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  In this third novel about Karla Spicer and her teaching career, we find her in charge of a thousand student Joseph Ward Junior High School in Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city.




  This is more than a story of Karla’s career but covers her personal life with her husband Ryan and also life of the teachers and students at Joseph Ward Junior High.




  After arriving at her new school Karla finds that Deputy Principal Michael White has been selecting more sporty pupils for his own syndicate. Karla stops this but believes the competition between the four school syndicates is at the expense of co-operation. It is as if there are four mini-schools all going their own way. Her hands on approach in melding the school into one identity is a distinct contrast from the previous principal who was more interested in being socially accepted in the business community.




  Avery Francis, a first year teacher at JWJHS is attacked and stabbed by an intruder late one afternoon but it is not a random attack for she knows her attacker, a prisoner escapee from her family’s past. New security systems brought in, help in getting Avery to hospital quickly. However, there are repercussions that affect Karla later in the year.




  Year 10 student Gwen Young, reports to Karla that she is scared for her friend Jasmine who is skipping school to meet a boy she only met on the internet, at Auckland International Airport. Karla with police help steps in and stops an abduction by a middle-aged paedophile. With Ryan and his computer firm she traces the incident to a whole paedophile ring on the internet. Ryan is contracted by the police to help trace students’ pages in a Petal Life social site that is popular with teenagers.




  Other girls have been attacked and Savannah an undercover detective with Ryan’s help sets up a webpage and pretends to be a fourteen-year-old junior high girl. A similar meeting with a fake high school boy similar to Jasmine’s encounter is all set up but are the safeguards sufficient to stop a tragedy?




  With an expanding roll and the popularity of JWJHS, a conflict with Westview Intermediate School to the south over the boundary between the schools’ zones escalates. Problems with the principal there, Peter Niles surface and is the reason for parents wanting to enrol at Karla’s school. The Ministry of Education steps after the Westview Board of Trustees resigns and a government commissionaire is appointed to run the school. Karla is also asked to help out as an Executive principal, a position she held before arriving at JWJHS.




  When the zoning issues are solved, Karla’s school needs extra classrooms to cope in the following year but how can they be built in time? Jon, their Board of Trustees chairperson, suggests they buy a modular block direct from China. Is this feasible?




  Throughout her first year Karla moulds her school into one to be proud of but there are always problems with personalities and actions of staff and students. There is also another personal situation for early in the year she becomes pregnant with her family’s second child. Can Karla cope with the huge responsibility of running a large school and that of becoming a mother again?




  All will be revealed in this final novel of the Wisps Trilogy.




  *




  




  PROLOGUE




  Excerpt from the last chapter in Wisps of Snow




  Book 2 in the Wisps Trilogy




  





  Joseph Ward Junior High School was huge with four teaching blocks with vertically arranged syndicates of about two hundred and fifty students in each. They were named after ocean birds; Gannet, Petrel, Tern and Shearwater and had their names prominently displayed on the buildings that incorporated six Year 7 and 8 home classrooms as well as a similar number of classrooms for the Year 9 and 10 levels. As well, each syndicate had its own science laboratory and art room. As well as these two-storied blocks there was a gymnasium, a music and performing arts block, a technology block, an auditorium, library and administration block.




  There were two deputy principals and two assistant principals was well as heads of subjects in the Year 9 and 10 levels. In the office there was an executive manager who dealt with accounts and the board of trustees business, who ran the school almost like a commercial enterprise.




  Karla took it all within her stride for in many ways it was similar to her other schools except for being larger. The students wore a yellow polo top summer school uniform with navy blue shorts for the boys and a choice of skirts or shorts for the girls.




  There were differences in the syndicates depending on the attitude of the four deputy or assistant principals who ran them and competition between the syndicates that was more than in just school sport. They competed in drama, music, art and other areas. Karla wondered if this was too competitive.




  A problem came to the fore not long after she began in mid-January and two weeks before the students arrived. At this time, all the classes had been made up the year before except for the two hundred and thirty new arrivals in Year 7 from the zone's contributing schools. There were also out of zone students to select as well as students whose parents had recently moved into their zone and had the right of automatic enrolment. If these numbers were too high the out-of-zone students would miss out and have to attend other schools to the north or south.




