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My name is Willa Jane Tait and I’m busting to go to the toilet! It’s just a number one, but I can’t go yet – not until I find out what Mr Keating’s news is. He’s my teacher. I really wish he’d hurry up and get to the point because I’m not sure how much longer I can hold on. If I don’t make a run for it soon, it might be a repeat of what happened when I was in Kindy. I’ll never forget that terrible day. Just thinking about it makes my cheeks feel hot. We were sitting at our desks waiting to go out for lunch when whoosh – someone might as well have turned a tap on and it was gross and embarrassing, and I thought I would die. But I didn’t. Which I’m happy about because if I had, I wouldn’t have just heard Mr Keating say that our class is going on a school camp next week at a place called Camp Valley View.

It only just opened, so we’ll be the first kids to stay there. Everyone is cheering and whooping. No one at our school has ever got to go to camp in Year Four before! Usually, you have to wait until Year Five. The owner has given us a special deal because we’re going to be like test pilots. Mr Keating says it’s a win-win – the camp can make sure everything is running smoothly and we can get some practice in for when we’re older. Year Five has three nights away while Year Six go for a whole week which all sounds great, but I can’t wait to go to the toilet any longer.

I put up my hand, but Mr Keating points at Trinity.

‘Will there be bunk beds?’ she asks.

That’s a good question. I like bunk beds. My best same-age friend, Tae, has bunks in his room. I always have to sleep on the top since he sometimes sleepwalks and that could be dangerous because he might not remember to climb down the ladder first.

The answer is yes to bunk beds at Camp Valley View. Good.

I wave at Mr Keating, but now he’s looking at Joey.


‘Will there be ice-cream?’ Joey asks.

I like ice-cream.

‘Not sure,’ comes the reply. ‘But I’ve heard the food is pretty good.’

I try a different tactic: pumping my arm up and down, but still Mr Keating doesn’t see me. Hello – I’m not invisible over here, I’m shouting in my head. My leg is jiggling up and down and my bladder feels as if it’s going to explode at any second. I really wish I hadn’t drunk my whole water bottle at recess.
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Mr Keating points at Tae – I’m right next to him. ‘Does everyone have to go?’ Tae asks.


I frown. I mean, who doesn’t want to go to camp? But I don’t have time to wait for the answer.

I stand up and make a run for the door, shouting, ‘Sorry, Mr Keating, but I really have to pee!’ I don’t wait for his answer. I know he wouldn’t want to clean up a puddle on the floor.

It’s lucky the toilets are right opposite our classroom. I race inside and only just make it. It’s such a relief. If I’d wet my pants again, I would never live it down.

I walk back to the classroom, feeling a lot better. I take my seat next to Tae.

‘Everything okay now, Willa?’ Mr Keating asks.

I grin and nod.

Tae looks at me. We’ve been friends since we were born. A little while ago we had a bit of a hiccup when this new boy called Rory came to our school. He was really possessive. You know the kind of kid I’m talking about. Rory wouldn’t let Tae do anything unless it was what Rory wanted. Tae even gave up soccer, which is crazy because he loves it more than chocolate and ice-cream! Luckily, Rory eventually showed his true colours – he didn’t care about anyone except himself – and now he’s gone. My mum heard that he got a part in a Hollywood movie. I hope he’s a star because then he probably won’t ever come back to our school.

Tae and I are friends because we want to be, not because either of us makes the other one be their friend. Some days he’s a bit frustrating (mostly because he can be forgetful) but I suppose I can be annoying too. It’s good that we accept each other, warts and all. That’s a saying my best old-age friend, Frank, likes. He lives in a villa at Sunset Views Retirement Village, which is at the end of the same street that Tae and I live in. There’s a gate that goes from my yard into Frank’s, so I visit him a lot – usually early in the morning. He makes me sweet tea and toast with Vegemite or, when he’s in a really good mood, bacon and eggs.

Speaking of warts, I hate them. This boy in Year Six called Robbie has one on his hand and it’s gross. I told him he should have it burnt off at the doctors, but he says he’s going to do it himself with a blow torch because he doesn’t feel pain. I wonder if that’s true because not long ago I accidentally kicked a soccer ball into the back of his head and he didn’t even flinch. I think his skull is like a rock.


Mr Keating has just asked everyone to get their Maths books out. As I lift up the lid of my desk and rummage around, I remember what Tae said earlier when I was running out the door.

‘Does everyone have to go to camp?’ I ask Tae.

He shakes his head. ‘Mr Keating said he can’t make us.’

My brows knit together. ‘Why would anyone want to miss it? It’s going to be amazing.’

‘I’m not coming,’ Tae whispers.

That can’t be right. Unless he has to have his appendix out or his parents are taking him to Disneyland or something. But considering Tae already had his appendix out and his parents told my parents they’re going on a big trip overseas when Tae finishes primary school (and that’s not for another two and a half years), it can’t be either of those things.

‘What did you say?’ I ask, puzzled.

‘I’m not coming,’ he repeats, this time a bit louder.

I roll my eyes dramatically and shake my head. ‘Of course you are.’ But there’s something about the way Tae’s looking at me. Now I can’t work out if he’s serious or not. And if he is, then there must be something seriously wrong.
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I really want to know why Tae’s not going to camp! I don’t get a chance to ask, though, because we’re in different Maths groups and then he leaves school at the start of lunch for a dentist appointment.

This afternoon, Mr Keating told us that there’s going to be canoeing and bushwalking and even a low ropes course. He also said that tomorrow we have to nominate three people that we’d like to have as our cabin buddies.

I asked him if girls and boys can be together, and he said no – which is disappointing because Tae and I have had sleepovers since before we started school. I hate that boys and girls have to be separate.

After school I check to see if Soo-Min’s car is in the driveway (Tae and his mum and dad live right across the road from us in Cricklewood Crescent) but it’s not, so I take Woof and we head over to see Frank.

Woof is my dog. He’s an albino Irish wolfhound and he’s the best dog in the whole world. He’s also the smartest, the kindest, the bravest and lots of other things, but I don’t want to sound like I’m bragging.


I knock on the back door of Frank’s villa.

‘Hello, it’s me!’ I call out.

Frank shouts that he’s in the laundry. He sounds stressed.

‘Frank, what’s happened?’ I yell as I run through the kitchen with Woof on my heels, sploshing along soggy carpet down the hall. When I reach the laundry, Frank is bent over in the corner near the washing machine. It looks like his arm is stuck between it and the wall. I don’t know why he would try to get in there – even I wouldn’t fit.
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‘I’ve got myself into a bit of a bother, haven’t I?’ Frank says, then flinches. ‘I need you to go and turn off the water under the kitchen sink before the whole house is flooded.’

I don’t tell Frank that it’s a bit late because the hall carpet is already soaking wet. Instead, I run back to the kitchen and open the cupboard doors and poke my head inside. There’s a little basket of cleaning stuff in the way. I pull it out and Woof helpfully picks it up in his mouth and moves it to the side so I can climb back underneath.

‘Which tap?’ I yell.

‘I don’t know. Just try all of them. Hopefully one of them will do the trick,’ he shouts, then moans loudly. I don’t like the sound of that at all.

I bite my lip. I try to turn the first tap, but it’s really stiff.

‘Come on.’ I grip it hard and after a couple of seconds it starts to move. Then it’s turning and Frank yells out that the water has stopped. But he’s still stuck. I run back to him with Woof right behind me.

‘Thanks, Willa,’ Frank says. ‘Now I think you might need to go and get some help to move the machine. You won’t be able to do that on your own.’

‘What were you doing?’ I ask.

‘What do you think I was doing? Washing my hair?’ Frank replies. ‘The blinkin’ pipe at the back of the washing machine was dripping and I was trying to fix it and I reached in too far and my arm got stuck. And then it just exploded and there was water everywhere. Oww!’

