t want Braden to think I’ve got nits. I can’t help noticing that Braden is scratching his head. I try to look at his head without him noticing. It’s hard to tell if there’s anything there because his hair is kind of nit-coloured already. He might not know he’s spreading them around the class. He looks like he’s becoming suspicious, though, so I stop looking at his head and pretend I see something interesting behind him. He is my friend, after all. I’ll just have to leave a metre or two clearance between us until I know for sure.

At lunchtime Roland comes into our classroom with the detention list. There’s all of us from the snail-racing committee and three others in our grade. The other three are all from Mrs Leeman. She must go through about fifty of those detention booklets a term.

When the bell rings, there’s a big bunch of kids in the hallway. Leini and Gina are both on the top step only letting people through a couple at a time. I don’t see Peta at first because she’s on the bottom step today. I can hear Leini saying, ‘Oooh … Peta. Your hair’s sooo long.’

I don’t know if Peta looks bored because she already knows her hair is long, or because blocking the doorway is pointless and she knows that as well.

We all go to the detention room and have our names ticked off by Ms Kendall. She’s my favourite teacher for detention. Today she asks us to do a thinking exercise.

‘Okay, everyone. What we’re going to do is imagine that you’ve been shipwrecked. On a deserted island. There’s ten people, including you, but there are limited resources, so only five are allowed to stay on the island.’

‘What happens to the other five?’ Jun asks.

‘Don’t worry about that now, Jun. That’s not the point of this exercise. What I want you to do is choose which five people are allowed to stay. I’m going to write up a list on the board. After that, we’ll all discuss our choices. Remember – there are no right or wrong answers.’

Ms Kendall writes a list of nine people on the board. Most people choose the baby and his mother, the teacher, the doctor and the actor unless it was someone boring that we’ve never heard of. Ms Kendall comes over to look at my list.

‘What made you choose the eighty-nine year old, Jesse? And not the baby?’

‘Well, I think we’ll be rescued soon …’

‘… And?’

‘… And I’d rather hear stories about old times and what people did before TV was invented, stuff like that, than listen to a baby cry.’

‘That’s very interesting. It’s good to see you thinking outside the box.’

Jun is the only one who chooses the mathematician. He wants her to calculate a way of keeping all ten people on the island. Ms Kendall doesn’t say anything about Jun’s answer, but she looks really happy and asks Jun for his permission to show it to Mrs Leeman.

I hope he included the eighty-nine year old if Mrs Leeman is going to see it.

The half hour goes really quickly. I would have liked to stay in detention a bit longer, but my head is itching so bad and I can’t scratch it when there are only nine people in the room.

Even though we’re not allowed to, I walk home through the teachers’ carpark. I’m surprised to see Ian still at school. He’s talking to Mr S, which is funny because I don’t remember Mr S being at school today. Ian must have been assigned to work with him as a punishment of some sort.

I’m not sure but I think they were talking about hair. Mr S is probably telling Ian to cut off his long hair and get a boring haircut like his.

By the time I arrive home my own head feels like it’s covered in dry mix gravel. Why haven’t I noticed it before?

As I reach down to pat Milky, Mum and Noah are walking out the side door.

Mum calls out, ‘Jesse? I’m taking Noah back to the doctor … for his eye.’

‘Can I come?’ I ask. ‘I want to come.’

‘We’re going now,’ Mum says.

‘I’m ready now.’

‘I’m not waiting.’

‘I’m ready,’ I say again.

I want to be there when Dr Dabscheck looks at Noah’s eye and says there’s nothing wrong with it.

Also, I want a clown stamp.

Dr Dabscheck keeps an inkpad and rubber stamp of the creepiest-looking clown you’ve ever seen. It’s got weird-looking bells all over its puffy suit and a creepy mouth and creepy eyes. Dr Dabscheck’s pretty old so it’s usually blurry as well.

Then it’s even creepier.

My head can wait a bit longer.

We don’t hang around the waiting room long. When Noah’s name is called out, I follow him and Mum into Dr Dabscheck’s office.

Today Dr Dabscheck and Mum talk about other stuff for ages before he even looks at Noah’s eye. No wonder the waiting room’s full. Finally, he asks Noah to follow his bony finger going left to right in the air for hours while he looks into his eye with a camping torch.

It’s pretty hard not to laugh.

He has fingers like E.T.

He does the same thing (unnecessarily) to the other eye then sends Noah and me back into the waiting room so he can talk to Mum about more boring stuff.

We don’t even get a clown stamp, so it was a totally wasted trip.

No one asks to see my head, though, which is a relief because I can’t help scratching it a few times while we’re there. The itching is not funny.

I need to know if it’s in my head or on it.

As soon as we climb in the car, I complain about needing to pee. That way I’ll get priority access to the bathroom when we return home. The bathroom has the best mirror in the house.

The car is barely stationary before I’m in the house and down the hall to the bathroom. I lock the door behind me and lean right up close. I can’t really see anything. Just my panicked expression and a few bits of dandruff. Then I have a good idea and go and grab my torch and re-examine myself using Mum’s mirror. It magnifies everything times a hundred. I sit it on the basin and tilt it towards my head.

The torch and mirror deliver an instant diagnosis: there are insects crawling all over my head!

Hundreds of them. Maybe even thousands. Every time I shine the torch on a section of my head, a whole bunch of them crawl out of the light back into the safety of my hair.

And those white bits aren’t dandruff; they’re eggs! About a zillion of them.

I feel dizzy at the thought of those things sucking at my head all night and day. I thought I was looking pale lately. And I’ve got no energy. They’re literally sucking the life right out of me. I sit down on the edge of the bath, but it’s really hard to think with those things so close to my brain. I have to get rid of them.

Normally I’m not allowed to touch anything in the medicine cabinet and, believe me, I’ve never been tempted before. But right now I’m desperate, so I open it up. Right up the back is the nit stuff. I pull it out and look at the label: ‘No More Nits’.

Wow.

Original.

The stuff is so poisonous it has a childproof top. I pry it off and peer inside. It smells like a vet’s surgery. If I put that stuff on my head it’s going to stink and Noah will go on about it for the rest of my life. That’s if I live long enough.

I put the top back on and shove the bottle back in the cupboard. I’ll have to think of something else.

There really aren’t any other options, though. I’m going to have to cut my hair.

Scrambling around in the cupboard under the basin, I find the clippers Dad bought last month. He was planning to save money by cutting his own hair but it didn’t really work out. That’s because he’s already going bald. After he’d finished, his hair was all tufty and looked like he’d cut it with a potato peeler. He ended up having to go to an expensive hairdresser to look normal enough to go to work. So, the clippers are pretty much new.

They look like an electric razor with teeth on the end. There’s a dial on the side with the numbers zero to ten. There’s also another black plastic bit, but since I can’t figure out what it’s for, I leave it on the edge of the basin.

I look at the instructions. A number six looks all right. Short but not too short. The idea of cutting my hair is causing me emotional pain but the thought of lice crawling all over my head is freaking me out and the itching is intense. I turn the dial to six and start at the front.