  Executive Manager Vivian Derran, a woman close to retirement age seemed efficient and co-operative and explained in detail what the school procedures were.




  "The class lists for the whole school are made up in December so the pupils know where they'll be in the new term? The new entrants from the contributing schools are also on the lists but it is only a tentative placement?" Karla asked.




  "That is correct, Karla." Vivian had only begun using her first name after Karla assured her that it was what she wished. "We find that this is necessary as there are numerous changes that need to be made, parents deciding to send their children to a private school, those out-of-zone students hoping to get in here and all the families who have shifted into our zone during the Christmas holidays. The other class levels are affected, too but not to the extent of the Year 7s."




  "So how's it going?"




  "Busy. We can only take twenty out-of-zone Year 7s this year, that's down to half of last year." Vivian grimaced. "There were a hundred and three out-of-zone applications and we need to tell the successful ones by the end of the week."




  "So it is just a random choice?"




  "Oh no. Michael always has a say."




  Michael White was the Deputy Principal in charge of Petrel Syndicate.




  Karla frowned. "And why is that?"




  "He's always done it. Mr Fessey, our last principal just delegated everything to him."




  "I see, and if it is not random, what criteria does Michael use?"




  Vivian shrugged. "Oh the usual, reports from their last year's school, how they would fit in here and so forth."




  "How they would fit in here? In what way?"




  "Michael likes the sporty ones and gives preference to those that were in the contributing schools rugby, netball, swimming and athletic teams."




  Karla stared at the other woman and felt annoyed. "Does he now?" she retorted.




  Vivian flushed. "He's a sporty sort, you know."




  "And he has made up a list?"




  "The tentative one, yes."




  "I want to see it, plus the list of all out-of-zone students who have applied for places this year."




  "You want it now?"




  "I do," Karla replied. "As well, I want any reports from the contributing schools about the students involved."




  "At once," Vivian replied. "I'll bring them up on your computer."




  Karla relaxed a little. "Thank you Vivian, you have been a great help. You may find that my priorities are different than Owen Fessey's but it is nothing personal."




  "Of course not, Karla, it is only to be expected." The elderly woman hesitated. "Owen was sixty-seven and clung on too long, I guess. I'm not saying he wasn't a good principal but he did allow Michael and to a lesser extent Sandra, to make most of the executive decisions."




  Sandra was the other DP in charge of Gannet Syndicate.




  "Michael thought he'd get the principal's position here but didn't even make the short list," Vivian continued. "I think most of the staff were pleased that somebody like yourself won the position. The rumour that local intermediate principals had been short-listed made the staff nervous."




  "So somebody unknown is better than locally known ones?"




  "Once you were appointed everyone found out about you. The Facebook pages were running red hot for a while."F




  "I never noticed." This was only a half truth, for Ryan had found several references on the internet with opinions about her including the one that called her The Iron Blonde.




  "Let's say that you are like a breath of fresh air that this school needs," Vivian continued.




  "Thanks," Karla replied. "I appreciate your comment."




  *




  Michael White was twenty years older than her and came across as being somewhat arrogant. She stared at him across her desk and came to the point straight away.




  "The allocation of the new Year 7s has to be redone by the end of the week," she said. "There is a discrepancy in the weightings."




  "How can there be?" he almost flustered. "It has worked perfectly over the last five years."




  "Amendments were made to the program to give your syndicate a bigger proportion of high ability sports students than the other three syndicates. The weighting has been removed from the program, Michael. However, all syndicate and class lists for Year 7s now need to be revised."




  He looked surprised and lost some of his self-assurance. "Nothing sinister was intended," he mumbled.




  "But it was! Why should your syndicate have an advantage in that direction and where would it stop? Place all those who are arty in one syndicate, the misfits in another or all the Asian children in a third. It is unethical, Michael." She was annoyed and knew that he knew.




  Michael's face drained of colour. "So we redo the lists?"




  "Yes. Also, no out-of-zone students will be given priority because of their sporting ability. They will be treaded fairly and be randomly selected. Understand!"




  "But some were encouraged to apply for a placing here on the understanding that their sporting opportunities would be enhanced at Joseph Ward Junior High."




