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​​CHAPTER 1:
Doing God’s Work
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Seventeen-year-old Tucker Pyles, church cleaner and reluctant senior at Te Arawa College, sighed heavily as he leaned on his broom. The main youth hall of the Impact of Destiny Church stretched out before him. Rows of plastic chairs sat like soldiers waiting for orders and the stale smell of sweat hung in the air. He’d only done a half-assed job, so there was still a fair bit of dirt scattered in areas and a screwed-up piece of paper in the far-left corner, but he figured nobody would notice it. 

He’d worked hard enough. 

Normally he could slack off much more. He often spent half his shift parked in the office lounge flicking through old magazines or sneaking into the church kitchen for biscuits and milk. But tonight, Pastor Ed Sanders had hung around far too long, drifting down from the offices every half-hour, poking his head in like some sanctified meerkat. That meant Tucker had to be seen working the whole time.

The Impact of Destiny Church...IOD for short...had once been the Te Arawa Christian Fellowship, until Pastor Ed decided it needed a more modern, edgy image. Something that would appeal to teenagers, especially the ones he taught at the high school. Something that did not remind people of the former pastor, Brian Payne, being locked up for fraud.

After Payne’s imprisonment, the congregation numbers plummeted. Staff left. Volunteers vanished. Some didn’t want to be associated with a place that had been splashed across the evening news. Ed Sanders, or Reverend Flanders as everyone called him behind his back, had taken over as the part-time pastor. He had been forced to release a few staff members due to the lack of tithes and offerings coming in. Both the youth pastor and the woman in charge of Children’s Church had to be released. The office lady was now a part-timer. Tucker was the sole cleaner... or soul cleaner, as he liked to refer to himself, but fortunately, there was still enough going on in the church during the week for him to be needed.

Shame the job only paid minimum wage. Worse still, Reverend Flanders seemed to find joy in piling on extra tasks without offering a cent more.

‘Think of it this way, young Tucker,’ Sanders had said a couple of days ago, warming his hands on a mug of herbal tea. ‘As a good Christian teenager, you must remember you’re working for God, not the IOD. God is your true employer. Your rewards are in the afterlife. What better mission can you have than to do the work of the Father?’

‘I feel more like a slave than a worker,’ Tucker had retorted.

‘That’s fine. After all, the Bible insists slaves should obey their masters, doesn’t it? And you’re not a slave to me or the church, you’re a slave to Jesus. That’s something to rejoice in. Hallelujah!’

Tucker had to bite his tongue whenever Flanders used these arguments. As far as he was concerned, it was a justification for exploitation. At least that’s what his mother said. 

‘Those typical Christian organizations,’ she’d grumbled. ‘They’re all about profit, just like any other business. Just look at those opportunity shops run by Churches, milking people for every penny they can get, all worried about profits rather than helping the needy. Even though most of the stuff they get is donated to them, they still put high price tags on things. Those leeches at the Te Arawa Christian Fellowship, or whatever it’s called now, are the worst. They think everyone should be working for the love of God.’

Yet, even suggesting he quit resulted in a clip round the ear.

‘How else will we pay for your massive food bill? You’ll just have to work harder. Then maybe you’ll get a pay increase.’

It was easy for her to talk. She didn’t have to slave away every weeknight and part of the weekend sweeping, vacuuming and cleaning up smelly toilets. All his mother did all day long was sit in front of the TV and watch daytime soaps and chat shows, eating snacks as she did, growing fatter and fatter. 

Tucker wanted to tell her, ‘If you don’t start doing something yourself, you’ll soon end up as muscular as ME.’ 

He chuckled to himself as he slapped his arms. They wobbled violently. ‘Muscles look good on me, Mum, but not on old ladies.’

He shoved the broom into the supply cupboard, then went into the nearest toilet to wash his hands. He peered into the mirror at the fat face that stared back at him. ‘I tell you, Tucker, old buddy, old pal, one of these days I’m gonna get a decent job. I’m gonna earn millions. Old Reverend Flanders can go jump. So can this stupid church and their imaginary god.’

