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~~~~Chapter One~~~~

Kings, Koalas,
Kangaroos and Speckies

“Checkmate,”
Kevin said triumphantly, as he placed his queen in the space occupied by Matthew’s pawn, “Yes!” he said,
holding back his winning smile. He didn’t want to seem too
proud.

“I’m sick of
this game,” Matthew responded, feeling annoyed that Kevin had won the four games they had played.
“Let’s do something else.” He pushed
the chessboard towards Kevin, and stared
out the window of the bus.“We’re at
Beenleigh already,” he called out. They were getting closer to
their final destination and two weeks of fun.

Grades four, five and six were all
bobbing along in two busses, to
Mount Tamborine. They were all looking
forward to attending the Annual Schools’ Fellowship; lots of fun,
food, adventure and more! Matthew dreamed
of doing things that were termed “adventure max”: visiting the
thunderbird park; enjoying the adventure park; a day-trip to one of
the fabulous theme parks; most of all the games with friends they
met up with last year; and the footie! His heart leapt just
thinking about football. He had heard from his mate James that the
coach was watching him. He knew he had a good chance of being
chosen in the AFL Kids First ‘Dragon
Lizard’ team. He could play footie all day
and night, if he didn’t have to sleep. How could he concentrate on
a ‘boring’ game like chess? They could play it any time; and he
rarely ever won. He watched an eagle fly
over the trees and his heart leapt! He could see himself, leaping
to get that ball; the greatest ‘Speckie’ of all time! ‘Matt Roberts
leaps to victory…’ In his vision he was hanging so high that he
could see the treetops. “Yes!” he yelled.

Kevin felt puzzled at his
friend’s response to the game he just lost! Why would Matthew be
overjoyed to lose the game, he wondered?

“Anyone else
want a game?” Kevin turned around to ask the question. He enjoyed
playing chess, mainly because he usually
won. He played chess with his dad, Mr Cormack, who had shown him
good strategies for winning. His sister
Krystal and Matthew’s sister, Tracey, were
sitting in the seat behind Kevin and Matthew.

“I wouldn’t
mind a game later,” Tracey replied, glancing between the two seats. The two girls were playing
scrabble.

“You can have a
game if you want Trace,” Krystal said. Every time she put a word down in the little spaces Tracey
corrected her spelling, making her grit her
teeth: to stop her temper rising. Tracey had brought a small
dictionary with her, just to prove her case.
Krystal felt really fed up with the game, and Tracey was winning by
heaps too. She wanted to think about all
the fun things they would do this week. She wondered if they could
go on a night walk, even an adventure: maybe looking for wild life.
Anything was better than scrabble, she thought, fuming like there
was fire inside her body.

“Let’s
play I spy,” Tracey
suggested. She could feel Krystal’s temper rising and see her face
going red, and didn’t want to upset her best friend before their
big adventure even began.

“Okay.”
Krystal’s eyes grew bright. She had just spotted a koala.
“Something beginning with ‘k’,” she said quickly.

“Krystal?”
Tracey said immediately.

“Kevin,”
Matthew piped up.

“No,” Krystal
said, her voice brightening as they continued to guess what she was
could see. “It’s gone!” she added, “a koala.”

“But if it’s
gone, it can’t be I spy…, can it?”

“In our game it
can, because we’re moving so fast,” Krystal asserted.

“Mm…, not sure
about that rule, Krystal,” piped Tiffany, two seats back. Several
others agreed with Krystal.

“Wow,” Tracey
said. “Wish I had seen it…! Can I have a go now?”

She thought she had seen
a lizard. “L, something beginning with “l”, she called
out.

“Lake,” Krystal
said quickly.

“Light,” Kevin
called out.

“Leopard,”
Matthew said.

“Where?” some
of the children joined in, twisting their heads to find a
leopard.

“Sorry,”
Matthew said, laughing, “I meant dingo.”

“Dingo is: ‘d’,
anyway, there are no real leopards around here,” Tracey corrected
him.

“There used to
be…” Matthew retorted.

“Dreamworld…!”
Krystal said, twisting her neck to see the rides.

“E” someone
called out.

“Exit:
fifty-seven” Kevin replied.

A short time later,
Krystal undid her seatbelt as the bus slowed down at the top of the
hill, and yelled out, “Mount Tamborine and fun, fun,
fun!”

