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There are good things and bad things about school camps.


Tommy Bell counted off the good things: (1) no maths; (2) no homework; (3) hanging out with Francis and Martin all day; (4) sharing secret snacks in the dorms after lights out.


But these were balanced by the bad things: (1) getting woken by Mrs O’Grady at dawn; (2) overcooked vegetables; (3) missing Combo; (4) getting picked on by the tyrannical camp leader, Mr Porter.


This last bad thing was pretty awful, and left Tommy wondering whether school camp was worth it. Mr Porter was a tall, straight man with straggly facial hair who barked orders at the kids from dawn till dusk. He was also mean and totally unfair; he dished out punishments for all sorts of silly things. Things like slouching, or being afraid of heights, or not yelling loudly enough in support of your team during the camp sports.


‘As if yelling makes them run faster,’ Martin grumbled. Martin was a quiet boy; shouting didn’t come easily to him.


‘Porter’s just an idiot,’ Francis scoffed. Mr Porter picked on all of the kids, but he disliked Francis most of all. This might have been because Francis often ignored the rules, but secretly Tommy thought it was really because Francis was smarter than Mr Porter.


Mr Porter started all of his sentences with ‘the trouble with young people these days …’ Young people, according to him, were all selfish and lazy. This really annoyed Martin. Martin was neither selfish nor lazy; he was kind and generous.


Tommy noticed that Mrs O’Grady, their schoolteacher, clenched her teeth every time Mr Porter went on one of his rants. It was starting to happen so often that by the end of camp she might not have any teeth left. Mrs O’Grady was strict but she wasn’t mean like Mr Porter.


The other thing that Tommy didn’t like about camp was that he had had to leave his horse, Combo, at home. Combo was a beautiful bay horse with a white blaze down his forehead. Apart from Martin (and sometimes Francis), Combo was Tommy’s best friend. Together they had been on many exciting adventures: adventures into the past.


These adventures had started happening when Tommy had found an old bushranger’s hat in a cave near his grandfather’s farm in Uralla. Every time he put the hat on, he found himself back in the olden days, 150 years ago – right in the heart of the bushranging era! And he usually landed in the middle of some drama or other: a robbery, or a capture, or an escape. It was both exciting and scary.


No one else knew about these travels in time – no one, that is, except Martin. Last holidays, on a trip to Queensland, the boys had found a pair of old boots that worked in the same way as Tommy’s hat. When Martin had put the boots on, they had transported him back to the past with Tommy. They had gone right back to the gold rush days and roamed across the Australian Outback with their new friend, Harry Readford, and a thousand cattle. They’d had a wonderful time until they had discovered that Harry and his mates were cattle thieves!


It had been fun to have Martin’s company on his last adventure. Although the boys hadn’t talked about it much since then, it was nice to know that someone else understood. But Martin was a timid boy and he didn’t want to go back in time again. He was too worried about the dangers. He hadn’t brought the boots to camp with him; he had left them at home, hidden in a box in the back of a wardrobe. But Tommy noticed that he hadn’t thrown them out. ‘Just in case,’ Martin had said.
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