He exited the toilets and almost collided with Reverend Flanders himself. 

The skinny runt of a pastor staggered back just in time. ‘Whoa! There you are, Tucker. I was wondering where you’d gotten to.’

‘All you have to do is ask God. He’ll be able to tell you where I am.’

Flanders wore his usual blue suit and spectacles. His pyramid moustache was neatly combed so he looked a lot like that cartoon character. But that was really where the similarities ended. ‘God doesn’t normally do things like that.’

Tucker frowned. ‘Why not? He’s everywhere, right? So, he knows where everybody is at all times.’

‘He does indeed.’ The grease-haired pastor smiled. ‘However, it’s not his job to tell us everything. He expects us to put in effort and find things and people for ourselves.’

‘So, what’s God’s job then? He doesn’t really seem to do anything.’

Flanders recoiled. ‘How can you say that? God is always active. He’s always helping us as Christians, guiding us and protecting us. He answers our prayers.’

Tucker didn’t want to argue about that as he knew it would just have Flanders preaching to him further. He also had to keep up the pretence he was a Christian, otherwise he might find himself without a job. 

However, he couldn’t help but comment, ‘It’s just strange though that God does all this stuff like helping people find their car keys and giving them nice weather for picnics... but when it comes to starving children and things like that, he expects humans to do all the work.’

‘Really...’ Sanders peered at Tucker with concern in his eyes. ‘Haven’t you learnt anything from my Sunday sermons?’

Tucker rarely listened to anything preached from the pulpit, especially not when it came from Reverend Flanders’ gob, but even when he listened, he didn’t have a clue what the guy was talking about. 

‘Of course, I listen,’ Tucker said. ‘You’re an inspiring preacher, Pastor Ned.’

‘Mmm.’ Sanders studied him for a long moment, one eye narrowing. ‘I just wonder how much you really take in. One thing’s for sure, at school, you don’t seem to take in much. You’re even repeating units you failed last year.’

Tucker hated being reminded of that. ‘Well, you know how it is at school, Reverend Ed. The teachers are so useless over there. If they had any teaching skills whatsoever, I wouldn’t have flunked my units so badly last year.’

‘I was one of those teachers.’

Tucker hated to be reminded of that too. He quickly came up with an excuse to appease Sanders. ‘But like you always tell me, half of what they force you to teach is lies of the devil. I don’t wanna to be lured into Satan’s snare, learning about evolution and stuff like that.’

Sanders’s expression softened into one of grave approval. ‘Mmmmm.’ He nodded slowly, earnestly, as if Tucker had revealed a profound truth. ‘I can fully understand that. The reason I chose biology to teach was so I could expose the lies scientists teach. Most scientists are in league with Satan, doing their best to prove evolution and disprove creationism. My hope is that I can enlighten my students. Even though I’m required to teach that nonsense, I want them to question it too.’ 

‘Helle-bloody-lujah!’ 

Sanders cleared his throat sharply, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face. ‘Anyway,’ he resumed stiffly, ‘I’d like to speak to you before you go. Perhaps we could step into the prayer room for a moment.’

Tucker froze.  The last thing he wanted was to go into any room alone with Sanders, not just because he couldn’t stand the guy but because Mr Sanders had been known to act inappropriately towards female students. However, figuring Sanders wasn’t actually a priest meant he probably wasn’t into boys. It was safe enough. At least, he hoped it was.

‘Uh... yeah. Sure.’ He forced a shrug.

He followed Sanders into the room next door. 

A damp, mildewy smell hung in the air, as if the windows hadn’t been properly opened since the mid-1980s. The room was about the size of an ordinary living room, lined with a mismatched collection of easy chairs and a few hard-backed ones that looked like they’d been rescued from a skip. At full capacity, it might have held twenty people, although Tucker doubted they ever got so many. He’d never seen more than three people emerge from the room at any one time.

Sanders turned two of the easy chairs to face each other. They both sat. Tucker slouched low, already uncomfortable.