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I say and run down the hall and out the back door. Woof chases after me.

‘Dad! Dad!’ I shout as I race through the gate and up the back steps to the deck of my house. ‘The hose exploded off Frank’s washing machine and his arm’s stuck between the machine and the wall and the whole house is flooded.’

Dad’s inside having a cup of tea. He puts it down and jumps up and runs after me, back down the steps and through the gate. Woof is ahead of us this time. On the way I tell Dad that the house is a mess but Frank doesn’t know how bad it is yet.


‘G’day, Frank,’ Dad says as he steps into the tiny laundry. ‘Got yourself into a bit of a pickle, I see?’

‘Ha-ha,’ Frank replies. His last name is Pickles. Then he pulls a pained face. ‘Ow.’

‘Let’s get you out of there.’ Dad’s so calm. I can see why everyone says he’s the best plumber in Hibiscus Gardens. He gives the washing machine a gentle push and it moves just enough that Frank can pull his arm out. It’s red except where his wrist is turning black. Frank grimaces when Dad touches him.

‘I think you need to go to the hospital and have that checked,’ I suggest. ‘It might be broken – like mine was.’

‘I’ll be all right, Willa,’ Frank scoffs, shaking his head, but then he gasps. There’s a deep row of lines on his forehead.
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‘Willa’s right, Frank,’ Dad says. ‘Best to get it looked at.’

Woof makes a noise that sounds as if he’s saying, I agree.

‘Fine,’ Frank huffs. ‘If Woof thinks I should see a doctor, then who am I to argue?’
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I can’t believe that Tae is away today! I still haven’t talked to him about camp. I didn’t have time after school yesterday with all the drama.

Luckily Frank’s arm isn’t broken, just badly bruised. Dad and I took him to the hospital, where we waited for ages.

I never realised how many people have emergencies. There were some very interesting cases. Like a lady who had a bug in her ear. She was jumping around and banging her head against her hand. And there was this guy with a big dragon neck tattoo who had a fishhook right through his finger – gross. Then I saw a kid who looked very uncomfortable – I heard his mum tell the nurse that he hadn’t done a number two for a whole week. That’s some serious constipation. She must have been keeping a poop diary like I did when I was clogged up.
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Though I hope for that kid’s sake it never falls into the hands of someone like Robbie, from Year Six, who found my diary (and read it) then blackmailed me into helping him look after the lost koala colony that he found after the big bushfire. He wanted to keep them as pets. I told him that was against the law, but he said that he’d tell everyone what was in my diary if Tae and I didn’t help him. I couldn’t risk Robbie blabbing my secrets – especially the poop part and who I had a crush on!

Finally, after the nurses and doctors took care of all the emergencies that were bigger than Frank’s sore arm, it was his turn. I didn’t go in even though I really wanted to. I was dying to find out what sort of bug that lady had in her ear. I hope they let her keep it in a jar after they got it out. If that happened to me, I would take it to school for show-and-tell.

When Frank came out, his arm was wrapped up in a big bandage, but he didn’t have a sling.


Last night he stayed at our house because his place is a disaster. Dad called Mrs Wilson to let her know what had happened. She’s the lady in charge at Sunset Views and is one of the meanest people I’ve ever met.

Mrs Wilson told Dad that there were no extra rooms up at the aged-care facility (which is sort of like the hotel part of the retirement village), so Frank would have to make his own arrangements until his place was fixed – which is pretty rude, if you ask me. What if he didn’t have us? Then whose spare bed would he have slept in?

I thought Mrs Best, another one of the Sunset Views residents, might have one, but when I asked Frank if he wanted me to tell her what happened, he said that he’d rather not. They’ve been spending quite a lot of time together lately. Although I wasn’t very keen about Frank having a girlfriend to start with, I can see that they’re good company for each other – and Mrs Best makes the best cakes in the whole world. I’m not sure why he didn’t want her to know. Maybe he’s embarrassed. So now he’s staying at our house until his carpet gets replaced.

Tae’s away from school because he has a tummy ache. Soo-Min told me this morning when I went over to his house. We usually walk to school together. I don’t like it when I have to go on my own. It’s boring not having anyone to talk to.

So now I’m in class, and Trinity and Hiro are passing out sheets of paper so we can nominate who we’d like to be in a bunk room with at camp.


‘Make sure you put your name on the top of the page. Then you can write down three other names,’ Mr Keating says.
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I put up my hand. This time, unlike yesterday when I was busting to go to the toilet, Mr Keating looks straight at me.

‘What about Tae?’ I ask.

‘He can give me his list tomorrow,’ Mr Keating replies. ‘Remember, your choices are secret, so I don’t want you all to tell each other who you put down. It’s just a guide for me. I’ll make the final decision, and there’ll be no arguing.’

Everyone is nodding, although I’m pretty sure Trinity has already told half the class who she’s planning to write on her list.


Mr Keating tells us we’ve got five minutes to choose three names. I wish I could put Tae’s name down. But I know there are rules for girls and boys, even if they are totally unfair. I tap my pencil against the page.

Who am I going to choose?
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After school I head straight to Tae’s place. I need to tell him that even though he can’t be in my bunk room for camp, I know lots of the boys put his name down on their lists and he still gets to make his choices.

When Mr Keating asked everyone to keep their preferences to themselves, it was a bit like asking Mrs Tan’s Chihuahua, Princess, not to eat cat poop. I’ve seen her do it loads of times. (Our neighbours from up the street, Harry and Andrea Ling, have a fluffy Persian cat who is always teasing Princess and pooping in Mrs Tan’s front garden.) Princess gobbles those poops like lollies. It’s disgusting. Thank goodness I’ve never seen Woof do anything so gross – he’d be in big trouble and he’d never be allowed to kiss me ever again.
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I ring Tae’s bell and Soo-Min answers the door. She says that Tae is feeling much better. He had a tummy bug. Tae’s in the family room working on the model pirate ship he’s been building since Christmas. It’s really detailed.

‘Hi,’ I say. ‘Are you okay?’

Tae nods but he doesn’t look up.

‘Are you sure?’ I ask.
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Tae bites his lip and still doesn’t reply. He can be pretty quiet at times (mostly because I’m a world-champion talker and some days I think he finds it hard to get a word in), but this is weird, even for him. He’s plaiting some twine to make it look like rope.

‘Why did you say that you’re not coming to school camp?’ I sit down next to him.


Tae grabs a pirate from his little container of people and places him in the crow’s nest on top of the tall mast.
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‘It doesn’t matter,’ Tae mutters.

I frown at him. ‘You know you can tell me anything. We don’t have secrets.’

He lets out the breath he’s been holding. ‘It’s embarrassing,’ he whispers.

‘Is it because sometimes you sleepwalk and you don’t want to end up trapped in an outside toilet with a cranky possum or a goanna?’ I ask.

He shakes his head.

‘Is it because the last time I heard you talking in your sleep you said you loved Miss Wallis?’

[image: image]


Tae looks at me and screws up his face. ‘No, and I did not.’

‘Yes, you did,’ I reply, but I still can’t work out what the problem is. ‘Are you worried you’ll be homesick?’

Tae shakes his head again. ‘It’s none of those things, Willa. It’s way worse. You won’t understand.’

Soo-Min comes into the room carrying a tray. She passes me a chocolate milkshake with ice-cream, but she gives Tae some lemonade because, she says, tummy upsets and dairy products aren’t a good combination. She’s made crackers with Vegemite too.
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‘Everything okay in here?’ she asks with a look of concern.


‘Tae says he isn’t coming to camp, but he won’t tell me why,’ I tell her.

‘Willa!’ Tae groans and gives me an evil stare.

‘Oh, honey, of course he is. I’ve already signed the forms,’ Soo-Min explains and smiles at Tae. ‘He’s just a little bit nervous – probably not helped by being sick last night.’

