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      Author’s Note on Language



    

    
      Please note that the author and characters in this book are all from Australia, and it is written in the standard version of English there. So, colour is colour, not color, and realise is spelled realise, not realize. I recognise some North American readers may find this upsetting, and while I’m mindful of this, I am more mindful (scared) of my dad, mum, and siblings who would never let me live down any incorrect spelling.
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Chapter 1



Jett and Jack




    

    
      October

One thousand feet above sea level, Jett Cooper and his father, Jack, soared in their Spiffy 340X aircraft. Jett was in the front, and Jack was in the back seat of the aerobatic trainer. Jett picked Fisk Mountain in the distance as his reference point. He pulled the stick left and back with his hands and pushed the left rudder pedal with his foot. The Spiffy rolled in response. He adjusted the stick and foot pedal through the full 360-degree roll. His skin prickled and tingled. Early mornings were perfect for flying. The air was smooth and ideal for throwing the planes around and filming Jack’s student, Knox, during his final practice race, ready for selection in the World Air Competition.

‘We’re level at eight-fifty feet,’ said Jett.

‘Acknowledge—level at eight-fifty feet. That was better, but you were slow when releasing the back pressure on the stick when you were two twenty-five degrees in the roll,’ said his dad.

Jett agreed with Dad’s feedback. The mountain was too far to his right, and he was off course. Jett was meant to travel to the practice airspace between Kirri Kirri and Fisk Mountain. He was now heading towards Toowoomba. He corrected his heading with a right turn.

‘I’ll do another roll on the way back and some snap rolls, too.’ Jett was determined to perfect these basic manoeuvres.

‘Roger,’ said Dad.

Three puffy clouds were the only spots in the crisp, endless sky. The sky was freedom. Jett left behind his strict teachers, boring homework, poor grades, and his mum’s watchful eye when he flew. Flying with Dad at their flying school was the most important part of his life, except for Mum … most of the time.

‘Did you tell Mum about today?’ Jett asked.

Silence.

Jett sighed and shook his head. One day, Dad would tell Mum how many times they’d left a message on the school’s absentee line, saying Jett had a doctor’s appointment. Now and then, Dad forgot to leave a message, and the school office would call Mum to see if he was okay … those days weren’t good.

‘Can you see Knox?’ Jett peered over the instrument panel and spoke into the helmet’s mic.

‘Yeah, he’s below us. Above McCloud’s eastern paddock.’ Dad’s forearm rested on Jett’s right shoulder. Dad pointed to their two o’clock and about twenty-five degrees below them.

Jett scanned for a little Grinear 540 aircraft Knox flew. Its yellow livery was impossible to see against dry wheat crops and drought-parched fields.

Jett searched over the hills. Kirri Kirri was a series of rust-coloured, tin-roofed dots. Everyone down there was the size of ants.

A flash of yellow burst above the horizon.

‘Right! Got’m,’ said Jett.

‘I’m gunna get the video camera out. You’re gunna stay at this altitude, and don’t lose sight of Knox, okay?’ Dad prompted.

‘Acknowledge and affirmative,’ said Jett.

Jett followed Knox’s lead and banked left and right behind the Grinear during the basic warmups. Today, Knox would take his cues from the clock in his cockpit because the flying school didn’t have inflatable pylons to mark the course. His direction changes had to be snappy, and his airspeed needed to be over 200 knots if he was going to get a good time. Jett followed Knox through the course but was one hundred feet below. Jett’s flying wouldn’t be as fast and furious as Knox’s, but it was as close as he got to racing.

Jett had been begging to fly behind Knox and Dad’s other student, Charlie, while Dad filmed. When Dad said Jett could join him, he understood this was a test of his ability to fly fast and keep the racing planes in sight.

Jett locked his hands on the stick. He fixed his eyes on Knox. Jett kept Knox in line with the middle of his canopy.

‘When Knox levels out, take us down to seven hundred feet,’ said Dad, grunting and groaning.

The sound of paper maps being scrunched and a thunk came through the speakers in Jett’s helmet. The camera must have fallen. Dad groaned.

Knox was level. Jett pitched the nose of the Spiffy down, and the altimeter spun anticlockwise.

