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For Sadie



With special thanks to Chris Brown of Tooth ’n’ Claw and Duncan Bolton of Birdworld.
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Hiking to Australia for Real

I practically pushed Joe Morton out of the way to get the first view of the Wild World wildlife park as the school coach swung around the corner. School trips are always exciting – at least I think so – but this one was up there, top of the wishlist etc.

‘Get your head out of the way, will you, Joe?’ I demanded, raising my voice so I would be heard over the racket in the back of the coach, where Tosh and Jonno were trying to swing on the overhead lockers. ‘You’re hogging the window. I want to see!’

‘Blimey, Taya.’ Joe pressed himself against the back of his seat so I could lunge across his lap and put my hands on the window and press my nose to the glass. ‘Anyone would think you’d never been here before.’

Joe doesn’t normally do irony, or even jokes. I pulled an ‘OK, so I’m mildly amused’ face at him and he looked completely delighted.

You see, I had been here before. I’d been here just this morning, eating my toast and listening to the grunts and roars of my animal neighbours. I’d walked down the path from our little white house, past the tigers, past the chimps, past the café and the gift shop and Charlie-on-the-gate, toast crumbs still on my chin (so my twin sister Tori informed me, but not till halfway into school on the bus, which was pretty mean of her – mind you, knowing Tori, she probably genuinely didn’t notice). I actually lived here. Mum fosters baby animals for the park when their mothers die or get sick, and we live on site so she’s always on call. Awesome, right? Plus Dad’s a wildlife photographer who runs a business called Wild About Animals, organizing animals for films and adverts. All this and ‘Wild’ for a surname! It’s surprising that Tori and I don’t have tails and whiskers.

‘You’d think Taya’d never been here before!’ Joe repeated down the bus, because he was so pleased with the joke he’d somehow made.

The coach hit a pothole and lurched, knocking me away from the window and straight into Joe’s startled lap.

‘Taya Wild’s sitting on Joe Morton’s knee!’ squealed Heather Cashman, a couple of seats further back. ‘Taya, is Joe your boyfriend?’

She and her mate Carrie Taylor howled at this spectacularly witty and hilarious question – not. Joe blushed as red as a clown’s nose.

‘Shut up, Heather,’ I muttered, sitting down in my own seat as the heat of embarrassment rose up the back of my neck.

‘Ooooh! Boyfriend!’ shrieked Carrie, which made Heather Cashman laugh even harder.

From the seat across the way, Tori looked up from where she was poring over some black-and-white cartoons in an ancient Doctor Who annual from the Middle Ages.

‘Dawn,’ said Tori in her best wildlife-documentary voice, ‘and the animals in the jungle are stirring. The Cash ’n’ Carrie hyenas are on the prowl. The Jonno and Tosh chimpanzees are—’

There was a crash at the back of the bus, and a yell. We craned our necks to see Tosh’s feet waving in the air as he and Jonno lay tangled in a heap in the middle of the aisle.

‘—falling out of the trees,’ Tori continued.

Cash ’n’ Carrie, who’d both looked angry at being compared to hyenas, now decided to laugh thanks to Tori’s perfectly timed crack. The rest of the bus joined in. Laughter is amazing stuff. It should be bottled and then released on battlefields and in riots. The trouble would stop dead every time.

‘Jonathan Nkobe!’ Ms Hutson, our form teacher, bellowed over the hilarity. ‘Toshiro Jones! If I weren’t going grey already …’

‘Cheers, Tor,’ I said with a grateful glance at my sister for deflecting Cash ’n’ Carrie so successfully.

Tori shrugged. ‘Thank those comedy chimps at the back of the coach, not me.’ She turned to her neighbour, offering her the annual. ‘Do you want a look now, Caz?’

Cazza Turnbull always looks like she’s preparing to murder the next person who talks to her. But she’s OK in a strangely terrifying way, with her death motif badges, regular detentions and insanely illegal school shoes. Tori can’t help being a Doctor Who obsessive – I think she was born with the Tardis genetically imprinted on her brain – but despite being the coolest and hardest person in Year Seven, Cazza’s somehow a Doctor Who nerd as well. What are the chances? So the two of them are mates and my sister can count on the Human Timebomb having her back at all times. Lucky cow.

