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			Chapter 1
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			‘Oi!’ Amir shouted. ‘Double dribble!’

			‘That’s a violation, Liam,’ Sam added. He cleaned his glasses. ‘You can’t use two hands.’

			‘Damn!’ Liam knew that rule. Everyone knew that rule. Touching the ball with two hands in basketball meant the ball went straight to the other team. He tossed the ball to Amir and glanced sheepishly at his teammate. ‘Sorry, Baz.’

			Barry looked annoyed, then shrugged it off. The game was lost anyway. Amir and Sam were already three points ahead. There was no way Barry and Liam could turn it around now, with only a few minutes left until the bell.

			Amir jogged past, his black curly hair stuck to his forehead with sweat. For a few steps, the ball didn’t touch the ground.

			‘Travelling!’ Barry and Liam screamed in unison.

			At least Liam wasn’t the only one making dumb mistakes. Amir tossed the ball to Barry, who grinned at Liam. ‘C’mon, let’s bring it back.’

			Barry dodged and weaved down the court, shadowed by Sam. Sam was always marking Barry because they were the same height. Barry tried to shake him but couldn’t. He chucked the ball to Liam.

			Liam caught the ball and ran, dribbling with his left hand and then switching to his right. With the net in sight, he jumped and flung the ball as high and as hard as he could towards the net. It fell through the net without touching the sides.

			‘Swish!’ Liam and Barry shouted.

			There were two more of those, and a slam dunk by Barry right before the bell rang, winning the game.

			‘We are the dream team!’ Liam shouted, bumping fists with Barry.

			‘What a game!’ Sam panted. ‘We thought we had you.’

			‘See you at recess,’ Amir called as he and Sam ran off to class.

			Liam stopped to tie his laces while Barry drank from the bubbler. Their classroom was right next to the gym. Since all the other Year 6 boys played footy, Liam, Barry, Sam and Amir usually had the gym to themselves.

			Outside the classroom, Liam took a swig from his drink bottle. The sweat was pouring off him. Summer was just around the corner and so was the final day of Year 6.

			Liam had been at the same school since kindergarten. He knew every corner and every face. There were only eleven boys in Year 6, including himself. Once he started high school, he would be surrounded by strangers and would probably get lost.

			He reached for his lunchbox. Without even opening it, he knew exactly what would be inside: a cheese sandwich, a juice popper, an apple and the usual stale cupcake from the supermarket bakery section that Mum got for free at the end of her shift. He wished he could have a hot meat pie or sausage roll or garlic bread from the canteen like other kids did, but he knew money was tight, so he felt bad asking.

			Today’s cupcake was vanilla, and the icing was already starting to yellow at the edges. Liam gripped it in between his teeth while he zipped up his bag.

			The girls were already lined up, preening and fiddling with their hair in the classroom window. Amber paused to look Liam up and down. ‘Ew.’

			‘You both stink,’ Holly sneered.

			Barry wiped sweat off his face with the edge of his shirt and bowed. ‘Ladies.’

			Amber pointed at the back of the line.

			‘Teacher’s coming!’ Barry warned. Liam stuffed the entire cupcake in his mouth before realising it was too big. His cheeks bulged as he wriggled his jaw and waited until there was enough spit to make it squishy enough to chew. Barry looked at him and laughed.

			Amber shook her head in disgust. ‘You’re so gross, Liam.’

			‘Come on, people. A neat line.’ Mr Roberts unlocked the classroom and then stepped aside as the students shuffled past.

			‘Up the back, Barry. Liam, you’re down the front near me,’ Mr Roberts reminded them. Yesterday he had separated Liam and Barry for talking in class. Barry pulled a face and headed to the back of the room while Liam took a seat in the front row by himself.

			At least he would be getting out of there soon. There was only one term left of primary school. If only something exciting would happen between now and then.

			‘Everyone quiet, please!’ Mr Roberts shouted over the rising chatter and scraping of chairs across the floor.

