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About the Book




Vex is gone! We have to find him.

But how? He could be anywhere.

We’ll have to track him down.

That’s impossible.

Not if we work together!

The class in room 12B are in trouble. Can they find Vex before it’s too late?
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Mr Bambuckle and Miss Frost were two remarkably different teachers. Their outlook on education – and life in general – was polar opposite. While Mr Bambuckle valued learning, individuality and fun, Miss Frost was far more concerned with discipline, procedures and efficiency.

On the final morning of school camp, a letter found in the empty tent of a runaway student had divided the teachers’ opinions. And, as is often the case when opposites are put together, things got tense.

Mr Bambuckle, mentor of the students in room 12B, stood to one side of the smouldering camp fire. He whistled a bright tune, his mood as light as the morning breeze. He knew the missing student, Vex, was experiencing something quite significant. Miss Frost, on the other hand, smirked cruelly as she studied the letter.

The students sat on logs that surrounded the fire. They were exhausted by the camp’s activities, and nervous about the imminent showdown between the two teachers.

‘There’s something magical about the crisp country air,’ said Mr Bambuckle, retrieving a cup of coffee from one of the inside pockets of his jacket. ‘It’s been a rather splendid camp, and I should think the students are ready to return to school.’

Miss Frost folded the piece of paper. The diamond bobby pin in her hair glinted. ‘There’s no time for caffeine,’ she whispered icily. ‘Not when you’re about to be fired. I’ve been looking forward to this moment, and I’ve got you right where I want you.’

The students gasped. The assistant principal was clearly not beating around the bush.

‘Fired?’ said Mr Bambuckle calmly. ‘On what grounds would that be?’

‘Probably the camp grounds,’ said Slugger Choppers, a large boy who was known more for his size than his wit.

‘He means on what terms,’ said Albert, correcting his classmate.

‘During school term,’ said Slugger.

‘Silence!’ said Miss Frost. ‘Your foolish teacher knows exactly why he’ll be dismissed. Vex Vron has run away – it’s right here in the note – and there is a heavy penalty for educators who cannot supervise the children under their care.’

Mr Bambuckle, as only he could do under such circumstances, chuckled. ‘You are quite right, dear Miss Frost. It seems Vex has run away from camp, which is a most serious matter.’

‘Then why are you laughing?’

‘Because,’ said Mr Bambuckle, ‘I do believe Vex is discovering a thing or two about himself … and having a jolly good time in the process.’

‘This is nonsense! You give me no other choice but to inform the principal,’ said Miss Frost. Her breath misted up the morning air. ‘Mr Sternblast will fire you on the spot.’

‘I can’t see any spots,’ said Slugger. ‘I thought he was going to get fired on the camp grounds … during school term.’

‘She means terminate his contract immediately,’ said Albert.

‘Termites on his contract?’ said Harold McHagil, who was occasionally hard of hearing. ‘I didn’t know termites ate paper.’


‘Be quiet, silly children,’ said Miss Frost, swiping open her mobile phone. ‘I must call the principal.’

Mr Bambuckle sipped his coffee. ‘You may want to reconsider speaking with Mr Sternblast.’

Miss Frost narrowed her grey-blue eyes. ‘And why would I do that?’

‘To keep your job, of course,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘I couldn’t live with myself if you got fired. You’re simply too much fun!’

Miss Frost knew enough about Mr Bambuckle’s mysterious ways to hesitate. Despite his whimsical, carefree nature, he was renowned for his cleverness. She lowered the phone. ‘Explain yourself.’

‘For someone who loves protocols as much as you do, I’m surprised you haven’t considered section 17-M of the staff handbook.’

Miss Frost’s legs turned to jelly for the briefest of moments. She regained her composure and looked at the teacher, speechless.

Mr Bambuckle continued. ‘As you’re well aware, Miss Frost, section 17-M of the staff handbook states that executive members of staff shall bear full responsibility when present at excursions and camps.’

If it were possible for Miss Frost’s pale complexion to become whiter, it would have done so at that precise time.

The students watched their beloved teacher, waiting for him to elaborate.

‘I do believe,’ continued Mr Bambuckle, ‘that you are an executive member of staff – the assistant principal. And as this is a camp, Mr Sternblast would no doubt hold you accountable for Vex’s disappearance. It would be you who lost your job, not me.’

The facts stabbed Miss Frost like an invisible sword. How could she forget such an important rule? She wobbled backwards and slumped on a log between Victoria Goldenhorn and Evie Nightingale.

‘That was Scarlett’s seat,’ said Evie quietly. ‘Until you expelled her, that is … But it’s okay, you can sit there if you like.’

‘Kindly get Miss Frost a drink, dear Slugger,’ said Mr Bambuckle, changing the topic. He knew it would be unhelpful to dwell on the fact that Scarlett had been expelled the day before. ‘I should think a sip of Himalayan tea would do Miss Frost a world of good.’

For the first time in her ambitious career, Miss Frost was at the mercy of the rules she so dearly cherished. If news got back to Mr Sternblast that a student had run away from camp, she would be held accountable, and it would most certainly spell the end of her time in the teaching profession. She was trapped and she knew it.

While Evie had experienced great torment at the hands of Miss Frost, her time with Mr Bambuckle had taught her the value of kindness. She put an arm around the shell-shocked woman and patted her on the back.

Only Mr Bambuckle noticed a single strand of Miss Frost’s silver hair turn amber at Evie’s touch.

Slugger handed Miss Frost a steaming cup of tea. ‘I hope you like it,’ he said. ‘I brewed it myself – teacher taught me.’

Mr Bambuckle cleared his throat. ‘Dear Miss Frost, you have no need to fear for your job.’

Still stunned, Miss Frost managed a sip of tea. ‘And why is that?’

‘In room 12B we value loyalty. Vex will be found before word gets back to Mr Sternblast. Your position at the school is quite safe.’

‘But what about his parents?’ said Miss Frost. ‘They will contact the school the second Vex doesn’t return home on time. You can’t keep something like this quiet.’


‘I wouldn’t think so,’ agreed Mr Bambuckle. ‘But fear not! The situation has already been taken care of. I adjusted the return-to-school date on Vex’s permission note, buying him an extra two days. His parents believe he’s not due home until Friday afternoon and, as you know, today is Wednesday.’

Miss Frost stood abruptly, startling Evie. ‘You broke the rules!’

‘Not in the slightest,’ said Mr Bambuckle, with a smile. ‘I simply bent them. Nothing good comes from a broken rule. Bent rules, however, can lead to rather satisfying events.’

Miss Frost blinked a few times.

‘What I mean by this,’ continued Mr Bambuckle, ‘is that Vex’s disappearance will only bring about good. The rules were bent to help the boy.’

Miss Frost was horrified. ‘You knew he would disappear all along?’

‘I know everything,’ said Mr Bambuckle.


‘It’s true,’ said Albert.

Mr Bambuckle’s blue suit shimmered in the morning light. ‘There is a clear path forward from here. You don’t want to lose your job, and we can’t let Mr Sternblast find out about the situation with Vex.’

‘What do you propose?’ said Miss Frost.

‘That we work together,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘Help us find Vex before Friday afternoon.’ He stepped around the camp fire and offered his hand.

Miss Frost stared at his hand, then at the children. They looked back at her with expectant smiles. It was clear their teacher had given them hope, and this was not something she was familiar with.
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Mr Bambuckle extended his arm further. ‘Will you help us find Vex?’


Miss Frost found herself doing something she never would have dreamed of, and took Mr Bambuckle’s hand. A deal had been struck.

Mr Bambuckle couldn’t help but notice as a second strand of Miss Frost’s silver hair turned a rich amber. He watched intently. As he did, his pet blue jay, Dodger, flew from a branch of a nearby tree and perched on his shoulder. The bird too, it seemed, had detected a change in the assistant principal.

‘I have a question,’ said Ren Rivera, a girl who liked to solve mysteries. ‘How are we going to find Vex?’

Mr Bambuckle grinned. ‘The letter, of course. Vex was kind enough to leave us some clues. Miss Frost, would you please?’

The assistant principal handed over the folded note.
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‘A most wonderful letter,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘I’m rather pleased with Vex’s honesty. He’s come a long way.’

Miss Frost was not so positive. ‘Didn’t you read it properly? He said he is going to text his mother. She’ll panic and contact the school. This will get back to Mr Sternblast very soon, if it hasn’t already, and I’ll lose my job.’

‘It would be wise to have faith in the greater plan,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘And for this, you will need to trust in me. I have an inkling Vex’s text message will not get through.’

Miss Frost shook her head in bewilderment. ‘My entire career rests on the gut feeling of a madman.’

Slugger collected Miss Frost’s empty teacup. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Our teacher is a bit of a genius. Everything will work out.’

The students carried their luggage to the yellow school bus and boarded quietly. Though it wasn’t the sort of quiet one might expect to hear before a big exam, or in a detention room. It was the sort of quiet that fills a concert hall before the main act takes stage. Their teacher was up to his old tricks, and the students couldn’t wait to find out what he had in store.

Miss Frost packed her car and started the engine.

‘Drive safely and we’ll see you back at school,’ called Mr Bambuckle. ‘Oh, and please don’t worry about the text message. Everything will be fine.’
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Miss Frost was quick to visit room 12B later that morning. Now that everyone had returned safely from camp, she was determined to ensure her head be kept off the chopping block. Mr Sternblast would demand a camp report, and the news of Vex’s disappearance couldn’t be leaked.

‘We need a plan,’ she said. ‘How will we locate the boy?’

‘Transport should be the first focus,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘We’ll need to send out small search parties to follow the clues.’


‘What type of transport?’ said Miss Frost.

‘Taxi,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘There’s a wonderful pick-up point around the corner from the school. Mr Sternblast would be none the wiser.’

‘You must be out of your mind,’ hissed Miss Frost. ‘Taxis cost the earth.’

Myra Kumar raised a tentative hand.

‘What is it, Lyla?’ said Miss Frost.

‘It’s Myra … I could raise some funds for the cabs. I’m good with numbers, especially when it comes to making money.’

Miss Frost shook her head. ‘You’re only a child. What could you possibly do to help?’

Mr Bambuckle winked at Myra. ‘I believe in you,’ he said, just loud enough for her to hear.

Miss Frost glared at the students. ‘The principal will be here any moment. If anyone gives even the slightest hint – accidental or not – that Vex has run away, I will personally make sure they join Charlotte Bees on the expelled list.’

‘What fun we’re having,’ said Mr Bambuckle, who was flipping two hamburger patties in his self-heating frypan. ‘Though I must correct you – it’s Scarlett Geeves, not Charlotte Bees, and she’s –’

‘Enough of the tomfoolery,’ said Miss Frost. Her chilling tone silenced the chatter that had arisen at the mention of Scarlett’s name. The assistant principal had been given a second chance, so she was protecting it the only way she knew how: strict control.

Right on cue, Mr Sternblast burst into the room. ‘I demand a report on camp,’ he barked. With that, he gave Miss Frost an expectant look.

Miss Frost coolly opened a folder and handed it to Mr Sternblast. ‘You’ll find all of the outcomes have been met.’


Mr Sternblast’s moustache trembled. He looked as though he’d been given an empty cup when he asked for a drink. ‘This is it?’
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A brief silence followed.

‘Aside from the expulsion, there was just … one incident,’ said the assistant principal.

The students wriggled nervously at their desks. What would Miss Frost say? They began to wonder if Mr Bambuckle’s deal with her was the right thing to do after all.

‘Do tell,’ said Mr Sternblast, licking his lips.

Miss Frost pointed at Slugger. ‘As you may recall, I phoned from camp to inform you that Chugger Droppers was caught with unregulated scissors.’


‘A horrible crime,’ said Mr Sternblast, turning to the final page in the folder. His balding head glowed like a hot iron.

Slugger gulped.

‘It is unacceptable to carry incorrect scissors, Mr Choppers,’ growled the principal. ‘Come straight to my office at the end of the day and I’ll –’

‘I must interject,’ said Miss Frost. ‘The situation was dealt with at camp.’

Mr Sternblast closed the folder. ‘And?’

‘He was made to write a thousand lines.’

The students couldn’t believe what they were hearing. Slugger was made to do no such thing. Could the assistant principal really be covering for their classmate?

Mr Bambuckle watched as another strand of Miss Frost’s hair changed colour – just below the diamond bobby pin that held her silver bun in place.

Miss Frost winked at Slugger, an act so unnatural for her, it was more of a crooked eyelash flutter.

‘Is there something in your eye?’ asked Slugger.

Carrot Grigson kicked him in the shin.

‘Ouch!’

Carrot leaned close to his friend. ‘There’ll be something in your eye if you don’t play along. This is your chance to get out of detention with Mr Sternblast.’

‘Oh,’ said Slugger, turning to address the principal. ‘Er … yes, my wrist is killing me after writing out all those lines … I’ll never carry the wrong scissors again.’

Mr Sternblast huffed. ‘Be sure of it.’

Miss Frost stopped trying to wink and shot Slugger a cold stare that demanded silence.

‘There’s one final matter,’ said Mr Sternblast.

Mr Bambuckle was so excited he nearly forgot to flip the hamburger patties.


‘There are two new students starting in this class,’ said the principal.

Before he had even finished speaking, two girls – identical twins – stepped into the room.

‘Make them feel welcome,’ said Mr Sternblast, though he didn’t seem to mean it. He was back outside in a flash, yelling at a poor kindergartener who had taken a wrong turn trying to find the bathroom.

Miss Frost followed Mr Sternblast out of the room. She was safe for now.

Mr Bambuckle turned to the new students. ‘Grace Wu and Gabby Wu, we’ve been dying to meet you.’

‘You know our names?’ said the girl on the right.

‘I know everything.’
 
‘It’s true,’ said Albert, for the second time that day.

The girls wore matching yellow dresses, and their hair was styled so a fringe hung just above their dark eyelashes. They wore knee-high white socks and shiny black shoes. They were impossible to tell apart.
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‘I’m Gabby,’ said the girl on the right, ‘and this is Grace. We’re twins. Even though we look the same, we’re quite different. Oranges contain vitamin C.’

The girl on the left waved her hand.

Mr Bambuckle motioned towards his class. ‘These are the children in room 12B and we are all delighted to make your acquaintance. Hamburger?’

‘Our favourite food!’ exclaimed Gabby. ‘How did you know?’


‘I know every–’
 
‘Thing!’ said Gabby. She licked her lips. ‘Wow … hamburgers. You must do your research.’

‘Indeed,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘Research is a most underrated tool.’

‘Knives are serrated tools?’ said Harold McHagil, mishearing again.

‘You really need to clean your ears out,’ said Vinnie White.

Mr Bambuckle served the hamburgers to the twins. They accepted them gratefully.

‘Thanks,’ said Gabby.

Grace just smiled.

‘This is delicious,’ said Gabby. ‘By the way, we met someone at our old school who said they knew you, Mr Bambuckle. I can taste the coriander in this burger.’

Slugger’s ears pricked up. While he was not proficient at reading body language, he was an expert in gourmet cooking.


Gabby took another bite from her burger. ‘Have you guys already had lunch? I hope we’re not being rude eating in front of you.’

‘Lunch is ten minutes away, though that reminds me …’ Mr Bambuckle spun around like a pop dancer – so quickly the students almost didn’t see him do it – and produced a large tray stacked with steaming hot burgers. ‘There’s enough for everyone!’

The students cheered and rushed towards the teacher, each selecting their favourite type of burger.

As the class enjoyed their meals, Mr Bambuckle instructed them to write a detailed description of the flavours swirling around inside their mouths. Their teacher had unlocked their creativity in a practical and delicious way.

Albert and Myra giggled as they multi-tasked. They ate their burgers, wrote their descriptions and passed a secret note until the lunch bell chimed.
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The lunch bell sounds and I turn to Albert. ‘Can I borrow a dollar?’

‘Yes, of course,’ he says, handing me a shiny gold coin. ‘I keep my promises.’

‘Thanks.’

I take the coin and run straight to the canteen. It’s time to raise funds for a taxi or two. Or three. Or four. Or seventy-nine. Did I mention I’m good at making fast money?


Canteen Carol isn’t on duty because it’s her day off. We often wonder what she does when she’s not at school. Some kids think she turns into a troll and hunts children for sport. I think she enters wrestling competitions. In any case, I’m glad I don’t have to deal with her today.

A parent helper is manning the tuckshop. She’s wearing a white badge that says ‘volunteer’.

‘Could I please have two apples?’ I ask.

‘Apples are fifty cents each, so that’s one dollar,’ she says.

I hand her Albert’s coin and she lets me choose the fruit. I pick the two reddest, ripest apples in the basket and thank her, before heading to the playground.

I march straight up to a large group of year two kids, who are huddled under a tree. They’re trading footy cards. I pause and observe for a moment, going over the plan in my head. I’m about to do some serious bargaining, and I know Mr Bambuckle will be proud of me for helping raise money to find Vex.

‘I need number seven,’ says a boy with a cap on backwards.