I know immediately that something is wrong. A big pile of hair falls, plop, into the basin. A little draft of air feels cold on my head. I touch the top of my head with my fingertips. It feels like sandpaper. The really fine stuff.

The hair on either side is long; kind of like a reverse mohawk.

I look ridiculous.

Why did I start at the front? On the top? I look at the instructions again and realise that the black bit is meant to clip on the teeth to measure the length of hair. The black bit is all that stands between me and no hair and it’s sitting on the edge of the basin.

I look down at my beautiful lost hair. The nits are going berserk wondering what just happened. I fill the basin with water and watch them floating around on the surface; grasping on to strands of hair and crawling up to nowhere.

Swallowing hard, I shave off all the remaining hair. Then I look in the mirror. My head looks like a fuzzy billiard ball. I scoop up most of the hair from the basin and put it in the bin. There’s still about a million nits having a party in the water, so I turn on the hot tap and wash them down the plughole.

Noah starts laughing as soon as I sit down for dinner.

‘Uh … I think you might have lost something.’

‘Ha-ha. I had to cut it off. Kids at school have nits,’ I tell him. ‘Not me, though. I don’t have nits.’

‘Not anymore,’ he says, peering at my head.

Dad is about to make a comment when Mum’s phone rings and she answers it. She never answers the phone at dinnertime. After a few minutes, she comes back from the kitchen, all worried-looking.

‘That was Dr Dabscheck on the phone,’ she says to Dad. ‘He thinks there might be something wrong with Noah’s eye. He’s arranged for a specialist to have a proper look.’

Everyone goes quiet.

Why didn’t Dr Dabscheck have a proper look?

He might need to retire soon.

Still. That’s not really the news about Noah’s eye that I was hoping for. I didn’t kick him that hard.

I might need to look at relocating.

The next day at school, it looks like a military camp. Braden’s left his hair in a kind of longish bristle but because it’s red, he looks just as bald as me. Alex already had short hair, so he looks pretty much the same.

Jun looks exactly the same. He’s as worried about nits today as he was yesterday. That is, not at all.

Most of the girls with long hair have their hair in tight plaits sprayed with something that smells like airports.

After school, I see Peta in the corridor again. It’s a bit awkward. I don’t know if we’re friends or not. Her eyes rest for a second on my stubbly head but she doesn’t say anything.

‘Uhh, hi,’ I say. ‘I’ve got to meet my brother at the shops.’

‘Me too,’ Peta says. ‘Meet my brother, I mean.’

Actually, I would never agree to meet Noah at the shops. He pretends he doesn’t know me whenever anyone from his school walks past.

I don’t care that Peta’s looking at my bald head or anything. Her hair looks like a shiny traffic cone.

As she’s talking, I keep getting the feeling that I should be saying something or doing something else, but the nit spray in her hair is affecting my concentration. I’ve had to blink about nine hundred times since we’ve been standing here.

It’s not until Peta turns out of the corridor that I remember what it is.

Snail detention started ten minutes ago.
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‘Who can tell me what Life Education is all about?’

Mr S swirls around from the interactive whiteboard and smiles a weird smile at the whole class. We all know the answer, but no one is raising their hand. Doesn’t matter what you call it. Basically, it means an excruciating morning listening to Mr S talking about ‘bodies changing’ in way too much detail, complete with illustrations. Labelled illustrations.

Mr S’s smile fades a bit.

‘No need to raise your hand, everyone … this is an informal session.’ He gestures in our general direction. ‘How about you … Jun! Do you want to start the ball rolling?’

There are a few nervous giggles at the word ‘ball’. I look over at Jun. His face has turned a purple colour. I feel sorry for him but at the same time I’m relieved it’s not me.

Mr S ploughs on. ‘Well, Jun. I won’t put you on the spot. Anyone else?’

The room is eerily quiet. No scuffling, no talking, no one painting their nails with felt-tip markers or picking threads out of their uniform.

Mr S explains he will start with some general things we all should know then after a break, we’ll be doing some ‘fun’ team-building activities. At one o’ clock, the girls will go into the music room with Miss Agostino and us boys have to stay here with him.

Miss Agostino is probably about as enthusiastic as we are. Someone in the staffroom probably put her name down to teach life education when she was looking the other way. Mr S would have volunteered himself. Noah says he takes the class every year.

Within ten minutes, Mr S abandons any hope of class interaction and delivers a long, boring lecture about stuff we’ve all known since Grade 2. He hurls a few questions to the room in general and ends up answering every one himself. Finally, the bell rings, and Mr S gathers up his whiteboard markers and tells us to be back for some ‘fun’ games at eleven o’ clock sharp.

The next session is ‘Peer Group Exercises’. First, we’re put into pairs with someone we don’t usually talk to and have to talk to them for five minutes. Then we’re supposed to tell the rest of the class something we like about the other person. I’m paired with Samra from the other Grade 6 class. I’ve never known five minutes to go on for so long. When it’s our turn, I say, ‘This is Samra. I like that she’s School Captain and good at athletics,’ because all she talked about was running and jumping over things, so I didn’t have much to work with. Samra says, ‘This is Jesse. I like that his eyes are a nice colour.’ This makes the whole class giggle and my face go the temperature of barbeque beads.

After that, we have to write something about ourselves that nobody knows, then Mr S will read them out and we have to guess who wrote it.

I write, I saved my brother’s eyesight by clonking him in the head.

I hope no one else has that one.

Mr S writes all our answers on the left-hand side of the interactive whiteboard and all our names on the right. Most of the stuff people wrote is boring, but there are two or three interesting ones. Someone’s front teeth were knocked out and their teeth aren’t real. Another person lives in a converted hospital for infectious diseases with rails on the ceiling where the curtains went and an airlocked room to keep the germs from getting around. Someone else has a rescue dog with eleven puppies in their laundry.

No one matches anyone with their answer. Samra turns out to be the one with fake teeth (I like that better than running) and Wesley lives in the old infectious diseases hospital (interesting). We should have guessed it was Minha that has eleven puppies. She probably has a hundred pets already.

Mr S comes to mine and asks me to explain how I saved Noah’s eyesight. He makes me stand up so the whole class can hear me. Why didn’t I just pick something boring that requires no explanation? I should think before I do stuff.

I start with the bit where I kicked Noah in the head and everyone laughs.

This seems to me like a good time to sit back down, but Mr S is nodding his head, looking interested. He might be wondering how I think kicking Noah in the head improved his eyesight.

I address the rest of the story to Mr S and a poster of the digestive system on the wall behind him so I don’t think about how nervous I am.

I skip over the bit about Dr Dabscheck because it’s boring and so is he.

‘We had to take Noah to an eye specialist in the city,’ I say. ‘The hospital was massive. Like a normal hospital, but it only does eyes. And ears.’

Mr S says, ‘Tell us what happened with Noah, Jesse.’