  "That is cancelled. You can either revise the lists or I will get another staff member to make the out-of-zone selections. I do not care what other schools in our area do but I am not allowing this to happen here. If parents do not like the fact, they can send their children to one of the private schools around that cater for so-called sports ability."




  "You're the principal," White muttered.




  "I am," Karla whispered. "And with it goes the responsibility to be as fair as possible to all students, staff and parents." She glowered at him. "I am a hands-on principal, not just a figurehead in this upmarket office. I hope you appreciate that fact."




  "I'll have it all done and ready to be emailed out to all the students by Friday, Mrs Spicer. Can Vivian assist me?"




  "Certainly."




  Karla sat and watched her deputy principal leave the office. From all reports on him she had seen, he was a good teacher and administrator who perhaps resented her appointment. She glanced up as Vivian came into the room.




  "I've never seen Michael so humbled," she said. "Wants me to help revise the Year 7 placings and the out-of-zone selections. Is that okay?"




  "It is," Karla replied. "So what else have we got scheduled today."




  "The usual," Vivian replied. "Those sub-contractors laying the new carpet in the canteen haven't arrived. I called them and said it had to be done before school began next month… You have to keep onto these guys you know. As well there's the..." She continued on with a summary of items that needed doing before the new academic year began.




  *




  This year the Joseph Ward Junior High roll topped a thousand for the first time including two hundred and fifty-four Year 7s and another forty new pupils at the other three levels. As well, there were four newly graduated teachers, one in each syndicate, another two new teachers and Karla. She sat on the auditorium stage and surveyed the sea of yellow polo tops and navy blue shorts, for most of the girls had opted for shorts rather than skirts in the hot Auckland weather.




  After a formal welcome by Michael, Sandra and Jon on behalf of the board of trustees, Karla stepped forward to speak.




  "I am just one of two hundred and ninety-seven new faces here today," she said to the hushed auditorium. "I welcome you all to your new school, our new school and to the eight hundred and eleven students who are returning to school this year, I thank you for this wonderful welcome, the school choir, the musical items … everything. I am proud to be here and hope that we all have a successful journey throughout our stay at Joseph Ward Junior High. Shortly you senior school students will go to your allocated rooms and the Year 8s to your last year's homeroom. Year 7s will remain here and be introduced to your new home teacher and told where your new rooms are." She smiled. "Don't worry if you get lost. I've been here two weeks now and still end up in the wrong syndicate building from where I intended to go. It's lucky they have their name on the outside…"




  A chuckle went through the audience. She spoke a little longer before she sat down and watched as the syndicate leaders began directing students to the various syndicates. As the students dispersed she glanced up and saw Ryan standing by a side door. He had Alexis in his arms.




  "What are you doing here?" she asked after she walked across to the pair.




  "Alexis wanted to see Mummy's new school and all the big kids," Ryan replied.




  "Hello girls," said Karla to a group of lingering girls who looked to be about fourteen. "This is my husband Ryan and my little daughter, Alexis."




  "Hi Alexis," one of the girls said. "Welcome to Joseph Ward Junior High. Your mummy is a very important lady here."




  *




   




  




  CHAPTER 1




  





  It was only a little after eight in the morning on Auckland New Zealand's North Shore but the cafeteria attached to Joseph Ward Junior High School performing arts block was busy. Operated by a private company with its own access and parking area from the street, it opened at seven in the morning and until eleven was available to the public as well as the thousand pupils attending the school. Between that time and two it was reserved for the school students before being again open to everyone until five.




  The school's principal, Karla Spicer sat at one of the corner tables eating her breakfast. She usually had breakfast there a couple of times a week. Although, summer was moving into the southern hemisphere autumn of early March it was still warm in the mornings so the sliding glass doors were wide open and umbrella shaded tables stretched out across the forecourt. The petite blonde woman in her thirties watched with interest at the customers, for as well as thirty or more of the junior high students dressed in their school uniform of yellow tops and navy blue shorts or skirts, there were twenty or so students dressed in the navy blue uniform of the senior high school a block away. Several families with younger children from nearby contributing schools and a splattering of adults dressed in business suits completed the clientele.




