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    Justin D’Ath had stuff happen to him on a school camp too.


    He slipped while getting off the bus and ripped the backside out of his shorts, and had to wear Sister Patrice’s big blue raincoat for the rest of the day.
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    It sucked. Why did they wait till Monday to have the funeral? And why, out of all the Mondays in the year, did it have to be this one?


    The first day of the Monvale Primary year five camp.


    All year I’d been looking forward to today, then Pop had to die and spoil everything!


    I sneaked a look at my phone. 10.15 a.m. Jeff, Dan, Jack, Fadi and all my other friends from school would be right down the back of a big, comfortable tour bus, halfway to Thunder Canyon by now.


    And here I was, still in Monvale, right up the front of a dreary old church, surrounded by big old men in suits and sniffling old ladies.


    One of the ladies nudged me with her elbow. ‘Put your phone away, Cooper! Show some respect for your grandfather.’


    It was Great-Aunty Nicole, Pop’s grumpy old sister.


    Why did he have to die, not her?


    ‘Sorry Aunty.’


    ‘Shhhh!’ snivelled Mum, nudging me from the other side.


    How was that fair? I say sorry, then get in trouble for it!


    My life totally sucked.


    On the plus side, I’d never been in the same room (well, church) as so many deadset rugby legends before. When we’d first come in – Mum, Dad, Nanna and me – my eyes had nearly popped clean out of my head.


    Half the mighty Wallabies team of 1968 filled the three back pews!


    They all looked pretty old now – and either too fat or too skinny – but who wouldn’t recognise Larry Sayer, AKA Captain Slayer, who ran in three tries against the All Blacks in the final test in Sydney? (Pop got the other one.) If I could find a pen, I was going to get him to autograph my prayer sheet after the service.


    Great-Aunty Nicole’s bony elbow jabbed me again. ‘Stop fidgeting, Cooper. This is a funeral, not a circus.’


    As if I didn’t know. The big wooden coffin, surrounded by twelve flickering candles, sat on a shiny silver trolley-thing only a few metres away. Draped over it was a faded Australian rugby jumper with Pop’s number on the back.


    In my first year at Monvale Primary, Pop came to school on Grandparents’ Day wearing that jumper. I was the proudest kid in class, probably in the whole school. Even Dan, whose grandmother brought a real live carpet python from the wildlife sanctuary where she worked, came and sat with me and Jeff at lunchtime.


    On my prayer sheet it said Mr Lawrence Sayer would be reading the eulogy.


    Lawrence. I didn’t know that was his real name. Larry suited him better. I wondered if it would be okay to snap a photo with my phone? I’d have to be super careful, though – Aunty Nicole’s elbow was sharp.


    Here’s something else I didn’t know: a eulogy is a speech where someone who knew the person who died comes up to the front of the church and says all sorts of nice stuff about them. I guess it’s supposed to make everyone feel happy, but for me it did the exact opposite.


    I didn’t want to be reminded that Pop was dead!


    So when Larry Sayer started on about what a great bloke Pop was, and how we were all going to miss him, I forgot all about taking photos. All I wanted to do was get up and run out of the church with my hands clamped over my ears. But I couldn’t do that – everyone would see – so I closed my eyes and went to another place inside my head.


    It’s called daydreaming, and I’m pretty good at it. Sometimes it gets me into trouble at school. Like when my teacher Miss Hobbie asked me to talk about Green Waste Recycling, while in my head I was fighting off an invasion of giant zombie frogs from Mars.


    Which should have warned me not to daydream in church.


    But there was all this other stuff going on today, sad stuff, confusing stuff, and I really needed to take a time out. So while real Cooper Hodge sat in church with his eyes closed, daydream Cooper Hodge flew off and joined Jeff and the guys on the bus.


    I know that daydreams aren’t real, but when you’re in one it seems real. It was like I really was on that bus. We were right down the back where the footy boys always sit. Jack and Dan had just invented a game where you had to bounce an empty water bottle back and forth across the aisle using just your knees. If it went on the floor, you were out. In between turns, Jeff and I were trying to think up a name for our new game. Don’t Drop the Bottle. Knee Volleyball. Volleyball with a Bottle.


    Then I got it: ‘Volleybottle!’ I cried.


    We all started giggling.


    Peck! Peck!


    Suddenly I found myself in a different daydream. In this one, I was back on Nanna and Pop’s farm, being attacked from all sides by a flock of hissing geese.


    My eyes snapped open.


    Oops! Not my grandparents’ farm – their church. And not hissing geese, but two hissing ladies with very sharp elbows.


    ‘Shhhh!’ hissed Mum.


    ‘Shame on you!’ hissed Great-Aunty Nicole.


    My face went hot. I was sitting in church at my pop’s funeral – giggling!


    I couldn’t stop. I tried everything I could think of: clamping my hands over my mouth and nose; holding my breath; I even tried thinking of something sad (the reason we were all in church that day), but nothing would stop my stupid giggling.


    It was getting louder and more out-of-control with every passing second!


    I knew everyone could hear me – not just Mum and Aunty Nicole. The minister was glaring at me like I was doing it on purpose. People behind me were whispering crossly and shuffling in their seats. Dad, his face bright red, leaned across Mum, gripped my shoulder and gave it a shake. But I kept right on giggling.


    It was so embarrassing! I wanted to hide. I wanted to disappear. So I brought my hands up higher, until they covered my whole face. When I was little, I used to think that made me invisible. I wished it really worked, wished I was invisible now. Or, better still, I wished I was on the bus with Jeff and the guys, halfway to year five camp.


    Suddenly something was different. My hands still covered my face, my eyes were still closed, so it took me a few moments to realise what had changed.


    Larry Sayer had stopped reading the eulogy.


    Something else was different, too. I was no longer giggling. Yay!


    The silence stretched for five, ten, fifteen seconds. I started to wonder what was going on. Slowly, I lowered my hands and opened my eyes.


    Everything looked more or less the same. The minister was still scowling at me. Dad’s face was still red. Larry Sayer still stood at the lectern.


    But here’s what was different: Larry’s eyes were no longer focused on the bit of paper in his hand. They were looking at me. For a moment, it was like he and I were the only two people in that church. There was a puzzled look on his face, a look that seemed to ask: Why were you giggling at your grandfather’s funeral?


    And I didn’t know.


