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      SCAT

      
      ‘Carl Hiaasen is a supremely entertaining writer whose novels also bear a timely message … all the Hiaasen trademarks are
         there: wit, particularly in the vituperative repartee … an abiding belief in the power of the individual to alter things,
         and an instinct for ingenious plotting that never lets him down.’
      

      
      Nicholas Tucker, Independent

      
      ‘Scat, by veteran crime heavyweight Carl Hiaasen is a great choice for the eco-aware … Hiaasen manages to tackle big themes
         such as conservation and the Iraq war without being patronising.’ Big Issue Scotland

      
      ‘The third punchy, funny, eco-mystery from Hiaasen focuses on the endangered Florida panther and the strange fate of Nick,
         Marta and Smoke’s terrifying biology teacher, released into the wilds of the black vine swamp. The plot is as thick as the
         vines’ The Bookseller

      
      ‘Carl Hiaasen definitely has a knack for adventure. Every story he creates always has some crazy plot that makes you think
         as well as laugh! … Hiaasen poses the problem of destroying the environment for monetary gain and how it affects the ecosystem
         in a hilarious manner. He also throws in some other great themes to think about: not judging people by their history/the way
         they look, believing in yourself and never giving up, learning to live with what you’ve got, and working as a team.’ Amazon.co.uk
      

      
      ‘Wow! This is a brilliant fast paced adventure which even the most reluctant reader will be unable to put down. Equally suitable
         for boys or girls it is both humorous and thought provoking. With serious issues like the emotional impact of the Iraq war
         on the families involved and the impact on the environment when man becomes too greedy.’ Waterstones.com

      
      ‘fast paced environmental thriller … fun, often surprising, with lots of very eccentric teachers and pretty smart kids. You
         will also learn a lot about biology and panthers along the way. Carl Hiaasen knows his Florida and the Everglades really well
         and any reader 10 and up will really thrill to this topical adventure.’
      

      
      Hackwriters.com

      
      ‘Totally topical, Scat is a brilliant, fast-moving eco-aware thriller set in the swamps of Florida … Behind the great adventure are serious messages
         and warnings about the despoliation of a very special area.’
      

      
      Lovereading4kids.com

      
      ‘As ever with Hiaasen, rambunctious humour and twisted French-farce plotting make the book a joy to read, and there’s the
         usual undercurrent of scathing indignation against moden civilisation’s stupidities.’ Financial Times

      
      ‘Scat is a funny and furiously fast-moving novel populated by engaging characters and fuelled by a strong sense of moral outrage.’
         Guardian

      
      ‘this is full of intrigue and plotlines cleverly entwined to give plenty of food for thought … an exciting, unputdownable
         read.’ Primary Times

      
      ‘This is a real nail-biting eco-thriller, setting the can-do optimism of youth against the greed of the baddies.’ Carousel

      
      ‘a funny, believable, environmentally friendly tween thriller.’ Kirkus Reviews

      
      ‘Once again, Hiaasen has written an edge-of-the-seat eco-thriller … From the first sentence readers will be hooked … This
         well-written and smoothly plotted story, with fully realized characters, will certainly appeal to mystery lovers.’ School Library Journal

      
      ‘Hiaasen’s sense of humour is spot-on as usual, and his south Florida setting will keep you warm this winter.’ Teacher’s Picks,
         The Instructor

      
      ‘Don’t expect any environmental preaching here, although a few science facts cleverly sneak into the story; instead, count
         on a page turner that issues its own low-key call of the wild.’ The Horn Book Magazine

      
      ‘an absorbing thriller, full of Floridian flora and fauna and the colourful characters Hiassen fans, young and old, have come
         to expect.’ New York Post

      
      ‘ingenious plotting’ New York Times
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      This is dedicated to the memory of Dr David Maehr, a gifted wildlife biologist who helped me during the research for this
         book. Dave spent many years tracking and studying Florida’s endangered panthers. Because of his efforts, and those of others
         who followed, these magnificent cats still roam wild in the swamps and prairies of southern Florida.
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      The day before Mrs Starch vanished, her biology students trudged silently, as always, into the classroom. Their expressions
         reflected the usual mix of dread and melancholy, for Mrs Starch was the most feared teacher at the Truman School.
      

      
      When the bell rang, she unfolded stiffly, like a crane, and rose to her full height of nearly six feet. In one hand she twirled
         a sharpened pencil, a sure sign of trouble to come.
      

      
      Nick glanced across the aisle at Marta Gonzalez. Her brown eyes were locked on Mrs Starch, and her thin elbows were planted
         like fence posts, pinning her biology book open to Chapter Eight. Nick had left his own textbook in his locker, and his palms
         were sweating.
      

      
      “Good morning, people,” said Mrs Starch, in a tone so mild that it was chilling. “Who’s prepared to tell me about the Calvin
         cycle?”
      

      
      Only one hand rose. It belonged to Graham, who always claimed to know the answers but never did. Mrs Starch hadn’t called
         on him since the first week of school.
      

      
      “The Calvin cycle,” she repeated. “Anybody?”

      
      Marta looked as if she might throw up again. The last time that had happened, Mrs Starch had barely waited until the floor was mopped before instructing Marta to write a paper
         listing five major muscles used in the act of regurgitation.
      

      
      Nick and the other students had been blown away. What kind of teacher would punish a kid for puking?

      
      “By now,” Mrs Starch was saying, “the photosynthetic process should be familiar to all of you.”

      
      Marta gulped hard, twice. She’d been having nightmares about Mrs Starch, who wore her dyed blonde hair piled to one side of
         her head, like a beach dune. Mrs Starch’s school wardrobe never varied: a polyester trouser suit in one of four faded pastel
         colours, and drab brown flats. She painted heavy violet make-up on her eyelids, yet she made no effort to conceal an odd crimson
         mark on her chin. The mark was the shape of an anvil and the subject of wild speculation, but nobody had ever had the nerve
         to ask Mrs Starch about it.
      