‘The eye specialist looked a lot like Ian,’ I say, ‘except he was wearing a suit and had a pair of binoculars on his head.’

For some reason everyone thinks this is funny.

‘The receptionist told us off ’cause we were late. So Dad had to fill in all the forms after we saw Dr Green.’

‘Dr Green?’

‘Yeah. Dr Dean Green,’ I say, giggling.

This makes everyone laugh again.

‘I went into the examination room with Noah. We all went in.’

‘Well, of course,’ Mr S says. ‘You must have been very concerned about your brother.’

‘Uh … yeah.’ Actually, I didn’t want to be by myself in the waiting room with the mean receptionist. And Dr Dean Green Binocular-Head was cool. He shook Noah’s hand and mine before Dad’s.

Mr S scrunches up his forehead. ‘I’m a bit confused, Jesse. How is it that you saved Noah’s eyesight?’

‘Oh, yeah. Dr Green looks at Noah’s eye with a light globe thing … and there’s a grass seed in it! In the back of his eye! We don’t know how it got there …’

‘And?’

‘And it was right near the optic nerve or something. It could’ve damaged his eye …’

‘Ahhh, I see.’ Mr S nods his head slowly. ‘If he hadn’t visited the doctor about your little kick, the grass seed might still be there.’

‘Uh-huh. Dr Green said he was very lucky. He had to have an operation on the same day.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Yeah. We had to wait around at the hospital all day but Mum wouldn’t pay to have the TV turned on. She said it wasn’t worth it for one day.’

‘Indeed,’ Mr S says. ‘That’s a very good story, Jesse. I particularly enjoyed the bit about Dr Green looking like Ian.’

I don’t know why. That’s the least interesting bit of the whole story.

The bell rings. All of this has taken us right up to lunch.

Mr S does a quick headcount as people start to leave the room; he’s obviously had trouble in the past with kids nicking off during break.

I’m glad most of the class has left when I get up to the front because Mr S says he wants to ask me something. He must have forgotten this is Life Ed and the other kids in the class and I know each other. Alex waits for me.

Mr S half sits on the edge of Mrs Leeman’s desk. I hope she’s not anywhere nearby.

‘I’m curious, Jesse. About the situation with your brother … How did you feel when you thought your kick had caused Noah real problems?’

‘Oh … not good, I guess.’

‘And when you found out it was something else? The grass seed? How did you feel then?’

Some weird feeling shifts in my stomach. ‘Actually …’

‘Yes?’

I realise then how scared I was when I hurt Noah, how scared I was of Dr Dean Green Binocular-Head and how scared I felt when I thought Noah could lose his eye.

‘I … just as bad.’

Mr S smiles and fiddles around with Mrs Leeman’s stationery a bit to give me a few minutes.

‘But he’s okay now? Eye all fixed?’ he says.

‘Yeah. He had to wear an eye patch for two weeks after the operation.’

Mr S nods and stands up straight. ‘Good, good. I’ll see you boys after lunch then. Don’t be late! We’ve got a lot to cover.’

Yeah.

Wouldn’t want to miss anything.

Before the afternoon bell has even gone, some of the girls are standing outside the music room, talking in excited whispers. They probably talk about this stuff all the time; not only when it comes up on the curriculum.

I would rather do almost anything else.

Instead we’ve got another hour with Mr S and our numbers have dwindled. I consider making a run for it but Mr S is already striding across the quadrangle with a book and markers under his arm. He smiles at us as we stand in miserable silence staring at our shoes.

All nineteen of us.

We slowly troop inside and Mr S takes out a black marker and draws a huge picture on the interactive whiteboard. There’s a drawing just like it in the boys’ bathroom. This one is twice the size, though, and none of us can drag our eyes away from it. Mr S labels it ‘Male Anatomy’ and draws about a dozen black lines from the diagram and announces we are going to name all the bits.

Mr S takes out a red marker and points to the board. ‘Who knows the name of this?’

We try to look interested (but not too interested) as Mr S writes until everything has been labelled. Finally, he appears satisfied with our level of knowledge and picks up a cloth to erase the drawing. He sweeps the cloth across the board with a flourish except only the red names have been erased. He must’ve used the wrong kind of black marker because the picture is still there. Only now that the red names are erased, all the lines sticking out around the illustration make it look like a giant toilet-door echidna.

Wesley (class puker) looks like he’s going to throw up.

Alex and I giggle.

Braden laughs too, which is a bit unusual for him.

Mr S puts on his glasses and picks up the black marker. Bit late for glasses.

Jun volunteers, ‘I think you used permanent marker, sir.’

Mr S peers over his glasses at the offending marker. ‘Thank you for that astute observation, Jun. Maybe you’d like to come up with a few ideas then? Before Miss Agostino and the girls come back from the music room and ask why there’s a … a …’

We all fall silent. He’s right.

Mr S’s marker malfunction is going to bring us all down.

At this moment, we all have the same thought: Miss Agostino and the girls must never see what faces us now.

A kid is sent to the bathroom to get a wet paper towel. Mr S rubs it over the whiteboard which, if anything, just cleans the board and results in the diagram gaining clarity.

Alex says, ‘How about lemon juice?’

Then a whole bunch of suggestions are yelled out:

‘Bleach?’

‘Banana skin?’

‘Margarine?’

‘All right, all right,’ Mr S says. ‘No more ridiculous suggestions. Let me think for a minute.’

Jun says, ‘We have eight minutes left, sir.’

I look over at Wesley, who has turned a familiar pale green. That’s when I have a brilliant idea.

‘I know!’

Mr S looks over at me.

‘You know when someone pukes at school?’

‘Pukes?’

‘Yeah … when someone throws up. The teacher has to go and get this bright green stuff in a bottle and a mop and bucket to clean it up. The green stuff! Just the smell of it nearly makes your eyes fall out. Maybe we could try that?’

Mr S nods. He either recognises my genius or is so desperate he’s willing to try anything.

Wesley is selected as the kid who has just thrown up. He offers to do it for real but there’s not enough time. Mr S says I can go to the office with Wesley because the plan was my idea.

We arrive at the office and Wesley sits on the little bed with flowery sheets looking convincingly miserable. I grab the gloves, mop, bucket and the whole bottle of bright green stuff.

So far so good.

Miss Creighton doesn’t look suspicious at all. She probably has Wesley’s parents on speed dial. (When this happens for real, the actual puker is sent home immediately before they contaminate the whole school.)

Wesley’s a bit disappointed he won’t get to see if the plan works but he can rest assured that the role allocated to his weak stomach is an important one.

When I return to the classroom, the door is locked. I whisper through the keyhole and the door opens a crack. Mr S pulls the bucket inside with me attached to it. He is now in a state of total panic. He pulls on a pair of rubber gloves and pours the green stuff undiluted onto a yellow cloth and wipes it across the board.

The diagram disappears.

So does the surface of the interactive whiteboard.