Tae shakes his head. ‘That’s not it.’

‘We’ll talk about it later, sweetheart, but I can assure you, Willa, that once Tae gets over the jitters he’ll be there with bells on.’

Tae folds his arms in front of him.

Soo-Min is one of the kindest people I know but she’s persuasive too, so if Soo-Min says Tae’s going, then he’s going – and I couldn’t be happier. I hope Tae’s okay about it.


I think it might be a good idea to change the subject.

‘Hey, remember you’re sleeping over at my place on the weekend. I have to warn you, though – it’s going to be a bit crowded with Frank there.’

Tae’s head jerks up. ‘What’s Frank doing at your place?’

I remember that Tae has missed all that drama.

‘I’ve got a lot to catch you up on,’ I say. I want to tell him all about camp too, but it might be best to wait another day for that – just until he feels properly better. But I’m so glad he’s coming – it wouldn’t be any fun without him.
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I’m so glad that life is back to normal – well almost. Frank is still living at our place. Mum says he’ll probably be here for at least another couple of weeks. It’s not just the carpet at his house that has to be replaced after the flood. Some of the paintwork was damaged and the skirting boards. Mrs Wilson has been making such a fuss about organising all the repairs that I think Frank might decide that he wants to live in our spare room forever. I wouldn’t mind. Frank gets up early – even before Dad. The two of them have breakfast together, which is nice, and then Frank gets my breakfast even though Dad says I’m big enough to make my own.

‘You seem happier this morning,’ Frank remarks as he puts a plate of hot buttered toast with Vegemite down in front of me. He follows it up with one of his legendary cups of tea (to which I add four sugars when Dad’s not looking).

‘I am,’ I say with a nod. ‘Tae’s coming to camp.’

Dad puts his mug on the table and raises his eyebrows. ‘Was that ever in doubt?’

‘Maybe,’ I reply. ‘Tae told me he wasn’t going. When I asked him why, he said it was too embarrassing. But Soo-Min told me that he’s definitely coming, and I believe her.’

‘It could be anything, Willa,’ Frank says. ‘I remember my son didn’t want to go to camp the first time because he thought he snored – which he didn’t. Although, I can tell you that he certainly does now.’

‘I’m sure it’s not that,’ I reply. ‘I’ve never heard Tae snore.’

‘I wish your mother worried about snoring,’ Dad says, and I giggle. ‘And Woof – he’s a champion too.’
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‘That dog could wake the dead,’ Frank says with a chuckle.

‘Yeah, it’s lucky we don’t live next door to the cemetery,’ Dad adds, ‘or we’d have a zombie apocalypse right here in Hibiscus Gardens.’

Mum and my brother Sam walk into the room as I snort with laughter. It sets Dad and Frank off too.

‘I don’t think it’s only Mum and Woof who snore,’ Sam says, eyeballing me as he grabs a piece of toast from my plate and hurries out the back door.

‘Hey!’ I snap, but he just yells that he’s late for basketball training. And that he’s sorry for stealing my toast.

Dad calls out that he’ll give him a lift, and in a blink they’re both gone.

Woof trots in through the sliding door.


‘Hello, boy. I don’t snore, do I?’ I ask.

Woof makes a funny noise that sounds like, Maybe.

I hop up to get his breakfast. ‘You’re no help.’

‘Would you like another cuppa, Frank?’ Mum asks.

‘That’d be lovely, thanks, Tess,’ he says. ‘So, this camp, Willa. What sort of things are they teaching you before you go?’

‘It’s not like school,’ I reply. ‘Camps are for fun. There aren’t lessons or anything.’

Frank frowns. ‘I was in the boy scouts and then I was a scout leader when my son was a lad, and I can tell you that there’s a lot to learn before you go on a camp. You know the Scout’s motto is Be Prepared.’
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I scrunch up my nose. That’s worrying. ‘What sort of things do we need to know?’

‘How to build a fire, survival skills if you get lost or in trouble, tying knots, finding bush food that won’t kill you,’ Frank explains. ‘Not to mention basic first aid. You never know who’s going to be bitten by something. I mean, it’s Australia for heaven’s sake.’

I feel my eyes go wide. ‘But we’re only going for two days and two nights, and the camp is just near the lake on the edge of town. I could walk home – it’s not very far.’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Frank says. ‘Sounds like you lot are woefully unprepared. I don’t know what your teacher is thinking, letting you out in the wilderness without any instruction. It’s a disaster waiting to happen.’

Mum’s chewing her bottom lip. I’m not sure if she looks worried or if she’s trying not to laugh. But I’m worried. What if something happens and we don’t know what to do?

‘Can you teach me some things on the weekend?’ I ask. ‘And Tae too?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Frank replies. ‘I’ve got a few things on.’

‘Like what? A date with Mrs Best?’ I tease.

‘Humph.’ Frank gives a grunt. ‘Definitely not.’

That’s weird. ‘Have you two had a fight or something?’

‘Willa,’ Mum scolds. ‘That’s none of your business.’


Frank sighs. ‘Honestly, I might as well tell you because I know you won’t leave it alone, Willa.’

‘So, what’s the problem?’ I ask.

‘A couple of days ago I went round to Daphne’s and she asked me if I could fix a few things. Let’s just say it didn’t go well,’ Frank explains.

‘Why? What happened?’

Mum leans in. ‘Yes, Frank, what happened?’

Frank lets out an even bigger sigh as if someone just pricked him with a pin. ‘I was doing my best. I didn’t mean to break the light fitting and it wasn’t all my fault that the ladder toppled over and smashed one of her vases. If that silly cat of hers hadn’t jumped up and startled me . . .’

‘Oh,’ I say with a nod.
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‘Daphne told me that I wasn’t a handyman’s bootlace and she sent me home without even so much as an Anzac biscuit – and she had a whole tray she’d just baked!’ Frank moans. ‘I think she’s realised that I’m not the catch she thought I was.’


‘Is that why you got your arm stuck trying to fix the washing machine?’ I ask. ‘You were going to impress her and show her that you can fix things?’

‘That might have had something to do with it,’ Frank says, then rolls his eyes.

‘And is that why you don’t want her to know what happened? Because she’ll tell you she was right?’ I ask.

‘I don’t need to feel any more hopeless,’ Frank mumbles.

Mum reaches across and pats his arm. ‘You’re not hopeless, Frank.’

‘Well, it’s Mrs Best’s loss,’ I say. ‘I think you’re a catch, Frank. And if I was seventy years older, I probably still wouldn’t marry you (because I’m never getting married) but I’d enjoy your company – even if you are grumpy sometimes and maybe not the best at DIY.’

‘Gee, thanks, Willa,’ Frank replies. ‘I’m feeling so much better now.’

‘Sweetheart, you have such a way with words,’ Mum says. She and Frank are smiling.

‘I’m glad that Mrs Best has given you the flick because now you have no excuses for not helping Tae and me learn all the camp skills we need,’ I say. ‘Because what if something goes wrong and you could have taught us, but you didn’t, then you’d feel really bad – even worse than now.’

‘All right, fine. But not another word about Daphne,’ Frank declares. ‘And if you see her, you’re not to tell her where I am.’

I hop off my chair and walk around to give Frank a hug. I think he needs one. Woof follows me and rests his head on Frank’s lap. I really do have the most caring dog in the world.
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I can’t believe it’s less than a week until camp! Mr Keating still hasn’t told us who our cabin buddies will be. I think he’s waiting until we get there so no one can complain to their parents if they’re not happy. It’s probably a good idea because there are a few parents in our class who are always up at the office making a fuss.

I’ve been telling Woof about camp and he seems really excited even though he can’t go. He’s definitely more excited than Tae, that’s for sure.

‘Excuse me, Mr Keating,’ I ask, putting up my hand. ‘Do we need to learn any special skills before we go?’

