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    Alex McDiarmid had stuff happen to him at school too.


    The time he remembers best was when he came as a pudding for a ‘food parade’ at school – but everyone, including the teachers, mistakenly thought he’d dressed up as a big poo.
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    ‘Punch buggy blue!’ my friend Lou shouted as his fist rocketed into my arm.


    ‘Ow!’ I yelled, pulling back.


    An old rust-bucket Beetle roared down the road next to our bus. My bad. I should have spotted it first and beat Lou to the punch. He’s such a sneak.


    ‘Don’t be a baby,’ Lou said, trying to hide his laughter behind his hand. Well . . . at least he was having a good time. I was so done with that stupid game. Punch buggy started as the go-to thing on excursions, but guys in my class had taken it into the schoolyard and were playing it at lunch, standing by the fence. Beetle goes past? Someone gets socked in the arm. It was all anyone ever played after You Play, You Pay was banned that time Fadi broke Jack’s arm on the oval.


    The bus trip was usually the best part of a school excursion, and today was no different. But it would only be a matter of time before our bus pulled up at the gallery and we’d have to start learning art stuff, so everyone was trying to have fun while they still could. A couple of boys volleyed a tennis ball between rows of seats. One of the girls sat up the front clutching her stomach, pale-faced and sick from the ride. Some other kids a few seats away were giggling about something – I hoped it wasn’t about me.


    Then, I saw it. Another old Beetle. Green this time, right next to my window! I smirked, winding up my arm to tag Lou.


    I shouted, ‘Punch buggy gr–’


    ‘Hey guys, I think we’re here!’ Lou said, cutting over my sick call.


    The green Beetle had passed. It was too late for me to hit him now.


    I slumped back into my seat as the bus pulled to the kerb, right outside the art gallery. There were these giant fountains that stood to either side of a massive marble entrance, and the entrance was decorated with multicoloured exhibition posters that looked like rainbow spirals . . . a wormhole out of a space cartoon or something. In block letters, the words COLOURS OF CHANGE were printed on the front.


    There were people everywhere, walking up the steps into the building. I couldn’t believe it. People went to see art galleries even when they didn’t have to?


    Our teacher, Miss Hobbie, stood up the front of the bus and clapped her hands to get our attention. It took a few more loud ones to get all of us to settle down. She was a nice lady, one of the more patient teachers. She always wore really bright dresses with vibrant patterns on them. Today’s dress looked like the pattern from a multicoloured bowling ball, swirling into a rainbow vortex.


    ‘Good morning, everyone!’ she said brightly. ‘Now, before we show you around Colours of Change, I believe the ever-wonderful Mr Slater would like to have a few words with you before we go inside.’


    I rolled my eyes. Colours of Change? So lame.


    Mr Slater stood up from his seat. He looked as old as my dad, but a lot taller. He wore a wide-brimmed sun hat and a spotty blue-and-yellow bow tie. If hot chocolate could have a voice, it would be Mr Slater’s – deep and rich. When he talked, the thick moustache on his upper lip wriggled like a fat hairy caterpillar.


    ‘Now I know that some of you don’t take art very seriously . . .’ he started.


    Close enough. I just saw art class as free time.


    He gave us this giant smile. ‘The funny thing is that art is all around you. Your Saturday morning cartoons are art! The music played at your favourite restaurant is art! The clothes you wear are art! Art is the most fantastic way to understand this world, because it is never wrong or right, good or bad. It comes from a place of expression . . . and freedom. So when you walk around this gallery today, look at each painting as a window into another world. Be imaginative. Don’t be imprisoned by your mind!’


    A few kids were already yawning.


    ‘So, let’s jump straight into it,’ he said, exiting the bus. He waved at us to follow. ‘Curiosity awaits!’


    With that, our class started getting off the bus. Lou and I had a method to avoid learning stuff on excursions. It was pretty genius . . . and it was all about choosing the right seats.


    Our day started by getting to school right on time which meant we were first into the 5H classroom. We sat right by the door, so after rollcall Lou and I were behind our teacher on the way to the bus. First in line for the bus meant we had our pick of seats, so we sat up the back. This meant we would get off last, which meant we’d be last in line during the excursion, which meant we’d be further away from Mr Slater who was up the front, which meant we wouldn’t have to hear him talk about his stupid art stuff.


    As we got off the bus last, Lou and I were beaming. We’d perfected our method. I was pretty good at stuff if I put my mind to it. Mum always said that. Truth is, I didn’t really want to be pretty good at anything because that meant getting attention from teachers or other kids in my class.


    Another reason I liked sitting up the back of the bus? I was happy there.


    All I wanted was to be like a submarine, under the radar so nobody would notice me. I didn’t really like talking to people much, so the less that everybody noticed me the better.


    I told Mum this once. She said I should get out of my ‘comfort zone’. Whatever that meant.


    My comfort zone was comfortable for a reason, so why would I ever leave it?
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    Walking into the gallery was nothing like going under the radar. If anything, it was over the radar, with most of my class storming through the front doors of the gallery laughing and yelling to one another.


    ‘5H, please keep it down!’ Miss Hobbie asked sweetly. Nobody listened.


    ‘Everybody!’ Mr Slater said loudly.


    He waved an arm in the air, motioning to the gallery space we found ourselves in. Then, he said one simple word. ‘Respect.’


    Everyone went dead quiet. Was that meant to be a magic word? Did Mr Slater have some sort of superpower?


    Miss Hobbie took the opportunity to begin shuffling us around into some sort of messy line. Mr Slater was up the front. Miss Hobbie kept up the tail end with us, which I didn’t think was as bad. She was sweet and lovely like Mum’s cheesecake.


    Walking through the white-walled rooms of the gallery, I could only think about how nutty the place was. Like I’d been transported into a whole new world. There were lots of strange stone figures of naked people and paintings that didn’t do much apart from weird me out. Then there was one man made of rock . . . his arms were really long and wavy, and he had an open mouth that nearly took up his whole face. I imagined that he was just really upset because his arms had turned to spaghetti. Then there was this sweet painting that looked like sunrise on the surface of the moon.


    As we walked, I lost track of time looking at everything. Each room became the next and after a while we stopped at this huge painting. It was big . . . really big. So big that it took up the entire wall! It didn’t take long before I started imagining things again. It started with a black line right down the middle. That was a character, sure, but what character wears all black? Black, black, black . . . a samurai wears black armour because he doesn’t want people to see him, just like me!


    But people aren’t his real enemies. People are boring.