‘Aw, bugger! I’ve pulled my shoulder,’ Dad groaned.

Jett levelled out at seven hundred feet.

‘Your mum’s gunna have words with me if I go home injured again. Soon, she’ll ban me from flying altogether,’ said Dad, chuckling.

‘Do you think Mum will ever stop you flying?’ Jett checked his heading.

‘Nah, mate. She understands how much I love being up here. Imagine living with the two of us if we weren’t flying. We’d both be like bears with sore heads, eh?’

Dad was right. Mum had never asked Dad to stop flying, but she always looked relieved when they returned from a day at the flying school.

‘Hey!’ said Dad. ‘You know the Blue Wolf Competition Mr P’s been tryin’ to organise for the air show? Well, he’s done it. And the aviation authority lowered the age of competitors to fourteen. Aaaand, the winner gets a place at the flying academy!’

‘Yeah?’ said Jett, trying to keep his eyes on Knox. This was massive news. Jett wanted to look his dad in the eye to see if he was joking.

‘I’ve entered you, mate.’

Jett drew in a sharp breath, and his heart rate spiralled up. Was Dad serious?

‘What about Ella?’ said Jett.

‘I’ve entered her too. You’ll need to work hard 'cos she’s brilliant and wants to win, but remember, you’re Jack Cooper’s son.’

Dad had a point. Ella was the best junior race pilot in Queensland, but he’d been flying with Dad since he was five. Flying was in his blood, and he was good at it.

‘Let’s see if Knox follows the plan today and gives himself a shot at joining the World Air Comp. Where is he?’

‘At our one o’clock,’ said Jett.

‘Right! Got him in the centre of the shot. You ready?’ asked Dad.

‘Affirmative.’ This was it. Following Knox needed concentration and precision handling.

Jett rolled right and straightened, so Knox lined up in the centre of the canopy.

‘Knox, this is Jack. Remember, you’re aiming for the qualifying time of one minute and ten seconds today. We are ready to start filming in thirty seconds on my mark. Over,’ said Dad on the radio.

‘Jack, this is Knox. Acknowledge. Time check on your mark. Over.’

The timer on the dash was set to zero.

‘Knox and Jett, good positioning, everyone, and … mark,’ said Dad.

Jett’s airspeed was 185 knots. Altitude was steady at seven hundred feet. Fuel was three-quarters full. Knox turned left. Jett corrected his course with a jerk.

‘Loosen your grip!’ said Dad. Jett squeezed his hands and released the pressure. The stick moved freely and smoothly now.

Twenty seconds until Knox started.

‘What about Mum?’ said Jett.

The plane jumped a little, enough to remind Jett about where he was and what he was doing. He refocused and kept Knox in view.

Fifteen seconds.

‘Don’t worry about Mum. I’ve got a plan. We’re gunna practise and practise for the next six months, okay?’ said Dad.

There was a smile in his dad’s voice. Despite what Dad said, Mum would be hard to convince.

Ten seconds.

Flying with Dad was the best, but something niggled inside him when they lied to his mum.

Mum refused to fly. When Jett asked his dad why, Dad said, ‘One day, she thought about it too much and she started to worry.’ Jett got the feeling there was more to it, but he stopped asking.

‘Jett, keep nice and steady. Remember, first, fly the plane no matter what,’ said Dad. ‘Knox, you are cleared onto the track. Tail camera on. Smoke on.’

A grey line trailed behind the little Grinear. Jett reached out to the timer.

Dad continued, ‘Talk me through it. We’re ready in three, two, one—’

Jett’s heart pounded. He ignored it and kept Knox in line with the centre of the canopy.

‘Starting at 190 knots. Through the start gate—now,’ said Knox.

Jett pressed the timer.

‘Hard left, four, three, two, one, turn vertical, around the pylon—now.

Level, and three, two, one, through Gate 1.

Flip right, three, two, one, flick level, Gate 2.

Flip right—four, three, two, one, flick level, Gate 3.

Flip right, turn, turn, turn—three, two, one, around Chicane 1.

One-eighty degrees roll left, Chicane 2.

One-eighty right, Chicane 3.

