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About the Book

When you least expect it something surprising will spring out and shock you. Like when you study your dead bug shelf and there’s a live huntsman spider sitting on it. Or when your sausage dog turns up on a secret mission…‘It’s Gloria,’ I say. You can feel the shock hover over the fort like a sulphur gas cloud over a volcano.

Gloria the talkative eclectus parrot is missing from the animal sanctuary, and Anna the massive ‘not an anaconda’ Australian scrub python has vanished from her enclosure at the library. Have they escaped? Or were they stolen?

When Andy and the Sugarcane Kids hear about an illegal native-animal trade, they know they have to investigate—and fast! Gloria and Anna are not only much-loved residents of their small coastal town in far north Queensland, but they also have very particular care needs—their lives could be in danger!

Andy, Eli, Harvey and the twins, Bernie and Fletch, along with Andy’s trusty sausage dog Washington, have their eyes on a prime suspect: the Hench, the fierce, mean new canteen lady who is behaving very strangely. Can the Sugarcane Kids follow the clues to discover what is going on? Will they find Gloria and Anna in time? And what unexpected dangers lie in wait for them? Find out in this exciting new Sugarcane Kids adventure.
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1. Gloria is the best pet in the world apart from my sausage dog, Washington.

2. Eclectus parrots are very beautiful birds. The male birds are bright green and the females are bright red. For years, scientists and birdwatchers thought they were two different species.

3. Anna is not an anaconda. She is an Australian scrub python.

4. Snowpeas taste disgusting.

5. Turtle is not Eli’s grandmother’s real name. No one knows her real one, except Old Jean.
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‘Andy. Hurry up, mate. I don’t want to miss the start of the match,’ Terry calls upstairs to me.

Terry is my stepdad. He is the cleanest, neatest person on the planet, but he is a bit boring. Rob, my real dad, is the opposite of neat and the total opposite of boring.

Terry is jangling his car keys as I bound down the stairs. He is taking me to Eli’s place. Eli is my best mate. We’ve been super tight since he moved to town about three years ago.

Terry stares at me. ‘Andy, what is on your head?’

I’m wearing the mask Dad got me from a joke shop in the city. It’s a skull one, made of latex. My eyes look out of a grisly old skeleton face surrounded by stringy long grey hair.

‘Bone Face. Lord of Doom,’ I state.

Terry shakes his head. ‘Right. But why?’

I shrug. ‘Eli said I need to scare his cousins.’

Eli lives with his grandma, Turtle. They are having a heap of people over to their place. Today is the day before Nyepi Day. Turtle, Eli and their family are from Bali where Nyepi is a special day. The whole island goes silent. No work, no fires, no fireworks or travelling. Turtle told us the leaders in her village would make sure nobody left their homes. Turtle, Eli and his big cousin Jacob won’t go anywhere tomorrow. They’ll be quiet all day.

‘Oh, right. Well, grab your food and let’s get going,’ Terry says and checks his phone.

There is a minor drama happening in the kitchen, which thankfully Terry misses.

Washington is not letting Constable in through the cat flap.

Washington is Dad’s sausage dog. Mum and I are taking care of him until tomorrow, while Dad and Sylvie are at a country-music festival. Dad likes to play guitar.

Constable is Terry’s enormous cat.

When you pick Constable up, not only is he ridiculously heavy, but he slips through your hands like a giant furry slinky.

The minor drama in the kitchen is an awkward situation because Constable and Washington don’t like each other. It would make everyone’s life easier if they could be friends. But I suppose it’s not that easy. It took me a while to like Harvey. Constable and Washington just have to agree on something, like Harvey and I did. Then they can switch from hissing and growling at each other to purring and snuffling.

‘Come here,’ I hiss at Washington. ‘Move out of the way and stop teasing him.’

The last thing I need is Terry involved. Washington gives a smug smirk to Constable through the plastic flap then trots over to me. His tail is high. He’s showing off because he’s coming with me to Eli’s. Constable begins his squeeze into the kitchen. His round, scowling cat face pops through the cat flap first, then the rest of him oozes through onto the kitchen floor.

I grab my tray of cakes and head back to Terry in the hall. He looks at the tray.

‘Bet there’ll be a rush on those,’ he says flatly.

There are eleven cakes on the tray. There were twelve but one fell on the floor. They are iced a creepy mangrove-green colour and are decorated to look like faces with twisted liquorice hair and chocolate fangs. Unfortunately, there are a few finger dents, holes and lick marks because my little sister Frankie was involved. Ten minutes later Terry pulls his van up outside Turtle’s place. He has watched my cakes the whole trip. Just in case one of them escapes. His van is immaculate.

‘Julie will pick you two up tonight,’ he says, as Washington and I clamber out of the airconditioned van. The humidity of the end of wet season splats me. It is hot and steamy.

Terry isn’t one to come in and chat. He’s more of a drop-and-run kind of guy. Plus, I know he wants to get back to the football match. Mum and Frankie are at swimming lessons and he has the house to himself. He has revved off before I even make it to the front fence.

Loud music is streaming from out the back of Turtle’s place.

Washington and I head for the side of the house. I balance my tray and sidestep over tree roots that splay out from the giant fig that owns the front yard. Washington skids on the fallen rubbery leaves that surround it. It’s a million degrees cooler under the tree, so the shaded leaves stay juicy here, not wrinkled and brown like savannah leaves.

The Bone Face mask is really making my head sweaty. I creep round the corner of the house and along the side to the backyard. Adults are gathered round the barbeque. Chicken and fish wrapped in banana leaves are cooking. Eli’s little cousins are playing chasey. The night before Nyepi people try and make lots of noise to chase bad spirits away. There is a heap going on here so we should scare a few.

I hide. I wait for the cousins to swarm close. As they get near, I jump out at them.

‘Yah!’ I scream.

My hands lift my cake tray, monster style, and I wave it in the air. Washington barks and yelps. For a second the cousins are stunned. But they are small and fearless. In a flash they scream back at me and charge. They try and pull me down, grabbing my legs.

‘Help!’ I call out. I wade through them to the big table of food and manage to put down my cakes. The cousins attack them like raptors and are soon covered in the green icing and chocolate fangs.

Eli rushes over to greet me.

‘Excellent mask, Andy,’ he laughs.

‘And lovely green cakes,’ Turtle says from the food table.

Baby Morris stares at me from Turtle’s arms. He quivers. He’s scared of Bone Face. Baby Morris lives with Eli too.

I pull off the mask.

‘Wow. You’re really red,’ Eli says frowning at me.

I can feel it. Heat rash doesn’t usually get me, but right now it is crawling up my neck.

‘I know. I’ve gotta cool down,’ I say.

I rush over to the paddling pool and splash grassy water on my face. Eli pulls up a couple of crates for us to sit on. We kick off our shoes and dangle our feet in. There is nothing like cool water on your feet on a hot evening. I wriggle my toes. The refreshingness rises up my legs. It wrestles with the heat until they cancel each other out.

Washington has had enough of being chased by the cousins. He trots over to us, clambers over the edge of the yellow plastic pool and slips into the water like a seal off a rock. He curls his stumpy legs under him and with his snout out he floats like a brown log. And not like the brown logs the cousins have been known to do in the paddling pool!

Sitting opposite us and cooling off her wrinkly feet is Old Jean. Washington paddles past her gnarly toes. Old Jean is Turtle’s best friend. Gloria the wonder parrot is perched on Old Jean’s shoulder.

Gloria is an eclectus parrot. She’s super smart, super sweet and she goes everywhere with Old Jean. The whole town knows her and loves her. Turtle and Old Jean play bowls together and Old Jean always takes Gloria. Gloria has to watch from a chair on the sidelines because the club chairman won’t let her go on the green. He’s worried she’ll peck it. She likes to forage.

‘Hello, Eli,’ says Old Jean.

‘Hello, Eli,’ squawk-talks Gloria.

‘Hello, Andy,’ says Old Jean.

‘Hello, Andy,’ squawk-talks Gloria.

‘Hi Jean, hi Gloria,’ says Eli.

‘Hi Jean, hi Gloria,’ I say.

It’s a very slow conversation.

I know Gloria through my stepmum, Sylvie. Sylvie’s not technically my stepmum. She’s my dad’s girlfriend and she works with Old Jean at the animal sanctuary. Sylvie is a mega animal lover, mega vegan and mega bat fan. Old Jean is a native bird specialist. Sylvie loves her bats and Old Jean loves her parrots.

When I first met Gloria, she was half bald where she’d plucked out her own feathers. She didn’t end up at the animal sanctuary because she’d been treated badly. She was there because her owners didn’t know how to look after her properly. They didn’t put a cover on her cage at night, so she got visually stressed, and they didn’t give her enough to do. Enrichment time, Old Jean calls it. Gloria needs lots to do and loves to interact with Old Jean. Eclectus parrots are super smart, almost as clever as toddlers. My sister Frankie is a toddler and she is a genius at getting her own way. Eccies have to be allowed to forage play. Gloria was sad and bored. Bored and unhappy birds can pluck their feathers out.

Gloria flies down from Old Jean’s shoulder and onto her lap. Her feathers are lush now. They are bright red on top and royal blue on her underbelly. Her black beak picks out a piece of carrot from the plate Old Jean is holding then she changes her mind. She drops the veg and picks up a juicy piece of paw-paw. Good choice. Her claws are like little hands. There is nothing Gloria likes more than ripe fruit. Whenever Old Jean goes on holiday, Turtle birdsits Gloria. She feeds her mango and she’s teaching Gloria to speak Bahasa Indonesia. She has to be careful not to feed her too much because Gloria can easily get overweight, and strictly no rhubarb or avocado.

Chu-wee, chu-wee Gloria chuckles as she nibbles.

Eli’s uncle swaps the music. It is all twangy and guitary. Dad would love it. Outback country music. Turtle and a few of the old ones get up and start line-dancing.

‘Gloria loves this song,’ announces Old Jean.

Old Jean struggles up out of the deckchair and joins the line of dancing old ladies. Gloria flies behind her, then lands on the ground beside her to join the line. Gloria steps and kicks through the routine just like Old Jean. She totally loves the song. She’s a line-dancing parrot. At the end everyone claps.

‘Are the others coming?’ I ask Eli.

‘The twins are. But Harvey has gone fishing with his dad.’

‘And Jacob?’

‘Yep. He’s coming after work.’

Jacob is Eli’s cousin. He is like Eli’s big brother. They are super close. Jacob is working at the golf course while he waits for his new job to begin with border security.

Before I can ask if Jacob is still dating Jacinta there’s a commotion behind us. We spin round. Bernie and Fletch, the Montgomery twins, have arrived with their mum.

The twins have brought giant bubbles. Bernie plunges the bubble blower into the enormous pot

and she blows a bubble that is as big as one of the cousins. Fletch blows his bubbles. A chain of massive glistening balls rises into the air and one by one they crash into the fairy lights. The cousins squeal and go crazy chasing them. The adults laugh and thump on tables. The music gets turned up. Washington barks. Gloria caws. And hopefully the bad spirits run for cover.
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Eli is not at school today because of Nyepi Day.

Last night was so much fun and it got very loud. Harvey was spewing he missed it. He likes noise. The twins and I told him all about it. He and his dad didn’t catch any fish, plus the motor on their boat broke down. They had to sit in a mangrove channel until someone from the yacht club could help them. Up here is big croc country and no one wants to sit bobbing about in a mangrove channel. Lots of the big crocs call those channels home.

Mrs Cummins, our class teacher, is away for the next four weeks. She’s gone trekking in Laos. We know this because she’s been going on about it for ages. Terry says it’s ridiculous the amount of time teachers have off. But we are a tough crowd. Let’s just say Terry has never had to manage an under-eleven’s swimming carnival or explain fractions and percentages.

Mrs Cummins’ replacement is a relief teacher called Declan Nightweasel. We began calling him Mr Nightweasel, then Mr Weasel, then Declan but in the end he told us to call him Dec. He wants us to like him, which is a mistake for any teacher. He is into animals, though, so he’s letting us do a project on any animal we like. I’m doing dogs. Eli is doing weasels. Harvey is doing cats because he has a pet one. Fletch is doing ferrets because he has a pet one and Bernie is doing pythons.

It has taken an age to get to recess. Dec has been rattling on about some spelling pattern. An ion thing. Fletch is practically asleep. Harvey has doodled across two pages of his workbook. Bernie is bored because she knows it already. I’m confused, but I’ll get her to explain it to me later.

The bell rings. We leap up and Dec sets us free. He lets us run out the door, which is something Mrs Cummins would never stand for.

Bernie and Harvey rush out to save us a spot on the oval. Fletch and I join the canteen line-up to get supplies.

The queue is massive. Grade 6 monitors work at the canteen and this group are slow servers. The closer we get to the front the emptier the counter looks.

‘Oh, no way. No sour squirms. No triple cheese puffs. No bandits. This is rubbish,’ Fletch moans.

It is hard for Fletch to move past food disappointment.

‘What about some nuggets?’ I offer.

Fletch screws up his face.

He digs my ribs. ‘Hey. Who is that?’ he whispers. A woman has swept out from the back room of the canteen and takes charge of the counter.

All the time we’ve been at primary school, Mrs Mathur has managed the canteen. She drives the school bus, helps with reading and sorts out lost property. That’s a smelly job.

‘Maybe she’s a volunteer? Mrs Mathur must be out the back.’ I shrug.

When Eli’s cousin Jacob was wrongly arrested, Mrs Mathur was extra nice to him. Like most people in town, she knew Jacob was innocent. When we proved it, she gave Eli, Harvey, Bernie, Fletch and me iced doughnuts every day for a whole week. Chocolate ones too.

This new lady is about the same age as Mrs Mathur, but she is a lot taller and her arms are like big piston hams. When she lifts up a crate of flavoured milk she makes it look as light as a box of chips.

Fletch and I share a look. This volunteer is not only powerful, but she seems mean too. She has beady currant eyes and tight red curls that are dyed blonde on the tips. They surround her big head like a fiery helmet.

Fletch has made it to the front of the counter. He is weighing up his limited options.

‘Do you have any strawberry fingers, please?’ he asks her politely.

‘Nah,’ the new canteen lady drawls.

‘Any crispy hoglets?’

‘Nah.’

‘What flavoured milk is left?’

‘Banana.’

‘Oh, okay. Thanks. I don’t like banana. Do you have any—?’

But before Fletch can finish his question she leans across the counter.

‘You’re banned,’ she hisses at him.

‘What? What for?’ Fletch stutters back.

‘For being rude,’ she sneers. Her little eyes have gone all squinty.

‘But that’s not fair,’ Fletch says, raising his voice. He throws his arms in the air. He’s right to be angry. This is totally unfair treatment.

Dec is on duty. He’s heard the commotion and comes into the canteen.

‘What’s going on here?’ he asks the canteen lady.

Like a light switch, the canteen lady flicks from being super mean to being super sweet.

‘This boy was being very rude. I’m sorry but under my management rude students are banned from the canteen. Children need to learn manners,’ she states.

She smiles at Dec. I hadn’t noticed her teeth. They are spaced out like tombstones.

Fletch can’t help himself. He bursts out, ‘I wasn’t being rude. Honestly. I wasn’t.’

‘Enough, Fletcher. Lyndell Hench is the new canteen manager. I’m sorry, but if she feels you are being rude, she can ban you,’ Dec scolds.

I can’t help myself either. ‘He wasn’t, Dec. Fletch was being really polite.’

Dec shrugs. He ignores us and walks out. Mrs Cummins would never do that. She’d hear our side of the story for sure. I hate it when things are unfair. Eli’s like me too. The Hench is wrong. I glare at her. She gives me a scary, smug sneer and wags her spongey finger at me.

‘You, next,’ she mouths.

I swallow. She is fully mean.

‘Come on,’ Fletch says, storming off.

After school Fletch and Harvey and I meet up at the skate park. It has rained all afternoon so there are puddles at the base of the ramps and pipes.

The skate park is one street back from the beach. The three of us are sitting on the top of the volcano. It’s a cone with a flat top to do bike or skateboard tricks on. Our bikes are lying in a heap at the bottom.

We have just spent the last half hour riding over the bumps to try and get some air. Fletch is trying out some twists. Harvey had a go but because his bike is small and he is heavy he didn’t get much height. In fact, one time he landed so hard the bell fell off.

You get a good view of the coast from the top of the volcano. At each end of our long beach the thick fuzzy rainforest whooshes down to the sea. When it’s sunny the sea is a bright turquoise blue and you can see shadows of the coral of the Great Barrier Reef. This afternoon, though, the sky and sea mimic the skate park’s blotchy grey concrete. A crocodile could well be out there. They swim close enough to the surface to break it but you’d never even notice them. You know saltwater crocs swim in the sea, but you can’t be sure where the monsters lurk.

And speaking of monsters what about the Hench. We started calling Lyndell Hench that straight after the canteen-banning incident. It’s the sort of name you can spit out.

Fletch is still fuming. He has sulked all day.

‘Will you tell your mum about the Hench?’ I ask him.

‘Nah,’ Fletch grumbles. ‘I don’t think Mum or Dad will do anything. They tend to go with whatever school says. They’re not like Turtle.’

Turtle gets furious when things affect her family. If Eli ever gets banned from the canteen for no good reason, she’ll give the Hench a piece of her mind.

‘Bernie’s fuming too. She’s thinking of a plan to get her back,’ Fletch adds. Even though he and his sister fight they will defend each other to the end. It’s a twin thing.

‘Where is she anyway?’ Harvey asks.

‘Mum took her to the library for Dec’s animal project,’ Fletch replies.

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Because Anna is there. Bernie is going to interview Jerry, her keeper,’ Fletch says.

Wow. Bernie is super keen. I’m just going to draw a picture of Washington and write about dogs’ excellent smelling abilities.

Anna has lived at the library for years. She’s an Australian scrub python. She is on permanent loan from the city wildlife park. Jerry comes up regularly to take care of her. Anna lives in a huge terrarium at the back of the kids’ section. She is not a massively friendly snake and she likes a tank to herself.

Bernie has always been fascinated by Anna. She says she is like a proud empress. Sometimes Jerry gives Bernie the skin she sheds. I’ve got some of Anna’s old skin on my bug shelf too. It’s seethrough and crispy. Bernie likes reptiles because they have scales and can live to be very old.

Washington saw Anna once when he was a puppy. He was about as big as a baby burrito. I was at the library with Dad. While Dad was checking out books, I took Washington to Anna’s terrarium. I lifted him up so he could peek in. Anna, who was coiled tight, sat straight up. She stared puppy Washington right in the eyes. Her forked tongue shot out like he was delicious. She licked her lips, he whimpered, and I ran back to Dad.

Since then, I haven’t taken Washington to the library. He’s full sausage-dog size now, but to a big feisty python like Anna he is still dinner size.

‘Well, I think we should blow up the canteen,’ Harvey says.

We all stare at him. For a minute I’d forgotten about the Hench.

‘Joking,’ he teases.

Although if anyone was going to blow up the canteen it would be Harvey. He does like machines and detonations. The Hench had better watch out. Harvey could blow her up, or Bernie could master-plan her out of town.

‘I think we need to find out more about her. I haven’t seen her around before. And we also need to find out why Mrs Mathur left,’ I say.

Fletch sighs. ‘I liked Mrs Mathur. She used to give me extra-large serves of sour squirms.’

‘Maybe the Hench has kidnapped her?’ says Harvey.

‘No,’ I reply. ‘If Mrs Mathur had been kidnapped, we’d all know about it.’

‘Maybe aliens got her then,’ Harvey adds. ‘And we wouldn’t know because the government keeps alien attacks top secret.’

Harvey is also into extra-terrestrials. He is always talking about a mass alien invasion hitting our town. It’s kind of annoying.

‘I’d better get going,’ he says. ‘Mum goes nuts if I’m late. Literally, if I do anything unplanned, I’ll never get a bigger bike. But I’m telling you, it could be aliens. We’ve all seen the shows.’

Fletch shoves him. ‘You are so random, man.’

The three of us run down the volcano as fast as we can and splash into the puddles at the bottom. As soon as I put on my helmet and backpack my back starts sweating. Harvey hops on his little kids’ bike and rides off followed by Fletch. Harvey’s legs bow out either side like bat wings.

I’m almost out of the skate park when I hear a cackling sound and a hooting noise coming from the trees between the skate park and the beach. I pull up. Through the bushes I see two small round ladies in tight green wetsuits. From the back they look exactly the same. Their laughing is sharp and it cuts straight through me. The wetsuit ladies are screeching like wild hyenas as they tumble into the surf. I shake my head. Tourists can be so odd up here.

I ride off in the other direction across the smooth black bitumen of the new housing estate and past the sugarcane paddocks. The leaves are a brighter green than grass. Above me the grey clouds are melding together and getting ready for another end-of-wet-season downpour. It always seems to rain after school. Hot fat rain washing us up before tea.

I ride past Eli’s place.

The blinds are pulled down. Eli and his family are observing Nyepi silence.
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When you least expect it something surprising will spring out and shock you. Like when you study your dead bug shelf and there’s a live huntsman spider sitting on it. Or when your sausage dog turns up on a secret mission.

I’ve pulled up on my bike outside my house.

Dad’s old yellow Landcruiser is abandoned on the lawn. Terry will have a fit when he sees the tyre marks.

There’s a wailing coming from the lounge room. It’s Sylvie. She’s crying. Whatever has happened is not good. I’ve known Sylvie for years and she is not a loud crier.

Dad? I panic.

I chuck my bike on the grass and run to the front door. It’s open.

‘Hello?’ I yell out.

Mum rushes into the hall jiggling Frankie. My wild sister is struggling to be free.

‘Shut the door, Andy!’ Mum snaps.