    The painting had some green blobs to the side, which totally had to be aliens . . . that would mean that the samurai was in space . . . like . . . a . . . like a cosmic samurai! My mind went into turbo now. He needed some kind of weapon, right? A sword. Cosmic Samurai wouldn’t just have any normal sword because he’s, well, cosmic. I spotted some light-blue streaks through the painting. Maybe they were sparks of lightning leaping off Cosmic Samurai’s sword! Maybe Mr Slater was right about paintings being like worlds. For those couple of minutes, the inside of my head felt like a pretty fun place.


    ‘Now, you’ve probably never seen a painting like this before,’ Mr Slater told us as we stopped behind him, interrupting my awesome train of thought. ‘This is because it’s abstract.’


    I didn’t know what abstract meant, but I was hoping it would explain why I saw something in that painting that I think nobody else did.


    ‘Does abstract mean boring in French or something?’ a boy in our class called out with a clueless grin on his face. People called him Mullet because his haircut was short at the front and long at the back. A few kids laughed along with him.


    Mr Slater shook his head. ‘You’re only calling it boring because you don’t understand it, Gilbert.’


    Oh yeah . . . that was his name.


    Another boy threw up his hand, piping up before Mr Slater gave him permission to speak. ‘What makes abstract art different from other art?’


    ‘Abstract art came about when artists began to feel like something was missing, like their work was losing meaning. At that point, life was changing very quickly with all kinds of things like big factories, cars and even cinemas coming along. Artists started finding new ways of seeing, new ways of thinking and new ways of explaining the world around them.’ Mr Slater said, looking at the rest of our class enthusiastically. He made a broad gesture with his arms at the huge artwork behind him. It looked like he was preparing to hug an invisible giant panda.


    ‘This is what happens when you think outside the box! This is the result of people who pushed their own boundaries to create something completely unlike anything anyone had seen at the time. You’ll be surprised what you can accomplish when you keep an open mind.’


    After forty-five minutes of standing in front of all those paintings, we were getting restless. Some shifted on aching feet, others had conversations – a couple of boys even tried to stretch out on the comfy couches in one of the rooms. Miss Hobbie started to lead the class, with Mr Slater following up the back to stop us from losing focus. By the time I realised what was happening, he’d already caught me.


    ‘What do you think of the paintings, Harry?’


    Uh oh . . .


    Lou made his escape, joining the rest of our group. What a friend.


    ‘Uh . . .’ I said, words slowly dribbling from my mouth. What did I think of the paintings? I wasn’t sure. Would Mr Slater think I was a big baby if I told him about Cosmic Samurai destroying space monsters with his sweet lightning sword? ‘They’re kinda weird,’ I replied.


    ‘Do you think weird is bad?’ he asked.


    Yep. Definitely the wrong thing to say.


    ‘Uh . . . I dunno. It depends what everyone else thinks. Can I go back to the others now?’ I asked, eager to get away.


    Mr Slater kept walking beside me. ‘Different can be interesting, Harry. Interesting can be cool.’


    Cool? What would Mr Slater know about cool? He’s a grown-up who wears spotty bow ties. Cool people don’t wear spotty bow ties.


    I looked up and saw that the rest of our class had moved into the next room with Miss Hobbie.


    Mr Slater tapped my shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s catch up with the others,’ he said. Then he smiled. ‘I look forward to seeing you in art class tomorrow, Harry.’


    More art classes with Mr Slater? That wasn’t lame. That wasn’t super lame. That was extra lame with big lame cherries on top and a side of the lamest whipped cream ever.


    He was going to try and make me think about weird stuff and probably do some stupid drawings. Why was he trying to get me to work hard? Was this to push me out of my comfort zone?
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    The next morning Mr Slater stood front and centre in the art room, his smock splattered and smeared with different colours.


    ‘Now, we covered a lot at yesterday’s trip to the Colours of Change exhibition,’ he said, then spent the entire class going over the paintings we saw at the gallery.


    The only thing worse than a boring excursion is talking about the boring excursion.


    I checked the clock on the wall. Five minutes until lunch. Then I remembered that clock was five minutes fast. I leaned back on my stool, waiting for the next ten minutes to pass. I knew it would feel like another hour by the time Mr Slater was done.


    ‘Harry, don’t lean on your chair,’ Mr Slater said, clicking his fingers in my face.


    Ugh. I dropped my chair back.


    At least I liked our art room. It was small, but not too small, and had a really high roof. Along the back wall was a row of deep sinks that looked like they really needed a clean, with crusty paint clinging to the metal.


    Two long pieces of string were tacked to opposite walls, paintings pegged over them to dry. The year twos had done them. They were always the ones that left the class in a mess, never cleaning the sinks or the brushes.


    I started digging around in my new black pencil case, pulling out a blunt pencil and a sharpener. It gave me something to do. I sharpened a lot of pencils in Mr Slater’s class.


    ‘For tomorrow’s class, I want you to bring in a work-in-progress art piece,’ Mr Slater announced. ‘They’ll all be displayed next week at the Monvale Art Fair.’


    My pencil dropped, clattering loudly against the table. What did he want us to do again? Did I miss something?


    ‘Make whatever you want,’ he continued. ‘A painting, sculpture, drawing . . . Express yourselves.’


    ‘Why can’t you just tell us what to make, Mr Slater?’ one of the girls protested, crossing her arms angrily. ‘Imagining stuff is hard!’


    Josie Yang’s the smartest person in year five, but that doesn’t make her any less annoying. All the teachers love her. She always gets gold stars and makes the rest of us look bad.


    ‘Because,’ Mr Slater replied very matter-of-factly, ‘it’s important for you to experiment. Remember the abstract artists? Nobody told them what to make, they found inspiration and did it themselves. If I told you what to make you’d all be handing me the same thing.’


    Another groan. Josie huffed, shaking her head. Her pigtails jiggled all over the place. They always did when she got upset, which usually happened twice a week.


    Before she could open her mouth to protest again, the bell rang.


    ‘All right, everyone, that’s all we’ve got time for. Have a good lunch, and remember to do your homework!’


    Chairs scraped against the floor as everyone rushed to leave the room. I picked up my things.


    ‘You coming, Harry?’ Lou asked. ‘Eddie, Gregor and I are gonna go play downball.’


    There was a pretty large group of kids that played downball at recess and lunch, but not long ago the four of us had found a new square of concrete behind the sports shed. We just chalked up our court and it was good to go. It was nice to play without anybody else wanting to join in, or stand and watch.


    It was our little secret.


    ‘Hope you brought your lunchbox!’ Eddie chimed in, ‘because you’re gonna get schooled!’ he puffed his chest like a pigeon, grinning wildly. It was kind of weird that he was the best downball player in our little group because he was so clumsy the rest of the time.


    ‘Yeah, yeah . . .’ I replied. Another thing about Eddie is that he beats me whenever we play downball. I never stand a chance.