Bank left to Gate 4. Turn, turn. Three, two, one, level. Tracking to Gate 4 now.

Straight, no … left. Correct … argh! This stupid plane!’

Knox misjudged his height and level through the gate and overcorrected.

‘Focus, Knox!’ barked Dad.

Jett startled and pulled the stick to the left. Knox disappeared behind his own smoke.

‘You too, Jett. Fly the plane,’ Dad snapped and tapped the back of Jett’s helmet.

Jett pushed the throttle forward and accelerated up to 190 knots. He was flying on instinct and reflex. He found Knox. Jett lined up the yellow plane again in time for the climb into the loop. He slipped underneath Knox, rolling right. He’d perfected the move during practice and was heading in the right direction to catch Knox at the bottom of the loop.

Knox kept talking through the course. ‘… three, two, one, Gate 4, and climb to loop, grunt, two, three, four, five—nose down.

Roll out, two, three, four, five … and where is the gate … there. Gate 5, level.’

Knox was on the second lap, but his turn through Gate 5 was wide. Jett changed his direction to keep him in view.

Jett felt everything Knox felt. He imagined his feet working the peddles through the course, one hand working the stick and the other on the throttle. He was in time with Knox, leaning into the turns and breathing even.

Knox’s little yellow plane flipped left, right, left, turned right, and then pivoted on its wing tip. He was wide on some turns and uneven going through the gates. He finished the course.

Dad said, ‘One minute and twenty seconds.’

The radio fell silent.

Knox’s voice crackled, ‘It would help if I didn’t fly from a clapped-out tin shed in this dust bowl.’

Knox always complained about flying older aircraft or the course being too complicated. Once, he suggested Dad was to blame. Jett never heard him say that twice.

Dad said, ‘If you spent the time working on the aircraft and understanding the mechanics of the machine—if you did the visualisation exercises I set you, your racing would be better.’

This time, Knox’s response to Dad’s comments was silence.

‘Let’s analyse the video back at the school,’ said Dad.

Up ahead, Knox turned off his smoke and peeled away from them. He then descended to about three hundred feet and turned back towards Kirri.

With one week left until the trials, Knox didn’t have time to knock ten seconds off his race time. Charlie would be the more competitive student.

Jett would be stoked if either of Dad’s students qualified for entry into the World Air Competition. Dad’s reputation as a top instructor would be cemented if Charlie or Knox got on the world circuit. When Jett finished school in four years, it would be his first chance for selection on the circuit. He didn’t want to wait until he was twenty-four, like Charlie and Knox. If he got into the academy, he’d get a head start and apply as soon as he graduated. He would be a fierce competitor who pushed the limits of aerobatic racing.

Right now, the Blue Wolf Junior Air Competition was his best chance of winning a scholarship to the flying academy and then getting onto the race circuit. Mum would need to agree to let him go if he won, even if it meant he’d leave Kirri. Mum wanted Jett to finish school in Kirri. She talked about his subject choices like he would stay at Kirri Kirri High School until Year Twelve, and she said things like, ‘Keep your options open’ and ‘Only one per cent of the top pilots make it onto the circuit.’

Jett’s future was flying. He loved seeing the world in miniature below them and wondering at the endless sky.

Jett wanted his mum to know he had entered the competition because he wanted her to watch him race.

‘Okay, boyo, let’s get back so I can take your lanky body and scruffy brain to school. You need to do schoolwork, so no flying tomorrow when I’m up with Charlie. Take us back,’ said Dad. Jett banked forty degrees right and headed to the Kirri Kirri Airfield.

Jett didn’t protest about missing filming Charlie’s flight the next day. They needed to ensure that wagging school was not bad enough to give the school a reason to call Mum.

‘Dad, aren’t you worried Mum will get angry about the competition?’

‘It will be a great surprise for her on the day. Okay?’

‘I want Mum to know. You know she won’t forgive us.’

His dad let out a long, slow breath. ‘Yep. And what if she says no?’

‘She might say yes. Imagine if I practise for months, and we get to the day, and then she says no.’

There was a long silence, and the headset crackled occasionally.

‘Let’s talk to her about it on the weekend,’ said Dad finally.