I am about to tell her I wasn’t actually the one who left it open, but she pulls me close.

‘What’s going on, Mum?’ I hear the sharpness in my voice.

Mum picks it too. ‘Don’t worry, Andy, it’s not your dad,’ she says.

I let out a deep breath. ‘Then what is it?’

I peek into the lounge room and see Sylvie sitting on our couch. She is crying. On the carpet next to Sylvie’s string bag is a massive jar of murky brown water. On top of the water is a giant globby piece of floating fungus. Maybe, there has been an incident with her new mud puppies. Axolotls are their proper name. I won a spelling competition because I can spell axolotl. Sylvie’s axolotls live in a cloudy tank with water like the stuff in the jar. They can eat each other.

‘A bat? The possums? Mud puppies?’ I ask Mum.

‘No, Andy. Sylvie came to collect Washington and drop off that kombucha for Terry when she got the call. It’s bad news. In fact, it is bad news for all of us. She’s had a call from the animal sanctuary. Can you talk to her for a sec, while I put Frankie down?’ Mum pleads.

‘What’s happened, Mum?’

‘She’ll tell you.’

Frankie is grizzling. She is doing the thing toddlers do where they stretch themselves out and go rigid, so you can’t hold them properly.

I chuck my backpack and helmet on the floor. Outside the rain starts. It’s falling straight down like a soaker hose from the sky. I go and sit next to Sylvie on the couch.

‘Do you want a tissue?’ I offer. There’s a clean one in my school shorts pocket.

She shakes her head and wipes her face with her sleeve. We don’t say anything and just listen to the tantrum upstairs. Sylvie reaches for my hand and squeezes it.

‘What’s happened, Sylvie?’ I ask at last.

I don’t want her to be sad. She is usually such a happy person.

She gulps and catches her breath. ‘Andy, it’s bad news. Gloria is gone.’

What?

No way.

I saw Gloria yesterday at Eli’s. Talked to her. Watched her dance.

‘When? How?’ I splutter.

‘We don’t know. Jean has just found her empty cage,’ Sylvie says.

I can’t believe it.

Sylvie tries to pull herself together. She sniffs. ‘Jean is beside herself. She’d gone into the aviary and Gloria wasn’t there. Not a sign of her. Not even a feather.’

I know the aviary Sylvie is talking about. It is near the back car park where the deliveries to the animal sanctuary go. There is a double door for bird safety. You go in one door, close it behind you, and then open the next one into the main aviary. It works okay but I have seen the bush stone-curlews sneaking in and out.

‘But why was Gloria even in there?’ I ask.

‘Jean had a doctor’s appointment. She left her in there for the afternoon. Gloria liked to forage in that cage.’ Sylvie gulps back one of those hard to swallow sobs. ‘Jean had even put in some bottlebrush and lilly pilly branches in there for her to play on.’

This is bad. Really bad. Gloria doesn’t have her wings clipped and she can fly. But she’s been hand-raised from the egg. She won’t know how to look after herself in the wild. Where will she get fresh water? She might not know to stay off the ground away from predators. She has learned about food from humans, so how will she know what is safe to eat. If she can’t find other eclectus parrots to teach her she won’t last long.

‘She’ll come back. She loves Jean. She has to come back.’ I’d nearly lost Washington once, to mega croc Sebastian. It’s awful when an animal you love could be in danger.

‘I hope so, Andy,’ Sylvie says and she squeezes my hand tighter. ‘Sorry. This is all a bit stressful for a school night. Have you got homework to do?’

I shrug. Yes, no. Not now.

She stands up. She dries her eyes and straightens her long blue smock.

‘Right. Time for action, Andy. I’m driving to the animal sanctuary. Jean is there now organising a search party.’ She gives me a kiss on top of my head. ‘I’ll keep you posted.’

Sylvie walks to the front door and calls upstairs to Mum. ‘Julie. Thank you. I’m grabbing Washington and I’ve left the culture jar by the sofa.’

Mum pokes her head over the landing at the top of the stairs. ‘You really didn’t have to drop that in,’ says Mum.

Sylvie smiles but not with her eyes. ‘Nonsense. It will be good for Terry’s irritable bowels.’

In a softer voice Mum says to Sylvie, ‘I hope you find Gloria soon. I hate to think of her lost somewhere.’

Sylvie scrunches up her mouth, so she doesn’t cry. I walk with her to the front door. Beside her Washington walks slow. Two things. He wants to stay for tea because Frankie will feed him her food. But mostly, I can see, he is worried about Gloria too.

‘Let me know what happens, Sylvie,’ I say.

She ruffles my hair. ‘Of course, Andy.’ She smiles a sad smile. ‘I’m sure she’ll come back. And your dad and I will see you at the weekend.’

Sylvie picks up Washington and shields him from the rain as she gets in the Cruiser. She revs it away. It leaves more muddy streaks in Terry’s perfect lawn. Upstairs, Frankie whines again and Mum fusses. A gang of lorikeets sweeps down and digs for bugs in the soft mud Sylvie has created. They stretch and shake out their feathers. Wherever Gloria is, I hope she can wash and play and stretch her wings in the rain splash. Eclectus parrots love a shower.
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At recess the next day, Eli, Harvey and I get to the fort first. We used to hang out at the pipes for secret stuff. They are massive concrete pipes that are arranged into tunnels you can climb in. They are covered with dirt and grass like hobbit holes, but they are way too near the canteen. It would be too easy for the Hench to see us there. The good thing about the fort is that we can watch the canteen without being seen ourselves.

Eli is back. The fort was his suggestion. It’s in the middle of the schoolyard. It stands between the courts and the oval. Like the pipes it has seen better days and every few weeks it gets roped off because a bit of wood has rotted. That happens in our town. The damp from the humidity makes everything natural rot and go soft at some point. Little kids are banned from the fort because it is too high and they could wriggle through the railing and fall.

It is steamy from yesterday’s rain and a nasty stink is wafting up from underneath us. It smells like cat wee. In fact, it probably is cat wee because there is dirty old sand all around the fort to stop anyone breaking limbs if they fall. It’s probably where Constable comes to hang out with his feline mates. The moody-cat night spot.

Eli found out about Gloria this morning. Old Jean called Turtle after they had finished being silent for Nyepi. Turtle is devastated. She dropped Eli at school and went straight to the animal sanctuary to join the search.

Harvey and Fletch come across the playground towards us. Bernie walks behind them. I haven’t had a chance to tell them about Gloria yet. Dec let them use the 3D printer to print out their animals for the project. We are all allowed to print a Lego-sized animal for a 3D zoo.

Harvey is stretching up like a spider vine. His dad was the tallest person in the school when he was in grade six. He reaches up for the basketball ring.

‘Hey, Bernie. You reckon I can get my hat through the ring?’ he says.

‘Probably not,’ she says.

Harvey wraps his hat tightly into a ball and dunks it.

‘Good job, man,’ Fletch cheers. ‘He’s coming for you, Bernie.’

Harvey and Bernie are having a hat in the basket competition. It’s an ongoing thing.

Bernie shrugs and ignores them. She doesn’t like losing.

Fletch, on the other hand, has potential, according to everyone, in all sports but he’s not that committed.

I also have potential in most things on my school report. Terry is quick to point out that this is not a good thing. But Dad says it is great to have potential so I’m going with Dad’s interpretation.

Bernie, Fletch and Harvey climb up the ladder to join Eli and me in the fort. We lean against the unstable railing. All of us are eating recess snacks from home because we’re not going anywhere near the Hench’s canteen.

Harvey and Bernie are arguing about the whereabouts of Mrs Mathur.

‘Don’t be silly, Harvey. If Mrs Mathur had been kidnapped, we’d all know about it,’ Bernie says shaking her head.

‘Not necessarily. And I’m saying abducted not kidnapped. The cover-up of a sudden disappearance is not uncommon,’ he says.

‘But aliens?’ she scoffs.

Fletch is chomping on an uninspiring carrot.

Now, I am no fan of the Hench and I like Mrs Mathur, but we have a much more serious problem—Gloria. I glance over at Eli. He has his thinking face on.

‘Mrs Mathur isn’t our only missing-person problem,’ I say.

The others go still.

‘Who else?’ asks Bernie.

Harvey goes pale.

‘Gloria is gone,’ I say and Eli nods his head.

You can feel the shock hover over the fort like a sulphur cloud over a volcano.

‘Sylvie told me yesterday. I’ll find out more when I get home tonight. And Eli will get more news from Turtle. Gloria was missing from the animal sanctuary when Old Jean went to collect her yesterday afternoon. The cage was empty.’

‘But that’s terrible,’ Bernie splutters. ‘I love Gloria. She comes to every basketball home game and helps Old Jean serve the oranges.’

‘Gloria is the best bird ever. Do you remember when Old Jean was harness-training her on the beach when we were at Nippers. She’d fly above us like a kite,’ Fletch says. His disappointment with the carrot has vanished.

‘If she doesn’t get found soon it could get really bad,’ I add.

‘She was raised from an egg. She doesn’t know the wild. Imagine being out in the rainforest at night all alone with all the predators and no food or water,’ says Bernie.

Harvey shakes his head. ‘I’m telling you, guys, it could be aliens that got Gloria, too. We’ve all seen the shows.’

Bernie has had enough. ‘You are being so silly. Gloria the wonder parrot is missing and all you can think about is aliens.’

‘All right. Calm down,’ huffs Harvey.

We haven’t got time for arguments.

‘Okay. Let’s agree there are a few issues here. But Gloria is priority number one. I say we join the search after school. She’d look for shelter like trees with trunk holes. Searching the trees around town would be a good place to start,’ Eli says.

‘But why search around town? She went missing from the animal sanctuary?’ Fletch asks.

‘Because Gloria can fly and Old Jean lives near town. She may be trying to get home,’ Eli says. ‘And besides, we can’t exactly search the whole rainforest.’

He is right. In the wild, female eclectus parrots nest in holes deep in the trunks of trees. They can be shy. Gloria could be shy without Old Jean and sheltering in a tree hollow.

The bell rings.

The door at the back of the canteen swings open. The Hench is carrying a huge box of ripe-looking mangoes and broccoli. She puts the box on an old shopping trolley then covers it with a tarp. What is she doing? Why not put them in a compost bin if they are bad or the fridge if they are good.

‘We need to be smart,’ Bernie says. She pulls her ponytail around the side of her face and twists it. Her eyes don’t leave the Hench. ‘Not only about finding Gloria but finding out why the Hench is here.’

After school only Eli and I can join the search for Gloria. Mrs Montgomery is coaching the school under eleven’s basketball team and she called a last-minute training session. Bernie, Fletch and Harvey are all in the team. Even though Bernie plays state in the city, she plays for the school when she can.

We stop at Eli’s place for some pineapple. Turtle is cuddling Baby Morris like he is the most precious thing in the whole world.

‘Any news?’ Eli asks.

‘Nothing. Not a feather,’ Turtle says and she sighs.

‘How is Old Jean?’ I ask.

‘Not good, Andy. She’s been crying all day and she’s at home now to rest. I have made her nasi goreng. You boys take this to her,’ she tells us.

‘We were going to look for Gloria,’ Eli says.

‘Do this first,’ Turtle says. ‘For my friend.’

We finish our fruit and I pick up the container of nasi goreng for Old Jean.

‘Hurry, hurry, before the rain,’ Turtle warns us.

Dad fitted my bike with this flat platform between the seat and the handlebars so Washington can ride on it with me, and I am pretty good at balancing things on my bike, like a sausage dog. I put Turtle’s container of food on the platform and I ride holding it with one hand.

Old Jean lives on the outskirts of town, she’s off the road that heads out to Dad’s farm and the animal sanctuary. There is only one main road out of town. Smaller roads rise up into the mountains of the rainforest on one side. On the other are flat paddocks of sugarcane that roll to the beach. You can see it all as you ride—green one side and blue the other.

Right on cue the afternoon clouds roll over the top of the green mountains. Turtle was right. She can always smell the rain coming before it makes splashdown. The grey clouds are sweeping down the hillsides like the liquorice hair on my Nyepi cakes. Eli and I take a right turn and pedal towards the sea.

Old Jean lives in what Terry would call a shack. There are a cluster of them. Most of the people who live here are old and they have lived here all their lives. Old Jean and some of her neighbours went to the tiny area school that closed down long before Dad was born. Old Jean’s shack is painted sky blue and it has a porch out the front. Hanging from the rafters are branches and bird swings and old bits of rope and sailing stuff. From one end of it you can see through the trees and vines and glimpse the ocean. The tide is high. At the water’s edge two old guys are fishing. They wouldn’t have a clue what is in the sea, but they don’t seem too bothered. I suppose when you have lived in a hazardous place long enough you can’t keep up the constant vigilance. That’ll be me and Eli one day.

Old Jean is sitting on a rocking chair. She sways in a small, sad way. Like a lonely bird.

‘Eli, Andy,’ she says, and she smiles at us. ‘Good of you boys to come by.’

‘We’ve got some food for you from Turtle,’ Eli says.

‘Then come on up here outta the rain.’

We lay our bikes on the sand in front of the porch and run up the steps. The first rain blobs hit the corrugated iron above us and in seconds more are thumping in that regular rain rhythm.

I hold out the container and Old Jean smiles.

‘She is a good one. I’ve known Ni—,’ Old Jean stops herself.

I stare at Eli. Does Old Jean know Turtle’s real name?

‘I’ve known Turtle since she came here with your grandfather, Eli, and she always makes food when folk are sad,’ Old Jean says quietly.

‘It’s delicious. I’ve had it before,’ I say.

‘We will find Gloria, you know,’ Eli announces. He stands strong like a Bull Kauri tree. Nothing fazes Eli when he gets determined to do something. I think I blow around a bit, palm-tree style, but he is solid.

‘Good boy. If anyone can find her, it’ll be you and your friends,’ Old Jean says.

‘Why?’ he asks.

‘Because you all have good hearts. Anyway, let’s hope she will fly her way home. Turtle is right, I need to eat. You boys want some of this?’ she asks.

‘No thanks,’ Eli replies.

‘I’ve got to get home. But we will look out for Gloria on our ride back to town,’ I add.

‘Bless you. I’m sleeping out here tonight. I will lay out all of Gloria’s favourite foods and play that country music she likes to dance and sing to,’ Old Jean says.

A hammock is slung up at the far end of the porch and it is draped in a fly net.

‘I didn’t know Gloria could sing?’ I say.

‘Like an angel, Andy. Anyway, you’d better go. The sky is giving you a moment.’

I hadn’t noticed the rain had stopped. The birds who have had their late-afternoon bath are chirping and squawking. A gang of lorikeets flies down to take seeds from one of the birdfeeders hanging from the porch.

Eli and I jump on our bikes. I wave goodbye.

‘Bye, Jean,’ Eli calls back to her as we cycle away. ‘Gloria will come home.’
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Dad is late picking me up for my weekend visit. Surprise. Surprise.

There has been no word on Gloria all this week. Every day after school, we have been cycling round town searching for her. We have been on the lookout for deep holes in tree trunks.

Gloria’s disappearance is now town news. It was in the Shire Times this morning. There’s a huge photo of her that is just like one of those missing-person posters you see in train stations. She’s staring right at the camera. Her red wings are all glossy and shiny and the black feathery circles round her eyes make them appear massive and stunned. Underneath the picture it says:


Rare and valuable pet parrot escaped from enclosure. Gloria is a well-loved town resident. Anyone who sees Gloria or knows of her whereabouts is advised to contact the Animal Sanctuary or the RSPCA.



There is still no news either on Mrs Mathur. Not a trace of her. There used to be pictures of her and her grown-up kids on the back wall of the canteen, where the big chest freezers are, but they are gone too. Instead, the Hench has put up massive posters of world wrestling champions. It’s probably not appropriate for school. They are in those tight wrestling clothes with masks and helmets. But I’m getting the feeling even the teachers are too scared of the Hench to say anything.

We are continuing to boycott the school canteen. Solidarity Bernie calls it, which I think means sticking together. I haven’t told Mum about the Hench. She’s got enough on her plate because Terry’s got shingles. He’s blaming it on the bacteria from Sylvie’s kombucha culture. He’s got a rash on his back that looks very painful.

I slouch by the car-park gate. Where’s Dad?

There are no kids left in the playground and if he doesn’t hurry up a teacher will spot me and send me to after-school care. It’s terrible. Lots of little kids eating sprinkle sandwiches and watching old Disney films. There are a few random older kids who so don’t want to be there and they certainly don’t want to do lame craft activities with toilet rolls.

‘Hey, you!’

I spin round to a thundering sound echoing across the playground. It’s the Hench. She’s pushing a supermarket trolley piled high with boxes. She’s belting along, super-fast, thrusting the trolley at me like a battering ram.

‘You!’

I hope she isn’t yelling at me.

Uh-oh. She is.

‘Me?’ I offer limply.

‘Yes, you! Open the gate!’ she orders.

She’s not stopping. She’s powering towards me.

‘Please, would be nice.’ I mutter under my breath.

‘Pardon!’ she snaps.

Woah. She’s got hearing like a moth. I only say like a moth, because I just watched a video that said moths have excellent hearing, even more sensitive than bats.

‘Nothing,’ I mumble.

She half-halts the trolley as I struggle to open the gate.

‘Hurry up,’ she growls.

I try to avoid eye contact.

Dad has always told me to never poke a bear and Lyndell Hench is a grizzly.

‘Out of the way,’ she snaps.

She pushes past me into the car park, and I get a good look at the trolley. The boxes of fruit and veg we saw the other day are in it. Why is she taking all that home? But I don’t have time to think it through. Dad has arrived. He has to swerve to avoid the Hench and her trolley as she charges across the car park.

‘Out of the way, crazy driver. I’ve got your number,’ she yells at him.

The Hench doesn’t go to a car. Instead, she steers the trolley out onto the open street and jogs with it along the footpath. She jogs fast and strong like a rhino. Broccoli and mangoes tumble out as she goes.

‘Who the heck was that?’ Dad asks as I climb into the Cruiser. Washington wriggles over to make room for me on the front seat.

‘The new canteen manager. She’s banned Fletch already,’ I tell him.

‘She has a seriously bad attitude,’ he says.

‘I know, right, and Mrs Mathur has disappeared.’

‘What? No way.’

‘True, Dad. Another person gone. Any news on Gloria?’

‘’Fraid not, mate. We’ve got to go home via the sanctuary to pick up Sylvie.’

Washington snuggles up to me as we sit back for the drive to the animal sanctuary. I stare out the window.

‘How’s Sylvie going, Dad?’

‘Not good, mate,’ he sighs. ‘She is preparing for the worst. A predator could have got Gloria, or she could have picked up an infection. It’s been days now. If she can’t forage or find the right food she’ll get weaker and weaker. Unless—’ Dad stops talking.

He trembles. He’s cross about something, which is unusual. His mouth sets in a firm line.

‘Unless what, Dad?’

‘Unless, Gloria was stolen, Andy. Stolen for the illegal native-animal pet trade.’

I swallow.

‘Is that an actual thing?’ I ask.

‘Sure is, mate. It’s bad and many buyers don’t have the licences and the training to keep native animals properly. You know how much training Jerry had to do to look after Anna at the library. And Old Jean has to have special licences to keep a bird like Gloria. Not just anyone can care for a native animal properly. They are protected. That’s why we’ve got to find her and fast. Animal stealing and poaching is a very real thing.’

No way. The thought of someone stealing Gloria from Old Jean is too awful.
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The rainforest mountains ahead of us grow bigger and the cloudy mist on top of them hangs heavy. It’s like they are sad for Gloria.

We turn off the highway and take the road to the animal sanctuary. Sylvie has pinned posters of Gloria to the fence rails. It is the same picture that was in the Shire Times and above it is the word MISSING.

There are more cars in the car park than usual. A lot for a Friday afternoon. There’s a police car, and Sylvie and Old Jean are talking to a police officer.

Dad parks the Cruiser.

‘I’m going to check on Sylvie and Old Jean. See why the cops are here. You and Washington okay to wander around for a bit?’ Dad asks.

I nod. He knows Washington and I will be fine.

I put Washington on the ground and follow him as he scuttles past the bat enclosures. The bats are hanging down from the top of the cage like bunches of grapes. Unlike Sylvie, Washington is no fan of a bat. He’s heading for the bird cages. The wire aviaries are home to all sorts of birds, including birds of prey. The bird keepers have to feed those birds dead mice and bits of chicken. Poor chickens, so many things love to eat them, crocs as well.

Dogs aren’t allowed in the aviaries, but I know what Washington is up to. He’s sniffing around hoping to find old chicken wings. Under a veranda is the aviary for the birds who need extra love and care. I see the empty cage. This was where Gloria was staying on the day she went missing. Poor Old Jean—the one time she leaves Gloria alone, she disappears. One of Sylvie’s posters is tied to the wire.

Until Old Jean told me, I didn’t know Gloria could sing, but I did know she could talk. It took a while for her to get started. Maybe she had lost her confidence in her first home or no one spoke to her. Or maybe she was like Eli and just didn’t like to talk until she felt completely comfortable. She uses her words carefully like Eli and when she does say stuff it is right on point. I hope she can use her words to find her way home.

‘Andy! Time to go,’ Dad calls out from the Cruiser.

I stare at Washington. He’s got a bone in his mouth. I go to grab it, but he won’t give it up. He backs up, prepared to run if I try to take it. He is so stubborn. Constable had a whole fish once and Washington hid it from him for days. He doesn’t even like fish. I can’t be bothered with a dog chasey game. I pick him up and carry him back to the car park. His jaws are shut tight and his mouth is full of bone.

The police officer has gone and so has Old Jean. Dad releases Sylvie from a hug.