He shakes his head and tells me there are camp leaders who’ll look after us and show us what we need to know.

‘But what if someone gets bitten by a bull ant or a snake?’ I ask.

‘What?’ Trinity yelps. ‘No one said there were snakes. And I’m allergic to bull ants.’
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Mr Keating glares at me and then tells Trinity that there won’t be any snakes. But he’s just saying that. This is Australia and we have a lot of snakes here – Dad had a call-out for a blocked toilet last summer, and it turned out there was a giant python hiding in the pipe.
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‘What about bugs?’ I say.

‘I’ve got bug spray and a first-aid kit,’ Mr Keating replies.

Tae flinches. Bugs like him a lot. He always gets bitten way more than I do.

‘But what if we get lost on the bushwalk?’ I ask.

‘Willa!’ Mr Keating sighs and rolls his eyes. ‘Everyone, please stop worrying. You’ll all be fine. I’ve never lost anyone on a school camp and I don’t plan for this one to be the first. Now, Jessica’s handing out your packing lists. Make sure that you read them carefully and don’t bring anything that you’re not supposed to.’

I scan the list. Who would bring a pet to camp? Then I remember when Carla smuggled a guinea pig to school in her backpack last year. Miss Wallis, our Year Three teacher, found out and Carla’s mum came to take the poor thing home. Imagine trying to smuggle Woof to camp. I’d need the biggest suitcase in the world!
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Mr Keating seems really relaxed about everything, so maybe Frank is overthinking things when he says we need to learn all this stuff before camp.


Frank is looking after us at my house this afternoon. Tae is sleeping over tonight and tomorrow (because his mum and dad have gone to the city for a mini break), so we can figure it all out then.

The bell goes and Mr Keating tells us all to have a great weekend – and that we should make a start on our camp packing. Tae and I grab our backpacks and jog to the front gate.

There are kids everywhere. I would usually go to the office to meet Mum, but today she’s going to the hairdresser, so Tae and I walk home together.

We go straight to my house.

‘Hi Frank,’ I call out as we charge up the back steps onto the deck and in through the sliding door. He’s in the kitchen.


‘Good afternoon, you two,’ Frank replies. He’s wearing one of Dad’s aprons. There’s a pile of bowls and cake tins on the drainer by the sink, and one of Sam’s cookbooks is open on the bench.
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The smell of chocolate makes my tummy grumble.

‘Have you been cooking?’ I ask.

‘Daphne Best’s not the only one around here who can bake,’ he says, pointing towards a cake sitting on the far end of the bench.

‘Wow,’ Tae says. ‘Willa always said that the cakes at your house came from Mrs Best and you only pretended to cook them.’

Frank winks. ‘I knew Willa was onto me, but they say it’s never too late to teach an old dog new tricks. Speaking of which – after you two have had something to eat, we need to get started on those camp skills.’

Frank cuts two giant slices of cake topped with chocolate icing and oozing cream in the middle.

‘I’ll get us some drinks,’ Tae offers.

Frank takes off the apron and hangs it on the hook in the pantry. He then picks up a clipboard. There’s lots of writing down one side and empty columns across the page. He takes a seat next to us.

‘What’s that?’ I ask as I raise a fork full of cake to my mouth.

‘All the things you need to know to survive this camp,’ Frank says.

‘We’re not walking across the desert,’ I reply. ‘And Mr Keating says we’ll be fine. There are camp leaders to look after us.’

‘Suit yourself then, Willa. I might go take a nap,’ Frank replies. ‘But when one of your friends gets themselves into trouble and no one has a clue what to do, don’t blame me. I offered to help.’

I look at Tae, who is making googly eyes at me. I don’t know what he’s getting at.

‘I think I want to learn some camp skills – to be on the safe side – even though I still don’t really want to go,’ Tae blurts out.


‘You’ll be fine when you get there,’ Frank says.

‘Yeah, you’ll be fine,’ I add. ‘And if you tell me what you’re worried about, I’m sure I can help.’

But Tae shakes his head and gobbles some more cake. ‘This is delicious,’ he says, clearly trying to change the subject.

‘Thank you, Tae. At least one of you values an old man’s knowledge.’

Suddenly, I feel bad for making Frank feel bad.

‘I didn’t mean it like that about the camp skills, Frank,’ I say. ‘I just think you’re being a bit dramatic – which is weird because you always tell me that I’m a drama queen. But maybe Mr Keating is too chilled about it all.’

‘Fine, that’s settled,’ Frank announces. He looks much happier now. ‘Hurry up and eat your cake and then meet me out on the deck in ten minutes.’

Woof looks up from where he’s lying on the floor. He makes a funny noise that sounds like, Can’t wait.
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Frank is super organised. I can see that he’s enjoying showing us everything. He’s got ropes, and a whole page of pictures of things we can eat if we get desperate, and a plastic bag to show us how to collect fresh water if we need to. He even has some bandages. Woof is chewing on one of the ropes – which is not very helpful.
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Frank is teaching us to use a compass, which I don’t really understand. I think Google Maps would be easier, but Mr Keating says we’re not allowed to take phones or devices – which is a bit stupid, if you ask me. If we got lost, we could just call for help.

For someone who says he isn’t that keen on coming to camp, Tae is excellent at tying knots and using the compass. I think that’s because he’s a genius at Maths.

My brain doesn’t work the same way, but when Frank asks us how we’d react if someone got bitten by a snake, I know exactly what to do. I saw it on a television show just the other week. You apply a tourniquet to stop the venom from spreading and then you get the patient to stay still like a statue.


A tourniquet is a bandage that you wrap from where the bite is, up and down your arm or your leg or your finger. If you don’t have a bandage, you can use a T-shirt or another piece of clothing.
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When Tae asks what I would do if the person got bitten on the face, I show him by wrapping his head up like a mummy.
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Frank laughs and I laugh too, then Woof grabs the end of the bandage in his mouth and spins Tae around until he falls down laughing as well. Maybe Tae’s finally coming around to the idea of camp.

I actually don’t think head tourniquets would be very effective, so let’s hope that Mr Keating is right and there aren’t any snakes around.

‘Well done, you two,’ Frank says.

‘You’re a good teacher, Frank,’ Tae replies, and I agree.

Learning camp skills turns out to be lots of fun and very educational – even if we probably won’t need to know any of this stuff at all.
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Over the weekend, Frank teaches Tae and me how to make a fire without matches. First, we collect some rocks and bricks (from a pile Dad kept after he had a big clean-up down the back). We have to build a circle to make the fire inside – it’s called the hearth. Then we gather dry twigs and sticks.

Frank shows us how to use a magnifying glass and some crispy leaves to create a spark and then blow on them to get a proper flame. It takes a few goes, but it’s really exciting when the fire takes off.
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Mum brings marshmallows, and we stab them with the longest, skinniest sticks and toast them in the flames. It sort of feels like we’re having camp before camp, which is cool. Woof gobbles three marshmallows – I’m not sure they’re good for dogs, but he seems to like them.
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On Monday, Tae and Woof and I go to Sunset Views for our weekly visit with the residents. It’s lucky Mrs Best is out so I don’t have to mention anything about Frank living at our house because of the flood. I’m pretty sure he still hasn’t told her where he is, but I’m surprised she hasn’t come looking for him. Things must be even worse than Frank said.

And then, before we know it, it’s Wednesday morning and my bag is packed and we’re heading off to camp. We’re not going until after school but at least we get to wear mufti instead of our uniforms.