  She glanced up when Megan Penrose, the cafeteria's manager came up with the coffee she had ordered. Megan placed the coffee down before her but hesitated as if she wanted to talk.




  "The new morning hours appear to be a success, Megan," Karla said with a smile.




  "Oh they are. Look at the senior high kids from who are here. Their own cafeteria doesn't open to the public nor does it serve breakfast. Several of them are regulars who come in almost every morning and there are those adults too." Megan nodded at a chair. "Have you a moment or is your day too busy?"




  "Not at all. Take a seat. And are the student's identity smart cards working?"




  Megan grinned. "A little too well, in some cases. About half use their identity cards to pay. The rest and the other customers use ordinary cards or pay in cash."




  Every student at the school had an identity card the size of a credit card with their photo, name, syndicate and class on it. If approved by parents, it could also be used like a credit card to purchase items at school such as exercise books, clothes for the school uniform and sports gear or to pay for school fees and so forth. Again if parents agreed, this was extended to buying food at this cafeteria. Once a month, the pupil's or in most cases their parents' accounts; the outstanding money owed was paid by a direct debit. In this quite wealthy part of Auckland city there was little problem in payment.




  Megan again hesitated.




  "Is there something you'd like to ask me?" Karla said.




  "Oh it's only a small thing," Megan replied and nodded at a group of five boys in the junior high uniform a few tables away.




  "Have they become a nuisance?"




  "No, nothing like that. They come in almost every day and are obviously good friends. The trouble is that Trevor, that tall skinny kid, never has breakfast. He just has a glass of water and watches the others eat. The same happens at lunch time when they come in a couple of times a week."




  "You have a problem with that?"




  "No, not at all. I'm more concerned about him. I don't think he has any breakfast here or at home. I've watched and quite often the other boys will offer him a bit of their toast or whatever and he'd gulp it up. I think he is hungry." She grimaced. "I know we don't have the problems like in South Auckland where kids are provided with breakfast by the school otherwise they'll get nothing." She stared at Karla. "He's not the only one. I've seen several others where a group of kids come in but one doesn't buy anything. They have a perfect right to use the school table and seats of course…Do you understand what I am getting at?"




  "So you think there may be other children coming to school hungry?"




  Megan nodded. "It's not really my business but I thought I'd mention it to you." She smiled. "You're so approachable, not like the previous principal here."




  Karla had only arrived at the school a month earlier but had already brought in new ideas, including the idea of letting the cafeteria open for breakfast and enabling the identity cards to be used as credit cards. This was a suggestion of her husband, Ryan Purdon who owned a computer programming business and was a bit of a whizz on anything to do with them.




  "Thanks, Megan. I'll have a chat to Trevor and we'll see what we can do."




  When Megan gathered up the used plates and left, Karla stood and walked across to the boys. They froze when they noticed her standing there.




  "How are you all?" she asked in a casual voice.




  "Fine thank you Mrs Spicer," one of the boys replied. Many of the students called her Karla but the Year 7s were still used to using a teacher's surname. Personally, she didn't mind how she was addressed.




  "Can I speak to you for a moment, Trevor?" she asked. With a thousand students at the school she didn't know the other boys' names.




  Trevor looked nervous. "Of course, Mrs Spicer. What have I done wrong?"




  "Absolutely nothing." She nodded at the table she had just left. "Can we go over there for a moment?"




  The boy nodded, moved across to the other table and sat down. He looked pale and fidgeted as he sat down.




  "Have you had any breakfast, Trevor?" Karla asked.




  The boy looked miserable as he shook his head.




  "None at home either?"




  "No. There's no time. Mum does shift work and leaves at five every morning. Dad doesn't live with us any more and there's nothing in the cupboards or fridge."




  "So you meet your friends and come here on most school days?"




  He nodded.




  "And you aren’t allowed to use you identity card to buy breakfast?"




  "No, Mum wouldn't sign the form allowing it."




  "What's your surname Trevor and what class are you in?"




  "Williams. I'm in Seventy-eight TS." The class name, 78TS meant he was in a composite Year 7&8 class while the letters stood for Tern syndicate and the 'S' for Ms Sandbrook, his teacher's surname.