Underneath the white layer is a kind of silvery metal. Big streaks of silver stand out in glaring contrast to the white bits left around the edges. Mr S stands back a bit. Maybe he’s hoping it doesn’t look so bad from a different angle, but it looks bad from every angle. The interactive whiteboard’s interactive days are over.

‘Why don’t you wipe the whole board over so at least it’s one colour?’ Alex suggests.

Several ideas of how to dispose of the entire thing are put on the table and dismissed as impractical given that the thing is massive. Equipment worth thousands of dollars usually is.

Mr S has regained his composure now that the diagram is gone. ‘I will explain to Mrs Overbeek that I accidentally used the wrong thing to clean the board,’ he tells us. ‘It’s more or less what happened.’

After school, everyone crowds around Minha wanting to know about the eleven puppies. She takes out her phone and shows us some photos of a big brown and white dog. The dog is asleep in a giant washing basket. It looks like there are even more than eleven puppies because they’re climbing all over the dog and out of the basket: white ones, brown ones and black ones. They’re so cute but Minha says they all have homes already.

‘We’re keeping Becky, though,’ she says. ‘The mum.’

She puts her phone away and gets into her dad’s car. About fifty dogs are jumping around in the back.

Mr Wilson comes out of the office building with Mr S and Ian. When they get a bit closer, I’m relieved to hear they’re discussing the staff carpark and not Life Education. I hope Mr S isn’t thinking about confessing. He doesn’t need to worry about any of us blabbing. Before Mr S gets in his car, he says, ‘Okay, see you later’ to Ian.

They must do something together after school.

I’m still relieved, though. The true fate of the interactive whiteboard may never be revealed. It will dissolve into our memory and disappear forever.

Just like the yellow cloth and rubber gloves.
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We’ve been on the bus for hours now but it’s impossible to tell how far we’ve gone because we keep stopping. Once for morning tea (warm apple juice and a mini choc-chip muffin with hardly any choc chips), two toilet stops and three times for Wesley to throw up, even though he’s sitting at the front of the bus where you’re not supposed to get sick.

Some of the parents complained that we didn’t get to go on Grade 6 camp and so the school are making us go on a three-day field trip. During the last week of term! School breaks up for holidays on Friday – if I make it through until then.

The Ovens Valley Recreational Facility is in financial ruin since it flooded so we’re going somewhere less recreational called Kamp for Kids. If it’s only half as ridiculous as it sounds I’m still expecting it to be the worst three days of my life.

The bus slows down and pulls up at a weird-looking place in the middle of nowhere. Four or five white buildings stand in a V-shape about two metres from the road, surrounded by a barbed-wire fence. The windows are tiny square ones right up the top, taped up with faded newspapers. The only way in is a narrow driveway covered with weeds and the weeds are covered with rubbish: food wrappers, bottles and cans. There’s no one around. Not a car or anything. It’s really creepy.

We all assume this is another puke stop but Wesley is sitting in his seat looking normal.

A sign out the front says, ‘Budget Accommodation. Business for sale’. Two goats are pulling at some weeds growing up the signpost, making it lean towards the creepy white buildings. The bus driver glances over at Ms Kendall for instructions. Ms Kendall is just staring at the droopy sign.

Alex says, ‘Oooh. A ghost town.’

Then Jun says, ‘No … It’s a goat town. Geddit? Goats.’

Half the kids on the bus start yelling, ‘Goaty Town! Goaty Town!’ until the bus driver takes us into the complex and we all fall silent.

There are maybe thirty or forty goats watching us pull in. They’re standing around in groups of two or three behind the creepy buildings. They turn their heads slowly and follow the bus as the driver tries to find a clear place to park.

It is Goaty Town.

All the buildings are labelled with big letters. A, B, Centre Block, then D and E. The windows on this side of the buildings are a bit bigger and the newspaper has been torn off so you can see the two centimetres of dead insects on every windowframe. Miss Agostino makes an urgent phone call then looks over to Ms Kendall and nods.

Goaty Town is Kamp for Kids.

‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Budget.’

‘Yeah.’ Alex laughs. ‘Maybe all the excursion money is paying for the new water pipe at school.’

‘Do you really think so?’ Braden asks, looking panicky. We all stare out the bus windows at the creepy camp place and feel a bit panicky ourselves.

An old lady in gumboots carrying two buckets full of something green and sloppy comes out of Centre Block and climbs onto the bus steps.

She says, ‘Blocks A and E are the bunkrooms, bathrooms and toilets. B and D are the dining area and Activities Room. Centre Block is out of bounds.’

That’s all she says.

Nothing else.

Then she steps down off the bus and empties the buckets onto the ground, which makes all the goats go berserk.

Mr S is the first to recover. He stands up and tells us what to do while he and Ms Kendall and Miss Agostino ‘have a quick meeting’. A guy with long hair stands up from the seat next to him. It’s Ian. I’d forgotten he was even coming to camp with us. He’s got a T-shirt with a picture of a cow in sections. All the sections are labelled according to what the meat is called: T-bone, eye fillet, etc …

I hope the goats can’t read.

We file off the bus, collect our bags and go into buildings – A (girls) and E (boys). Each room sleeps four; two bunk beds. I grab a top one in case the goats can get inside.

We all meet in the Activities Room.

‘This is going to be an inside camp, with team exercises and games using your minds, and cooperation,’ Ms Kendall says. ‘And you’re going to prepare your own meals and clean up according to the roster that Miss Agostino will put up on the kitchen wall. This afternoon’s activity is going to be walking into town to buy enough food, water and supplies to keep us fed and occupied until Friday.’

There is obviously nothing for kids to do here at all. Whoever thought up the name ‘Kamp for Kids’ should be arrested. It has to be the worst name given to a place in the history of the world.

Town turns out to be a hundred kilometres away and is not so much a town as one shop and a petrol station. By the time we return, we’re exhausted. We’re so tired, nobody minds that five or more goats follow you from building to building and that there’s a cluster of them at every doorway waiting for the next person to come out.

At 5.30 we meet in the dining area. There’s a whole bunch of triangle-shaped tables along the wall and a tower of milk crates in the corner. Ms Kendall and Ian help us push all the tables together in a long line. It looks like we’re getting ready to have a board meeting.

Jun stands on a milk crate at one end of the table. ‘Ladies and gentlemen of Goaty Town!’ he says. ‘I suppose you’re all wondering why—’

We’re all left wondering why because Ms Kendall orders him to: ‘Hop down immediately and help Braden find some knives and forks.’

Alex does a few calculations on a piece of newspaper and tells Ms Kendall we should arrange the tables so we sit in groups of four. Ms Kendall is happy for us to do as he suggests because she knows Alex has a special interest in geometry and triangles in particular.

Later, while everyone’s busy finding something to put on their milk crate so they don’t get a milk crate pattern on their bum, I see Peta approach Leini and Gina’s table. As Gina closes the gap with a vacant milk crate, Leini stands up and says something to Peta. I don’t know what she says but I think it’s something mean because Peta stops suddenly and lets her arms drop. She glances around at all the full tables, resting her milk crate on the floor.