‘Oh no. What’s he got now?’ Dad groans as he spots Washington.

‘Dunno. Some old chicken bone,’ I say.

Sylvie steps away from Dad and walks over to us. She stares long and hard at the bone in Washington’s mouth.

‘Rob,’ she squeals to Dad. ‘Rob, this isn’t a chicken bone. This is a lamb-chop bone.’

I don’t get why this is important. I glance at Dad. He’s confused too.

‘So, love?’

‘No one eats lamb here. Not ever. We have never had lamb chops on site,’ Sylvie announces.

She spins round to me. Her voice is all fast and high. ‘Andy, where did Washington get this bone?’

‘From outside the aviary where Gloria was. It was on the ground near the cage door,’ I stammer.

Sylvie jumps up and down. She’s wild.

‘Sylvie, what is going on?’ Dad demands.

‘Don’t you see, Rob? This proves Gloria isn’t lost. She didn’t accidentally get out. It proves she’s been stolen. She was birdnapped by someone eating a lamb chop. The bone proves a lamb-chop-eating bird thief was here. Washington you are a Slewfoot. A supreme detective.’

‘How does it prove it?’ I ask.

‘Because, Andy, we are all vegetarians and vegans here at the sanctuary. Chicken and fish is only allowed here for the animals. We don’t eat red meat, don’t touch it, don’t have it here, not ever.’

It’s a long shot, but I like her thinking.

Dad isn’t convinced. ‘I don’t know, love. You really think a bird thief finished off a lamb chop before stealing Gloria?’

‘Yes, Rob. Why not? People snack on different things. A lamb chop is no different from a pork scratching or beef jerky.’

Now, Fletch is always eating those. He eats weird stuff too like kale chips. I could certainly see him with a random lamb chop. Harvey too for that matter. He has cold sausages for lunch.

‘I’m calling the police right now with this new evidence. I can’t wait to tell Turtle and Jean,’ Sylvie says as she reaches for her phone.

Dad puts a hand on hers. ‘Sylvie,’ he says calmly and quietly, ‘I hear what you’re saying, but I’m not sure this is anything to go on. Any animal could have dropped a chop bone. I’m sorry, love, but this is a bit far-fetched.’

‘But where would they have got a lamb chop bone from, Rob?’ she snaps.

‘I don’t know. A bin. Anywhere. And even if a person was here munching on lamb chops that doesn’t mean they stole Gloria.’ Dad tries to sooth her. ‘But, hey, how about the market on Sunday? We can hand out leaflets and posters and ask whether anyone has seen Gloria or knows what’s happened to her. Somebody must know something. But I think you need to let the lamb chop go.’

Sylvie stares hard at Dad. They hardly ever argue. I get it. She was excited and Dad has burst her bubble. She takes a deep breath.

‘Okay, Rob. The market is a good idea. I’ll get the animal sanctuary volunteers organised. Friends from my art class have made a mosaic of Gloria to raise awareness about her disappearance. They can bring it. Old Jean and Turtle will help too.’

Sylvie allows Dad to comfort her and they start making plans. But I can’t help thinking about the chop Washington is gnawing on. Gloria is out there, and time is against us. We have nothing to go on but this bone and Sylvie’s hunch. I think she is right, even if Dad doesn’t. It’s too much of a coincidence.

Yes, I’m sure of it. Gloria was birdnapped by a lamb-chop snacker. And if anyone can track her down it’s the Sugarcane Kids.
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Saturday morning. Sylvie has gone to yoga. Dad and I are out in the shed being mechanics. He bought two old golf buggies from the Palladium Golf Course. He’s doing them up to sell. One is finished apparently.

‘She’s mechanically sound, but no beauty, Andy,’ Dad tells me.

That’s an understatement. It is totally dented up. I hope she drives a heap better than she looks.

‘Dad, can I borrow your phone for a sec? I want to tell Eli about the lamb chop.’

Dad pulls the phone from his overall pocket.

But before he hands it to me, he says, ‘Andy, I don’t want you thinking Sylvie is right about the lamb chop. She is so stressed and worried she’ll clutch at anything. Animal thieves are clever people. They don’t leave clues lying around and, honestly, that old lamb chop could have been dropped there years ago by anyone. Besides, we still don’t know for sure Gloria was stolen. She could have just got out of the cage.’

‘I know that, Dad. I’m letting Eli know in case Turtle thinks it’s true. You know what she’s like if there’s been injustice.’

Dad nods. ‘I do, mate.’

He gives me the phone.

‘Dad. It’s nearly dead.’

‘Yeah, I know. I can’t find the charger.’

I shake my head. Honestly.

I go back into the house and call Turtle’s number.

‘Hello.’

‘Hello, Turtle. It’s Andy.’

‘Hello, Andy.’

‘How are you?’

‘It is bad business, this. Animals are precious.’

‘I know. Is Eli there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can I talk to him please?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

There’s a clunk as she puts the phone down. Then a whimpering from Baby Morris in the background. Turtle shouts to Eli to come to the phone. She must be on the back porch because that is where Baby Morris likes to nap. It is calm there. Shady with the palms and the frangipanis and the jasmine always smelling sweet. There’s only one person I know who is even remotely as wise as Turtle and that’s Dad.

Thudding feet.

Banging flywire door.

‘Andy.’

‘Hiya, Eli. I’ll have to be quick because Dad’s phone is about to run out of charge. Washington found a lamb-chop bone outside the empty cage where Old Jean had put Gloria. Sylvie swears no one at the animal sanctuary eats red meat. She’s convinced Gloria was stolen and didn’t just escape. And that she was taken by a person eating a chop. I think she’s right. If the thief was from out of town, Gloria is probably long gone to some horrible pet shop. But, if she was taken by a local, we’ve still got a chance of finding her.’

‘So, we need to track down a lamb-eater.’

‘Uh huh, I’m thinking a stake-out at the Sunday market tomorrow. Everyone will be there, plus tourists.’

‘I like it. But we’ll need help. The crew.’

‘I know. Can you fill the others in, Eli? We’ll meet tomorrow morning at nine.’

And before I can say any more, Dad’s phone cuts out.

~

As soon as we are parked in the market car park Sylvie leaps out. For once we are early for something. Dad and I watch her rush over to meet her friends from the animal sanctuary and her art class.

Old Jean has set up a picnic table. Propped against it is the mosaic of Gloria. It’s made of bits of old plates stuck onto chipboard. It is not a great likeness, but it is a focal point. Gloria is looming and her dark shiny beak is curved like a claw. Mosaic parrot Gloria looks heavy and unstable. I have a flash of a headline from the Shire Times:


Tourist Crushed in Giant Bird Mosaic

Tragedy



Sylvie hands her friends the Missing Gloria leaflets. They spread out and infiltrate the market crowd.

Dad has got Washington on a lead and Washington is wriggling to get out of it. He is not a fan of being contained. They’re heading to the market gates with their leaflets and Washington cannot be trusted not to run away. A part of me is happy to see him on a lead. If a pet thief is on the loose, a cheeky sausage dog like Washington could be the next target.

‘See you in a bit, Andy. You got your leaflets?’ Dad asks.

‘Sure do.’

Dad and Washington walk away. Washington squirms, like a fish on a hook, before you chuck it back in the water. Dad reels him in.

‘Andy,’ Eli calls.

I turn. Turtle is with Sylvie at the stall. She is stuffing leaflets around Baby Morris in the pusher. Eli runs over to me.

‘Did you get hold of the crew?’ I ask.

‘Sure did,’ he says.

Harvey jogs over to us from the car park. ‘So, you want us to check out all the lamb-eaters?’ he says when he’s close.

It sounds odd when someone says it out loud. ‘Yep. It’s the only lead we’ve got. I’m calling it Operation Lamb Trap,’ I say.

Harvey frowns. ‘I’ll do it but I’m not sure it’s going to help.’

‘Why?’ I reply. I try not to let Harvey annoy me. We have history. Every now and again I see an echo of his big buffy past self and I see why Bernie gets annoyed with him.

He shrugs. ‘I’m only saying, I love lamb chops and I didn’t steal Gloria.’

‘Then you think it’s a rubbish plan?’ I say with my confidence failing.

‘No. It’s okay,’ Eli says and he smiles, which makes me feel better.

I’m about to give Harvey more reasons for Operation Lamb Trap when we are interrupted by wild giggling. It is horribly high-pitched and it makes me wince. I recognise that sound, and I don’t like it.

We spin round.

It’s coming from the car park.

The back doors of a green camper van are open and two cackling women are climbing out. I shouldn’t say climbing because they are rolling out like acrobats. It’s the wetsuit women from the beach. They look exactly the same because they are the same. Identical twins. And they both have exactly the same straight bobbed hair too, which is cut with a super short fringe, like they are wearing brown bowl helmets. They are in matching green overalls and light-green T-shirts, and they are very very short.

One locks up the camper van and then they head giggling into the market. The three of us stare as they roll through the crowd.

‘They look like giant peas,’ Harvey notes.

He’s right, they do look exactly like peas. A pair of mutant snowpeas.

Now, Fletch and Bernie are twins, but they hate matching. They look more like brother and sister. More of a yellow capsicum, red capsicum situation, rather than two green capsicums.

‘Where are our twins? Are they coming?’ I ask Eli.

Eli checks his watch. When he is on a mission, he won’t get distracted even by random giant snowpeas.

‘Come on. They should be here already,’ he says. ‘Mrs Montgomery had to drop them early as she had rugby training. They said they’d watch the food stalls to see who eats what.’

The three of us jog over to the cluster of food stalls, trailers and converted old food vans.

I spot Bernie. She has positioned herself behind a tree with a good view of the picnic tables. I knew she’d pick a great spot. We go up to her.

‘Anything suspicious?’ Eli asks.

‘No, not yet,’ she says.

‘Any lamb?’ I ask.

‘Only the yiros van,’ she adds, pointing to a truck full of rotating red meat.

‘Don’t forget the Surf Life Saving Club barbeque,’ Harvey says. ‘My dad’s working on it. I’ll go over and get a close view of the customers. And a few free sausages.’

‘But don’t be too obvious, Harvey,’ Bernie warns. ‘You can be a bit full-on.’

‘No worries. I’ll be like Sherlock here,’ he says, beaming at Eli, and he bounds off.

Somehow, I doubt that.

‘Where’s Fletch?’ asks Eli.

Bernie sighs. ‘He was here. But he’s eaten two yiros from the van already.’

I scrunch up my face, yikes. ‘That is a lot of garlic sauce in the morning.’

‘I know, right,’ she says, and points in the direction of the blue portable toilets. No one uses a port-a-potty unless it is an absolute emergency.

‘Hey. Over there.’ Eli nudges me.

We turn to where he’s pointing.

No way!

It’s Lyndell Hench.

She is parting the crowd like a battleship. Her beady eyes are scanning the food stalls. She’s wearing a tight red-velvet tracksuit and slurping from a jumbo smoothie. She looks like a giant strawberry. She is heading for the barbeque. We can’t avoid her. She torpedoes towards it but we’re between her and the grill plates.

Now, you’d think she’d ignore her leastfavourite kids from the schoolyard, but she marches over to us. Her eyes are as sharp as lasers and they home in on the pile of Missing Gloria leaflets that I’m holding.

She stops in front of us, blocking out the sun.

‘What have you got there?’ she says.

She’s flummoxed me. She is so rude. Even Bernie is quiet.

But Eli is brave. He always is. ‘We’re handing out leaflets,’ he says and stands tall.

‘What on earth for?’ the Hench says bluntly.

‘For Gloria, the Wonder Parrot. She went missing from the animal sanctuary. She needs to come home to her owner, Old Jean,’ Eli replies.

‘Shame. You won’t find her,’ she sneers as she stares at the paper. Then she smacks her thin lips and says smugly, ‘Eclectus parrots are very valuable birds. Especially ones that can dance.’

She pushes past us and storms off to the barbeque.

Harvey looks terrified.

She stands in front of him and the frying meat and breathes it in like perfume. She uses her hands to waft up the meaty smell into her nostrils.

She points at the grill plate.

Money is exchanged.

No way!

Harvey’s dad places a huge succulent lamb chop on a bamboo plate.

The Hench licks her lips. She picks up the chop and bites into the meat, gnawing at it like a starving wolf.

Then she just tosses the lamb-chop bone on the grass.

There’s a commotion from the gate. Barking and Dad shouting. Washington has got free. He races across to me, but then he stops, sniffs the air and changes direction. He runs to the bone the Hench was chewing on. He licks it with glee, and gnaws on it with joy.

This is so beyond yuck.

But what is even nastier is the calculating look on the Hench’s face as she watches Washington.

‘What an expensive little dog,’ she mutters.
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It’s Monday and Dec has let us all out for a morning walk-and-talk. He has no idea about crowd control. We told him that Mrs Cummins always gives us at least two PE lessons a day, she doesn’t do tests, and she lets us eat chips in class. He believed us. So, we are let loose and the five of us are rambling round the oval discussing Operation Lamb Trap.

‘Are you feeling any better?’ Eli asks Fletch.

Mrs Montgomery had to take Fletch and Bernie home straight after we encountered the Hench. She was furious as she missed the second half of the rugby match but Fletch was in a bad food-coma way.

‘A bit,’ Fletch says.

‘Better out than in, as Turtle says,’ Eli adds.

Fletch shakes his head. ‘I don’t know about that. I almost blew that port-a-potty away, man. No more yiros for me. Not ever.’

I somehow doubt that.

Fletch pats his stomach. Proud of it. He should be. It works hard. ‘It was the protein combo that got me in the end. You should never mix your meats.’

Bernie tuts at Fletch. ‘You are revolting,’ she says.

He grins at his sister and pretends to lick her. She shoves him away.

‘Well, Andy,’ she says, ignoring Fletch, ‘at least Operation Lamb Trap wasn’t a total disaster. We have a prime suspect.’

Harvey points at the canteen. ‘Yep, Bernie’s right. The Hench is prime suspect number one. All the locals you think would eat lamb did, and most of them play bowls with Old Jean and Turtle. There was nothing suspicious about that barby chop crew.’

‘The yiros van was the same. Everyone went for the chicken,’ Bernie says pointedly and raises an eyebrow at Fletch, ‘because the lamb was too pink.’

Fletch makes a whatever face at her.

There’s a whistle. Dec has realised we are spilling all over the school like dropped marbles. He’s panicking and waving at us to come to the basketball courts. He’s trying to organise a game, poor guy. It could be worse—we could be doing spelling.

‘So, what happens now?’ Harvey asks.

Eli jumps in. ‘We need more information and fast. We know the Hench loves lamb, and she’s happy to toss her chewed bones on the ground, which could place her at the aviary, but does she love parrots?’

Dad’s words are stinging. I tell them what I think. ‘She might have stolen Gloria to sell her. Remember she knew she was an eclectus parrot. Dad and Sylvie told me they are very popular with bird keepers. The illegal native-animal pet trade is a very real thing.’

Bernie swallows and scowls. ‘This is horrible. I can’t stand people who are mean to animals. You can’t take an animal from its home. It’s wrong.’

‘So, if she is the birdnapper, and most probably she is, we need to concentrate all efforts on the Hench,’ Eli states.

Then Fletch pipes up. ‘And Mrs Mathur? Do you think the Hench has her too?’

‘No!’ we all shout at him.

Bernie, Eli and I head over to Dec. We leave Fletch and Harvey to discuss extra-terrestrials.

~

After lunch I am giggling at Harvey who is standing right across the desk from me. It seems wrong to laugh at a time like this but what is happening on the desk between us is ridiculous. It is a tower of mushy papier-mâché painted bright yellow. It is meant to be a volcano, but all the brown colours were gone before we had a chance to paint ours. So, it has ended up looking like a giant mutant corn cob. Smelly vinegar foam is pouring out of the top and sides. Harvey totally overloaded it. Our eruption was out of control and he’s using his school shirt to mop it up.

We are trying to hold our laughing in, which is very hard to do. It bursts out in snorts and violent body jerks. Uh-oh. Dec has seen our science disaster.

‘What is this ghastly mess? And Harvey why is your shirt all yellow and wet?’ he snaps.

Dec, the nice-guy-think-of-me-as-a-friend is gradually disappearing.

‘It, we, I—’ Harvey stammers.

I snort into my hand and Dec glares at me.

‘Andy, you are equally responsible for this catastrophe. A very disappointing eruption, you two. Get cleaned up. You’ve got a library visit in ten minutes.’

Harvey and I are last to make it to the bus for the library visit. I am now also yellow, wet and vinegary. We are on our fortnightly trip to the shire library in the next town. Our teacher, Mrs Cummins and now Dec, doesn’t come to the library. A library teacher, who is based there, teaches us.

Dec is tapping his watch at us as we run across the schoolyard. The rest of our class is on board. But as we make it to the minibus door something is very wrong. Mrs Mathur isn’t in the driver’s seat. Of course, she’s not. She’s missing. Like Gloria. Instead, though, sitting straight and fierce, is the Hench.

No way.

First the canteen, then the market, and now the minibus.

She is everywhere.

This is definitely a trip to sit up the back—as far away from her as possible. Luckily, Bernie, Eli and Fletch have saved us seats.

We clamber in.

‘What’s that smell?’ The Hench inhales and sniffs us as we pass her. Her nostrils flare like a warthog.

‘Nothing,’ Harvey and I mutter.

‘You two smell like fish and chips. Don’t you dare make my bus smelly.’

With our heads down, Harvey and I make our way to the back seat and squish in.

The minibus is hushed. We are all in shock.

The Hench smiles at Dec who is waiting for us to leave. He is ready for a break. He nods at her and walks away. The door hisses shut. As soon as he is out of sight the Hench spins round.

‘I’ll have no trouble from you kids. No talking, no seat-swapping, no nothing at all. When I drive, I like a silent bus. Do you understand? Any of you step out of line and there will be serious consequences.’

The tone of her voice and the way she draws out the word consequences is intense.

‘Now put your seatbelts on,’ she growls.

We all click in.

She revs the bus, puts it into gear and the bus hurtles out of the car park.

By the time we reach the highway we are thundering along. We’ve got major G-force in the back. Mrs Mathur drove the school bus like a pram, but the Hench drives it like a rocket.

We get to the library in what feels like a supersonic five minutes. It usually takes fifteen.

Before she opens the doors, she snarls back at us. ‘You’ve got half an hour, exactly. If you’re not on the bus, I’ll leave without you.’

I bet she will.

No one dares make eye contact as we pile out. There is a nasty throaty rumble coming from her mouth, all salivary-sounding.

We hurry into the cool of the library.

But as soon as we get past the foyer Bernie gasps.

She claps her hand to her mouth.

‘No,’ she cries and rushes up to the huge glass terrarium that sits against the wall of the kids’ book section.

It is Anna who is not an anaconda’s enormous tank. The huge tank is empty like a palace without a queen.

Bernie staggers back. A sign is taped to the glass.


Anna has escaped from the library.

Anyone with any information please contact the library afterhours number, the animal sanctuary or the police.

Watch and monitor. Report location.

DO NOT HANDLE.



This is too much of a coincidence.

Bernie gulps and says what we are all thinking, ‘You don’t think Anna has been stolen too, do you?’

‘Dunno. She may have escaped. Maybe she’s clever like an octopus and she’s been plotting this for years?’ But even as I’m saying this, to reassure Bernie, I don’t believe it.

‘No,’ says Bernie. ‘When I saw her last week, she was fine. She is more of an opportunist than a plotter. If the terrarium was left open, I’m sure she’d make a slither for it, but otherwise not.’

Eli is scratching his chin in his mini-Sherlock style. ‘This isn’t good, is it. I bet people pay a fortune for massive snakes. I think we have to consider Anna’s disappearance as suspicious. It appears we’ve got a serial animal-napper on our hands, crew.’

‘But Anna is massive, only a proper python handler could steal her. And what’s she going to eat?’ Fletch says.

Not Washington, I think to myself.

‘I know what she eats. Rats and chickens. In the wild they eat birds and all sorts of things, even wallabies. They can even sneak into your yard and eat your chickens,’ Bernie says.

‘Woah. She is one whopper of a snake. I bet she could take on a turkey,’ Harvey mutters to Fletch.

‘Can you stop it, Harvey. This isn’t funny. I know Anna looks scary, but she is a magnificent creature. Jerry has told me all about the special care captive snakes need. If she has been taken by an animal thief, she might not be properly looked after. It’s the same for Gloria. All animals in captivity need special care,’ Bernie snaps at him.

Fletch goes to his sister and gives her a big hug.

‘Calm down, Bernie. We are taking it seriously, I promise,’ he says to her.

But Bernie doesn’t calm down. She runs over to the counter to talk to the library assistant.

This new animal disappearance is making us all tense.

‘Well, I’m warning them, they better keep their hands off my cat,’ Harvey grunts.

‘And my ferret,’ Fletch adds.

‘And my Washington,’ I say.

Sausage dogs are worth heaps. Even peanutshaped Constable could be valuable to an animal stealer. I can’t imagine it, but someone might even want a big grumpy fluff ball like him.

I re-read the librarian’s sign.

Underneath the words is a picture of Anna. She looks like a haughty snake queen. She’s curled up with her head resting majestically on one of her fat coils. All she needs is a crown.

First Gloria.

Now, Anna.

This is all super sus.

It’s too soon to tell Turtle and Dad that we suspect the Hench. But not too soon for us to watch every move she makes.
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Instead of joining the search for Gloria after school, Harvey and Fletch went to check on their pets and Bernie went to see Jerry. I get it. Dad could do with watching Washington a bit more carefully at his place.

I went to Eli’s. Turtle had just been chatting with Mum on the phone. I spoke to Mum at the end of the call and told her to keep Constable safe. Who knows which animal will be next.