    ‘What’s on your pencil case?’ Lou asked. ‘It looks like paint.’ Then he laughed. ‘And it’s hot pink!’


    I flipped my pencil case over and saw it.


    Pink paint. Sticky, gloopy, hot-pink paint. It must have already been on the desk when I put my things down.


    Eddie was laughing so hard I thought his head might explode.


    ‘Like you’ve got anything to laugh about, Eddie, you had such bad head lice last week you weren’t allowed to come to school!’ I said defensively.


    ‘Not cool, Harry!’ I could see he was cranky now. ‘Let’s go play, guys, and leave Harry to his stupid pencil case.’


    So much for a fun lunch. I turned to Lou.


    ‘I’m going to stay here and clean this paint off. Wanna hang with me?’ I asked.


    ‘Nah, I’m gonna go smash downball,’ Lou said, heading for the door. ‘Find us when you’re done.’


    Again. What a friend.


    He caught up with Eddie and Gregor, leaving me alone with Mr Slater. Again. He was stacking his laptop and books into a bright yellow tub.


    ‘Off to lunch?’ he asked.


    I showed him the pink blot on my pencil case. ‘I need to clean this first.’


    ‘Need to?’ he sounded surprised. ‘I think it’s quite cool.’


    It wasn’t cool.


    Nothing Mr Slater thought was cool.


    He tucked the yellow tub under his arm. ‘I have a meeting in my office, Harry,’ he said. ‘You’re welcome to stay in here, just lock the door on your way out,’ he said.


    ‘Thanks, Mr Slater,’ I replied.


    He left the art room and I walked to the metal sinks with my ruined pencil case. I looked at the year twos’ pictures.


    One caught my eye. A little boy stood on the lawn with his parents, brother and dog. All stick figures. At the bottom was the boy’s name, in messy capitals – DARCY. It was boring, nothing like the stuff at the exhibition. It just needed a few extra touches . . .


    I spied a clean brush next to the sink. A tin of paint sat beside it. I knew I shouldn’t be touching someone else’s painting, but I just couldn’t help myself. I picked up the brush and popped the lid off the tin of green paint with a pair of scissors. It was time to get to work.


    I started with the stick people, standing to either side of Darcy. I made them angry aliens with big claws and sharp teeth. Then I turned the house behind them into a space station with a domed roof and a huge telescope. The grass beneath it all became grey and rocky like the surface of the moon. The stick figure of Darcy in the middle got special treatment. I found some black paint, and turned him into Cosmic Samurai.


    Then I went around the classroom collecting different paint tins so I could colour it all in. I gave Cosmic Samurai his lightning sword and a laser pistol. Then I turned the dog into a sweet moon-surfing hover-bike! A lot of paint went on my hands and under my fingernails, but I didn’t notice. All that mattered was the picture in front of me.


    I picked up a can of purple paint and started to colour in the slimy tongues of the aliens.


    ‘Harry . . . ?’


    There was someone behind me. They gave me such a fright that I knocked the can off the bench. Purple paint went all over my legs and shoes. Mum wouldn’t be happy.


    I looked up to see Mr Slater. He didn’t look too happy either. ‘That doesn’t look like cleaning your pencil case.’


    I turned to Darcy’s painting, and then guiltily back to Mr Slater. No words came to me.
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    After I finished cleaning the paint off my shoes, Mr Slater took me to Principal Davies’ office. He sat me down in one of the hard plastic chairs outside the door.


    ‘I’ve told Principal Davies about what you did, Harry,’ Mr Slater said. ‘I don’t like doing this, but what you did was very wrong indeed. Wait here. She’ll be out shortly.’


    After that, he left. I watched him leave with what felt like a swarm of angry butterflies fluttering furiously in my stomach.


    I felt bad because I turned Darcy’s family into aliens. I felt worse because I was in trouble. I felt worse still because my pencil case still had a huge pink stain on it.


    Principal Davies’ door opened and my heart skipped a beat. As I stood up, Huck walked out of her office. Huck was always getting in trouble.


    ‘What’d you do this time?’ I asked.


    Huck laughed goofily, as if whatever telling off Principal Davies gave him went through one ear and out the other.


    ‘I scratched a drawing into one of the library desks,’ he said, beaming. ‘I was practising for Mr Slater’s art project!’


    He definitely had a way with excuses. I wish I could think on my feet like that.


    ‘Class has started, Huck!’ Principal Davies called out. Her voice was like cold steel. ‘Don’t be late or you’ll be seeing me two times in one day!’


    Well, at least I was missing out on maths.


    Huck scooted off down the corridor. I watched him go. How could he still walk out with his head held high?


    Ugh. I wished I were Cosmic Samurai. He’d know what to do in a situation like this, with his slick hover-bike and lightning-powered sword. If he faced the ultimate baddie, like a really slobbery mutant that was also a space wizard, would he stand and fight or just run away?


    I could see Cosmic Samurai readying his sword, sparks of lightning shooting off the blade. He was ready to do battle. The space wizard stood opposite with his glowing staff of dark magic that he found in an ancient Martian tomb . . . whoa, that would be the coolest showdown ever!


    ‘Ah, young Harry.’


    Principal Davies was standing in the doorway, her sleek black hair tucked into a neat bun, her black business clothes without a single crease. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was a robot dressed as a human.


    Goodbye, Cosmic Samurai. Goodbye, mutant space wizard. I had a real-life showdown of my own to face now.


    ‘You’re one of the last people I expected to see today,’ Principal Davies said, tightening her lips. Stepping aside, she ushered me in. At least she wasn’t yelling. Maybe her robo-computer chip had been switched to ‘not angry’ mode.


    I hesitantly sat down in a rigid plastic chair. Principal Davies sat in a really comfy-looking leather one. She laced her hands together, resting them on the desk in front of me.


    ‘Did you speak to Huck on your way out?’ she asked.


    I swallowed nervously.


    ‘Uh . . . yeah. He scratched a desk?’


    ‘Hmm,’ she mused to herself, slicking her already slicked hair back. ‘It seems like a few of you are going a little bit art crazy.’


    The next words raced from my mouth. ‘But I didn’t do anything like Huck did, Principal Davies!’


    ‘I know you didn’t, Harry,’ she replied calmly. ‘But what you did do was change another student’s picture. I’m sure Darcy worked very hard on it.’


    ‘I wasn’t trying to be mean to him or anything,’ I mumbled. ‘I just saw it, and I saw the paintbrush, and . . .’


    ‘We all do things without thinking, Harry. We live. We learn. We change. It’s all part of growing up. This is the first time you’ve been called in here – you’re clearly a polite and sensible young man, so there won’t be a detention for you.’