‘Peta can fit on our table,’ Alex says, looking where I’m looking.

‘I know,’ I say, ‘but she might think we saw her get upset.’

‘We did see her get upset,’ Jun says, confused.

I stand up and wave Peta over to our table; Alex, Jun, Braden’s, and mine. She walks over and squashes her milk crate in next to us. Just as she sits down, though, our food arrives, and we all regret sitting at any table.

On each plate is a section of what we assume is a giant omelette. Mr S stands up and admits he made it himself. ‘Tonight we’re having an old favourite of mine. It has ten ingredients,’ he explains, ‘all of them nutritious. I lived on it while I was travelling and I hope you enjoy it too.’

He said he lived on it.

He didn’t say he ate it.

We play a bit of a game on our table: who can identify the most ingredients? I think I can see five. Peta says she can see seven. Alex says he knows all ten. We’re not really in a position to challenge him and he refuses to confirm it with Mr S. He’s worried Mr S will misinterpret his enthusiasm and offer him another bit.

The only person other than Mr S who seems to be eating the omelette voluntarily is Ian. He’s acting like he eats it all the time – not just in emergency survival situations.

Ms Kendall gives us five minutes after tea to clean up and meet in the Activities Room for some ‘fun’ before bed. Our rooms are freezing and the smell of goat seems to have intensified throughout the day, so we can’t wait to return to the Activities Room. When we get there, Ian’s waiting for us. He’s brought his own book of brain teasers for us to do, which makes me think he must have been to Goaty Town before. We have to form into groups and then a group leader will report what we talked about.

‘It’s more about the process than the answer,’ Ian says.

Jeez.

He’ll make a good teacher.

Who does he remind me of? I wish I knew.

Later, after we climb into bed, no one can sleep because it’s so cold. The wind is whistling through the cracked windows. It sounds like a documentary about Antarctica. I remember hearing something ages ago about wrapping yourself in newspapers to keep warm. Oddly, newspapers are the only thing Kamp for Kids has in plentiful supply. It must have something to do with goat management.

Alex and I decide to do a supply run. When we get to the Activities Room, Ms Kendall is already there in a fluffy dressing-gown and bunny slippers with Minha, looking for blankets to warm up the occupants of Block A. I tell her about the newspaper idea. She looks a bit doubtful but grabs a big pile. I hope the goats don’t eat newspaper. They might think she’s a giant sausage roll walking back past forbidden Block C.

The newspapers work really well. It’s a bit uncomfortable at first, having newspapers underneath our pyjamas, but we all go to sleep eventually once we get used to the crinkly noise. Alex doesn’t need newspaper in his sleeping bag. His dad bought him a sleeping bag like the one that people take to Mount Everest. It keeps you warm to minus twenty degrees Celsius and it’s probably only about minus ten degrees at Goaty Town.

At breakfast, Peta tells us the reason Ms Kendall took Minha with her to the Activities Room last night.

‘It was strategic,’ Peta says. Apparently Minha has the same effect on goats as every other animal she meets. They love her. She walks freely amongst them, patting their weird little heads as if they were kittens. ‘Minha’s getting sick of running around, getting stuff for people,’ Peta adds. ‘She can’t even clean her teeth without being interrupted.’

As we’re leaving the dining area, Ian hands out a list of the day’s activities. Today’s T-shirt reads ‘The World is My Classroom’ and there’s a picture of people running around a basketball-sized earth. I’m surprised Mr S hasn’t said anything about the T-shirts. His would probably read ‘My Classroom is the World’ because he thinks he knows everything.

Day Two’s activities have obviously been put together in about five minutes because they are:

• Craft with Ms Kendall (boring)

• Brain teasers with Mr S and Ian (boring)

• Survival skills with Miss Agostino (survival of what is not specified).

We have to tidy up our rooms and meet in the Activities Room in half an hour.

When we get back to Block E, the door is open. Three satisfied-looking goats casually step out into the sun and join the others. Alex volunteers to go in and check for other goats because he’s small and can run really fast.

He comes out and declares the area safe, but he looks like he’s seen a ghost.

What can three goats possibly have done in the time it takes to eat breakfast?
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Our bunkroom is a bigger mess than how we left it before breakfast. Clothes and shoes are scattered all over the floor. I do a quick check of my stuff. The goats have eaten my pyjamas, runners, bathers, most of my underwear and probably some other stuff I don’t remember having. They’ve eaten some of Braden and Jun’s clothes too. But not Alex’s. The stuff in his bag is untouched, except all that remains of his Mount Everest sleeping bag is a long blue zipper coiled up on his pillow like a dinner mint.

The three goats that ate our stuff are probably telling the other goats all about it – like a restaurant review. Alex’s sleeping bag would get five stars.

Oddly, the sleeping bags with newspaper in them are untouched. When we return to the Activities Room, we discover the same thing has happened in the girls’ block. The goats will eat anything. Anything not protected by newspaper or in the company of Minha.

In the girls’ block, they’ve eaten toothpaste.

They’ve eaten most of the camp journals, too, so it’s not all bad.

After a bit of discussion about what happened in the bunkrooms while we were eating breakfast, the morning’s activity list is revised. We can either combine craft and survival skills with Miss Agostino and make anti-goat suits out of newspaper or do boring brain teasers with Mr S and Ian.

Everyone wants to make a newspaper suit. Ms Kendall says, ‘I need two volunteers to come into town with me to buy tape, staples and glue.’

Only forty-three kids volunteer so four kids must be in the toilet or something.

I hope they’re not the goats’ breakfast.

An hour later, all of us except Minha are busy making a newspaper suit. She spends the morning clearing a path for a million ants to carry a piece of barley sugar across the carpet. I see a piece of Mr S’s omelette has made its way to the Activities Room. There are two or three ants walking around it. They’re doing much the same as we were last night; looking at it from different angles, trying to decide whether it’s edible or not.

By lunchtime, our newspaper anti-goat suits are finished. Ms Kendall asks us to write our name on the back because, apart from Jun’s suit, they all look a bit similar – four tubes stuck to a few panels held together with a thousand staples and twenty metres of sticky tape.

Jun’s suit is a three-piece, button-down, fully lined masterpiece with waistcoat, pleated pants and pockets. None of the staples or tape are visible.

He would be overdressed at a wedding.

I get out of tidying up because it’s my turn to help prepare lunch.

Ian is waiting for me in the kitchen. His T-shirt reads ‘Kids are the future. Listen!’

‘Why do you wear all those T-shirts?’ I ask him.

‘I really like to open up discussions, Jesse. What do you think of this one?’

‘Well I agree. Nobody listens to me and I’ve got a lot to say.’

‘I know you do, Jesse. I’d like for us to have a chat sometime.’

I wouldn’t. He’s still a teacher. He’d probably talk to me for half an hour then make me write an essay about it. And I’m suspicious of people who say my name in every sentence.

