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– WHAT’S SO GREAT ABOUT SCHOOL, ANYWAY? –

Whetū Toa and her mum lived in a little cottage in the country. They both worked for a magician called The Mighty Mikaere. Mum did his paperwork and show bookings, and took care of his house while he was away on tour. Whetū was in charge of looking after the animals on his farm.

One morning, Whetū gave the animals some exciting news.

“What do you mean, you’re going to school?” asked one of the horses. He was named Socks, because of the purple bandages he wore on his legs. “What’s school, anyway?”

“It’s where you learn things and have lunch,” said Whetū. “The holidays end next week, so I’ll be starting a new school. I’ll have to get up extra early to do the feeds and mucking out.”

“An early breakfast?” grumbled another of the horses, who called himself Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum. The other horses had told Whetū that his name was really Spot, but he didn’t like it, so he’d changed it to the grandest thing he could think of. “Horses cannot digest anything before eight o’clock on weekdays and ten o’clock on the weekends. It’s a well-known fact.”

 “I don’t think that’s true,” said Whetū. “And if it is, you can eat when you like. All I’m saying is that I’ll be down here at six o’clock, whether you’re up or not. I can’t be late for school.”

“School sounds stupid,” snorted the third horse. Her name was Daisy and she always wore a plastic daisy chain around her neck. “Forcing people to learn and making them eat lunch. It should be banned.”

“It’s good for kids,” said Whetū. “I have to get an education. It’s the law.”

“I think it’s a silly law,” said the fourth horse. He didn’t have a name and didn’t want one either. “And I bet everyone else agrees with me.”

He was right. None of the other animals were very enthusiastic at all.

“But … but …” the bull said, his bottom lip trembling. “You’re leaving us?”

“Don’t cry!” Whetū said hastily. The bull was very big and looked extremely fierce, but really, he was rather sensitive. “I’ll only be gone during the day. I’ll still see you every morning and evening, and all through the weekends.”

“But don’t you like us any more?”

“Of course I like you!”

“Then why are you going away?” the bull wailed. “Is it me? Do you hate me?”

“Of course not!” said Whetū. “You’re my favourite bull in the whole world!”

But the bull wasn’t listening. With tears streaming down his face, he let out an anguished howl and galloped off down the field to hide behind his favourite clump of flax.

Whetū didn’t follow him. The bull liked to calm down in his own time. Meanwhile, she still had the other animals to tend to. She clambered over the fence and headed for the chicken coop. She told the chicken her news, but it just pecked at her and stalked back into its coop. Whetū was glad she hadn’t magically multiplied the chicken before telling it her news. One beak was sharp enough let alone thousands of them.

Rubbing her leg, Whetū limped to the pigsty and looked over the top of the stone wall. The three pigs were sprawled out on the straw, as usual. One was white, one was black, and one had black and white and pink blotches, and they were all incredibly lazy.

“I have some good news,” Whetū said, putting an extra cheery note into her voice and hoping she sounded convincing.

The white pig opened one eye. “We heard you telling the chicken. And we don’t care. We never see you during the day, anyway.”

“Only because you’re always asleep,” said Whetū. “I am here quite a lot, you know, fixing things and cleaning up.”

“That means nothing to us,” said the white pig, closing her eye again. “And we like eating breakfast as soon as possible, anyway. In fact, you could consider coming the day before and then we could eat our breakfast straight after our dinner.”

Whetū frowned. “I don’t think so. Six o’clock in the morning is quite early enough.”

“Then stop keeping us awake and go away. We have to be up at six o’clock, you know.”

“It’s not for another week. I’m just giving you plenty of warning. And don’t forget our new fitness programme. We’ll be doing some cardio exercise before dinner, okay?”

“Why do you hate us so much?” the white pig hissed bitterly.

Whetū began to protest, but the white pig just rolled over and went back to sleep. The other two pigs hadn’t even bothered opening their eyes.

Gritting her teeth, Whetū headed to the barn to visit one of her closest friends, Ramses. He was quite stern with the other animals, but he had always been very kind to Whetū. In fact, once he’d even saved her life. Whetū had always thought that her job as animal keeper would be much more difficult if Ramses wasn’t there to support her and help keep the other animals in line.

She felt in her pocket for her sunglasses, put them on and opened the door.
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– RAMSES’ GIFT –

A blaze of golden light greeted Whetū as the door swung open. Ramses was lying, as usual, on his bed of straw in the corner. Inside the shadowy barn, his fleece shone as bright as the day, and his diamond horns twinkled, making little white spots dance all over the walls.

“Good morning, young Whetū!” he said. “How is our animal keeper this morning? And what’s got him so riled up?”

Him was the bull, whose sobs could be heard through the barn doors from half a paddock away.

“I told him I’d be going to school next week,” said Whetū. She filled up Ramses’ trough with grain and began to sweep the floor. “He wasn’t very happy about it.”

“Ah yes, school,” said Ramses in a cheerful voice – but his expression wasn’t very cheerful. “Next week, is it? Well, goodness me. Are you sure you should be going? Because I’m sure the magician would get you a tutor. Or perhaps your mother would consider homeschooling?”

“We can’t afford a tutor,” said Whetū in surprise. “And Mum’s got far too much to do already. Besides, she’s always going on about how the holidays are too long and she can’t wait for me to get back to school.”