    I breathed a sigh of relief. I thought Principal Davies was finished. Then she kept talking.


    ‘But . . .’


    Oh no. Not the but. Anything but the but. The but always means something really bad.


    ‘The fact remains that Darcy’s picture wasn’t yours to play around with.’ Where was Principal Davies going with this?


    ‘You’ll need to say sorry to him. It’s the right thing to do.’


    What? Say sorry to him? No way.


    Darcy’s dumb picture was boring before I came along and fixed it up. Now it looks better than any of the pictures. If anything he should be saying thank you to me, and giving me a box of chocolates with that strawberry cream on the inside.


    ‘Can it be a letter?’ I asked, almost pleading. ‘I’m good at writing letters.’


    ‘No, Harry. It has to be in person. Tomorrow at lunch, you will meet with Mr Slater, find Darcy and say sorry to him. Do you understand?’


    Her eyes were staring straight into mine. She could have been reading my mind with all that secret robot technology of hers.


    I did understand, and even though I didn’t want to say sorry, I wanted to leave Principal Davies’ office even more.


    ‘Okay.’


    I left the office feeling even worse than when I walked in.
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    Leaving school that day, I had a lot to think about. One time when Dad came to visit he gave me a little music player loaded with a bunch of cool hip-hop music from the 90s, so I plugged myself in and started walking.


    By the time I got home, it was almost five in the afternoon. I’d left school at three-thirty.


    My first detour was to the local grocery store, where I got a can of lemonade and a chocolate bar. I took those to a park and sat underneath this big oak tree with my music, eating and drinking in the shade. I watched clouds slowly pass overhead against the afternoon sky. After a few minutes, I drifted off to sleep and a battle began under my eyelids.


    In my dream, I was on an alien moon with Cosmic Samurai, doing battle with the mutant space wizard. The sky was purple and gold with infinitely stretching nebulas and speckled with the brightest stars I’d ever seen. The rocks below me were marbled with green and red crystals.


    Then, Cosmic Samurai and mutant space wizard stopped fighting. They turned to face me.


    ‘Shouldn’t you be at home?’ Cosmic Samurai said with a deep voice. He put his hands on his hips.


    The mutant space wizard waved one of his floppy, mucusy fingers. ‘Your mother is probably worried sick!’ he croaked like an old frog.


    Then I woke up. I was still under the tree and the sun had begun to set. I pulled my phone out. Two missed calls from Mum.


    ‘Harry, where were you? I’ve been worried sick!’


    I’d only just stepped through the front door and Mum was already onto me.


    ‘Sorry, Mum . . . I got lost staring at the clouds.’


    ‘You didn’t hear me call twice?’ She held up two fingers in case I’d forgotten how to count.


    I dropped my bag by the door. ‘Sorry, Mum.’


    ‘All right,’ she huffed, tucking some stray hair behind her ear. ‘Dinner’s ready, so go set the table. I want to talk to you about something.’


    Uh-oh.


    ‘Something’ never means good news.


    Mum had made a roast for dinner. I didn’t really like eating a big hunk of meat because it tasted kind of boring. I liked it when she cooked curries packed with all kinds of colourful vegetables and rice because every mouthful tasted different.


    I picked away at the broccoli and meat first, leaving the best part – the roast potatoes – for last. That’s how Dad ate. I missed him being at home. He moved away a while ago for work, and before I knew it he was married to someone who wasn’t Mum. He came to visit a few times a year and always brought gifts. I would trade them all for him to be back in our house.


    ‘I got a call from Principal Davies this afternoon,’ Mum told me, resting her knife and fork on the plate. I chewed my cheek, staring at the bits of golden potato. I’d successfully eliminated the broccoli and roast from the plate, but for some reason I wasn’t hungry for the best part of the meal.


    ‘So, how was it drawing on a poor little boy’s painting?’ Mum asked.


    I coughed. ‘It was pretty good. At the time, I mean.’


    Mum sighed, putting her elbows on the table. ‘When I talked to you about getting out of your comfort zone, I didn’t mean doing something like this,’ she said.


    ‘I know, Mum. I’m sorry,’ I said softly.


    ‘I’m not the one you should be saying sorry to, Schnook.’


    ‘I know, I know . . .’ I muttered.


    Schnook was Mum’s pet name for me, which sounded about right. It’s the sort of thing you’d call a pet rabbit or hamster. I didn’t mind it at home, but I hated it when she used it in public or around my friends.


    She leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. ‘Just between you and me . . .’ she started. I still hung my head. ‘Harry,’ she said, ‘look at me.’


    When my eyes flicked up, I noticed that Mum was smiling.


    ‘Principal Davies sent me a copy of that drawing. Although I don’t encourage you doodling on someone else’s artwork ever again, you did a good job. It looked great!’


    A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. It felt good when people said nice things about me, even if it was just Mum.


    ‘Really?’ I asked awkwardly. ‘You think so?’


    She touched my hand. ‘I totally think so, Schnook. Very sci-fi! I loved the touch with the alien family and that space ninja.’


    Cosmic Samurai, Mum.


    ‘Now eat the rest of your dinner and get some homework done.’


    Suddenly, I found my appetite again. I devoured all my potatoes in record-breaking time before whizzing off to my room. I was so excited I didn’t even have time to make my pillow fortress. I pulled out an old sketch pad and some pencils and got to work on a drawing for Mr Slater’s art class.


    What did I draw? Just Cosmic Samurai, the coolest character in the world, of course. I gave him a super-sleek hover-bike to zoom across the surface of the moon, and a katana sword powered by lightning to slice through the hordes of big bad aliens that wanted to eat him alive!


    I was sketching for hours. At my usual bedtime, I had to turn my light off and draw with a torch so Mum thought I was asleep. Then, I finally got into bed at the latest I ever had – half past eleven. I knew I would be tired the next day, but I didn’t care. My mind was buzzing as I stared at the roof in the complete, utter darkness.


    I thought about standing in front of the class with my drawing in hand. I was so confident, and so happy – but then someone said . . .


    I thought about what my class would think. I imagined myself showing the picture in class. Everyone laughed.


    Even Lou, Eddie and Gregor were all in stitches. Mr Slater had fallen over, crying and howling. Someone called Principal Davies over so she could laugh at me as well, only she couldn’t actually laugh because she was a robot and laughing wasn’t in her programming. But she did get the idea that I really sucked.


    Even Cosmic Samurai and the mutant space wizard were watching from the stars, making fun of my drawing . . .


    My stupid, stupid drawing.


    What if that really happened? What if everyone hated my drawing? What if everyone laughed? What if Mr Slater didn’t want to display it at the Monvale Art Fair? What if Lou thought it was so bad he didn’t want to be my friend? What if Eddie and Gregor kicked me out of our secret downball gang?