The walls didn’t help. Opposite him hung a painting of a very white Jesus being baptised in a river. Behind him, he knew there was a faded print of The Last Supper, positioned awkwardly above the servery window that led into the staff kitchen. The third was a Nativity scene, with a white baby Jesus and the third a gruesome picture of a mountain with three crosses on it, with victims nailed to them. It gave Tucker the creeps whenever he saw it. It would make a great scene in a horror movie. 

Sanders drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. ‘Tucker, I’m concerned about a few things. One of those is the standard of your workmanship. I’ve mentioned this several times before. It seems you make little effort, yet you have more than enough time to do your job. Way more than enough time.’

Tucker squirmed in his chair. ‘I do my best.’

‘I doubt that. I saw the hall a few moments ago. It’s not even swept properly. Yet you were in there for about half an hour.’

‘There was a lot of dirt.’

‘There wasn’t that much.’

Tucker leaned back and folded his arms across his stomach. ‘And it’s not like I get paid much. I get minimum wage.’

Sanders folded his arms too, although he didn’t have an enormous stomach to rest it on. ‘Be thankful God provided you with this job.’

‘Actually, it was you.’

‘And I offered you that job due to God leading me to do that. It was he who instructed me to give it to you.’

Tucker wanted to ask why on Earth God would be stupid enough to want him working for the church when he’d been so slack with previous jobs, but he didn’t argue. ‘Surely God can afford an extra dollar or two an hour?’

‘The church cannot afford it.’

‘UUuuBBAA. But I thought it was God who was employing me, not you or the church. You just said so. If he’s the one who got me this job in the first place, then surely, he can get me another two bucks an hour? Even three.’

Sanders gripped both sides of his chair and leaned forward, his voice dropping to a warning register. ‘Tucker, you already received a pay rise from me not that long ago, after I mistakenly fired you for something you didn’t do. I gave you this job back because I felt I owed it to you. But you’re pushing your luck. It’s not up to us to demand things like this from God. Besides—’ he spread his hands ‘—what is money? Useless in the end. You can’t take it with you. After you die, you’ll gain far more than an extra two or three dollars an hour. Work hard now and God will repay your effort tenfold.’

Tucker kept his arms firmly crossed. ‘But when I’m dead, I won’t need to pay for food because there’ll be never-ending banquets in Heaven free.’

‘You’ll still get your rewards.’ He spread his hands out. ‘Consider your time here an investment. A savings plan even. The dollars you forego now will be building up in a heavenly bank account and accrue even more interest than you could ever dream of.’

It sounded like the sort of con job given to terrorists before they strapped explosives to themselves, with the promise of 700 virgins after they died, or like the Klingons who were convinced to die stupidly so they could party and fight forever in Sto-vo-kore. 

Sanders sighed, leaning back. ‘It’s not just your lack of effort I’m worried about. I’m also very concerned about the amount of biscuits and milk going missing. Entire packets disappear, usually after you’ve been on duty. And only this evening I made myself a coffee and opened a fresh two-litre bottle of milk. Two hours later it was almost empty. You and I have been the only ones here all night.’

‘Err...’ Tucker thought furiously for something to get the blame off him. ‘Perhaps God drank it? Like when Santa Claus turns up on Christmas Eve and helps himself to milk and cookies.’

Sanders’ eyes narrowed.

Tucker quickly came up with something else. ‘I... I think there were a couple of kids hanging around from drama group.’

‘The drama group finished before I had my coffee. They were all gone by then.’

‘I’m pretty sure I heard a couple of kids in there at one point after that,’ Tucker said.

Mr Sanders huffed. ‘I’m fine with you having a coffee or tea now and then, Tucker, but not drinking entire glasses of milk. And the biscuits... those are not for your consumption. They’re for the services, for events. Any food you want, you bring yourself. We can’t afford to fund your tea breaks.’