‘I’ll trade you seven for eighteen,’ says a girl.

‘Deal.’

They swap cards and I make my move, stepping into the middle of the group. ‘Who’s hungry?’ I say.

Every kid puts their hand in the air. In their rush to get to the playground to trade cards, they’ve left their lunchboxes in their bags. It’s this sort of knowledge that makes earning profits a cinch.

‘Anyone have number twelve?’ I ask. ‘I’ll swap you this mouth-watering apple for it. Think about it … you can keep trading cards without going hungry … or without having to walk back to your bag to get food.’


A girl with a thick stack of cards nods. ‘I have number twelve. I’ll trade you.’

I swap her for the card. ‘Nice doing business with you. You’ll be the only one not hungry during lunch.’

The rest of the group look around at each other, stomachs rumbling. They realise she made a smart choice.

‘Anyone have number twenty-three?’ I say.

Now that an example has been set, the other kids are keen to get in on the action. Four of them hold up card number twenty-three.

‘The apple goes to the highest bidder. What else can you give me?’

‘I’ll give you number twenty-three plus ten cents,’ says a girl with a ponytail.

‘I’ll give you number twenty-three plus twenty cents,’ says the boy with the backwards cap.

I put the apple into one of my pockets, playing it tough. ‘Sorry, guys, it’s not enough. I suppose you’ll either have to go hungry or waste precious card-trading time on the walk to your lunchbox.’

This sparks a bidding frenzy.

‘Twenty-three and thirty cents.’

‘Twenty-three and fifty cents.’

‘Twenty-three and a hundred cents!’ says the boy with the hat.

‘Deal,’ I say. ‘Though you could have just said “a dollar”.’

[image: image]


‘A dollar and a hundred cents!’ he says.

I laugh. ‘Let’s stick with card number twenty-three and a hundred cents.’

I make the swap and head off to find some older students.

The thing about year two kids is they trade cards to complete a set. It’s all about having the full collection. Because their attention is only on the card number, they don’t think about the actual value of each – the dollar signs. Number twelve is the rarest of all, and number twenty-three is one of the most popular players. Two apples just won me the jackpot.

I find some year sixes playing footy on the oval. This is the perfect target market. Footy players equal footy fans, and older kids equal richer kids. This means big bucks for me.

I stand in the centre of their game.

‘What are you doing? Move!’ says a boy with blond hair. ‘There’s a match going on here.’

‘Yeah, beat it, kid,’ says another player.

I hold the cards in the air and wave them around. ‘I’m selling these – number twelve and twenty-three – a package deal.’

The entire match stops. Everyone stares at the treasures in my hand.

‘I’ll give you a dollar for them,’ says a girl with grass stains on her dress.

‘Don’t listen to her,’ says the blond-haired boy. ‘I’ll give you two bucks.’

I shake my head. ‘I’ve done my research, guys. These little fellas are worth double figures.’

‘That’s what I just said,’ says the boy with blond hair. ‘Two bucks – double figures.’

‘She means ten, stupid,’ says the girl. She hasn’t stopped staring at the cards. ‘Yeah … okay … I’ll give you ten dollars for them.’


‘Deal.’

She unzips a pocket in her dress and takes out a crumpled up ten-dollar note.

The half-time bell sounds and I give her the cards. She hands me the money and I walk away with a spring in my step. Mr Bambuckle will be pleased with my clever card trading, but will he approve of my next money-making move?
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Turning ten dollars into a hundred dollars isn’t as hard as it sounds. You just need the right business model.

I’m back at the canteen and the parent helper smiles at me. ‘Would you like another apple?’ she says.

‘No, thanks,’ I say. ‘Could you please give me ten dollars’ worth of twenty-cent coins?’ I place the blue note on the counter. ‘I need some change for a class project.’

She opens the till and counts out the money – fifty twenty-cent pieces altogether. I scoop the coins from the counter and shove them into my pockets. ‘Thank you!’

When I walk, the silver pieces create metallic music. They clink and chink like the high notes on a percussive piano.
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My sneaky business model relies heavily on the next trade. This is where I’ll make some serious cash. To do this, I need to find where the kindergarten kids are gathering.

My ears tell me they’re playing near the oval. I follow a trail of shrill cries and eventually find the kindergarteners digging in the dirt under a gum tree. What is it with little kids and mess?


I step over a boy who is using a fork to poke at an exposed root in the soil. I skirt between two girls who are pulling each other by the hair. I’m caught in kindy chaos, but I’m ready to make money.

‘Okay, listen up, little people,’ I say. ‘I have the deal of a lifetime for you.’

They stop what they’re doing and look at me.

‘I’ve got a whole bunch of these,’ I say, holding up one of the twenty-cent pieces. ‘Look at the huge number on it … twooo zerooo.’

The kids let out ooohs and ahhhs like it’s a fireworks display. ‘Wooooow.’

‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ I continue. ‘Twenty is such a big number. This must be worth a lot.’

‘Woooaaaahhhh … yeeeeeeaaaaahhhhh,’ they chorus.

‘Would you like to touch it?’ I say to the girl standing closest.


She nods and holds out her hand.

‘Be careful,’ I say. ‘It’s a … twenty … remember?’ I place it on her palm and the other kids crowd around her to see.

‘Wooooow.’

A sudden sense of guilt surges through my stomach. I take the silver coin back, doubting myself. I’m not sure I can go through with my plan. I’ve never been one to cheat like this before.

But then I remember Vex.

‘Who would like to have one of these … twenties?’

‘Me, me, me, me, me!’

‘I tell you what,’ I say slowly, ‘I’m feeling generous today. I’ll swap these twenties for any twos you have. You know, those small gold coins … How nice am I? Swapping a giant twenty for a tiny two! It’s your lucky day.’

I did my homework. The kindergarten teachers haven’t taught currency yet. My offer has the kindy kids in the palm of my hand. Almost literally. They believe twenty cents is worth more than two dollars. I try to ignore a little voice in my head that’s telling me what I’m doing is wrong. The voice sounds a lot like Mr Bambuckle. I shake my head and focus on the task.

‘Twenty for two!’ I cry.

Thinking they’ve scored a bargain, the kindergarteners race back to their bags in search of a gold coin. Most of the kids at our school have emergency money – it’s a protocol thing, so I expect a big haul.

Minutes later, just before the full-time bell sounds, my pockets are bulging with two-dollar coins – fifty of them! I’ve swapped ten dollars’ worth of silver for a hundred dollars’ worth of gold.

I didn’t think I would feel so guilty, but I remind myself it’s for a good cause. Finding Vex is more important than being honest, isn’t it?

I think so.

Well, I hope so.

Actually, I’m not so sure …

Whatever the case, what’s done is done. I just hope Mr Bambuckle doesn’t find out.
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When I walk into class I can tell by the way Mr Bambuckle looks at me that he knows something about my actions.

‘Dear Myra,’ he says, ‘I trust you had a … productive lunch.’

‘Er … you could put it that way,’ I say.

‘As long as you’re being honest with yourself.’

I’m not sure what this means, and I find myself staring at my shoes. Something about the word ‘honest’ stabs at my gut. Maybe I shouldn’t have ripped off the kindy kids.

Thankfully, Ren cuts in with an announcement.

‘I’ve been doing some thinking,’ she says.

‘A most excellent thing to do,’ says Mr Bambuckle. ‘Thinking is a wonderful pastime.’

There is excitement in Ren’s body language. It distracts me from feeling guilty. ‘I know where Vex is!’ she says.

‘This is terrific,’ says Gabby, one of the new girls. ‘We never did anything like this at our old school. Did we, Grace?’

Her sister shakes her head. She hasn’t said a word since she arrived.

Before Ren is able to elaborate, Miss Frost steps into the room. My heart freezes. Has she found out about my scheme?

‘I could hear you talking about Vex from outside,’ whispers Miss Frost.

Phew.


‘You’ll do well to keep your voices down,’ she continues. ‘What if I were Mr Sternblast?’

‘You’d be bald,’ says Damon.

‘No – I don’t mean that. What if I were Mr Sternblast just now?’

‘Umm … you’d be bald temporarily?’ tries Damon.

‘Do you even have a brain?’ says Miss Frost. ‘What I mean is, you’re lucky I am not Mr Sternblast because I would have heard your conversation about Vex.’

‘And you’d be bald,’ says Damon.

‘Silence!’ Miss Frost means business. ‘I will not be made a fool of. Never before has my career been in jeopardy … I demand an update – what is our plan to find the runaway?’

I don’t like it when she gets angry like this, but at least she hasn’t said anything about the two-dollar coins.

Mr Bambuckle’s brown hair ruffles, even though there is no breeze in the classroom. He smiles and takes a deep breath, as though something extremely special has just happened.

‘What is it?’ says Miss Frost, sensing the teacher’s bright mood.

‘I do believe,’ says Mr Bambuckle, ‘you just said “our plan”. It seems you’ve discovered the first step in true teamwork – acknowledging there is a team to begin with.’

Miss Frost ignores the comment. ‘Ren said something about knowing where Vex is.’

Ren’s jaw drops. ‘Miss Frost … my name … you got it … correct.’

Miss Frost straightens her immaculate white jacket. ‘It’s come to my attention that I should get to know you better if we are to solve this mystery.’

Mr Bambuckle’s eyes become all dreamy when he looks at Miss Frost. ‘And solve it we will. Dear Ren, what do you know?’

Ren leaps to her feet. ‘At the end of Vex’s note he mentioned something about having money saved at the car yard.’
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‘Your point?’ says Miss Frost.

‘That’s where he is!’ exclaims Ren. ‘He must have returned to the car yard to collect his money.’

‘A most wonderful piece of detecting,’ says Mr Bambuckle.

Vinnie puts her hand up. ‘But doesn’t Vex’s dad own three car yards? He could be at any one of them.’

‘Vex works at Vron Motors on Hailey Street,’ says Carrot. ‘He used to brag about how it’s the best one. It’s where his workshop is.’

‘Then that’s where we’ll begin our search,’ says Mr Bambuckle. ‘Well done, everybody.’

Miss Frost blows away some of the hair that has fallen over her eyes. I’ve never seen her frazzled like this. ‘What are we waiting for?’ she says. ‘To Vron Motors on Hailey Street!’

‘Dearest Miss Frost,’ says Mr Bambuckle, his voice as calming as ever, ‘time will not allow us to do so today. We would be best to send out a small search party first thing tomorrow.’

‘Who do you suggest?’ says Ren.

‘Why, you, of course,’ says Mr Bambuckle, ‘and your detecting buddy, Vinnie.’

The best friends hug each other.

Vinnie twists one of her curls of hair. ‘How are Ren and I supposed to get to the car yard tomorrow?’

‘You may recall we discussed taxis. One of your brilliant classmates already has a plan in motion to raise money for the rides.’ He looks at me. ‘Don’t you, Myra?’

My mouth goes dry. ‘Umm … yes. Yes, I do.’

Mr Bambuckle gives me another one of his knowing looks. I’m suddenly certain he knows about my wheeling and dealing.

‘Be honest with yourself,’ he reminds me.
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Apart from a few customers at the bakery, there aren’t many people around this early in the morning. I stand outside Dazza’s 24-Hour Dollar Discounts – a shop that sells everything for one dollar – with two enormous bags bursting at the seams. I’ll be able to flog what I just purchased at Dazza’s for triple when I get to the playground.

The bags are heavy, but I carry them all the way to school. Wanting to help find Vex has given me strength I didn’t know I had.

The walk has also got me thinking about what Mr Bambuckle said. I wonder if I should give the money back to the kindergarteners. There are plenty of other ways to make fast cash. My backup idea – Plan B – springs to mind. It’s something I’ve been working on for quite some time. Maybe I should use it to fund the taxis instead. But now that I’ve come so far with Plan A, I should probably stick with it.

I’m the first student to arrive at school. I take the bags behind the toilet block and begin to unpack them. It’s a little smelly, but none of the teachers ever check behind this building so it’s the safest place to set up. There is a lot of work to be done, but the money will be worth it. Helping to find Vex is one of the most important things I’ve ever had to do.

I unbox, unwrap, blow up and lay out my novelty store as fast as I can. I have a hundred crazy items waiting to be sold and half an hour before the bell for morning assembly. Now all I need is customers.
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I poke my head around the corner of the wall. ‘Pssst.’

A boy in Miss Klemmer’s year five class hears me. ‘What’s up?’ he says.

I motion for him to come over.

‘Goodie gumdrops,’ he says, gaping at my pop-up shop. ‘This is amazing.’

‘Everything is three bucks,’ I tell him. ‘Take your pick – you’re the lucky first customer.’

‘I want that!’ he says, pointing to one of the comedy items.

‘Good choice,’ I tell him.

He gives me three dollars and grabs his bargain. ‘Thanks!’


‘Just one thing,’ I tell him, peering around the corner into the crowded playground. ‘Go and tell your friends.’

The boy runs off, laughing at his purchase and pointing in my direction.

I notice a small group of kindergarten students leaning against a tree. They’re wearing long black coats and have fedora hats pulled down low on their foreheads, casting shadows over their eyes. They look like gangsters. I get the impression they’re talking about me, and they don’t look happy. One of them points at me and runs a finger past his throat.

I don’t have time to work out what’s going on because all of a sudden I’m swamped with customers.
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Mr Sternblast taps the assembly microphone. ‘Quiet, students,’ he says. ‘Teachers, you may now take your seats.’


PRRRRVT!

An embarrassingly loud squelch cuts across the hall.

Mr Vincent goes red in the face. ‘Pardon me … I … er … I must have eaten … er … too many caramel donuts.’

One of the year six girls is stifling her laughter and pointing to the floppy end of a whoopee cushion that’s poking out from underneath Mr Vincent. She must have put it there before he sat down.

PRRRRVT!

Miss Klemmer has fallen for the same trick.

‘Yuck!’ says Buster, Albert’s kindergarten buddy who has a liking for toilet humour. ‘Lots of poo-poos.’

PRRRRVT!

A third whoopee cushion explodes beneath Mrs Paige, the librarian.

‘Bum-bums going off everywhere,’ says Buster.


Mr Sternblast is furious. But he’s none-the-wiser for the prank. ‘Teachers, control your bowels this instant!’

The whoopee cushions were the first item to sell out at my shop. I’m not surprised they’re being used straightaway.

Gabby is sitting next to me, laughing. ‘Is your school always this funny?’

Grace just smiles. She’s very quiet.

The gangster kindy kids are sitting at the front of the hall. They turn around and look directly at me. Do they want revenge for my rip-off with the twenty-cent coins?

A man-sized blow-up plastic giraffe suddenly drifts into the assembly hall from outside. It’s another one of the novelty items I sold. A draught pushes it gently towards the stage and it bounces up the steps, landing upright next to Mr Sternblast.

The principal is as furious as he is confused. He whips his car keys out of his pocket and stabs the giraffe in the chest to deflate it.

PRRRRVT!

The deflating giraffe sounds like one of the whoopee cushions.

‘Poo-poo giraffe!’ giggles Buster.

Air rushes out of the puncture, sending the animal flying over the heads of the students. It eventually lands on Mr Vincent, wrapping around his neck like a shiny giraffe-coloured scarf. He’s not having a very good day, but at least he looks stylish … in a retro-zoo kinda way.

Other giant blow-up animals start floating in from outside. A pink flamingo is followed by a goggle-eyed frog. They swirl in the wind and follow the same flight path as the giraffe. They tumble slowly towards Mr Sternblast, who starts swatting at them with his arms.
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In a matter of seconds, the stage is swamped with enormous plastic animals. An octopus has its tentacles coiled around the principal’s leg. A gorilla bounces up and down on his head. The flamingo is pecking at his bottom.
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‘It’s biting his bum-bum,’ squeals Buster.

Miss Frost steps out from behind the curtain and coolly slices the animals with her keys. The cuts deflate the toys so quickly they don’t have time to hiss and fly away.

Mr Sternblast’s moustache is trembling violently. It looks as though there’s an earthquake on his face. He spits and splutters. ‘Somebody, tell me what the devil is going on!’

I wanna squeeze your cheeks, you cutie pie-pie.

I wanna dance with you, let’s dance all night.

A year two boy is frantically trying to stop his novelty toy dolphin from singing. It’s blaring out across the hall. He’s fumbling around with the buttons. The dolphin changes tune.


The open sky, Victoria in a tent nearby.

She cuts a hole in her tent, turns on the torch she rents …

‘That’s my song from camp!’ Damon is grinning from ear to ear.

Mr Bambuckle, who has been thoroughly enjoying the assembly, winks at him. ‘I told you I’d send it to my rockstar cousin in Iceland,’ he whispers.


The year two boy finally flicks off his singing dolphin, though not before the whole assembly bursts into laughter.

Mr Sternblast has had enough. He points to Miss Frost. ‘Take charge of this assembly immediately!’

Miss Frost musters her iciest stare and the entire hall falls silent.

Mr Sternblast growls and takes a seat on the stage.