    It was totally and without doubt the worst moment in my entire life.
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    Great-Aunty Nicole and Great-Uncle Murray lived in a little town not far from Thunder Canyon. They were supposed to be dropping me off at camp when they drove home that afternoon. It was all arranged. But after the funeral, Aunty Nicole told Dad that she and Uncle Murray had decided to stay in Monvale for a couple of days – to help Nanna with some stuff – so they wouldn’t be able to take me.


    Part of me was glad when I found out. Uncle Murray was okay, but I couldn’t imagine spending three-and-a-half hours in a car with grumpy old Aunty Nicole – especially after I’d made such an idiot of myself during the service.


    But now I had a major problem. How was I getting to camp?


    ‘Will you take me?’ I asked Dad.


    He carefully extracted a pointy grass seed from the hem of his trousers. ‘I don’t think so, Coop.’


    We were sitting on the lowered tailgate of our brand-new Holden Colorado Crew Cab in the freshly mown paddock behind the church hall. Everyone from the funeral had gone inside for food and drinks. Everyone except me – I was still ashamed about what had happened in church. But Dad didn’t say anything about that. He’d loaded up a plastic plate with sausage rolls, party pies and mini-lamingtons and come looking for me.


    ‘Please, Dad!’ I said, spitting bits of coconut as I talked. ‘I’ve been looking forward to camp all year.’


    ‘I know that. But Thunder Canyon is half a day’s drive from here. And then I’d have to turn around and drive all the way back.’


    ‘You said you wanted to test out the Colorado on the open road.’


    Dad stayed silent for a few seconds. He’s going to say yes! I thought. But he just sighed and patted my arm. ‘Sorry, Coop. It’s not going to happen.’


    I pulled away from him. ‘I’ll ask Mum then.’


    ‘No, you won’t,’ he said in his Bossy Dad voice. ‘She has a lot to deal with right now.’


    My eyes went blurry. I could hear voices and laughter coming from the hall. Why was there a party after Pop’s funeral?


    ‘It’s not fair!’ I muttered. ‘You and Mum said I’d only miss the first half-day of camp – now I’m going to miss the whole thing!’


    ‘I know it doesn’t seem fair, Coop. Life can be like that. Sometimes these things are beyond our control.’


    ‘You could control it,’ I said. ‘You could drive me there.’


    I knew I was pushing my luck – Bossy Dad had already said no – but I was desperate to get to camp. And when he didn’t say anything, I thought maybe this time he was changing his mind.


    ‘Please, please, please, Dad! I’ll pay for the petrol out of my lawn-mowing money.’


    At last he started to say something. I watched his lips move, but it was like Bossy Dad’s voice came from a long way away.


    ‘No. I’m not driving you to camp and that’s final.’


    Something happened to me then. It was like his words flipped a switch in my head. I dumped my food on the ground, slid off the Colorado’s tailgate and went stomping off between all the parked cars.


    Behind me, Dad switched into Angry Dad mode. ‘COOPER!’ he roared. ‘WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING?’


    I had no idea where I was going – just away from Angry Dad, who was too mean to drive me to camp. And away from the church hall and all the people in there, laughing and talking and feeding their faces like there was something to celebrate.


    ‘COOPER!’ someone called. ‘COOPER HODGE!’


    It wasn’t Angry Dad this time. The new voice came from the direction of the hall. I wanted to keep going, but my feet kind of stopped of their own accord.


    Slowly, I turned around. ‘Hi, Mr Sayer.’


    The former Australian rugby captain came strolling towards me between the parked cars. He wasn’t looking down and nearly stepped on one of my party pies.


    ‘Young Cooper!’ he said, smiling like he and I were lifelong buddies. ‘I’m glad I found you. I was wondering if you could do me a favour?’


    I wiped my eyes with the fingertips of one hand, pretending I was just shooing away a fly. ‘Sure, Mr Sayer. If I can.’


    ‘I was just talking to your Great-Uncle Murray,’ he said. ‘He mentioned that you have some business to attend to in Thunder Canyon this week.’


    ‘It’s my school camp,’ I said, trying to figure out why Larry Sayer and Uncle Murray had been talking about me.


    Larry interrupted my thoughts. ‘Your great-uncle and I both work for Search and Rescue at Thunder Canyon National Park,’ he said. ‘I’m driving back there this afternoon and was wondering if you’d like to come along and keep me company?’


    ‘I reckon I could do that, Mr Sayer,’ I said.


    And for the first time in what felt like a hundred years, I actually smiled.
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    Larry Sayer’s car was even sweeter than our new Colorado. It was a silver, two-door Aston Martin, just like James Bond’s one in the old 007 movies Dad’s got on DVD. It even had an electric sunroof that slid open when you pushed a button.


    ‘Would you like me to leave it open?’ Larry Sayer shouted.


    ‘That would be great, Mr Sayer,’ I shouted back.


    We were cruising along a dead straight section of highway just out of town and the wind from the open sunroof swirled noisily around our heads. That made it hard to talk, which suited me fine. I was scared Larry would ask the question he’d silently asked me in church.


    Or, worse, he’d want to talk about Pop.


    But after a while it got a bit cold with the sunroof open and Larry pushed the button to close it. Uh-oh, I thought and looked out my side window, waiting for the questions to start. I didn’t have to wait very long.


    ‘Would you like to listen to some music, young Cooper?’


    It was a question I hadn’t been expecting, and I was happy to answer. ‘Sure, Mr Sayer.’


    He switched on the radio. But instead of music, it was some guy asking a lady when was the right time to prune roses? Pop would have known the answer – his roses won first prize every single year at the Monvale Show.


    Which was on in two weeks’ time, I remembered.


    ‘Can we listen to something else?’ I asked quickly.


    Larry pushed a button and violin music came on. Yawn. But anything was better than boring old stuff about roses.


    Larry glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. ‘Not really your thing?’


    ‘It’s okay, Mr Sayer,’ I answered politely.


    ‘Why don’t you see if you can find something you like?’


    I twiddled the dial until I found Triple J. ‘Is this okay?’


    ‘Turn it up a bit, if you like,’ he said.


    He was pretty cool for an old guy. At any other time, I would have switched the radio off and talked about footy. But that might have led to other stuff – stuff I didn’t want to talk about – so we listened to Triple J and didn’t talk at all.


    Except when we stopped for fuel in Harmon Downs (whose under 10s beat us in last year’s lightning rugby carnival). Larry pointed at the toilets and asked me if I wanted to go. As if I was a three year old who needed to be reminded. Still, to cut the old dude some slack, maybe he had no grandkids my age and didn’t remember that ten years old is almost grown up.