Jett’s stomach loosened a little. If Ella was allowed to fly in the competition and Dad was going to prepare them both, then Mum would see that everything would be okay.

    

  

    
      

Chapter 2



The Accident




    

    
      The next day, as Jett chewed on the last bite of his ham and cheese sandwich with tangy wasabi mayo, Charlie flew over the school in the bright yellow plane and Dad in the white Spiffy. They were late.

The sky was perfectly blue. The breeze didn’t stir any leaves on the gum trees surrounding the high school’s parched ovals. What he would give to be flying with his dad today.

Ella stopped running in the middle of the soccer pitch, inspected the sky, and called out, ‘Hey, is your dad in the Spiffy?’

‘Yep. Charlie’s in the Grinear. We should be up there,’ he yelled, dusting the crumbs off his white school shirt. Everyone lifted their eyes to the planes.

Jett wasn’t sure if he wanted Charlie to nail today’s practice and go through to the competition. From everything Dad said, Charlie deserved a spot in the World Air Competition. She was fiercely determined and worked harder than Knox. Knox was talented but less intense. Charlie gave Jett short, sharp answers as if he had irritated her when he spoke to her. Knox always grinned and called out to Jett when he wheeled his bike into the hangar at the flying school each afternoon. Sure, Knox had outbursts, but he was easier to talk to.

Jett closed his empty lunch box, sipped his water, and watched Dad and Charlie turn into dots and disappear.

After lunch, most of his classmates slumped over their desks or chairs in the heat—a fuggy lunchtime sports smell hung in the room. Ella, of course, was up the front and wide awake. Mr McCarthy was introducing them to A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

‘What is the role of Nick Bottom, Jett?’ asked Mr McCarthy.

‘I don’t know, Mr McCarthy,’ said Jett, yawning. And I don’t care.

‘Ella, can you help Jett?’ said the teacher.

‘Nick Bottom is in the play for comic relief because there’s a large difference between his confidence and his ability. Bottom’s foolishness is contrasted with Queen Titania’s elegance,’ Ella stated. Jett shot a poisonous look to the back of her head. She was the most annoying best friend.

‘Perfect, thanks, Ella. Sit up, Jett, and you may learn something from Bottom,’ said Mr McCarthy.

Jett didn’t understand the point of Shakespeare. This book would take up space in the bottom of his backpack for the next few weeks, and it would only see daylight during English. Somehow, it would appear like he’d dog-eared every page, even if he never touched it.

There was a knock on the door. The headmaster peered through the glass window and entered. The wrinkles on his brow were valleys, and his face was pale. Jett and Ella called him ‘The Head’ because his body seemed small compared to his dark, shiny dome.

‘Sorry, Mr McCarthy. Jett, I need you to come with me, please, and bring your things,’ he said.

The class stirred from the post-lunch daze and stared at Jett while he shoved his copy of Midsummer and his pencil case in his backpack. For once, Jett wasn’t worried about being in trouble. A quick scan of his memory didn’t drag up anything he’d done to earn The Head’s attention, but he was curious about what was happening. If it was about wagging yesterday, Dad would be back soon and he’d sort it out.

Jett and The Head walked down the long corridor to The Head’s office. Bill Jones, the local police sergeant, stood in front of the dark wooden office door with his cap in his hands. Bill ran his fingers around the rim. When he saw Jett, his eyes dropped to the ground. Whatever it was, Sergeant Jones had the wrong person.

‘Hey, Sergeant,’ greeted Jett as cheerily as he could without being too forced.

‘Come into the office, everyone,’ said The Head, and he made a cutting sign to Mrs D’Arcy. She nodded and punched buttons on the phone.

Jett relaxed into the stiff guest’s chair, and The Head sat in his. Bill remained standing.

‘Jett, I’m sorry. There’s been an accident. I need to take you home,’ said Bill.

Jett bolted up.

‘Is Mum okay? What’s happened in the ED?’

‘It’s your dad. He’s been in a crash, and he’s … um … he didn’t—’ Bill stopped speaking.

The silence in the room swallowed Jett. This didn’t make sense. Dad would never have an accident—not Dad. It was impossible. Out the window, the sky was still flawless and the trees hardly moved.