Mum and Turtle agreed I can stay over for tea, even though it is a school night. This is exactly what we need: time to come up with a plan.

Eli and I are sitting at the table snacking on juicy pineapple, and Baby Morris is in his highchair. He’s gumming on a particularly slimy piece.

The back door bangs. It’s Jacob.

Jacob is in charge of golf-buggy upkeep at the golf club and collecting all the lost balls. Golf balls are pretty expensive, and heaps go missing on the course.

He puts his cap on a hook. ‘Any news on Gloria?’ he asks.

Turtle shakes her head.

Jacob gives her a hug and she squeezes him back.

‘They’ll find her,’ he says and he flips his long black hair off his face. He grins at Baby Morris. Baby Morris smiles back at him with his two perfect white front teeth—two white icebergs in a jaw of pink gums. It would be so weird to have more gum than teeth.

‘Have some pineapple, Jacob. I’m putting Baby Morris down for his nap,’ Turtle says.

Baby Morris grumbles as Turtle picks him up, but his eyes are heavy. His face is sticky and she wipes him down. Sometimes, I stare at Frankie when she is eating honey pancakes and I wonder if I was ever that sticky. When do you stop being sticky all the time?

Jacob sits down with us. ‘You two are pretty quiet. What’s up?’ he asks.

‘As well as Gloria, we’ve got another problem,’ Eli says.

‘What is it?’

‘Anna the not an anaconda is gone. A sign at the library said she’d escaped, like those smart octopuses do, but we are not buying it,’ I tell him.

‘Right,’ he says just like Eli does. I can tell he is playing out different scenarios in his mind, thinking before he speaks.

‘I don’t think Anna is as clever or as soft as an octopus. I don’t think she could get out of her terrarium without human intervention,’ he concludes.

‘Plus,’ Eli adds, ‘I don’t know about Anna, but Gloria gets very stressed. If she doesn’t get back to Old Jean soon, she’ll pluck herself bald, or worse.’

‘And it is probably worse,’ I mutter. ‘She could be sold already.’

‘What about the police?’ Jacob asks. ‘Turtle told me she and Old Jean and Sylvie have been to the cops.’

‘They have been okay, but I don’t think missing animals are on their radar. They think they have just escaped but we know they are stolen,’ I say.

‘Have you got proof?’ Jacob asks.

We shake our heads.

Jacob tuts. ‘You’re gonna need it.’

He knows only too well the police can be quick to jump to conclusions without evidence from when he got accused of a crime he didn’t commit.

‘I can help. I’ll check online,’ he says. ‘I’ll see if Gloria or Anna are listed for sale? If anyone is selling them illegally I’ll find them. Then the police will have to do something.’

Eli grins. ‘That would be brilliant.’

‘It’s the least I can do. Old Jean was really good to Turtle when I was locked up. Gloria is a legend, and we all know Anna. You got any other leads?’ he asks.

‘Well, there is this—’ I am about to tell Jacob about the Hench, but Eli kicks me under the table.

I get it. If we tell Jacob, he’ll tell Turtle, she’ll tell Dad and Mum and Terry and they will all stop us doing anything. No. Until we have more proof for our lamb-chop theory, it is probably best to keep it quiet. Because the Hench is terrifying and she chews bones.

I finish my sentence, ‘We are working on it.’

‘And I’ll see what I can find out,’ Jacob says wryly. I can tell he doesn’t quite believe me.
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At recess the next day, Eli and I meet the others at the fort.

‘We start surveillance at lunchtime,’ Eli announces.

‘What’s the plan then?’ Harvey asks.

I lean in and tell them. ‘Okay, one day last week, Dad was late picking me up. The playground was deserted, but the Hench rushed across the playground from the canteen with a trolley full of fruit and veg. Kids at a school canteen can’t go through that much fruit and veg. She must be using it for something else.’

Fletch nods. If anyone knows about food trends he does.

‘So,’ I continue, ‘me and Eli think she is using that to feed Gloria and any other animals she has stolen. She is keeping heaps of fruit and veg in the canteen instead of at her place.’

‘Well, she better have snake food too because Anna is carnivorous,’ Bernie says. ‘And, anyway, where is her house, Andy?’

‘Good thing you asked because that is your job,’ I say. ‘We don’t know. We need to find out. You are the best person to get her address because the teachers and front-office staff love you.’

Harvey and Fletch roll their eyes at each other. I don’t think Bernie saw them.

‘They love, Eli, too,’ she says.

‘Sometimes,’ Eli agrees, ‘and that is why I’m helping you. By the end of the day, we will have her address.’

‘What are you, Harvey and Fletch going to do?’ Bernie asks me.

‘A classic decoy plan,’ I say, and I am about to fill them in when the bell rings. ‘We are going to suss out the canteen for evidence. And then we’ll meet at the volcano after school.’

Dec slouches past us on his return from yard duty. He has a permanent sweat patch on the back of his shirt. A sure sign he is not from up this way. He’s definitely a southerner, not used to the humidity. Come to think of it we have no idea where Dec is from. Usually, teachers like to tell you about themselves. He tells us to hurry up in a whiney spoiled way. I will be very glad when Mrs Cummins comes back.

By lunchtime Eli and Bernie have convinced Dec they need to spend time in the front office doing a staff survey. Asking staff about their favourite animals and why they like them. Dec bought it and he has written them a permission note. They now have full access to the front office.

Meanwhile Fletch, Harvey and I head over to the canteen. Operation Decoy.

The Hench has banned Fletch from the canteen, so he is going to go in and make a massive scene. He’s pumped to be as rude as he can. Meanwhile, Harvey and I will sneak round the back and check out the storeroom for food evidence.

We approach the canteen queue.

I clap Fletch on the back. ‘Good luck, mate.’

He has by far the most dangerous job in the mission. He will be poking the ferocious bear. He takes a deep breath and marches to the front of the line. Fletch is going to push in to make the Hench extra mad.

Harvey and I run round the back of the canteen and climb the fence that keeps it blocked off. Fully out of bounds.

There is a crate of celery. No way. Who has celery in a school canteen? Disgusting.

There are boxes of fruit and veg. Enough to feed a small zoo.

‘No one pushes in in my canteen, Fletcher Montgomery. I warned you. You are banned!’ We can hear the Hench bellowing at Fletch wild-boar style.

The decoy plan is working.

‘But it’s not fair,’ Fletch wails back, ‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’

The canteen is shaking with her fury.

‘You are not allowed in here. You young people have no manners, no respect. I’m warning you. I am a wrestling champion, a black belt in karate and jujitsu,’ she roars at him.

We don’t have much time.

Harvey and I rush for the half-open back door. It leads to the part of the canteen where the fridges and freezers are. The commotion on the other side of the flimsy wall is escalating. I hear teachers’ voices and kids in the queue whimpering.

The fridges are packed with vegetables.

She must be feeding a heap of animals.

I throw open the lid of the biggest chest freezer.

Harvey and I are stunned. Almost too stunned to rush back outside to safety.

The freezer is stuffed with white boxes.

And they’re full of lamb chops.

The skate park is empty. After lunch and the fallout from Operation Decoy, Dec made us work in silence. To be honest, Harvey and I didn’t want to risk telling the others what we had seen until we were well away from school and the Hench’s radar. At least up here, on the top of the volcano, it’s safe.

There is a king tide coming in. Lured by the full moon that is rising tonight. The waves are pretty rough already. They are powering up and crashing on the beach. It’s hot, but the breeze from the water hits the top of the volcano where I sit.

Fletch won’t be coming. He got in serious trouble. He was given after-school detention for disrupting the canteen. The Hench fully loathes him. The school called Mrs Montgomery, who was not happy.

There’s a swish of bike tyres. Eli, Harvey and Bernie pull up. They drop their bikes at the base of the volcano.

‘Race ya,’ Harvey says to Bernie, and they charge up. This time Bernie beats Harvey. There is something super competitive happening between those two at the moment.

‘I’ll have to be quick,’ Bernie says. ‘Mum wants me home. I don’t usually say this, but I am very proud of Fletch for being so rude.’

We all nod with respect. He was amazing: so badly behaved.

‘He was disgusting,’ Harvey adds. ‘And how did you two go in the office?’

‘We had a bit of luck. There were two medical emergencies. And then the canteen thing. The front office was so busy nobody noticed us. So we snuck into the back room. There was a filing cabinet labelled Staff. Schools are good because they do like alphabetical order. It was easy to grab out the Hench’s file. She lives on the road at the back of the Palladium Golf Course,’ Bernie says.

‘Plus,’ Eli adds, ‘she’s got all the office staff fooled. When Fletch got brought in I overheard the staff saying how the Hench was actually very nice and a real animal lover.’

Bernie checks her watch. ‘How did you two go?’ she asks.

‘Excellent,’ says Harvey. ‘The Hench is doing some serious animal feeding. And there were chops.’

‘Lamb chops!’ squeals Bernie.

‘Yep. The freezer was stuffed,’ I announce victoriously. ‘We are getting close. We have proof: she has animal food and lamb chops.’

We all fist pump, because black-belt Hench, you are going down, combat sports or not.

‘We will investigate her place. If Gloria and Anna are there we can save them,’ I say.

‘What if they’re not? What if she is keeping them somewhere else? One of the office ladies said she had been to the Hench’s house and it was lovely. I’m worried the animals are somewhere else,’ Bernie says frowning.

‘Well, after our investigation we will be one step closer,’ I say.

‘But how can we even get there? It’s way out of town,’ asks Harvey.

Eli grins. ‘I’ll get Jacob to take us to the golf course at the weekend. He won’t care if we want to take ourselves off for a bit. We find the Hench’s lair, save Gloria and Anna or find out where they are and rescue them.’

‘Sounds good. I’m at Dad’s this weekend but I know he’ll drop me at the golf course,’ I add.

‘Now we have a plan, have you got time for some bike tricks? I was thinking we try Spike Chain. Get some serious speed up on the sides of the volcano,’ Harvey says.

Spike Chain is a new formation we are perfecting. We ride in a circle but go up and down the sides of the volcano as fast as we can. We look like a wavy blurry line when we get it right. It is hard to do because if you go too fast you crash into the person in front, and if you go too slow the person behind crashes into you. It requires perfect timing. And let’s just say we’ve had a few stacks.

Bernie shakes her head. ‘No, I’m going home. I’ll tell Fletch his sacrifice was worth it. Get Turtle to call my mum with the golf details, Eli.’

We watch her run down the side of the volcano.

‘You two up for Spike Chain?’ asks Harvey.

Eli and I nod. There is nothing like riding up a slope really fast and then swerving down. The three of us charge down the volcano to our bikes. I feel lighter. Like I do when the humidity breaks after a big rain. I breathe better because I know we are closer to finding Gloria and most probably Anna too.
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I am at Dad’s for the weekend and I am so glad to see Washington is safe and sound. Sylvie has a fruit-bat calendar up in the kitchen. There is a big black cross on today’s square. Sylvie has been marking the days since Gloria went missing. Nearly two weeks and counting. She has been checking animal ads on the internet like Jacob. So far there have been no listings for any eclectus parrots. The more Sylvie researches, though, the more I’ve realised there is a heap of animal stealing and selling going on. It’s bad. She told me some people keep native animals illegally. They keep them as pets without a licence or proper training in how to look after them. And it can be very dodgy where they get them from.

Dad and I are sitting on crates on the back porch having breakfast. Sylvie isn’t talking much but she has made almond pancakes, which we’ve taken out the back. Washington has rolled in something dead and disgusting. He’s sitting by the back door sulking and whining because no one will pick him up.

‘Can you hear that?’ Dad asks.

‘No.’

All I hear is the sound of a rainforest in the morning. Trees are creaking and stretching as the day warms up. There are crunches and cracks as if they are rolling out their shoulder branches and wriggling their rooty toes. The morning bugs and dragonflies are buzzing and whirring and taking over the sky. And there is the swooping and swooshing of daytime birds.

‘Shush. Listen, Andy. Do you hear it?’ Dad asks me again.

I tilt my head. ‘A car? A van?’

‘Yes,’ Dad says. ‘Very odd.’

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Because the Mellossi place is vacant at the moment. Victor Mellossi went to Naples to see his mother. The Mellossi’s is the only place the track out the back goes to.’

The Mellossi family’s farm is not far from Dad’s. It is deeper into the rainforest though.

‘I’ll check it out after I drop you in town for golf,’ Dad says.

I can hear the vehicle now, but it’s fainter. The track dissolves in the wet season and becomes skiddy and muddy. Tracks like that fade away like the lines on your palm when they reach the edge of your hand. I’m surprised anyone is driving on it. We are only just coming out of the wet season.

‘You ready for golf then?’ Dad changes the subject. ‘Got your patterned socks and silly trousers?’

‘I’m not playing, Dad. We are helping Jacob with the buggies and collecting balls. We get a dollar for every ball we find. Good money,’ I tell him.

‘You never know, you might be able to get a few hits in,’ he says. Then he chuckles. His eyes twinkle when he remembers something funny.

‘What is it?’ I ask him.

‘Do you remember your rubber-chicken phase?’

‘Yes, Dad, I do.’ I would rather he didn’t bring up that embarrassing memory.

‘That old rubber chicken, Andy. You loved him.’ Dad sighs. ‘And what a great name. Elvis. For a while there you’d never go anywhere without him,’ he giggles. ‘Do you remember that golf day with Wilbur?’

‘Yes,’ I mutter. I love Wilbur Washington the man with the microlight. The guy who Washington the dog is named after.

‘Do you remember you wanted a hit of golf, but you were too small to manage the clubs?’

‘Yes.’

‘It was hilarious. You used Elvis to hit the balls. You’d hold his chicken feet and swing him like a club. But he was too rubbery to make the ball move. Funniest thing.’

Dad chortles to himself which is always a bit odd. It wasn’t that funny.

Behind us there is a tap on the flywire. It’s Sylvie.

‘Rob, you boys better get a wriggle on. It’s already nine. And I need you to wash Washington before you go. He stinks.’

Washington knows exactly what Sylvie is saying. It’s like all dogs know the word walk: Washington knows the word wash and he hates getting washed. He backs away from the door, ready to make a run for it. He’s clever. He knows I don’t want to touch him, so he backs in behind me.

‘Andy, stay where you are,’ Dad whispers. ‘Nudge him out with your foot and I’ll catch him from the front.’

Yuck. I do not want to touch Washington. Even with my toes. They are naked toes. No shoes or socks. He smells like ripe wet cow poo. I pick up my abandoned thong and gently poke him forwards. He digs in. He’s in a very bad mood. Sausage dogs can be very stubborn.

‘Sylvie?’ Dad yells out. ‘We’re going to need an ear.’

The flywire door opens. From her fingertips Sylvie dangles a dried pig’s ear. Sylvie doesn’t like it that Dad gives Washington pigs’ ears and goat horns.

‘You spoil him, Rob,’ she scolds and goes back inside.

Dad holds the ear in front of Washington. I can tell the little sneak is tempted because he inches towards it.

‘Andy, if he gets past me, grab his bum,’ Dad says. He waits with his hands ready like a wicketkeeper.

I nudge stinky Washington out and he leaps for the pig’s ear. It’s like an episode out of River Monsters, when they have to lure massive snapping turtles out of holes. Dad lunges down to catch him. But Washington is quick and as slippery as an eel. He’s almost through Dad’s legs, with the ear tight in his mouth, before Dad gets a good grip on his belly. He hoists Washington up, holding him at arm’s length. He looks like Terry when he holds Frankie away from him when she has a full nappy.

I edge backwards. Like I do from Frankie’s nappies.

‘He reeks, Dad,’ I mumble from behind my hand, shielding my nose.

‘Don’t you dare bring him in the house, Rob,’ Sylvie warns from the door. ‘Wash him in the laundry.’

Dad grumbles under his breath and walks round the other side of the porch.

Dad and Sylvie’s farmhouse is an old Queenslander and it isn’t fancy. The washing machine and laundry tub are on the outside under a veranda. A shelf is nailed to the wall above the sink with the washing powder tub on it. We don’t use the rusty cupboard under the sink. It’s a spider hotel.

I follow Dad round the corner. Washington is already in the sink.

Through the wooden cladding of the house, we hear Sylvie on the phone to Old Jean. I want to reassure them and shout out, ‘Don’t worry. We’ll find Gloria. We know who has her. We’ve got a lead.’

I can’t. Not yet.

But from the gist of the conversation, they sound very close to giving up on ever finding her.
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Now, if us Sugarcane Kids know anything from our adventures it is that mysteries are layered like fat sandwiches. And when Dad drops me at the golf course, something tells me I’m about to get a big dose of salad filling.

Only Harvey and Eli are at the maintenance shed.

‘Where are the twins?’ I ask.

‘Not coming,’ Eli says shaking his head. ‘Mrs Montgomery wouldn’t let Fletch come because of the canteen incident. And she took Bernie to the city for new basketball sneakers.’

This is not good. We need our crew. What if we get to the Hench’s place and she sees us and goes savage. It will take all five of us to bring her down. And who is going to deal with Anna the not an anaconda if she is there? At least Bernie would have some idea what to do, after her conversations with Jerry.

‘Don’t worry, Andy. When we get there, we can work it out,’ says Eli.

It’s like he can read my mind.

‘And I’ve got sparklers,’ Harvey offers.

I feel like telling Harvey the Hench is not a cake. You can’t stick sparklers in her. But I don’t. And I don’t want to know why he has sparklers anyway.

The maintenance shed is big. There are three golf buggies lined up against the back wall. They are in various states of broken-downness. One is slumped like a three-legged chair with a wheel missing. Another is crumpled at the front on both sides like it has been fighting with trees, but it does have all its wheels. According to Jacob, it is quite common for golf buggies to hit things. Well, they don’t hit things. The drivers smash them into things. The third buggy seems healthy enough and Jacob pops out from behind it.

‘I have to take this one out for a run,’ he calls out. ‘I need to go for a drive around the course and check the hazards. You can hunt for balls.’

‘Hazards?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, Andy. That’s what they call the sand and the water traps. You know, the ponds and streams and pits. The places where golf balls land when they don’t make the greens,’ he tells me.

Good word hazard. A sand trap or pond would certainly be a major hazard for a ball.

‘Thanks, Jacob. Then can we go to the driving range? See if there are any lost balls there,’ Eli asks.

‘Sure. But I may have to leave you for a bit.’

‘No worries,’ Eli says and winks at me and Harvey. ‘That’ll be fine.’

Fine indeed. That will be our chance to get out of the golf course and stake out the Hench’s place. Today, we are not searching for balls. We are searching for evidence.

We head over to the golf buggy and climb in.

‘Can I drive?’ Harvey asks. ‘I’ve driven one with my dad?’

‘No chance, mate,’ Jacob says.

Jacob straightens his golf-club polo shirt and puts on his official cap. He looks smart. His long black hair is tied back like Eli’s.

The sides of the buggy are open. Harvey and I sit on the bench seat in the back, and Eli sits up front with Jacob.

Jacob releases the handbrake, puts the buggy into drive and steers us out of the shed. There is a low hissing electrical whir. It’s pretty slow.

‘It’s not that hard,’ Harvey grumbles to me.

The Palladium Golf Course is massive. It stretches between the road into town on one side and the beach on the other. The grass of the golf course is perfect. It looks like fake grass, but it feels like soft green silk. Not itchy and plasticky like the fake stuff. Terry loves golf, and this is the quality of grass he wants at our place. The boundary end of the course is a deep creek that flows into one of the smaller mangrove rivers and then into the sea. Most of the golfers are old and only play half the course. They don’t venture as far as the boundary creek and the eighteenth hole.

Jacob drives out past the first few holes and stops at a sand trap. It is a lot less like a hazard and a lot more like a giant sandpit. Heaps of toddlers could play in there, and dogs.

‘Hop out, guys. There are usually lots of balls here as the players don’t like getting sand in their fancy shoes,’ Jacob says.

We get out and it is like a treasure hunt finding the balls. Jacob checks the edging round the bunker. I’ve got thongs on. The sand feels cool and clean between my toes. As we are mucking about and kicking sand, Jacob’s big black radio crackles from the dash of the buggy. He runs over and talks into it.

Harvey is bent over, digging for balls. Eli is creeping up behind him to put sand down his shirt. He shoves a big wad of damp sand down Harvey’s back. Before Harvey can grab him, Jacob shouts at us from the buggy. ‘We’ve got to move. Quick. Code red.’

Code red? At a golf course? What the heck is that?

We run over and scramble in.

Jacob revs the buggy to max speed.

It is fast now. Tearing across the fairway. I grip the side. The suspension is rubbish. We are being tossed around like veggies in a wok. Bouncing over greens and swerving between the hole poles.

‘What’s a code red?’ I shout above the frenzied motor.

‘Crocodile!’ Jacob yells back.

Crocodile.

No way.

But it must be yes way because suddenly hoards of terrified golfers are running towards us, pulling their golf clubs behind them. All of them fleeing from the boundary end of the course. Screaming and waving. Shouting, ‘Croc! Croc!’

You know you get the feeling you should be going in the opposite direction from the one you are going in? Well, this is one of those times.

Jacob is driving us into the heart of the action.

Beside me I can feel Harvey itching to jump out.

Jacob presses the button on the two-way radio. ‘Where is he?’ he shouts into the mic.

‘Big pond hazard,’ the crackly voice comes out of the radio.

‘Anyone there still?’ Jacob calls back.

‘A few bystanders. We need to clear them. The other buggies are on their way.’

‘Is he big?’ Jacob asks.

‘Enormous,’ the crackly voice replies. ‘It’s Titus Andronicus.’

That is not what I wanted to hear.