    I rolled around in my bed. I couldn’t keep still. The butterflies were back in my stomach. I felt like my heart was beating out of my chest.


    Then, in that moment, I knew what I had to do.


    I switched on my lamp. My best drawing of the night, which I was going to show in Mr Slater’s art class tomorrow, sat at the top of the pile on my bedside table.


    So I picked it up. Folded it in half. Folded it in half again. Then I ripped it to itty-bitty pieces. All those hours of work, now scattered across my blue-and-green polka-dot doona.


    My heart slowed down. I breathed in, counted to four and breathed out. I told myself that everything was okay. I tried not to think about the fact I had just ripped my drawing to shreds.


    I didn’t have to present tomorrow, but at least nobody could laugh at a picture that I never handed in. Everything was okay.
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    There he was. Sitting in the sandpit. Playing with Lego. All by himself.


    Darcy.


    He had dirty blond hair that sat above his shoulders. I never should have passed the sandpit on my way to the secret downball court. All it did was remind me that I had to apologise to Darcy at lunchtime.


    Across the playground, I saw all the year fives doing their thing. Fadi was busting moves to deep house music on the concrete square near the Quiet Time Quad. The thumping bass carried all the way across the schoolyard, pushing through the crowd of grooving classmates that surrounded him. Jack was playing football with all his sporty friends on the oval, a bunch of people clapping and cheering on the sidelines. Josie Yang and her friends were playing the most intense game of double-dutch on the skipping ropes that I’d ever seen.


    Sometimes I wished I could be really good at something like Fadi, so people could stand around and cheer me on. I wished I could play football like Jack. I wished I could play double-dutch with all the girls. But doing those things would make me noticeable. I didn’t want that. I was a submarine. Nobody could judge me if I wasn’t on their radar. Nobody could talk about me behind my back. I was comfortable underneath the waves, surrounded by other friendly submarines.


    I rubbed my eyes and yawned. Submarine or not, I still hadn’t had enough sleep.


    ‘Hey, Harry! Wanna play some downball? We’re going to the secret spot.’


    It was Lou, bouncing and catching a red bouncy ball in his hand. Eddie and Gregor stood behind him.


    Thank you, Lou. My best buddy. Just what I needed. I didn’t want to think about anything else apart from that bouncy red ball.


    Lou tossed the ball to me. I snatched it out of the air.


    ‘Let’s do it!’ I said happily, getting up to join them. Standing at the square, I started out at Dunce, with Lou at Jack, Gregor at Queen, Eddie at King.


    Eddie served, right into my square. I backhanded the ball to Gregor, which hit his school shoe and stopped in his square.


    ‘You just got lucky,’ Gregor huffed, picking up the ball.


    We all moved up a square.


    Lou decided to make conversation during the next set. ‘You guys ready for Slater’s class?’


    ‘Yeah, dude!’ Eddie piped up, smacking the ball to Gregor. ‘So keen for it. Drew a picture of a rock. It’s pretty cool stuff, my Grammie thinks I’ve got an artistic edge,’ he said smugly.


    Wait . . . what? I thought everyone thought that art class was a joke! My friends took the homework seriously?


    ‘Yeah nice . . . what did you other guys do?’ I stuttered nervously.


    The ball came to me. I smacked to Eddie. He must have been too busy thinking about his rock picture because he completely missed it.


    ‘You just got lucky again, Harry,’ Eddie muttered, moving to Dunce. I was in Queen for the first time in a long while, but I had no reason to celebrate.


    ‘I snapped a little somethin’ as well,’ Gregor told me, brushing his knuckles on his school shirt. ‘Took some photos of the park across from my house and made them black and white. I’m not sure if I’ll keep them that way ’cause I really like green.’


    ‘Whoa . . . That’s sweet, Gregor,’ Lou remarked. He served the ball to Eddie. The game continued.


    ‘Did you do something, Lou?’ I asked with a gulp. I felt like I had marbles in my throat.


    ‘Of course I did, it was homework!’ he said. ‘I borrowed Mum’s clay-making kit and sculpted one of Jupiter’s moons. It’s called Io. Do you know Io? Eye-oh. It’s the coolest. Basically covered in volcanoes. KA-BOOM!’


    All three of my friends had done the homework properly and they were excited about it? What was wrong with them? It’s like they didn’t care about what anyone in the class thought. What if people made fun of them?


    ‘Uh . . . Harry?’ Lou waved at me, grabbing my attention. I’d zoned out. He jerked a finger to the red ball, rolling across the concrete.


    ‘It was in your square,’ Gregor said.


    I must’ve missed it. Hanging my head, I went to pick up the ball. Eddie and Gregor said I got lucky before. I sure didn’t think so.


    I’d torn my drawing to bits – and now I had to go back to Dunce.
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    Sitting in art class, I took the furthest seat from the front. I hoped that would mean Mr Slater would pick me last.


    When everyone was showing their stuff, I thought about all the things I would prefer to be doing instead of being in that room . . .


    I would rather scrub clean an entire petting zoo of goats, lambs and ducks with really bad diarrhoea.


    I would rather steal presents from Santa’s elves.


    I would rather get my brains eaten by breakdancing zombies.


    None of those would be anywhere near as bad as sitting in that class.


    One by one, everyone stood up the front and presented what they’d done. No matter how good or bad, everyone clapped. I couldn’t believe everyone else brought something along!


    By the time people near me were presenting, class was nearly over. I needed to get out before it was my turn. I’d go to the bathroom. Yeah, that was it. I’d just go and sit in the bathroom until art was over and then maybe I’d stay in there until school was over. In fact, maybe I’d just fall into the toilet and never come out! That’d be better than telling Mr Slater and everyone else in the class that I didn’t have anything to show.


    Then Josie Yang was up. She cleared her throat. ‘I call this one Magical-Fairy-Pony-Rainbow.’


    Big surprise, everyone loved it. My stomach twisted and turned like a small boat in a big storm. I tried not to puke, shooting my hand up after the massive applause settled.


    ‘Yes, Harry? Would you like to go next?’


    ‘Uh, no, Mr Slater.’ I swallowed. ‘I’m really busting and I just need to –’


    ‘Yeah, c’mon Harry!’ Lou piped up. ‘Show us what you’ve done, dude!’


    ‘Don’t be such a scaredy-cat!’ Eddie jeered, slapping me on the shoulder.


    My heart was thumping. I anxiously looked at Mr Slater.


    ‘It’ll only be quick, Harry. We’re nearly at the end of class. Show us what you’ve done, and then you can go to the toilet,’ he told me with a warm smile.


