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Chapter 1: First Pedal to Trouble
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The summer holiday had ended far too soon for Wayne Kraemer's liking. The first golden rays of the January morning fell across the quiet streets of Cambridge West, but Wayne wasn't thinking about how beautiful it was. He was thinking about how quickly he could get to school, find his friends, and start the year with a little bit of... excitement.

Wayne had a reputation — one that depended on a very delicate balance between charm and chaos. Teachers would sigh at his mischief, but then find themselves impressed at his quick mind and even quicker wit. Thirteen years old, with a mop of unruly brown hair and a mischievous grin that had disarmed more adults than he could count, he had a knack for bending rules just enough to avoid breaking them completely. Most of the time.

He wheeled his bicycle out of the garage of 51 Scholl Road and swung one leg over the frame. His parents were both already gone — his mom to the hospital where she worked as a nurse, his dad to the bus depot. That meant no one to remind him to behave. Not that it would have worked anyway.

As Wayne pedalled off, the morning air was fresh and cool, carrying the faint scent of damp grass and distant diesel. Cambridge West was waking up slowly; a few cars passed him, their drivers hunched low and grim-faced, trying to beat traffic into the centre of East London. He took the turn past Mr. Patel's corner shop, where the owner was already arranging crates of cold drinks in the dawn light.

First day, Wayne! Don't get into trouble!

Me? Never!

Mr. Patel just shook his head with the weary fondness of a man who had seen Wayne's 'nevers' play out before.

As he pedalled past the tennis courts, he spotted two figures ahead walking along the pavement, chatting animatedly. He didn't need to guess twice — it was Donna and Lee Anne.

Donna, tall and confident, with the kind of posture that made adults assume she was in charge even when she wasn't, had been his partner-in-crime for many of last year's escapades. She was fearless, competitive, and had a laugh that could make a teacher suspicious from the other end of the schoolyard. Lee Anne was quieter — but her sharp mind and ability to think three steps ahead had gotten the trio out of more than one tricky situation. Where Donna was fire, Lee Anne was the wind that decided which direction it burned.

Wayne rang the little bell on his bike. Morning, ladies! Need a ride?

Donna rolled her eyes without breaking stride. Wayne, your bike only has one seat.

That's a detail, he replied, coasting to a stop beside them. What's the plan for today?

The plan, Lee Anne said with a precision that suggested she had actually made one, is to make it through the first day without a detention.

Wayne feigned shock, clutching his chest. You think so little of me?

Yes, Donna and Lee Anne said in perfect unison, then dissolved into laughter.

Camden High soon came into view — a cluster of red-brick buildings surrounded by tall blue-gum trees whose leaves littered the walkways in drifts of pale silver-green. The morning sunlight glinted off the large sign above the main gate: WELCOME BACK TO CAMDEN HIGH — 2025.

Wayne hopped off his bike and wheeled it to the bicycle cage near the admin block. The metallic clang of the lock closing felt strangely ceremonial — like sealing away the last bit of holiday freedom.

Sure enough, Martin, Charles, Vusi, and Pumla were already at the netball courtyard, mid-argument about something that probably didn't matter but would escalate magnificently.

Martin, tall and lanky, with the kind of wild hand gestures that made people step back involuntarily, was the self-declared strategist of the group — he had a gift for making even the wildest ideas sound reasonable, and an even greater gift for making reasonable ideas sound exciting. Charles was his opposite: compact, stocky, and ready to jump into action before the plan had finished being explained. Vusi was the quiet anchor — the peacemaker who had talked them out of trouble almost as many times as Wayne had talked them into it. And Pumla, the undisputed queen of sarcasm, with an encyclopaedic knowledge of school gossip and a forensic memory for grudges.

Wayne! Martin called, waving both arms. You ready for another year of glory?

Glory? Vusi muttered darkly. More like survival. Have you seen the new principal? She looks like she eats detentions for breakfast.

Pumla smirked. That's because she is strict. Ran a boarding school in Durban. Zero tolerance for nonsense — and I mean zero. They say she expelled a kid for forging a note from his own mother.

Wayne grinned slowly. Sounds like a challenge.

They all groaned.