    When he came out from paying for the fuel, Larry carried a brown paper bag and a bottle of spring water. He kept the water for himself and handed me the bag.


    ‘I thought you might be hungry,’ he said.


    Inside the bag was a hamburger, some chips and a can of Coke. Maybe Larry Sayer did have grandkids my age, after all.


    ‘Thanks, Mr Sayer.’


    He started the car and Triple J came back on.


    It was nearly dark when we came to a narrow, single-street township, squashed in on both sides by dense forest and steep, rocky cliffs. Larry killed the radio.


    ‘Welcome to Thunder Canyon, young Cooper.’


    I peered out my window. We were just passing a tiny general store with a Post Office sign in the window and two petrol pumps out the front. A sign on the door said Closed.


    ‘Where’s the camp?’ I asked.


    Larry chuckled. ‘I was about to ask you the same thing. Do you know the name of it?’


    I looked at him, suddenly worried. ‘Thunder Canyon. The year fives at my school come here every year. I thought you knew where it was, Mr Sayer.’


    He slowed the car. ‘Well, there are two possibilities. Does either Wombat Camp or Camp Lyrebird ring any bells?’


    ‘I – I’m not sure,’ I said, feeling totally stupid for not knowing which camp I was supposed to be going to. ‘Do you want me to phone Mum?’


    ‘No, no, we’ll be right,’ Larry said confidently. ‘If it isn’t Wombat, it’ll be Lyrebird. They’re pretty much next door to each other.’


    We crossed a bumpy wooden bridge, then followed a narrow dirt road into the forest. The land dropped away steeply on one side. Even with the windows shut, I could hear the roar of churning water through the trees. It sounded loud, like river rapids or a waterfall. Now I understood where Thunder Canyon got its name.


    Pretty soon our headlights lit up a big wooden arch with letters across the top made of painted sticks. It took me a couple of seconds to make out the words. Wombat Camp. We drove under the arch and went crunching along a gravel track between huge, shadowy trees. There was a scatter of lights ahead. An arrow made of more painted sticks pointed to a parking area. Two buses and several cars were already there. I tried to read what was written on the buses – hoping it would say they were from Monvale – but it was too dark to see.


    Larry parked at the end of the line of cars. When he opened his door, the Aston Martin’s interior light shone on the car next to us. It was an old green VW beetle with tree-hugger stickers all over it. Yay!


    ‘We’ve come to the right camp, Mr Sayer.’


    ‘How do you know?’ he asked.


    ‘That’s Kermit.’


    Larry peered back and forth. ‘I don’t see anyone.’


    Now I felt stupid all over again. This time it was Miss Hobbie’s fault. How could a grown-up give their car an actual name?


    ‘The green car next to us is Kermit,’ I explained. ‘It belongs to my teacher, Miss Hobbie. She’s a bit of a weirdo.’


    Larry unbuckled his seatbelt.


    ‘My very first car was a VW,’ he said. ‘I used to call him Herbie.’


    The lights we’d seen as we were driving in came from a long, low building made of logs with their bark left on. Its creaky wooden verandah was wide enough for a row of picnic tables like the ones on the lawn beside the grandstands at the EBO. About a million moths and bugs were spinning around the outside lights, just above our heads. One got stuck in Larry’s hair. It was some kind of wasp and I wondered if I should tell him, but the hum of kids’ voices coming from inside distracted me. Also, there was a strong smell of toast and melted cheese that made my mouth water. It didn’t take a genius to work out that this was the dining hall. Or that we’d arrived right on dinnertime.


    Larry set my bag down on one of the picnic tables and brushed the wasp out of his hair. Luckily, it didn’t sting him. I hoped he was going to say goodbye and leave me there. I didn’t want to go in. Not yet – not in the middle of dinner. Everyone would turn and stare, like I was a stranger or something. Like having a dead grandfather made me different from them.


    But it was too late. Larry had already pulled open the door.


    ‘After you, young Cooper,’ he said, waving me in ahead of him.


    Gulp!
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    At first, hardly anyone noticed us. All the year fives from Monvale Primary were sitting there, six to a table, too busy eating and having a good time to look in my direction. I searched for Jeff and the guys, but couldn’t spot them. Right near us, Trent Cassidy from 5J was doing something with a tomato sauce bottle that was making everyone at his table laugh.


    Suddenly a chair scraped loudly away from a different table, and Ms Lucas (AKA Ms Mucus) rose noisily to her feet.


    ‘Cooper!’ she cried, in a loud, mushy voice like a lady in a movie whose husband had just come back from the war, and came flying towards me with her arms out.


    Now everyone was looking – first at Ms Mucus, then at me.


    I wanted to turn and run, but Mr Sayer was blocking the doorway.


    There was no escape.


    Seventy-seven year fives, two teachers, six parent-helpers and a former Australian rugby captain watched Ms Mucus hug me.


    It was the second worst moment in my life – and both had happened on the same day!


    Ms Mucus was only short and I was looking right into her eyes. So I closed mine. But I couldn’t close my nose. Her mouth was about two centimetres away and I could smell what she’d just been eating – cheese and baked beans.


    ‘Cooper, I’m so so so sorry about your loss!’ she said.


    I didn’t say anything, just stood there with my eyes closed, holding my breath and hoping the world would end. All my friends were watching. I was never going to live this down!


    It was Miss Hobbie who came to my rescue. I hadn’t heard her stand up or seen her coming, but suddenly she was right next to us, saying softly to Ms Mucus, ‘Go and sit down, Penny. I’ll take it from here.’


    When Ms Mucus had gone, Miss Hobbie touched my elbow and steered me over to the serving counter, where a single, squashed-looking toasted sandwich sat all alone in the middle of a huge oval tray.


    ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘There’s not much left, is there? I’ll make you some more.’


    ‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m not very hungry.’


    It was true. Ms Mucus’s cheesy breath had probably cured me of eating forever. But I didn’t want to hurt Miss Hobbie’s feelings, so I loaded the last toasted sandwich onto a plate. Then I waited, with my back turned to everyone else, while she filled a paper cup with orange cordial from a big silver urn at the end of the counter.


    ‘Now let’s find you somewhere to sit,’ she said.


    People had started talking again, which was a relief. Not all of them were watching as Miss Hobbie led me to a table where only five kids were sitting. They were all from 5L and I wasn’t friends with any of them. I sat next to Lily Ng, whose twin sister Matilda was in my class. Except for their glasses, which had different-coloured frames, Lily and Matilda were identical; so it was like I was sitting next to someone I knew.


    ‘Hi,’ I said.