Harvey and I share a look. No one wants to be in an open-sided golf buggy near a monster croc. Titus Andronicus lives upstream but the rangers keep track of him to make sure he stays away from town. He’s younger than mega croc Sebastian but he’s training up to be as big and mean.

‘I thought golf was supposed to be relaxing,’ Harvey wails.

We approach the water hazard.

This is a fully code-red situation.

You cannot have a big male croc like Titus Andronicus pond-baking in the middle of a golf course. It’s off-putting.

The big pond hazard is in the middle of the fairway. It must be shallow because he is right in the centre. His ribbed back and snout are above the surface. His eyes appear closed but with crocs you can never be sure. He could be squint-hunting for all we know. His mouth is open a bit and his toothy jaw juts forward.

Harvey grabs my arm.

Jacob stops the buggy.

We are now part of a group of golf buggies in a semi-circle around the pond.

Eli whispers, ‘Why is he here? His territory is the river and Croc Bridge.’

‘Beats me,’ says Jacob. ‘There is only one gate along the golf-course boundary. The whole fence was built to be croc-proof to keep them out. Maybe a greenkeeper left the gate open and Titus snuck in?’

It feels like Titus Andronicus knows we are here. I feel him tracking us with those heavy-lidded eyes. We all know how fast crocs can run, and this smooth grass would be like a racetrack. I don’t fancy anyone’s chances if he decides to charge.

Harvey is practically on my lap. ‘I don’t trust him, Andy. Not one bit,’ he trembles. ‘Golf buggies should have closed-in sides, or at least doors, for exactly this type of situation.’

Everything is hushed. Everyone is tense. Waiting for the next move. The calm that happens before the storm.

‘I’m calling Phil. He’s my boss. The guy in the buggy over there,’ Jacob whispers. He points to the golf buggy next along from ours.

Jacob tries the radio, but it is silent. I think the battery has gone flat.

‘What happens now?’ Eli hisses.

‘Stay here. And don’t do anything that will get me in trouble with Turtle,’ Jacob orders.

Harvey mutters something and squeezes even closer to me.

Then, nimble as a cat, Jacob slips out of our buggy and races over to Phil’s.

Titus Andronicus is still, apart from his flicking tail. I didn’t realise I was holding my breath. But when Jacob makes it to the buggy, I let out a massive sigh. ‘Phew.’

Harvey pokes me hard in the ribs. ‘Shush. Don’t draw attention to us. We’re unprotected.’

But it’s too late.

Lightning-fast Titus spins round to face our buggy. His gnarly mouth and swamp-green eyes stare straight at us. He rises out of the pond on his short front legs, as powerful as a gunship cannon.

To our right, Jacob is waving. Miming for us to stay put.

Titus stalks to the edge of the pond.

This can’t be happening. My heart beats hard. Fight or flight. Flight.

‘Roof,’ I call out to Harvey and Eli.

Like ninjas the three of us leap up the sides of the buggy and onto the roof. Harvey and I make it, but Eli slips. He is half on the roof but his legs are dangling.

‘Help!’ yells Eli. ‘Pull me up.’

Harvey and I grab hold of his T-shirt. But Titus senses prey. Slowly, but as light on his feet as a ballet dancer, he rises up.

He pushes back on his front legs ready to charge.

‘What are you doing? Pull him up!’ Jacob shouts at us from Phil’s buggy.

‘Now,’ I yell at Harvey.

With a mighty pull we haul Eli onto the roof.

Titus thrashes his tail. He’s rattled and angry.

Phil leans out of his buggy.

‘Charge,’ he bellows.

In a unified buzz, the golf-buggies switch on, electric motors whir in a swarm. Titus scans the fleet. His great scaled tail swings wilder and faster. The water of the pond splashes out behind him in mighty waves.

The buggies close in. Rather than your classic charge situation, where you imagine a fast thundering into the battle, the buggies move in on him like a gang of slow giant tortoises. To be honest, Titus Andronicus could take on any of them. Instead, he eyeballs us and gives us one last you’ll-keep stare. He thrashes his tail for show and he lets the tortoises herd him back towards the creek.

‘Phew,’ Harvey sighs.

Phew indeed. I push him off me. We are both super sweaty.

Above us is the sound of the coastguard helicopter. It flies above the creek. It herds Titus Andronicus along the creek to where it meets the sea.

Our buggy is now stranded in the middle of the fairway. And we are huddled on top of it. The other buggies have formed a guard along the fence to keep Titus from coming back onto the course.

But there is movement from the edges of the fairway. One by one, terrified golfers creep out from the trees.

Eli nudges me. ‘Hey, isn’t that those twins with the green van?’

It is them. The Snowpea twins have crept out from behind a hibiscus bush. They are wearing identical green-checked golf trousers, tucked into knee-high yellow socks, and green jumpers and golf caps.

They are giggling and pointing at the helicopter, which is flying towards the sea.

‘The Snowpeas from the market,’ I state.

‘But they don’t have any golf clubs,’ Eli says.

He’s right.

One of them is pulling a golf-club trolley but there are no clubs sticking out of it.

Our buggy jolts. We are so absorbed by the Snowpeas we didn’t see Jacob race back.

‘What were you doing, Eli. Dangling from the buggy like fish bait. Turtle would be furious if she knew,’ Jacob fumes at his cousin.

‘Sorry. I slipped,’ Eli says.

Jacob takes a few deep breaths. No one would ever like to see Turtle furious. She’s scary when she’s even a little bit cross. The less she knows about this little incident the better.

‘You’re lucky,’ Jacob says. ‘Titus has gone back to the river. Someone broke the lock on the gate and opened it. Phil is sorting it, but now we’ve got another problem.’

‘Which is?’ Harvey says rolling his eyes.

‘Lenny is gone,’ Jacob says, frowning.

‘And who is Lenny?’ Eli asks.

‘The Palladium Golf Course’s lizard. A prize-winning bearded dragon. He lives in a fancy tank in the trophy room. In all the croc commotion the staff have only now noticed he’s gone. So can you three please get off the roof and back in the buggy.’

First Gloria, then Anna, now Lenny. And who opened the creek gate anyway? This is one fat sandwich.
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The next day there is no sign of Dec. We have a relief-relief teacher who is extremely old, I’d say about a hundred. He has been coming to our school since the dawn of time. He lets us work outside the classroom in the corridor.

‘So, you didn’t even get to the Hench’s place?’ Bernie and Fletch are summing up our golf-day news.

‘Nope,’ says Harvey. ‘As soon as we got back to the clubhouse, Jacob had us searching for that lizard. Then he called Turtle to pick me and Andy up.’

Eli is very quiet. Too quiet. ‘I’ve got some bad news,’ says Eli.

I glance at him. He hasn’t told me anything. He gives me a sorry-I-haven’t-had-time look.

‘After you two went home with Turtle,’ he says. ‘Jacob drove home past the Hench’s house. It was the perfect opportunity. I pretended to feel sick. He stopped the ute and I told him I needed to walk for a bit. While he was on his phone I ran round the corner and looked through the windows and through the back fence. It’s clean. Not a sign of the animals at the Hench’s place. She’s not keeping them there.’

Fletch moans. ‘Oh man, we are no closer to linking anything concrete to the Hench. And I’ve sacrificed so much.’

‘Well, it’s too long for a captive parrot to be away from her family,’ I say.

‘And Old Jean has almost given up hope. She was on the phone with Turtle last night for hours,’ Eli adds.

‘And, way too long, for a scrub python,’ Bernie says.

‘I don’t know about that, Bern? I mean pythons are pretty tough, and Anna is massive. Pythons can go without food for ages,’ says Fletch, frowning.

True.

‘But Fletch, she may not have been fed for a while. Sure, she doesn’t need to eat for ages, but her last chicken could have been a while ago. She could be hunting if she escaped, or if she’s been taken, the python thief might not feed her on time. You don’t know pythons like I do,’ Bernie says. ‘They are delicate creatures.’

‘All right. All right. Calm down,’ Fletch says.

Eli and I raise our eyebrows at each other. I am not so sure Anna is delicate and no one needs an apex predator out there hunting. I remember the way Anna looked at Washington. She definitely didn’t want to be friends. Plus, it is unusual for Bernie and Fletch to be this snappy with each other. They are usually pretty chill.

Bernie carries on. ‘I mean, Anna could get run over. People could think she’s a log or a tugboat rope.’

True. But random.

‘Then what about that Lenny the iguana?’ Fletch adds. ‘I mean what do iguanas eat. Are they savage too?’

‘Lenny is not an iguana, Fletch. He’s a bearded dragon. Iguanas are not native lizards and they sneeze heaps,’ I tell him.

I know this because Sylvie and the animalsanctuary folk worry about pet iguanas escaping from captivity into the wild and passing on disease to wild animals.

‘Please don’t get started on more reptiles, man. I’ve got serious post-Titus stress,’ Harvey grumbles. ‘I mean, if you can’t play golf without a crocodile looming up from big pond hazard, what are the tourists going to do? Golf is meant to be cool. And those Snowpea twins give me the creeps. They probably unlocked the creek gate for some kind of weird joke.’

It is like a light bulb turning on. Well, more than a bulb, full floodlights.

‘Harvey, you’re a genius,’ Eli says. ‘Of course, they unlocked it. Let’s put two and two together. They unlocked it and somehow lured Titus onto the course. They are new in town, like the Hench. They are probably all in on the animal stealing together. They create a diversion and the Hench snatches Lenny. Then they take him to join the other animals at their hide-out.’

Sometimes things are more than just coincidences. Eli is right.

‘Everything okay out there?’ The relief-relief teacher asks. He has hobbled to the door of our classroom to check on us.

‘Sure thing,’ Eli calls back.

‘Ten more minutes,’ he says and totters away.

Then Bernie gets all excited and flaps her arms. This means a change of subject.

Fletch pokes her. ‘Calm down, Bern. You’ll take off,’ he says.

‘Oh, I didn’t tell you,’ she whispers. ‘Guess who Mum and I saw in the city?’

‘No idea,’ says Fletch. ‘You two never tell me anything now you’re a basketball star.’

‘Declan Nightweasel,’ she announces. ‘Mum and I went to get prawns from one of the prawn boats and he was down at the docks. He was sitting on the deck of a trawler eating crayfish with a big bearded guy.’

‘So, you don’t think he’s sick today?’ Harvey asks.

‘No. Dec’s taking a sickie for sure. But there’s more. The man he was with’—Bernie pauses—‘had a monkey.’

‘What kind of monkey?’ Eli asks, his face lighting up.

I shudder. I’m not a monkey fan. I don’t trust them. But Eli likes them. Monkeys are one thing we don’t agree on. He’s used to them as they live on Turtle’s home island, Bali. They are super smart. They steal mobile phones and wallets from people and then trade them back for bananas.

‘It was one of those clever small ones. With the little hands and feet. It was sitting on his shoulder. He gave it bits of fruit to nibble on,’ Bernie says.

‘He must have a special licence then because people aren’t allowed to have monkeys as pets. They can go savage if they are not kept happy,’ Eli tells us. And he should know.

Being super strict about who can, and who cannot, have a monkey is a good thing in my opinion. Imagine if Frankie had one.

‘Oh, man. Now we’ve got a savage monkey to worry about,’ Fletch moans.

‘Don’t panic, Fletch. It wasn’t Dec’s monkey, but it got me thinking. If his friend has one, maybe he can help us track down Gloria and Anna. We can ask Dec when he gets back. His friend might know where you buy and sell unique animals.’

That is not a bad idea. Dec is grumpy and I get the feeling he is liking our class less and less, but he must love animals because he let us do the animal project.

‘I like it,’ says Eli. ‘And we need all the help we can get.’

‘And if the animals aren’t with the Hench, we need to find her and the Snowpeas fast and find out where they have hidden the animals,’ I add.

The bell rings.

The rest of our class thunders out past us. The relief-relief teacher makes it to the door behind them. If they were a herd, getting chased by lions, he’d so be the one to get eaten.

He wobbles over to us. ‘The bell’s gone. Out you go and play, children,’ he croaks.

‘Excuse me,’ Eli says to him. ‘When will Dec be back?’

‘You mean, Mr Nightweasel, Eli. Well, he will return to you in less than twenty-four hours,’ he says.

‘You mean he’ll be back tomorrow,’ Eli replies.

‘Exactly, my boy. Excellent understanding of time. Mr Nightweasel has taken leave to attend to his second business in town.’

‘What’s his second business?’ Bernie asks.

‘Bernadette Montgomery, you are far too curious. I have absolutely no idea.’

And with that he shuffles to the staffroom.
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After school, I am with Eli at his place, eating mango. The relief-relief teacher gave me a message from the front office that I had to go to Eli’s house instead of home. Mum has taken Frankie to the doctor because she ate six yellow crayons. She always eats the yellow ones. School couldn’t get hold of Dad or Sylvie to pick me up. No surprise there.

Turtle has cut the mango cheeks away from the flat stones and sliced into them so that little squares pop up from the skin. They look like juicy orange hedgehogs. She is the best fruit cutter. We eat the flesh and throw the skins in the compost bin, which is ready and waiting on the kitchen table. I’ve eaten three hedgehogs already.

Turtle wipes Baby Morris’s face. The gummy elf grins at us from his highchair. He’ll be a crayon-eater for sure.

Turtle sighs.

Eli squeezes her hand. ‘Are you okay, Turtle?’

She pats his hand back. ‘You’re a kind boy, Eli. Gloria usually comes on Tuesdays to help Baby Morris learn to talk.’

I wipe the juice from my mouth with the back of my hand. ‘Has he learnt any words yet?’ I ask.

‘Bite. Go ga. Yum. Help. Turtle,’ she replies.

Useful words.

‘Gloria knows all those words too and a lot more. Like terima kasih, which means thank you. We are going slow with Baby Morris,’ Turtle continues. ‘We don’t want to rush him. There’s too much talking in the world and not enough listening.’

Baby Morris gurgles. He’s probably going to be like Eli and Jacob and not talk much. They use words when they are needed, not for fluff.

‘Can we go out on our bikes?’ Eli asks Turtle. ‘Not for very long. Only for a bit, until Julie gets here to pick up Andy.’

‘It’s very hot today. You boys will get too sweaty.’ She is looking at us like we are up to something. How does she know?

We’ve decided to check out the caravan parks in town. We are hunting Snowpeas. We need to know for sure if they are in with the Hench. Their green camper van must be parked somewhere.

Eli smiles at Turtle and doesn’t give a thing away. In the end it is a yawn from Baby Morris that ends the stand-off.

‘Okay. Not long. And no mischief.’ Turtle wags her finger at us.

~

There is one official caravan park in town and a pop-up one.

Eli and I ride to the official one first. It is called Tropical Rest Caravan Park and it’s on the main road into town. We ride straight in as if we are staying there. The lady in the entry kiosk glances up, and then she goes back to looking at her computer screen. Stopping every kid on a bike would be exhausting. The one thing the caravan-park owners don’t like, though, is if you swim in the pool. We try every now and again and always get kicked out.

We ride a lap of the park. There are heaps of caravans and tents but no sign of the Snowpeas’ green van.

Eli calls out, ‘Let’s go to the Figs.’

I wave and swerve out of the gate after him.

The pop-up camp site doesn’t have a proper name, but the locals call it the Figs because it is right next to a cluster of massive strangler-fig trees. The strangler figs are parasites that live on other trees. They smother the host trees and eventually take over their spot. They have deepgrooved roots that sit above the ground, and thick vines roll down from them like ropes, which are excellent for playing in.

People camp at the Figs when the official caravan park is full, or if they don’t have much money. A lot of backpackers and travellers who head up this way to pick fruit and stuff don’t have places to stay, so they set up at the Figs. In the evenings they sing and practise fire-eating and juggling and play guitars. As long as there is no late noise, or rubbish, or people don’t stay too long no one minds. Dad, Sylvie, Washington and I often go to the Figs to watch the sunset and listen to the music. Terry, who is on the local council, says the Figs makes the town look tatty and ramshackle.

This time of day the Figs is quiet. It’s a downhill ride, bumpy and skiddy but fun. The leaves under the canopy are always damp and sticky and they make our front tyres skid. Eli and I pull up at the toilet block. We prop our bikes in between the tree roots because they act like a bike rack.

The Snowpeas’ camper van is there.

You can’t miss the bright fake green against the natural colours of trees and plants. The van is parked with the front facing into the bushes. The back doors are open but a dark sheet is pinned across so you can’t see inside. Strung from the side mirrors of the van are long ropes tied to the surrounding bushes. Hanging on the lines are heaps of old towels and two green wetsuits drying in the breeze. Next to the van are two matching green chairs and a picnic table, and on it are two matching green mugs. Their camp is quiet.

Eli nudges me. ‘Time to learn more about the Snowpeas, eh?’

I swallow. ‘I reckon. Let’s do it.’

We sneak closer to their van, dodging, ducking and weaving between tents and vehicles until we are quite near. We act natural. Just two kids mucking around in the park, hanging out after school. Perfectly normal. It doesn’t sound like anyone is inside the Snowpeas’ van. So, we pretend to play chasey on the grass near their chairs. We get closer and closer to their green machine.

We switch it up and run around between the bushes and the front bonnet. But we still can’t see in. Across the whole windscreen is one of those reflective silver shields that block out the sun. Then I spot something shoved into the bushes. It’s a golf-club trolley. The one we saw the Snowpeas with the day Lenny was snatched from the golf-club trophy room.

‘Eli. Over here,’ I say.

We creep closer to the upturned trolley. I nudge it with my foot. It reeks. It smells like Washington does when he rolls in fish guts. No wonder it smells familiar. It is stuffed with rotting fish guts.

What would the Snowpeas be doing with fish guts?

Then we hear them: a high-pitched giggling like the sound of evil clowns. It is not coming from the inside of the van but from the direction of the toilet block.

‘Quick,’ I whisper to Eli. ‘It’s them. Hide.’

We dive behind a shabby two-person tent pitched next to the green camper van.

The Snowpeas crunch on the path. Skipping and bouncing along.

Then there’s a run of high-pitched chatter, like a pair of shrieking cockatoos. We tune in to their jibber jabber voices.

‘Well, that was a good trip to the bank. Boss paid us very nicely. No job without money, eh, dear sister,’ Snowpea-One gibbers.

‘No job, indeed, dear sister. Could you believe that crocodile? He couldn’t resist the smell of those stinky-stinky fish guts. How funny. What will be said about that? I love an unexplained accident; like a gate unlocked and a crocodile on a golf course,’ Snowpea-Two twitters.

‘Or an open terrarium,’ Snowpea-One guffaws back.

‘What next? Reptile, mammal or bird? Decoy or steal. Ha, ha. There are rich pickings in this sleepy little town, dear sister,’ Snowpea-Two giggles.

Then their laughing stops.

I swallow. I am trying to work out how close they are. Where are they?

‘What is it, dear sister?’ asks Snowpea-One.

‘Someone has been here,’ says Snowpea-Two. ‘Our fish-guts golf-club trolley has moved.’

I shift my feet.

My thong catches a tent peg.

It scrapes my skin.

The noise falls out of my mouth before I can stop it. ‘Ouch!’

Eli glares at me.

‘What are you doing?’ he mouths.

‘What was that?’ hisses Snowpea-One.

‘Nosey creatures. Nosey creatures. Come out and play,’ whines Snowpea-Two, in a sinister singsong voice. ‘Someone’s snooping, dear sister.’

There is a crunch of dry fig leaf and a rustle of hunting feet. They are creeping closer to our hiding spot.

Eli and I hold our breath.

One of them takes a huge sniff.

‘I smell our prey,’ Snowpea-One snarls.

‘Time to catch the nosey creatures,’ shrieks Snowpea-Two.

Eli and I know what to do.

Run.

Now.

But as we jump up, the zip of the tent we are hiding behind rips open. A scruffy bearded guy lurches out. We get a whiff of stale hair, musky beard and sweaty tent smell.

‘Hey, sisters, what’s up?’ he drawls to the Snowpeas.

We crouch. I feel them craning their necks to see behind his tent. Eager to get to the nosey creatures. Hunting us like muscly axolotls—the mean ones that eat everything else in their tanks.

‘You woke me up. Too much laughing, eh, sisters,’ he carries on. ‘Lucky. I needed to get up.’

He yawns and gives a huge stretch.

This is our chance.

‘Run,’ I call to Eli.

‘Whoa,’ the bearded guy startles. ‘Where have you two come from?’

But we don’t stop. We hurtle out from behind his tent, past the Snowpeas, and charge for our bikes.

Snowpea-Two shrieks, ‘I don’t like nosey creatures.’

And then they stampede after us. Snowpea-One screams and launches herself, rugby-tackle-style, and grabs for my ankles.

‘Relax, peeps,’ the tent man yells out.

Fat chance of that.

I sidestep. Snowpea-One flounders. She bellyflops the ground—ouch, that’s gotta hurt—but she bounces back up like a beachball.

Snowpea-Two dodges round her. Wow. She’s nimble. But they don’t know the fig roots like Eli and I do. We hopscotch over them, swerving between the vines and branches.

Snowpea-Two shrieks, ‘We’ll get you.’

As I run, I risk a look back over my shoulder. Snowpea-Two loses her footing. She trips. She splats onto a root ridge. Snowpea-One tumbles on top of her. They roll and death-stare at us from among the litter of leaves.

Eli and I leap on our bikes.

‘Go! Go! Go!’ Eli yells.

We pedal fast back into town. When there’s enough distance between us and the lethal legumes we slow down.

‘That was intense,’ I splutter.

Eli nods. ‘Do you reckon the Hench is the boss that they were talking about paying them?’ he says.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I’m afraid I do.’