    Everyone was quiet, waiting for me to present. I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t hide. There was no getting out of this one and I had nobody to blame but myself. If only I wasn’t too scared to show my drawing of stupid Cosmic Samurai in the first place none of this would have happened.


    Hunched over in my chair, I blinked with watery eyes. I glanced at Mr Slater, who stood at the front of the class expectantly.


    ‘Well?’ he asked.


    This was the most embarrassing moment of my entire life.


    As I spoke, it felt like I was drowning. Maybe being a submarine wasn’t so great.


    ‘I don’t have anything to present, Mr Slater.’


    Everyone was quiet. Eddie kept his mouth shut. Lou’s smile faded. Mr Slater crossed his arms.


    ‘All right. Harry, I’d like you to stay behind so we can have a little chat. Everyone else, enjoy your lunch.’


    Chairs scraped across the floor and chatter started up again as everyone left the room. I hung my head in shame.


    Lou was the last one out.


    ‘Come find us when you’re done, Harry,’ he said to me as Mr Slater closed the door.


    Giving me a short wave and a faint smile through the glass, he left me in the hands of Mr Slater. Again.


    Mr Slater walked over to the whiteboard at the front of the class, leaning against it and tapping his fingers together.


    ‘Harry . . .’ he started. His hot chocolate voice had turned ice-cold. ‘Let’s talk.’


    Against his instruction, I stayed silent. There was nothing for me to say.


    ‘You’re a bright young boy. Something tells me you didn’t forget about the homework.’


    I muttered ‘no’ under my breath.


    ‘I can’t hear you when you’re talking to the floor,’ Mr Slater told me.


    I clenched my jaw, facing him. ‘No, I didn’t forget.’


    ‘Then why can’t you show your homework?’


    I wanted to tell Mr Slater all about my super-cool Cosmic Samurai drawing. I wanted to tell him how good it was. I wanted to tell him how I got so afraid of what everyone would think that I wrecked it because I didn’t want to get judged and laughed at.


    But I didn’t.


    ‘It fell out of my bag when I was walking to school. I didn’t do up the zips properly.’


    Mr Slater didn’t buy one lousy word of my lie – I knew because he had the same look in his eye as Mum when I told her the cleaning lady must have been the one who was raiding the secret stash of chocolate biscuits. (Of course it was me.)


    ‘I’m not going to sit here and tell you why I know you’re not being truthful to me, Harry . . .’ he said, walking to the door. ‘Instead, I’ll say this. Even though art isn’t some people’s favourite subject, everyone brought something along. If they put in effort, so can you.’


    I gulped.


    Mr Slater chuckled heartily. ‘What you did to Darcy’s drawing was excellent work, Harry, there’s no doubt about that . . . it was just on the wrong piece of paper.’


    Excellent work or not, I was still in big trouble.


    ‘For something like this, I would usually have to call your mum.’


    I hung my head. ‘Okay, Mr Slater.’ There was nothing I could do.


    He leant down to face me. ‘But I won’t.’


    ‘Why . . . ?’ I asked, my face flushed.


    ‘Because you’re a good kid. You don’t bully anyone, you don’t answer back to teachers, and you certainly haven’t scratched drawings into any desks.’


    Well . . . maybe I did once or twice. But Mr Slater didn’t need to know that.


    ‘I know that if you put your mind to it, you could make some really great art.’


    He stood, walking towards the door. ‘I’ll keep this discussion our secret. Just bring something to my office tomorrow at recess.’


    He leaned down so his eyes were level with mine. ‘Do we have an agreement, Harry?’


    ‘Yes, Mr Slater.’


    He clapped his hands together. ‘Fantastic! Glad that’s settled. I don’t like having serious discussions, they make me lose my appetite.’ He opened the door. ‘Now, I believe there’s someone that you’d like to say sorry to. Darcy’s at the sandpit. Meet me there in five minutes.’


    After all that, I still had to say sorry to Darcy.


    It’s not like the worst day of my life could get any worse, right?
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    I left the art room and went to my locker, grabbing the sandwich Mum packed for me. Heading out into the schoolyard, I practically hid my face behind the thin slices of bread because I thought my classmates would be pointing or laughing at me.


    Much to my surprise, everyone was just going about their usual lunchtime routine when I walked outside. I was still a submarine.


    Eddie, Gregor and Lou sat on the bench near the playground tanbark. Lou tossed the red downball in his hand.


    ‘Harry, you’re out!’ he called out. ‘Come play with us!’


    Huh . . . he still wanted to be my friend after all that?


    Lou smiled as I walked over.


    ‘What’s the deal with your homework, dude?’ he asked me. ‘I thought you’d bring in something really cool.’


    I shrugged, scratching my neck.


    ‘I thought I would as well.’


    ‘Eh, it’s all right,’ Eddie said. ‘I haven’t brought in my maths homework for three classes in a row. I just really don’t like numbers.’


    ‘This one time I ate some pages out of my Italian book so I wouldn’t have to do work in class,’ Gregor said. ‘Everyone shows up without homework sometimes.’


    ‘Yeah man. My dog ate this short story I wrote for English last week,’ Lou chimed in. ‘Not even kidding. It happens to all of us.’ He held out a hand to the Dunce square. ‘So you wanna play?’


    Looking over at the playground, I saw Darcy sitting in the sandpit. He was still playing with his Lego, like he was at recess. Maybe he was a submarine as well. Like Lou. Like Gregor. Like Eddie. Like me.


    Mr Slater stood close by, leaning up against one of the wooden poles holding up the sunshade. He waved me over.


    As much as I wanted to go play downball behind the sports shed with my friends, I couldn’t. I thought about what Cosmic Samurai would do. He has a code of honour. If he drew on someone else’s painting, he would go and say sorry. No question. I had to do the right thing. I had to.


    I turned to my friends. ‘Look . . . so . . . I can’t play right now . . .’


    ‘Where are you going, Harry?’ Lou asked.


    I jerked my thumb to the sandpit. ‘I have something to do first.’


    With that, I walked to the sandpit, across the playground. Past Josie Yang and her skipping-rope tournament. Past Jack and the other sporty kids on the oval. Past Fadi, busting his moves near the not-so-Quiet Time Quad.


    I stopped at the edge of the sandpit.


    Mr Slater looked at Darcy.


    ‘Darcy,’ he said. ‘There’s someone here who would like to talk with you.’


    For the second time that day, my heart was thumping. I cleared my throat.


    ‘Hey, Darcy,’ I said shakily.


    ‘Hi!’ he replied. One of his front teeth was missing, but that didn’t stop him from grinning the biggest grin I’ve ever seen. ‘Are you Harry?’