      
      Marta’s eyes flicked miserably towards Nick, then back to the teacher. Nick was fond of Marta, although he wasn’t sure if
         he liked her enough to sacrifice himself to Mrs Starch, who had begun to pace. She was scanning the class, selecting a victim.
      

      
      A droplet of perspiration glided like a spider down Nick’s neck. If he worked up the courage to raise his hand, Mrs Starch
         would pounce swiftly. Right away she’d see that he had forgotten his biology book, a crime that would be forgiven only if
         Nick was able to explain and then diagram the Calvin cycle, which was unlikely. Nick was still struggling to figure out the
         Krebs cycle from Chapter Seven.
      

      
      “Plants, as we all know, are vital to human existence,” said Mrs Starch, on patrol. “And without the Calvin cycle, plants
         could not exist. Could not exist…”
      

      
      Graham was waving his arm and squirming like a puppy. The rest of the class prayed that Mrs Starch would call on him, but
         she acted as if he were invisible. Abruptly she spun to a halt at the front of Marta’s row.
      

      
      Marta sat rigidly in the second desk, behind a brainy girl named Libby who knew all about the Calvin cycle – all about everything
         – but seldom made a peep.
      

      
      “The chart on page one hundred and sixty-nine,” Mrs Starch went on, “makes it all plain as day. It’s an excellent illustration,
         and one that you are likely to encounter on a test. Quite likely…”
      

      
      Marta lowered her head, a tactical mistake. The movement, slight as it was, caught Mrs Starch’s attention.

      
      Nick sucked in a breath. His heart raced and his head buzzed, because he knew that it was now or never. Marta seemed to shrink
         under Mrs Starch’s icy gaze. Nick could see tears forming at the corners of Marta’s eyes, and he hated himself for hesitating.
      

      
      “Come on, people, snap out of your coma,” Mrs Starch chided, tapping the pencil on Libby’s desk. “The Calvin cycle?”

      
      The only reply was a ripping noise – Marta’s trembling elbows, tearing holes in the pages of her book.

      
      Mrs Starch frowned. “I was hoping for a sea of hands,” she said with a disappointed sigh. “But, once again, it seems I’ll
         have to pick a volunteer. An unwilling volunteer…”
      

      
      As the teacher pointed her pencil at the top of Marta’s head, Nick raised his hand.
      

      
      I’m toast, he thought. She’s gonna crush me like a bug.

      
      Lowering his eyes, he braced to hear Mrs Starch call his name.

      
      “Oh, Duane?” she sang out.

      
      Great, Nick thought. She forgot who I am.

      
      But when he looked up, he saw the teacher aiming her pencil at another kid on the other side of the classroom. The mean old
         bird had totally faked him out, and Marta, too.
      

      
      The other kid’s name really was Duane, and Nick had known him since elementary school, when he was two years ahead of Nick
         and known as Duane the Dweeb. One summer, Duane the Dweeb grew ten centimetres and gained ten kilos and from then on everybody
         called him Smoke, because that’s what he wanted to be called. Some kids said it was because he was a pyro.
      

      
      “So, Duane,” Mrs Starch said sweetly. “Have you finished Chapter Eight?”

      
      Rumpled and sleepy-looking, Smoke grunted and raised his eyes towards the teacher. Nick couldn’t see his expression, but the
         slump of his shoulders suggested a profound lack of interest.
      

      
      “Duane?”

      
      “I guess I read it, yeah.”

      
      “You guess?” Using a thumb and two fingers, Mrs Starch spun the yellow pencil into a blur, like a miniature aeroplane propeller.
         Under less stressful circumstances it would have been entertaining.
      

      
      “I read so much,” Smoke said, “I forget which is which.”

      
      Several students struggled to smother giggles.
      

      
      Marta reached across the aisle, nudged Nick, and mouthed the words “Thank you.”

      
      Nick felt his face redden.

      
      “For raising your hand,” Marta whispered.

      
      Nick shrugged. “No big deal,” he whispered back.

      
      Mrs Starch moved across the classroom and positioned herself beside Smoke’s desk. “I see you brought your biology book today,”
         she said. “That’s progress, Duane.”
      

      
      “I guess.”

      
      “But you’ll find that it’s much easier to read when it’s not upside down.” Mrs Starch rotated the textbook, using the eraser
         end of her pencil.
      

      
      Smoke nodded. “Yeah, that’s better.”

      
      He tried to flip open the book, but Mrs Starch pressed down firmly with the pencil, holding the cover closed.

      
      “No peeking,” she said. “Tell me how the Calvin cycle produces sugar from carbon dioxide, and why that’s so important to photosynthesis.”
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      “Gimme a minute.” Smoke casually began to pick at a nasty-looking spot on his meaty, fuzz-covered neck.

      
      Mrs Starch said, “We’re all waiting,” which was true. The other students, including Nick and Marta, were on the edge of their
         seats. They were aware that something major and possibly legendary was about to occur, though they had no clue that within
         forty-eight hours they would each be questioned by sheriff’s officers and asked to tell what they’d seen and heard.
      

      
      Smoke wasn’t as tall as Mrs Starch, but he was built like a bull. His size and attitude intimidated all of his classmates and most of his teachers, though not Mrs Starch. When Smoke
         tried to flick her pencil off his book, it didn’t budge.
      

      
      He leaned back, cracked his knuckles, and said, “What’s the question again?”

      
      Marta groaned under her breath. Nick gnawed his upper lip. The longer Smoke stalled, the worse it was going to be when Mrs
         Starch closed in.
      

      
      “For the last time,” she said coldly, “tell us about the Calvin cycle.”