Today Cazza had been scarier than normal, getting into trouble in almost every class. She shook her head furiously at Tori now, then slumped back down in her seat with her earphones on loud and stared out of the window like she was trying to melt the glass with her eyes. The only bit of the journey where she’d perked up was when we passed Inkredible, a tattoo and piercing parlour with the sort of window display designed to give you nightmares for the rest of your life, if needles aren’t your thing.

‘What’s up with …  ?’ I nodded in Cazza’s direction.

‘Fighting with her mum last night,’ Tori told me.

I wondered if Mrs Turnbull still had all her limbs. But I didn’t have time to follow this thought any further as the coach swung into the Wild World coach park and the afternoon’s fun began.



Jonno and Tosh stayed unusually quiet for much of the way round the park–possibly because whenever they opened their mouths, someone made chimp noises at them so they closed them again. I, on the other hand, couldn’t stop talking from the minute the coach stopped and we streamed past Charlie-on-the-gate.

When we started at Forrests I’d got my knickers in a twist about people thinking our life with animals was weird, but I was wrong. In fact, it was fantastic, the way half the class was hanging on my words as we walked around – even the ones who’d been here with us a few times, like Joe and our other friend Biro. If my plans to be an actress/fashion designer/singer don’t work out, perhaps I’ll be a teacher or a politician or some other kind of person who talks a lot and impresses people, because I’m pretty good at it.

‘… Sinbad the male tiger was born here. He roars in the morning like you wouldn’t believe. He’s like Mr Jones, our French teacher, on a bad day, only furrier. And the chimps are so unbelievably cute. Grandpa – that’s what we named the baby one in there – is getting really big and cheeky now. He threw a rotten banana at one of the keepers at the weekend and laughed. Seriously, he did actually laugh! And you’ve got to see Ivana the bear; you’ve probably heard about her riding a bike—’

‘Does your sister have an off-button?’ Cazza snarled at Tori.

‘Nope,’ said Tori.

‘—and of course Mum’s fostered loads of animals since we were really tiny. We had two tiger cubs last term before we moved to Wild World – I expect you heard about that too? You need a Dangerous Wild Animals licence to keep animals like tigers, you know. But we’ve never had anything Mum couldn’t cope with, even though some of the animals we kept were actually seriously dangerous, and we handled them and everything. Like most things, as long as you’re sensible nothing bad happens like you being eaten or problems like that.’

‘Getting eaten is definitely a problem,’ said Tori.

A couple of the girls who’d been listening to me and looking interested giggled at that. I frowned at my twin. There was a time and a place for wisecracks.

‘Get a move on, 7H!’ called Ms Hutson. ‘It’s one o’clock already and we haven’t reached the marsupial enclosure yet. I feel as if we’re hiking to Australia for real.’

We were doing a project on Australia at the moment, so a trip to the world-renowned marsupial enclosure at Wild World completely hit the spot. We were armed with the class camera and drawing pads and quiz sheets, and the plan was for us to do a massive wall display that would give the same effect as walking through the bush to the sound of a didgeridoo, only quieter.

There were a few moans of complaint at this little reminder that we were here on school time, but we all speeded up a bit. Cazza plugged into her iPod again. I listened in a distracted kind of way, trying to work out from the thump-thump-thump exactly what she was listening to. It didn’t take long because his music’s mega-famous. I opened my mouth to comment.

‘New 2thi download, Caz?’ said Heather Cashman, beating me to it. ‘Awesome.’

‘Who’s Toothy?’ asked Tori.

Cash ’n’ Carrie both looked at my sister in disbelief. My own personal jaw was somewhere round my bellybutton. The volume of Caz’s iPod was so loud that she wouldn’t have heard a stampede of elephants just then, let alone my sister’s hideously embarrassing question, so she totally failed to react.

‘Am I supposed to have heard of it?’ asked Tori, looking at the expressions around her.