    ‘That’s me,’ I held out my hand. He shook it with his sandy one. ‘Whatcha doing over here?’


    ‘Making a fortress!’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Wanna help me?’


    ‘Uh . . .’ I looked around. Mr Slater nodded. I thought this was meant to be an apology, not a Lego build. ‘Sure.’


    I sat cross-legged across from Darcy.


    ‘So look . . .’ I started. He handed me some different coloured and shaped Lego bricks. ‘I just wanted to say that I shouldn’t have drawn on your picture. It was a pretty mean thing for me to do and I’m sorry.’


    He faced me, slotting a few bricks together. ‘It’s ’kay. I don’t mind. It looked cool. You drew aliens and stuff on it!’


    ‘Yeah, I guess I did.’


    ‘Can you help me build?’ Darcy asked.


    I looked at the bricks in my hands. They weren’t the same colours or shapes. I didn’t think they’d fit together.


    ‘Sure,’ I said.


    Mr Slater clicked his fingers. His furry moustache turned upwards as he grinned wildly. ‘Perfect! Now that you two boys are getting along, I can go have my lunch. I’ll tell Principal Davies about how well this went. Enjoy the Lego – it will unlock your creative young minds!’


    Then Mr Slater left Darcy and me alone, walking off through the playground. I’m pretty sure there was a skip in his step.


    I looked back at Darcy. ‘Who’s the fortress for?’ I asked.


    ‘Dunno,’ Darcy said. ‘I’m just making it for fun. You got any ideas?’


    As a matter of fact, I did.


    ‘How about this?’ I began. ‘There’s this dude called Cosmic Samurai. He rides around on the moon on a speedy hover-bike with a sword powered by lightning. He’s under attack by an entire alien-monster army led by their evil leader, the mutant space wizard. Cosmic Samurai needs to build a fortress to defend himself.’


    Darcy’s eyes lit up.


    ‘Cooooooooooool!’ he breathed, scooping up all the bricks he could fit into his tiny hands. ‘Then we need to make this quick before the bad aliens get in, right?’


    I laughed. ‘Yeah, right!’


    I couldn’t believe how excited Darcy was. I couldn’t believe how excited I was. I didn’t care about the colours or shapes of the bricks – none of it mattered. Cosmic Samurai needed protection and there was no way I was going to let him be eaten by aliens.


    So Darcy and I built all lunchtime. We made a giant castle and dug a deep trench out of sand around it. I didn’t notice, but the whole time we were building a small group of year twos and threes gathered around us.


    ‘That’s so awesome!’ one of them called out.


    ‘Can we help build your castle next lunch, Darcy?’ another asked.


    I looked at the circle of kids, then back at Darcy. He held up his hand, and I high-fived him.


    ‘You’re the coolest year five ever!’ he told me.


    For the first time at Monvale Primary, I actually felt like the coolest year five ever.
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    After school ended that day, I got home in ten minutes.


    I ran as fast as I could, my loose school shoes clopping against the concrete. My bag swung wildly, hitting my butt with every jog.


    When I walked through the front door, I gave Mum a sweaty kiss on the cheek and didn’t even raid the secret cookie jar. My mind was buzzing like it was full of excited worker bees. Nothing else mattered when I was thinking about Cosmic Samurai.


    Mum made spaghetti for dinner that night. As I sat down to eat, my legs were jittery. All I wanted to do was keep drawing.


    ‘Muuuuuuuuuum, can I eat in my room so I can keep drawing? Please?’ I pleaded.


    She shook her head. I already knew the answer. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘We eat our dinner at the table like a family.’


    ‘But it’s just you and me!’ I argued.


    ‘Doesn’t mean we’re not a family,’ Mum said. That shut me up. I hung my head.


    After Mum took another few bites, she waved her fork in the air. ‘All right, Harry. If you insist on drawing right this second, during dinner, you can do it at the table.’


    ‘You’re the best, Mum!’ I blurted out, clambering off the chair.


    So I drew and ate at the dinner table at the same time, very careful not to flick any tomato sauce on the paper.


    I remember Mr Slater told our class once that he likes to sketch out his ideas before starting. He said it was kind of like building a house. Start with the foundations before putting on the walls and the roof. He called it the ‘Five P’s’ – Proper Planning Prevents Poor Performance.


    I drew at the dinner table all night. Sometimes Mum looked over my shoulder, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t say anything either. I was too focused. Except for when I fell asleep at the table.


    After Mum woke me up, she told me it was time for bed.


    Slipping under my covers, I didn’t feel like ripping up my drawing of Cosmic Samurai at all. It was even better than the one I drew the night before. Clearer lines. More detail in his armour. His laser pistol looked even more awesome than it did before.


    As I fell asleep, I’m pretty sure I was smiling from ear to ear.


    The next day, I left my English class a few minutes early so I’d arrive at Mr Slater’s office at the start of recess. I got there before him.


    His room was a lot smaller than Principal Davies’ one and a lot less scary. Everything was colourful and messy. Looking through the window in the door, I saw a couple of framed paintings hanging on the walls surrounded by kids’ artwork. His desk was scattered with colourful pencils and even more colourful sketches.


    ‘Ah, hello Harry!’ Mr Slater said, coming up the hallway. I waved with the folder holding my drawing, stepping aside as he unlocked the door. ‘I appreciate it when people are on time,’ he said. ‘If you’re ever looking to make a good impression, punctuality is key.’


    We walked into his office and he dropped his leather satchel next to the desk. ‘Now, I believe you have something to show me.’


    I was a bit shaky as I pulled my drawing out of the folder, handing it across to Mr Slater. He held it up as the light streamed in from the window behind him.


    ‘Wow,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Harry, this is quite fantastic!’


    ‘You think so?’


    ‘I know so,’ he replied. ‘Very impressive. I hope you’ll let me put it on display at the Monvale Art Fair next Monday.’


    Wait, what? No, no, no! He couldn’t do that!


    ‘Uh . . . I only wanted you to see it, Mr Slater.’


    ‘You don’t want to show your classmates?’


    ‘Not at all,’ I responded flatly. I thought back to our class at the start of the week. Why didn’t I remember that he wanted to put all of our pictures up at the art fair? Why did I even go to Mr Slater’s office in the first place?


    ‘Why’s that?’ he asked.


    Mr Slater was full of questions.


    ‘I just don’t want to, okay?’ I said. ‘It’s my picture and I don’t want people to see it.’


    ‘Are you scared of what everyone else will think?’


    Of course I was.


    I squished my face. ‘No?’ But Mr Slater would know I wasn’t telling the truth. Slumping in the chair, my hands dangled loosely. ‘Yeah, I’m scared,’ I said.