After lunch, we’re allowed some free time. There’s not much to do except watch the goats from behind the Activities Room window. We give them all names. It’s fun except we keep getting them mixed up because they all look the same. Except for one. He’s easy to spot because he’s orange and also bigger and scarier-looking than all the others. If he comes up to a tuft of grass, the other goats run off and pretend they didn’t want the grass anyway. He has a bunch of bodyguards making sure everything goes his way. It’s easy to see why the other goats do as he says. We call him Creighton really quietly or when there are no teachers around.

Later on, Miss Agostino brings out a big box of sports equipment she brought from the school and says we can use it as long as we share it (standard instruction 1) and return it (standard instruction 2). There’re a few skipping ropes, tennis balls, frisbees and a basketball. We leave all the boring stuff in the box and take the basketball out to the flat bit of ground behind the Goaty Town enclosure to play four square. We use sticks to mark out the squares because necessity has forced us to be inventive. After a while, Mr S and Ian come and join us. It turns out Ian has a competitive streak. He throws the ball so hard it nearly knocks Mr S over. He should be more careful throwing the ball like that to Mr S. He could break something. Mr S and Ian hog the ball for about five whole minutes, throwing to each other like old friends. They must have forgotten they’re on camp and are supposed to be supervising forty-seven kids.

As we’re packing up Jun says, ‘Who reckons I can throw the ball so far, it’s gonna go all the way around the world and come back to Goaty Town?’

Mr S says, ‘No!’ but we all go, ‘Yeahhh!’ so Jun throws the ball like it’s a bowling ball and we watch as it tumbles and rolls along the flat dirt away from us and out of sight in seconds. Mr S sends two kids out to get it and they come back ten minutes later empty-handed. Three more search parties are sent off and return without the ball. It’s starting to get dark when the last pair return.

‘We’re going to leave the basketball where it is because I’d rather take forty-seven kids and no ball home, than return with a ball and forty-five kids,’ Mr S says.

What an old softie! Maybe he doesn’t know we have to sell about a thousand Westmoore Primary School tea towels to pay for one basketball?

When we return to the enclosure the goats are quite stand-offish – maybe because we got to be free while they had to watch us through the barbed-wire fencing.

I wonder what they think about all day. If I were a goat here, I would make a dash for forbidden Centre Block when the old lady came outside with the bucket. At worst, I would see what’s so secret about it. At best, I would go through Centre Block and out into the free world.

It’s a win-win.

On the way back to the Activities Room, Alex and I notice Jun isn’t with us. No one’s seen him since the basketball disappeared. The two of us kind of talk about it and decide to tell Mr S he is missing. We don’t want him to get into trouble but it’s dark and his goat suit is here.

Mr S and Ms Kendall grab torches to take outside to search the area behind the goat enclosure. ‘If we’re not back with Junli in half an hour, call the police,’ Ms Kendall tells Miss Agostino.

The police! I hope Goaty Town is on their GPS.

We all sit quietly for a change, wondering where Jun has gone.

Peta doesn’t say, ‘Jun shouldn’t have gone off by himself’ or ‘Don’t worry about Jun,’ which is good because we know that and we are worried. She knows how important it is that Jun is okay, even though she’s only been friends with him since yesterday.

Twenty minutes pass and Miss Agostino stands up to go out the door towards the front of Goaty Town to make the call. At the same time, Mr S comes back in through the door with Jun, who has Ms Kendall’s fluffy dressing-gown wrapped around him.

Jun comes over to sit with us while all the teachers and Ian discuss something in the corner.

He tells us straightaway where he’s been.

‘I was out the front of Goaty Town looking for interesting lolly wrappers and stuff in the weeds.’ ‘And …?’ we all ask.

‘I found some Fruit Dewberries and a Lime Licorice Stick. Unopened.’

‘But what happened with Ms Kendall?’ I ask.

‘Oh, Ms Kendall. She asked me what I was doing.’

‘What did you say?’ Alex asks.

‘I told her I was waiting for the basketball,’ Jun says, ‘to go all the way around the world and come back to Goaty Town.’

‘What did she say?’ Braden asks.

‘She said, “circumnavigate”.’

‘Circumnavigate?’

Jun says, ‘It means “go all the way around”.’

‘We know what it means,’ Alex says, laughing. ‘I can’t believe you said that to Ms Kendall.’

‘Neither can I,’ Peta says. ‘That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.’

Jun says, ‘I don’t even know why I said it … I was out there … thinking about the basketball. It popped into my head.’

He stands up. ‘Do you think I should go and tell Ms Kendall what I was really doing?’

‘No!’ we all say together.

As we line up to collect our tea, I notice Ian has changed his T-shirt again to one that reads, ‘We all Deserve to be Herd’. There’s a picture of a baby chicken talking to a group of cows.

Mr S announces he’s going to make a campfire in the yard after tea. He says, ‘You can’t have a camp without a campfire,’ as if that’s the only difference between this camp and every other school camp, ever.

When we’re all sitting around the fire, Mr S surprises us all by being able to play guitar really well. Then he surprises us even more by being able to play stuff we know after listening to us sing a few lines. Mr S doesn’t mind Ian singing along but we do. He sounds like a contestant on a talent show that should have been eliminated in the first round. He knows all the words to our songs and Mr S’s songs that were probably written a hundred years ago.

No one can think of what to do next until Peta suggests a game of truth or dare. I have a pretty good dare in mind but when it comes around to me, Braden jumps up suddenly and runs outside without any goat protection or anything. Ms Kendall sends me after him.

Braden has gone back to our room in Block E. He looks terrible.

He says, ‘I’ve got something really bad to tell you that I should have told you on the first day of school.’

I hope he hasn’t got a contagious disease or something. I sit right next to him every day. Braden starts talking but I can’t understand what he’s trying to say. He’s all out of breath and keeps asking me over and over not to get angry. Eventually I agree not to get angry because him asking me not to get angry is starting to make me angry.

‘Let me tell it,’ he says. ‘Then you can get angry at me.’

‘Go on.’

Braden sits down on his crinkly newspaper bed. I sit across from him – on Alex’s bed. Alex has been given the school’s spare sleeping bag because his was eaten. Personally, I would rather go without. The life story of that sleeping bag would fill thirty camp journals.

‘Okay,’ Braden says. ‘So … like, it was the first day of school and Mrs Leeman asked me to take the attendance up to the office while you were all still in assembly. To give to the office lady. I didn’t even know where the office was.’

‘You don’t have to tell me every detail,’ I say.

‘You said you wouldn’t interrupt!’

‘I said I wouldn’t get angry … maybe just jump to the bit where you think I will?’ I say.

He sighs. ‘So I got to the office and Miss Creighton handed me your Grade 6 jumper …’

Braden looks at me.

‘… And told me off because you left it in the library,’ he said.

‘Then what?’

‘I put it on my head. You know … the hoodie bit. Then I couldn’t find my way back to the classroom and ended up in the girls’ toilet.’

‘How did you end up in there?’ I ask curiously.