‘Him, Tor,’ I said in an agony of shame. ‘2thi’s a him.’
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As Funny As Measles

I really wish my twin would keep her nerdy bits under control in public every now and again. It’s not that much to ask. Because we look completely identical with our long brown hair and pale freckly faces, people assume we think and act the same. But we most seriously and absolutely do not. And Tori making confessions like this does not help.

Heather looked like an extra Christmas Day had just been delivered into her lap. She and Carrie laughed so hard they had to prop each other up.

‘Where’s your Tardis, Tori?’ Heather choked. ‘You’ll need it to zoom back to your little nerd planet.’

‘Yeah!’ squealed Carrie. ‘Where’s your Tordis, Tari?’

‘The Tordis!’ gasped Heather in a fresh gust of laughter. ‘Carrie, that’s genius. Get it? Tori Wild is The Tordis!’

‘Course I get it,’ said Carrie quickly, like it had been deliberate and not a dim single-brain-cell moment. ‘I said it, didn’t I?’

‘Listen,’ I hissed at my sister, frogmarching her away from Cash ’n’ Carrie as they howled and shrieked ‘TORDIS! TORDIS!’ at our backs. Caz followed us, eyes semi shut and head nodding along to her music like a dyed black daffodil in a stiff wind. ‘You have heard of 2thi the mega-rapper who’s won every single award in the world for the last year, Tori. Everyone’s heard of 2thi.’

‘He’s a rapper?’ Tori asked. ‘Don’t tell me he spells his name with a number.’

‘Duh,’ I said. ‘Of course he spells it with a number. The number 2. 2-thi. That’s the point.’

Tori made a gagging noise. She put her hands round her throat, stuck out her tongue and crossed her eyes.

‘Are you OK?’ I asked in alarm. Was she having some kind of seizure?

Tori lowered her hands. ‘That number-name thing is unbelievably lame.’

‘K9 had a number for a name,’ I said. ‘You know, the Doctor Who dog.’

‘Taya, I know who K9 is,’ said Tori, ‘and it proves my point. K9 as robot dog – fine and actually pretty funny. 2thi as human person – not fine and about as funny as measles. Spelling stuff in stupid ways is just really annoying.’

Cazza had taken her earphones out and was now waving them at my twin. ‘Wanna listen, Tor?’ she offered, in the first flash of a good mood since yesterday. ‘Wicked song called “Iz U Iz”.’

Ms Hutson loomed out of nowhere, her hand extended in Cazza’s direction. ‘Give,’ she ordered.

Cazza’s brief glimmer of good humour disappeared and she looked furious all over again. She handed her iPod over with two or three of her choicest words, which Ms Hutson heroically chose to ignore.

‘In case you haven’t noticed,’ our teacher said, ‘we’re at the marsupials. We have work to do, 7H!’



The amazing thing about the Wild World marsupial enclosure is that they keep the animals – kangaroos, wallabies, quokkas, wombats and koalas – together in open pasture dotted about with bush-type trees like eucalyptus and tea tree and special Australian daisies and flowers so the animals can feel at home even when the weather is being English, like it most definitely was today. Hopping and trotting about, noses to the ground or in the trees, the marsupials were peacefully snacking their way through the afternoon. The wallabies were perfect miniature versions of the big kangaroos, and the snoozy-looking quokkas were miniature versions of the wallabies, while the fat wombats swayed along with their furry bellies practically touching the ground, and the koalas gripped on tightly to the eucalyptus trees overhead and stared at the world with shiny black eyes.

My classmates scattered to different corners of the enclosure to do their projects. Huddled in my coat, I sat myself down on a bench and started sketching my favourite kangaroo – a lovely toffee-coloured one called Caramel. Kangaroos are quite easy. As long as you do them standing up with massive back legs and tiddly front ones everyone knows what you’re trying to draw, unless they maybe think you’re doing a wallaby.

‘Nice rabbit, Taya,’ commented Joe, who was scribbling the eucalyptus trees and the way their bark dangled down from the trunks and branches like silvery party-popper streamers.

‘It’s a kangaroo,’ I said, stung.