PRRRRVT!
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After assembly, I find myself surrounded by an angry mob of kindergarten mafia. They press me against the wall behind the toilet block, pinning my arms and legs to the bricks.

‘Hey, I only came here to pack up my shop before class starts,’ I say. ‘You have no business with me.’

I feel like I’m in a gangster movie.

‘No business with you?’ says the pack’s leader, shaking her head. She has dark red hair and flaming green eyes. ‘We represent kindergarten. You ripped off fifty of us yesterday. You owe us three hundred bucks.’

‘Three hundred bucks?’ I say. ‘Don’t you mean one hundred? It was fifty two-dollar coins.’

‘We charge interest,’ sneers the girl. ‘Triple.’

‘I’ve been thinking about repaying you,’ I say. ‘Honest.’

‘Thinking isn’t the same as doing,’ she snarls. ‘It’s triple payback time.’

The girl pulls what looks like a homemade lollypop from her coat pocket and holds it close to my face. It smells disgusting. ‘Where’s the money?’
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‘I don’t have it on me,’ I say. ‘It’s somewhere else.’

She presses the lollypop against my neck. ‘You want me to shove this fish-flavoured treat down your throat? Tell us where the money is.’

I gulp. ‘My bag.’

A boy who must be second in charge steps forward. ‘She’s lying, Boss. It’s too obvious.’

‘Where’s the money?’ demands the red-haired girl.

‘I already told you – it’s in my bag.’

The girl lets out a wicked laugh and thrusts the lollypop into my mouth. Salty, grainy bits of fish food sting the back of my throat. It’s disgusting.

‘Wait – we can make a deal!’ I splutter.

The girl pauses. ‘A deal?’ She pulls the lollypop out of my mouth. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’

‘I can give you one hundred dollars, but not three hundred. The rest has to go back to the kids who bought stuff from my novelty shop. I want to do the right thing by everyone.’

The girl’s green eyes ignite. ‘That’s not a deal!’

‘Hang on,’ I plead. ‘I haven’t finished. There’s something else I can offer you.’

The kindy mafia hold on to my wrists and legs. They’re not letting go until they’ve got something they want.

‘Go on,’ says the leader. ‘What else have you got?’

I take a deep breath and look her in the eye. ‘I will give every kindergartener free access to the app RichMeUp. It launched last night and kids around the country are already making serious cash on it. I won’t charge you any fees either. It’ll be one hundred per cent free for all of you.’

The girl nods to her offsiders, who loosen their grip.


‘I heard someone talking about that app this morning,’ she says. ‘They say it’s the next big thing. How do we know you can get us access?’

‘Because,’ I say proudly, ‘I invented it. I own the company.’

The leader holds out her hand. ‘Okay then, we have a deal.’

‘Deal,’ I say. ‘And I promise I’ll get the hundred dollars to you as soon as you let me go.’

[image: image]

I walk into room 12B, just in time for Mr Bambuckle to hand me the last pancake from his frypan. ‘Good morning, dear Myra,’ he says. ‘I trust you enjoyed that utterly wonderful assembly as much as I did.’ There’s that knowing look on his face again.

‘I suppose so,’ I say, still puffing from racing around the school to return everyone’s money.

‘Tell us, Myra,’ says the teacher gently, ‘did you learn a thing or two about yourself this morning?’

I nod. There’s no point fibbing. ‘Like you said, Mr Bambuckle, I had to be honest with myself. And that meant doing the right thing by others. I made some bad decisions, so I had to make up for them.’

Mr Bambuckle slaps his thigh. ‘It’s amazing how we learn from our adventures.’

I smile. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean. I definitely learned from that one. There’s something else I learned this morning too.’

The class looks at me expectantly.

I glance around the room and lower my voice. ‘Don’t. Mess. With. Kindergarten.’
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Mr Bambuckle, still marvelling at Myra’s new-found honesty, asked the students to take their seats. The children did so with haste. It had been a full day since they realised their classmate was missing, and they were keen to begin the search. Being Thursday morning, it also meant they only had until the following afternoon to locate the runaway. For all they knew, he could be somewhere as far away as Ecuador.

‘Vinnie and I are ready to catch a taxi to Vex’s workshop at the car yard,’ said Ren.

‘That reminds me,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘Myra, how are we for transportation funds?’

Myra shook her head. ‘As you know, Plan A didn’t work out so well.’

Ren and Vinnie sighed. ‘Myra, we were counting on you for our taxi fare.’

‘Never doubt someone as thoughtful as Myra,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘She said Plan A backfired, but knowing her as I do, I suspect there’s a Plan B.’

Myra beamed as though she half expected her teacher’s prediction. ‘You’re right. There is a Plan B.’

Ren and Vinnie high-fived each other.

‘You may remember Mr Bambuckle asked us to design apps on his first day teaching our class,’ said Myra. ‘Well, my app – RichMeUp – sounded like such a good idea, I decided to make it in real life.’

Mr Bambuckle’s entire face radiated a warm glow. It was as if he had planned the app lesson knowing it would someday pay dividends.

‘The app has been going gangbusters since it launched last night,’ said Myra. ‘It’s made me hundreds of dollars already.’

‘You are very humble,’ said the teacher.

Myra smiled. ‘Well … hundreds and thousands.’

‘I love sprinkles,’ said Damon.

Myra stood up and turned to face the class. ‘I’d like to donate the proceeds from RichMeUp to help find Vex. You can use my company credit card for all your taxi needs.’

Mr Bambuckle was deeply proud of his student. It was the birth of Myra’s generosity.

Miss Frost entered the room, looking calm despite the chaotic assembly. ‘Mr Sternblast will be no threat today,’ she said, her voice surprisingly amiable. ‘Between chasing blow-up animals around the playground and confiscating whoopee cushions, his hands are well and truly full.’

‘There’s something else you’re not telling us, Miss Frost,’ said Mr Bambuckle, laughing.

‘Yes, well, I may or may not have told the principal that I spotted Peter Straya hiding somewhere near the oval.’ Miss Frost smothered a smile. ‘He’ll be occupied for hours trying to find him. Where is that boy, anyway?’

Mr Bambuckle clapped his hands together. ‘What fun! Ren and Vinnie, you know where to start looking for Vex – Vron Motors on Hailey Street. Make sure you report back to school at the conclusion of morning tea. I’ll send Dodger along to look out for you in case there is any trouble.’

‘There’s no time to lose,’ said Vinnie.

Myra handed a credit card to Ren. ‘Use that detective brain of yours to find our friend,’ she said.


‘Before you go,’ said Mr Bambuckle, ‘Carol has kindly agreed to let us stock up on any necessary supplies.’ He threw a key to Vinnie. ‘This will let you into the canteen. I’ve agreed to pay the ever delightful Carol double for anything we take.’

Miss Frost was impressed. A few more strands of her hair shone golden amber. ‘Just how did you manage to get a key to the canteen?’

‘I spoke with Carol this morning,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘She’s always up for a good conversation.’
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Ren and Vinnie returned to Blue Valley School after recess, buzzing with excitement and energy. Fuelled by a scrumptious range of snacks from the canteen, the girls had powered through the morning, their trip a success.

‘We visited the car yard on Hailey Street,’ said Ren. ‘I found footprints around the back of the workshops that matched Vex’s shoes.’

‘Ren was amazing,’ said Vinnie. ‘Although Vex was nowhere in sight, she put us hot on his trail.’


‘We slipped inside Vex’s workshop without being seen,’ continued Ren. ‘I noticed a bike catalogue on the workbench. It was open to a page with a picture of a unicycle circled in black marker. It was drawn the same way Vex writes his Os.’

Vinnie twisted one of her long, brown curls of hair. ‘That’s when we knew he must have gone to the bike shop. We caught another taxi into town to check things out. The lady at the bike shop told us she’d sold a unicycle to a boy with dark hair yesterday. It must have been Vex! She told us he rode away in the direction of the supermarket.’

‘But that’s when time got the better of us,’ said Ren. ‘We knew we had to come back to school, so we left it there.’

‘Splendid work,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘If I didn’t know better, I would swear you two were professional detectives.’

The girls beamed.


‘What do we do now?’ said Carrot.

‘The question is … What do you do now?’ said Mr Bambuckle.

Carrot grinned. ‘I think I’m following. Do I get to choose a partner?’

‘A wonderfully perfect assumption,’ said the teacher.

‘I pick Slugger,’ said Carrot.

‘Be sure to report back by lunchtime,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘We’ll share the fun around. Just as Vinnie and Ren had a time limit, so you and Slugger will have yours.’

While Ren had her heart set on continuing the investigation with Vinnie, she understood – deep down – that Mr Bambuckle had a plan for each of the students. It was the way he operated. He had a knack of knowing what to do, who to choose, and how to bring out the best in each of them, so she handed Myra’s credit card to Carrot. ‘Go get ’em, tiger,’ she said. ‘Sorry, that sounded cliché. You know what I mean.’

‘Roar!’ said Carrot.

‘What he said,’ said Slugger.

The boys raced through the classroom door, ready to slip out of the school and hail the next taxi to town.

‘What will we do while we wait for them to come back?’ asked Gabby Wu. ‘Will we learn new spelling words? Will we explore writing techniques? I don’t like wallpaper.’

‘Dearest Gabby,’ said Mr Bambuckle, ‘now is as good a time as any for the rest of us to learn about our new classmates.’

Gabby stared blankly at her teacher. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He wants you to tell us your story,’ said Albert. ‘Trust me, it’ll be worth it. Always is.’

Gabby glanced around at the welcoming faces of her new peers. There was no judgement in the room, only a sense of expectation. She looked at her sister. ‘What do you think, Grace? Should I tell them what happened at our old school?’

Her sister nodded.

‘Okay,’ said Gabby. ‘Here goes nothing …’
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Everybody knows someone who can’t shut up. There’s always one person who dominates a conversation, who talks through class, who won’t listen because they’re too busy speaking, whose mouth is constantly producing words.

That person is me.

I learned to talk at a very young age. Mum says I was speaking fluently before I could walk. She says I was given the gift of the gab while I was still in nappies.

My first words were different to most other babies. I bypassed the usual ‘Mumma’ or ‘Dadda’ and went straight for something more sophisticated.

Mum was practising the piano and I crawled into the music room to listen to her play. She was talking to herself about the chords. ‘C minor … G … D … back to C min–’

‘I love the way the sun shines off the black lacquer of the piano at this time of the afternoon,’ I said.

‘Gabby!’ gasped Mum, her fingers slipping from the keys. ‘You can talk!’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Talking is an essential form of communication. Dialogue shapes individuals like water shapes a stone. Conversing is how nations pull together and rise through turmoil. My nappy needs changing.’


Mum was clearly shocked. I had to poke her leg to get her to respond.

Grace was always the quiet one. She rolled into the music room – wearing an identical onesie to mine – and made faces at me. She wasn’t jealous. She was just different.

Dad returned home from work later than usual that day and flopped down on the lounge. ‘It’s been a bad few weeks,’ he told Mum. ‘Things aren’t great in my section and –’

‘You need more sleep, Dad,’ I said. ‘I can tell by the dark rings under your eyes that you’re tired. Make sure you get enough rest and drink lots of water. Our family needs you performing so you can pay the bills. Could you wipe the drool from my chin?’

Dad was gobsmacked. ‘I … I don’t believe it …’

Mum crossed her arms. ‘She hasn’t shut up all day.’


‘It’s astonishing,’ said Dad. ‘It’s incredible. It’s fantastic. It’s –’

‘A pain in the backside,’ said Mum.

‘I’ve got a pain in the backside,’ I said. ‘That new brand of milk you keep buying is clogging up my baby innards.’

Grace clapped her hands.

‘Thanks, sis,’ I said. ‘You’ll pick up this talking thing in time.’

Mum looked at me with an intense stare, like she was sizing me up. ‘An early talker … very interesting. I have high expectations of you, young lady.’
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I first learned about exams and tests in preschool. Mind you, back then we were only getting assessed on the way we held crayons, or our ability to step through hoops. Even so, it was stressful because Mum had her expectations.

‘Gabby,’ said Wendy, my teacher, ‘could you come and sit at this table, please? I need to watch you write.’

I clutched the crayon and did my best to scrawl the letters of my name. I could see Wendy out of the corner of my eye. She was scribbling in a folder, taking notes.

‘Why the need to test?’ I asked.

‘We have to make sure you’re meeting the outcomes,’ said Wendy. ‘Every child has to do the same –’

‘It’s not really fair,’ I said, cutting her off. ‘Kids shouldn’t be made to do all this stuff so adults can tick a couple of boxes. It puts too much stress on us to perform. Elephants look funny.’

Wendy closed the folder and gave a half smile. ‘That’ll be all for now, Gabby.’


Mum was a little disappointed when my results were sent home.

‘Gabby,’ she said, ‘I’m concerned about your report. You shouldn’t still be writing your Ks back-to-front, especially when you’re so exceptional at other things like talking. I have high expectations of you, young lady.’

‘I’m four and a half,’ I replied. ‘It’s not a big deal. Can we go to the beach tomorrow?’

‘Not when there’s study to be done,’ said Mum. ‘You’re gifted. You start school next year and you need to focus on your grades.’

‘That’s your concern,’ I said. ‘Just because I’m good at speaking, you think I should be good at everything. You wanna know something? I’m not! Can I have a nap?’

Although Dad was more relaxed about my report card, he wasn’t happy with my tone. He seemed pretty stressed lately too. ‘That’s no way to speak to your mother, Gabby. Go to your room at once.’


Grace watched in silence from the lounge.

I marched down the hallway to my room and shut the door. I was beginning to resent the fact that words came so easily to me. It was making the rest of life difficult. Grace had the right idea – she spent her days filling blank pages with made-up stories. Her silence made her invisible.

Or so I thought.

One afternoon, I could hear Mum and Dad talking in the kitchen.

‘Gabby is a bright little girl,’ said Mum. ‘She’ll excel at the right school if she applies herself.’

‘Grace will too,’ said Dad. ‘Her writing never ceases to amaze me. But try not to set the bar too high for them. Don’t forget – they’re just kids.’

Mum ignored the advice and began researching which school we should attend. Unsurprisingly, she chose the most expensive and prestigious school in Blue Valley in the hopes we would flourish there.

We didn’t.

Not really.
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Going to a posh school doesn’t make you a genius. It just increases the pressure to perform because there is money involved. Our parents were forking out truckloads for Grace and I to attend Blue Valley Grammar, and Mum expected results.

‘Gabby, your speaking is strong, but maths is letting you down,’ she said.

My sister had the opposite problem.

‘Grace, we’re worried about your report too,’ said Mum. ‘Your writing is great, but you need to start talking sooner or later.’

While Grace would make sounds – such as humming if she was in a good mood – she refused to talk. Mum had taken her to every speech pathologist in Blue Valley, but they all said the same thing. ‘There is nothing wrong with her vocal cords. She is simply choosing not to talk.’

I was the only one who knew about Grace’s vow of silence. She had written me a letter, telling me she could speak but wanted to remain quiet. She explained that she didn’t like the anxiety she felt every time Mum quizzed us about our grades. It was her way of making a point – a silent protest.

But the intensity of expectation only grew the older we got. With every test result came a stern talking-to from Mum.

A few weeks ago, before we moved to this school, Mum was really hounding us. ‘Eighty-three per cent in writing is very good, but you have better in you,’ she told Grace. ‘I have high expectations of you, young lady.’


‘And Gabby,’ she said, looking at me, ‘you have better results in you too. Fifty-six per cent for writing is –’

‘A strong-ish pass,’ I said, not letting her finish. ‘I worked my butt off for that exam. You even made me stay home when all my friends went to the movies. I tried my best. Talking doesn’t make me clever at everything – I’ve told you that before. Octopus ink is yucky.’

Usually Dad would stick up for us and remind Mum not to put too much pressure on us, but he was working late at the office and hadn’t been around much recently.

‘Just promise me you’ll nail the big exam next week,’ growled Mum.

‘Like that’s even possible,’ I said. ‘Nobody knows what it will be! Not even the teachers. How are we supposed to study for something the government is keeping top-secret? I smell bacon.’


‘Don’t be naive,’ said Mum. ‘You know the last six years have switched between maths and writing. We’re all expecting it to be a writing test this year. The principal emailed the parents to tell us –’

‘What if they surprise us with maths again? Or science?’ I said. ‘Talking isn’t going to help me with those subjects. Maple syrup looks like honey.’

Mum frowned. ‘Just promise, okay? You know this is the biggest assessment of the year.’

‘We’ll try our best,’ I said half-heartedly.
 
Grace gave a hopeful thumbs up. I could tell she was nervous. The countdown to the secret exam was on.
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Not many people care about the secret test the government makes us do. The teachers hate it. The students hate it. Even the school gardener hates it, though I’m not sure why.

Our stony-faced teachers ushered us inside the school hall. The desks had been separated to prevent anyone from copying, and we were placed in alphabetical order. At least I was next to Grace.

