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      For Jackie, who knows all about wombats


   

      
      
      One

      
      ‘Ee-ow! Who did that?’

      
      Boris swung round in his seat and glared in the direction of Greash and Foxie.

      
      They stared back innocently as Miss Trim-bold, the new class teacher, turned round from writing on the board. She was annoyed
         at this interruption to her labelling of the insides of a frog.
      

      
      ‘Who said that?’

      
      ‘I did. Someone flicked a rubber band at me,’ said Boris indignantly, as he rubbed the back of his neck.

      
      
      Sitting behind him were Hannah and Sophie.

      
      ‘Did either of you two girls flick a rubber band at Boris?’ asked Miss Trimbold.

      
      ‘No, Miss Trimbold.’ They both giggled. They always giggled in moments of stress, or boredom, or happiness. Or practically
         any time. They were giggling addicts.
      

      
      ‘I think it came from the back of the room,’ said Boris.

      
      He knew he couldn’t bust Greash and Foxie because he didn’t have any proof unless he got the rubber band tested for fingerprints,
         and there wasn’t going to be a decent set on something so thin, anyway.
      

      
      Miss Trimbold had only been teaching their class for a few days while Ms Lee was having her wisdom teeth out. She didn’t seem
         to be very cluey, because the first thing she’d done was to let Hannah and Sophie sit together, and the second was to let
         Greash and Foxie sit together. She believed that it was good for friends to sit with each other because it taught them to
         share and work co-operatively.
      

      
      
      Meg wasn’t normally a dobber, but she’d been stung on the neck by one of Greash’s missiles too, and she was sick and tired
         of them getting away with things right under Miss Trimbold’s nose. Something really had to be done about these two, because
         Ms Lee wasn’t coming back for another week.
      

      
      Yesterday Greash and Foxie had tied Wayne Wackett’s shoelaces together under his desk so that when the bell went and he stood
         up, he tripped over his own feet and banged his head on the seat. Then he’d had to go for x-rays and stitches.
      

      
      So far today Meg had heard that they’d bullied a little Year 1 kid, stolen his money and pushed his head into the bubbler,
         eaten another kid’s playlunch, locked two boys called Simon and Stevie in the toilet when the duty teacher was fixing up a
         kid who’d grazed his knee, and written graffiti on the toilet walls. The problem was that no one would dob on Greash and Foxie
         because, if they did, they’d get bashed up after school. So, of course, if the other teachers didn’t know, they couldn’t fix things.
      

      
      Ms Lee didn’t take any nonsense from these two, and she always kept them sitting at opposite ends of the room, so they couldn’t
         get their heads together and plot mischief. And Greash and Foxie were scared of her. She had a frosty stare and a sharp tongue,
         and didn’t have any patience with thugs and bullies. She usually gave them so much work to do that they didn’t have time to
         mess about in class. And when they were out in the yard she usually kept an eagle eye on them through the window while she
         was having her tea break. They had to play on the main area at all times and not go sneaking off.
      

      
      But Miss Trimbold was a push-over. She seemed to think that every kid was born good and that no one turned bad. Trouble was,
         she hadn’t been teaching long, and she hadn’t met kids like Greash and Foxie.
      

      
      ‘I did not fire a rubber band,’ said Greash in a hurt voice. ‘I was just ruling up my page, Miss Trimbold.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe you were mistaken then, Meg.’ Miss Trimbold smiled sweetly at her, and it made Meg want to scream and stamp her feet
         with frustration.
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t.’

      
      ‘No, she wasn’t,’ added Boris. ‘I know it was them.’

      
      Miss Trimbold sighed. ‘Bring your work out here, Boris Boola. Let’s see what you’ve been doing.’

      
      Boris hadn’t been doing much because he was still stuck on question 1. ‘If a hundred and fourteen sheep were walking down
         the road, seventeen were black, and the rest were white, what percentage were not black?’ He’d stared at it for a while then
         gone on to question 2. ‘If a man mowed a strip of lawn two metres wide round a swimming pool thirteen metres long and six
         metres wide, with a concrete strip along one end measuring five metres, and it took two minutes to mow one metre, how long would it take to mow round the pool?’
      

      
      Boris had written, ‘Five minutes because the lawnmower ran out of two-stroke.’

      
      What his work had to do with Greash and Foxie being bad was beyond Boris’s understanding, but then Miss Trimbold was a bit
         weird. With a sigh, he marched up to the desk with his maths workbook.
      

      
      As soon as Miss Trimbold bent her head to look at it, Greash fired another rubber band at Meg and it caught her on the cheek.
         Meg cried out, because it really had stung.
      

      
      That was it! Mike, who’d been quiet till now, leapt up and charged at Greash, knocking him out of his desk. Immediately Foxie
         jumped on Mike and tried to throttle him. Meg launched herself on top of the pile of bodies, and her best friend Jessica tried
         to help by thumping Foxie on the back. Boris joined in to help his friends. It was bedlam!
      

      
      ‘Stop it,’ called Miss Trimbold, but no one took any notice.

      
      
      Kids were banging on their tables and yelling encouragement to Mike, Meg, and Jessica. ‘Get ’em. Get ’em. Get ’em.’

      
      ‘WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?’ thundered the voice of Mr Brandt, the principal.
      

      
      Everyone froze.

      
      Mr Brandt was new, too. In fact, he’d been at Boyer for only three weeks. But, unlike Miss Trimbold, the rumour was that he’d
         taught at lots of schools as well as having been the principal of two of them. Boyer was his third. And he’d planned that
         it would be his last.
      

      
      Kylie said that Mr Brandt had told her father, who was the local chemist, that he’d decided to buy a house in Boyer so that
         he and his wife could live by the sea, because they were tired of city life. He’d also told Kylie’s father that he liked the
         idea of working in Boyer as the school principal before he quit “the chalk and talk life”, as he called the school system,
         and retired.
      