    ‘Hi,’ Lily said back. She didn’t look at me. ‘I’m sorry about your grandfather.’


    For a while we all sat eating in silence. My sandwich was cold and rubbery, and didn’t taste like anything much. I didn’t really want to eat it, but I couldn’t just sit there doing nothing. I hoped nobody else was going to say anything about Pop. The best way to avoid it was to talk about something else.


    ‘What time did you get here?’


    ‘Just before lunch,’ Lily said.


    I would have been sitting outside the church hall, wondering if I was ever going to get to camp.


    Which reminded me: What happened to Larry? The former Wallabies’ captain was no longer over by the door. He must have slipped out while I was getting my sandwich. I hadn’t even said goodbye. Or thanked him for bringing me here.


    Or got his autograph.


    ‘Did you do anything this afternoon?’ I asked Lily.


    But it was the boy across from me, Jasper Sass, who answered: ‘We went abseiling.’


    No way! I thought. ‘Aren’t we doing that on Wednesday?’


    ‘There’s another school at the other camp,’ he explained. ‘We had to switch days.’


    Bummer! Abseiling was one of the two best activities at Thunder Canyon Camp. And now, because Pop died, I’d missed it!


    ‘Was it good?’ I asked, taking a sip of orange cordial like I didn’t care.


    ‘It was super scary!’ said Lily. ‘I couldn’t look down till I was nearly at the bottom!’


    Jasper caught my eye. ‘Two of the guys you hang out with, Jeff and Dan, went down forwards.’


    ‘Rap jumping,’ I said.


    ‘Yeah, that’s it,’ said Jasper. He seemed to shiver. ‘They must have nerves of steel! Going down backwards was bad enough!’


    Lily had a misty look in her eyes. ‘Those two guys are soooo brave!’


    I would have done it, I wanted to tell her. If I’d been there, three guys would have rap jumped. I was just as brave as Dan and Jeff.


    Suddenly there was a big pool of cordial spreading across the table. Without meaning to, I’d squeezed my paper cup so hard its sides had caved in. The others at my table all squealed their chairs back to stay dry, but I just sat there watching the cold, sticky liquid go drip drip drip into my lap.


    This is your fault, Pop, I thought. If you hadn’t made me late for camp, Lily and Jasper and all the other year fives would have been saying how brave Cooper Hodge was too.


    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]


    Straight after dinner, Miss Hobbie, who’s a bit of a nature freak, led us on a night walk up through the thick rainforest behind the camp. Ms Mucus and the other year five teacher, Mr Johnson, came along to keep an eye on us. So did most of the parent-helpers. Everyone had torches or headlamps and there was a track marked with arrows and white-painted posts that we had to stay on or else. We were supposed to be looking for owls and possums and stuff, but lots of kids were just fooling around.


    I was with Jeff and Dan and the guys (finally!) and ours was the noisiest group. All except me. The others kept going on about how wicked abseiling had been, and laughing about funny things that had happened on the bus trip, so all I could do was listen and feel jealous. I didn’t want to remind them that I hadn’t been there. Or why I hadn’t been there.


    Just before the walk started, Fadi had come up to me and silently shaken my hand, like a Mafia boss on TV. The other guys had cracked up. When the laughing stopped, it was like everyone was too embarrassed to talk to me, or even look at me. I wanted to ask if they saw the old dude who’d come into the dining hall with me, and whether they recognised him. But I kept my mouth shut because someone might say, ‘Wasn’t Captain Slayer in the same team as your grandfather?’ And then everyone would remember Pop was dead, and we’d all feel even worse.


    The best part of the night walk (the only good part, as far as I was concerned) was the rock-painting cave. It was right at the farthest point from camp and down a little side trail. Because the cave was small and the trail very narrow, we were only allowed to view the rock paintings six people at a time. Dan and Gregor had to wait their turn while the other guys and I went in with Mr J. It wasn’t much of a cave, more of a rock overhang, and the paintings were pretty faded, but there was a clump of bushy ferns over to one side that gave me an idea. Switching off my torch, I slipped behind the ferns and ducked out of sight. Nobody noticed I was missing as Mr J led everyone away.


    When the next group came along, I suddenly jumped up and yelled ‘Boo!’


    Everyone freaked, even Dan. But the person who screamed loudest was Ms Mucus. She was pretty mad at me and let me know it.


    But it was better than having her hug me like she’d done in the dining hall, and on the way back down the hill, Dan gave me a silent high five.


    Wombat Camp had twelve little log cabins for kids on school camps. Each cabin had four bunk beds, so eight boys or eight girls got to stay in each one. But because I hadn’t arrived until half a day after everyone else, I didn’t get to choose where I slept. Dale Watson from 5J got to share with Jeff, Dan, Jack, Fadi, Michael, Benj and Gregor, instead of me. Dale wasn’t even in the rugby squad.


    I got put in with Jasper Sass and six other guys from 5L who I hardly even knew.


    And they’d left me with the bottom bunk right near the door, where I was always in a draft and there was almost nowhere to put my stuff.


    I hardly got any sleep. The door wouldn’t latch properly and kept rattling in the wind. And someone in one of the top bunks was snoring all night like a V8 supercar. Plus, every time I closed my eyes, I started thinking about the funeral. It was awful how I’d had a giggling fit and even worse how Mr Sayer had looked at me afterwards. I almost wished it had been me in the coffin, not Pop.


    No, I didn’t.


    But I didn’t want him to be in there, either.


    Then I started thinking about his Wallabies jumper. Who had put it on the coffin lid and what happened to it afterwards? I hoped they didn’t leave it there when they buried him. I hadn’t gone to the cemetery, so I didn’t see. But the longer I lay wide-awake in my drafty bottom bunk thinking about it, the more convinced I became that they had buried Pop’s Wallabies jumper with him.


    Which wasn’t fair. Pop had made a promise to me one day when I was about six years old. I was staying with him and Nanna on the farm, and he said when I was big enough for his rugby jumper to fit me, I could have it.


    But then he went and died before I grew up.


    He could have waited! I thought, burying my face in my pillow and trying to think of stuff that wouldn’t make me angry, or sad, or keep me wide-awake in the middle of the night when everyone else was fast asleep.


    Finally I must have dozed off, because the next thing I knew the door was wide open and a blaze of sunlight came streaming into the cabin. There was someone standing in the doorway looking down at me.


    ‘Wake up, sleepyhead,’ said the voice of Miss Hobbie.


    I squinted up at her, still half asleep, trying to work out what was going on. Then I noticed that all the other bunks were empty.