The principal, Mrs Tilly, was holding a huge stack of exam papers. Her eyebrows were furrowed into the shape of a frustrated ‘V’. ‘The government, in its infinite wisdom,’ she said, ‘has decided to spring a nasty surprise on us this year.’

I looked at Grace. She shrugged her shoulders. She was as clueless as me. What ‘nasty surprise’ could possibly be worse than an exam nobody knew anything about?

‘This year,’ continued Mrs Tilly, ‘the test will consist of two parts.’

A ripple of nervous twitches flickered across the hall. The students didn’t like the sound of a two-part exam.

‘The first component is creative writing,’ said Mrs Tilly. ‘You have one hour to complete your work.’ She divided the stack of papers between the teachers and they started dumping them on our desks.

Grace leaned over and tapped me on the arm.

‘What is it?’ I whispered.

She pointed to my pencil and shook her finger.


‘But I have to use it,’ I said. ‘Mum will kill me if I don’t write anything.’

Grace pointed to me and shook her finger. Then she pointed to herself and put her thumb up.
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‘You’ll do the test for me?’

She nodded willingly.

I imagined Mum frowning at my writing results.

‘Yeah … okay,’ I said.

Mrs Tilly tapped a bell. ‘And your time starts … now.’

Grace motioned for me to pretend to write on my test. She then started on her own.

After about half an hour, she looked around to check that none of the teachers were watching. She slid her completed test onto my desk and took my blank paper. She winked at me and started to write again.

I read through Grace’s story and her writing was nothing short of amazing. It was hard to believe she was now writing for me. She has such a gift for language – just not the spoken type.

After another half hour, Mrs Tilly rang the bell. ‘Your time is up,’ she said. ‘Please have your tests ready for collection.’

We sneakily swapped back our papers and I had a quick scan over what Grace had written for me. Needless to say, she totally nailed it.

I pictured Mum beaming at me when the writing results were sent home. ‘Thanks, sis,’ I whispered to Grace. ‘I owe you one.’

Mrs Tilly clapped her hands for attention. ‘The second component of the exam involves public speaking.’

I couldn’t believe my ears. Did she just say ‘public speaking’? Finally, a test I could excel in. On my own!

Grace started biting one of her nails.

‘Don’t worry,’ I whispered. ‘I owe you one, remember?’


Having a last name that starts with ‘W’ has its advantages. The public speaking test was completed in alphabetical order, so Grace and I were right near the end. It gave me plenty of time to come up with a plan to step in for my silent twin.

Each student had to talk for two minutes on a random topic that Mrs Tilly drew from a hat. A teacher from another school wrote our marks on a test form and handed it in after the speech.

The other great thing about alphabetical order is that ‘Gabby’ comes before ‘Grace’. It was perfect for my plan.

‘Gabby Wu,’ said Mrs Tilly, ‘it’s your turn to speak.’

I walked to the front of the hall and faced the audience.

Mrs Tilly reached into the hat, her fingers fumbling over the final topic slips. She clasped one and drew it out. ‘You’ll be speaking to us about the importance of recycling,’ she said.

I took a deep breath and grinned. The words flowed from my mouth like music. I was in my chatting element.
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I timed my speech to perfection, finishing at exactly two minutes. The rapturous applause from my classmates told me I’d smashed it out of the park.

‘Well done, Gabby,’ said Mrs Tilly proudly. ‘You may return to your seat.’ She glanced at the teacher from the other school, who was enthusiastically ticking boxes on my score sheet.

Just before I reached my desk, I deliberately tripped over a table leg. I crashed into Grace’s seat, and we tumbled over each other, rolling onto the floor in a confusing tangle of twins.
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‘Oh, dear,’ said Mrs Tilly. ‘Girls, are you all right?’

I nodded silently and picked up Grace’s seat.

Grace – like only a twin can – knew exactly what I was planning. She straightened herself up and moved across to my chair, sitting down with the confidence of a girl who had just nailed a two-minute speech. We had switched places.

Mrs Tilly, thinking I was Grace, invited me to the stage. ‘Do your best,’ she said under her breath. ‘I know this sort of thing is hard for you.’

The audience was looking at me differently this time around. It was as though they were offering sympathy with their eyes. In that moment, I knew what it felt like to be Grace.


‘You’ll be speaking to us about native animals,’ said Mrs Tilly.

I cleared my throat. ‘While I usually prefer to remain silent,’ I said, ‘the topic of native animals is enough to warrant hearty discussion.’

Mrs Tilly put her hand to her chest. ‘Bless you, Grace,’ she said, just loud enough so I could hear.
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Grace winked at me from my desk. She had saved my skin in the writing test, and now it was time to return the favour.
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When Grace and I were called to Mrs Tilly’s office a few days later, I was sure it was because we’d been caught. My gut pinged with regret – I knew it was the wrong thing to do and I had never felt so scared in my life. I clutched Grace’s hand tightly and knocked on the door.

Mrs Tilly opened up and smiled kindly, inviting us in. It wasn’t the sort of welcome a principal gave if you’d been found cheating on a government test. What was going on?

Mum and Dad were in her office too. They were sitting in chairs opposite Mrs Tilly’s giant oak desk.

‘Girls,’ said Mrs Tilly, ‘your parents are here today so that I could share some sad news …’

I glanced at Grace. Were we in trouble? What would our punishment be?

Mrs Tilly sensed our uncertainty and she looked at Dad. ‘Perhaps it’s best if you break the news, Mr Wu.’

Dad swallowed hard. ‘Grace and Gabby, you know how much your mother and I love you and value your education here at Blue Valley Grammar …’

Mrs Tilly nodded as though it were the right thing to say.

‘But last night we made the decision that I’d quit my job so I can spend more time with you girls. We’ve all been working too hard. It’s time to start living more,’ said Dad.

My head began to spin. This was completely unexpected.

‘I don’t want you to worry,’ continued Dad. ‘We’re going to be okay, and I’ve picked up some part-time work down the road. But, unfortunately, this means that your mother and I can no longer afford to send you to Blue Valley Grammar.’

A brief silence filled the room.

Mum and Dad stood up and shook Mrs Tilly’s hand. ‘Thank you for everything you’ve done for the girls,’ said Mum.

Mrs Tilly gently motioned us towards the door. ‘It will be our loss. We will miss Gabby’s bubbly energy and Grace’s wonderful … er … conducting skills. Now, before you go, the government was kind enough to grant us early access to their test results. I’m thrilled to let you know that both girls scored over ninety per cent on each exam.’

‘Over ninety per cent!?’ I squealed.

Mum jumped into the air and did so many fist pumps it looked like she was in an imaginary fight. ‘YES! YES! YES!’
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‘Well done, girls,’ said Dad.

Grace grinned at me.

Mum stopped fist-pumping and apologised for the commotion.

Mrs Tilly held the door open for us. She shook our hands and wished us all the best at our new school, then whispered, ‘I didn’t realise your mother cared so much about test results.’

‘Where is our new school?’ I asked, suddenly realising things were about to change.

‘Just down the road at Blue Valley,’ said Dad.

‘That’s where I used to go,’ said an unfamiliar voice.

I turned around to see who had spoken. A girl with bright eyes waved at me. Her brown hair was tied up with a pretty red ribbon. ‘It’s a wonderful school,’ she said, ‘because there’s a remarkable teacher there. Keep an eye out for Mr Bambuckle.’

Mrs Tilly smiled. ‘And you must be Scarlett Geeves. Your teacher sent us a glowing report of you. He made it impossible for us to turn down your enrolment here.’

Scarlett beamed with a strange confidence I don’t think I’ve ever seen in a girl my age before. She didn’t look the slightest bit worried about starting a new school.

It was the opposite of how I was beginning to feel.

Scarlett stepped between me and Grace and whispered, ‘Mr Bambuckle told me I would meet some twins one day. He gave me a message for you. He told me to tell you … live life.’

‘Live life?’ I whispered back. ‘What does he mean?’

‘He knows everything,’ said Scarlett. ‘You’ll work it out.’

‘We must get going,’ said Dad. ‘We have an appointment soon with your new principal, Mr Sternblast. You start there today.’


We walked towards the car and I turned around to look at Blue Valley Grammar for the last time. ‘Does changing schools mean there’s less pressure on us to get top results now?’ I asked.

The question seemed to take the wind out of Mum. She stopped and turned to face us, then leaned down to pull Grace and I in for a hug. ‘Now that you mention it,’ she said softly, ‘I want to apologise for the way I carried on in there … I just couldn’t help it when I heard your results. I was so proud of you.’

For the first time in my life, I didn’t know what to say.

‘I’ve been putting too much pressure on you both,’ continued Mum. ‘When your father and I made the decision about his job, we also promised to ease up on you. There’s more to life than exams. I’m sorry for the way I’ve expected so much of you.’

Did Mum just say that? Her honesty triggered something deep inside me and a sudden wave of emotion surged through my body. It was like two tsunamis – one of love and the other of truth – collided in my heart. ‘There’s something I need to say to you too,’ I said. ‘Grace and I swapped places in the test so we would score higher. We’re really sorry.’ I blinked away a tear and could see my sister doing the same.

Mum squeezed us tighter. ‘It’s my fault you did that.’

‘We’re going to live life from now on,’ said Dad.

Live life. That sounded familiar.

‘It all starts this evening,’ said Dad. ‘We are going to spend more time together as a family, and tonight we are taking you out to trivia!’

I liked the new Mum and Dad. Things were looking up.

Grace gave everyone a huge high five and grinned from ear to ear.


‘So,’ I said, as we hopped into the car, ‘trivia night, huh?’

‘You bet!’ said Mum. ‘It’s going to be fun. Especially when we win.’

‘About that,’ I said, ‘considering how much older you are than Grace and I, and your level of general knowledge …’

‘Yes?’ said Mum.

‘We have high expectations of you, young lady.’
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The last thing Gabby expected when she finished her story was rousing applause from her new classmates. They clapped and cheered and patted her on the back, as though she had just scored the winning goal in a grand final.

‘Oh …’ said the talkative twin. ‘Thank you.’

The teacher pulled a green apple from one of his jacket’s many inside pockets and took a bite. ‘Thank you for that wonderful tale, Gabby. We are all the wiser for having heard it.’


The bright chirrups of a blue jay filled the classroom. Dodger soared in through an open window and landed on Mr Bambuckle’s shoulder. The bird whistled in his ear.
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‘How very exciting,’ said the teacher. ‘It seems Slugger and Carrot have good news.’

Seconds later, the boys walked into the classroom with a spring in their step.

‘We saw Vex!’ exclaimed Carrot.

‘Well?’ said Myra, who was pleased her credit card had been put to good use. ‘Where is he?’

Slugger put his arm around Carrot’s shoulder. ‘What my buddy means is that we saw him on video – CCTV footage.’

Mr Bambuckle took the last bite of his apple, then flicked the core over his shoulder. It landed swish-bang in the centre of the garbage bin near his desk.

‘Good shot!’ said Harold.

‘Thank you,’ said the teacher. ‘I was a junior champion at apple core tossing back in my day.’

Ren was eager to find out more about Vex. ‘Tell us … what did you see?’

Carrot sat at his desk. ‘We used your clue about the supermarket as a starting point. We knew Vex headed in that direction, so it’s where we began looking.’

‘We asked to see the supermarket manager,’ said Slugger. ‘We told him we were doing a school assignment … which is true … it’s an assignment to find Vex. Anyway, we said that one of our classmates was leaving us special clues in a geography activity.’

‘Then what happened?’ asked Sammy Bamford.

‘The manager agreed to let us watch the CCTV footage if we could prove what our classmate looked like,’ said Carrot. ‘So we described Vex and the fact he would have been riding a unicycle.’

‘The manager’s eyes lit up,’ said Slugger. ‘He told us the boy on the unicycle was a thief. He said he took things from the shop without paying for them.’

‘But he found out he was wrong,’ said Slugger. ‘He said something happened later that made him change his mind, but he didn’t go into the details.’

‘He did show us the security tapes from outside the supermarket though,’ said Carrot. ‘We saw Vex riding out of the shop. He was flying down the main street, heading towards the river.’

‘So that’s where we went next,’ said Slugger. ‘We found Vex’s camp site. There were unicycle tracks everywhere. We waited and waited for him to come back … but he didn’t. We ran out of time and had to return to school.’

Myra, who had been itching to take up the case, put her hand in the air. ‘We should pick up the trail immediately. There’s still time this afternoon.’ She pulled out two fake moustaches – leftover from her novelty pop-up shop – and handed one to Albert. ‘Will you be my partner?’

Albert put the fake moustache over his top lip, making him look somewhat like one of his heroes – Einstein. ‘I’m in.’
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Mr Bambuckle rubbed his hands together. ‘This sounds like the perfect opportunity for us to do one of our creative lessons. I’d like each of you to come up with a rather ridiculous use for a fake moustache.’

Albert and Myra, not wanting to miss out on the fun, quickly scribbled down their answers before racing out the door.
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Still wearing their fake moustaches, Myra and Albert returned to room 12B moments before the final bell. They were greeted by a smiling Mr Bambuckle and a frowning Miss Frost.

‘I assume you have tracked down the wretched runaway,’ said the assistant principal. Her icy demeanour had returned.

Albert and Myra exchanged wary glances. They recognised the tone in her voice and were reminded of her past cruelty.

Miss Frost was beginning to feel the pressure of the situation. There were just twenty-four hours until Friday afternoon – the time Vex’s parents would be arriving to pick him up from school. If the boy failed to turn up before then, her career was as good as over.

‘Well?’ said Miss Frost. ‘What did you find out?’

Albert offered a tentative reply. ‘We didn’t find him, but we think we’re closer than ever.’

Miss Frost’s lips twitched, as they often did when things didn’t go the way she liked. ‘If you don’t find that boy by this time tomorrow,’ she said, addressing the entire class, ‘expect severe consequences.’

‘What concert fences?’ said Harold, who had misheard in his typical fashion. ‘I don’t see any pop stars.’

‘Consequences,’ said Miffy.

‘Oh,’ said Harold.

Miss Frost folded her arms. ‘Enough of this silliness. Albert and Myra, what did you find out about Vex’s whereabouts?’

Myra fiddled with the tip of her fake moustache. ‘We started at the bridge near the river and found the unicycle tracks Carrot and Slugger were talking about. We followed one of the tracks back up the hill towards the main street, and that’s when we noticed something weird.’

‘Dog tracks,’ said Albert. ‘Dozens of them.’

Miss Frost took a deep breath and adjusted the diamond bobby pin in her hair. ‘What do dog tracks have to do with anything?’

‘The dog tracks appeared to be following the unicycle tracks. They were easier to follow because they left muddy prints on the grass and footpath. They led all the way to a clothes shop.’

‘And that’s when things got really interesting,’ said Myra. ‘We went inside the clothes shop and asked the attendant if she had seen a boy with dark hair riding a unicycle. She said she had – just this morning! We are getting really close!’

Mr Bambuckle applauded from his own unicycle. ‘What marvellous detecting. I should think we’ll find him around this time tomorrow.’

‘Umm …’ Myra hesitated. ‘There is some bad news.’

Miss Frost scowled. ‘What is it?’

‘We don’t know where he went after the clothes shop. We lost the trail … he could be anywhere.’

The assistant principal narrowed her eyes. She was on the verge of lashing out at the very students who held her fate in the balance.

Mr Bambuckle was quick to react. He whizzed around Victoria’s desk on his unicycle and handed Miss Frost a brightly coloured glass cup. ‘I expect another dose of Himalayan tea should do you some good.’

All it took was one sip for the assistant principal to regain her composure. She sat at the teacher’s desk, her muscles relaxing.

The final bell rang and Mr Bambuckle singled out Grace. ‘I believe you’ve been working on some magnificent writing.’

Grace was clearly surprised with the sudden attention but nodded nonetheless. It was true.

Mr Bambuckle held out a hand. ‘I’d be most delighted to read over your work. I’m quite a big fan of extraordinary tales.’

Grace reached into her bag and clutched something, unsure what to do.

‘It would be an honour and a pleasure,’ said the teacher, his kind face ridding any doubtful thoughts Grace clung to.

The silent twin passed a blue diary to Mr Bambuckle. He took it and scanned the first page. ‘I’m very much looking forward to hearing your voice …’ He tapped the book. ‘Inside here.’

Grace smiled. This teacher understood her.

As the students filed out of the classroom, Mr Bambuckle turned to Miss Frost. ‘What say you and I go over this work together? Perhaps we can collaborate on the feedback. After all, there is great treasure to be found in a good story.’

The Himalayan tea had worked its magic, not only on Miss Frost’s tense muscles, but also her anxious mind. It had warmed her cold heart, defrosting her iciest feelings. Despite the delicious taste in her mouth, she wasn’t sure if it was the drink or Mr Bambuckle’s constant kindness that made her feel light and dizzy. She said something the students would not have believed had they still been in the room. ‘I would love to read over the writing with you.’