Tucker felt a flush of indignation creeping up his spine. He leaned back slightly, resting his hands on his knees. ‘But what about the miracle of the loaves and the fishes? If Jesus is here in this building, shouldn’t he be making sure the milk bottles never run out and the biscuit packets always have biscuits in them?’

Sanders raised an eyebrow, lips tightening. ‘Of course not. There are no starving people here, Tucker. So no need for miracles. Now, that brings me to another matter...things that don’t get miraculously replenished. Items have been going missing from the supply cupboard.’

Tucker froze, trying to look as innocent as possible. He could feel his pulse quicken. The supply cupboard was a treasure trove: church-logo stationary, craft materials, Children’s Church resources, stacks of pamphlets, new bibles, batteries, booklets, and the more “interesting” stash—lost and found items, and confiscated objects from wayward teens, like—

‘Cigarettes.’ Sanders crossed his legs. ‘Well, not just cigarettes, several different things.’

‘Huh?’ Tucker played dumb, wide-eyed. ‘Why would the church have cigarettes? Are you selling them to raise funds?’  

‘Of course not. We’d never do that. Numerous packs have been confiscated over the last several months from our youth as well as other bits and bobs. For some reason, many of them are smoking those Satan’s sticks, so I’ve instructed church leaders to confiscate any we might see from members of the youth group.’

Tucker had been ecstatic to find so many packs several days ago when he helped Maggie Matthews get out of trouble by restoring missing stock from her father’s barbershop. The ginger-haired beauty, not the sharpest knife in the drawer, had been tricked into stealing them by a guy who then tried to throw her under the bus when things turned to custard.  

‘I don’t know about those, Pastor Flanders. I don’t smoke.’

‘I can’t understand why they’ve gone missing. Very few of us have access to the keys to that cupboard, you being one of those people. Are you sure you know nothing about the disappearances of all those cigarettes?’

‘Yep.’ Tucker nodded fervently. He smiled to avoid showing any guilty expression. He’d really hoped no one would notice they were gone. It intrigued him how Sanders had discovered it so soon. ‘How do you know there were any missing?’

‘I just noticed they weren’t there.’

‘Were you gonna smoke them?’ 

Sanders unfolded his legs and dropped his foot with a thump. ‘Of course not. I don’t smoke. I never would. Disgusting. But from what I’ve heard, you’ve been known to smoke in the past. You’ve been caught before at school.’

Tucker puffed out his chest. He’s stopped. He hadn’t had one since last year. ‘I gave that up when I became a Christian. My body is the temple of the Holy Spook, Reverend Ed. I will not defile it with tobacco.’

He thought about Maggie and the whole cigarette-selling fiasco. She was a real sweetie, there was no doubt about that and, unlike many other girls at school, she had been kind to him. Too many girls hated his guts and had nothing but contempt for him, but he had deserved that contempt, he hated to admit. He’d been guilty of sexist slurs and sometimes vulgar comments, even intimidation. At least he’d never treated Maggie that way.  

‘There’s more than cigarettes going missing,’ said Sanders. ‘Also, boxes of chocolates we use for special gifts for people. Did you get a little peckish and help yourself?’

Tucker shook his head, fingers drumming lightly on his thighs. ‘No.’ He’d resisted the temptation. ‘What about Bibles? Have they been stealing those new ones in there?’

‘Err... well no, surprisingly not,’ Sanders admitted. ‘The thief doesn’t seem to be interested in those.’

Tucker snickered on the inside. It didn’t surprise him.

Sanders continued, ‘How about other confiscated items we had in there that have gone? Perhaps you know about those? A pocketknife... a pack of condoms...’

Tucker shook his head at both. ‘Don’t need a pocketknife to defend myself.’ He showed him his fists. ‘I have these. And as for condoms...’ He’d never needed any yet, even with his girlfriend, Winifred. He used the excuse she used for not having sex. ‘As a good Christian, I intend to save myself for marriage so have no need for them.’

‘Two pornographic magazines.’

Tucker’s jaw dropped. ‘I never saw those in there.’ That disappointed him. They would have given him some excellent reading material when he needed a break from cleaning.