‘You’ve made a mistake. Take me to the flying school now. I’ll show you. He’ll be there with Charlie.’ Jett searched Bill’s face for signs of doubt.

Bill kept playing with the rim of his hat. ‘Your mum said to take you home.’

‘Tell her we’ll meet at the flying school,’ insisted Jett.

‘I’m taking you home.’



Preparing for the funeral and listening to the start of the accident investigation was like running in waist-high water. Jett fought every ache of his sorrow and emptiness.

His mum was like a sack of spuds. After the funeral and when family, friends, and everyone in Kirri Kirri settled back into their routines, Mum stayed in bed for days. She stared at the same spot on the wall in her bedroom for hours when she was awake. They were both broken but in different ways. Jett was red and sharp while Mum was a wet towel left on the floor.

Ella came over every day, before and after school. She made a cup of tea for Mum and opened her bedroom curtains to let light in. Eventually, Mum said thank you, and then she sat up; then she got up in the morning and returned to bed ten minutes later.

Ella helped Jett cut veggies and prepare simple meals in the afternoon before she went home to study. She filled part of the hole left by Dad. She was a friend to talk to about flying now the airfield was open again after the accident. Mum refused to speak about anything concerning planes, the flying school, or the airfield.

One night, Jett peeled carrots and Ella diced potatoes, ready to boil and make mash. She put down the knife and turned to him. ‘Hey, don’t hate me, but I’ve asked Garry to coach me for the competition.’

The swish of the peeler stayed steady and orange ribbons fell to the benchtop. He didn’t blame Ella, but he felt a spark of jealousy. She was doing what he wished he could do.

‘Have you talked to your mum about flying again?’ she asked.

Jett gaped at Ella. Mum hardly ate. The most she’d moved was from the bed to the bathroom. On a good day, Mum switched the kettle on and went straight back to bed.

‘No, I haven’t talked to her. You’ve seen her. What chance do I have?’

‘She’s lost her husband,’ said Ella.

‘I’ve lost my dad and my coach, and any chance I had of doing the one thing Dad and I loved. I’m not allowed to go to the flying school, the flying club, or even raise my gaze to the horizon,’ he spat. ‘No one at the airfield will speak to me because they’re scared of what Mum will say or do. Dad wouldn’t want this. Dad wanted me to train and compete.’

‘It’s hard for her too,’ Ella said in a whisper. ‘Give her time to grieve. She’ll come back. My dad did after a while.’

‘How long?’

‘A couple of years …’

Jett threw down the peeler and the carrot. He grabbed the bench and took deep breaths. He didn’t have a couple of years. He had to pass the scholarship exam for the flying academy or win the Blue Wolf Junior Air Competition. Jett could keep his dad with him if he could keep flying.

‘You don’t understand. I was born to fly; it’s what I’m meant to do.’ He picked up the carrot and resumed peeling.

Ella scooped the potato cubes into the water-filled pot and turned on the stove. ‘You’ve got one parent left.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow?’

‘Yep, tomorrow. Thanks for helping with Mum. I wish things were how they used to be.’

‘Me too.’ Ella let herself out through the back door. The fly screen squeaked and clicked shut.

He would find a way to get into the academy. Jett cut the carrots and checked the boiling potatoes. Mum might eat dinner tonight.

    

  

    
      

Chapter 3



The Kirri Kirri Airfield




    

    
      Six months later – April

Listening to the hum of the airfield preparing for the air show was much better than being at school. Jett wiped the sweat from his brow. After months of unanswered voice and text messages pleading to go to the flying club, Mr P finally said Jett could help set up for the air show. The area around the flying club was alive with people. Planes were arriving and taxiing into place. Small, colourful tents were stood up, and banners advertising food, clothing, and aviation supplies danced in the breeze.

It was two in the afternoon. Mum’s shift finished at three-thirty. He needed to be home by three just in case she finished early. The bike ride from the flying club to home would take about fifteen minutes. Only forty minutes left to ask Mr P about his entry in tomorrow’s competition.

Mr P was easy to see in his bright green Kirri Kirri Flying Club cap and a green hi-vis vest with President written across the back. Easy to see but hard to speak to. He was surrounded by groups of volunteers preparing the airfield for the air show or the various news reporters trying to get a story about the competition and Knox’s guest appearance.