      
      Like Ms Lee, Mr Brandt was strict: he didn’t stand any nonsense or mucking about. But unlike Ms Lee, he was rigid, stubborn and determined that everyone should abide by the rules that he’d made, at all times.
      

      
      Jessica quickly crawled under a desk and out of Mr Brandt’s view.

      
      ‘It was Meg and Mike Green who started it,’ said Foxie, climbing out from under Meg, who was still sprawled on the floor.

      
      ‘That’s correct,’ said Miss Trimbold.

      
      ‘No, they didn’t,’ Boris yelled. ‘Greash was firing rubber bands. He started it.’
      

      
      ‘Boris Boola,’ said Mr Brandt. ‘Do not use that tone of voice with me!’

      
      ‘What sort of tone do you want, then?’ Boris was so angry he didn’t think about what he was saying. His best friends were
         in trouble and it was all Greash and Foxie’s fault.
      

      
      ‘You three. In my office. Now!’ Mr Brandt was really angry. ‘And the rest of you, get on with your work. If I hear one more squeak out of any of you, you’ll
         all get detention and that means staying in after school.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t,’ said Boris hotly. ‘I have to work in the supermarket sweeping and sorting stuff so that I can get hay money, and—’
      

      
      ‘Thanks to Boola, you’ve all got detention!’ Mr Brandt jerked his thumb at the whole class. ‘Lunchtime. You will all write
         me an essay on the importance of behaving with dignity while in class.’
      

      
      The room was silent as the children looked at each other, then at Meg, Mike and Boris. It wasn’t fair. It hadn’t been their fight, so why should they get into trouble?
      

      
      ‘Boo, Boola,’ muttered Wayne.

      
      But Mr Brandt hadn’t finished yet.

      
      ‘My office!’ he snapped to Meg, Mike and Boris.

      
      The three of them walked behind Mr Brandt to his office with their heads bent.

      
      ‘Mr Brandt,’ said Meg, facing him bravely. ‘I’m sorry I made a fuss, but when Greash fired the rubber band that landed on
         my face, it really hurt. He and Foxie have been doing lots of bad things today, and you should do something about them before—’
      

      
      
      Mr Brandt made a pyramid with his fingertips and stared at her over the top of them.

      
      ‘I understand that you three have had special privileges at this school,’ he said. ‘Mobile phones, time off to do animal rescue
         work, that sort of thing.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir. We’re Angels,’ said Mike.

      
      ‘From what I just saw of your behaviour, you’re more like devils,’ said Mr Brandt. ‘Now, I realise that you’re well known
         in the community and that you’ve done some good deeds, but it’s obvious to me that you’ve been given too much responsibility
         too soon, and it’s gone to your heads. You will not do as you like in this school. Therefore I’m about to clip your wings.
         For a start, you will not bring mobile phones to school any more.’
      

      
      ‘But—’ Meg stared at him in horror. ‘They’re our lifeline when we’re in sticky situations. Having mobiles keeps us safe. And
         they link us into emergency services when animals need urgent treatment.’
      

      
      Mr Brandt stared at her with his cold grey eyes as if she was a fly caught in a web. He didn’t like what he called “precocious brats”, meaning kids who were too outspoken
         and who acted like they were adults. He wanted children to be seen and not heard.
      

      
      ‘You will leave those contraptions at home. Understood?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘Secondly, you will not be allowed out of school or be exempt from activities when someone finds an injured or dying animal
         on the road or anywhere else. The town vet is the appropriate person, and—’
      

      
      ‘But Uncle Pete can’t always be—’ Mike was trying to explain that when things got frantic, there needed to be ten vets and
         there was only one.
      

      
      ‘Silence! One vet, and one animal rescue unit, consisting of your parents, is enough.’

      
      ‘We’ve only been called out of school four times,’ said Boris. ‘Once was when an oil spill happened in Bass Strait and there
         were all these dying penguins and birds, and another was when a wallaby was hopping down the Great Ocean Road, and the third was—’
      

      
      ‘Don’t argue, boy. You are insolent.’

      
      Boris didn’t know what “insolent” meant, but he figured it wasn’t a compliment.

      
      ‘The third thing,’ said Mr Brandt, rocking back and forward on his heels, ‘is that you will maintain a friendly relationship
         with Gargreashi and Foxley during school hours. And to ensure that this happens, I will ask Miss Trimbold to seat you, Boola,
         with Gargreashi, and you, Green, with Foxley.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to sit next to Foxley, Mr Brandt. He pokes and pinches and says rude things,’ said Meg, nearly in tears.

      
      ‘Not you, Miss Green. Your brother. You will sit on your own!’
      

      
      Boris was trying not to lose his temper. He’d been friends with Greash and Foxie and they were bad news. He’d got away from
         their influence, he’d got himself a part-time job after school, and Mr Green had made him an Angel. It was hard enough trying
         to be good with brothers like Brent, Brendan and Barry, who were continually in and out of jail, and a father who was always drunk, let alone
         being forced to sit with Greash.
      

      
      Greash hated him even more than Foxie did for quitting the gang. The problem was that Boris knew too much for his own good,
         all sorts of secrets and scams that Greash and Foxie were involved with, and they were scared he’d dob.
      

      
      Boris didn’t want to. He just wanted to forget that Greash and Foxie had ever been his friends. He wanted to forget their
         plans, and scams, and get on with his life working with the animals and Carol, his beloved camel.
      

      
      ‘Mr Brandt, you don’t understand,’ he began.

      
      ‘Boola. You’re in trouble right now up to your neck,’ said Mr Brandt grimly. ‘You will sit with Gargreashi until further notice
         and that’s an order!’
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