“What about all the germs?”

“What do you mean, germs?”

“Children are very germy,” said Ramses firmly. “They’re simply crawling with viruses and bacteria. If one child gets the plague, they all get the plague. We wouldn’t want you getting the plague, Whetū. Your tongue goes black, you get big boils filled with bright green pus and then you fall down dead.”

“I definitely wouldn’t want to get the plague, either,” said Whetū. “But animals are germy too, and I haven’t been sick yet. I always wash my hands.”

Ramses sniffed. “I don’t think animals are quite as germy as children.”

There was silence while Whetū finished sweeping the floor, and then Ramses gave such a heavy sigh that a couple of wisps of straw blew off his bed and landed at her feet. She picked them up and dropped them back on his bed.

“What are you going to do today?” she asked.

“Waiting until sunset. As usual.”

Ramses’ fleece and horns were quite dazzling in the sunlight. The other animals often complained of the glare, especially the bull, who insisted that Ramses was trying to make his eyes bleed on purpose. Ramses usually only went out to graze when the other animals were going to bed.

“I could get Mum to make you a coat to put over your fleece,” Whetū said thoughtfully.

“Too hot. But thank you for the thought.”

“It’s a pity. But you really are the shiniest ram I’ve ever seen. I don’t think there’s anyone in the world as golden as you!”

“There’s not,” the ram said decidedly. “Not on this planet or even in the entire universe. I am one of a kind.”

“You must get lonely sometimes,” Whetū said. There used to be a flock of sheep on the farm, but they’d all been eaten. Now there was only Ramses left.

“Lonely? Me?” Ramses fluffed up his fleece in a haughty manner and tried to look stern, but it wasn’t very convincing.

Whetū stood the broom carefully against the wall, next to a ladder. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” She looked at Ramses closely. He certainly didn’t look as happy as he usually did. In fact, he looked extremely glum.

“No,” he replied. “You’d better get on with your jobs. The others are jealous enough of me already, taking up so much of your time. I have something for you, though. The cat just finished making it this morning.”

“What is it?”

Ramses nudged at the straw and there came a little shimmer of light. It was a little tāniko friendship bracelet woven from the ram’s own fleece in different shades of gold. It looked lovely against her brown skin. Whetū was delighted.

“It’s beautiful! Thank you!” And then she said with a confused frown, “Did you say the cat made it? I’ve never seen a cat weaving before.”

“Oh, they won’t do it if you’re watching. You’d be surprised at what they get up to when no one’s looking. I mean, I’m not one to gossip, but I’ll just say this.” Ramses looked around before lowering his voice and hissing, “The Sistine Chapel.”

“What?”

“You didn’t hear it from me,” the ram said, tapping his golden nose with a golden hoof.

Whetū tied the friendship bracelet around her wrist. She gazed at it happily. “Thank you. I’ll wear it every day. I’d better find the cat and say thank you.”

“No, don’t do that,” Ramses said. “Best you pretend you know nothing about it. Cats like having secrets.”

“All right then. I’m going to finish my jobs now. See you later.”

Whetū carefully closed the door and wandered off into the courtyard. A pair of green eyes gazed at her from atop the wooden wagon. It was the orange tabby cat, lazing in the sun. Whetū pretended she hadn’t seen her and made a great show of stroking the bracelet and admiring it as she walked past. Slowly the green eyes blinked shut, but in a smugly satisfied sort of way.

Suddenly, there was a piercing scream from the direction of the cottage. All thoughts of friendship bracelets and farm jobs vanished. That scream could only have come from Mum, and by the sound of it, she was in trouble!
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– GIVE HER A WAVE –

“Mum!” Whetū threw open the back door and bolted into the kitchen, almost tripping over a mop swishing foamy water across the floor. “Mum, where are you?”

“In the living room!” came Mum’s voice from down the hall.

Whetū’s reflection in the hall mirror waved at her as she hurried past, but Whetū was so worried, she didn’t even notice.

She was relieved to find Mum sitting on the couch looking perfectly well … apart from one thing.

“Oh, Mum,” Whetū cried. “What the heck have you done?”

Mum’s usually tidy hair was standing on end and waving about as though it was alive. It looked as if her head was caught in a tornado. A little black rabbit sat next to her, looking embarrassed.

“I didn’t do it!” said Mum crossly. “It was Poppycock!”

Poppycock was The Mighty Mikaere’s new stage assistant. He hadn’t been in the job for very long, and Whetū was fairly sure he wouldn’t be in the job for much longer, either. He was a nice rabbit, but he wasn’t much good at magic.

“I’m so sorry,” Poppycock said. He muttered something that sounded like “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!” and waved a paw.

There was a loud explosion and Mum vanished behind a cloud of purple smoke. Whetū coughed and flapped her hand at the hazy air. When the smoke cleared, there was Mum with her hair tied back in its usual way. Unfortunately, her arms were now waving about in the air instead.

“For goodness sake, Poppycock,” Mum shouted. “How am I supposed to get any work done with my arms like this?”

“We could get you a feather duster for the ceilings,” suggested Poppycock helpfully. “The corners are a bit cobwebby.”

Mum growled deep in her throat.

“Hello, Whetū!” Poppycock said, clearly trying to change the subject. “Been over at the farm?”

“Never mind that,” said Whetū. “What have you done to my mum?”
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