The Snowpeas plus the Hench. Yikes. We’re up against one tough bunch of animal-nappers.
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The next day we are sitting at the fort. Dec is back. He’s all school business and quizzes and tests today. We’ve been doing maths all morning, and we haven’t had a chance to talk to him about monkeys.

Eli is telling the others about the Snowpeas. ‘It was terrifying. They were after us like green heat-seeking cannonballs,’ he finishes.

‘Nightmare, man. Do we need anything more before we go public?’ Fletch asks.

‘Yes,’ says Bernie. ‘We still don’t have any real proof. Until we do we can’t tell Old Jean, or Turtle or the police.’

She’s right. Unless we have hard evidence, we are just a group of kids accusing grown-ups. We’ve only got chops in a freezer, a mountain of fruit and veg and our gut instincts. But time is running out. Gloria and Anna and the trophyroom dragon are all being held hostage. They could even be sold already.

‘I bet they are even after baby crocs. I heard Dad saying people keep baby crocs in the bath. Until they get too big,’ Harvey says.

‘That’s nuts, man,’ says Fletch. ‘Even a baby croc has teeth.’

‘But the Snowpeas and the Hench are pretty fit and strong. I reckon they could handle a bite or two,’ Harvey says like he knows all about baby crocs.

‘Nah, man,’ scoffs Fletch. ‘They couldn’t.’

‘Can you two stop calling each other man. It is getting on my nerves,’ Bernie snaps.

‘Okay, relax,’ Fletch teases in a fake smooth voice. But Bernie doesn’t seem to be in the mood for jokes. She glares at her brother and leaps down from the edge of the fort.

‘Is she all right?’ Eli asks.

Fletch shrugs. He looks a bit upset. He doesn’t like to fall out with his twin. ‘She’s under lots of pressure from the basketball team in the city. You know what Bernie’s like. And this animal-stealing is really upsetting her,’ he says.

Bernie likes to feel supported. Plus, if anything is unfair, she’s the first to jump on it, and this disappearing-animals situation is so much bigger than just unfair.

There’s a commotion from the canteen.

The Hench has swept out of the door and is shooing away a line of waiting kids. She bats at the air around them like they are flies and her fiery hair helmet is billowing like comic-book flames. The end-of-recess bell hasn’t even rung yet and she’s sending kids back to class already. I’m not even joking but heaps of kids have now been banned. She’s got hardly any customers.

‘I wonder if Mrs Mathur will ever come back,’ Fletch laments.

Harvey shakes his head. ‘No chance. Aliens, remember?’ He sighs.

The Hench has spotted us on the fort. She lifts her meaty arms and gestures for us to go inside. She should not even be doing that, because she’s not a real teacher, but we all slouch off anyway.

There is a French phrase, déjà vu, that describes the feeling of being in exactly the same situation before. Terry taught me it. He likes to feel fancy sometimes and slips French words into conversations. It always stops his flow because Mum and I have to ask what he means. Déjà vu is one of his favourites. He likes to say it with a French accent. He sounds like a rat chef.

But déjà vu is exactly what I am feeling now because we have been in this situation before. We are in an identical situation to yesterday at recess. We are on the fort. Watching the canteen. Watching the Hench shoo kids away. Fletch and Harvey are even eating the same flavour of chips.

The only difference is that things are worse and Bernie hasn’t flounced off. Instead, Bernie is showing us the Shire Times. Another lizard, two macaws and a family of spinifex hopping-mice have gone missing. The only good thing is neither Sylvie nor Jacob have seen any ads online fitting the descriptions of the missing animals. Not yet.

Also, after school yesterday Harvey and Fletch rode to the Figs. It was way too risky for Eli and me to go in case the Snowpeas recognised us. But there was no sign of the green twins. No sign of their camper van either. Nothing. Harvey asked the bearded dude in the tent where they had gone. Apparently, the Snowpeas are bush-camping in the rainforest for a week or so before going to Darwin.

‘That’s bad about them camping in the rainforest.’ I hear the worry in Eli’s voice. ‘It is huge. They could be anywhere.’

‘With all the animals too, and croc hatchlings, and anything else they’ve got their dirty paws on,’ Harvey scowls.

‘Hey, look over there.’ I point to the Hench. She has swept out of the canteen.

Dec walks across the playground towards her and they start chatting.

‘I wonder what they are talking about?’ I say.

The four of us watch them. It looks like a heated conversation. The Hench points at us. Dec spins round and stares. I don’t know why, but Fletch waves.

Bernie shoves him. ‘What did you do that for? Now we look like we are watching her and the canteen.’

‘But we are!’ He raises his arms in protest.

‘We know that, but she doesn’t need to, does she?’ Bernie moans.

But it doesn’t matter because the Hench marches on towards the front office. The bell rings and kids swarm. Fletch glares at Bernie, cross that she snapped at him. He and Harvey leap off the edge of the fort and run back to class.

Eli, Bernie and I climb down the ladder and walk across the playground together.

‘Are you and Fletch okay?’ Eli asks Bernie. Eli has a knack for getting people to open up. Maybe, because he’s so thoughtful and careful with his own words he’s good at getting people to be honest. Just like a real detective.

‘It’s nothing really. It’s only he’s with Harvey all the time,’ Bernie sighs.

‘But that doesn’t mean you’re not his twin or anything. You two are tight,’ Eli says.

‘I suppose so,’ Bernie says shrugging her shoulders.

‘And to be fair, Bernie, Fletch has been hanging out with us and Harvey because you are always away playing basketball,’ Eli adds.

‘And you’ve got lots of friends at the club,’ I say.

‘Yeah, I do,’ Bernie agrees.

‘Does Fletch get funny sometimes when you go off with them?’ Eli asks.

Bernie grins. She fake glares at Eli and nods her head. ‘Yes, Mini-Sherlock, he does. Especially when we go out for pizza after training.’

‘Exactly. You know food injustice is a big deal for Fletch. Come on, man,’ Eli jokes.

Bernie pokes him. ‘Can you lot stop saying man, it’s so annoying.’ But she is smiling her big Bernie smile again, and the three of us walk back to class.

Eli is sharp like that. He notices things before other people do. We don’t call him Mini-Sherlock for nothing.

I think about Constable. No wonder he gets narky with Washington. Washington takes Frankie away from him. I’ll talk to him about it. Friends and family need to share.
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That afternoon Mum was meant to pick me up after school but there was another Frankie drama. Mum got Dad to get me. My sister is out of control. She bit a toddler in her group at childcare. It caused a scandal in the Indigo room. Terry was beside himself at the thought his daughter is a biter and they had to have a meeting with the director. Terry is blaming Washington. Saying all the play-fighting they do has made Frankie nippy and now she’s the demon of childcare.

The sugarcane was getting cut as Dad and I drove up to his place. We waited at a crossing for a narrow cane train to pass on its way to the sugarcane mill where the cane is processed into raw sugar. Through the wire mesh of the carriages you can see the sliced and diced cane squashed in tight. The engine hooted as it passed us.

‘So, Frankie’s in trouble again,’ Dad said.

I nodded. She’s not that nippy. No worse than a puppy.

The air conditioning in the Cruiser is not that flash. It helps to have the windows down a bit for airflow. I watched a fly fly in and then fly out. It was that sleepy middle-of-the-afternoon-time and the hot car made me dozy.

‘Oh, guess what, Andy,’ Dad said.

‘What?’ I yawned.

‘I drove over to the Mellossi place yesterday. You know, to check up on it for Victor, and I met his third cousins. It was them, driving out there on the track last Saturday.’

‘Them?’ I asked sleepily.

‘Yes. Two ladies. Seemed very nice. Victor has said they can camp on his farm. They know all about him. Apparently, he’s their third cousin. And it was the strangest thing, Andy. They were twins. Dressed exactly the same in lime-green tracksuits. Like a pair of acrobats.’

I sat bolt upright.

The Snowpeas.

‘That’s certainly woken you up,’ Dad said smiling.

It had, but not in a good way. I wasn’t smiling.

What were they doing at Victor’s place? Then I remembered Eli’s words: Not a sign of the animals at the Hench’s place. She’s not keeping them there.

What better place for the Hench and the Snowpeas to hide a menagerie than an empty farm property.

It was too soon to tell Dad the Snowpeas are far from nice. Too soon to tell him they are animal-nappers. Too soon to tell him we suspect they and the Hench have Gloria. Too soon to tell him they let Titus Andronicus loose on the golf course and made stealing Anna look like a classic octopus-style escape.

So, instead I asked him a favour. ‘Dad, I know it is short notice, but can Eli, the twins and Harvey come over on Saturday morning and stay for a sleepover? We’ve got a homework project to do.’

‘Sounds urgent.’

‘It is.’

‘What is it?’

‘Animal investigation.’

‘Then I don’t see why not,’ he replied.

‘Thanks, Dad. You are the best.’
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It is late Saturday morning. Harvey, Eli and I are sitting on crates on Dad’s back porch. Bernie and Fletch weren’t allowed to come over. They’ve got a basketball carnival in the city. Plus, Fletch is still in trouble for the canteen debacle. He is as grounded as a groundhog.

We are finishing some banana fritters that Eli brought with him this morning. Turtle never lets him stay anywhere without bringing food to share. The three of us are trying to not listen to Sylvie sniffing inside the house. This Monday is three weeks since Gloria’s disappearance. There is a growing sense now that she will never be found.

As soon as I’d found out the Snowpeas were hanging out at the Mellossi place I told the crew. Today we’re going to check out their hide-out. And I’m not technically lying to Dad because it is an animal investigation. We are going to hike through the forest at the back of Dad’s place, which is a short cut to the track that leads to Victor’s. It’s a shame Bernie and Fletch aren’t here.

Harvey stands, licking his lips and wiping crumbs off his hands. ‘Those fritters were beautiful, Eli. Pass on my compliments to Turtle.’

Eli frowns at him. Sometimes Harvey talks like an old fella.

Eli reaches down and pats Washington, who has been begging for scraps.

‘Are we bringing him, Andy?’ Eli asks.

I study Washington. He’s keen-ish and I know him. ‘Yep, we better. If we leave him, he’ll only escape and follow us and who knows what kind of trouble that could land us in.’

Dad comes out of the house.

‘I’m taking Sylvie to the sanctuary and we’ll be gone most of the day. We are finishing the posters about caring for eclectus parrots, large pythons and the other missing animals. People must look after them properly. Are you boys all right to do your school project?’ He stops. Puzzling. ‘What was it about again?’

‘Err—’ I flounder. ‘Investigating Animals.’

Eli pipes up. ‘Yep, Rob. We have to do an area survey for school. Andy said you had more bugs around your yard than anyone else. Sorry, I thought he’d told you.’

Thank goodness for Eli.

Dad nods.

‘Oh, you probably did. Been a bit busy round here as you know,’ he says, distracted.

Dad gets up. As an afterthought he does the dad talk. ‘You guys be careful. And, Andy, keep a close eye on Washington.’

‘Rob, you ready? I’ll be in the car,’ Sylvie calls.

‘Coming, love,’ he replies. He kisses me on the top of my head and ruffles my hair.

We wait for the old Cruiser to rattle away, and then it’s on.

‘Hats. Packs. Go,’ Eli orders.

We fill our backpacks with Sylvie’s homemade bug repellent, treats for Washington, muesli bars and water bottles.

‘No thongs. Shoes and socks only. And pull them high. It can get itchy and things will sting you out there,’ I warn Eli and Harvey.

In less than five minutes we’re on the back porch again. Hats, packs, high socks and Washington on his extender lead.

Dad mows the grass to the perimeter of his block then the rainforest begins. It is a bit like the ocean. At the edge of the sea the waves are shallow. At the edge of the rainforest the plants are small and gentle. But then, like the rolling waves of the ocean, the rainforest rises, thick and wild and rough. There is a sort of path that leads through it to the track where Dad and I heard the Snowpeas’ camper van.

Dad tries to clear the path every now and again. When he does you can find rhinoceros beetles on it. They are one of the largest and heaviest beetles in Australia and the males have horns to joust with.

You can feel the change from farm to jungle when you leave Dad’s yard. The rich dirt is formed from years—no, centuries—of dropped leaves and branches. They mush together and mound up, steaming as the hot morning sun evaporates the moisture. There’s still a low ghostly mist that will be gone as the day takes hold.

After an hour of walking, the morning mist is well and truly gone. Harvey swats a fat bug that has landed on his neck. It splats. He pulls up his collar. I don’t tell him there are yellow bug guts still smeared on his neck. We all wait as he sprays himself with Sylvie’s bug repellent.

‘Go easy, mate,’ Eli says and wafts his hand in front of his face. ‘You could stun a whole ecosystem with that stuff.’

‘Midges and mozzies love me. I have delicious blood,’ Harvey replies.

‘You know, some insects defecate on you,’ I tell him.

‘Yuck! That sounds disgusting,’ Harvey says as he scrunches up his face and gives himself another spray.

I glance at Washington. He’s not happy. His tail is pointing straight and flat.

‘How much further, Andy?’ Eli asks.

‘A way yet.’ It is a lot further than I imagined.

‘I thought you said Rob cleared this path?’ Eli says.

‘He did, but I don’t know how long ago. And you know what it’s like up here. You cut the forest back and it grows back even thicker. Like an old man’s nose and ears.’

‘Is that a real thing?’ Harvey asks.

‘I dunno. I think so. Ears and noses keep growing all your life,’ I say.

Eli shoves me. ‘That’s total rubbish, Andy. It’s just their heads get smaller and their skin sags.’

I am about to argue he is wrong and that is why old elves and trolls have massive ears and noses, when there is a wild squawking and flurry above us.

Washington barks. We have disturbed a flock of parrots. They circle up and up like a vortex through the canopy. Off to the side of the overgrown path I spot a brush turkey scuffing up leaves.

The morning sun has done her job and warmed the forest. She is having a rest behind thick clouds. It is funny how dark the forest suddenly becomes. Above us the canopy reaches higher and higher. The hanging vines are getting ropier and thicker and pricklier.

The terrain is tough for Washington. His long body gets stuck on a tree root. He wobbles on it like the beam on a seesaw. I pick him up and carry him with his head hanging over my shoulder. Like Mum carries Frankie.

The path is getting narrower. Dad hasn’t been out here in a very long while. We climb over and under branches and vines.

‘Do you want me to take him?’ Harvey offers. I’m struggling a bit with Washington.

‘Yep.’ I pass Washington to Harvey as if we are passing a rugby ball.

‘Wow, he’s chunky. Heavier than he looks.’

Washington glares at Harvey. He makes himself rigid like a stumpy log so he’s hard to hold. I give him a don’t-do-that stare, but he just shrugs at me.

‘Hang on to him,’ I warn Harvey. ‘He’s being annoying on purpose.’

We stop for a drink. There are ant trails, centipedes and bugs all around our feet.

I pick up a dead beetle and pop it in the pocket of my shorts.

Harvey frowns at me.

‘For my collection,’ I say.

I was overoptimistic when I estimated how long it would take us to reach the vehicle track. One hour. Tops. Not hours plural.

Harvey passes Washington to Eli for a break. ‘Do you think we should go back?’ he says.

I get it. We are in pretty deep.

‘No,’ says Eli. ‘Keep going.’

Just as I am thinking Harvey might be right, and Eli may be too confident in our jungletrekking abilities, I see the track. The sun wakes from her nap. The rainforest lights up as the sun opens the clouds. Shards of brightness streak down between the leaves of the canopy.

‘Come on,’ I say. ‘That’s the track.’

‘Then how far to the Mellossi farm?’ Harvey moans.

‘If we follow the track it will lead us to Victor’s. I reckon it’s about another two kilometres.’

Harvey and Washington groan.

We scrabble through the last section of bush and reach the water run-off ditch that crosses the track. The ditch forms the barrier between our path and the muddy vehicle track.

But as we are ready to climb up and onto the track we hear music. K-Pop is blaring from an oncoming vehicle.

‘Duck,’ I yell to Harvey and Eli.

We dive down into the sludge at the bottom of the ditch.

The vehicle rounds the bend.

I risk a peek at it as it passes us.

No way.

It’s a green camper van.

The Snowpeas.

Snowpea-One is driving. Beside her is Snowpea-Two. The windows are open and they are swaying to a song.

Their camper van rolls past us. Meerkatstyle, the three of us pop up and watch it turn the bend. That was intense. We relax like melting ice-creams.

Harvey lets out a massive sigh. ‘That was close, man,’ he says.

‘Way too close,’ agrees Eli as he takes off his cap and wipes his forehead.

Then Washington barks. A loud yelp. We all glare at him.

The sound of the receding vehicle and the boom of K-Pop stops.

There is a horrible silence.

‘Do you think they heard him?’ Harvey murmurs.

‘No, course not—’ I say.

Then there’s revving. Wild frenzied revving. At high speed the camper van reverses back round the corner towards us. It skids across the track. From the front cabin the Snowpeas are screaming, ‘Nosey creatures! Noisy dog!’

‘They’re coming back!’ yells Harvey.

‘Run!’ Eli cries out.

Harvey and Eli scramble out of the ditch back towards the rainforest path.

The camper van has swerved back round the bend. It screeches to a halt in front of me. Washington is on the track edge of the ditch. I scoop him up just as Snowpea-Two flings open the passenger door. Eli and Harvey haul us up and out. Once we are on the path we run.

Harvey is out in front. He shoves the branches aside. Over and under and through the rainforest’s leaves and vines we race away from the Snowpeas. Behind me, I can hear them scrabbling and shouting in the ditch like guard dogs let off a leash. Dodging vines and roots we run as fast, and as hard as we can, until we have to stop. We pause and gulp for breath. There is no noise but the hum of the rainforest. The Snowpeas haven’t followed us in. The four of us collapse on a log.

‘That was intense,’ I say.

I stroke Washington, who is panting hard. I pour some water into my cap and let him drink.

‘And I saw something else,’ says Eli after a while.

‘Err yes,’ says Harvey between gulps. ‘A wild green camper van and two savage twins.’

‘No something more,’ says Eli. ‘Something worse. In the back window of the van, I saw the Hench. Something is most definitely going down at the Mellossi place. And we’ve got to get there as soon as we can.’
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Dad pulls into the drive just after Eli, Harvey, Washington and I make it back to his house. We drop our packs in the ghost room with the sleepover stuff. The ghost room is actually the spare room or Dad’s homebrew room. It’s the one where Big Nigel the pirate died. Big Nigel who owned Ruby. Ruby the red-bottomed boat, which was guarded by Sebastian, the most fearsome saltwater crocodile, ever. The ghost room is haunted, but Dad doesn’t believe me.

We stagger into the kitchen.

‘What’s happened to you lot?’ Dad asks. ‘You look like you’ve hiked to the Cape. I thought you were doing a yard survey?’

Eli, Harvey and Washington all look to me to explain our tattered appearance.

‘Washington ran after a possum and we had to chase him,’ I say.

‘Oh, right. Bad dog,’ he says to Washington. Washington scowls at me. ‘Aside from that, did you get the survey done?’

‘No. Not finished quite yet, Rob,’ Eli says.

Harvey and I share a look. No, not finished by a long shot.

‘Where’s Sylvie?’ I ask, changing the subject.

‘Still at the animal sanctuary,’ Dad says flatly. He shakes his shaggy hair and sighs. ‘I think it is almost over, boys. There are no leads on the animals. If they’re not found by Monday, the volunteers are giving up the search, and Old Jean will leave town. She’s moving in with her cousin in the city. Too much sorrow for her here.’

Eli knows this already. Old Jean is at his place all the time and Turtle is beside herself about her best friend moving away. He nudges me. I know what he wants me to say. It is time.

‘Dad, we think those twins have the animals out at the Mellossi farm.’

‘Stop it, Andy. Now is not the time for unfounded suspicion,’ he replies.

‘But honestly, we found lamb chops and fruit and veg in the canteen, the Hench—the savage canteen lady—loves chops, and the Snowpeas—the acrobat twins—are fully mean. They are all new in town and acting really strange—’ I plead with him.

‘No, Andy. That is not evidence. I told you my reservations about Sylvie’s lamb-chop theory. This is pure speculation and I am not driving to Victor’s to harass two nice ladies who may or may not even be there. Now let’s talk about something else.’

I swallow my objections. I try to let my disappointment in him go. Why do grown-ups need things proved all the time?

Dad pulls out his phone. ‘I got a call from Bernie on Mrs Montgomery’s phone. She said she and Fletch needed to talk to you urgently about basketball or something.’

What? That’s interesting. They must have some new information. And if Dad isn’t going to believe us, we are on our own.

‘Can I borrow your phone, Dad?’ I ask.

I know he can tell that I’m upset.

He hands it to me. ‘Sure, but I don’t have much charge,’ he says smiling. He is trying to make me feel better. ‘You know I am so proud of you and your friends for trying to find Gloria and the other animals. I’m sorry this isn’t the result we all hoped for.’

He gives me a pat on the back, and I half forgive him for not believing me.

Eli, Harvey and I dash into the ghost room and shut the door.

I call Mrs Montgomery’s number. It rings, then picks up.

‘Hello, Mrs Montgomery. It’s Andy,’ I say politely. ‘Please can I speak to—’

‘Shush, Andy.’ Bernie’s voice cuts me off. ‘It’s me,’ she says. ‘I borrowed Mum’s phone. Fletch is here too. Put me on speaker. We’ve got something important to tell you.’

Eli, Harvey and I gather round the phone.

‘Well, it was normal basketball this morning. We both had our league games and stuff. Then Mum was called to umpire the under-nines. So, she gave us some money to go to the cafe,’ she says.

‘The cafe at the stadium has the best chips, ever,’ Fletch adds.

Fletch should know, he is a chip connoisseur. Connoisseur is another of Terry’s French words. Connoisseur means an expert. I am a bug connoisseur. Harvey is an alien connoisseur.