‘I didn’t know it was the girls’ toilet,’ Braden says, starting to get upset. ‘Everything was the wrong way around … I didn’t know where anything was … I didn’t know anyone. I didn’t know which one was you until after school and then it was too late … I would’ve walked home but I couldn’t remember which way to go.’

‘Oh. What about my jumper, though?’

‘… I accidentally dropped it into the toilet because some girls came in. I was hiding in one of the cubicles.’

Neither of us says anything for ages.

‘You can’t flush a jumper down the toilet,’ Braden says. ‘I tried.’

As soon as Braden mentioned it, I remembered leaving my jumper outside the library on the first day of school. It’s right opposite our classroom. I wanted to get back inside before Mrs Leeman noticed me missing. Why did I forget that, yet remember Noah ate eleven mini toasts that day?

I look over at Braden, who wore my jumper on his head for minutes but carried it in his head for months. I realise I’m not angry at him at all. I’m not sure why.

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I promise not to tell anyone what happened – except maybe Jun, Alex and Peta.’

We go back to the Activities Room and explain to Miss Agostino that Braden’s allergic to goats and that’s why his eyes are watering. She makes him have eye baths every half hour for the rest of the night, but he doesn’t seem to mind.

The next morning, everyone has their gear all packed and ready to be put on the bus before breakfast. It doesn’t take me long to pack because the goats have eaten most of my stuff. Miss Agostino and Minha have gone ahead in the car to get supplies for the bus trip back to school.

While we’re waiting for them to return to Goaty Town, a shout from outside makes us all run to the Activities Room window. Ian and Jun are standing in the far corner of the yard. Creighton and a few of his posse won’t let them move. Most of the other goats are heading over there to see what’s going on.

Alex dashes outside, saying something about finding a teacher. He doesn’t need any goat protection because now all the goats are occupied by the events unfolding in the corner. This could be like a team-building exercise for them.

Ian makes a few attempts to nudge Creighton forwards, but he just puts his giant orange head down and stomps his hoof in the dirt.

Today Ian’s T-shirt reads, ‘We’re All Kids at Heart’ and there’s a picture of a whole bunch of goats, dancing around. Creighton obviously doesn’t think it’s funny, so he has that in common with the rest of us.

All of a sudden, I have one of those moments where you do something without thinking about it at all. I pick up a milk crate and head out into the yard. Some of the goats turn around to look at me, but not Creighton or his crew. They stay fixed on their target of Ian, who is obviously trying to stay calm for Jun but not really managing it. He’s saying something except I’m too far away to hear what it is.

Maybe he’s trying to ‘open up a discussion’ with Creighton.

I hold the milk crate like a steering wheel and slowly walk towards the corner of the yard. When I’m about a goat-length away, Creighton turns around and transfers his attention from Ian and Jun to me. Straightaway his posse changes position and forms a little semi-circle around me.

They’re obviously not really into thinking for themselves, his posse.

Creighton is right in front of me now. I’ve never seen a goat up close before. I never knew they were so weird-looking. His eyes are rectangle-shaped. Like two liquorice allsorts without the allsort bit. I sense someone next to me, turn around and see Braden. He’s had a bit longer to mastermind his plan, so he has two milk crates. The second one is upside-down on his head.

Ian and Jun take this opportunity to race back to the building and scramble inside. Hopefully to get some help. Creighton puts his head down and pushes hard against the milk crates. I never knew goats were so strong. If I did, I would still be watching from the window like the rest of Grade 6. I can only assume my eyes look like Braden’s behind the milk crate – wide and terrified. We count to three, drop our milk crates and run back to the building.

When we get inside everyone is cheering and clapping. Braden and I both lie down on the floor because our legs are so wobbly. We refuse the offer of milk-crate seats. In fact, we don’t care if we never see another milk crate again.

The Activities Room door swings open and Alex comes in with Mr S. He should’ve gone for a teacher who can run a bit faster.

Miss Agostino returns from the shop with Minha and gives Braden, Jun and me a barley sugar. Ian says he doesn’t need a barley sugar, but I can tell he wants one.

‘Why did it take you so long to find a teacher?’ I ask Alex.

He says, ‘It didn’t. You were only out there for one minute.’

One minute?

I won’t mention that bit when I tell people about it.

The bus driver’s not happy when she smells the pile of bags waiting to be loaded on to the bus. She’s even less happy when we’re on the bus. It’s amazing how quickly a goaty mist fogs up all the little windows. Alex, Braden, Jun and I grab the row of seats across the back and save a spot for Peta. It’s a good thing I told Peta we were saving her a seat because Leini stands up and stops her halfway down the aisle of the bus.

‘Peta! Over here! I saved you a seat.’ Gina is sitting away from her in a different seat altogether so I know Leini has planned this move. Peta glances down towards us at the back of the bus, then to Leini.

‘Oh. Thanks, Leini … I already have a seat … up the back.’ Leini turns to look at us. We all adopt what we hope is a neutral expression.

‘I saved the window seat for you, though,’ Leini says, which is not quite true because she has to shift across to the aisle seat to make it empty. Peta looks at us again, then back at Leini.

Peta points to us in case there’s any confusion as to where the back of the bus might be. ‘I’ve got a seat up there,’ she announces. I expect Leini to be angry or say something mean but instead she looks pleased, like Peta has done something to impress her. She doesn’t look pleased for long because the seat next to her is taken by Wesley, the last kid to get on the bus. Wesley! He’s looking a bit off already and the bus isn’t even moving yet.

On the way back to school, Braden and I tell Alex, Jun and Peta about my Grade 6 jumper.

Alex is not surprised at all.

He just says, ‘Ohhh … okay. I wasn’t sure how it got into the water pipe.’

Turns out he’d seen Braden on the first day of school walking across the courtyard with a jumper on even though he was new and wouldn’t have one of his own yet. Then, he was in class before anyone else, without a jumper. A couple of weeks later, Alex heard someone in the office asking Ms Kendall why Peta would want a bag big enough to hold a ‘school jumper and some other stuff’.

Alex had kept all of this a secret … because he didn’t want to accuse his friends of anything before he’d figured the whole thing out.

Wow.

I try to imagine what it must have been like for Alex keeping quiet all this time.

The teachers should be careful what they say when Alex is at the office getting his asthma puffer.

Peta’s happy to discover she saved me and Braden by making my jumper disappear permanently. She was a loyal friend before she was even a friend. We’re all quiet while this sinks in.

After a few minutes Jun turns to me. ‘Why didn’t you ask at the office if anyone had handed in your jumper? You know … on the first day of school?’

‘Oh. Yeah …’ I say, laughing. ‘Why didn’t you suggest that earlier?’

Jun shrugs. ‘I only thought of it now.’

When we get back to school, the bus driver throws our goaty bags on the driveway and drives off to clean and deodorise her bus. Ms Kendall goes into the office. She might be requesting a ‘does not attend camp’ note be added to her file. Mr S waits outside with us. He probably wishes we had five days instead of three at Goaty Town. For some reason Ian’s still hanging around as well, talking to Mr S about building a veggie garden beside the water tanks. Miss Agostino left so quickly, her tyres left big holes in the carpark.