    Mr Slater sat in the chair opposite me, tapping my leg. ‘Do you remember our excursion at the beginning of the week, Harry?’


    More than anything. If it wasn’t for that stupid exhibition I wouldn’t have thought of Cosmic Samurai in the first place, and I wouldn’t have even had the idea to draw on Darcy’s picture, and I wouldn’t have embarrassed myself in front of the whole class.


    ‘You told me that “weird is bad”.’ He shifted forward in his seat. ‘Do you want to tell me what you meant by that?’


    No, I didn’t want to tell him, but there had been a lot of things that I didn’t want to do in the last week.


    Maybe I was finally leaving my comfort zone.
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    ‘I just want people to leave me alone, Mr Slater,’ I said nervously. ‘I don’t want to be like Jack. Playing football on the oval only leads to cheering crowds. I don’t want to be like Fadi, because everyone hangs around with him at lunch while he dances to really loud music. Josie Yang is really good in all her classes and always wins the skipping rope competition. Being good at something means people will pay attention to me.’


    ‘So you think holding yourself back from doing what you enjoy will make you happy.’


    ‘I really like drawing, Mr Slater,’ I told him. ‘I just don’t want to show people.’


    ‘Because if you don’t show anyone that you like drawing, you won’t stand out? Right?’


    ‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘How did you know . . . ?’


    ‘I was like you once, Harry – until I realised being different isn’t a bad thing, because everyone is different. If we all spent our lives trying to be the same as everyone else, the world would be a pretty boring place, eh?’


    ‘I guess so,’ I said faintly.


    ‘So,’ Mr Slater continued, ‘you don’t want to stand out and be different, because you think people won’t like you for it . . . but being different is what makes us who we are, Harry.’


    He picked up my drawing.


    ‘Are you happy with this picture, Harry?’


    ‘Yeah, I am.’


    ‘Good. That’s all that matters. If other people like it, that’s great. If they don’t, big deal. Never let the opinions of others stop you from doing what you want to do,’ Mr Slater said.


    The bell rang through the middle of our conversation. I must have been sitting there all recess. Mr Slater checked his watch.


    ‘My oh my, how time passes when you’re having fun. I’ve got a class to teach!’


    He stood from the chair, picking up his bag.


    ‘Now . . .’ he said, holding my picture, ‘will you let me show this at the Monvale Art Fair?’


    My thoughts were flipping over and over like cooking tasty pancakes. Cosmic Samurai is different, but he doesn’t care. If anything, he likes being different. He’s the only Cosmic Samurai. Would he let his own drawing get displayed at the Monvale Art Fair? Would he care what everyone else thought?


    I didn’t think so.


    ‘All right, Mr Slater. Do it.’


    The rest of the week passed by slower than ever. I couldn’t stop daydreaming in class. I think it was a mix of excitement and panic. I wanted to know what everyone thought of my picture, but at the same time I didn’t. I rushed through all my other homework quickly so I’d have as much time as possible to draw stuff before heading to bed.


    By the time Monday rolled around, I’d kind of forgotten what the drawing I gave Mr Slater looked like because I’d sketched so much other stuff on the weekend. When I walked into the assembly hall, which they’d converted into a little gallery, my enthusiasm switched to sheer panic again.


    Mum walked beside me, oohing and aahing at every picture she passed. I still hadn’t seen mine yet. On the way through, I saw Eddie’s drawing of a rock. I guess it looked pretty cool . . . for a rock.


    Then I saw Gregor’s photo of his neighbouring park, covered in green. He must have switched it back to colour. On a pedestal in the middle of the room was Lou’s clay model of Io, the volcanic planet. I bet his mum and dad were really proud.


    Then, I saw a crowd of kids, parents and teachers gathered around something. I couldn’t see what it was.


    Probably Josie Yang’s project. That Magical-Super-Horse-Pony or whatever it was called. It’d be getting a bunch of gold stars sooner or later, but I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.


    Pushing my way to the front, I was shocked by what I saw.


    Tacked proudly onto the wall was a drawing. Mine.


    It wasn’t just Mum who was oohing and aahing now. It was everyone!


    There he was. Cosmic Samurai, screaming across the surface of some alien moon on his sleek hover-bike. Evil monster-aliens surrounded him, with the mutant space wizard in front of them, his Martian staff raised, glowing with evil energy. In one hand, Cosmic Samurai held his lightning sword. In the other, the sweetest laser pistol ever. Ready to fight. The background was lit up with distant stars and swirling bands of multicoloured galaxies.


    ‘Harry, this is so cool!’ said Lou, who appeared behind me.


    Eddie slapped my back. ‘Aw man, I wanna see more of Cosmic Samurai! It’s not as awesome as my rock, but . . . yeah, pretty cool.’


    Someone touched my shoulder. It was Principal Davies. She was smiling. Maybe a software update finally allowed her to do that. ‘Excellent job, Harry. It’s amazing to see what you can do when you draw on your own paper, isn’t it?’


    People actually liked my drawing? Even Robot Principal Davies? It felt like I was in the best dream ever. I had to pinch myself, which kind of hurt. I was awake and it was really happening!


    I felt a tug on my sleeve. It was Darcy. I couldn’t see his eyes under that massive mop of blond hair. ‘Is this Cosmic Samurai, Harry? The one who we made the fortress for?’


    ‘Yeah, Darcy,’ I said. ‘Yeah, it is.’


    ‘That’s awesome!’ he shrieked, launching into me with a hug. ‘You’re the coolest big friend ever!’


    It felt good when they said nice things. It made me feel really . . . happy. Maybe Mr Slater was right all along. Being different and standing out wasn’t a bad thing.


    I searched the room for him. He was in the middle of talking to one of the mothers.


    He winked at me. I winked back. Then Mum stood in front of me.


    ‘Someone special wants to see you, Schnook,’ she said.


    I blushed, looking sheepish around my friends. ‘Don’t call me that, Mum . . .’


    A large, hairy hand rested on my shoulder.


    ‘Why not? I believe it is quite fetching for a young man like you,’ an adult voice said. ‘I see you have a thing for drawing now. Thought I’d bring you these.’


    I looked behind me.


    It was Dad.


    He had a big beard, soft eyes and an even softer smile. He hadn’t changed a bit. In one of his hands was a tin of fancy coloured pencils. He must have flown down with them for the exhibit.


    I wrapped myself around him, squeezing tight.


    Over his shoulder, I could see my drawing of Cosmic Samurai, alone and outnumbered by evil aliens, ready to fight. An epic battle frozen in time – and I was the one who drew it.


    With a goofy grin on my face, all I could imagine was Cosmic Samurai giving me a big thumbs up.


    My submarine had finally come to the surface . . . and you know what?


    It’s not too bad up there.
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