      
      “Is that like a Harley?” Smoke asked, and the students erupted in laughter.

      
      They grew quiet just as quickly, because Mrs Starch was smiling – and Mrs Starch never smiled.

      
      Marta covered her face. “Has he got a death wish, or what?” she said to Nick, who had a bad feeling about the whole scene.

      
      “So, Duane, it turns out you’re a comedian!” Mrs Starch said. “And all this time we thought you were just another dull lump
         with no talent and no future.”
      

      
      “I guess,” said Smoke, who had resumed probing his inflamed blemish.

      
      “You do a lot of guessing, don’t you?”

      
      “So what?”

      
      “Well, I am guessing that you haven’t even glanced at Chapter Eight,” said Mrs Starch. “Am I right?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “And I’m also guessing that you’re more interested in playing with your acne than you are in learning the photosynthetic process.”

      
      Smoke’s hand came off his neck and dropped to his side.
      

      
      Looming over him, Mrs Starch said, “A teacher’s job is to identify and cultivate each student’s strengths, and then encourage
         him or her to utilise those strengths in the pursuit of knowledge.”
      

      
      There wasn’t a trace of anger in her voice, which Nick found creepy.

      
      “So, Duane,” she continued, “what I’d like you to do – since you’re obviously fascinated by the subject – is to write a five-hundred-word
         essay about spots.”
      

      
      The class cracked up again – Nick and Marta, too, in spite of themselves. This time the kids couldn’t stop laughing.

      
      Mrs Starch waited before continuing. “You should start with some basic human biology – what causes glandular skin eruptions
         in adolescents? There’s plenty of information on the internet, Duane, so I’ll expect at least three different research references.
         The second part of the paper should summarise the history of acne, both medically and in popular culture. And then the last
         section could deal with your own personal spot, the one with which you seem so enchanted.”
      

      
      Smoke stared darkly at Mrs Starch.

      
      “And here’s the best part, Duane,” she said. “I want the essay to be funny, because you’re a funny fellow. An extremely funny
         fellow.”
      

      
      “Not me.”

      
      “Oh, don’t be modest. You had everybody in stitches just a moment ago.” Mrs Starch turned her back on Smoke and bobbed the
         pencil gaily in the air. “Come on, people, what do you say? Wouldn’t it be amusing for Duane to write a humorous essay on spots and then read it aloud to the
         whole class?”
      

      
      Nobody was giggling anymore, and even Graham had yanked down his hand. Smoke wasn’t a popular kid, but it was impossible not
         to feel sorry for him. Mrs Starch was being exceptionally brutal, even for Mrs Starch.
      

      
      Marta looked queasy again, and Nick was starting to feel the same way. Smoke was a loner and definitely freaky, but he never
         hassled anybody as long as he was given plenty of space.
      

      
      “Nick?” Mrs Starch said.

      
      Nick sagged at his desk and thought: I can’t believe this.

      
      “Mr Waters, are you with us today?”

      
      “Yes, Mrs Starch.”

      
      “Be honest – wouldn’t you and your classmates enjoy hearing Duane read his pimple paper?”

      
      Nick’s chin dropped to his chest. If he answered yes, he’d risk making a mortal enemy of Smoke. If he answered no, Mrs Starch
         would pick on him mercilessly for the rest of the school year.
      

      
      He wished that he could make himself faint, or maybe swallow his own tongue. An ambulance ride would be better than this.

      
      “Well?” Mrs Starch prodded.

      
      Nick tried to think of something to say that would free Smoke from doing the essay and at the same time not anger Mrs Starch.

      
      “Honestly, I’d rather learn about the Calvin cycle,” he said, “than Duane’s zits.”

      
      A few students snickered nervously.
      

      
      “No offence,” Nick added, with a lame nod to Smoke, who sat expressionless.

      
      Mrs Starch showed no mercy. She spun around and tapped Smoke on the crown of his head. “Five hundred words,” she said, “by
         the end of the week.”
      

      
      Smoke scowled. “I don’t think so.”

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      “It ain’t fair.”

      
      “Really? Is it fair for you to come to my class so unprepared and hopelessly unfamiliar with the study material? To waste
         my time, and that of your fellow students – you think that’s fair, Duane?”
      

      
      Smoke brushed a shock of jet-black hair out of his eyes. “I ’pologise, ’kay? Now just let it go.”

      
      Mrs Starch bent down slowly, peering like a heron about to spear a minnow. “Well, what happened to our class comedian?” she
         asked. “Are you all out of jokes?”
      

      
      “I guess.”

      
      “That’s too bad, because I expect five hundred hilarious words – double-spaced.”

      
      “No way,” Smoke said.

      
      Mrs Starch positioned the tip of the pencil so that it was even with the tip of his nose.

      
      “Way,” she said.

      
      Nick looked anxiously at Marta, who had closed her biology book and laid her head upon the desk.

      
      Smoke took a swat at the pencil, but Mrs Starch jerked it away.

      
      “Get outta my face,” he said, “or else you’ll be sorry.”

      
      “Is that a threat, Duane?” Mrs Starch didn’t sound too worried.
      

      
      Smoke said, “Ain’t a threat. It’s a fact.”

      
      “No, here’s a fact.” Once more she levelled her pencil at his nose. “You will write a five-hundred-word essay about spots
         and you will read it aloud to all of us, or you will fail this class and have to take it again next year. Do you understand?”
      

      
      Smoke crossed his eyes as he stared down the yellow shaft of Mrs Starch’s sharpened pencil.

      
      “I guess,” he said.

      
      Then he calmly chomped the pencil in half, chewed up the graphite along with the splinters, and swallowed the whole mouthful
         with a husky gulp.
      

      
      Mrs Starch backed away, eyeing with alarm the moist stump of wood that remained in her fingers.