‘Are you sure you never saw them?’

‘Yes!’ He couldn’t believe that kids had brought such things to church. He was also surprised that Sanders hadn’t taken them home to keep for himself. Or why they hadn’t just been destroyed.

‘Are you sure you know nothing about these thefts?’

‘Yes!’

For a long moment, Sanders scrutinized him, like a hawk circling prey. ‘Sometimes I don’t know whether I can trust anything that comes out of your mouth. You claim to be a Christian, yet your behavior...’ He waved vaguely. ‘...is far from Christian. The things you say at school... When did you truly give your life to Christ, anyway?’

‘My family are Christians. I was always kind of one. Prayed to Jesus all the time as a kid. It was at Christmas I recommitted my life to Christ. In fact, Winifred helped me with that.’ 

Winifred had never tried to convert him, but Sanders needn’t know about that. 

Sanders tapped the arm of his chair with his middle finger. ‘Well, I have heard from several sources you’re an atheist and I’ve heard that several times since Christmas.’

Tucker held out his hands, palms up. ‘That’s because I was an atheist. Not anymore.’

‘I’ve been told you’re still claiming to be one.’

‘They’re lying.’ Tucker did his best to keep a straight face as he came up with more rubbish he was sure Sanders would buy. ‘You’re a man of God. You have the Holy Spook within you—’

‘Spirit!’ he corrected him. ‘Holy Spirit.’

‘...and if I were just a pretender, it would have told you ages ago.’

‘Hmmmm...’ Sanders pondered that and perhaps even bought it. ‘Even so, the fruits of the Holy Spirit just doesn’t seem to be growing from you.’

Tucker recalled a sermon about the fruits of the Holy Spirit. Love, joy, peace, faithfulness, self-control... what were the others...? Pride, gluttony, wrath... yeah, that was them. Funny, Tucker felt he was rather proficient at those last three. 

Sanders, though, was hardly a paragon of virtue when it came to many of those fruits, and Tucker couldn’t help but snicker. ‘We’re not perfect, right, Mr Flanders? We are all works in progress. Jesus is working on me and helping me to be a better Christian. I mean, even you aren’t that fruity either. You lust after the goddess, Vanessa, as much as the rest of us—’

Sanders gasped. ‘What are you talking about? Lust? Vanessa...?’

Tucker had said too much. ‘Did I say goddess? Oops, my bad, I really am an ubbhead. There is only one god, and that’s Jesus Christ, right? A goddess would be a false god, one no one should lust after... or worship, for that matter.’

‘That is correct.’ Sanders glared. ‘And I lust after no woman, even the likes of Vanessa Danté...’ His eyes seemed to drift for half a second, as though an image of her flickered across his mind.

Tucker could hardly blame him. He imagined her often enough himself. Those sapphire blue eyes, that perfect skin and figure, and Maggie standing beside her with her copper hair falling like sunlight. Both of them smiling at him. 

If only they fantasised about him the way he fantasised about them.

Flanders’ eyes snapped back into focus. ‘If you were really serious about God and gave your life to him, then the Holy Spook comes into you.’

‘Spirit. Holy spirit.’

Flanders cringed. ‘When the Holy Spirit is in you, that takes away the desire to sin. I really wonder whether you had a true conversion experience at all.’

‘But I did!’

Flanders leaned forward and interlocked his fingers. His expression suggested he was preparing to deliver a verdict. ‘Tucker, there is one thing we have to be certain of while you work here, and that is your commitment to Jesus. We cannot have unbelievers or even lukewarm Christians on staff. It would set a poor example. God would not want a non-believer working in his church.’

Tucker raised his eyebrows. ‘But you told me God wanted me here. That means I must be okay, right?’

Sanders stiffened. ‘It could be that God wished to give you a chance. But when God gives us tasks, he expects us to be good stewards. He is telling me right now that if you’re lukewarm, he will spit you out of his mouth as he spits out all false Christians. Revelations chapter three verse sixteen.’