‘Oh, sorry,’ Joe said cheerfully. He put his pencil down and tried to rub a bit of warmth back into his fingertips. ‘You know, if you forget that we’re freezing and squint a bit and peer through the fence like the mesh isn’t there, it’s like being in actual Australia, isn’t it?’

I put my pencil down glumly and wondered if I could borrow the class camera. I was clearly not cut out for marsupial portraiture of the drawn variety. Glancing across the enclosure, I spotted the camera in Cash ’n’ Carrie’s grubby little hands. Needless to say, they were using it to take pictures of themselves instead of the animals, and squealing with laughter as they did it. Where was Ms Hutson? She was normally straight on to trouble like a homing pigeon on elastic.

As I looked around for our strangely absent teacher, my eye was caught by a flash of movement in Caramel’s pouch.

‘Hey,’ I said, prodding Joe in excitement, ‘look at that!’

‘It’s a kangaroo,’ Joe explained. He waved his hand at the rest of the enclosure. ‘There’s loads of them.’

‘I saw her pouch move! There must be a joey in there!’ How cool would a photo of a tiny kangaroo joey be? I wondered if it would be the same colour as its mum. I had to get that camera, right now.

Joe laid down his pencil and squinted. ‘Where?’

‘There!’ I said again. I packed my drawing pad away and prepared to race over and snatch the camera from Cash ’n’ Carrie. I was pointing so hard, my arm was stretching like Mrs Incredible’s. ‘See? Again! Joe, you need glasses if you can’t see that!’

It was the silence that I noticed first, followed by the sight of Tori rushing up to me at full speed. Behind her, I could see everyone standing about in uneasy clusters, drawing pads abandoned on the ground or the benches. Cash ’n’ Carrie had put the class camera down and had their arms round each other.

‘What’s happened?’ I asked, my hackles rising like a scared dog.

‘Do you know where Cazza is?’ Tori said, looking anxious. ‘No one’s seen her since Ms Hutson took her iPod. I thought she’d followed me to the viewing house where I was drawing some wombats but she didn’t follow me at all. She’s vanished and Ms Hutson’s going nuts.’

I spotted Ms Hutson now, standing on the little pebbled road and talking urgently on a mobile phone, looking more frazzled than a piece of morning bacon.

‘She’s probably gone to the shop,’ Joe offered.

Tori shook her head. ‘Ms Hutson’s called them. She’s called the main office too. All the keepers are on alert but no one’s seen her. What if she’s been kidnapped or something awful like that?’

‘No way,’ I said. We all knew never to accept lifts from strangers and, frankly, if someone ever tried to pull Cazza into a car they’d probably get beaten up and really, really wish they hadn’t tried it in the first place. ‘She’ll still be in the park somewhere. You’ll see.’

I wasn’t feeling nearly as confident as I sounded. Cazza Turnbull made her own rules. Who knew what went on in her head half the time?

‘You’ll see,’ I said again.

But it sounded hollow, even to me.
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Frog on a Barbecue

Cazza wasn’t in the park. She wasn’t anywhere. So all we could do was pile silently back into the coach with our half-finished projects and a grim-faced Ms Hutson.

It’s totally incredible the way news can travel in the blink of an eye. Judging from the hush as we entered the double doors back at school, and the round eyes that peered out of classrooms at us, the whole of Forrests had already heard about Cazza’s disappearance.

We were marched back to our classroom by Mrs Digby, the Deputy Head, leaving Ms Hutson and Mr Collyer, the Head, swerving off for an urgent conference. Mrs Digby was round and sprinkled with face powder like a sugared bun. She was normally all smiles and giggles, but not today. And as for my sister, she was as tense as a tightrope preparing to take the weight of an extremely heavy elephant.

‘I should have noticed something was wrong,’ Tori muttered as we all bent over our books without really seeing them. ‘I knew she was being weird today.’

‘She seemed pretty normal to me,’ I said, thinking about Cazza’s sabre-toothed, rap-listening tiger impression.

‘No, Taya. She was weird,’ Tori insisted. ‘She’s been fighting loads with her mum lately and I think maybe last night’s argument was some kind of final straw. I bet you she’s run away.’
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