      
      Nobody else in the room moved a muscle except for Smoke, who dropped his biology book into a camouflage-patterned backpack,
         stood up, and ambled out of the door.
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      As they were walking home from the bus stop, Nick told Marta: “It’s not over between those two. You just wait.”
      

      
      “I am so glad there’s no lesson tomorrow,” she said. “I can’t deal with it – she’s a witch and he’s a total moron.”

      
      The science classes were taking an all-day field trip to the Black Vine Swamp, which was out near the Big Cypress Preserve.
         Mrs Starch herself had picked the location, describing it as ‘a festival of photosynthesis’. The swamp was famous for exotic
         orchids and ancient cypress trees, but Nick was hoping to see a panther.
      

      
      “We’ll probably catch malaria from the mosquitoes,” Marta said, “but it can’t possibly be more painful than her stupid biology
         lesson.”
      

      
      Nick laughed. “We haven’t had rain for two weeks. There won’t be many mosquitoes.”

      
      “Spiders, then. Whatever.” Marta waved and turned up the driveway of her house.

      
      Nick lived three blocks away, in the same part of town. His house was actually closer to the bus stop, but lately he’d been
         taking the long way home so that he could walk with Marta.
      

      
      From the front step, she called back to him: “Hey, do you think he’ll show up for the field trip?”
      

      
      “Smoke?”

      
      “Who else?”

      
      Nick said, “I hope not.”

      
      “Me, too.” Marta waved once more and disappeared through the doorway.

      
      As soon as Nick got home, he hurried to the computer in the den and checked his emails. He was waiting to hear from his father,
         a captain in the National Guard who for the last seven months had been stationed in the Anbar province of Iraq.
      

      
      Nick’s dad emailed almost every morning, but Nick and his mother hadn’t heard from him in three days. This had happened before,
         when his father was on a field mission with his unit. Nick tried not to let himself worry.
      

      
      His mom was a guard at the Collier County Jail. She finished work at four-thirty in the afternoon and was usually home by
         five-fifteen at the latest. Nick stayed at the computer, researching an English paper and rechecking his emails every few
         minutes. By the time his mother came in the door, he’d still heard nothing from his father.
      

      
      “How was your day?” his mom asked.

      
      “Some kid ate Mrs Starch’s pencil. You wouldn’t believe it,” Nick said. “Gobbled it right out of her hand.”

      
      “Any particular reason?”

      
      “He was mad, I guess. She made fun of a big ol’ gnarly zit on his neck.”

      
      Nick’s mother set her purse heavily on the kitchen counter. “Tell me again why we’re spending all this money on a private school.”
      

      
      “Wasn’t my idea,” Nick reminded her. “Smaller classes?”

      
      “That was one reason.”

      
      “And better teachers, you said.”

      
      “So we’d been told.”

      
      “And the low Freak Factor,” Nick added.

      
      “Right.” His mother frowned. “And now you’re telling me there’s a boy in biology who thinks he’s a termite.”

      
      “More like a beaver,” Nick said. “But Mrs Starch shouldn’t have made fun of him. He’s not a kid you want to mess with.”

      
      Nick’s mother took a carton of orange juice from the fridge and emptied it into a small glass.

      
      “What’s the pencil-eater’s name?” she asked.

      
      “Duane Scrod. You don’t know him.”

      
      “Spelled S-c-r-o-d?”

      
      Nick said, “Yeah, that’s right.”

      
      “Then it’s Duane Scrod Jr. I know his father, Duane Sr.”

      
      “From the jail?”

      
      Nick’s mom nodded. “He did six months for burning down a Chevy dealership in Port Charlotte, all because his Tahoe’s gear
         box went on Alligator Alley.”
      

      
      No wonder the kid turned out the way he did, Nick thought. His old man’s a whack job.

      
      “What’s for dinner?” Nick asked his mother.

      
      “Spaghetti, spaghetti, or spaghetti.”

      
      “Guess I’ll try the spaghetti.”

      
      “Excellent choice.”

      
      “Hey, did Dad email you at work today?”

      
      “No. How about you?”

      
      “Not yet,” Nick said.
      

      
      His mother managed a smile. “Don’t worry. He’s probably away from base camp.”

      
      “I’ll go look on the computer again—”

      
      “Let’s eat first, Nicky. Know what? I’m not really in the mood for pasta. Why don’t we go out for some barbecue?”

      
      “You sure, Mom?”

      
      “Sure as can be,” she said, finishing off the juice. “What time is it in Iraq right now?”

      
      “Like one-thirty in the morning.”

      
      “Oh, then he’s probably asleep.”

      
      “Yeah,” Nick said. “I bet he’s sleeping. I bet we’ll hear from him tomorrow.”
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      The headmaster, Dr Dressler, was neat and cautious and mildly-spoken. He was happiest when the Truman School ran smoothly
         and harmony was in the air. He was unhappiest when the students and staff were buzzing and distracted.
      

      
      “Tell me exactly what happened,” he said to Mrs Starch.

      
      She held up the half-eaten pencil. “The young man has serious anger-control issues,” she said.

      
      Dr Dressler examined the evidence. “And you’re sure he didn’t spit the rest out?”

      
      “Oh, no, he swallowed it,” Mrs Starch reported. “Most definitely.”

      
      “Why didn’t you send him to the nurse’s office?”

      
      “Because he stormed out of my classroom,” she said, adding with disapproval, “sixteen minutes before the bell. Sixteen full
         minutes.”
      

      
      “The splinters could be harmful to his internal organs—”

      
      “I’m well aware of that, Dr Dressler.”

      
      “The boy’s parents should be notified as soon as possible.”

      
      “And informed, at the same time, of his disruptive and unacceptable actions.”

      
      “Of course,” Dr Dressler said uneasily.