    ‘Did I sleep in?’


    Miss Hobbie smiled. ‘Don’t stress. There’s still time for breakfast if you get dressed quickly. I’ll be waiting outside.’


    So for the second meal in a row, I was late. Everyone seemed to be sitting at the same tables as the night before, so I took my bowl of cereal and paper cup of orange juice and sat next to Lily.


    ‘Did you sleep okay?’ she asked.


    I didn’t know if she was making fun of me, so I just nodded.


    Jasper was sitting across from me again. He had a silly smirk on his face. I should have kept my big mouth shut, but I couldn’t stop myself.


    ‘What’s so funny, Sass?’


    ‘Nothing.’


    ‘You should have woken me,’ I said crossly.


    His smile just got bigger. ‘I’m not your mother, Hodgie.’


    I ate the rest of my breakfast in total silence. Nobody else at our table said anything, either.


    Who’d have thought that year five camp would turn out to be such a barrel of laughs? Not! I thought. Because nobody in the history of the world had ever felt less like laughing than I did right then.
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    ‘Everyone choose your paddling buddy,’ said Nat, one of the kayak instructors. ‘I want you all in teams of two.’


    We had travelled all the way to Mirror Lake, about an hour and a half from camp, to learn about kayaking. After lunch, when we’d all had a bit of practice on the dead-calm lake, the two buses were taking us to Thunder River for the activity I’d been looking forward to even more than abseiling – white-water kayaking.


    It was going to be wicked!


    But when I went looking for Jeff to be my paddling buddy, he and Jack had already teamed up. So had Dan and Fadi. All my other friends had chosen their paddling buddies, too.


    Their bus had got to Mirror Lake first. I’d wanted to travel with them, but it didn’t work out. Everyone else had piled into the same buses (and the same seats) where they’d been the day before, so I couldn’t sit with my friends. I ended up on the other bus, which was filled mostly with kids from Ms Mucus’s class.


    Someone lightly touched my arm. It was Lily. Her yellow life vest was almost bigger than her and she looked a bit like SpongeBob. ‘Do you want to be my paddle buddy, Cooper?’


    Everyone else was in teams already, so I had no choice.


    ‘Okay.’


    Nat gave us lots of tips, like sitting up straight and using the muscles in our legs and bodies, not just our arms, to work the paddles. But kayaking was harder than it looked. Each paddle had a long metal shaft with an oval-shaped blade at either end. You had to hold the shaft with your hands quite wide apart and rotate it from side to side, so that first one blade, then the other, pulled the kayak through the water. The key to it was working as a team. If you and your paddle buddy got things wrong, you didn’t get anywhere.


    Lily was useless. I had never seen anyone so uncoordinated. Not only did she keep hitting my paddle with hers, sometimes she whacked me on the arm, or missed the water altogether. I couldn’t get any sort of rhythm going because her paddle was always in the way. And it hurt being bashed all the time! In desperation, I tried calling time like a marching instructor – ‘Left, right, left, right’ – but still Lily got it wrong. After about ten minutes of going in circles, my arms felt black-and-blue and we were only about thirty metres from shore.


    Nat came paddling back from the middle of the lake, where everyone else seemed to be doing fine. He was in a one-person kayak, so it was easy for him.


    ‘Having problems, guys?’ he asked.


    ‘It’s my fault,’ Lily squeaked. ‘I’m totally hopeless!’


    She was totally right, so I totally said nothing.


    Nat came gliding in alongside us. He told us to pull our paddles into our bright-orange kayak, then he began pushing us smoothly towards shore.


    ‘What do I call you guys?’ he asked.


    ‘I’m Cooper and she’s Lily.’


    ‘Which bus were you on?’


    ‘The second one,’ I said.


    He nodded. ‘That figures. You guys missed the start of my talk. I might have forgotten to tell you something fundamental about tandem kayaking – the bigger person should always be in the back seat.’


    ‘So it’s my fault?’ I said, feeling a bit annoyed.


    Nat gave me a friendly smile. ‘No, Cooper. It’s mine for not doing my job properly. How old are you?’


    ‘I’ll be turning eleven in two months.’


    ‘You look pretty fit,’ he said. We had reached shallow water now and Nat held our kayak steady while Lily and I swapped places. ‘Do you play any sports?’


    ‘Rugby,’ I said. ‘And cricket and tennis in summer.’


    ‘What about you, Lily?’


    ‘I’m hopeless at everything.’


    ‘Nobody’s hopeless at everything,’ Nat said. ‘Who knows, kayaking might be your thing.’


    Kayaking wasn’t Lily’s thing. Even with me in the back seat, she still couldn’t get the hang of it. But at least I could see what she was doing wrong now (just about everything), and keep clear of her out-of-control paddle.


    I began to feel sorry for her. She did seem to be trying. It was her size that was the problem. Or her lack of size – Lily was tiny. Her arms, poking out of her huge lifejacket, looked like skinny little sticks. No wonder she had to keep stopping to rest. It gave me an idea.


    ‘Take your paddle out of the water, Lily, and lie it across your knees,’ I said. ‘I’ll try paddling on my own.’


    When Nat said I looked fit, he’d probably meant strong. But either way, he was right. I was fit and strong. You had to be, to play rugby. And it turned out that my rugby muscles were good for kayaking, too. Even with just me paddling, Lily and I were faster than lots of the other kayak teams on Mirror Lake that morning.


    I was starting to look forward to our run down Thunder River.
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    Nat and the other instructors had been secretly watching us. After a sausage-sizzle lunch on the lake shore, they divided us into two groups of roughly the same size and began handing out coloured kayak helmets. Half of us got yellow helmets, the rest got red ones.


    Lily and I were in the yellow-helmet group.


    ‘Hang onto those lids,’ Nat said. ‘You’ll be wearing them on Thunder River.’


    It was exciting getting helmets. White-water kayaking was dangerous! Even though we weren’t at the river yet, a lot of kids put them on.


    ‘Why are they different colours?’ asked Jasper Sass, tightening the chinstrap of his red one.


    ‘It’s so we know who’s who,’ said Nat. ‘There are two kayak runs on the river, and one is a little more challenging than the other. So we’ve divided you into groups, according to your ability. Each group will be tackling a different stretch of river.’