‘While I was eating and Bernie was sipping her smoothie, guess who we saw out the window?’ Fletch says.

‘Mrs Mathur,’ Harvey squeals.

‘No,’ snaps Bernie. ‘Give me the phone, Fletch.’

We listen to the twins tussle.

Bernie has won because she carries on telling us. ‘So,’ she says. ‘It was Dec. Strolling along on the other side of the road carrying a box. Now what was Dec Nightweasel doing with a large box covered in a long dark cloth?’

‘It was very odd and he was acting shifty,’ Fletch shouts into the phone.

‘We knew Mum would be umpiring for another twenty minutes so we took a chance. We headed out into the street,’ Bernie tells us. ‘Dec was moving fast, but we kept up with him. Watching him from the other side of the street. At one point I thought he’d sensed us. He sniffed the air like a bloodhound. Then he shook it off and kept going. After a few minutes he got to the entrance of one of the fancy city hotels and went inside.’

‘My turn,’ Fletch says. ‘Mum would go ballistic if she knew what we were up to but we crossed at the pedestrian lights and followed him into the hotel. It was really posh with palm trees and fountains. No one seemed to notice us because it was very busy. Everywhere, there were people with cages and carts and trolleys. There was squawking and snapping and chirping. It smelt of straw, seeds and pet shops. Then Bernie spotted a huge sign over the ballroom doors.

Australian Animals Convention

Under the sign, there were pictures of parrots, birds, lizards, snakes, turtles, insects, fish and crocs. It was a humungous animal gathering. Bernie asked a lady who was pushing a trolley with a tank full of crickets if anyone could go in. The lady said that you had to have specific animalkeeping licences. Plus, it wasn’t advertised because it was only for industry people.’

Fletch pauses. Above the sound of twins breathing, we can hear Mrs Montgomery stomping around and asking if anyone has seen her phone. The twins are taking a big risk. Mums love their phones.

Bernie whispers, ‘The cricket lady said it ends on Monday. They are swapping and selling animals.’

‘What about Dec?’ Eli asks.

‘Well,’ says Bernie. ‘We saw him in the ballroom. The dark cloth had been whipped off the thing he’d been carrying. It wasn’t a box. It was an empty cage. He was greeted by the big, bearded guy that had had the monkey on the prawn boat.’

‘Do you think Dec’s in on it?’ asks Harvey.

‘Nah,’ says Fletch. ‘He’s just into monkeys, but I think our animals could be there. Tomorrow is Sunday. Somebody needs to get to that convention, fast.’

‘How did you go?’ Bernie asks.

‘The Snowpeas are out there,’ I say, ‘so the animals could be too—’

Then there is a loud swoosh at their end. It sounds like a door being swung open.

‘Bernice Montgomery, give me my phone right now!’ Mrs Montgomery shouts.

Yikes. The twins have been sprung.

‘We’ll see ya tomorrow. I promise,’ I yell into the phone.

Bernie doesn’t answer. Instead, we hear her pleading, ‘But Mum, this is important—’

‘No buts, young lady. You two are in serious trouble.’

Then Mrs Montgomery cuts the call.

Sometimes it is only after an event that you find out that another whole story has been running along parallel to yours. While Eli, Harvey, Washington and I were tracking down the Snowpeas, Bernie and Fletch had been having their own adventure in the city. And now the stories are combined we have a much better idea of the places where we might find Gloria.
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The thing about Eli is that he is always thinking. When we had escaped the furious Snowpeas and made it back to Dad’s, Eli had looked over at his shed. He had seen something that had made his eyes twinkle in his smart way. It was the start of the two-pronger.

Late last night, over a feast of sour squirms and crispy hoglets, Eli told Harvey, Washington and me his plan.

‘We know we can’t get to the city to check out the Australian animals convention so, Andy, you are going to have to convince Rob and Sylvie to go. We also know something is going down at the Mellossi place, but we can’t walk there. It is way too far. Also, if Gloria and Anna and the other animals are there, we will need a way to get them out,’ Eli said.

He was right. Transport from Dad’s to the Mellossi place was a problem.

So Mini-Sherlock made an announcement. ‘Didn’t you say Rob has fixed up a golf buggy, Andy? And that it’s in the shed.’

‘Yes,’ I said slowly.

Then he looked at Harvey. ‘So, Harvey, if you can drive a boat, surely you can drive a golf buggy.’

‘Yass,’ boasted Harvey. ‘I told Jacob I could. You two are looking at the man of machines.’

‘In which case, if we can get Rob and Sylvie to go to the city, we can drive the golf buggy to the Mellossi place and, if need be, we can load it with the stolen animals. If Anna is there she might have to ride coiled on the roof,’ said Eli.

And so, the two-pronger was hatched.

We have woken to wet licks from Washington. We are in a morning heap of sleeping bags and food wrappers from our midnight feast and midnight planning. Dad wanders into the lounge room. His hair is stuck up like a cockie’s crest. His hair always sticks up when there is a thunderstorm coming. He’s a human barometer. There will be a storm today.

‘Looks like you lot had a wild night,’ Dad says and scratches his head. ‘And we are up for some wild weather.’

Sylvie calls us out to the back veranda for breakfast. She is sad. No, defeated is a better word. Like she is involved in a challenge she can’t win. She offers us Nutella for our toast. It’s shopbought, which is a bad sign as she likes to make her own. Dad gives her a little squeeze on her shoulder as she hands out the plates. She smiles an empty smile and goes into their bedroom to do some meditation.

It is time for prong one.

I’m up first. Half of the two-pronger depends on me getting this over the line.

‘Dad, I know this is a long shot, but did you know there is an Australian animals convention happening in the city. It finishes tomorrow. Maybe you and Sylvie should check it out today. You know, just in case Gloria, or Anna, or the golf-club lizard is there?’

Dad perks up. ‘How do you know about it?’

‘Bernie and Fletch saw it advertised when they were at basketball yesterday,’ I reply.

He thinks about it. ‘I mean we could. Sylvie and I could go today. We could pick up Jerry too. At least we would be doing something.’ He nods to himself. ‘But what about you boys? Will you be okay all day without us?’

‘Yes. Sure. Of course we will, Dad. We’ve got the animal-investigation homework to finish. And at least if you go, Sylvie will feel she is being useful. Who knows what other animals are there?’

‘All right. I’ll run it by her,’ he says.

‘You don’t have to, Rob.’ Sylvie has poked her head out of their bedroom. ‘I think Andy is right. It’s a great idea. A last chance. Let’s do it.’

Eli, Harvey and I all give each other a sneaky thumbs up.

Prong one is a go. I repeat. Prong one is a go.

Before Dad and Sylvie leave for the city, they are insisting Harvey and Eli check with their families that they can stay at Dad’s place.

Turtle is fine with it.

Mum and Terry are okay with it but made me promise not to play with tools. This is a grey area. I mean a golf buggy isn’t exactly a tool. Is it? I think she meant hammers and stuff. So I promised.

Harvey’s mum is not so easy. She works in the local fish shop. She is very good with a knife when she fillets sharks. And she is very good at cutting to the truth.

We are in the ghost room with the door shut. Eli and I are listening to her conversation with Harvey on speaker. He is using Sylvie’s phone.

‘Mum, please can I stay all day? Rob and Sylvie will be back tonight to drop me home.’

‘Why do you need to stay?’

‘We haven’t finished our animal investigation.’

‘Why not?’

‘Too many bugs and creatures.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Because Andy lives on a farm, Mum. It’s packed. We really want to do a good job.’

‘Why? This isn’t like you, Harvey.’

‘I am trying to do better at school.’

Did she laugh?

‘Okay. One chance, Harvey. Any mischief and you are in serious trouble. You will be eighteen before you get that new bike. Understand?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

Phew.

It’s a relief.

Prong two needs a driver.

Knock. Knock.

‘Hey, Andy,’ Sylvie calls out from the other side of the ghost-room door. ‘We are leaving in five. Bring my phone out to the car.’

‘Just a minute,’ I say. I turn to Harvey and Eli. ‘I was going to let Bernie and Fletch know what we are doing in case the Hench and the Snowpeas get us and go savage.’

‘You can’t call them, Andy. We’ll just have to hope they work it out,’ Eli replies.

‘You mean we are going to the Mellossi place without back-up?’ Harvey asks.

‘I’m afraid so,’ says Eli. ‘We’ve got no choice. We have to investigate.’

Harvey and I frown, but we know Eli is right. We could be the last chance Gloria and the others have got.

We head out to the drive. I give Sylvie her phone and a big hug.

‘Was your mum okay with you staying?’ Sylvie asks Harvey.

‘She was cool,’ he says.

Sylvie nods and climbs in the Cruiser beside Dad.

‘I love you,’ I tell Dad through the driver’s window.

‘I love you too, Andy. Keep an eye on Washington.’

We wave them goodbye. If we don’t find Gloria at the Mellossi place, I hope, and hope, and hope that Dad and Sylvie find her at the Australian animals convention.
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As soon as the Cruiser is out of sight, Harvey and I rush to the shed. Eli races into the house to get supplies for the animals. He is getting cut-up sweet corn and broccoli for Gloria and a melon for the golf-club lizard and any other omnivores.

‘What about Anna? Any frozen chickens or rats?’ Eli calls through the window.

‘No,’ I yell back.

There’s nothing Anna can eat. We can only hope Jerry gave her a big feed before she got taken. Either way I will be keeping Washington far away from her. Speaking of Washington, he is hot on my heels. He’s so close I trip over him. He knows something is going down. It’s his spider-sense. He won’t let me out of his sight.

Dad’s hair was right about a storm. The clouds are gathering. I shudder. It’s funny how dark a looming storm can make the day. It is like having a blanket thrown over your head. You can still see but it’s murky.

The golf buggy is parked facing out. It looks a heap worse than the buggies at the Palladium Golf Course. But Dad doesn’t care too much about what vehicles look like on the outside as long as they run well.

Harvey jumps in the driver’s seat. He checks out the controls as cool as a professional racingcar driver.

‘Should be right.’ He nods at me like I’m the pit crew. ‘Unplug her, Andy, and I’ll start her up.’

I pull out the charge plug and jump in beside him. Washington is already in.

‘Smart dog,’ Harvey says.

Eli leaps in the back with the supplies.

‘Go,’ he shouts.

Our take-off is underwhelming. Golf buggies are not V8 supercars.

The buggy crawls like Frankie, rather than pounding the ground like a red bull. We chug up the drive to the bitumen.

‘Turn left,’ I direct Harvey. ‘We’ve got about three kilometres on this road. Then take the first left. That’s the turn-off to the track to the Mellossi place.’

The buggy is happier on level ground. Harvey puts his foot down and we slowly pick up speed.

‘Easy mate,’ I warn him. ‘We don’t want to use up all our juice.’

As I say this an old ute comes towards us. Now, if we were in the city there would be a big drama about a group of kids and a sausage dog in a golf buggy driving along the road. But we are in the country. The cane farmer in the ute is Old Jude. He is Old Jean’s cousin. He actually shouldn’t be driving either, because he is about a hundred and his eyesight isn’t great. He raises a hand in a casual wave like he sees us every day. Harvey waves back like an old fella.

The left-hand turn is on us. Harvey sends us all lurching to the right as he takes it.

The vehicle track is bumpy, and the buggy rolls this way and that. Harvey does a good job of swerving around the potholes. Thick rainforest and bush push in on us from each side.

Dad’s hair never lies. I feel the moisture on my skin long before the wet drops hit and the thunder rolls. Rain starts to splash me through the open side of the buggy.

Here it comes. Slow at first then faster and harder. A late wet-season downpour that will make this track even slushier. Long grass and vines growing out of the verges whip at us. Harvey has got us near the bend at the back of Dad’s place. The bend where the Snowpeas spotted us. The track is getting rougher and the rain is getting heavier, like a sky of millions of dripping taps all turned on at once.

‘How much further to the Mellossi place?’ Eli asks.

‘Another two kilometres, I reckon.’

Harvey’s hands are clenched on the wheel. In front of us the track is turning to mud and the holes are filling with water, and you can’t tell how deep they are.

There’s a bang. A shudder. The buggy bounces through a massive puddle. Harvey revs it to get us out. Washington is thrown off my lap. I grab his squirming body and yank him back. The buggy skids. We hang on through lumbering lurch after lumbering lurch.

Harvey frowns. He says what I’m thinking. ‘Even if we do make it to the Mellossi place, I’ve no idea how we’re going to get back.’

‘We’ll think of something,’ Eli says.

Harvey pushes on. The rain pelts through the open sides of the buggy. It stings my legs.

It feels like it’s taken forever but at last I spot the driveway to the Mellossi place. Two broken fence posts and a fading painted sign that says Keep Out. You can’t see the house from here, which is a good thing and a bad thing. They won’t be able to see us, but we won’t be able to see them until we are close to the buildings.

‘It’s in there,’ I shout over the rain. ‘Drive past the sign and park the buggy further up. We’ll sneak in on foot.’

Harvey drives the buggy past the gate. He slows it right down. That’s a mistake. We feel it sink. The wheels spin and flick up slush. We’re bogged, stuck right in the middle of the track. Our escape plan is well and truly stuffed.

‘Well, we’re parked,’ Harvey says.

We all climb out of the buggy. Washington presses into me. I hold him tight as we get buffeted by a wind gust. He’s slick like a duck. In the distance there’s a glint of lightning and a few seconds later a grumble of thunder.

Our creep to the Mellossi farmhouse is tense.

We hug the bushes that line the driveway and sneak towards the house, darting in and out of the shrubs and trees like spies. My soggy T-shirt clings to me. Our sneakers are soaked. Harvey shakes his head like wet dogs do, and Washington wriggles his body like wet dogs do.

In the clearing ahead of us we can see the house and to the right of it a large shed. The Snowpeas’ van is parked outside the open doors.

A sharp screeching sounds cuts through the rain. It’s the horrible high-pitched giggling of a Snowpea. The Snowpeas are in there.

‘Hide,’ Eli whispers.

We dart behind some trees just as Snowpea-One rolls out of the shed. She is wearing a dark green raincoat that reaches the ground, big green goggles and rubber boots.

Washington squirms in my arms, but I clench him tight. Snowpea-One stops. Through the branches I watch her peer at our tree-lined hiding-spot.

‘Is all well, dear sister?’ asks Snowpea-Two from inside the shed.

Snowpea-One sniffs the air and peers again through the rain and gloom. We are standing as still as old stones. Not even a breath of movement between us.

Snowpea-One shrugs. ‘All is well,’ she says.

‘Then get more rope,’ shouts Snowpea-Two over the rain.

Snowpea-One climbs into the back of the van. She pops back out quickly with a length of rope, and disappears into the shed.

‘We’ve got to get closer,’ Eli whispers.

He’s right.

Eli points to an old water tank next to the shed. It is sitting on a wooden platform.

There’s another crack of lightning. It flashes off the tank in the gloom. And there’s a rumble of thunder. Closer now.

‘Go,’ hisses Eli.

We dash for the water tank and crouch behind it. We are very close to the shed door.

‘Nearly time, dear sister,’ Snowpea-One twitters.

‘Nearly time, yes indeed. The boss will be back soon, and we will be rich. We will get our final payment and this whelping, tweeting, snuffling lot will be off our hands. Off to market the smelly creatures can go,’ Snowpea-Two squeals.

‘Indeed, dear sister,’ Snowpea-One giggles. ‘Now for a snack. Juicy lamb chops with tomato sauce? To the kitchen we go.’

No way. What is it with people snacking on chops?

Washington is squirming in my arms like a slick baby seal.

I take a chance and put him down. He knows danger. He slips between my legs.

‘Safe,’ I whisper to him.

Then the Snowpeas bounce out of the shed. Snowpea-Two is dressed exactly the same as Snowpea-One. In their raincoats and goggles and rubber boots they look like they have stepped out of a science-fiction movie.

‘Aliens!’ whispers Harvey.

We wait and watch them go into the farmhouse, and then we make our move.

We run straight for the shed.

What we see from the doorway is worse than I’d imagined.

Stacked up against the walls are heaps of cages and tanks.

‘Gloria!’ Eli cries. He points to a cage near the back. It is her. Eli rushes over. She is missing some feathers but her eyes are still bright. She does her little stepping dance, the one she does when she meets someone she knows well.

‘Help. Help,’ she squawks at Eli.

‘We will,’ Eli soothes.

He pulls out a piece of sweet corn from his backpack and gives it to her. Gloria bobs her feathered head.

‘She seems okay,’ Eli says.

‘Over there.’ Harvey spots a row of terrarium tanks. Anna is squashed in one and next to her is a smaller tank holding the golf-club lizard. There are other cages with parrots and other kinds of birds. And tanks with spinifex hopping mice, lizards and even frogs.

‘What are we going to do now?’ Harvey says.

Eli is thinking fast. ‘We have to make sure the animals are safe. Then we steal one of the Snowpeas’ phones and call the police.’

He’s fuming. We all are. These animals need to get home.

Outside there’s a flash of lightning and thunder rattles the shed. Storms can make animals anxious and the rain belting like a drum in a dance song isn’t helping. The birds are pacing, the mammals are pawing and even haughty Anna has lifted her head.

But Washington is acting even stranger. He has run to a door at the back of the shed. It looks like it leads to a backroom or workshop. He whines and scratches at it and barks like a guard dog.

‘Stop him, Andy,’ Harvey calls. ‘The Snowpeas will hear him.’

He’s right. Washington’s yelps will cut through even this rainstorm.

I run to the workshop door.

I scoop him up. He won’t stop barking.

I push on the door. It swings open.

A fearful figure is glaring straight at me.

The Hench.
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‘What are you lot doing here?’ The Hench glowers at us.

The three of us and Washington are standing speechless in front of her.

This is not what we expected.

The Hench is sitting on the floor, tied to a workbench, with her wrists tightly bound behind her back. She is snarling at us as if we have done this to her. Scattered around the workshop are blankets, cage covers and bags of birdseed and other animal food.

‘Well, are you going to release me or what?’ she snaps.

‘I don’t know,’ Harvey says honestly.

I don’t know either.

‘We need to know what’s going on first,’ Eli says to the Hench. ‘Either you have had a huge argument with the Snowpeas and they have tied you up for a while, or you are not involved in the animal thefts and have been taken hostage.’

‘Of course, I’m not involved in animal thefts. I am an animal-rights activist. Trafficking in native animals is a disgraceful sickening business,’ she growls. ‘And who are the Snowpeas?’

‘The twins. The green acrobats with the van outside, the one Eli saw you in yesterday,’ I reply.

The Hench growls and thrashes her head like a croc shaking a chicken. ‘Those two evil gnomes. They tricked me. They told me they had guinea pigs to re-home. I came with them out here to pick them up,’ she says in a rage. ‘But there were no guinea pigs, instead they are framing me for the animal-stealing. They’d set me up with false evidence at my house and said I’d be the one arrested’—she pauses—‘so, we fought.’

The thought of the Snowpeas and the Hench in a wrestling battle is alarming.

‘They are tough little nuggets. Trained in jujitsu, I suspect. We rolled and grappled and I was certainly superior in strength and technique, but they got me to the ground and tied me up. Now, untie me,’ she orders as if we are in the school canteen.

‘Not yet,’ Eli says, summoning up more courage. ‘Not yet. How do we know you’re for real. Tell us about your guinea pigs.’

The Hench grits her teeth. She is so angry, I think she will actually tear herself free.

‘I’m a guinea-pig enthusiast. I am a licensed collector and breeder. I foster guinea pigs until I can find them new homes. I’m a hostage. Those wretched Snowpeas, as you call them, are trying to frame me for their crimes.’

Harvey leans into her. ‘Okay, if what you are saying is true, you’ll be able to answer these questions. What is the name of the world’s oldest guinea pig?’

Harvey is a wealth of surprise. Who knew he was a guinea-pig enthusiast?

‘Snowball,’ snaps back the Hench with no hesitation.

‘When is Guinea-Pig Appreciation Day?’

‘16th of July.’

‘Guinea pigs with rosettes are called what?’

‘Abyssinians.’

Harvey shrugs at Eli and me. ‘I reckon we cut her loose. She’s legit.’

This does explain why I saw her with all the fruit and veg in her trolley. But what about the chops in the freezer?

Harvey squats down. He begins to untie her hands.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Before we let you loose, why did you have all those lamb chops in the canteen freezer?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Harvey and I saw them,’ I say.

‘I’ll be honest. Because I run the canteen I can get a discount from the store. I get veggies cheap for my pigs. Your sneaky-weasel teacher found out about it and asked me to get him chops. I had to get him boxes of chops, or he’d report me for using the canteen for personal reasons. Now unleash me.’

‘What, Dec?’ Harvey gasps.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

A horn blasts out from the driveway. Eli leaps up and closes the workshop door.

We hear the bang of the farmhouse door and the Snowpeas sloshing out in the rain. The Hench looks like she is about to roar, but Eli spins back to her and puts his finger to his lips.

She stops. For a moment Eli has silenced the beast.

I pick up Washington and hold him tight. He knows to be quiet.

‘It’s a big white van,’ Eli whispers as he peeks through a crack. ‘It’s Declan Nightweasel.’

Then we hear Nightweasel stomp into the shed and the scuttle of the fussing Snowpeas behind him.

‘This rain is slowing everything down. The track was a nightmare. Hurry up and get that big snake in my van now,’ he orders. ‘Mike has a buyer waiting for her at the Australian animals convention. And get that wretched Gloria bird too.’

We hear shuffling and heaving and puffing as they carry animals out of the shed to Nightweasel’s van.

‘That big snake was heavy, boss,’ Snowpea-One whines when they are back inside. ‘We want our money, now.’