Mr Bambuckle’s mischievous green eyes sparkled with hints of amber, reflecting several more strands of Miss Frost’s hair that had changed colour. She was on the brink, it appeared, of shaking away her winter forever. He sat down next to her and opened the diary.
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Me and talking don’t see eye to eye. Or voice to voice. Or whatever you want to call it. That’s why writing a diary suits me to a tee. Or suits me to a silence. You get the idea.

Life at Blue Valley Grammar is always interesting. But today something really weird happened.

At lunch, I went to band practice like I do every Tuesday. I unpacked my trumpet from its case and was ready for action.

‘Grace,’ said Miss Treblenote, ‘you may put your instrument away. I have a different job for you today.’

I had no idea what she meant, but she’s a nice teacher so I followed her instructions. I held up my trumpet case to show that I had packed it up.

‘You’re a good student, Grace,’ said Miss Treblenote. ‘I’ve been thinking about how to help you along … how to help you find your voice … so to speak.’

I’m not sure if she meant ‘so to speak’ as a pun or not, but it made me smile.

‘I know you play the trumpet because it’s a loud instrument,’ continued Miss Treblenote. ‘I was quiet too when I was your age. It’s why I got into music. Instruments let me produce the sound my mouth didn’t want to.’


Everything she said was true of me too. It was like she could read my mind.

Miss Treblenote pointed to a door at the side of the concert hall where we practised. ‘There are some conducting batons in the storeroom. I’d like you to choose one. Today I’m going to teach you how to lead the band. I’m going to put you in charge of as much sound as you can manage.’

Everyone clapped. It was no secret that conducting Blue Valley Grammar’s orchestra was a big deal. It was also no secret that I never spoke. Miss Treblenote was giving me a chance to shine.

Feeling ten feet tall, I made my way over to the storeroom. The door creaked open and I flicked on the light switch. A single dim globe warmed up. It barely lit the room.

The shelves were filled with musical memories of yesteryear – a snapped violin bow, loose sheets of chord progressions, broken music stands, odd drumsticks, a couple of stringless guitars and a pile of baton boxes.

I picked up the first box and opened it. The wooden baton inside was cracked and barely in one piece. The black handle had come apart from the white tip. I frowned and put it back.

The baton in the next box looked a bit like a magician’s wand. It was slightly twisted and had tiny knots along the edge. I felt like Harry Potter, choosing a tool of great importance. But this baton didn’t feel right, so I put it back.

I spotted a slender box towards the rear of the shelf. It wasn’t like the other boxes. It looked older, more elegant, and there was a blue jay painted on the lid. I reached forward and picked it up. Tingles ran along my arm. Even before opening it, I knew this was the one.



I unclipped the latch and peeled back the lid. I could have sworn the blue jay on the top winked at me as I did.
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Unlike the other batons, it was made entirely from one piece of wood – a reddish timber, maybe mahogany. The pear-shaped handle flowed smoothly to the main rod, its tip a perfect point. Although it wasn’t polished, it seemed to glow with mystery.

I closed the storeroom door and carried the baton into the hall.

‘You took your time,’ said Miss Treblenote. ‘Did you find one you like?’

I nodded. I didn’t just like the baton, I loved it. It made the tiny hairs on my arms fizzy and fuzzy.

Miss Treblenote invited me to stand in front of the orchestra. ‘Grace, are you ready to learn how to conduct?’

I held up the baton.

Miss Treblenote instructed the band to watch me. Then she showed me how to set the tempo. I copied the rhythm of her arm movements, the tip of my baton swishing delicately through the air, guiding the band. The wood felt warm in my hand.

‘Grace, it sounds amazing,’ said Miss Treblenote. ‘I’ve never heard the ensemble play so well. Your rhythm is impeccable.’

It was true. The music – loud and proud – resonated through the entire hall. The usual squeaks and squeals of collective off-notes had disappeared. It was as though the band were under a trance.

When the piece was finished, Miss Treblenote patted me on the back. ‘That was some conducting, Grace. How would you like to lead the band at assembly on Friday? We can have some extra rehearsals to give you more confidence … not that you appear to need it.’


I grinned to say yes – extra rehearsals seemed a wise idea. If only I knew the trouble I was about to cause.
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Miss Treblenote let me take the baton home to practise in front of the mirror. I imagined the music playing in my head and directed it with my arm movements. The baton warmed up in my hand, sending tingly goosebumps along my arm.

Mum walked into my bedroom to see what I was up to. ‘Have you done your writing homework, Grace?’ she asked.

I pointed to the books on my bed.

‘That’s my girl,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget how important top grades are.’

I sighed. Not this again. Why couldn’t she be more relaxed about school?


‘What’s that?’ asked Mum, pointing to the baton in my hand.

I waved it to show I was rehearsing, though the baton had lost its warmth. Suddenly, it became cold.

Strange.

Without warning – and following the movement of my wrist – Mum punched herself in the face. ‘Ouch!’

My jaw dropped. What did she do that for?

Dad burst into the room. ‘What happened? I heard someone cry out.’

I waved the baton again and shrugged to show him I was practising in front of the mirror and had no idea why Mum hit herself. Dad’s legs lifted out from underneath him and he landed hard on his bottom. ‘Ow!’

Was it my baton? I tilted it upwards and Dad leapt to his feet. I swished to the left and he jumped the same way, bumping into my drawers. I pointed back to the right and he slid across the floor.

‘Grace!’ yelled Mum. ‘Stop waving that thing around!’ She tried to snatch it out of my hand.

I gave a quick flick of my wrist and Mum jerked backwards. I pointed the wand towards the door and she walked straight out of my room. With another flick Dad followed. They were obeying my every movement.

I marched them straight to their bedroom, then slowed the tempo, rallentando style. Dad yawned. ‘I’m feeling sleepy.’

Mum’s eyes became droopy. She curled up in bed and pulled the doona over herself. Dad was already snoring on the other side. I had conducted my parents to sleep.

‘What was all that about?’ said Gabby, who had been watching from the living room.

I shrugged my shoulders.

‘Don’t give me that,’ she said. ‘I know when my twin sister is hiding something from me. I saw you waving that stick around. What were you doing? Were you controlling them? Is it magic? Slippers are on special at K-market.’

She stood up and reached out to take the baton.

I waved her back and she flew through the air, landing on the lounge.

Her eyes widened. ‘How did you do that?!’

I tightened my lips, not wanting to tell her anything.

She leapt up and lunged at me, but I flicked her back to the sofa.

‘Tell me what it is!’ she demanded. ‘You’re my sister – I have a right to know.’

I shook my head.

‘Tell. Me. Now.’

I raised an eyebrow as if to say ‘Or what?’

‘Or … or … I’ll make you pick your nose.’

Is that the best she could think of? Well, it certainly gave me an idea.


I pointed the baton at Gabby’s finger and raised it in the air.

‘You don’t want to do this,’ she said, realising what I was up to.

I inched the finger towards her face. She stared in horror at her rogue digit, becoming cross-eyed as I manoeuvred it closer and closer to her nose.

Gabby was desperate. ‘Please, Grace … I’ll do anything …’

I shook my head and conducted her finger, pushing it deep into her nostril. It moved upwards like a human drill. I made her wriggle it around.
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‘You’ve made your point,’ she said, sounding a bit like Miss Piggy. ‘Please stop.’

I pulled her finger loose and forced her to hold it in front of her face.

‘You’re gross,’ she said. ‘I’m never letting you borrow my things again – especially my new dress!’

I could feel my cheeks burning. She knew I liked her new dress. We always shared clothes, so to use it against me was a cheap shot. It was typical of our quarrels. When we fought, we fought with an intensity that only twins could understand.


I pointed the baton at her finger and moved it closer to her mouth.

‘No! Don’t! You can’t!’

I did.

Gabby’s snotty pointer slid into her mouth. Her lips wrapped around it and she sucked and squelched and licked off everything in a foul slurp.

She shrieked and ran to her room, though not before I made her trip over on the way.

I examined the baton in my hand. It was letting me do things I could only dream about.

I had never felt so alive.
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The next day, Gabby wouldn’t shut up about it on the bus to school. ‘I can’t believe you made me pick my nose and eat it. How could you do that to your own twin sister? I thought we were besties. My green highlighter is nearly out of ink.’

I gave her a look to remind her I was sorry. I had already apologised twice at breakfast.

Deep down, I knew that Gabby could tell I meant it. ‘It’s okay … I suppose,’ she said.

The bus pulled up at some traffic lights. I waved the baton – which again felt cold in my hand – at a magpie perched on a powerline. I directed it to dive-bomb into a bird bath in someone’s front yard. It splashed water over a cat that was lying in the morning sun, sending it leaping away in a wet panic.

‘A perfect ten!’ said Gabby, with a laugh.

As the lights turned green, I pointed the magpie back towards the powerline. It returned to its resting spot, fluttering its wings to dry off.

‘That baton … it really can conduct anything, can’t it?’ said Gabby.

I nodded. I had already tested it out on the bus driver, who had treated us to some bizarre chicken movements. Every time a new passenger hopped on, he thrust his neck back and forth and yelled, ‘Begerk!’

I had conducted the man sitting in front of us to wear his briefcase as a hat. Then I made the lady sitting opposite play air guitar to the radio. The teenagers sitting on the back seat were the quietest they had ever been – their lips pressed shut by the power of the baton.

The bus slowed down as it pulled up behind some heavy traffic. ‘Looks like there’s been a power failure up ahead,’ said the driver. ‘The next set of lights is out … begerk!’

A policeman was conducting traffic at a busy intersection. He held up an arm to stop the vehicles in one direction, while waving other cars through with his free hand.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ said Gabby. ‘Maybe you should conduct the conductor.’


I pointed the baton at the police officer and he suddenly froze. All traffic stopped, unsure how to proceed.

‘What on earth is that copper doing?’ growled the bus driver.

I swished the baton and the policeman’s limbs began jolting out in random directions. Two cars from opposite sides of the lights rolled forward and nearly crashed into each other. They beeped their horns in alarm.
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A truck drove through the intersection and almost collided with another one that thought it had right of way. It was chaos. As the officer waved his arms about, the traffic jerked and screeched, forming a complex jigsaw of vehicles. The air was filled with tooting horns and skidding tyres.

‘Begerk!’ said the bus driver.
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Morning assembly was just as fun. I conducted Mrs Tilly to walk around the stage like a gorilla. She scratched under her arms and picked out invisible nits from her hair – eating them, of course!

Miss Treblenote must have noticed my cheeky allegretto mode. She gave me a suspicious look, so I pocketed the baton and pretended nothing had happened.

When it was time for another band rehearsal at lunch, Miss Treblenote was still onto me.

‘That baton you chose yesterday,’ she said, ‘may I see it?’


I reluctantly handed her my elegant weapon and she examined it. My heart was in my mouth. Did she know of its secret powers?

‘Was there a blue jay on the case?’ she asked.

I couldn’t lie. Miss Treblenote was always so nice to me. I nodded.

The teacher let out a soft giggle and shook her head. ‘I thought so. I think I know who this belongs to … an old friend of mine from teaching school. He’ll probably say he lost it, but knowing him, he would have left it there on purpose.’

I raised an eyebrow.

Miss Treblenote could tell I wasn’t following. ‘But you don’t need to worry about who this belongs to, Grace. What’s important is preparing for the concert.’ She handed the baton back to me, but not before I caught a sparkle in her eye. It was as though a special memory had lifted her mood.


The orchestra finished tuning. I stood behind Miss Treblenote, shaping the music’s sound and phrasing with gusto. I had memorised the entire piece now. Music filled the concert hall with perfect pitch and precision, carrying a bright melody to the furthest corners of the building.

As I waved my arms, I wondered about the piece of wood between my fingertips. It glowed with warmth. Who did it belong to? I wondered if I would ever find out.

My thoughts became wrapped up in the music. I raised my arms and increased the volume of the band into a roaring crescendo. I, the quietest student at Blue Valley Grammar, was making the loudest sound. The baton had given me a voice.

The song ended and Miss Treblenote beamed at me. ‘You have a real gift for music, Grace. I’ve not known a student to become one with the melody the way you do.’


I held the baton tightly.

‘Remember, the real magic of your conducting happens in there,’ said Miss Treblenote. She pointed to my heart.

I smiled.

‘I feel we don’t need another rehearsal before the special assembly on Friday,’ announced the teacher. ‘You’re all ready.’

My fingers tingled around the baton. Was I truly ready? Only time would tell.
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The hall was packed with hundreds of guests – mostly parents and other relatives of the students. The room buzzed with electricity. Gabby had even let me wear her new black dress. She told me I looked beautiful.

Miss Treblenote introduced the band to the audience. She used the baton to help with the final tune-up, then carefully handed it back to me. She placed it between my fingers and wrapped her warm hands around mine. ‘Remember, Grace, I believe in you.’

I faced the orchestra and swished the baton through the air, forgetting about all the silly things I had done with it. Instead, I focused on the tune, playing it as purely as possible. It was strange. The baton felt neither warm nor cold in my hand. Though it didn’t really matter. The orchestra played like never before, treating the guests to a faultless rendition. Although I couldn’t see the looks on their faces, I could tell by the silence behind me that the crowd was in a trance.
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I finished the song and the audience burst into thunderous applause. I took a bow and, for the briefest of moments, moved my lips in readiness to say thank you. I stopped myself and smiled instead. Although happier than I’d ever been, I couldn’t start talking now – not when I’d gone my whole life without uttering a word.

At the end of assembly, Miss Treblenote shook my hand. ‘That was an incredible performance, Grace,’ she said. ‘It’s safe to say you’ve found your voice.’

I held the baton up, ready to give it back now that the performance was over.

‘There’s no need to give it back,’ said Miss Treblenote. ‘You may keep it.’

It was then I noticed something about the baton wasn’t right. The handle was a different colour to the stick, and the tip was a lighter shade of wood to the reddish mahogany I had grown accustomed to.

Miss Treblenote winked at me. ‘Only a fool relies on the power of a tool for confidence.’

I could see the tip of the magic baton in Miss Treblenote’s pocket. She saw me looking and tucked it out of view. ‘I’ve always believed in you, Grace. But I was reminded of some advice an old friend once gave me.’ She tapped her pocket where the baton was hidden. ‘It’s best to teach children to believe in themselves.’
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Mr Sternblast tiptoed towards room 12B early Friday morning. While usually one to storm into a classroom like a raging tornado, he tried a sneaky approach this time, hoping to catch Mr Bambuckle out at something. He poked his balding head slowly around the door, looking a little like an angry puppet on a stick.

‘Mr Sternblast,’ said the teacher, flipping a pancake in his frypan, ‘maple syrup or butter?’

‘I’ll have no such thing,’ snapped the principal, annoyed that his cover had been blown so easily.


Dodger chirped softly inside Mr Bambuckle’s jacket pocket, having tipped off the class to the approaching danger.

The students sat quietly at their desks, working on maths problems. They were trained well by their teacher – not merely acting out the illusion of learning, but attacking the exercises with the determined skill of astute problem solvers.

Mr Sternblast cleared his throat to make an announcement. ‘There have been reports of students from this class leaving the school in taxis. A most ridiculous accusation. However, mark my words … it’s being investigated and if there is any hint of truth to this, you’ll all be expelled!’

‘On what grounds?’ said Albert.

‘On the school grounds, of course,’ said Slugger.

Mr Sternblast slammed his fist on Slugger’s desk. ‘Enough with the stupidity, Mr Choppers. I’m onto this class. I know you’re up to something, and I’ll be watching everyone like a hawk. Something isn’t right. I’ll find out what it is if it’s the last thing I do!’

With that, he turned and marched out the door faster than Slugger could say ‘school grounds’.

‘We’ll need extra cover,’ said Miss Frost, entering the room a moment later. She had taken no chances and followed the principal. ‘He’s suspicious, and we can’t take any risks.’

‘Excuse me, Miss Frost,’ said Victoria, gaping at the assistant principal, ‘your hair … near the bobby pin, did you dye it? Because it –’

‘You will not speak of my bobby pin – not ever!’ hissed Miss Frost. It had been a sensitive topic in the past, and it appeared nothing had changed. The desperation of the situation with Vex had her on edge.


Mr Bambuckle quickly defused the situation. ‘Yes, a plan to throw Mr Sternblast off our scent … what a wonderful idea.’

He tossed a pancake to Sammy Bamford.

‘Thanks,’ said Sammy, who always enjoyed the teacher’s cooking.

‘Consider it fuel for a busy morning,’ said Mr Bambuckle.

Sammy took a bite and licked his lips. He knew his teacher well, and there was clearly a point to the conversation. ‘What do I have to do?’

Mr Bambuckle answered by flipping a pancake to Miffy. ‘And fuel for you, Miss Armstrong.’

Miffy held the pancake to her nose and inhaled. ‘Yum.’

‘It is no secret, Sammy and Miffy, that you are the fastest runners in the class. Today we need you to create a distraction. How long can you run around the school for?’


‘How long do you need us to?’ said Miffy, confident of her and Sammy’s stamina.