Mr S says, ‘You did a great job under very challenging conditions, Ian.’

Then Ian says, ‘Thanks, Dad.’

Dad!!!

I knew Ian reminded me of someone!

Alex looks at me with his eyes as big as dinner plates. He didn’t figure that one out. We both start laughing and can’t stop, rolling around on the driveway until we can’t breathe.

Jun says, ‘What’s wrong with you two? Why did you think they drive to school in the same car? And look the same? And have the same last name?’

This makes us laugh even more. I still don’t know what the ‘S’ in ‘Mr S’ stands for. My stomach is killing me with all this laughing.

Braden says, ‘Even I knew.’

‘Yeah,’ Peta agrees. ‘That’s because everyone knows.’

‘I didn’t know … I really didn’t …’ Alex says, like it makes him happy that he hadn’t figured it out.

The five of us sit on our backpacks, waiting to be picked up. After a few minutes, Jun leans forwards and says, ‘That was okay, that goaty place. It was the best camp we’ve ever been on.’

Alex nods in agreement. Braden and Peta look at me. They might think we go on camps like this all the time at Westmoore.

I’m covered in dirt and gravel and smell more than a little bit goaty wearing my green elf boots, a hat made out of newspaper and Alex’s pyjamas.

I nod in agreement, too. Without a lie, I can honestly say, in truth: ‘It was.’
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Turn the page for a sneak peek of Book Two and the next adventure for Jesse and his friends …


Jun and a couple of other kids are staring at something on Minha’s mobile phone. What could be so interesting that Minha has her phone out now? Mrs Leeman will be here in about two minutes’ time.

‘Have a look at this,’ Jun says when he sees me. ‘Fish.’ The picture on the phone is blurry, but I can see three little goldfish crowded around some miniature plastic trees stuck in coloured gravel. Ordinary goldfish. They’re not interesting at all. I’m about to look away when one of them moves.

‘It’s a video?’

‘Yeah, look,’ Jun says again.

The camera follows the goldfish along the tank past more trees, treasure chests and a sunken hotel. There’s more furniture in there than we have in our whole house. Right at the other end, in front of a fake castle, there’s another fish about five times as big as the other ones. He’s massive. He’s got big boggly eyes the size of real peas stuck on each side of his head.

The other fish reach the castle, then turn around and start swimming back again. The boggly-eyed one doesn’t need to swim around because he can see in every direction at the same time without moving. Mrs Leeman can do that with normal eyes, which is why Minha should put her phone away. Otherwise it will be the first confiscated item this term.

The second bell goes but there’s no sign of Alex.

It’s weird because he’s never late.

Mrs Leeman arrives at 9.01 am and we shuffle over a bit to let her through. She takes out a big bunch of keys and unlocks our classroom as if on the other side of the door it’s the land of chocolate and not the sand bunker of boredom. For a minute I think we’re in the wrong room because everything looks different. All the old pictures on the walls have been replaced with maps and graphs about population density and stuff. None of us know what to do because the desks have been moved around as well. Now they’re arranged in two big blocks facing the front with an aisle down the middle; kind of like a wedding set up for the oldest, crankiest bride imaginable. We’re told to find the desk with our name on it. Mine is in the middle, on the aisle.

I feel like I’m on a plane.

Mrs Leeman must have come in during the holidays and reorganised everything herself. She probably comes to school every day and views the days when we are there as well as an inconvenience.

Class begins as usual without any discussion about anything. A confusing diagram of overlapping triangles appears on the interactive whiteboard. As we get into a boring lesson about the triangles, I have a quick look around the room. There’s two empty desks: one right up the front, and another one up the back. Jun and Braden are sitting as far from me as possible while still being in the room. In fact, everyone has been separated from their friends. Mrs Leeman must have some kind of social network informant. No one is sitting anywhere near close enough to pass anything to or talk with their friends. She would be really good at those games where you have to keep some things away from other things so they don’t get eaten or die.

About ten minutes into the lesson, Ian knocks on the square bit of window in the door. Everyone jumps because our classroom is so quiet, you’re scared to unzip your pencil case. He opens the door a little bit and sticks his head around.

‘Hey, guys! Hi, Mrs Leeman! Sorry to interrupt. I was wondering if I could borrow Jesse for a tick?’

Mrs Leeman says I can go as long as I’m not away from class for too long. How do I know how long I’m going to be? I don’t even know why I’m going. I don’t even know where I’m going. I can feel everyone looking at me as I walk up the aisle towards the designated exit. I follow Ian up to the administration building. He marches straight up to Mr Wilson’s office and knocks on the door.

‘I thought Alex might like a bit of moral support,’ he says, mysteriously.

I’m only expecting to see Mr Wilson and maybe Alex, but the vice-principal’s office is full of people. Alex is there and so are his parents. I notice Mr Bauer, Alex’s dad, is wearing his special occasion tie. It’s yellow with bobbly gold thread running through it. There’s also a kid about our age in casual clothes and a bearded guy with a green hairy jumper. And Ian. Everyone stops talking and stares at me.

Green hairy jumper guy says, ‘Jesse! Jesse? Tell me! Have you and Alex been friends for long?’

He must be one of those people who asks you a question when they already know the answer. Maybe it’s a trick question. I’m just thinking about how to answer it when he asks, ‘So! Do you think Alex could be bored in Mrs Leeman’s class?’

Now I know it’s a trick. If I was on TV I would ask for a lawyer.

I have no idea what’s going on and it’s not any clearer when Ian leans forwards and says, ‘Don’t stress, Jesse. Alex will put you in the picture. We’re just tossing around some ideas today.’

Mr Wilson announces to the room in general, ‘Ian is our Wellbeing Officer.’

Ian’s a Wellbeing Officer now? That means he only lasted one term as a teacher.

I didn’t think he was that bad.

On the way back to class, Alex tells me what the meeting was all about.

‘Mum and Dad want me to change schools,’ he says. ‘Maybe. To St Bennett’s College.’

St Bennett’s College sounds like a boarding school from two hundred years ago. Alex says it’s only for really smart kids so there’s no chance I’ll get to go with him. He has to go every Wednesday for the whole term to see if he likes it better than here. The guy with the hairy green jumper in Mr Wilson’s office is the principal! He looks like some guy who just wandered in from taking his dog for a walk.

I ask Alex if he’s ever noticed that Ian speaks like a phrase-a-day calendar.

I say, ‘Put you in the picture … tossing around ideas.’

Alex starts laughing.

‘I have to see Ian every week,’ he says. ‘We’re going to talk it over.’

‘I hope he gets through to you,’ I say and we both crack up.

We have to calm down and stop laughing before going into class.

I don’t say anything to Alex but I secretly wish that St Bennett’s has made a mistake and there’s no vacancy for him.

I just assumed we would go to the same school next year.

I never thought he would leave early or go to a different school.

What am I going to do without my best friend?
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