			The door opened and a huge kid with a skin fade walked in. He was wearing basketball shorts and a tank top. A thick gold chain hung low around his neck.

			Wow, Liam thought. He’s cool.

			Everyone stopped talking.

			The kid narrowed his eyes and scanned the room.

			Mr Roberts cleared his throat. ‘Class, this is Clint. He will be joining us for the remainder of the term. Please make him feel welcome.’
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			Liam turned around and looked at Barry, who raised an eyebrow in return. This kid was tall. And he was wearing basketball shorts!

			‘Take a seat at the front here next to Liam, Clint. He’ll show you around at lunchtime, won’t you, Liam?’

			‘Sure.’ Liam snuck a sideways glance at Clint, but the new kid was staring straight ahead. He looked bored.

			Liam had almost finished his fractions worksheet when he felt a sharp pain in his ribs. Clint moved his worksheet aside so Liam could see a drawing he had done directly on the desk.

			On the desk! Liam glanced up nervously, but Mr Roberts was busy typing on his laptop.

			Liam leaned across for a better look at the drawing. Wow, this kid could draw! The picture was of Mr Roberts but as a rat with a long tail. Liam giggled. He had never really thought about it before, but with his pointy ears, beady eyes and whiskery moustache, Mr Roberts really did look a lot like a rat!

			Mr Roberts looked up from his laptop. ‘Something funny, Liam?’

			

			Liam bit his lip and shook his head. Clint smirked and quickly scribbled over the top of the drawing.

			‘You like basketball?’ Liam asked Clint at recess. ‘We play two on two, but you can join in if you want.’

			‘Sounds boring,’ Clint replied, picking up his bag and heading towards the oval.

			‘Oh.’ Liam felt his face burn. He looked around. Barry was frowning at him and gesturing towards the gym. He was probably wondering why Liam wasn’t coming to play. Liam pointed at Clint then gave a helpless shrug. Hadn’t Barry heard their teacher tell Liam to show Clint around?

			Barry looked annoyed, then hurt. He threw his hands up and turned around. Liam felt bad watching him walk towards the gym on his own, but he had no choice! Maybe if he did a good job showing Clint around, Mr Roberts would let him sit at the back with Barry again. He would talk to him later about it.

			Liam trotted after Clint. The kid had super-long legs. He didn’t look like a Year 6. He didn’t act like a Year 6. He seemed much older. More like a high school kid. ‘Hey, if you hate basketball, then why are you wearing basketball shorts?’

			Clint shrugged. ‘The kid I stole ’em off liked basketball, I guess.’

			‘Oh.’ Liam couldn’t tell if Clint was kidding or not and he didn’t feel brave enough to ask. ‘So what do you wanna do, then?’

			Clint stopped. ‘I want to get out of this crappy school.’

			Liam frowned. The school wasn’t exactly crappy. But it was kind of small. He shook the thought off quickly and covered it up with a laugh. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’

			

			They walked past the seniors’ courtyard where Amber and her group were practising dance moves. Amber paused mid-spin to glare at Liam.

			Clint stopped. ‘What’s up with her?’

			‘Amber?’ Liam shrugged. ‘Dunno. She just hates me.’

			Clint spat on the concrete and kept walking.

			Liam cringed and looked around quickly. Luckily, nobody had noticed.

			‘Kids here seem like losers,’ Clint said. ‘But not you. You’re chill.’

			After recess, Barry walked straight past Liam to the back of the class. Liam turned around a few times and tried to catch his eye, but Barry ignored him.

			He’s probably still mad about me missing basketball, Liam thought.

			Liam put down a tray of paints to share with Clint. The class were working on their endangered animals papier-mâché projects, but since most of the class was nearly finished, Mr Roberts had told Clint to paint a sea creature instead.

			Liam snuck a peek to see what Clint was painting, but he was still sketching an idea out in pencil. Liam was almost finished painting his dugong model dark grey when Marco passed by their desk on his way to the bin. ‘Whoa, man. Where’d you learn to draw like that?’
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