  "I see," Karla said and signalled to Megan who was watching in the distance and waited for her to arrive. "Mrs Penrose, will you take an order from Trevor for breakfast and charge my Principal's Petty Cash Account, please."




  "Certainly, Mrs Spicer." Megan turned to the boy. "What would you like, Trevor?"




  "But I can't," the boy muttered. "Mum won't allow it."




  "But I will and when you're at school I am in loco parentis. Do you know what that means Trevor?"




  "Something about you being able to act as my Mum or Dad."




  "That's right. I'm saying you are going to have breakfast and the school will pay." She smiled. "Pick something healthy such as scrambled eggs on toast and a hot chocolate drink." She nodded at the breakfast menu lit up above the counter. "If you don't want to tell your friends who is paying, that is fine with me. I'll also allow you to have breakfast twice more at the cafeteria so choose your days carefully. Later, I hope to have something else arranged for you."




  "Mum won't like it. I'm not allowed to take charity."




  "Just do it Trevor," Karla ordered.




  The boy smiled and glanced up at the menu. Megan took his order and a few moments later a waitress arrived with a tray of eggs and bacon on toast, some fries and a hot chocolate drink.




  "Thank you Mrs Spicer. Nobody has done this for me before," Trevor said.




  He took the tray and walked back to his curious friends. Karla watched as he sat down and began to eat before smiling back at her.




  "Thanks for what you did," Megan said, "That is one appreciative lad."




  "Thanks for bringing it to my attention," Karla replied. "Well, another day has begun. I'd better get along to my office and see what's in store for me."




  As she walked out of the cafeteria, several local as well as senior high students and a couple of adults greeted her. She briefly chatted to them before heading to the administration and classroom block across the car park.




  *




  With a teaching staff of seventy-two, Karla was still getting to learn everyone's names and where they fitted into the school. She knew all the senior staff including the two deputy principals, Michael White, leader of Petrel Syndicate and Sandra Bragman, Gannet Syndicate leader and the two assistant principals, Belinda Shaw, leading Tern and Felicja Kraczko, in Shearwater. There were also six heads of the subject areas. One of these was Ruby Moffet who, as well as being Head of Health and Science spent half her official hours as the school counsellor when she was released from classroom teaching. Ruby had an office along from Karla and spent most late mornings in it. Karla was impressed by the number of students and parents who were constantly moving in and out of Ruby's office that was one of three on the mezzanine floor above the reception area with the third used by Vivian Derran, the schools executive manager. The offices all had internal windows looking out over the main foyer. As well as access to the floor below there were stairs up to Floor 2 and Petrel or Tern Syndicates classrooms in the two-storey block.




  Half way through the school's lunch hour, she found Ruby hard at work in her office. She knocked and the woman who would be one of the younger staff members glanced up and smiled.




  "Can we talk or are you too busy?" Karla asked.




  "I am never too busy to speak to you," Ruby replied and closed a folder she had been reading. "You seem to be the busy one." She grinned. "You're certainly different than Owen Fessey." This was the principal who retired at the end of the previous year.




  "We all have different priorities," Karla replied as she accepted an invitation to take a seat. She had heard a lot about Owen of course. He had moved in the social groups and was popular with businessmen, attended a rotary club dinner for two hours every Thursday and was big in the local principals' association. As a principal though, he was aloof from the staff and like many school principals involved himself in administrative work and let the four deputy and assistant principals do the daily running of the school. Karla was the opposite. She was more concerned about the teachers and students and left the administrative details to Vivian. "I'm sorry I haven't had more time to chat to you but I've noticed how busy you are between morning interval and lunch hour."




  "My release time," Ruby replied. "As you know, the Year 9 and 10s had five one hour periods a day. I have classes for two periods every morning but arranged to have Period 3 free every day."




  "And how much of that is taken up with your counselling duties compared with your health and science head of department work?"




  "Most," Ruby replied. "We could really do with a full time counsellor." She grinned. "But how can I help, Karla."




  "I guess it's only of minor importance but… " She continued on to explain what had happened with Trevor Williams in the cafeteria that morning.




  "I know Trevor," Ruby replied. "Sad case really. His mother was a victim of in a violent relationship and only a few months finally took the courage to report her partner to the police. A court order will not allow him to go near her or the children. I helped her as much as I could last year."