‘I suppose that depends on how long Mr Sternblast can last,’ chuckled the teacher. ‘I want you to lead him on a wild-goose chase around the school. Ensure he gets nowhere near our room or the path to the taxi stand. Oh, and feel free to pop into the canteen for snacks. I had Carol whip up something special for you.’

‘On it,’ said Sammy and Miffy, bursting out of the room like cheetahs.

Miss Frost frowned. ‘So you’ve bought us some time. Now, what about the main problem? I propose I take up the search for Vex on my own. We can’t afford to send anyone else out, especially since we lost track of him yesterday.’

Mr Bambuckle thought about this for a moment. He knew Miss Frost’s icy persona had been thawing, and he had a plan to quicken the process. ‘I do believe that’s another splendid idea. However, I have just one suggestion.’

The assistant principal sighed. ‘Go on.’

‘I think it’s best you take one of the students with you. It would be a wonderful chance for you to see just how capable these children are.’

Miss Frost clenched the muscles in her jaw. ‘All right then. If any of the students are willing to come with me, I’ll take them along. Who wants to come?’

The children in room 12B sat frozen in their seats. Although they could sense the changes coming over Miss Frost, their memories warned them off. They hadn’t forgotten the time she shredded Victoria’s work for no good reason, or when she announced discipline was the new order. And they certainly hadn’t forgotten the time she expelled Scarlett Geeves from Blue Valley. The idea of being alone with her sent shivers down their spines.

‘There,’ said Miss Frost. ‘Nobody is willing. Nobody is brave enough.’

Mr Bambuckle held up his hand, suggesting she wait before leaving.

Miss Frost was becoming impatient. ‘Like I’ve already said, nobody is brave enough – let me be on my way.’

‘I’m brave enough,’ said a quiet voice.

‘Evie Nightingale,’ said Mr Bambuckle, filled with pride. ‘I knew you would find the courage. I knew it the first day I met you.’

Evie stood up from her desk and walked over to Miss Frost. ‘Come on,’ she said, taking the teacher’s hand. ‘Let’s find Vex.’

Speechless, and perhaps sensing more strands of her hair changing colour – something she had noticed in the mirror at home the night before – Miss Frost was led out of the room by one of Blue Valley School’s bravest students.
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Just before morning tea, Sammy and Miffy returned to the classroom, trailed by Miss Frost and Evie. There was still no sign of Vex.

‘I believe we have found his location,’ said Miss Frost. ‘It took a great deal of effort to pick up the trail, but we’re closing in.’

‘Miss Frost is so clever,’ said Evie. ‘She –’

‘It is you who is clever,’ said Miss Frost. ‘Evie suggested we try the clothes shop again.’

‘We asked if Vex had said anything when he was there,’ said Evie. ‘The lady told us he had mentioned something about needing a pet to be like his teacher. That clue led us to the pet shop.’

Miss Frost allowed herself a wry smile. ‘He bought a cockatoo there, so then it was only a matter of following the trail of white feathers to a private garage. We knocked on the door. Nobody answered, but it’s clear he is hiding out inside. There were even hints of unicycle tracks on the driveway. We only need to return at the right time and we’ll find him.’

Mr Bambuckle was bouncing with excitement. ‘This is even more fun than I imagined it would be. Damon and Victoria, would you do the honours?’

‘I’d love to get married to Victoria!’ said Damon.

‘Not those honours,’ said Albert. ‘He means go to the garage and find Vex.’

‘We’d love to,’ said Victoria. ‘I’ve been itching to get involved.’

‘There’s just one problem,’ said Miss Frost. ‘The garage door is locked. ‘You’ll need to find a way to break in.’
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Damon and Victoria exploded into room 12B moments before lunch. ‘We found him! We know exactly where he is!’

‘Was he in the garage?’ demanded Miss Frost, who was feeling disappointed and a little anxious that they hadn’t brought Vex back with them.

‘No, he had moved on,’ panted Damon. ‘But we know where he is. The trail of white feathers led back to an alleyway behind the main shops.’

‘There’s no time to lose,’ said Miss Frost. ‘We shall go together to find him, once and for all. To the bus!’

Slugger’s eyes lit up. ‘Need someone to drive?’

‘We certainly do, dear boy,’ said Mr Bambuckle.

Miss Frost shook her head. ‘I don’t even want to know …’

The two teachers and the class of students dashed out of the room. In their haste to get to the bus, they failed to notice Mr Sternblast spying on them from behind a tree outside the classroom. It could be debated, however, that Mr Bambuckle knew he was there. He was simply too busy leaping about with excitement to care.
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‘There!’ cried Harold. ‘I can see him in the alleyway.’

Slugger hit the brakes and the students piled out of the bus.

‘Vex!’ They ran towards their classmate, arms outstretched, embracing him in a giant group hug.

When they eventually pulled away from him, they noticed something very unusual. Vex was dressed exactly like Mr Bambuckle. He wore a sparkly blue suit and a soft cotton scarf. A bird squawked on his shoulder. ‘Pancakes! Pancakes!’

Vex bent down and picked up a frypan. ‘Would anyone like some bacon?’

‘I’d love some,’ said a gravelly voice. A man dressed in dishevelled clothes was standing next to Vex. ‘Thanks, Mr Bloombickle.’

‘Who’s Mr Bloombickle?’ said Ren.

‘Me,’ said Vex. ‘At least, I was. It’s a long story. I was just about to come home to tell it.’

Vex paused. He noticed Miss Frost smiling. He had never seen her smile like that before. She looked beautiful in the afternoon light, and her hair glinted with hints of golden amber.

Miss Frost glanced at her watch. ‘We must get back to school. The bell will be ringing soon.’

‘Wait,’ said Vex. ‘There’s something I need to do first.’ He turned to the scruffy man next to him. ‘I want you to have this, Oli.’

Vex took the bird from his shoulder and gave it to the man. He also opened his wallet and emptied its contents into the man’s hands. ‘Thanks for talking to me today, and thank you for your advice about running away. I’ll never forget it.’

As the students got on the bus, Mr Bambuckle asked Vex to sit at the front. ‘I believe you have a story to tell us on the way back to school.’










   
[image: image]




It’s time I opened up and told you the truth about myself. I’m sick of hiding everything and keeping it all in.

I’ve been an idiot.

There.

I’ve said it.

Everyone thinks I have it easy. You know, with a dad who owns three car yards and everything. Well, things aren’t always as they seem. I know I’ve done some stupid stuff, but things are going to change.

I never meant to hurt Carrot with the whole haircut revenge plan at camp. And I’m sorry for bringing Slugger into it. He didn’t deserve to be involved.

You see, Dad’s always yelling at me about being the best. As my letter explained, his way of teaching me to succeed involves only caring about myself. But Mr Bambuckle showed me I can do better than that.

After Slugger returned the money, I knew it was time to make my move. It was time to be more like Mr Bambuckle. If I could be like him, my worries would disappear. He’s never stressed or bothered or anxious or mean. It’s the opposite of how I feel most of the time.

On the final morning of camp – before anyone else was awake – I packed up my bag and took off into the bush. My plan was to head back to Blue Valley and collect the rest of my money from the workshop.

It was a long and tiring walk, and I wasn’t sure which way to go. Though I could have sworn I heard Dodger whistling the way ahead. I followed what I thought were his chirps and with luck I stumbled upon the main road to town.

It was late morning by the time I reached the workshop. I slipped in through the back door while Dad and his workers were on their lunchbreak.

Inside, I stuffed my wallet with as much money as I could find. Then I noticed a bike catalogue sitting on the workbench. If I wanted to be like my teacher, I would need a unicycle. I found the information I needed, scrounged a few more supplies – matches, spare socks, a knife and fork – and headed straight to the bike shop.


‘How can I help you?’ said the lady behind the counter.

‘I need a unicycle,’ I said.

The shop assistant adjusted her glasses. ‘A unicycle, eh? We haven’t sold many of those lately. Are you sure you don’t want one of our more popular models?’ She pointed to a hot-pink BMX. It had a basket on the front and ribbons on the handlebars.

‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘Just a unicycle.’

She disappeared into the storeroom and returned a few minutes later with the unicycle. It looked just like Mr Bambuckle’s.

‘It’s perfect!’ I said.

I paid the lady and took the unicycle outside. It was time to start my transformation. Then my worries would vanish.

I hopped onto the bike the same way I’d seen Mr Bambuckle do it. He always made it look so easy. It turns out it’s actually quite difficult. Especially when you’re wearing a backpack. And especially when you start rolling down a hill.
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The pedals started to speed up as I wobbled down the slope of the main street. I was headed straight for the supermarket and there was nothing I could do to stop.

The automatic doors sensed me approaching and opened wide like a giant glassy mouth. I swayed in through the entrance and crashed into a pyramid of apples, sending them rolling across the polished floor.
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‘Sorry,’ I said to the fresh produce worker, who was glaring at me. ‘Just trying to be like my teacher.’ I pointed to the unicycle.

‘Be careful, son,’ said the worker. ‘Good thing you didn’t land on the eggs.’

Eggs.



It gave me an idea. Mr Bambuckle was always cooking bacon and eggs in his frypan. It was something I could do to be more like him. It was something that could make me happy.

‘Thank you!’ I cried. ‘You’re a genius!’

The worker managed a nod of acknowledgement, before promptly slipping on one of the apples.

I got back on the unicycle and made my way over to the eggs. The wheel of the bike narrowly missed a stack of cartons, but I managed to pluck one from the top.

Gliding past the cold meats, I swiped a packet of bacon and balanced it on top of the egg carton. I also spotted some juicy beef sausages and added them to my pile.

I almost bumped into an old man who was choosing a new spatula in the utensil aisle. He turned and smiled at me. ‘What splendid entertainment these supermarkets provide nowadays.’

‘I’m not a performer,’ I said. ‘I just want to be like my teacher.’

The old man clapped. ‘Marvellous entertainment … simply marvellous.’

I spotted a frypan hanging on display and grabbed it. I put the bacon and eggs and sausages inside the pan with my other hand and steadied myself.

‘A worthy busker,’ said the old man, placing a coin in the frypan. ‘What a terrific show.’

‘He’s not busking,’ snapped a lady with grey hair, who had shuffled into the aisle. ‘He’s one of those promotional taste-testing fellows.’

The old man winked at me and spun a finger around his ear as if to suggest she was crazy. ‘She’s a mad one, my wife. Never did recognise good entertainment.’

‘I can hear you, fool,’ retorted the lady. She turned her attention to me. ‘Now, what samples are you offering today, young man?’

Balancing on the unicycle, I held out the frypan to show the lady I was a customer like her.

She scrunched up her nose. ‘Just a tip, young man … you may want to cook the food first, before offering it for tasting.’

Concentrating hard to maintain my balance, I finally lost control of the unicycle and wobbled towards the front of the supermarket. I tried to slow down so that I could pay for everything at the checkout, but I sped straight past.

‘Stop!’ cried a man working on the cash registers. ‘Thief!’

The automatic doors opened and I found myself hurtling down the main road of Blue Valley. I thundered past shop after shop, gathering speed as I rode out-of-control towards the river.


Nobody could have caught me if they tried. The wind rushed through my hair and my legs pumped like pistons. I leapt off the cycle at the bottom of the hill – just before the water – dropping the pan and food onto the grass as I crashed in a heap.
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There is an old bridge down near the river that proved to be a good hiding spot. I was too scared to go back to the supermarket to pay for what I’d taken. Even if I explained what had happened, the staff wouldn’t believe me. Just like Dad never believes me when I say sorry for making mistakes. I didn’t mean to steal, so I planned to sneak back and pay for what I’d taken later.

I waited until I was sure nobody was coming, then I began to practise on the unicycle. I had to be a better rider if I wanted to be like my teacher.

I tried balancing on the spot, riding in tight circles, spinning around and making small jumps until I felt more confident.

After a few hours, hunger was making my stomach rumble like a V8 engine. It was late afternoon and I hadn’t eaten anything apart from a muesli bar and some leftover marshmallows earlier that morning. I took the matches out of my backpack and lit a small fire. Then I sliced open the packet of sausages and placed three in the frypan. Soon the beef was sizzling and popping, just like it did in Mr Bambuckle’s frypan. To speed up the cooking process, I used the knife to cut the sausages into bite-sized pieces.

My teacher often rode his unicycle when he cooked, so I thought it was time to do the same.

I hopped on the bike and found my balance, leaning over carefully to retrieve the frypan from the fire. I managed to grasp the handle and straighten up.

I was doing it. I was being Mr Bambuckle.

And yet something wasn’t quite right. I didn’t feel like Mr Bambuckle. He was always smiling. Maybe I needed to be even more like him to be happy.

Without warning, a piece of sausage popped and some burning fat leapt from the pan and stung my wrist. I jerked my hand and was thrown off balance. I waved my arm to steady myself, sending the frypan somersaulting through the air. The chopped-up pieces of sausage fell out of the pan and tumbled down like beef rain. They stuck to my clothes.

‘Great!’

I had enough money to buy a new outfit, so I rode back up the hill towards the shops on the main street. The bright signage of a clothing store became my target.


Before long, the smell of cooked sausages drew the attention of a pack of stray dogs.

Woof!

Ba-roo-roo!

Bark! Bark!

They were after me.

I pedalled as hard as I could, powering towards the safety of the shop.

One of the dogs jumped up and snatched a piece of meat from my shirt.

Woof!

‘Down, boy!’

A German shepherd bounded alongside me and grabbed another piece from my hip. The dog tilted me sideways, but I was becoming a better rider and managed to regain my balance.

Yip! Yip! Yip!

An orange chihuahua nipped at a piece of sausage stuck to my heel. It jumped up and tried to bite it off, though inhaled more of my sock than the meat. The tiny dog hung on stubbornly to my foot as I pedalled faster. It spun around and around like a fluffy toy in a washing machine.

Eventually, it let go and tumbled sideways, dizzy from its adventure, though chomping triumphantly on the sausage.

Bark! Bark!

A black labrador pounced on my back and licked some meat from my shoulders.

[image: image]

I was almost there. I leapt off the unicycle and carried it inside, scrambling through the door and closing it behind me, panting hard.

‘You’re popular,’ said the lady behind the counter, looking at me from head to toe and then outside at the dogs.

‘I need some new clothes, please.’

‘Is there a particular style you’re after?’

I thought of Mr Bambuckle. ‘Do you have any blue jackets?’



The lady rubbed her chin thoughtfully. ‘Actually, we do.’

A few minutes later, looking like a mini version of my favourite teacher, I rode my unicycle out of the store. My blue jacket sparkled in the sunset. A cream-coloured scarf kept my neck warm and trailed behind me. Surely, I would be happy now.

There was no sign of the dogs – who must have taken the bait and gone after my old clothes in the bin behind the shop – so I was free to ride back down the road to the bridge. I would set up camp for the night and work out what to do the next day.
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I flipped a piece of bacon in my frypan early the next morning and balanced steadily on my unicycle. I was becoming an expert Mr Bambuckle, though I still didn’t feel the way I’d hoped I would.

Something had been weighing on my mind. I hadn’t paid for the food and pan from the supermarket yet. In all the excitement of the previous day, I had literally wheeled around with accidentally stolen goods. Maybe this was why I wasn’t feeling happy. What would my teacher say? What would he do?

I packed up my things, stuffed them into my bag and rode up to the supermarket. The store wasn’t open yet, so I slid an apology note and some money – more than the amount I owed – into the mail chute and dusted my hands. I felt proud of myself. This must have been how Slugger felt when he put the money back in my tent. It was why Mr Bambuckle was always telling us about honesty. It’s the opposite of what Dad would have done. He would have laughed and congratulated me for getting free stuff.


The next problem I had was finding somewhere warmer to camp. The bridge was too cold and I hadn’t slept very well the night before.

After buying some more food from a convenience store, I rode further up the main street, heading away from the shops and closer to suburban streets. I had an idea.

The morning traffic was building up, so I sat down on the kerb and watched the cars as they drove by. Studying motor vehicles is one of my favourite pastimes, and this was a golden opportunity to do it.

The deep rumble of a 1967 XR Falcon caught my attention. The car was painted dark red and the engine hummed, tuned to perfection by its owner.

Shortly after, a yellow Bugatti drove past. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It must have been worth a million dollars! Dad would have loved it. It disappeared around the corner and the traffic began to thin.

Feeling energised, I rode further into suburbia, scanning for somewhere to hide out for a while. It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for.

I stopped outside a double-storey brick house with an enormous detached garage. The garage door was wide open and I could see it was cluttered with boxes, old furniture and tools. It was perfect.

Slipping inside, I looked around more carefully. Whoever owned the garage must have taken their car out for a while. There was a huge space in the middle where it belonged. Oil stains – some fresher than others – marked the concrete floor.

I wheeled my unicycle behind a chest of drawers and shifted a lounge away from the wall. It would make an ideal hiding spot. There was even a stack of folded blankets on an old office desk.