Tucker blinked. ‘But once you preached that God never rejects anyone. You said we reject him.’

Sanders’ face coloured. He shifted in his seat, returning his hands to the armrests. ‘Well... when you slack off and do not put your whole heart into working for God, that’s rejecting him. You reject his commands. So if you’re half-hearted in your walk, you are rejecting God.’

Tucker scratched his head. He was super confused now. It was God who would be doing the spitting out of his mouth, not the other way around. Nevertheless, he didn’t argue. 

Sanders tapped the armrest. ‘I really think you need to take a further step in showing your dedication to Jesus.’

Tucker recoiled. The last thing he wanted was more work. ‘What?’

‘At this Sunday’s evening service, we are having a baptismal service. So far, we only have two people who want to be baptized, which is rather disappointing. I know that you have not taken that vital step in your Christian walk yet. I feel God is telling me you should take that step to prove your dedication to him.’

Tucker continued to baulk at the idea. ‘You mean dunk me underwater?’

Sanders winced. ‘That’s part of the ritual, but it’s more than that. It’s about cleansing. It’s about being reborn as a new man.’

‘But... but... but it’s holy water, right?’ Tucker pictured stepping into the water and feeling the water sizzling against his skin like it did to vampires in horror movies. Surely, it would be the same for atheists pretending to be Christians? He could only imagine how horrific it would be, a guy like him, being immersed completely in holy water.

‘I dare say you could call it holy water. It’s water that’s blessed... or at least bringing great blessing to you. You’ll be cleansed and born anew in Christ. Every Christian should take this step if they wish to serve and please God. Do you wish to serve and please God, Tucker?’

Tucker’s stomach twisted. ‘But... but I have a lot of muscle weight. What if you duck me under and can’t pull me out? The baptismal pool is small. I could get wedged in.’

‘That will never happen, even with a boy of your... size.’

‘But... I... I can’t swim.’

‘You won’t need to. Look, Tucker, do you want to show God you’re a true Christian? If you don’t do this, I’ll know you’re only pretending.’

Tucker ran his fingers through his short, curly locks. ‘But Reverend Ned, I—’

‘And I am getting sick and tired of you screwing up my name. I am Ed Sanders, not Ned Flanders. I am a pastor, not a reverend. I’m serious, Tucker. You only have one choice. Either be baptized on Sunday or find a new job. You wouldn’t want to upset our heavenly father, would you?’

Tucker swallowed hard. He wanted to let rip on Mr Sanders and refuse but he couldn’t risk losing his job as he’d not be able to pay his mother board money. 

‘I... I... of course I wouldn’t,’ he said. If indeed this god was real, he certainly didn’t want to get on its wrong side. But surely pretending to be a Christian would only make this god madder? Nevertheless, the fate he’d have at the hands of his mother if he lost his job would be far worse than any he might suffer at the hands of God. ‘I’ll do it. I’ll—'

Mr Sanders’ phone rang. The ringtone was a song they sometimes sang in church. ‘Jesus is a friend of mine. Jesus is my friend. Jesus is a friend of mine. I have a friend in Jesus...’

‘Hello there. Ed Sanders speaking... Oh hello, Royce, how are you..? Bad news? Oh dear. I hope it’s nothing serious.’ There was silence for a few moments as Mr Sanders listened to the voice on the other end. His jaw dropped and he gasped. ‘Oh my... Oh my goodness...That’s awful news. Please tell me that’s not true...’ 

Once again, there was a few moments of silence as Mr Sanders stared dead ahead at the picture of The Last Supper. 

‘I...’ His voice quivered. ‘I am so sorry to hear this. I... I can’t believe this could have happened. Thank you, Royce for informing me. I shall call the Matthews tomorrow, once they’ve had a chance to deal with this and see if there’s anything the church can do for them. I really am sorry... Even though she had her problems, she was a lovely girl... Yes... goodbye.’

He hung up. A tear formed in his eye.