Jett kept his head down when the cameras were around. If Mum saw his face on the local news, or someone saw him and mentioned it to her, he’d be grounded forever.

Five people, including Ella’s coach, Garry, left Mr P and walked towards the light aircraft static display.

‘Hey, Jett,’ called Mr P. ‘We’re gunna put the base of one of the race pylons over there now. Can ya push that bug smasher over next to Garry’s Windemere?’

‘Sure, Mr P,’ said Jett, looking up. ‘Could I have a few minutes to speak to—’

Mr P called over a group of men and women and started talking and pointing at various locations behind the runway. They wore blue-and-white shirts with the Blue Wolf logo on the back. They must be the pylon crew.

Only thirty-five minutes ’til he needed to leave. The Windemere, an ultralight aircraft, was over near the fuel point, and it would take him ten minutes to get there and back.

The crew moved away from Mr P. Jett bolted over to the clubhouse and bounded up the steps.

Mr P glanced up from his clipboard. ‘That didn’t take long.’

‘I need to ask you about tomorrow,’ said Jett.

‘It’s not a good time. The bushfires are gettin’ a bit closer. I have to—’ Mr P focused on something over Jett’s head.

‘Is the entry still valid? Can I race?’

There were clicking footsteps on the wooden ramp behind them.

‘Mr Philpott?’ said a woman.

Mr P patted Jett’s shoulder. ‘We’ll talk later.’

‘I only have thirty minutes.’ Jett let out a big sigh.

‘That ultralight still needs movin’,’ said Mr P, stepping aside to let Jett pass him and to give him access to the ramp on the other side of the veranda.

‘It’s a simple question. Please, Mr P?’

Mr P moved behind him, but Jett wouldn’t let this go. Jett spun around.

Kirri’s local news reporter, Sharon Stanthorpe, stood in front of Mr P with a microphone in her hand and a camera operator behind her. ‘No! It can’t be. Jett Cooper, is that you? I haven’t seen you since the funeral. You look so much like your father.’

Sharon hadn’t physically been at Dad’s funeral; she did the voice-over for the six-thirty news. The footage of Jett holding up his mum, dressed in black with oversized sunglasses and standing next to the gravesite, still burned in his memory. Mum could hardly stand; she was so upset. She didn’t need to have those images splashed across the TV and on the local paper’s front page with the headline Grief-Stricken Wife. And the next day, Pilot Error!

‘Are you flying in the junior competition tomorrow?’ said Sharon, with a glint in her eyes. She pushed the microphone into Jett’s face.

Jett stared at Mr P, who was rubbing his neck.

‘That’s enough, Sharon. Jett, can ya do as I asked?’ said Mr P.

Sharon took a deep, exaggerated breath. ‘I’d like to get footage of you next to one of your dad’s planes. I can ask Knox to come over and act as if he’s teaching you, just like your dad used to. It’ll be a great follow-up from my last story about your dad, Knox, and Charlie.’ She spoke rapidly and forcefully, like he didn’t have a choice.

‘Leave him be. There’s plenty o’ other stories to be had here,’ said Mr P.

Jett squeezed past Sharon and the camera operator, relieved to be clear of the camera.

He walked over to the white ultralight aircraft. He’d hate to fly it in a race. It would come off second best if it contacted a pylon. Not that the pylons were rigid; they were made of soft fabric and designed to collapse if a wing or blade struck them. That’s how flimsy the bug smasher looked.

Jett pulled the chocks from under the wheels and placed them on the seat. With no effort, he pushed it towards Garry’s Windemere. Steering was as easy as pushing or pulling on the wing strut.

He navigated the ultralight past the four small flying-school race trainers lined up as if they were on a racetrack starting grid. Jett knew them all. The small blue one leaked oil if it sat on the ground for more than two days. The bright red one only started if you said ‘hello’ in a kind voice—true fact! The two yellows, Bob and Chloe, were twins. They looked the same but were different, although it was hard to tell them apart until you sat in them. Bob’s seat was torn, and Chloe’s steering column was painted yellow. The last time he saw Chloe, Charlie was flying her, with Dad following behind in the Spiffy. Chloe was difficult to fly; that’s why Charlie flew her. Everyone else flew Bob. Jett shook his head.