Miss White stood up at
the front of the bus and turned around. Her face was like a
scowling stone. Her voice was harsh. “Children, please do not
shout. Miss Cormack, sit down and put your seatbelt on
immediately,” she said, staring at Krystal.

“Yes, Miss
White.” Krystal sat down and quickly clipped her seatbelt back on.
“Don’t know why she’s called Miss White. She has black hair.”
Krystal whispered to Tracey.

“Please
Krystal, don’t say that. It’s mean.”

“She’s mean.
Miss Meany.”

“Hey, maybe
she’s going to marry Mister Black. That would work out,” Tracey
said in a low voice. They giggled quietly behind their
hands.

As the children climbed
down from the bus, Krystal called to Tracey, “Let’s go quickly and
grab a top-up.”

“Let’s go,”
Tracey said as she rushed to the girls’ dormitories, in the brick
building.

“Next to a
window,” Krystal yelled…, “Yikes!” she called out as she tripped up
on something and fell on the gravel.

“Why are you
running? Shouting and running are not permitted here,” Miss White
stepped aside and waited for Krystal to get off the ground. “You
hurt my ankle,” she said, bending down to rub herself. Krystal
realized Miss White had put her foot out to trip her up. She was
startled.

“Sorry Miss, I
was…”

“You can stand
here until I say so.” Her eyes seemed like black crows’ eyes as
they pierced into Krystal’s eyes, making her feel prickles on her
skin, like little worms crawling.

“Yes
Miss.”

After several minutes,
Miss White waved to indicate she could go. Krystal threw her
backpack over her shoulder, hugged her soft pillow and caught up
with Tracey who was waiting close by, watching.

“We probably
missed out on a good bunk now,” Krystal said, her face looking
sad.

“No, I asked
Casey to bag a bunk for us.”

As the pair trundled up
the stairs to their dormitory, Tracey told Krystal that they were
sharing with Cassandra, Rhianna, Emily, Megan, Kayla, Jodie and
someone else. Krystal broke into laughter as she entered the upside
down room: bags, pillows, towels, and girls were milling together,
talking.

“Wow! Looks
like fun. Which bunks are ours?”

“Here, those
two,” Casey’s huge white smile lit up her tanned complexion. Her
face shone with delight.

“Thanks Casey,”
Krystal and Tracey said together, throwing their pillows and bags
on top and then climbing up.

“Great view; I
can see the whole world,” Krystal said happily. Then she looked at
the single bed with nothing on it. “Whose bed is that?”

“Miss Pink,”
Casey said, laughing.

“You’re
joking!” Krystal said, laughing slightly, her heart skipping a few
beats. “Who’s Miss Pink?”

“It’s for
Tynisha, she’s sixth grade,” Emily said, looking up from her bottom
bunk.

“Miss Pink! You
meant Miss White!” She lay on her bunk thinking. “The mean Miss
White, that should be her real name,” she leaned over the edge of
her bunk as everyone went quiet. Her mouth stuck open as she saw
Miss White standing in the doorway: her face looked like her
friend’s pug dog. She looks like she might
bite too, Krystal thought.
I’m in for it now…!

“Miss Cormack,
you will have the task of cleaning the toilets all week! Luckily
for you, my dear, I have this!” She marched up to Krystal’s bed
with a toilet brush in her hand. Krystal hesitated before taking
it.

“Take it. Can’t
you see it’s still in its wrapper? You are the germs in this
place!” Miss White turned on her heels, tossed her head in the air
and left. There was a big sigh as she disappeared.

“You are her
favourite germ!” Megan, her red curls swinging, said. Her freckled
nose twitched in disgust. They all laughed, except Kayla, who sat
on her bottom bunk, chewing a bar of some kind. It smelled like
caramel. She nearly always wore a sad expression on her face. She
stared at Krystal, looking so sad that she could cry at any
moment. At least everyone is sorry for me,
she thought. But, she would still have to
clean the toilets.

“I’ll help
you,” Tracey said kindly, climbing down from her bunk.

“Would you?
Thank you! I’m glad I didn’t get sent home. She could have done
that, and then I’d be in bad trouble with Mum and Dad.” Krystal had
such a serious expression that Tracey wanted to giggle. She rarely
saw Krystal’s worried look, and it was kind of funny.