    Ms Mucus climbed onto a tree stump where we could all see her. ‘Listen up, everybody!’ she shouted. ‘As you just heard from Nat, we’ll be travelling to two different locations this afternoon. That means some of you will need to change buses. So here’s how it’s going to work: if you’ve been given a red helmet, you’ll be travelling in that bus’ – she pointed at the one Jeff and the guys had been on – ‘and those with yellow helmets will be going in that one’ – she pointed at my bus.


    I noticed something about the red-helmet group. All my friends were there. And so were the girls in the netball squad, along with the ones who sometimes played downball with me and the guys at lunch and recess back at school. It was pretty easy to work out which group would be tackling the more challenging kayak run – the red helmets.


    The rest of us – the yellow helmets – would probably find ourselves on a dead-flat stretch of river where families came to feed ducks and lovey-dovey couples had picnics. (Yawn.)


    It wasn’t fair.


    Then I remembered the conversation I’d had with Dad the day before. He’d said that sometimes stuff happens that we can’t control.


    Like having to go to funerals, I thought now. Like being late for school camp and having to share a cabin with seven guys I hardly knew. Like getting landed with Lily Ng for a paddle buddy.


    But not everything was out of our control. I had already noticed that Angelo and Sean from 5J were in the red-helmet group. They didn’t belong there. At school, they spent most of their free time in the Quiet Time Quad, reading books or playing board games instead of doing sports like the rest of us.


    Almost as if they knew what I was thinking, Angelo and Sean slowly drifted over to the yellow-helmet group and started talking to Karlie and Sally, who were both Quiet Time Quad guys, too.


    Next to me, Lily had taken off her red-framed glasses to clean them with a tissue. She’d put her helmet on the ground. I scooped it up without her noticing and strolled over to Angelo and Sean.


    ‘Hey, Sean. Hey, Captain Wondersmash. What’s happening?’


    Angelo drew a cartoon strip for The Year Five Times about a superhero named Captain Wondersmash, and some of us called him that for a joke. (He didn’t seem to mind.)


    ‘Not much,’ he said. ‘Sorry about your grandfather.’


    Sean said he was sorry, too. So did Karlie and Sally, who were listening.


    I wished people would stop talking about it. It was a real downer. For a moment we all stood staring at our feet, trying to think of something to say. Then I remembered why I’d gone over there.


    ‘Angelo, I was wondering if you and Sean could do me a favour?’


    ‘Sure,’ they said, both at the same time like they shared a brain.


    I pointed at the rest of the red-helmet group, who had just started lining up to get on the other bus. ‘The guys I hang out with have all got red helmets like yours,’ I said. ‘But me and my kayak buddy were given these yellow ones . . .’


    For a while everyone stared at Lily’s and my yellow helmets, which I was holding up by their chinstraps and swinging gently from side to side. Then Angelo and Sean looked at each other, looked at me, and both spoke at the same time: ‘Do you want to swap?’


    Lily and I were nearly the last ones aboard, so we had to sit near the front. I didn’t mind. At least we were on the red-helmet bus, the same bus as my friends. The one going to the ‘more challenging’ stretch of river. I let Lily have the window seat.


    ‘We’ll get in trouble,’ she whispered. ‘They gave us yellow helmets.’


    ‘Red’s better,’ I said. ‘It matches your glasses.’


    She giggled. ‘You’re funny!’


    I giggled, too. But then I remembered the last time I’d giggled, and felt my face turning the same colour as Lily’s glasses and both our helmets.


    Dad was right: there was some stuff you couldn’t change, no matter how much you wanted to change it.


    ‘Are you okay, Cooper?’ Lily asked, sounding concerned.


    I tilted my helmet forward and down, so she could no longer see my eyes. They’d gone all wet and blurry because I was thinking about Pop again.


    ‘It’s just hay fever,’ I mumbled.
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    ‘Leave the paddling to me, Lil,’ I said quietly. ‘Just sit back and enjoy the ride.’


    We were nearly last in a long line of kayaks travelling single file down Thunder River. Most of the kayaks had two kids in them, wearing yellow life vests and red helmets like Lily and me, but every so often there was a single-seat kayak with an adult in it. They were our instructors from Mirror Lake, now our guides, and were easy to spot because their helmets and life vests were fluoro green.


    I was trying to keep away from the guides – especially Nat, who was about eight or nine kayaks ahead of Lily and me – because I didn’t want to be noticed and get in trouble for swapping helmets. Which was why our kayak was nearly last. I figured we’d be less conspicuous back there.


    But I couldn’t help wondering what was going on at the front. The leaders must have been two or three river bends ahead of us by now, so I couldn’t see. A guide called Coral had set off first, followed by Dan and Fadi, then Jeff and Michael. That’s where I should have been – leading the way, instead of dawdling along at the back with only Jasper Sass and Ms Mucus behind us. (Imagine that – choosing Ms Mucus for a paddle buddy. Jasper was such a suck.)


    Shortly before we set off, Nat had gathered everyone on the riverbank and told us it wasn’t going to be a race. But he wasn’t fooling anyone – with Dan, Fadi, Jeff and Michael in the lead, things were going to get competitive. Just thinking about it made me paddle faster.


    ‘What’s the rush?’ asked Jade Bitworth, as Lily’s and my kayak powered past her and Ella Williams into third-last place.


    Then she saw who it was and said, ‘Sorry about your granddad.’


    Ella said she was sorry, too.


    Why did everyone have to keep reminding me that Pop was dead? I was trying not to think about him. Gritting my teeth, I paddled even harder.


    As Lily and I drew alongside Monica and Jessica, I heard Ms Mucus’s bossy voice two-and-a-half kayaks behind us: ‘Cooper and Lily! Back in line, please.’


    Normally I did what I was told – especially by teachers – but all I could think about was catching up with my friends. I churned past another kayak.


    ‘COOPER HODGE!’ Ms Mucus yelled in the distance. ‘IF YOU DON’T GET BACK IN LINE THIS INSTANT, YOU’LL BE SORRY!’


    But I was already about as sorry as a person could be. All I wanted was for Pop to be alive again and for my life to be back to normal. The Pop bit wasn’t going to happen, of course, but if I could catch up with Jeff and the guys, at least that part of my life would be normal.


    Ms Mucus was going totally ballistic now, but with every stroke of my paddles we were leaving her further behind. And passing more kayaks. Most of the other kids were hardly paddling, just letting the strong current pull them downstream and using their paddles to steer.


    ‘Go Hodgie!’ said Robbo Moorhouse – the first person not to mention Pop – as Lily and I went steaming past him and Oscar Hertz.


    This was more like it, I thought.