  "But Trevor is only Year 7 so wasn't here."




  "There's an older sister who started at Ward Senior High this year. They are the only children in the family."




  Karla nodded. "I was just wondering how many children in the school would not have breakfast and if there is anything we can do for them."




  "Chronic ones or those girls who just want to lose weight and boys who occasionally just rush off without bothering to eat anything?"




  "Chronic ones like Trevor who never have breakfast."




  Ruby grinned.




  "What?" Karla asked.




  "I tried to bring this problem to Owen's attention at the beginning of last year but he wasn't interested. Who cares about the deprived children when one is climbing the social ladder at the golf club?" She frowned. "Sorry, it's not my position to criticise our previous principal."




  "He's gone so don't worry," Karla replied. "But what do you know about this problem?"




  "Wait a moment…" Ruby tapped some commands on her computer keyboard and brought up a document. "These are last year's figures so don't include Year 7s or other new arrivals. Would you like a copy printed off."




  "Please."




  "I've deleted names of students who have left and last year showed the ones who should be helped with a tick. As Owen wasn't interested I let it lapse in the last couple of terms last year so it's somewhat dated."




  "So roughly how many children would it involve?"




  "About thirty, which is easy to ignore. In South Auckland, half the pupils at a school arrive without having a meal. Many have no lunch either or it consists of a coke and bag of potato chips."




  "And here?"




  "About a quarter have terrible lunches and a few none. That is something I'm trying to cover in the health lessons that I take. The cafeteria is pretty good at providing nourishing food, too but these children seldom visit it."




  "So you would support a program to provide lunches for these thirty or so students?"




  "Most certainly. Last year I contacted some organisations that help provide school breakfasts and the manufactures of breakfast foods but the schools in poorer areas overwhelm them. Why help thirty when down the road there are four hundred children who need assistance?"




  "You have a point," Karla glanced at the sheet in her hand that had just been printed off. "Could you get this updated when you have time?"




  "Sure," Ruby replied. "Thanks for your interest."




  Karla grinned. "That's why I'm here," she replied. "I have no interest in golf, the local rotary club or climbing the North Shore social ladder."




  "Thank God!" Ruby replied.




  "Speaking of food there's one other thing."




  "And that is?"




  "Don't forget to have your own lunch." Karla nodded at a closed lunchbox sitting on Ruby's table.




  Ruby laughed. "And you've had your own lunch, of course."




  Karla grinned. "What say we both go to the staffroom and have a coffee with our sandwiches? The work you were doing when I came in will wait for you, I'm sure."




  "It will," Ruby replied.




  Karla waited while Ruby gathered up her lunchbox and they both headed to the staffroom together.




  *




  After lunch Karla asked Vivian about the situation with the cafeteria contract. The elderly woman frowned. "Why, is there a problem?"




  "Not at all. As far as I can see they're doing an excellent job. I was in there for breakfast and noticed senior high students, adults and younger children as well as our own. The food they serve is of high quality and reasonably priced. The new identity cards being used for credit also seems to be working well. I'm just interested in how our Board of Trustees allocated the contract."




  "When our school was opened we decided it would be easier to have a private company running the cafeteria and later added the contract to provide the staff morning and afternoon coffee or tea."




  "Another good idea," Karla added. "For a small monthly fee the staff are assured of a good service. Most other schools I was at, the children set it out and washed up afterwards. Now it is all provided."




  "So what are you interested in finding out, Karla?"




  "Does the BOT make any profit on the contract price they charge the company?"




  "Oh yes. It was tendered out when the school opened and was subject to a three-year review. Two years back the original firm pulled out and Megan and her husband's company won the new tender. I think there were half a dozen in for it."




  "So she's not just the manageress?"




  "No her husband and herself own a major bread bakery. Have you heard of Farm Life Bread?




  "The one that advertises on television with those cartoon characters?"




  "Yes, that's the one. Farm Life & Soul is one of the few independent bakeries left in the city. Overseas conglomerates have bought out most of them. As well as bread, they bake buns, doughnuts and a wide range of freshly cooked food for both the major supermarket chains throughout the greater Auckland area"




  "So Farm Life & Soul has the cafeteria contract?"