The morning passed in a blur of introductions, classroom rules, and awkward icebreaker games that revealed more about teachers' personalities than anyone's names. Their homeroom teacher, Mrs. Mbatha, welcomed the class with warm eyes and equally sharp ones.

Welcome to Grade 8. I expect hard work, good behaviour, and — yes, Wayne, that includes you.

The class erupted. Wayne put a hand to his chest, the very picture of wounded innocence. Me, Ma'am? I've reformed over the holidays.

Mrs. Mbatha didn't even blink. We'll see.

By second break, Wayne was itching for action. Walking past the sports office, he spotted a clipboard on the wall — team lists for the inter-house netball tournament. His house, Falcon, was matched against Lion House in the first round.

Wayne wasn't particularly fond of netball, but he knew someone who was: Pumla. She'd played for the junior team last year with a killer aim and zero mercy. The problem was, she wasn't even on the list.

Something sharp and indignant curled in his chest. That was wrong. Pumla was better than half the names on that sheet.

Pumla, Wayne said when he found her near the tuck shop, leaning against the wall and scrolling her phone, how do you feel about... bending the rules?

She looked up slowly, the way she always did when she wanted Wayne to know she was deeply unimpressed before he'd even finished speaking. What kind of bending?

The kind where you end up on Falcon's netball team without going through trials.

That's impossible. The lists are already up.

Not if we swap out the sheet before Friday. Wayne's grin widened. You get to play, we get to win, everyone's happy.

Except whoever you bump off the list, Martin pointed out, appearing at Wayne's shoulder with the timing of a man who had been eavesdropping from the moment he mentioned rule-bending.

Details, Wayne said with a wave of his hand.

By end of lunch, the crew had a plan. Wayne would 'accidentally' deliver a note to the sports office during last period, giving him a window to swap the team sheet. Simple, quick, undetectable. The kind of plan that only fails when it goes exactly right.

Of course, nothing went to plan.

Last period was History, and Mr. van Rensburg was in no hurry to let anyone out. Wayne's eyes darted to the clock every few seconds until he was certain van Rensburg was timing his glances just to extend the lesson.

Finally, with ten minutes to go, Wayne raised his hand with the air of a man about to perform a public service.

Sir, Mrs. Mbatha asked me to take this to the sports office. It's urgent.

Van Rensburg gave him a long, searching look. The kind of look that peeled back intentions. You've been here one day, Kraemer. Don't push your luck.

I swear, Sir. She told me at break.

The teacher sighed — the specific sigh of a man who knows he's being played but can't prove it. Be quick.

Wayne bolted. The sports office was empty — perfect. He moved fast, pulling the team sheet off the clipboard and sliding it into his bag, then producing the updated version: Pumla's name in, one Joanne Petersen out.

Just as he clipped the new sheet into place, a voice behind him froze every muscle in his body.

What exactly do you think you're doing?

Wayne turned slowly. Standing in the doorway was a tall woman in a navy-blue suit — short natural hair, glasses that caught the light, and a stare that could stop a clock. He didn't need an introduction. The whole school had been talking about her since October.

Mrs. Dlamini.

Uh... checking the list, Ma'am, Wayne said, deploying his most disarming smile.

She stepped into the room without hurrying, which was somehow worse than if she'd charged in. Checking... or changing? Her voice was quiet. Clinical. The kind of quiet that made you want to fill the silence and then regret every word.

Changing? No, Ma'am. I wouldn't dream of it.

She raised one eyebrow — just one — and held it there. My office. Tomorrow morning. Before assembly. A pause. And put the original sheet back.

His stomach lurched. She'd seen the whole thing.

When Wayne met the others after the bell, he told them what had happened. Pumla groaned loud enough that a passing Grade 10 turned to look. Wayne. You've been here one day!

Look on the bright side, Wayne said. At least she didn't confiscate the sheet.

That's because she probably made a copy for evidence, Vusi said, pulling his collar up against the afternoon wind as they walked through the gate.

Still, as they moved together through the afternoon shadows, Wayne felt something familiar stir beneath the nerves — that electric, dangerous thing that told him the year had officially begun.

It was going to be an interesting year at Camden High. He was almost certain of it now.

Whether that was good or bad remained, as always, to be seen.
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