I say goodbye to Woof and give him a big hug. I’ll miss him so much. He whimpers when I head out the gate – probably because I have a bigger bag than usual, and he knows there’s something up because I’ve been talking about camp every minute of every day. I’ve also got a special kit in my daypack of things that Frank said might come in handy – like a length of rope and a magnifying glass, some bandaids, special spray for itchy bites and a crepe bandage. It’s all inside a zip-lock bag we can also use to collect rainwater if we get lost in the bush. I’m sure I won’t need any of it, but Frank insisted and Tae agreed that it was better to be prepared.
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Because the camp is so close to town, we don’t even have to catch a bus. Mum says that’s good because it saves everyone a lot of money and parents have enough to pay for. Instead, all the bags are being driven over by our school caretaker in his ute, then we’re walking together after school. Mr Keating tells us that there will be plenty of time for our first activity before dinner. Tomorrow and Friday, we get to do all sorts of cool things like canoeing and rock climbing and this thing called the wombat hole – I’m not sure what that is, but I hope there aren’t any real wombats involved.

The day drags on until we’re finally ready to leave. It’s only a couple of kilometres – although, from the way some kids are complaining, you’d think it was a million miles away.

We already know our daytime groups. There are four of them with six people in each because we have twenty-four kids in our class. There are The Wombats, The Koalas, The Bandicoots and The Possums. I’m a wombat along with Tae, Trinity, Hiro, Jemima and Freddy. I like that the daytime groups are girls and boys. Pity about the night-time ones.


For the cabin groups, there are six rooms each with four kids. I’m with Trinity, Jemima and Sophie in room three. There’s four bunks and a bathroom too, which is much fancier than I expected.

We get into our daytime groups and Mr Keating introduces us to Brad, who’s in charge of the camp. He’s wearing a khaki shirt and shorts with a matching bucket hat that says Camp Valley View on the front. He also has a bugle that he blasts loudly. It’s the signal for everyone to go to the muster area – which really just means the meeting place. He tells us who the other leaders are and all the groups head to different parts of the camp site to get to know the person who’s looking after them.
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Skye is in charge of The Wombats and she’s definitely the youngest instructor. She hardly looks old enough to be out of high school.

‘Hi everyone,’ she says and gives us a wave.

‘She’s pretty,’ Trinity whispers. ‘I love her eyeshadow! And look at her nails!’

I hadn’t noticed but now that Trinity mentions it, I realise that Skye’s nails are super long. They’re painted pink with hearts and crystals on the tips. Now I’m a bit worried about her commitment to the outdoors. She looks like she’d be more comfortable behind the beauty counter in a department store than climbing through wombat holes or building a campfire.
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‘Who wants to have some fun?’ she asks, running her fingers through the front of her long, blonde curls.

Everyone’s hands shoot into the air.

‘Well, that’s only going to happen if you do exactly what I say,’ she says in a surprisingly snarky voice. She hands Tae her bright pink water bottle. He seems nervous. ‘Fill this up for me, kid. In the kitchen over there.’ She points at a doorway that leads to the dining room. ‘And make sure it’s filtered. Tap water gives me puffy ankles.’

Wow. I never knew that tap water could do that.

I glance over at the other groups, who are getting to know their leaders too – I can see they’re playing games and I can hear some of them saying their names. There’s a man called Terry, who has short, curly hair and looks about the same age as Mr Keating. And Mark, a younger guy with a bushy beard. And there’s a lady who looks a bit like my mum. Her name’s Leonie. They all look like they’d be very happy spending lots of time outdoors.

‘What are we doing first?’ Freddy asks.

But Skye isn’t listening. She’s staring at something on her phone and laughing.


‘Do you like being a camp leader?’ I ask. But she ignores me too.

Tae comes back down the path towards us and hands the water bottle to Skye.

‘This is boring,’ says Hiro. ‘When are we going to do something?’

The other groups have all disappeared. Mr Keating has gone with The Bandicoots. I think that’s because of a kid in our class called Nicholas who’s been backchatting all the teachers lately. Mr Keating wouldn’t want him giving Hibiscus Gardens Primary a bad name if he did that to his camp leader.

‘We’ll go when I’m ready,’ Skye says, checking her phone again.

Tae looks at me and raises his eyebrows. I roll my eyes back at him.

This is not what I imagined camp would be like – at all.
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Finally, Skye puts her phone away and pulls a piece of paper from her pocket.

‘Canoeing,’ she says with a sigh. ‘That’s the first activity, so you’ll need to go and get changed into your swimmers and get your towels and water shoes.’

‘Yes!’ cheers Trinity and gives me a high five.

I wish Skye had told us that half an hour ago. It’s already quarter past four!


Luckily, everyone in our group is ready in less than ten minutes.

Just when I think we’re about to head off, Skye says that she has to get changed too and disappears over past our bunkhouse.

‘Why is she taking so long?’ Freddy moans after another twenty minutes have gone past.

When Skye eventually comes back, her hair is tied up in a fancy ponytail and her lips look really glossy.

‘Okay, hurry up, guys. We’ve only got half an hour left for this activity,’ she says.

‘What!’ Hiro exclaims.

Skye turns around and pouts her pink lips. ‘Well, if you hadn’t taken so long to get ready, we’d have more time, so you can’t blame me.’


My mouth drops open. Fortunately, I close it just as a fly tries to zoom inside.
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‘Is she serious?’ I whisper to Tae, who is shaking his head.

We walk through some bush to the boatshed on the edge of the lake. Skye tells us to get a lifejacket and grab an oar each. Then we get into pairs and push our canoes down into the water. I’m with Tae, of course. The canoes are really heavy, so there’s lots of grunting and groaning along with the pushing and pulling. The water isn’t too cold. As we jump into our canoe it wobbles a bit before we both sit down, but then it steadies.

‘What do we do now?’ Freddy asks. He’s with Hiro.
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‘Whatever you want,’ Skye says. ‘But don’t go too far because you’ve only got ten minutes left.’

‘Aren’t you going to teach us how to paddle?’ Trinity asks.

‘It’s not rocket science,’ Skye snaps. ‘Just stick your oar in the water and push.’

I really don’t like her tone. I’m glad that I’ve been canoeing before with Dad and Mum and Sam. I feel pretty confident, but I’m not sure about everyone else. I know this is Trinity’s first time.

‘Are you coming too?’ I ask.

Skye shakes her head. ‘I wasn’t planning on it.’

‘Then why did you use up all that time getting changed?’ Jemima says.

Skye gives her a look that would freeze fire. ‘Because if any of you fall in, I’ll have to go after you. And I just washed my hair this morning, so you’d better not.’

‘She’s unbelievable,’ Tae mumbles.

I nod my head. I always thought camp leaders would be fun – and caring.

Tae and I paddle out into the middle of the lake. He looks much happier than when we first arrived at camp. We make a good team, but the same can’t be said for Jemima and Trinity. It looks like they’re going around in circles. And now the wind has come up and they’re getting pushed further away from shore. That’s not good.

I look across the lake and spot something. It’s moving in the undergrowth on the other side of the lake. ‘Hey, did you see that?’ I shout at Tae.

‘See what?’ he says, and I point at the shore.


I bite my lip and stare at the bush. Whatever it was has gone. ‘Nothing,’ I reply. ‘I must have imagined it.’

Just for a second, I could have sworn it was Woof. But that’s silly. He’s at home.

‘Paddle harder!’ I hear Jemima yell at Trinity, but Trinity hasn’t got the hang of it at all.

I turn around. ‘I think they need help,’ I tell Tae. He agrees.

We both scan the shore looking for Skye, but there’s no sign of her.

‘Help!’ Trinity shouts.

Hiro and Freddy are really far away. Tae and I paddle towards the girls as fast as we can. Trinity stands up to call for help and the canoe rocks like a baby’s cradle. Her arms start spinning like windmills, and then suddenly there’s a splash and she’s in the water, coughing and spluttering.
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Jemima leans over to try to help Trinity, but she topples in too.

This is bad. I can see Freedy and Hiro paddling hard towards us.

Trinity and Jemima are hanging onto the side of their canoe, which is now upside down. Their oars have floated away and they’re both screaming.

Tae and I get to them first.