  "Yes. That's why they can have such good prices. Most of the food comes from their own bakery and cuts out the middleman."




  "Interesting. It could fit in well with what I am thinking."




  "Supplying free breakfast for children like Trevor Williams?"




  "How'd you know that?" Karla retorted.




  Vivian gave a whisk of a smile. "Everything you do here is scrutinised, Karla. When we heard The Iron Blonde was appointed here the staff were apprehensive, to say the least, especially since you beat Michael White and half a dozen Auckland intermediate principals to the position. Your age and sex were a surprise, too. We expected changes and most staff and parents welcome them. As for Trevor, it was just a rumour started by someone who was in the cafeteria this morning. As far as I know, neither Megan or Trevor told anyone about who paid for his breakfast."




  "Okay, but are any profits the board make on the cafeteria contract placed in a special fund such as for buying sports equipment or musical equipment?"




  "No. Any profits just go in the general school operating account. If we want any expensive items, we have the PTA or special fund raising groups are formed."




  "So between the Board and Farm Life & Soul, it wouldn't be too hard to pay for free breakfasts for thirty or forty deserving children?"




  Vivian nodded. "If it comes from you, I'd say they would be willing to help. As a suggestion, we could also approach one of the local service clubs to contribute to the cost. I know they help out in South Auckland. Would you like me to sound them all out?"




  "Yes, please," Karla replied. "Stress that it is only an initial idea and other suggestions would be welcomed."




  "Will do," Vivian replied. "I'll get straight onto it."




  *




   




  




  CHAPTER 2




  





  It was silly really but Karla felt more nervous about the upcoming board of trustees meeting than meeting everyone and getting Joseph Ward Junior High School through the first month of the year. March arrived and the first Tuesday was when the board met. This was the second formal meeting with them but the February one was largely ceremonial and a welcoming one. This month, she had to report back on her first month and also put forward the changes she would like to bring in.




  Most noticeable at the first meeting was that all except three of the nine members were women, including Skylar Foster, the teacher's representative and Gunjan Sarin, a graceful Year 10 girl of Indian ancestry who represented the students. All the parent representatives were professional people including Jon Wong, the Chinese chairperson of the board.




  "So why are you so stressed out?" Ryan said as she stood before the dressing table mirror at home and brushed her hair. "From what I hear, the local community have a far higher opinion of you than your predecessor."




  "It's just the few things I want to change, such as making the syndicates more cooperative than competitive and having an overall school philosophy rather than almost four different schools going their own way." She grimaced. "There's the other things, too such as asking for those free breakfasts. Also, I see no reason why we have such a strict dress code for staff. Why should the women have to wear skirts and the men longs and ties? It's so hot and muggy up here in Auckland, summer dresses for the women, shorts without a tie for men and sandals for anyone who wants to wear them are far more logical."




  Ryan grinned. "Better restrict those low cut dresses though. Teaching teenage boys with high adrenalin rates might be a distraction the younger women teachers don't need."




  "Oh Ryan!" Karla said and slapped him on the shoulder. "I know we still need to be professionally dressed and some code is necessary. It should be relaxed, that's all I'm saying."




  "I'm convinced but Jon is pretty conservative, you know."




  "That's what I'm concerned about." She laughed. "Oh well. I'll tell you how I get on when I get back. Poor little Alexis still has those sniffles. If she wakes up, give her some of that medicine."




  Alexis was Karla and Ryan's three-year-old daughter.




  "Sure. Now relax." Ryan gave her a hug and kissed her goodbye.




  *




  The board of trustees meeting began in a similar way to many she had attended during her years as a principal, with Vivian giving the usual financial reports and payment of accounts. Afterwards it was Karla's turn to give her report. She had made a precise summary of everything she had done since her arrival and what she wanted to do in the immediate future. Her ideas about the syndicates was well received and now came her comment about liberalising the staff dress code and also the idea of sponsored breakfasts for the needy students. She was about give the reasons she had talked about with Ryan when Jon caught her eyes.




  "You're our professional leader, Karla," he said in his slow voice. "You were selected as our principal for as well as your other abilities, your initiative and empathy with our teachers and students. If you want to make changes such as these, just provide us with your recommendations." He glanced around the table. "Do you all agree?"