    Lily twisted half-around in the forward seat to look back at me, but only the red dome of her helmet was visible over the top of her too-big life vest. ‘We’ll get in trouble, Cooper,’ she said.


    I felt guilty. ‘I’ll tell them it was me, Lil. That you had nothing to do with it.’


    ‘You should slow down.’


    ‘When we catch up with my mates,’ I promised.


    But first we had to get past Nat. He was only two kayaks ahead now and must have heard Ms Mucus carrying on. Using his right paddle, he swung his kayak sharply out of the line and steered it out to meet ours.


    ‘Whoa there!’ he said. ‘It’s not a race, guys.’


    That section of the river was quite wide. I dug my right paddle in too and veered around him. Now it was a race! I could hear Nat coming after us. Remembering the advice he had given us back at the lake, I got all my rugby muscles going. It felt good. My whole body was working, my paddles were churning, and our kayak went slicing through the water like a torpedo.


    But Nat’s was a single-seat kayak, narrower than Lily’s and mine, and Lily was just sitting at the front of ours with her paddle across her knees like I’d told her to, so I was doing the work of two people. He soon caught up.


    Drawing alongside us, he looked over and repeated what he’d said before: ‘Whoa there!’


    But I wasn’t going to whoa for anyone. I kept right on paddling. And so did Nat, matching his speed with mine.


    ‘Nice action,’ he said, staying just far enough away so our paddles didn’t bang together. ‘Are you sure you haven’t done this before, Cooper?’


    ‘No,’ I puffed. ‘Today’s my first time.’


    Nat wasn’t puffing at all. ‘Anyhow, you’ve proven your point, buddy,’ he said calmly. ‘Now it’s time you got back in line.’


    ‘I want to catch up with my friends,’ I said. We must have passed a dozen or more kayaks now. How far ahead were Dan and Fadi?


    ‘You’re scaring Lily,’ said Nat.


    She twisted around again. I still couldn’t see her face, but her voice sounded brave. ‘I’m not scared.’


    Nat looked ahead, then turned back to Lily and me. ‘Listen to me, both of you!’ he said urgently. ‘There are some river rapids just around the next bend. We have to cross to the other side of the river where it’s flatter.’


    Ever since Nat had started chasing us, I hadn’t paid much attention to our surroundings. Now I did. The river seemed narrower, the current stronger. Sheer rocky cliffs loomed high overhead, blocking out most of the sky. All the other kayaks were hugging the far bank. Two guides in fluoro-green vests and helmets were keeping everyone in line. Lily’s and my kayak was going twice as fast as theirs, skimming along only metres from the rock face on our side of the river. There was a roaring noise in the distance, like a plane taking off. Nat began paddling out towards the middle of the river, yelling something at me that I couldn’t hear.


    Next moment, there was a bone-crunching THUMP! It made me drop my paddle and grab the sides of the kayak as it whirled around in a giddy half-circle. The kayak and I ended up rocking along backwards, totally at the mercy of the swift current. But I wasn’t thinking about that, there was something else on my mind.


    Why was the seat in front of me empty?


    We worked out later what had happened: Lily’s paddle, lying flat across her lap, had hit a big rock jutting out from the cliff face. The impact had spun our kayak around and thrown her into the water.


    But at the time, it was like she’d just disappeared off the face of the earth.


    A faint cry solved the mystery. I glanced over my shoulder. Lily was bobbing along in the swirling water just downstream of the reversing kayak. The current was pushing it and her along at exactly the same speed. She was trying to swim back towards me, but her arms were all caught up in her huge life vest. I could see she was panicking, not thinking straight – she was starting to take it off!


    ‘NO!’ I yelled.
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    Lily wouldn’t have heard my warning. I didn’t even hear it myself. Because suddenly we were surrounded by noise. The distant roar had turned into an ear-splitting boom. We were in the rapids! All around us were green walls of water. Waves crashed over me in white, icy explosions. I lost sight of Lily as the kayak reared upwards, then slammed back down so hard I bit my tongue. It was chaos. I had to hold on with both hands as the kayak was tossed around like a pencil in a front-loader washing machine.


    It ended as abruptly as it had started. Suddenly everything went still. It was quiet again, almost peaceful. I could feel my racing heartbeat and taste blood in my mouth. But I was still in one piece. And still in the kayak. It had been swept into a little inlet where the water was dead flat. But looks can be deceiving. Everything was moving in slow circles like it was caught in a gentle whirlpool. The kayak was drifting slowly around the edge of the circle. Further in was one of our paddles. Right in the middle, spinning slowly round and around, was a big, yellow life vest with no one in it.


    OMG! I thought.


    I didn’t even realise I’d jumped out of the kayak until I was in the icy-cold water, thrashing madly towards the centre of the whirlpool. There was something under the life vest, about a metre below the surface – a small human-shaped shadow wearing a bright-red helmet.


    I tried to dive down, but my life vest made it impossible. Desperately I struggled out of it, then dived again. And got a nasty shock. Lily’s underwater face was as white as a sheet. Her eyes looked like marbles and her lips were blue. Was I too late? But when I grabbed one tiny hand, her fingers grabbed me back. Yay!


    Pulling Lily up to the surface was harder than I expected. The whirlpool didn’t want to release us. But I’d made a promise to Pop once – that one day I was going to be a Wallaby just like him – so I used my rugby muscles and kicked us up into the light. Where a man wearing a fluoro-green helmet lifted Lily up onto his single-seater kayak.


    ‘I’ve got her, buddy,’ Nat said.


    I didn’t even know what hypothermia was. And I was too scared to ask, in case someone said Lily was going die.


    They had whisked her off in an ambulance as soon as we got back to camp. One of the ambos had checked me out, too. She said I was lucky. I didn’t feel lucky. I kind of wished it was me going to hospital, not Lily.


    The last place I wanted to be was at year five camp. Everyone blamed me for what had happened to Lily. I could see it in their eyes. If looks could kill, I would have been dead about seventy-six times over.


    Miss Hobbie was nice to me, though. She wrapped a big blanket around me and got some dry clothes from my cabin. She brought me a fresh towel, too.


    ‘Go and have a long, hot shower, Coop,’ she said. ‘You need to warm up.’


    I had a very long shower. I must have stayed in there for nearly half an hour. When I finally came out, it was dark outside the boys’ showers and nobody was around. It must have been dinnertime. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was arrive late for dinner again – especially after nearly getting Lily drowned – so I sneaked back to my cabin and sat there in the dark eating a muesli bar and a packet of trail mix I’d brought for tomorrow’s bushwalk.