The splutter of an unhealthy engine startled me. A white Datsun 1600 rolled into the garage and I ducked down behind the lounge. I could hear the driver open the door and step out. Judging by the sound, whoever it was had high heels on.

A lady spoke, frightening me.

‘George, the car engine requires work …’

Phew, she was speaking on the phone.

‘Yes, yes … I know it’s an expensive job … It was my father’s car and I want to honour his memory with a full engine restoration …’

The lady walked towards the house and the automatic garage door closed, locking me in. But I didn’t panic. It was a safe, warm place to hide and I had enough food and water.

I made myself comfortable and stayed until morning.
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When I woke up, I waited until the Datsun 1600 had driven out of sight before making my next move. I’d decided that to be more like Mr Bambuckle, to be happy in life, I needed a pet bird like Dodger.

After another muesli bar for breakfast, I rode into town and found the pet store. A teenage boy with pimples on his cheeks greeted me with a wave. ‘Good morning,’ he said, his voice breaking between low and high-pitched squeaks. ‘How can I help you?’

‘I’d like a pet bird,’ I said. ‘Do you have anything small and blue?’

The teenager’s voice wavered uncontrollably. ‘We only have one bird left – a large white one. A cockatoo.’

‘Well, I’ll take it,’ I said. ‘But I don’t need a cage.’


‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive. I’ve got my jacket pocket.’

The boy raised an eyebrow and removed the cockatoo from its cage.

I paid at the counter and walked outside, feeling like the real deal. Nothing was going to stop me from becoming like my teacher. Now I would have to feel happy. I put the cockatoo on my shoulder and started riding back to my hideout.

‘Go to bed! Go to bed!’ The raspy voice of the cockatoo squawked in my ear.

‘Woah! You can talk!’

The cockatoo shuffled around on my shoulder, leaning forward. ‘Go to bed! Go to bed!’

‘But it’s not bedtime,’ I said.

‘Peanut butter bickie! Peanut butter bickie!’

‘Umm …’

‘Baby! Baby!’

The cockatoo’s randomness was hilarious. ‘I’m naming you Roger,’ I said. ‘You’re like a random Dodger.’
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‘Roger, over and out! Roger, over and out!’ said Roger.

I rode back to my garage hideout, my new pet keeping me company. The door was open and I placed the unicycle behind the cabinet. ‘This is where we live, Roger.’

‘Caviar! Caviar!’

Before too long, the white Datsun 1600 drove back up the driveway, the engine choking and spluttering.

I ducked behind the lounge and whispered to Roger. ‘You have to keep quiet now.’

I could hear the lady step out of the car. She was muttering to herself. ‘Three thousand bucks for a leaky engine … there’s no way we can afford that kind of money …’

Before I could stop him, Roger squawked loudly. ‘Barbecue prawn! Barbecue prawn!’

‘Is someone there?’ said the lady.

I covered Roger’s beak with my hand. ‘Shh … don’t … say … a … word.’

An uncomfortable silence filled the shed. It was only disrupted when the lady’s phone rang.

‘George, yes … no … they want three thousand dollars to fix the engine …’

Her voice faded with her footsteps as she walked towards the house.

‘That was a close call, Roger,’ I said. ‘But I don’t think we can stay here anymore. You’re too noisy.’

‘Pancake! Pancake!’

‘Shh, keep it down.’

The lady didn’t return to the garage, but she left the door open.


‘Before we go,’ I said to Roger, ‘I want to take a quick look at that engine …’

I clicked open the bonnet and scanned the motor. Something wasn’t quite right with the cylinder head. Perhaps there were other problems as well?

A toolkit at the back of the garage caught my eye. I felt a sudden thrill of excitement – the Datsun’s engine presented the kind of challenge I was ready for. Now that I was like Mr Bambuckle, I could do anything. ‘This could take a while,’ I said to Roger. ‘Let’s get to work.’
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I pedalled down a quiet alleyway behind the shops on the main street. I figured it would be safer to sleep somewhere where Roger could make noise without getting us arrested for trespassing.

I stopped at the back of the bakery and sat down. Two concrete stairwells formed a barrier against the weather. A couple of flattened cardboard boxes and a plastic bag stuffed with clothes lay between the stairs.

‘This will do for tonight, Roger.’

‘Brussels sprouts! Brussels sprouts!’

I sat with my back to the wall and pulled an apple from my bag. I still had plenty of money left. With the shops nearby, food wouldn’t be a problem.

‘Excuse me …’ said a gruff voice. ‘What are you doing in my spot?’

I looked up to see a bearded man staring down at me. He was wearing grimy clothes and stank like he hadn’t had a shower in months. Despite his rough appearance, he had a kind face.

‘What do you mean “your spot”?’ I said.


‘This is where I live,’ he replied.

‘You live behind the bakery?’

The man nodded and pointed to the flattened boxes. ‘That’s my bed.’ He paused, noticing Roger on my shoulder. ‘That’s a fine bird you have.’

‘I … I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realise this was your home.’

The man looked me up and down. ‘What’s a kid like you doing in a place like this anyway?’

‘I’m running away,’ I said.

The man sat down next to me. ‘And why would a kid like you be running away?’ His voice was coarse, though sincere.

‘I’m running away because I need to change. I want to be like my teacher. I figure if I’m like him, my life will be better and I won’t be unhappy all the time. Though, to be honest, I thought it would have worked by now. I’ve done everything I can to be like him … but I kinda miss my mum and dad …’


The man allowed a thoughtful silence to pass between us before he spoke again. ‘You got a name, kid?’

I thought about Mr Bambuckle. Perhaps having a name like his was the final step in my transformation. ‘Yes … yes, I do. It’s Mr Bloombickle.’

I half expected a magical change to sweep over me with my new name. But it didn’t.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

‘Oli,’ said the man.

‘Nice to meet you, Oli,’ I said, and we shook hands.

‘Let me tell you something important, Mr Bloom bickle,’ said the man. ‘Running away doesn’t solve anything. Trust me, I should know. About six years ago, I ran away from my problems because I thought it would help. You know what? It didn’t. It only meant I let other people down … and I let myself down too.’


Another long silence hung in the air.

‘I haven’t seen my family or friends in all that time … and not a day goes by that I don’t regret it.’

‘Why don’t you go home now?’ I asked.

‘I’m too scared. As time passes, it becomes harder to go back to what you had. You don’t want to be running away at your age, Mr Bloombickle. Not when you’ve got your whole life ahead of you.’

Oli reached into his pocket and pulled out a broken piece of cracker. He fed it to Roger.

‘Popsicle! Popsicle!’

‘He certainly is a fine bird.’
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I thought about what Oli had said. Maybe he was right. Running away at my age was a selfish thing to do. I needed to tackle my problems head-on, just like I did with the Datsun engine. I realised that’s what gave me real happiness – helping other people. I was only thinking about myself when I ran away. My parents would be worried sick. I knew deep down they loved me, even if Dad had a strange way of showing it. I also had a teacher and classmates who would be missing me. Running away had been a bad decision. Now it was time to go home and make things right. I had to be a better version of Vex Vron, not an imitation of somebody else.

‘You’re right, Oli,’ I said. ‘I’ve got my whole life ahead of me.’

Suddenly, the sound of several people running filled the alleyway.

‘Vex!’

My classmates had tracked me down.
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Vex sat at the back of room 12B, glowing. He chomped into a piece of bacon and winked at Mr Bambuckle, who was singing a rare Mongolian welcome song.

Vex had told his tale several times over the past few weeks. He wrote about it in class, told his friends in the playground and, most importantly, told his parents. They were mortified by his actions, but also regretful that they had contributed to the cause. His father vowed to be a better man and, in the days following Vex’s return, sold one of his car yards to free up more time to spend with his son.

Vex himself realised that happiness wasn’t found in playing copycat. His reignited love of cars – thanks to a superbly executed engine repair of a Datsun 1600 – on top of his friendlier, more generous persona, enabled him to make a real go of life. He was happier than he’d ever been.

Mr Bambuckle finished the welcome song and rode his unicycle around the room, offering a second round of bacon to those who were still hungry.

Grace noticed a baton box poking out of one of Mr Bambuckle’s pockets, though he tucked it in before she had a chance to spot the blue jay painted on the lid.

‘Can Vex tell his story again?’ asked Harold McHagil. ‘I want to hear the part about how he fixed that engine in the lady’s garage.’

Mr Bambuckle returned to his desk and held up a pile of white envelopes. ‘Inside are your school reports. I should think your parents will find the results more than satisfactory.’

‘Awesome,’ said Gabby Wu.

Grace gave her sister a high five.

‘Come in, dear Mr Principal,’ said Mr Bambuckle, who had noticed Mr Sternblast loitering outside the room.

The principal stepped inside, glancing around the room suspiciously. ‘Do I smell bacon?’

‘Fried to perfection,’ said the teacher.

Mr Sternblast’s personal mission to fire Mr Bambuckle had taken a blow. From behind a tree – watching the class of room 12B leave the school grounds on a bus – the principal had taken a phone call from a local member of parliament. Mr Bambuckle would be receiving the highest teaching award in the country. If he fired him now, the school council would challenge the decision and quite possibly his leadership.

‘No cooking in class!’ snapped Mr Sternblast, and he turned and left as quickly as he had arrived.

Truth be told, Mr Sternblast had a spring in his step that morning. Rumour was spreading that Blue Valley Grammar was in dire financial trouble. Due to a lack of enrolments at the school, word had it they were considering drastic action. There was talk of a merger with Blue Valley School. If the two schools combined, perhaps the principal would get his long-awaited promotion after all.

‘Dear Scarlett Geeves,’ said Mr Bambuckle, ‘would you like some more bacon? It’s so good to have you back.’

‘No, thanks,’ said Scarlett, happily taking notes from the board. ‘I’m still getting over the fact Miss Frost personally endorsed my return. What happened to her?’


There was a knock at the door.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Miss Frost walked into the room, wearing a smart white outfit that included a notable new addition: a purple brooch, which the class recognised as a snow crocus. Her silver hair – held up with a diamond bobby pin – was streaked with golden amber. ‘Mr Bambuckle is what happened to me.’ She attempted to wink at the teacher.

‘Oh, there’s something in your eye again,’ said Slugger.

‘Miss Frost!’ squealed Evie Nightingale. ‘Are you here to help us learn?’

‘I most certainly am, dear Evie,’ said the teacher.

The students worked hard that morning, filling their books with wonderful ideas.

Carrot and Slugger designed a machine to help chefs peel carrots.

Vex drew up the plans to build a motorised unicycle.



Miffy and Sammy explored the science behind elite athleticism.

Albert researched time travel.

Vinnie and Ren wrote an investigative news piece for the local paper.

Scarlett experimented with images in PhotoCrop.

Damon worked on a way to get Victoria to go to the movies with him. She said yes, then went back to perfecting her immaculate handwriting.

Myra chipped away at another app idea, donating all of the profits to charity.

Gabby and Grace took turns writing each other difficult maths problems.

Evie and Miss Frost created a board game to help children develop confidence.

And Harold researched the history of Scotland.


Peter was absent, but that goes without saying.
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Towards the end of the lesson, Evie asked Miss Frost something that silenced the entire room. ‘You never did tell us the story about your diamond bobby pin.’

The students listened eagerly as Miss Frost cleared her throat. ‘You’re quite right, Evie … I never did tell you about it.’

Mr Bambuckle leaned forward.

‘My great-grandmother was given this hairpin deep in the heart of India,’ said Miss Frost. ‘The stone came from an ancient diamond mine that has since disappeared from all records. It’s one of a kind.’

‘It must be very special to you,’ said Victoria.

‘It most certainly is,’ said Miss Frost. ‘I guard it with my life. It’s the only heirloom in the Frost family.’

Albert put his hand up. ‘Mr Bambuckle, your Indian spark-maker beetle is from India too, isn’t it?’

‘Correct you are,’ said Mr Bambuckle. He reached into one of the inside pockets of his jacket. ‘Would you like to see it?’

‘Yes, please!’ chorused the class.

Mr Bambuckle opened his hand and showed the students a tiny black insect. It looked a little like an ant, but it had a round body like a Christmas beetle.

‘Is that all?’ said Slugger. ‘I was hoping it would incinerate something.’

Mr Bambuckle pointed to Miss Frost’s bobby pin. ‘Would you be so kind?’

Miss Frost was surprising the students every day with her changing behaviour. She reached up and pulled the pin from her hair, handing it to the teacher. Her silvery-golden locks rolled over her shoulders and down her back.

Mr Bambuckle placed the beetle and bobby pin on his desk and instructed the students to stand back. ‘This can be a dangerous process,’ he said.
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The beetle crawled around the desk for a moment, then scurried towards the bobby pin. It inspected the diamond with its antennae and then leapt on top of it, clutching it tightly with its tiny legs.

A flash of light suddenly exploded across the room.

The students gasped.

The spark-maker beetle was turning as bright as the sun. It morphed and melted and dazzled, disappearing inside the jewel. The diamond glowed hotly for a moment, then resumed its regular white shine, though it was clearly bigger in size.

‘The beetle!’ exclaimed Scarlett. ‘It’s gone!’

‘Not gone …’ said Mr Bambuckle, ‘transformed.’

Miss Frost picked up the bobby pin, her grey-blue eyes wide with wonder.

‘Indian spark-maker beetles are diamonds waiting to be made,’ said Mr Bambuckle. ‘Much like each of you.’

‘Remarkable,’ said Grace Wu.













Coming soon …

An exciting new series from Tim Harris
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Get ready to meet Chegwin Toffle, a boy with an imagination almost as wild as his curly blond hair. Chegwin loves to daydream, but what sets him apart is the intensity of his thoughts. When a single idea takes over, the entire world around him starts to fade away …

 

Read on for a sneak peek!
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When Chegwin arrived home from school the front door was wide open – which it never was – and his parents sat on the edge of the sofa as though they had been waiting for him. Judging by their faces, he couldn’t tell if someone had died or they had won the lottery. In the end, it turned out to be a bit of both.

‘Take a seat,’ said Mr Toffle, tapping the sofa next to him. Over the years, he had learned the best way to get through to his son was by being direct. Chegwin had always appreciated this, so he gave his mother the tulip he’d picked from the garden and sat down.

Mr Toffle exchanged a look with his wife, then held up an envelope. ‘Some important mail arrived for you today, son …’

Chegwin suddenly imagined himself being delivered by letter. If the envelope was large enough – and with lots of soft padding – it could be quite a comfortable ride. It would also be a lot cheaper to post yourself to a holiday destination than pay for a regular flight. There was a business idea in something like this. He could test it out on himself next school holidays by using an old mattress and –

‘Chegwin, honey, are you listening?’ said his mother. Her sweet tone brought the boy back. Though she never raised it, there was something about her soft voice that more often than not got through to her son.

‘As I was saying,’ said Mr Toffle patiently, ‘although this is an enormous decision, your mother and I think we should honour the letter and let you choose …’

Chegwin spotted afternoon tea on the kitchen bench: an apple and a muesli bar. He wondered what it would taste like if he ate them both at the same time. Probably quite nice. He’d have to cut the apple into tiny pieces and –

‘So, what do you think, son?’ said Mr Toffle.

‘Sorry, what were you saying?’ said Chegwin.

Mrs Toffle ran her hand through Chegwin’s blond hair. It was the same colour as hers and her husband’s, though much curlier. ‘Were you thinking about something else, sweetie?’

The boy nodded.

‘Now, pay close attention,’ said Mr Toffle. He leaned over and gently held his son’s head between his hands. ‘Something important has happened … A letter arrived for you, and a big decision must be made … It’s taken your mother and me by surprise, but we trust you will make the right choice.’

‘What’s going on?’ said Chegwin, who was now focused and utterly intrigued.

Mr Toffle blinked once, then delivered the news that would change his son’s life. ‘You just inherited a hotel.’

To find out what happens next, grab a copy of the first book in the Toffle Towers series, available August 2019.
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You're right.

There's one other point about noses.

‘What's that?
Where would your favourite
wrestler - Madame Nostril-
Pincher - clutch her opponents?
*gasp*
You see my point?
Without noses, Madame
Nostril-Pincher would
be powerless.
Are you okay, lovely Carol?
*sniff*
Here, take another tissue.

Thank you. The thought of Madame
Nostril-Pincher not being able to
fling her opponents by the nose
makes me very upset.

Most wonderful Carol, have you
ever thought that perhaps the
students in Blue Valley School
feel this way about you?
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Bless you.
Ihaven't got a cold!
Well, you keep sneezing.
Isaid ‘PLEASE't
Bless you again, dear Carol.
What's this?
Atissue. For your nose.
Idon't need one.
Everyone needs a nose.
What?
Imagine what your face
would look like without one.
Itwouldn't be a pleasant sight.
Which is why we need noses.
Isuppose so.
And where would our sense of smell

be without noses? The tasty aromas
of prawn yoghurt would elude us.
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You'll be pleasantly
surprised by the outcome.

Enough of the lecture.
What do you want?

May I have akey?
Look, I already told you -

keys aren't healthy. You'll
get metal poisoning.