      
      Like everybody else at the Truman School, he tried to avoid Mrs Starch whenever possible. Ever since taking the headmaster
         job, he’d heard strange stories. She lived alone, yet no one seemed to know whether she was divorced or she was a widow. According
         to one rumour, her house was filled with stuffed dead animals, such as skunks and raccoons. According to other gossip, she
         kept fifty-three snakes as pets, including a diamondback rattler.
      

      
      Officially, Mrs Starch’s private life was none of Dr Dressler’s business. As a teacher she was punctual, thorough, and hardworking.
         Students might be afraid of Mrs Starch, but they also learned a lot from her. Truman classes always scored exceptionally well
         on the biology questions in national tests.
      

      
      Still, Dr Dressler couldn’t help but wonder if any of the weird tales about Mrs Starch were true. He found himself uncomfortable
         in her presence, probably because Mrs Starch was so large and imposing and spoke to him as if he were a half-witted nephew.
      

      
      She said, “I’ll be happy to phone Duane’s parents myself.”
      

      
      “That’s all right. You’ve got the field trip tomorrow—”

      
      “We’re all packed and ready to go, Dr Dressler.”

      
      “Good. Very good.” He smiled impassively. “But I’ll contact the Scrods. It’s my responsibility.”

      
      “Oh, I really don’t mind,” Mrs Starch said, a bit too cheerily.

      
      “Let me handle it, please.”

      
      Mrs Starch rose to leave. Dr Dressler carefully sealed the mangled remains of the pencil into a plastic bag of the type used
         for sandwiches.
      

      
      “The pencil was in my hand when he attacked it. He could easily have nipped off my fingers,” Mrs Starch said. “I assume disciplinary
         measures will be taken.”
      

      
      The Truman School had a detailed Code of Conduct for students, but offhand the headmaster couldn’t think of a rule that applied
         to eating a teacher’s pencil. He supposed that it fell under the category of ‘unruly behaviour’.
      

      
      “What prompted Duane to do something like this?” he asked Mrs Starch.

      
      “He became angry when I asked him to write a paper,” she explained, “and the reason I asked him to write a paper was that
         he failed to do his class reading. As a result, he was unable to discuss the study material when called upon.”
      

      
      “I see.” Dr Dressler opened a drawer and deposited the bag containing the mangled pencil into it.

      
      “By the way, will you be coming along on our field trip?” Mrs Starch asked. “You can ride with me.”

      
      “I’m afraid I can’t,” the headmaster replied quickly. “I’ve got a … a meeting, a board meeting in the morning. Board of trustees.”
      

      
      And if there’s not a meeting, Dr Dressler thought, I’ll arrange one. He was not an outdoor person, and his contact with nature
         was limited to glimpses of wildlife on Animal Planet while he flipped channels between cooking shows. Dr Dressler was certain that any place called the Black Vine Swamp was no
         place he wanted to be.
      

      
      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Mrs Starch told him.

      
      “I’m sure you’re right.”

      
      After she left his office, Dr Dressler phoned the Scrod household. A man answered, growled something that Dr Dressler couldn’t
         understand, and hung up.
      

      
      Perplexed, Dr Dressler pulled out the file of Duane Scrod Jr. It showed that the boy had been held back two years in infants’
         school and later was expelled from a public middle school for fighting with his PE teacher. During that scuffle, the teacher
         lost three teeth and the tip of his right little finger, which Duane had gnawed off and consumed.
      

      
      Dr Dressler thought: There seems to be a pattern here.

      
      The mystery of how a person such as Duane Scrod Jr got accepted into the Truman School was solved when Dr Dressler came across
         a letter from the previous headmaster reflecting a large cash donation from Duane’s wealthy grandmother, who was also paying
         his tuition.
      

      
      Dr Dressler concluded that it would be bad for the Truman School and its future endowments if young Duane became seriously ill from devouring Mrs Starch’s pencil. He put away
         the file and somewhat wearily headed for the car park, where he got into his car and – using his nifty new dashboard sat nav
         – made his way to the address of Mr Duane Scrod Sr.
      

      
      The unpainted house sat along an unpaved road through some pine scrub on the outskirts of Naples. By the time Dr Dressler
         arrived, the sun had set and the woods were humming with night insects. In the driveway sat numerous vehicles, none of them
         well maintained. There was a battered pick-up truck, a motorcycle with crooked handlebars, a mud-splattered ATV on blocks,
         a dented minivan missing two doors, and an SUV upon which someone had painted, in bright orange letters: BOYCOTT SMITHERS
         CHEVY!!!!!
      

      
      Although no lights were on inside the house, the front windows were open and Dr Dressler could hear classical music, which
         he found encouraging. It was a Bach concerto.
      

      
      The headmaster straightened his tie and rang the bell. When no one responded, Dr Dressler began to knock.

      
      Eventually a lean, unshaven man appeared at the screen door. He wore hunting garb, a red trucker’s cap, and no shoes.

      
      “You from the guv’ment?” The man pointed aggressively at Dr Dressler with a pair of rusty pliers. “If you’re here about the
         taxes, don’t be surprised if I pull off your lips and feed ’em to my bird. I got a macaw speaks three languages.”
      

      
      Dr Dressler resisted the impulse to run away. “I’m f-f-from the Truman School,” he stammered. “Are you Duane’s father?”
      

      
      “I am,” the man said. “How ’bout some ID?”

      
      Nervously, Dr Dressler drew a business card from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Duane Scrod Sr snatched the card and
         disappeared for several minutes. When he returned, a large bird with brilliant blue-and-gold plumage was perched on his left
         shoulder. With its crusty hooked beak, the macaw was shredding Dr Dressler’s card.
      

      
      Duane Scrod Sr opened the screen door and propped it ajar with one knee. “What did DJ do now?” he asked.

      
      “DJ?”