  Skylar gave her a grin but everyone else just nodded and that was it as they moved onto the next main topic. This was a request from the Ministry of Education to consider reducing their zone size due to overcrowding, with a predicted roll increase of over two hundred within three years.




  Skylar came across to her during the supper after the formal meeting was over. "So you mean I'll be able to wear a summer frock instead of a business suit, if I wished?"




  "Yes, I'll bring it in as soon as possible. Even in March, it's far too hot for suits."




  "And later female staff can wear trouser suits if they wish?"




  "Why not? We still need a code for we can't have unshaven men wandering around bare feet with unbuttoned shirts and hairy chests can we?" She also mentioned Ryan's comment about the women's tops.




  Skylar laughed. "This will be popular with the staff. Old Owen Fessey was more concerned about looking as snobby as the local private schools than being practical."




  "So if the parents don't like us, they can pay twenty thousand a year for private education," Karla replied. "We're going to be overcrowded anyway. You heard that request to reduce our zone size."




  "I also like your idea of more co-operation between syndicates. Michael White is always bragging about how much better his syndicate is at practically everything." Skylar pouted. "Mind you he seems to have calmed down a little this year."




  "We had words," Karla replied.




  Skylar smiled. "We all know about you stopping him from selecting the best sports kids for his syndicate. Even those in Petrel Syndicate reckon it has improved everything.




  Jon came up and Skylar drifted away. "I'm thinking that we should push for a new classroom block rather than contracting our zone boundaries. Perhaps you could think about the idea before our next meeting." He sipped his coffee. "And thank you for everything you're doing here at Joseph Ward. You have even exceeded our expectations."




  "Thank you," Karla replied and found her cheeks warm in a flush. "It works both ways, too. This board is one of the best I've worked with."




  Jon gave a slight smile. "Give my regards to Ryan and I hope your little girl is getting over her bout of flu. Oh yes, that dress code; I always thought it was too restrictive but it was what your predecessor wanted. Have a good evening."




  Karla grinned and wondered why she had been so apprehensive about the meeting. In many ways large schools were easier to run than tiny ones.




  *




  The relaxed dress code for staff was an instant success with nearly every staff member switching to more casual clothes. Women mainly wore summer dresses while the men except for the woodwork teacher who remained in his usual bodysuit that mechanics wear and Michael White, made the switched to shorts and sandals. Comments that filtered back to Karla were positive as they were for another new rule about mobile phones she had brought in.




  The old rule of a total ban was obsolete and largely ignored with half the students having a mobile phone hidden in a pocket or bag. The new rule permitted their use by students with several codes of behaviour such as no video or photograph uploads or downloads, no cyber bullying and no use without the teacher's permission in classroom time and a silent mode had to be switched on inside school buildings. At a school assembly, Karla stressed that the new code was for a trial period only and if students abused their new right, it would be withdrawn and a total ban reinstated. The new rules worked well with the threat of going back to a total ban, an incentive for the students to obey the new procedures.




  *




  The free breakfasts for needy students was up and running by April with all the participants reaching agreement in an amazingly short time. Joseph Ward Junior High Board of Trustees' profit in the cafeteria contract paid forty percent of the costs, a similar amount came as a discount agreed to by Farm Life & Soul and the final twenty percent came from the local Lions Club who never hesitated in providing financial help. Many members, Karla found out actually had children attending Joseph Ward Junior High so the idea of helping a local school was well received.




  Thirty-seven of the original forty-eight students selected for the sponsored breakfasts had their identity cards programmed to have them paid for. There were restrictions on the food and drink they could buy so it wasn't wasted on junk food. Of the eleven students who didn't join the offer, all but two came from parents who said they would provide their children with breakfast and two just ignored all approaches made to them. Karla felt for the children involved but it was Ryan who said that she could no more.




  Probably the most satisfying outcome was when a thin woman about her own age knocked on her office door one morning just after classes commenced. This was a little unusual for Vivian or one of the office assistants always intercepted anyone walking up the stairs to the mezzanine floor leading to her office and told an appointment was necessary to see the principal.




  Karla glanced up at the somewhat nervous woman. "Can I help you?" she asked.
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