Tucker leaned forward, heart tightening. ‘What happened? Is it something to do with the Matthews?’  His mind went immediately to his friend, Maggie, for whom he had stolen the cigarettes. 

Sanders closed his eyes briefly. ‘Yes. It is about Maggie.’

He inhaled shakily.

‘She committed suicide earlier this evening...’
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​​​​CHAPTER 2:
Duty first
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Rex Cassidy looked for the fun in everything, even when it came to school meetings or having to endure one of Mr Ramden’s painful maths classes. There were always laughs to be had and monkey business to get up to. Half the joy was seeing how far he could push the boundaries, not to mention the patience of the teachers, right to the edge while keeping his classmates entertained. 

He had done plenty of that in his time as head boy and had come dangerously close to being fired more than once. The deputy principal, Mr Reaper, hovered like a hungry hawk at most events, just waiting for Rex to put a foot wrong.

One of the downsides of being head boy at Te Arawa College was having to attend mundane events. He also had to surrender some of his lunch breaks, including the one he was losing right now for the monthly student council meeting. That meant time he didn’t get to spend with his darling, Vanessa. A true imposition. More than once, he had come close to throwing in a resignation letter, just to free himself from the responsibility. Mr Reaper would probably throw a party if he did.

But the last thing Rex wanted was to give Mr Reaper the satisfaction. Not when the man prided himself on being the most unreasonable and most unpleasant teacher in the school, ruling by fear rather than respect. One of his favourite personal hobbies seemed to be looking for new ways to oust Rex from his position.

It was all part of the game, trying to get around the rules and the Reaper himself, or any other teacher who happened to be on duty at these events. So, when it came to student council meetings, which Rex had little interest in, he was determined to keep playing that game. Especially if it entertained his fellow councillors. 

This was only the second student council meeting of the year. Eighteen students sat around the long table: equal numbers of boys and girls, four representatives from years ten to thirteen, one of them being Rex’s younger sister, Skylar. The group also included Rex and the head girl, Tamara Mitchell.

They were seated in the private study room in the Te Arawa College library, the air smelling faintly of carpet cleaner and old books.

Mr Reaper wasn’t involved in the student council, however. Mrs Whiterow, a middle-aged woman with glasses and long flowing dark hair, wearing a drab grey dress, was in charge. She wasn’t there to facilitate, but more to oversee the meetings and ensure everything went as scheduled, at least for the first few meetings. 

‘Now where is our chairperson, Maggie Matthews?’ she asked. ‘She’s late.’

No one knew. Rex hadn’t seen Maggie all morning.

‘I don’t think she came in today,’ Skylar said.

Mrs Whiterow grunted. ‘So she’s probably sick. How annoying that the office staff didn’t tell me.’ She sighed. ‘Maybe they didn’t realise she’s on the school council.’ She looked around the table. ‘We need a replacement for today then. Tamara, how about you?’

‘Sure, okay.’

Rex had no problem with that. He liked looking at Tamara, with her brown eyes, which matched her skin. Her outfit helped too: tight denim jeans and a red halter-neck top that made half the boys at the table subtly adjust their posture. 

Vanessa would have insisted he have a little fun with Tamara; as she herself fancied the head girl something chronic.

‘May I say, that you, Tam, are looking really hot this afternoon,’ Rex said. ‘I love that top you’re wearing.’ 

The slender Māori smiled coyly. ‘Thanks!’ 

She was cool and had become comfortable with the fact that Vanessa encouraged the flirtation, even though the flattery still caused her to blush. 

The top reminded Rex of something Vanessa herself might wear. A lot of the year-thirteen girls had copied Vanessa’s style. Hardly surprising as she was a model, after all, and something of a teenage goddess. Boys wanted her. Girls copied her. And only year-thirteen girls were allowed to wear their own clothes. Everyone younger had to suffer in uniform.

‘I’d like to pass a motion right now,’ Rex said, straight-faced, ‘that you and I slip into the other room for a bit and let someone else handle the rest of this meeting. Sound like a plan?’