      
      “Duane Junior. I know he must’ve done something bad because (a) you’re here and (b) he’s not. You wanna come inside?”

      
      Dr Dressler shook his head and politely said no thanks. “Your son had what I would call a disagreement with one of his teachers
         today. A homework issue, from what I understand.”
      

      
      “And this is front-page news?” When Duane Scrod Sr laughed, the macaw laughed too. It was a perfect imitation, and Dr Dressler
         was totally creeped out.
      

      
      He realised that he’d made a mistake by visiting the house. Duane Jr obviously hadn’t told his father what had happened in
         Mrs Starch’s lesson, and undoubtedly he had no intention of telling his father, even if he got as sick as a dog from eating
         the pencil.
      

      
      “I don’t see why you drove all the way out here,” Duane Scrod Sr muttered. “Did my dear old rich ex-mother-in-law call up the school or somethin’? Light a spark under your butt?”
      

      
      “No, Mr Scrod. This was my idea.” Dr Dressler was itching to leave. “I just wanted to check on your son. Get his side of the
         story. Clarify our homework policy, you know, to avoid any further confusion about his responsibilities.”
      

      
      “Confusion?” Duane Scrod Sr cackled, followed uncannily by his macaw. “DJ ain’t confused. DJ’s just DJ.”

      
      “Well, his teacher and I were concerned,” Dr Dressler said, which was only half true. Mrs Starch hadn’t seemed concerned at
         all. “You should be aware that DJ swallowed a pencil at school today. He might need to see a doctor.”
      

      
      Duane Scrod Sr snorted. “The boy’s got an iron stomach. When he was a little shrimp he used to eat rocks, oyster shells, even
         a piano wire. A pencil won’t hurt him, that’s for sure.”
      

      
      “Still, I’d feel better if I could speak with him,” the headmaster said.

      
      “Well, like I said, he’s not here. He didn’t get home yet.”

      
      Dr Dressler couldn’t hide his concern. “But school ended hours ago. It’s already dark out, Mr Scrod—”

      
      “You got good eyes.”

      
      “Did DJ call to say why he’d be late?”

      
      “Just chill out, guy.”

      
      “Wasn’t there football practice this afternoon?” the headmaster said. “Maybe he’s still playing.”

      
      Duane Scrod Sr informed Dr Dressler that Duane Jr wasn’t on the football team, the lacrosse team, or any other team at the
         Truman School.
      

      
      “He keeps to himself,” Duane Sr explained. “Rides solo, you might say. His granny bought him a mobile but I don’t believe he’s ever answered it.”
      

      
      Dr Dressler felt a sickly wave of apprehension. He had a mental image of Duane Jr lost in the woods and writhing in agony,
         his innards full of needle-sharp pencil splinters. This was followed by an equally unpleasant vision of Dr Dressler himself
         being fired by the Truman board of trustees and then getting dragged into court by the Scrod family.
      

      
      “Sometimes DJ doesn’t come through the door until way late,” Duane Sr was saying. “I don’t bother to wait up – he’s a sizeable
         young man, and not many folks are dumb enough to mess with him.”
      

      
      Dr Dressler took out another business card and wrote his home phone number on the back. “Would you mind calling me as soon
         as you or Mrs Scrod hear from your son?”
      

      
      “There’s no Mrs Scrod around here,” said Duane Sr, “at the moment.”

      
      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      
      “What for? We get by just fine, don’t we, Nadine?”

      
      The macaw made a purring noise and nibbled the frayed collar of Duane Scrod Sr’s hunting jacket.

      
      Dr Dressler handed the card with his phone number to the man, who immediately gave it to the bird.

      
      “Don’t you worry about Junior,” he said, letting the screen door bang shut. “He’ll show up when he shows up. G’night, now.”

      
      Dr Dressler hustled down the driveway towards his car, which out of habit he had locked. While groping for his keys, he heard
         an animal scurrying through the scrub, and he felt his heartbeat quicken.
      

      
      The scent of pine needles made Dr Dressler sneeze violently, and he was startled by a voice from inside the darkened house.
      

      
      “Bless you!” Nadine squawked. “À vos souhaits! Gesundheit!”
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      The students, groggy and rumpled, gathered shortly after dawn in the school car park. Nick was sitting alone on a kerb when
         Marta walked up.
      

      
      “You okay?” she asked.

      
      “Just tired is all.” He’d been on the computer since four in the morning, but no email had arrived from his father in Iraq.

      
      Marta sat down. “Where’s Smoke?”

      
      “Haven’t seen him,” Nick said.

      
      “Good. Maybe he’s quit school – he’s old enough to drive, he’s gotta be old enough to drop out, right?”

      
      “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      
      Marta said, “I’m sorry, but he seriously scares me.”

      
      “Worse than her? No way,” said Nick.

      
      Mrs Starch had arrived wide-awake and in high spirits. She wore wading boots, stiff canvas trousers, a baggy long-sleeved
         shirt, and a frayed straw hat under an upturned veil of mosquito netting. Mrs Starch always prepared for the worst.
      

      
      “Listen up, people!” she barked. “You’ll need sun cream, insect repellent, lip balm – it’s a jungle out there!”

      
      Nick and Marta got in line for the bus. “Maybe she’ll get bitten by a scorpion,” Marta muttered.
      

      
      “That would be awful,” Nick whispered, “for the scorpion.”

      
      Mrs Starch whistled sharply. “Did everybody in my classes remember to bring their journals?” She held a black writing notebook
         above her head. “Keep a list of everything you see – insects, mammals, birds, trees. This will count as part of your grade.”
      

      
      Graham, who was dressed like a pint-sized version of the Crocodile Hunter, raised his hand. Mrs Starch ignored him, as always.