“She couldn’t
do that, Silly. Your mum paid for you to come here for two weeks!”
Tracey burst out laughing.

“Maybe, maybe
not,” Casey added.

“Hey, they
should pay me for cleaning the toilets?” She paused and leapt from
her bunk. “One hundred dollars: an hour!”

“Certainly Miss
Cormack,” Tracey replied, pretending to pay Krystal. “You’re worth
every dollar. The place is spic and span!” She added, “that’s what
my Mum says when I clean up.”

“You could
stand outside the toilets with your mop and bottle of
Biff, cleaning after every
person goes out,” Jodie said, her brown pony-tail hair flipping
from left to right.

“Yes, and
everyone could pay her, otherwise they can’t come out,” Emily
suggested.

“She could pay
us and we could make sure Miss White paid double,” Rhianna
said.

“Can I get paid
too?” Kayla asked: bits of bar dropped from her mouth, making her
laugh even more. She fell back on the bed, tears in her eyes, and
almost choked. Soon all the girls were doubled up with laughter as
they shared silly ideas for their friend’s toilet job.

“What’s so
funny?”

Silence landed like soft
snow as the girls stopped laughing: Tynisha stood in the open
doorway with her pillow and bag under her arms.

“Come on, share
the joke, girls,” she said seriously. The girls didn’t want to
share, so stayed silent for a moment.

“Krystal has to
clean the toilets,” Tracey explained, “and we were joking about
it.”

“Glad you think
it’s funny,” she remarked; she didn’t even smile. She threw her
things on the remaining single bed and sighed. “I’m captain of this
room; you girls had better rush. The meeting starts in…,” she
looked at her watch, “ten minutes.”

“What about
supper?” Kayla asked. “I’m starving.”

“After the
meeting,” Tynisha replied. “Hurry up girls because I’m leaving in
one minute and if you’re not ready I have to report you to Miss
White.”

The girls
were all ready in fifty seconds.

Spot the
clues:
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Who might be involved in
this new mystery?

Do you think Miss White
tripped Krystal on purpose? Why?

~~~~Chapter Two~~~~

Tears, Fears
and big Fences

The students assembled in
the large hall. Tracey and Krystal sat together. They noticed
Matthew and Kevin sitting together too, over on the boys’ side. The
hall was filled with a purr of voices. Mr. Jones, the Caretaker and
Chairman of the Convention Committee stepped onto the
stage.

“Good evening,
invited guests, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls.” He stopped
and looked down as though he could not go on. A soft silence fell
over the meeting. He cleared his throat and looked straight ahead;
his eyes seemed glassy.

“He’s looking
into the future,” Krystal whispered in an ‘eerie’ voice to Tracey,
who just scowled at her, placing her index finger over her lips.
When would Krystal learn to behave, she wondered,
smiling?

“You may have
noticed several buildings are fenced off. They are out of bounds.
It is my sad duty tonight to tell you that this will be our last
convention…!” He stopped speaking and lowered his head, as though
he could not look at the crowd any longer. He pulled a red
handkerchief from his breast pocket, mopped his head and then
continued. “Sadly, the problem is finance. We are no longer able to
keep this centre running on our shoe-string budget. Some of our
buildings are extremely dilapidated…”

“What’s
lapidated?” Krystal asked Tracey.

“D…, ’tell you
later,” she whispered back.

“Today I
received a second eviction notice for a building on the west side,
which has been inspected by authorities and is labelled
‘condemned.’ ”

The sound was as if
everyone sighed at the same moment; a sad sound. He continued,
“Unless we can raise nine million dollars in the next few months,
we will have to close four more buildings that need to be removed
and replaced. They have been attacked by termites! I will now ask
Miss Janice White to the podium,” He said. “She has been talking
with the local council and government agents about this problem.
She knows more than anybody else here.”

She stood silently for a
minute: her face set like a statue. Her mouth opened, “This is a
sad moment in our convention history. I have been deeply grieved by
the news.” She held up a piece of paper and read it…, and then hung
her head; she stepped down from the stage.

“She seems
really sad,” Krystal whispered. Many of the staff were brushing
tears from their eyes and blowing their noses. Mister Jones stood
up. “I will now call on our fine Chaplain, Andrew Davis, to pray
for us.”

“Good evening.
Sometimes in our lives there needs to be intervention by someone or
something greater than ourselves.” He paused and stared into
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