He knew he was pushing it but he was determined to get a rise out of Mrs Whiterow, who sat quietly at the end of the table flicking through a pile of what looked like geography or history assignments. 

Rex knew Vanessa would cheer him on if she were part of the council. 

‘Umm...’ Tam blushed some more, but all she could do was smile at him. 

‘I take that as a yes,’ Rex said. ‘Unless we should vote on it? Yes, voting is important. We’ll vote right now on whether Tam and I head off somewhere private for the rest of this meeting.’

Skylar spoke up. ‘I can already tell you the results of that one, darling brother. All the girls will be voting no because they won’t think it’s fair Tam gets all your attention.’ She rolled her eyes.  

‘Mmmmm.’ Rex scratched his chin theatrically. ‘Okay, copy that, no vote then. We’ll just go ahead and sneak into the other room right now.’

Tamara giggled and there were laughs and snickers, even a few huffs from the rest of the councillors. 

Mrs Whiterow cleared her throat loudly. ‘Tamara, it is your job as chairperson to keep this meeting on track. You should not be allowing fellow councillors to distract you.’

‘Sorry, Mrs Whiterow,’ Tam said quickly. ‘Sorry, Rex. We need to get started.’ She straightened her papers. ‘Our first item on the agenda is the starting of the school athletics event being held this Friday afternoon. The initial qualifying events will be happening and the finals will be taking place the following Friday. This is the first time TAC has done it this way. We, as the student council, need to decide just what we want to do as far as documenting these events for the school newsletter. Like how much we want to video and photograph and who’s gonna do it?’

One of the boys raised a hand. ‘We’ll want to list all the main results for every event.’

Several councillors murmured their agreement.

‘And we should maybe include spotlights on some of our most successful athletes,’ said another councillor, twirling a pen between her fingers. ‘The ones who’ll be representing us at the inter-school championships.’

‘In other words, Rex,’ said one of the boys with a smirk. ‘He wins everything and has already smashed half the athletics records.’

Rex waved him off. ‘Nah, not me. Pick someone who actually dreams of the Olympics or whatever. I just train for fun and exercise. Anyway, this year I’m only doing the Octathlon. Last year I was too busy competing to actually enjoy myself. No time to fraternise.’ He threw a cheeky grin at Mrs Whiterow, who stared at him as if she was trying to set him alight with her eyes.

‘That’s cool,’ said one of the year-thirteen boys. ‘That gives the rest of us a chance to actually win something.’

‘Yeah, instead of just vying for second place,’ said another. 

Rex chuckled. ‘For me, it means more time to make out,’ he joked. ‘Although, Tam, if you’re not interested, I may have to find someone else...’ He opted for one of the less physically attractive girls to give her a bit of an ego boost. One who usually got overlooked by guys. ‘Like Angela over there.’

Angela’s eyes popped wide and a bright smile spread across her face.

‘Ahem...’ Tam tapped her agenda sheet. ‘Focus, Rex... please?’

‘Ohhhh, that’s just cruel. And impossible. And not fun at all.’ He tried to keep a straight face but failed miserably.

‘Pretty please?’

Mrs Whiterow groaned. ‘Tamara, you’re the chairperson. You do not say “pretty please”. You’re meant to be assertive and keep everyone on track. If Rex here won’t behave, you’ll need to ask him to leave. And let me tell you, Rex, if you’re asked to leave, Mr Reaper will hear about it, and you’ll soon find yourself the ex–head boy.’

‘Tam,’ Rex said sweetly. ‘Would you really do something so heartless? Send me out?’ 

‘I... err...’ Tam flushed scarlet and gave a helpless smile. ‘I wouldn’t wanna send you out.’

Mrs Whiterow huffed. ‘You need to keep control of this meeting, Tamara. He must comply. What will you do if he doesn’t comply?’

Tam giggled. ‘Give in and make out with him?’

The room burst forth with laughter.

‘Now you’re not taking this seriously,’ Mrs Whiterow scolded. ‘Perhaps we need someone else to
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