      
      “We have three portable first-aid kits,” she went on, “and each teacher will be carrying one. If you get into a situation
         where you need help, speak up straightaway. Remember – stay with your groups, do not wander off, and, most importantly, be
         respectful towards this very special place that we’re exploring. Turn off your mobiles – if I or any of the other teachers
         hear one ringing, it will be confiscated.”
      

      
      Mrs Starch put down the black notebook and picked up a device that Nick recognised as a portable boat horn. They made loud,
         gassy honks and were a favourite toy of drunken idiots at Buccaneers football games. Nick’s dad had season tickets.
      

      
      “This will be our emergency signal,” said Mrs Starch, demonstrating the boat horn with a short, ear-splitting beep. “If you
         hear that sound, immediately line up behind your teacher and proceed straight back to the bus. Any questions?”
      

      
      Graham hopped up and down, waving one arm.

      
      Mrs Starch stared past him. “All right, people,” she said, clapping. “Let’s enjoy our day in the Black Vine Swamp!”
      

      
      The bus was roomy and clean and air-conditioned, unlike the one they rode to school. Nick and Marta sat together towards the
         front, their backpacks stowed under their seats.
      

      
      Marta nudged Nick and pointed out of the window. Mrs Starch was getting into her car, one of those teardrop-shaped hybrid
         models that ran on both electricity and petrol. It had a ‘Save the Manatee’ number plate.
      

      
      “I guess she left her broomstick at home,” Marta said.

      
      Nick thought it was odd that Mrs Starch wasn’t riding out to the swamp with everybody else. He wondered if, after what happened
         the day before, she might not want to be on the bus with Smoke.
      

      
      But, to Nick and Marta’s relief, Smoke was nowhere to be seen. The other science teachers, Mr Neal and Miss Moffitt, moved
         up and down the aisle, collecting forms from each of the students. The forms, which were signed by the parents, said that
         it wasn’t the school’s fault if their kid got hurt on the field trip.
      

      
      “I almost called in sick. I do not like swamps,” Marta confided to Nick.

      
      He said, “I hope we see a panther.”

      
      “Are you crazy?”

      
      “Seriously – that would be so cool.” Never in the recorded history of Florida had a panther harmed a human being. Now there
         were fewer than a hundred of the big cats left in the whole state.
      

      
      “I’ve got a video camera,” Nick said, “just in case.”

      
      Marta said her mother wanted her to bring home a ghost orchid. “I said, ‘Yeah, right, Mom. It’s against the law.’ And she goes, ‘But I’ll take good care of it!’ And I’m like,
         ‘You want me to go to jail, or what?’ Gimme a break.”
      

      
      Nick could tell that Marta was in a better mood because Mrs Starch wasn’t on the bus. The absence of Smoke was a bonus.

      
      “How’s your dad?” Marta asked, which caught Nick off guard.

      
      “He’s okay.”

      
      “When does he get back?”

      
      “Twenty-two days.” Nick hadn’t told Marta or any other friends that his father had been sent to Iraq; the Naples newspaper
         had published the names of those serving in the war zone, and the list had been posted on the notice board outside the Truman
         sports’ hall.
      

      
      “And after that he’s home for good?” Marta asked.

      
      “I sure hope so.”

      
      Nick put on his iPod, and Marta put on hers. The journey took almost an hour because a truck full of tomatoes had flipped
         over on the main road, blocking traffic. A fire-engine crew was hosing the ketchup-coloured muck off the pavement. Nick spotted
         a dead buck by the side of the road, and he figured that the tomato truck must have struck it in the early fog. He wondered
         if the deer had been running from a panther.
      

      
      Eventually the bus made a slow turn onto a rutted dirt track that was very narrow. Twice the bus had to pull over to let flat-bed
         trucks pass from the opposite direction. Nick noticed that both trucks had red diamond-shaped logos on the doors and looked
         brand-new. They barely slowed at all, churning dust as they rumbled past the bus.
      

      
      The wet prairies that usually glistened in the morning had turned brownish and crispy without rainfall. Ahead, Nick could
         see a rising tree line that marked the edge of the Black Vine Swamp.
      

      
      He dug into his backpack for a tube of sun cream, and he smeared some on his arms and neck.

      
      “Don’t forget your nose,” Marta said. “Here, let me do it.”

      
      “No, that’s okay—”

      
      “Sssh.” She snatched the tube, squirted a dollop of white goo into the palm of one hand, and then carefully coated every square
         inch of Nick’s face, as if she was painting on a mask. He was terrified that the other kids might see what she was doing.
      

      
      “Now it’s my turn,” Marta announced, tugging off her iPod.

      
      “What?”

      
      She handed him the tube and shut her eyelids tightly. “Careful. That stuff burns if it drips in your eyeballs.”

      
      Nick felt trapped. He hunkered low in his seat.

      
      Marta said, “My uncle gets basal cells all the time – that’s a kind of skin cancer. They cut ’em off at the doctor’s surgery.”

      
      Nick hastily smeared the sun cream on Marta’s cheeks and forehead. “Okay,” he said in a low voice, “you’re good.”

      
      “Ears, too,” she told him.

      
      “Aw, come on.”

      
      “What’s your problem, Nick? I’m sorry, but it runs in our family. Basal cells – you can ask my mom.”

      
      He couldn’t say so, but touching her skin felt weird. Not bad, just weird. Afterwards Marta checked herself out in the bus driver’s rearview mirror to make sure that Nick hadn’t
         missed any exposed places.
      

      
      “Good job,” she said. “That wasn’t so awful, was it?”

      
      For the rest of the trip, Nick pretended to be fascinated by the view out of the window. Finally the bus jolted to a stop
         and the kids piled out.
      

      
      Mrs Starch was waiting. The mosquito veil wasn’t quite long enough to cover her jutting chin, leaving her vivid anvil-shaped
         scar on display. Beneath the mesh she wore enormous purple sunglasses that made her look like a mutant dragonfly.
      