‘You need to tip it back over,’ I shout. They try to push it up, but it’s too heavy. Tae jumps in and then Freddy, and the four of them manage to do it. This time, with some help from the boys, Jemima hauls herself back in and then helps pull Trinity over the edge too. Freddy swims back to Hiro.

I quickly get out the rope. It’s lucky I put my special kit inside the waterproof barrel in our canoe!

‘Tae,’ I shout and throw it to him.

‘Got it!’ he calls back. He then ties it to the front of the girls’ canoe using one of the special knots Frank taught us. Tae climbs back into our boat and ties the other end around his seat so we’re linked together. Freddy and Hiro have picked up the girls’ oars and given them back, so this time, with some coaching, Trinity and Jemima are able to paddle back to shore, with us towing them in the lead. Talk about teamwork!
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I can see Skye waving her arms and shouting.

‘Hurry up!’ she yells. ‘We’re supposed to be at dinner and you’ve still got to pack up. Seriously, I told you ten minutes – and why are you all wet?’

Trinity starts babbling that she and Jemima almost drowned, but Skye has already started walking back to the shed.


‘Lucky our friends saved us!’ Trinity yells then turns back to us and rolls her eyes. ‘She doesn’t care.’

‘Do you think we should tell Mr Keating?’ Hiro asks. ‘I mean, she wasn’t even watching us. What if something really bad had happened?’

I shrug. ‘But it didn’t, and I’m sure she’ll pay more attention during the next activity.’ I’m crossing my fingers when I say that because I’m actually not sure at all. But it feels strange telling on a grown-up.

Tae nods.

‘I hope the rest of the activities are more fun than canoeing,’ Freddy says. I do too – but at the moment I’m not feeling very confident.
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It’s not that far from the lake to the dining room, but we still have to hurry and get changed out of our swimmers before dinner. Everyone else is already there when we arrive. I see Brad, the guy in charge, take Skye aside. Her face turns red and she looks as if she could murder someone while he’s talking to her. Just what we need: an even grumpier Skye. Fortunately, she disappears, and Mr Keating and the other camp leaders look after us for the rest of the night.

Dinner is surprisingly good. My brother Sam told me I shouldn’t have high expectations after some of the camps he’s been on. Though it could do with some colour – other than the big blobs of tomato sauce I saw some kids smothering all over their plates. Maybe carrots or beans, because chicken schnitzel and chips are a little on the white side.

After dinner Mr Keating and Brad run a quiz. We stay in our camp groups and The Wombats are the winners (probably because there are a few hard maths questions and Tae gets all the answers right). I also help by knowing my favourite singer’s middle name: Alison.

Just as Mr Keating tells us it’s time for bed, Trinity leans in close to everyone in our group, her eyes wide. ‘Hey,’ she whispers, ‘did you hear about the mud monster at the wombat hole?’

‘What are you talking about?’ I ask.

‘There’s no such thing as monsters,’ Jemima declares, but I think she’s saying that to convince herself.

‘The Bandicoots got to go through the wombat hole – which isn’t really a wombat hole, it’s more like a tunnel that the camp leaders flood with water so it’s super muddy,’ Trinity explains. ‘After Nicholas came out he said he saw a creature in the bush all covered in mud, but then it disappeared towards the lake before he could investigate.’
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‘I wouldn’t believe anything Nicholas says.’ Hiro shakes his head. ‘He’s always making stuff up.’

I nod and so does everyone else, but I still don’t like the idea of a mud monster one little bit.

The groups stand up and everyone heads for their cabins. The girls disappear into ours and Tae’s bunk buddies go into his, which is right opposite.

‘See you tomorrow,’ I say to Tae. ‘Sleep well.’

‘I’m not going to sleep at all,’ he replies. He sounds worried again. I thought Tae had been handling camp pretty well so far – considering he really didn’t want to come.

‘Are you scared of the mud monster?’ I ask.

Tae shakes his head. ‘No, it’s not that.’

‘Then what’s the matter?’

‘Forget about it,’ he mutters and sighs.

‘You’ll be fine,’ I say. I wish he’d tell me what the problem is. Mum always says that a worry shared is a worry halved. Tae’s usually really good at fractions, but not this time.

[image: image]

The sound of Brad’s bugle blasts the whole camp site awake. I can hear kids moaning and shouting for him to be quiet. Mr Keating yells out that we have to be dressed and at breakfast in fifteen minutes.


I see Tae in the courtyard and don’t spot any bags under his eyes, so he must have slept after all.

Trinity wouldn’t stop talking for ages, but once I fell asleep I don’t think I woke up, which is surprising as sometimes I find it hard to sleep somewhere new.

Now everyone is in the dining room eating more white food for breakfast. Rice Bubbles, white toast, scrambled eggs. I hope there’s a feedback form because I’ve got some suggestions – the nutritional value of their menu could definitely be improved.
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‘Who was snoring last night?’ Nicholas says loudly.

My eyes widen and I notice Tae’s do too.

‘It was so loud it rattled the windows, but it wasn’t coming from my room,’ he finishes.

‘It was probably the mud monster,’ Hiro replies, a teasing tone in his voice.

‘You don’t have to believe me, Hiro, but it’s true. I know what I saw,’ Nicholas snaps.

Nicholas’s group is right next door to Tae’s room across the courtyard from mine.

‘It wasn’t just snoring, either. There were other weird noises, like scratching, and sometimes it sounded like someone was talking with a mouth full of food. Tonight, I’m going to find out who was making all that racket and stuff a sock in their mouth,’ Nicholas says and everyone around him laughs – though a lot of them sound nervous. I giggle, but only out of terror. I don’t want a sock in my mouth! That would be disgusting.

‘Do you think he’s serious?’ Tae asks. His hands are shaking.

I shrug. ‘I hope not. But what are you worried about? You don’t snore.’

Tae doesn’t reply. He just scoops a mouthful of cereal and chews quietly.

I’m sure I don’t snore either – even if it does run in my family. I think for a moment. Snoring, scratching, talking with a mouth full of food (or sounding like it) – Woof does all those things. But he wasn’t here last night. He was at home with Mum and Dad and Sam and Frank.

Wasn’t he?
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After breakfast, Brad blows his bugle again and we all race to the muster point. I’m not sure where Skye is, but Brad says that he’s taking our group for the low ropes course. I’m not sorry about that at all. Brad is awesome, and we have the most amazing time.

‘Is Skye still our leader?’ Trinity asks after we’ve wrestled ourselves into harnesses and helmets and taken turns crossing the crocodile river and jumping over the lily pads. It seems weird that we haven’t seen Skye since last night.

‘Yes, she’ll be taking you again after lunch,’ he says, glancing at his watch and frowning. ‘She has some paperwork I need her to do.’

‘That’s disappointing,’ Jemima mumbles. I see Brad frown again.

The delicious smell of sizzling sausages fills the air as we arrive back from the ropes course. I can’t believe it’s lunchtime already! But there’s something going on over at the barbecue.

‘There’s a dozen sausages missing,’ I hear Leonie say. ‘I could have sworn they were there just before I ducked inside to get the rissoles.’
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‘That’s strange. Unless that pesky possum has developed a taste for raw meat,’ Brad replies.

I know who likes sausages – raw and cooked. Woof. I scan the camp site. But it’s impossible. Ever since Dad fixed the gate and the fence, Woof hasn’t escaped from home even once.

‘Must have been the mud monster,’ Nicholas says with a sneer.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Tae scoffs.

I agree, but this mud monster thing is starting to get on my nerves.
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Straight after everyone’s eaten, The Wombats get ready to go on a bushwalk. Skye is in charge again and she looks even grumpier than yesterday. Although her make-up is still perfect.

‘Right, come on then,’ Skye grouches.

‘But shouldn’t we take our daypacks and water bottles?’ I ask.