‘Have I ever let you down?’ Dec snaps. ‘As soon as this lot are sold, you’ll get your final payment. I’ve got another teaching job in Darwin and we’ll start again there. Now, hurry up and get these other animals in. And why is there a golf buggy parked on the track at the top of the drive? I nearly hit it.’

‘What?’ Snowpea-Two says. ‘We don’t know about a—’

Before she can finish Dec cuts her off. ‘Whatever. We have to get away from here as soon as we get that canteen lady charged. Where is she by the way?’

‘In there,’ Snowpea-One replies. ‘All tied up like a plump goose—ready to be roasted. We will untie her. Lock her in here with some of the animals and she will be found after we send an anonymous tipoff to the police. What a silly guinea-pig-loving fool she is.’

This is too much for the Hench.

‘Release me!’ the canteen kraken roars.

It is time for the Sugarcane Kids to act.

If we don’t stop Dec and the Snowpeas they will get away with it. I scramble to untie the rope binding the Hench to the workbench. She writhes like a mega-gorgon and yanks the ropes away. Harvey and Eli untie her hands. She rises Titanlike and charges at the workshop door. She rams it, and it flies off its hinges. Dec and the Snowpeas stare at us in horror.

For a split-second time stands still.

Then it’s on.

The Hench stampedes at the Snowpeas. She hits them like a bowling ball and they fall like pins. But they get up quick and leap onto her back. The Snowpeas and the Hench are wrestling and writhing on the shed floor. Lightning flashes and the thunder crashes outside. Washington howls. The noise is crazy.

We run to the cages and tanks to check on the animals.

‘Put covers over the bird cages. They’re frightened. It is too dangerous in here,’ Eli yells to Harvey and me.

He’s right.

The Hench and the Snowpeas are everywhere. Rolling. Bellowing. Battling.

Harvey runs back into the workshop to get blankets and cage covers. But I can’t put Washington down. He’ll be crushed in the scrimmage.

‘Andy, where’s Gloria?’ Eli has spotted the empty space where Gloria’s cage sat.

‘She must be in the van with Anna already,’ I yell. ‘Quick, Dec is getting away.’

Eli and I run for the white van.

Dec is in the driver’s seat. The back door of the van is half open. Eli and I leap in. Dec is so busy trying to start the engine he doesn’t see us.

‘Wait for us,’ the Snowpeas wail from the shed.

‘No chance. You’re on your own,’ Dec shouts from the driving seat.

We look back at the shed through the sheets of rain. The Hench holds a Snowpea under each arm. Harvey races in from the workshop holding a pile of blankets.

‘Get some rope,’ the Hench orders Harvey.

‘Now who are the fools? You spineless Snowpeas. And I’ll hunt you down, Nightweasel,’ the Hench howls into the storm. The last thing we see is Harvey tossing the Hench a rope.

Dec starts the van.

I grab the door handle of the van and pull it shut. We’re on the move. We feel the van stop at the end of the drive. Dec lurches the van to the right. Back towards the main road.

The rain is pelting down, cannonballing the roof. The van slips and slides and rises and falls over the bumps. The track is slick and deep with mud. Much worse than when we came in. Eli and I scurry around the van trying to stop the animals in the cages and tanks from being bounced too much. We stay as low as we can, so Dec doesn’t see us in the rear-view mirror. Washington stays even lower.

‘Where’s Gloria?’ Eli says. ‘She’s not in here?’

He’s right. There’s no sign of her. I creep towards the cabin of the van. I poke my head up and peak through the glass. Gloria’s cage is on the passenger seat right beside Dec.

But she sees me.

‘Help. Help,’ she squawks.

Dec jerks his head. We are face to face through the window.

He snarls and hits the brakes.

We are all flung forwards. The van shudders to a stop. We look around the van. Thankfully all the animals are safe.

Dec’s door opens.

Eli rushes to Anna’s terrarium and opens the hatch.

Anna has not been happy this whole journey. Not happy with captivity at all.

She takes her chance. Her huge ripped, rippling body undulates up and out of the terrarium hatch. Washington rushes to me and we all shrink to the back of the van. Anna turns to us with a flicker of eyes and a forked tongue. She’s spotted Washington. A vision of sausage-dog burrito flashes before her eyes. She turns and slithers towards us. I pull Washington closer to me.

But raging Dec tears open the back doors. There is a blaze of lightning. Dec is silhouetted against a sheet of rain. Anna turns and faces her captor. He is wild but not as wild and angry as the monster python confronting him.

Anna rises like a mythical serpent.

She strikes at him as the thunder crashes.

She misses but Dec staggers back and falls into the muddy slush. Anna grows as big and mighty as a reptile warrior queen. She ripples her way to the back of the van and out onto the ground. Dec crawls back from her. For a second, she looks poised to strike him again, but instead, she coils herself around his legs.

No way.

She is going full constriction.

But just as we think Dec could be Anna’s next meal she stops. She loosens her grip. Her coils fall away from Dec’s legs and land like heavy chains on the ground. She has been a captive snake far too long. Anna, who is not an anaconda, lifts her head. Her tongue sniffs freedom in the air. And she slithers triumphantly into the rainforest.

Without Anna to keep Dec away, Eli and I have no time to lose. I pull Washington close and we scramble out of the van.

Dec is in a fury. He is still writhing in the mud. He tries to stand up but slips again and again. His legs are sodden, thick with gooey slush.

Eli and I run to the passenger door to save Gloria, who is squawking to be rescued.

‘Get the van keys,’ I yell. We can’t risk Dec taking any of these other animals.

Eli clambers past Gloria to reach for the keys. But as he pulls them out of the ignition, Dec swings open the driver’s door.

‘These animals are mine,’ he roars at us.

Eli is quick.

He tosses the keys back over his shoulder.

They squelch in a puddle behind me.

But Dec is quick too. He seizes Gloria’s cage before Eli can and staggers back holding our parrot.

‘I’m taking her,’ he warns. ‘Don’t try to follow me.’

He edges away from the van door.

‘No. No,’ Gloria squawks.

Then it is as if the whole rainforest hears her.

From everywhere birds caw, frogs croak, snakes hiss, bugs buzz, bats flap and Washington howls. Dec freezes with the cage swinging in his hand. The fury of the animals gets louder and louder. Dec is being warned.

Don’t steal animals. Don’t steal animals. Don’t steal animals.

He turns to the rainforest but there is nowhere safe for him now. Angry eyes gaze out at him from the trees and bushes.

The rain stops and the trees steam.

A warning mist rises above the canopy.

A loud humming is coming from the track behind us.

It’s the whirr of a golf-buggy engine.

The Hench is driving our buggy, with Harvey beside her talking on a phone.

The Hench pulls up behind the van and leaps out.

She charges at Dec.

‘Lamb-Chop liar!’ she bellows at him.

Dec puts Gloria’s cage down.

The Hench roars, ‘Nightweasel, you tricked me.’

Dec runs. The Hench stampedes after him, and they both disappear into the bush.

Eli rushes to Gloria and opens the cage.

She flies up to his shoulder.

Harvey puts down the phone. ‘The police are on their way,’ he calls out.

‘But how did she get the buggy here? It was completely bogged and the rain was pouring,’ I ask.

Harvey glances at the misty rainforest where the Hench has chased cursed Dec. ‘First, she tied up the Snowpeas, so they had no chance of getting away. Like a professional, she was. Then she checked all the animals, and then she jogged up the drive. She was muttering like a demon. I chased after her. And, no joke, she heaved and shook that golf buggy out of the mud. She was incredible. She saw me watching her and shouted for me to jump in and call the cops. She’d managed to get a phone off Snowpea-One in the fight.’

The sun breaks through the clouds. The rainforest steams happily like it is relieved the thieving is over.

The Hench’s roars and Dec’s screams echo out from the trees. Birds fly out from the canopy disturbed by the commotion beneath them.

‘I don’t like Dec’s chances.’ Harvey frowns.

Neither do I. But for once I am glad the Hench is an elite athlete. She won’t let Dec get away.

Eli brings Gloria over to us. Harvey and I stroke her feathers. She is beaming because she and her friends are safe. We walk to the golf buggy to get some shade from the brightening sun.

‘Terima kasih, terima kasih. Thank you, thank you,’ Gloria squawks.
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Two hours later Dad’s Cruiser and a police 4WD are backed up on the track. The rescue van from the animal sanctuary is here too, and volunteers are checking the animals. A swarm of police motorbikes also made it through the mud. They are at the Mellossi farm dealing with the Snowpeas.

The Hench hunted Dec through the rainforest like an apex predator. She wrangled him and was hauling him back to his white van just as the police arrived. He’s locked in it now.

Dad is furious at me for getting into so much danger. And especially for taking the golf buggy. I’ve had the talk.

Washington is a total faker. He has been in on this whole thing from the beginning. But when he saw Dad he whimpered up to him. Dad picked him up and told me off, again, for taking him with us.

Turtle is mad at Eli and she lectured him in front of us all. Dad and Sylvie had picked her up on their way here. They picked up Old Jean too. As soon as Gloria was back on her shoulder, Old Jean gave Eli a wink.

Sylvie gave me a wink too.

She and Dad had made it to the city and the Australian animals convention. The first person they saw was the guy with the monkey. Sylvie went and got the officials to check his licence and then they got the police. It seems the monkey man had a collection of forged licences and a long list of animal trades. Eventually he told the police his partner was bringing animals from some farm up north. Sylvie and Dad are smart. They put two and two together. Then the police told them about the call from Harvey, and they rushed back from the city.

Harvey’s mum is on her way. I feel bad for Harvey because he will be so grounded only his head will poke out. More grounded than Fletch. He will never get a new bike now.

The police officer is making us wait with the Hench at the golf buggy until all our parents are here.

Harvey risks a glance at the Hench.

I feel his new-found respect for her.

I feel respect for all the animals too. When the animals and the rainforest had chorused together the storm had just stopped. Later on, Turtle said that was a sign. A sign that things were right again in the world.

The police officer in charge turns to talk to us.

‘I’m beginning to think you kids are after my job,’ she scolds, raising her eyebrows.

‘No,’ Eli says with his best grown-up-pleasing face. ‘We are just a group of kids trying to do the right thing.’

‘Well, next time maybe don’t try so hard. Or talk to us first,’ she says.

Sylvie comes over with Dad.

‘Are all the animals okay?’ I ask her.

‘They are, Andy. Which is wonderful,’ she replies.

‘And are they all accounted for?’ the police officer asks. She glances up from the list in her notebook.

‘All but one.’ Sylvie frowns.

‘Oh. Who is missing?’

‘Anna, the Australian scrub python.’

Eli and I glance at each other.

‘Anna is the library snake. We let her out to frighten Dec, and she did. But then she took her chance and escaped into the rainforest,’ I tell her.

‘Right,’ the police officer says sternly. ‘I don’t think there is much chance of seeing Anna again. But that may be for the best.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sylvie asks.

‘Well, there have been complaints about Anna eyeing off the toddlers at story time. And small dogs.’

‘That’s nonsense,’ huffs Sylvie. ‘Anna is a lady.’

Well, that may be true, but even ladies have to eat. And having seen the look in Anna’s eyes when she saw Washington and her almost-constriction of Dec, I think it is for the best, too. Plus, it must have been boring being in a library for all those years. I think the library is boring once a week. She deserves to be free.

‘Harvey! Harvey, you are in big trouble, young man! Come here now.’ Harvey’s mum is here and she’s marching towards us.

‘Can I go?’ Harvey asks the police officer.

‘I think you’d better,’ she says.

We give him a thumbs up as he slinks off.

Turtle and Old Jean and Gloria beckon Eli over.

Dad waves at me. He’s standing with Mum and Frankie and Terry. Washington grins at me from Dad’s arms. He’s looking so smug that he is not in trouble, the little sneak. Sylvie and I head over to them.

Dec is banging on the door of the van to be let out.

Sylvie snorts. ‘Animal thieves always get their just desserts, Andy.’

That sounds like a Terry phrase.

‘What does just desserts mean?’ I ask her.

‘It means that Dec, the monkey man and those awful twins will get just the punishment they deserve.’
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I am sitting on the top of the cone watching the clouds chase each other across the sky. Beneath them the ocean ripples. I’ve been given an hour to play after school. An hour to practise bike tricks. Poor Harvey. It will be a while before he can hang out after school. Some families are stricter than others. But at lunch he told us his uncle Jarrod has a microlight like Wilbur Washington and he is going to teach him to fly it. That will be his next machine.

I watch Bernie and Fletch ride into the skate park. They were pretty lucky this time round, in terms of telling off and stuff. Mrs Montgomery was actually proud of them for not being too involved.

Eli sweeps in on his bike behind them.

Gloria is as happy as she has ever been and is talking heaps.

There was also some other good news when we got back to school. A postcard from Mrs Cummins and, you won’t believe it, Mrs Mathur. They had gone trekking in Laos together. Who knew they were best friends. It said they were excited about coming back to school. Fletch is thrilled because he can go back to the canteen. Eli and Bernie were delighted too because they can be teacher’s pets again.

Harvey was disappointed. He was so sure Mrs Mathur had been abducted by aliens, but he hasn’t given up on extra-terrestrials entirely. ‘It’s only a matter of time,’ he said.

Bernie bounds up the volcano. Eli and Fletch are riding over the bumps trying to do air twists.

‘Are you and Fletch all okay again?’ I ask. In all the frenzy I hadn’t had the chance to catch up with her about the friction between her and Fletch.

‘Yes. When we were in the city, I asked him why he was trying to be like Harvey? And I told him that it kind of made me jealous because he was my twin.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Not much, actually. But I asked Mum, and she said he was upset with me too, because I have been at basketball so much and he felt left out of my stuff. So she sat us down the night of the animal rescue and we sorted it out. Mum reminded us that being a twin was like being at each end of a piece of string. Even though things like this will come up more and more we can pull tight and bounce them away.’

‘Nice,’ I say, and Bernie smiles.

Eli and Fletch are scrambling up the volcano. They are chewing sour squirms. I can’t eat them now because they remind me of Anna.

‘Andy, you missed the big news,’ Eli says.

‘What?’ I ask.

Eli pulls a newspaper page out of his pocket.

‘The old relief-relief teacher gave it to me after school. We’re in the Shire Times,’ he says.

He hands me the cutting. I read about what a good job we did and how a group of local kids exposed an Australian-animal-stealing racket.

Eli prods me.

‘What? It’s good,’ I say.

‘I know, right, but turn the page over,’ Eli urges.

Fletch grins at me with a lime-green tail hanging out of his mouth.

I turn the page.

No way!

There is a picture of the Hench in her red velvet tracksuit. She is sitting on the floor of her lounge room and she is covered in guinea pigs.

Local wrestling legend gives up cage fighting. Lyndell Hench has decided to put away her boots and set up a guinea-pig sanctuary. It will be called Pigs of Gold, and it will be a foster and care home for guinea pigs. Beside her enthusiasm for combat sports and martial arts, Ms Hench has always had a passion for these furry little creatures.

The Hench, who was so mean, has never looked happier. We haven’t seen her since we rescued her at the Mellossi place. She resigned from the canteen. It’s for the best, really. Being patient with kids was not her thing.

‘Well, there you go. I’m glad she’s happy,’ I say to my mates.

‘And I’m glad she left our school,’ Fletch says, and we all laugh.

‘Yeah, man. So, are we doing Spike Chain or what?’ Bernie says. ‘Last one down buys the sour squirms tomorrow.’

I stuff the newspaper cutting in my pocket and charge down the volcano. I’m last but I don’t mind. We climb on our bikes. One by one we cycle up the bank of the volcano slope to the top. Then we ride down as quick as we can. When we get going, we are like a human chain rising and falling. Faster and faster. One after the other. A chain of friends you cannot break.




Acknowledgments

Thank you so much to everyone at Text for encouraging me to take the Sugarcane Kids on another wild adventure. And especially to my wonderful editor, Jane Pearson, who helped make this book the best it could be. It has been a pleasure getting to know the characters and their world even better. To my agent, Dyan Blacklock, thank you for always championing my work. I’d like to thank the staff at the Wildlife Habitat in Port Douglas for generously sharing insights and information. To my family and friends, your continued support encourages me every day to do what I love.




THE SUGARCANE KIDS

The Sugarcane Kids and the Red-bottomed Boat

The Sugarcane Kids and the Empty Cage

The Sugarcane Kids and the Smelly Fish (2025)




Charlie Archbold is an educator and a writer. Her first novel, Mallee Boys, was a Children’s Book Council of Australia honour book for older readers. The Sugarcane Kids books are her first middle-grade series.




PRAISE FOR

The Sugarcane Kids and the Red-bottomed Boat

Winner, The Readings Children’s Prize

Winner, The Davitt Awards, Children’s Novel

Shortlisted, The Text Prize

Longlisted, CBCA Book of the Year, Younger Readers

‘With its non-stop action, very proactive heroes and constantly unfolding mystery, this is an adventure that upper-primary-aged readers of both sexes would thoroughly enjoy.’ Magpies

‘A delightful book for middle-grade readers who look for adventure, danger and overcoming challenging obstacles.’ ReadPlus

‘An edge-of-the-seat adventure…Far North Queensland can be a wild place with the sweeping rainforests and deadly animals…it was riveting to see this young group of kids brave the precarious landscape.’ Better Reading

‘So well described and immersive that by the end of the book you want to stay with the characters and hear more about what becomes of them…

A refreshing yet familiar, fun read, hopefully we’ll see more of the Sugarcane Kids.’ StoryLinks




The Text Publishing Company acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the country on which we work, the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation, and pays respect to their Elders past and present.

textpublishing.com.au

The Text Publishing Company

Wurundjeri Country, Level 6, Royal Bank Chambers, 287 Collins Street, Melbourne Victoria 3000 Australia

Copyright © Charlie Archbold, 2024

The moral right of Charlie Archbold to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright above, no part of this publication shall be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

Published by The Text Publishing Company, 2024

Book design by Text

Cover illustration by George Ermos

Typeset in Stempel Garamond 12.5/21pt by J&M Typesetting

Group. The Opus Group is ISO/NZS 14001:2004 Environmental Management System certified.

ISBN: 9781922790996 (paperback)

ISBN: 9781923059009 (ebook)



[image: image002]

OEBPS/images/p41.jpg
I
Action Stations





OEBPS/images/p207.jpg
2
The Horrible Hostage





OEBPS/images/p141.jpg
)L
The Figs





OEBPS/images/p109.jpg
n
Noises on the Track





OEBPS/images/p6.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
. e
@ *:’:‘

The Sugarcane Kids and the

<3 EMPTY

//X ‘An edge-of-the-seat adventure.’ 3
Better Reading on The Sugarcane Kids and the Red-bottomed Boat 5






OEBPS/images/p8.jpg
1
Nyepi Eve





OEBPS/images/p82.jpg
8
Terrarium Trouble





OEBPS/images/p178.jpg
18
The Basketball Garnival





OEBPS/images/p132.jpg
1B
The Thing about Monkeys





OEBPS/toc.xhtml




Table of Contents







		COVER PAGE



		TEXT LOGO PAGE



		ABOUT THE BOOK



		TITLE PAGE



		CONTENTS



		DEDICATION



		FACTS



		1: NYEPI EVE



		2: TROUBLE AT THE CANTEEN



		3: WHERE IS GLORIA?



		4: ACTION STATIONS



		5: FRUIT AND VEG



		6: WASHINGTON'S BONE



		7: LAMB TRAP



		8: TERRARIUM TROUBLE



		9: A SECOND OPINION



		10: TEAMWORK



		11: NOISES ON THE TRACK



		12: GOLF COURSE MAYHEM



		13: THE THING ABOUT MONKEYS



		14: THE FIGS



		15: DÉJÀ VU



		16: THANKS FRANKIE



		17: THE MELLOSSI PLACE



		18: THE BASKETBALL CARNIVAL



		19: THE TWO-PRONGED PLAN



		20: GOLF-BUGGY RESCUE



		21: THE HORRIBLE HOSTAGE



		22: JUST DESSERTS



		23: THE VOLCANO



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		ALSO BY CHARLIE ARCHBOLD



		ABOUT THE AUTHOR



		PRAISE



		COPYRIGHT PAGE



		NEW MARKETING PAGE











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Table of Contents



		Start











List of Pages





		1



		3



		4



		6



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241













OEBPS/images/p33.jpg
3
Where is Gloria?





OEBPS/images/image002.jpg
& TEXT KIDS&TEENS ‘

v ; 27 Books that “
...... - will make AN '
| .l - you laugh, cry
/[  and think. Y
B Findyournext V...
‘% g at ead tText .






OEBPS/images/image001.jpg
TEXTPUBLISHING.COM.AU





OEBPS/images/p165.jpg
n
The Mellossi Place





OEBPS/images/p161.jpg
16
Thanks Frankie





OEBPS/images/p20.jpg
2
Trouble at the Canteen





OEBPS/images/p61.jpg
6
Washington's Bone





OEBPS/images/p69.jpg
1
Lamb Trap





OEBPS/images/p195.jpg
20
Golf-buggy Rescue





OEBPS/images/p230.jpg
23
The Volcano





OEBPS/images/p153.jpg
15
Déjar Vi





OEBPS/images/p54.jpg
5
Fruit and Veg





OEBPS/images/p99.jpg
10
Teamwork





OEBPS/images/p94.jpg
9
A Second Opinion





OEBPS/images/p117.jpg
/]
Golf Gourse Mayhem





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
4

The Sugarcane Kids and the

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/ht.jpg
The Sugarcane Kids
and the Empty Cage





OEBPS/images/p187.jpg
19
The Two-pronged Plan





OEBPS/images/p224.jpg
2
Just Desserts