Jett wheeled the ultralight next to the Windemere 400, Garry’s turboprop scenic flight aircraft.

Garry, wearing his battered, blue flying-club cap, popped above the Windemere’s open cowling. Jett was between the two aircraft, and Garry was on the other side.

‘Hey, hey!’ said Garry. ‘I didn’t see your name on the list of competitors for the competition.’

‘Yeah. I dunno what’s goin’ on,’ said Jett. He wasn’t too worried about what Garry knew. Jett reached into the ultralight’s footwell, lifted the chocks from the pilot’s seat, and wedged them under the wheel.

‘Ella is dead keen on beating you!’ Garry smiled broadly. Jett was eager to race Ella and beat her, too. If only Mr P would answer his question. Jett checked his watch. It was two-forty. He stood up straight and scanned the immediate area. Garry closed the cowling and wiped his hands on a red rag.

‘How’s your mum?’ asked Garry.

What was he supposed to say? ‘She’s in a hard spot. There’s the flying school debt and the investigation.’

Jett didn’t like people talking about his mum and the accident. Sure, she’d banned him from flying, and she thought he was a kid, but she was still his mum.

‘She’s okay,’ said Jett. ‘I really need to see Mr P and then get home.’

Garry’s eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. He looked terrified.

A firm hand gripped Jett’s shoulder. He stiffened.

‘Get home before your mum gets home?’ said a dangerous voice from behind.

Garry ducked behind his aircraft faster than a startled rabbit.

Jett turned to see his mum in her green scrubs, with her hands on her hips.

‘I can explain—’ he started, but there was no point.

‘Mr Philpott!’ she yelled.

For a person Jett couldn’t get next to all day, Mr P appeared instantly, clutching his chest and breathing hard. His eyes were wide, and his lips trembled. ‘Hello, Cathy. I forgot you were comin’ to discuss presentin’ Jack’s award.’

‘I think we have a bigger problem to discuss. You let a fourteen-year-old boy skip school to feed his fantasy of being a pilot?’ It wasn’t a question, but Mr P went to speak.

‘NO! NO! There is nothing that justifies this, Mr Philpott. I have spoken to you and written to you and your committee asking, no, begging, you not to allow my son near this place. He needs to be at school, not risking his life in these sloppy excuses for aircraft and mooning around with a bunch of old has-been pilots. His father died putting these things ahead of his family.’ She pointed at Chloe and Bob. Tears streamed down her flushed cheeks.

Now, she’d gone too far. ‘Mum, it’s not Mr P’s fault. I told him you said it was okay,’ said Jett.

‘And you believed him?’ said Mum to Mr P. ‘Enough is enough. If you let Jett anywhere near this place tomorrow, I will call the police and shut this thing down. Do you understand me?’

Mr P shrank and looked smaller than Jett had ever seen. Jett was crushed. She’d actually written to the committee. How could she? She’d ruined going to the flying club for him, too. Now, Jett longed to flee the one place where Dad was still alive for him.

‘Cathy, ya know, I think it’s a waste of Jett’s talent, but I understand. I’ll still gunna present the Jack Cooper Encouragement Award to the most promisin’ junior pilot on the final day of the air show,’ he said, staring her in the eye and growing a little.

‘Bah! That’s why I’m here. Do what you want with it. I will not be here. Jett will not be here. Jett, get in the car,’ she said, turning to her son.

Jett implored Mr P for an answer to his question without saying anything.

Mr P nodded. That’s all Jett needed.

‘Get in the car!’ Mum was red and foamy. He glanced over at his bike parked against the wall of the flying club building and his school backpack hanging off the handle. He’d collect them tomorrow.

The buzz of busy people setting up stopped. Jett walked to the car, feeling the eyes of all the club members on him. There was pity on their faces. They felt sorry for him, and he hated it.

He opened the car door and stared at Mum with fury, but her glare was fiercer. He ducked into the car.

His mum slammed her car door, wiped her eye with the sleeve of her cardigan, and started the engine.
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