‘We’re just going on a bushwalk – not climbing Mount Everest,’ she says then sighs. ‘But fine, go and get whatever you want, but don’t ask me to carry anything.’
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We set off on a track that leads around to the other side of the lake. I’ve been here before, but I haven’t done the bushwalk up into the escarpment. Skye tells us that we’re going to the lookout – I’m not sure how far that is.
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Jemima reads my mind and asks, but Skye is looking at her phone again. I’m pretty sure she has taken at least ten selfies since we set off.


‘Are we there yet?’ Hiro calls out after about three minutes, but it’s obvious we’re nowhere interesting. There’s just bush all around us.

Hiro is up ahead behind Skye, and Jemima is next. Then there’s Tae and me, then Freddy and Trinity. I’m looking at the track, trying not to trip over a whole tangle of tree roots, when Tae stops dead in front of me.

‘Whoa, sorry,’ I apologise as I bump into him.

‘Drinks break,’ Hiro calls, and we pass the message on down the line.

After everyone has had a few gulps, we start walking again. We take the left fork in the track even though there’s a sign pointing to the other one.

‘Are we going the right way?’ I call out, but Skye just shouts that she knows a shortcut to the lookout. That’s fine with me – the bushwalk is much harder than I thought. We keep going for ages.

‘How much longer?’ Trinity asks as the trail finally opens out into a clearing. We’ve walked up and up and up, but I can’t see any view. And I feel as if maybe we’ve been going around in a bit of a circle. I’ve seen some of these trees before – but then again, a lot of trees look alike.

‘It’s just over here,’ Skye calls then leads us down another narrow trail.

‘Do you think she knows where she’s going?’ Tae asks.

I frown. ‘I hope so.’

Skye stops in another clearing and pulls out her phone.

‘No way!’ she gripes. ‘Stupid battery. How am I going to post anything now?’


She tells us to wait where we are and that she’ll go ahead and check to see how far it is to the lookout. At least there’s some rocks and logs to sit on.

‘She’s a terrible camp leader,’ Freddy says.

‘I don’t think she likes her job at all,’ Jemima adds.

The rest of us are nodding when all of a sudden Freddy starts screaming and jumping up and down as if he’s got ants in his pants. Which it turns out he does.
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‘Ow!’ he yells. ‘Something’s biting me!’

‘You sat on an ants’ nest!’ Tae exclaims.

Freddy is hopping around trying to swat the ants.

‘Ow! It stings!’ he wails.


Tae unscrews the lid of his water bottle and tips it onto Freddy’s legs where it looks like he’s been bitten the most.

‘We need more water!’ Tae orders, so I grab my bottle and do the same. But Freddy cries out that it’s still stinging, so we end up using all the water.

‘Where’s Skye?’ Jemima asks, looking around. ‘We need the first-aid kit.’

But in my daypack I’ve got the little kit that Frank helped us put together. I find the zip-lock bag that holds antiseptic cream and anti-itch ointment, and quickly apply both to Freddy’s bites.
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‘Is he going to be okay?’ Trinity asks, standing nearby. ‘I got bitten by a bull ant one day and it hurt even more than a bee sting – and I’m allergic too.’

Tae and I investigate the nest.

‘They’re green ants,’ Tae says.

Frank taught us about the different kinds of ants and what to do if we got bitten.

‘They won’t kill you, but they have a nasty bite,’ I add.

Tae looks around. ‘Skye’s been gone for ages.’

I feel my tummy knot a little bit. He’s right.

‘Maybe she sat on an ants’ nest too,’ Freddy says, still squirming.

‘We’d have heard her yelling, but don’t you think it’s funny that she hasn’t come back? You were making a lot of noise, Freddy,’ I reply. I have a bad feeling about this.

‘Maybe the mud monster got her,’ Hiro says.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I scoff, rolling my eyes, but I feel the knot in my tummy getting tighter.

‘What should we do?’ Tae asks just as a bloodcurdling scream rings out from the trail ahead. Everyone jumps into the air.

‘It’s Skye!’ Tae shouts. ‘Come on – she needs help.’

‘What if it’s the mud monster?’ Jemima whimpers, her eyebrows jumping up to the top of her forehead.

‘I promise, there’s no such thing!’ I exclaim, grabbing her hand as we all charge after Tae into the bush.








[image: image]





‘Skye!’ we all shout as we look right and left and up and down trying to find her.

‘I’m over here,’ she eventually calls back.

We run around a corner and find Skye lying on the ground. There’s a smudge of dirt on her face and it looks like she’s been crying.

I kneel beside her. ‘What happened?’


‘I thought I saw a snake,’ she says, her breaths heavy.

‘A snake! Did it bite you?’ Trinity shrieks and jumps up on the nearest rock.

‘No, it just startled me. It was on that rock where you’re standing,’ Skye explains.

‘What?’ Trinity jumps back down, her eyes darting everywhere.

‘I went over on my ankle. I think it’s sprained,’ Skye says with a sniffle.

‘Maybe you should drink more tap water – puffy ankles might be tougher than skinny ones,’ Hiro retorts, trying not to let his lips curl into a smirk.

‘Very funny,’ Skye snaps.

‘Have you got the first-aid kit?’ I ask, looking at her.

She shakes her head.

‘It’s lucky Willa has some things,’ Tae says.


I take a look at Skye’s ankle. It’s red and swollen – most likely sprained. I pull out the crepe bandage and wrap it carefully around and around her ankle and under her foot, pinning the end the way Frank showed Tae and me.
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‘Can you stand up?’ I ask.

Tae and Freddy hold out their hands and help Skye to her feet, but she can’t put any pressure on her right leg.

‘We’ll have to go get help,’ Hiro says.


I shake my head. ‘No, we can’t split up. It’s the easiest way to get lost.’

Skye’s face crumples. ‘We’re already lost.’

‘What? You said you knew where you were going!’ Freddy exclaims.

‘Well, I thought I did. I’ve only been up here once before,’ Skye snaps. ‘It’s not my fault. I hate being a camp leader. I’m only doing it because my dad says I have to while I’m waiting to start university.’

‘Your dad?’ Tae asks, a frown on his forehead.

‘Brad – the boss. He says that it’s better if people don’t know he’s my dad because they might think I get special treatment, but I don’t,’ Skye finishes.

Now it makes sense: the way she was huffy with him earlier, but then everything was okay.


‘How are we going to get back to camp?’ Trinity asks.

I’m thinking about the lessons Frank taught Tae and me. One of the most important things was to stick together and stay exactly where you are if you get lost. Most people find themselves in much bigger trouble if they wander off and get separated from their group.

‘We haven’t got any water left,’ Hiro adds.

‘Sorry,’ Freddy replies. ‘But my ant bites feel better.’

‘If I hadn’t taken so many selfies my battery wouldn’t have gone flat,’ Skye says. ‘Maybe this is all my fault. I’m going to be in so much trouble.’

‘We’re all in trouble, if you hadn’t already noticed,’ responds Freddy.

The sun is casting long shadows.


Jemima clasps her hands tightly in front of her. ‘It’s going to get dark soon.’

‘Surely someone will notice that we’re missing and they’ll come looking shortly,’ I say.

‘I’m scared,’ whimpers Trinity.

‘I’m hungry,’ moans Freddy.

‘We could build a fire and hope that someone sees the smoke,’ suggests Hiro.

‘Except that we haven’t got any matches,’ Jemima replies.

The clearing we’re in is big enough that we could make a fire pit. The wind has died down and we’ve had a lot of rain lately, so it would be pretty safe.

‘We don’t need matches,’ I reply, smiling at Tae.

‘But we do need some rocks and twigs,’ he says. ‘And let’s hope that the clouds don’t come across, because we need the sun to get it started.’
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‘Wow, you two know a lot about camping,’ Trinity says.

‘Thanks to our friend, Frank,’ I reply.