    Footsteps crunched outside. Someone was coming. Before they could open the door, I climbed onto one of the top bunks and squeezed up next to the wall.


    The door hinges creaked, the light clicked on. And after a moment, Miss Hobbie’s voice said, ‘Cooper? Are you in here?’


    I held my breath and stayed as still as a statue until she switched the light off again and went out.


    Phew! I thought. I didn’t want to see anybody, not even Miss Hobbie. But I knew I couldn’t stay hiding forever. There were games in the hall after dinner – they would keep everyone busy for a while. But after that, Jasper and the other guys in my cabin would be coming to bed. I didn’t want to be there when they arrived. Didn’t want to have to answer all their questions about why I’d nearly got Lily killed. (Or maybe really got her killed, if hypothermia was as bad as it sounded.) So I decided to go somewhere where no one would find me and wait there until everyone was asleep. Then I’d come back and slip into bed without having to talk to anyone.


    And I knew just the place to lie low for a couple of hours.


    Grabbing my torch and the blanket Miss Hobbie had given me, I let myself out of the cabin and set off through the shadowy camp towards the track where we went for our night walk.


    It felt a bit scary when I entered the pitch-black forest all on my own. I shone my torch this way and that, telling myself there was nothing out there that could hurt me. Except maybe snakes, I thought. But wouldn’t they all be asleep by now? What about dingoes? They came out at night, didn’t they? Or wild dogs?


    But I kept going. I was too old to be scared of the dark. All I wanted was to get away from camp and away from everyone’s questions about Lily, about Pop, about everything!


    Year five camp totally sucked!
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    Falling asleep wasn’t part of my plan. But it was spooky in the rock-paintings cave, and the mosquitoes were bad, so I pulled the blanket right over me like a little tent. Then my eyelids started drooping – I’d hardly slept a wink the night before – and I lay down under the blanket to have a little rest.


    And the next thing I knew, I was having a dream about Larry Sayer.


    ‘Young Cooper, is that you under there?’ he asked.


    Someone gently pulled the blanket off my head and I opened my eyes. It wasn’t a dream. I was awake. And Larry Sayer really was bending over me.


    ‘Rise and shine, sleepyhead,’ he said cheerfully. ‘You’re missing the best part of the day.’


    I blinked up at him. The sky was pale mauve behind his head. It was morning.


    ‘What are you doing here, Mr Sayer?’ I asked.


    He smiled. ‘Looking for you.’


    Then I noticed his outfit. He was wearing bright-orange overalls with a badge that said Search and Rescue. A sick feeling rose in my gut.


    ‘Are other people looking, too?’


    ‘Only ten of us so far,’ Larry said. ‘But more are on their way. Excuse me for a moment, I’d better let them know that I’ve found you.’


    He called up someone on his two-way radio. ‘I’ve found him, Don . . . Yes, he’s okay . . . Tell the others to stand down . . . And let headquarters know we won’t need a helicopter.’


    I waited till he’d finished talking. I felt scared. ‘Will I get in trouble, Mr Sayer?’


    ‘In trouble?’ He sounded surprised. ‘Of course not. Everyone will be glad you’re okay.’


    ‘Not everyone,’ I blurted out, before I could stop myself.


    One of his eyebrows bent upwards. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘They all hate me because I nearly drowned a girl yesterday. She ended up in hospital.’ I swallowed. ‘She might even be dead.’


    Larry looked like he was about to ruffle my hair (I hated it when adults did that), then he changed his mind and patted my shoulder instead. There was a funny expression on his face. ‘Do you want the good news, or the good news?’ he asked.


    I sighed. I wasn’t in the mood for games. ‘You choose.’


    ‘Okay,’ he said, smiling a goofy smile. ‘Here’s the first piece of good news, young Cooper: the girl you’re talking about is out of hospital. They thought she might have had a mild case of hypothermia, but it was a false alarm. She came back to camp last night.’


    Now I was smiling, too. I couldn’t help it. Lily was okay! ‘What’s the second good news?’


    ‘She told everyone what happened,’ Larry said. ‘How you risked your life to pull her out of a whirlpool. So you’re wrong about people hating you – they all think you’re a hero.’


    ‘Really?’ I said.


    ‘Absolutely,’ said Larry. He looked me in the eye. ‘And if you don’t mind me saying so, young Cooper, I think you’re a credit to your grandfather.’


    It was the first time since the funeral that Mr Sayer had said anything about Pop, but I felt okay – sad, but okay.


    ‘I was named after him,’ I said softly.


    Larry offered me a big, strong hand and helped me to my feet. Then he put his arm around my shoulders, just like Pop used to do, and said, ‘Come with me, Cooper, I want to show you something.’


    He led me back along the track, then up through some trees. We came out on the edge of a rocky, sandstone bluff with an amazing view of the national park. Thunder River looked like a skinny green worm, winding through the forest far below us. Larry sat on a flat rock and I sat next to him. For a long time, neither of us said anything.


    ‘I miss him,’ I said finally.


    ‘So do I,’ said Larry.


    We sat watching the sun come up and talked about Pop. Larry told me about some of the famous rugby tests they’d played in together, and I told him how Pop always came to my games and reckoned that if I stuck at it, one day I might play for Australia.


    When I said I was disappointed they’d buried Pop’s Wallabies jumper, Larry told me he’d seen Nanna take it off the coffin at the cemetery and give it to my mother.


    We stopped talking after that and looked at the scenery. Larry gave me a tissue and I blew my nose. It felt okay to be sad because Captain Slayer was sad, too. We both missed Pop, and I was never going to forget him.


    After a while, Larry patted me on the shoulder. ‘Time to go back to camp, Cooper,’ he said.


    I got a hero’s welcome.


    ‘There he is!’ someone shouted when we came out of the trees at the edge of Wombat Camp, and suddenly Larry and I were mobbed by seventy-seven year fives.


    Which meant Ms Mucus couldn’t get near enough to hug me. (And it looked like she wanted to. Gulp!) But Lily Ng got close enough, and I gave her a little hug back.


    All the guys went, ‘Woooooo!’ but I didn’t care.


    Next moment, Fadi was shaking my hand again, smiling this time. And Jeff, Dan, Jack, Michael and all my other friends – even Jasper Sass – were lining up to give me high fives and fist bumps, and asking my friend, and Pop’s old teammate, Captain Larry Slayer, to autograph their Monvale Primary hats.


    Inside, I was still missing Pop, but outside I was grinning from ear to ear.


    Year five camp was the best thing ever!
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