You misunderstand me, dear
Carol. | don't want a key for
eating, | want a key for entering.

For entering? Entering where?

The canteen, of course! It would
be most helpful to have access
to the canteen at any time.

You must be out of your mind.

Not in the slightest. Free entry will
make our secret mission a lot easier.

The answer is a big fat NO.

In that case, may | suggest
we make a big fat deal?
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They want to fling
me by my nostrils?

Quite the opposite. They believe it's
'you who wants to fling them. The
children are terrified of you, Carol.
‘They constantly return from the
‘canteen upset by your service.

Good. I hate thelittle critters.
May I ask why?
Because they hate me.

Dearest Carol, this is your predicament.
Why wait until someone shows you
kindness before you show it to them?

What do you mean?

If you hate the children because
they hate you, youareina
stalemate. Nothing good will
ever come of the situation.

What do you suggest?

Try being nice. Be polite.
it will only ever end in good.

Isuppose | could
giveitago.
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If you grant me and my students
unlimited access to the canteen,
pay you double for whatever we
take. Your profit ma
increase dramatically and Mr
Sternblast will give you a raise. You'll
be able to buy as many wrestling
magazines as your heart desires.

It's more than f:
Double it in fact.

Okay. Deal. Here's the key.
It’s most appreciated.
Wait! You tricked me!
How so, most lovely Carol?
You didn't say ‘please’!

Bless you.
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What flavour is it?
Prawn. | made it myself.
A most interesting combination,

not too dissimilar to a snack |
tried while hiking in Colombia.

Here - try some of mine.
Thank you, dear Carol.

You're the first to taste it.
What do you think?

The salt of the prawns cuts through the
sweetness of the yoghurt delightfully.
Though I do have one suggestion.

‘What's that?

It would be best to peel the
prawns before adding them.

1didn’t think of that.

And while we're on the subject of peeling,
I've been meaning to say, most lovely Carol,
your banana smoothies would benefit if
you peeled the bananas first too.

Didn't think of that either.
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What do you want?

Good morning, beautiful
Carol. May | have a key?

You've got to bekidding. You
want to eat a key for breakfast?

You're on the right track.
Akey would break your teath.

Isuppose it would if you
tried to chewit.

1don't serve keys.

What do you serve?

Adelicious, healthy snack.
Good foryou, Carol.

Do you wanta tub of yoghurt or not?
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You may also be wondering why some.
of your bandaids don't stick to you.

Now that you mention i, yes.

They also need to be peeled first.
oh.
‘Thank you for the yoghurt.

1If you're not going to
buy anything, go away.

Butyou haven't given me a key.
It's not on the menu, weirdo.
Neither is prawn yoghurt.

Not yet, but I'm about to
add it to the specials.

The students will devour it, no
doubt. Now, may | have a key?

Keys aren‘t healthy and
you didn't say ‘please’

Bless you.
Huh?
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What do you say
it you're smelling

someone?
That's « good question.

I'm all nose?

1 suppose you could
say Thet.

What about if you're
touching someone on
the arm?

Umn

T'm all nerve endings?

J e
™ Op what about if you're

tasting someone?

You're not a cannival,
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Look, Tl get to
the point.

U dl eyes.

Don't you mean

‘all ears?

1 you were speaking, yes
But youe writing, so
Im all s,

Oh, yeah. That
makes sense.

S0 you undepstand?

Yes! You say ‘all ears’

if you're listening to

| someone speak. But you
> say “all eyes’ if you're
reading what they writel

Coppect!

e
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I 4l echolocation
Huh?

That's what bats would
say i€ They wee listening
fo someone talk.

Lol.

Look, I'd better get
back on track.

U all eyes
1 need a favour.

Angfhing, Mypa. Joure
my classnate and I
heee to help.

Can I please borrow
a dollar?

15 it fop. your. business

*sw_,,j
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0t course not. But
veal cannibals would
probably say Tm all
tastebuds'.

It's hht\s

Tve only ever heard
people talk about being
all ears. The other
senses get lett out

a bit.

| wondep. why that s
Maybe it's because

our ears are so big.

1 hunars ape all eaps,
Thea elephant's must be.
Too. Theie. eaps ape.
massivel

Or bats. They have
% incredible hearing. /
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P — e |
Yep! Tl pay you back
1 promise.
Suge thing. Remind me
when fhe bell pings
Thanks! You're the best.
Dhat will you do with
the prosfs?

Tll use them to pay
for taxis so we
can find Vex.

That's vepy kind. You
know what, Mypal

What's that?

L> \may be all eyes, but
yowee al heart.
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Twenty-two is not

solittle, Bernard.
Wait, you seriously think I'm
someone else, don't you?

You're my son, Bernard,
and 1ove you no matter
where you decide to live.

It's Vex!

There's no such place as Vex.
Not a place - my name!

S0 you keep saying. I'm starting
to think you really did change
your name. Cheeky boy.
1DID NOT CHANGE MY NAME!
1T’S ME - VEX WILBERFORCE VRON!!!

Are you for real? You're not
Bernard Adrian Jacobson?
How many times do |
have to tell you? NO!

Umm...1don't know how
to say this. | think you
have the wrong number.





OEBPS/Images/star6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/star5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23.jpg
il
VEXV ROII Obble-125-456

Hi Mum, it's me - Vex.
1justwant tolet you

1) know Iwon't be coming
home. Ever. Please don’t
try to find me.

Notdelvered

=S
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What number is this?

0444-123-466.

1am s0000000 sorry. I meant
to type 0444-123-456.

Oh dear. You doubled

up on the six.

I'm a double-digit idiot.
Five to one digit, half
‘adozen to the oth
Now THAT is odd..

My battery is seriously

about to die. I need to go.

Sorry.

Bye, Vex!
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TOTES NOTES
NOTES PASSED BETWEEN

MYRA KUMAR C<
JRLTY ALBERT SMITHERS %l
Do you remember the
top-secret busineas idea
1 told you about
at camp?
Indeed!

I'm about to make

my move.

Does fhis mean you'l
be. launching the

business soon?

Yes, I'm going to start
the whole thing at funch.

I 50 pleased fop. you
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ndeed | wondep. i6
Slugge. is cooking
something?
1t smells more like
easence than cooking.

Thet makes sense.

| can see Danon festing
digtepent cologres near
Victopia

He never gives up,
does he?
1t's not all bad | believe
Victonia hes a soft spot
for. him actep. all. The
S eomance is gipe.

There's a lot of money
to be made in romance.

How sof
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Before 1 jump into
it, T need to ask you
something.
s it « nunbees
questiond

Sort of.

Ohat do you mean?

\F eithes. involves
nunbeps op i doesat
Sopt of doesat make
stnse

/Ahbh, well, it makes
‘cents’, if that
makes sense.

The sease avout ceats

is immense.

Can you smell
those scents?
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Easy. All you have to do
is buy flowers and sell
them for a profit.

1 see. Youpe certinly
good with nunbeps.

I'm glad you think it
makes sense.

Tensect sease. Not only
fhat, before Damon's
esseace scents, you asked
it cenfs’ wude sease
Yes, the sease was
immease.
No oftence, but can
you dispense with the
pretence?
It's ot pretence. | was
Just sayjng The numbegs
auestion made sease
ell, ceats.
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epshimallows—disappeared—

You'ee provably wondering why | distppeared

Ive been thinking 4 lot abouf like, because
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all fhe time. But | think | can change
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The time. | was an idot to pay Slugges. fo cut
Caneol's haie. (m gd he efurned the money
because it means he didnt do i Please tell
Them ' soeey. | never. wanted fo huet
angone.

So that's why | decided fo run away. | need
To change. And the best way #or. me to furn
things apound is to be less like Ver Veon and
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No trouble.
You're not angry with me?

Why would | be?

Umm...maybe because you and
Dad go berserk if | miss dinner.

Bernard, you're twenty-two years old -
Ithink you can make your own decisions.

V'm not Bernard! Stop.
being ridiculous!

Look, I'm not sure why you're being
s0 strange about this. But thanks for
letting me know about dinner.

Whatever. Anyway,
there’s something else.....

Don't tell me you've changed your name
as well as your phone number? Is that
why you keep calling yourself‘Vex'?

Ididn't change my name! It's
something bigger than that
anyway. 'm not coming home.

Yes, | know you're not
«coming home for dinner.
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Hey, Mum.
Whois this?
Its me.

s that you, Bernard? Did you
change your number again?

No, it's me - Vex.

Very funny. What do you want, Bernard?
Its me!
Hi, Bernard.
IT'SVEX!
Noneed to go ALL CAPS on me.

Stop mucking around. I need to tell
you something. My battery is running
low, sol had better be quick.

Goon.

I won't be home for dinner.
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Weirdest saying

I've ever heard.
'You've not come across
it before? It's a classic!

Nope, never heard it. What the

heck does it mean anyway?

Sixis the same as half a dozen. It
means running away and moving
out are the same thing. Both will
getyou out of the house for good!

Old-fashioned sayings are odd.

Not odd - even. Six is an even
number. I'm pretty sure half a
dozen is even as well.

Of course it is! You just told

me it means the same thing!

Hmm...soldid.

Anyway, as | was saying,
V'm running away and
never coming home again.

And a beautiful thing it is.

Ican't believe you're happy about
this. 'm only a kid. Your only child!
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Not just for dinner.....
Forever.

V'm never coming home.

Are you there?
Mum?
Hello?
Sorry, | was dancing
around the living room.
Dancing? Why?
Because you're moving out! It's
about time! Your father and | have
been waiting for this day for ages.
I'm not moving out.
V'm running away.
Sixof one, halfa
dozen of the other.

Huh? Please use English.
Thaven't got time for this - my
battery is literally about to die.

1ts just a saying.
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M A catalogue record for this
AZZESIL ook s available from the
NATIONAL

National Library of Australia
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) DO:
Lift yourself carefully through the
window and balance on the ledge.
DONT:

Become overly excited and launch
yourselt through the window, forgetting
there is nothing on the other side but
concrete floor.

) bo:
Try to land on your feet.
DON'T:

Land on your backside.

Qoo

Respond to Victoria's calls and let her
Know you're okay.

el s
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N

DO:

Stop your serenade and look for
something to stand on to climb through
the window.

DONT:

Stop your serenade and ask Victoria if
you can stand on her shoulders to climb
through the window.

DO:

Be courteous and quickly
transfer your weight from
Victoria to the window ledge.

DONT:

Forget you're standing
on the shoulders of the
love of your life and
admire the distant
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- DONT:

Become o excited that Victoria is
calling to you that you forget the task
at hand and dream of your wedding day.

DO:

Stand up and open the door from the
inside.

DONT:

Stand up and lean against the door in
lovestruck wonder. The door presses
open because it was unlocked the whole

time. You simply didn't think to try the
handle.

RN
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The Runaway
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FOR MR OLI MAGI,
MY REMARKABLE YEAR FOUR TEACHER
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Continve charging |
the door until your |/
shoulder aches. J

Q oo:
Put ice on your swollen joints.
- DONT:

Charge the door with the other side
of your body.
) oo

Call a locksmith!
.~ DONT:

Keep pounding away until you're bruised

all over. The door ain't opening.
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VICTORIA GOLDENHORN

\ikes school, frtends, muste,
' spart, stickers

HAROLD McHAGIL

\\cs ke paksby | s brking s

" smashing things,
Tt destroying things,
it dances, gourmet food

D 'L msis belng DAMU

& sedby | S foxng tings

ms ym““

MIFFY ‘BIFFY' ARMSTRONG

\tkes Betng stronger than
everybady else,
activewear

Dildes vegetables, maths
)
x
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Q

%

T

NS,

HOW TO OPEN A
LOCKED DOOR

A reflection by Damon Dunst

This guide is dedicated to the love of
my life: Victoria Goldenhorn.

DO:

Call a locksmith.
DON'T:
Shouldercharge the door.
DO:

Gall a locksmith.

DON'T:

Shouldercharge the door @
second time.

~

5 Y
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THE STUDENTS OF
ROOM 12B

EVIE NIGHTINGALE

SCARLETT GEEVES

Vs brghtUghis, open | | W ttng phots, aking
‘\) spaces, hugs N ;l&ullms,herfmnm
betng scared, b

Difles
i \\3\ 9 pasenents, washing D to much cheese an
2% machnes ¢ Mm

S

SAMMY BAMFORD
T \les sponts skydiving,
' passtng notes
Ditles typos, the government,
% getting oo trouble

33
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CARROT GRIGSON

\tkes Uiving with Pop, feeding
his pet pigeon

D,J L@ annoying ads on

\\r televiston

MYRA KUMAR

:

< telling jkes, e
\,\&‘ ernet, making

money.

Disl;\&ca boring people
<%

D,A(Lm almost every thing
X\KN apart from cars

PETER STRAYER (ABSENT)

\ikes absent on day of
" survey

H ”%iex absent on day of
OC survey
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DAMON DUNST

ﬂ \ikes Victoria Goldenhorn, photos of
< U’ Vitoria Gldenhorn, thinking
about Victoria Goldenhorn

Ditle; anything without Victorta
¢ Goldenhorn

VINNIE WHITE

1

Ve curing her hatr,

REN RIVERA

Vs deteting sy
G Bying,

iving next doortg < surprses, tving
Vinnig . next door o Ren
Disthes
eachers who whisper ©. homework
5 nhs || 6

ALBERT SMITHERS

\ikes applied phystcs, chemical
0 engingering, incredibly
difficult maths books
Ditles Tk of chest on pizza

X
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INTRODUCING

GRACE WU

Hi

\tles  writing, muste,
<) conducting

D:s[ke; public speaking,
% watermelon seeds

A
Vkes talking thinking
0 about random stuff,
‘hamburgers
D’d‘kef exams, silence,
5 per
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DO:

Stop shouldercharging and reflect.

1£ you're not going o call a locksmith,
there must be a smarter way to get
inside.

N,

DON'T:
Ask the door to ‘pretty please’ open
for you. It won't.

) DO:
Remember completely a documentary
you saw on lock picking.

. DONT:

Remember partially a documentary you
saw on lock picking.

DO:

Identity the lock as a pin and tumbler
and ask Victoria if you can borrow two

% hairpins to pick it.

\

L>

J
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DO:

Insert the second hairpin into the plug
and start jiggling it around, weiting for
the lock pins to dick.

DON'T:

Be overcome with guilt and try to sneak
the hairpins back into Victoria's hair
when she's not looking — especially as
one of the pins is bent, because this will
jab her scalp.

DO:

Use your powers of observation and
identify the open window above the door.

Become so desperate to make things
up to Victoria that you begin singing the
song you wrote for her at camp.

gl
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DONT:

Identify the lock as a pin and tumbler
and ask Victoria if you can marry her:

DO:

Apologise to Victoria and ask her
politely for the hairpins.

DONT:

Sneak up behind Victoria and steal two
of her hairpins when she’s not looking.

() Do

Bend the first hairpin at the end and
insert it into the plug of the lock.

DONT:

Hold the hairpins o your chest in
sweet sentiment because they touched
Victoria.

R
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tpLKING AND LISTEN
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5. Use two fake moustaches to create
o fake eyebrows.

6. Glue it to a pop stick and use
it as a paintbrush, N
7.Putit on your pet pigeon A )
and let the bird become A
a super undercover pet )
detective, 7} J}
8.Keep it in a tin and name it
‘Fluffy’. Feed it, play with it, tickle it,
take it for walks on the beach and
rdise it to be the best moustache it
can be.

s 9. Use it for inspiration to write a song

[) about moustaches, Sing the song to
your crush. Before the performance,
grow a real moustache to prove your
undying love for her

RN
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) FIFTEEN RIDICULOUS USES
FOR A FAKE MOUSTACHE

. Comvince your parents that you
have discovered a new species of
caterpillar - the bushy-lippy. Tell
them to keep an eye out for a hairy
butterdly - the fuzzy-flappy.

Y

Eat it, then cough it up as a human
furball

Cut it in half. Shove the =
two halves in your nostrils (
and walk around like one I
of those old men who don't |
trim their nose hair.

w

S

=

Stick it to your upper lip and pass as
a senjor student who hasn't learned
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e |

5. Stick the moustache on the fridge and
then sneakily position it in the centre of
the living room. Everyone in your house
will Keep on walking nto the fridge
because it's  known fact that disguises
make you invisible.

-~ )

PIEIDN
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10, Gl it to your elbow and
start a new trend of facidl
i dedicated entirely to
the arm.

Use it to wipe down the dining [ \
{able atter medls. Tt maybe =
<l but youll be surprised by its
sponginess.

S

Stick it to your mum's upper lip.
while she’s sleeping. In the morning
say, "Mum, there's something
different about you. Are you wearing
a new dress?

=

Glue it to your dad's forehead.
Hell lose all respect.

W

14, Dip it in chocolate and enjoy a sweet,
hairy treat. Note: you'll need to chew
it at least fifty thousand times to

soften it up before swallowing.
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