It doesn’t take long to gather what we need. Skye helps too even though she can’t really move far. Starting the fire is harder, but eventually we do it and everyone cheers. Now we just have to hope that someone down below sees the smoke.
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We sit around the fire and wait. And wait. And wait some more.

‘Maybe we should tell ghost stories,’ Hiro says, but no one else is keen.

It feels like we’ve been sitting here for hours (but when I check my watch it has actually only been twenty-seven minutes) when there’s a rustling sound in the bushes.


‘Oh no! It’s the mud monster!’ Trinity shouts and then starts to wail.

But this mud monster runs towards me panting and barking and licking my cheek.
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‘WOOF!’ I jump up and give him a big hug. ‘How did you get here?’

His fur is matted and muddy and he has a guilty look on his face.

There are more rustling sounds and then we hear someone shouting.


‘Woof! Stop!’ the voice yells.

There’s more footsteps, then suddenly Robbie from school stumbles through the undergrowth. He’s holding one of Woof’s leads.

‘Thank goodness you’re here!’ I yell and race over to give Robbie a hug. He steps back and I notice that his face has turned bright red. ‘How did you find us?’
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‘I didn’t,’ Robbie replies. ‘I’ve been chasing after Woof. He escaped from your place, and Frank and your mum and dad and Sam have been looking for him. I saw them and said I’d help. Then I spotted him making a run towards the camp.’

Robbie has come a long way since he read my diary. The fact that he wanted to help find Woof is very impressive.

‘When did Woof get out?’ I ask.

‘I’m not sure. Your dad said he dug a hole under the fence down the back and they didn’t spot it until this afternoon. They think he’s been coming and going since you left for camp. Last night he came back covered in mud, but then he disappeared again.’

I look at Tae and he looks at me.

‘I think we might have just found the mysterious mud monster!’ Tae exclaims.

‘Or more like the mud monster found us,’ I reply, rubbing the top of Woof’s head.


‘What mud monster?’ Robbie asks.

I go through the whole story of Nicholas and the mud monster and how it all makes sense now.

‘That’s a relief,’ says Trinity.

‘Maybe he was the one who was snoring and grunting last night too!’ Hiro exclaims.

Tae’s face lights up at the thought. I’m relieved as well. No one wants to be the kid who snores at camp.

‘Why are you all sitting here around a campfire looking like you’re lost?’ Robbie asks.

‘Because we are,’ Tae replies.

I tell him that Skye has hurt her ankle, and she said we were lost. So we decided to stay where we were and light the fire.

Robbie shakes his head. ‘Um, well, the camp’s just down there – you must have taken the long way around the track.’

I hug Woof and tell him he’s the best dog in the world.

‘He must have known that something was wrong and came to find us,’ I say.

There are more voices on the track and then suddenly Brad and Mr Keating appear.

‘What are you doing, Skye?’ her father asks. ‘You were supposed to be back at camp an hour ago.’

Mr Keating eyes Robbie suspiciously. ‘You know you’re not on this camp, right?’ he says. ‘You’re in Year Six.’

Robbie nods. ‘I was just out searching for Woof and he led me up here. He’s a really clever dog, you know. He found them.’


‘Oh,’ Mr Keating says. ‘Well done, Woof.’

‘Can he stay for the rest of the camp?’ Tae asks.

I think Tae wants to make sure that Woof is the snorer, but Brad tells us it would be best if Woof goes home. Dad will have to make sure that Woof can’t get out again. I’ll give Woof a good talking to. Then I explain everything that’s happened.

‘That was sensible, Willa,’ Brad says then turns to Skye. ‘But why didn’t you just call me, Skye?’

‘Her phone battery went dead. It mustn’t have charged properly last night,’ I say quickly.

The others are all frowning at me, but I make googly eyes back and look at Skye, who mouths, Thank you.


‘Well, let’s have a look at that ankle,’ Brad says. He unwraps the bandage and comments on how expertly it was put on.

‘That was Willa,’ Skye explains and gives me a smile.

‘Come on then, back to camp,’ Brad instructs. He helps Skye up and she puts her arm around his shoulder.

‘I’ll lead the way,’ offers Robbie, snapping the lead onto Woof’s collar. ‘I know a shortcut.’

And he’s right. He does.
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The rest of camp turns out to be amazing.

Skye can’t do much because of her sore ankle, but she comes and thanks me for not telling her dad how hopeless she was. She apologises to all of The Wombats and promises that she’ll do better with the next group.

On Thursday night we have spag bol and salad for dinner, then hokey-pokey ice-cream – a good choice. After that, Mr Keating organises a game of charades. The Bandicoots win this time.

Brad presents Tae and me with special gifts – Camp Valley View bucket hats, which, he says, we deserve because of the leadership skills we showed.
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Tae is even going to start dressing up again as a person of greatness (that’s what his name means in Korean). He’s decided this week he’s a camp leader – which is funny because he really didn’t want to come, but at least now I’m sure I know why.
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On Friday we go abseiling, which is the scariest and most thrilling thing I’ve ever done in my life, and then we get to crawl through the wombat hole. And would you believe that there was no snoring at all during the night – so it had to be Woof. I’m really glad it wasn’t me.


‘Is that why you didn’t want to come to camp?’ I ask Tae. ‘Because you were worried about snoring?’

He nods. ‘When I slept over at Rory’s house, he told me I snored and that it was disgusting.’

‘So, all this time you’ve been worrying about nothing?’ I say. ‘You know Rory probably just said that to make you feel bad. He was really bossy and mean and he told lots of lies. You and I have had sleepovers since we were toddlers and I’ve never heard you snore.’

Tae nods again. ‘I promise that next time I’m worried about something, Willa, I’ll tell you.’

At four o’clock it’s time to go home. I’m surprised to see Frank and Mrs Best in the camp car park standing beside her little blue hatchback. Woof is there too, on his lead. His fur is spotless – he’s even had a blow-dry. Mrs Best looks lovely in one of her floral dresses and Frank is very smart too in beige trousers and a checked shirt. I wonder if they’ve been out.
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‘Hey, Frank!’ I call and run to give him a hug. Tae’s right behind me.

‘Thought we’d help your mum and Soo-Min and come and do the pick-up,’ Frank says. ‘How was it?’

‘Amazing!’ I reply. ‘And it’s lucky you taught us all those things because otherwise we could have died out there.’

Frank frowns and Mrs Best chuckles.

‘Really? I can’t wait to hear all about it,’ Frank says.

‘It’s true, Frank,’ Tae adds. ‘Willa and I saved everyone – well, with help from Woof, and Robbie too.’

‘This old escape artist,’ responds Frank, shaking his head.

Woof makes a noise that sounds like he’s saying, Sorry.


Mrs Best leads us back to her car and we load the bags into the boot. Tae and Woof and I get into the back seat.

‘So, are you two friends again?’ I ask when Frank and Mrs Best hop into the car.

‘What are you talking about, Willa?’ Mrs Best says. ‘Frank and I have always been friends. He came over to help me with a couple of jobs, but I was so busy baking trays of Anzac biscuits. I take them to Legacy to sell in the lead-up to Anzac Day to raise money for all those poor widows and their families who’ve lost someone in active service. My sister is one of them, so I always spend this time with her. I’ve been away since last weekend – I can’t believe Frank never called to tell me about his accident!’


‘So, you don’t think Frank is hopeless?’ I say.

Frank turns around in his seat and glares at me.

‘Of course not. He’s such a help around the house. And it wasn’t his fault that silly cat of mine made the ladder topple. Ginger Biscuit is just far too curious for his own good.’

I raise my eyebrows.

‘Why don’t we drive down to the beach and get a milkshake, and you two can tell us all about these camp dramas?’ Frank suggests.

I give him a wink. ‘Sounds perfect to me.’

Woof makes a noise that says, Me too.
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