      
      “Come on, people, get organised,” she said, clapping again and starting to pace.

      
      Each teacher had a group of fifteen students. The kids milled around anxiously while the names were called out. Nobody wanted
         to be in Mrs Starch’s group, because they knew that Mrs Starch would make them work harder than the other teachers. The whole
         point of going on a field trip was to have fun.
      

      
      Marta leaned close to Nick and said, “If she calls on me, I swear to God, I’ll fake a heart attack.”

      
      But, by some small miracle, it was Mr Neal who called out Marta’s name – and then Nick’s. They had been spared.

      
      Mrs Starch led everyone down a winding walkway through the scrub and pineland, into thicker woods. There, in the cool shade
         of ancient bald cypress trees, the walkway ended.
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      The groups split up in separate directions. Above the treetops, the sky shone bright and cloudless. Despite the drought, there
         was still enough water in the strand to make the hike a soggy challenge. The students had been advised to wear long trousers
         to protect their legs, and to wear old trainers that they could throw away after the trip. Only Graham had been foolish enough
         to show up in shorts, and soon his shins looked like they’d been clawed by a tomcat.
      

      
      Mr Neal’s specialty was botany, and every so often he’d pause to point out a plant or a shrub of local interest. Mindful of
         Mrs Starch’s instructions, Nick and Marta would automatically pull their journals from their backpacks and take notes. By
         the time they stopped for the first rest break, their species list included pond apple trees, strangler figs, laurel oaks,
         wax myrtles, sabal palms, wild coffee, and resurrection ferns.
      

      
      Animal life was more elusive. Mr Neal spotted a barred owl high on a tree bough, and later a young red-bellied turtle basking
         on a mossy log. Graham shrieked at the sight of a ribbon snake that he somehow mistook for a poisonous cottonmouth. Marta
         and two other girls briefly got tangled in a tent-sized spiderweb, while a boy named Mickey Maris captured a green anole lizard
         that Mr Neal made him release on the spot.
      

      
      Nick, who was scouting for signs of panthers, came across fresh pig tracks, but not much else. Occasionally he could hear
         the other student groups as they moved at a distance throughout the swamp. Once he was certain that he’d picked up Mrs Starch’s
         voice yodelling, “We are now in bromeliad heaven!”
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      At midday Mr Neal’s group sat down for lunch beneath a crooked cypress that he estimated was five hundred years old. The kids
         had brought their own sandwiches – Nick’s was turkey and cheese, Marta’s was peanut butter and Nutella. They shared a bottle
         of lemonade that Nick’s mother had packed in a padded cool bag.
      

      
      Addressing the team, Mr Neal said, “Can anyone tell me why we’re not getting bothered by mosquitoes?”

      
      Graham’s hand shot up. He looked flabbergasted when Mr Neal called his name.

      
      “Because…” he began. “Because…”

      
      “Yes, Graham?”

      
      “Because of…”

      
      “Go on.”

      
      “Of… of…” Graham shrugged in defeat. “I don’t have a clue.”
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      Mr Neal pointed to another student. “Rachel?”

      
      “Because the weather’s been too dry for skeeters,” Rachel said.

      
      “A good theory,” the teacher said, “but there’s still plenty of water for the little buggers to lay their eggs in. Nick Waters,
         what’s your guess?”
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      Nick wasn’t paying attention; he was thinking about his father. Marta elbowed him and he looked up, flustered, and said, “What?
         I didn’t hear the question.”
      

           
      “Why aren’t we getting chewed up by mosquitoes?” Mr Neal asked, with a touch of impatience.

      
      Marta decided to return Nick’s favour from the day before in Mrs Starch’s lesson. She cut into the discussion and said, “Because
         mosquito fish are eating up all the baby mosquitoes?”
      

      
      “Excellent!” Mr Neal looked relieved that somebody had got it right.

      
      “Now I’ve got a question,” Marta said. “Why do they call it the Black Vine Swamp when all the vines we’ve seen are green?”

      
      Graham raised his hand to try again, and the other students groaned. Mr Neal said, “I’m not sure I know the answer to that
         one – anybody got a theory?”
      

      
      At that moment they heard a piercing cry rise from among the towering cypresses. It didn’t sound like any noise a person could
         make.
      

      
      Mr Neal was as startled as the rest of them, although he tried not to show it. He raised a finger to his lips as a signal for everyone to stay quiet. A woodpecker hammering on a dead stump stopped abruptly and flitted away.
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      Some of the kids got spooked, but Nick was excited. He thought he knew what kind of animal they’d heard. He grabbed the video
         camera from his backpack and, after groping to locate the Record button, aimed the lens towards the part of the woods from
         where the wild cry had come.
      

      
      It was hard to make out details through the viewfinder because of the forest shadows, and because Nick’s hands were shaking
         slightly. Marta had edged closer, peeking over his shoulder.
      

      
      “You see that? See it?” She pointed at the screen of the viewfinder.

      
      Something was running among the tree trunks – a large, tannish blur.

      
      “Where’d it go?” Marta whispered. “What was it?”

      
      “Just wait,” Nick said, but there was no other movement.

      
      Moments later, the students heard splashes, and then a heavy rustling that faded into silence.

      
      Nobody made a peep until Mr Neal spoke. “Probably just a fox or a wild hog – nothing to worry about,” he said, not sounding
         too sure of himself.
      

      
      Nick switched off the camera. “That was too big for a fox. I bet it was a panther.”
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      Not all of the other kids shared his curiosity about the big cats, and some of them expressed dismay at the possibility of crossing one’s path. Mickey Maris stood up and declared that they should all march back to the bus at once.
      

      
      Mr Neal said, “I doubt seriously if that was a panther.”
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