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          PARKES, NEW SOUTH WALES

        

      

    

    
      Shit. Almost midnight. He was going to be late. Albert gripped the steering wheel as the station wagon bounced along the dirt road. Couldn’t this piece of junk go faster? Ahead, the giant radio telescope towered out of the darkness. Albert glanced up through his windscreen at the night sky. The light from those stars had taken years to arrive. Being a couple of minutes late wouldn’t affect anything. Besides, the boss had probably already left.

      His headlights flashed over a mob of sleepy kangaroos. One drowsy marsupial turned its head, watching his car judder across potholes. Lucky roos. They eat grass, jump around, make babies and have zero existential worries about being alone in the universe.

      His car sped into the observatory car park and skidded to a stop. The glowing clock on his dashboard read just after twelve. Only a few minutes late. A grin spread across his bearded face. The master of the roads and the stars.

      Flicking on the light, he snatched his backpack off the passenger seat and caught sight of his bloodshot eyes in the rear-vision mirror. They looked worse than tired; his eyes were pink and fractured like eggshells. His dad’s had been like this before anyone knew he was sick. God, Albert could still hear, and smell, his dad’s words as they camped out in their backyard. Little Albert staring into his telescope with his old man hunched over, whispering about the constellations. Those nights, his dad’s breath had smelt of burnt herbs, a scent Albert learnt was his father’s self-medicating act of defiance. Albert blinked at his red eyes in the mirror. Just get through tonight. It’ll be okay. He brushed down his dark, messy curls with his fingers to appear normal.

      Three kangaroos, chewing grass at the edge of the car park popped up their heads as he slammed the car door. His sneakers crunched across the gravel. Both pride and exhaustion filled his heart as the huge white dish towered above him like a massive ear to the stars.

      Galaxies, supernovas and the possibility of something being out there were Albert’s passions, but being enthusiastic about data entry required effort. For the last few months he’d been yearning for a transfer to day shifts. If only. Regular sleep sounded so seductive, so out of reach, and yet beautiful. It was a mythical creature. He desired that magic slumber beast so much, he would willingly consent to it dragging him into his bedroom and ravishing him. After tonight’s shift, he’d face plant into his pillow and try to sleep for the entire weekend.

      He slapped his ID pass against the access panel and the glass doors slid open. “Kaz?” he called, praying for zero response. “You still here?”

      The air conditioner whirred in the empty office.

      He stopped holding his breath. “Kaz?”

      The fluorescent lights above the open-plan cubicles hummed. Brilliant. This was perfect. He almost skipped towards his office. It was just him and the stars.

      “Doctor Manning!” a woman’s voice boomed in a battle cry. A tall woman came striding between the desks like a Valkyrie in suit and tie. “We need to talk.”

      Albert swallowed. His stomach twisted in a tense knot. Why Kaz dressed formally in rural Australia he could never understand. Her blonde hair was tied back so tight it stretched her face and her square jawline was brick hard.

      Her cold eyes flicked over him as she said, “Whatever you’re wearing, it’s breaking office policy.” Her lips puckered into a sneer. “Are you supposed to be an astrophysicist or a hobo?”

      Albert’s body ached from tiredness. He glanced down at his old jeans and t-shirt. “At this hour, Kaz, no one cares.”

      “Doctor Manning, this isn’t university. Your lazy PhD days are over.” She struck her hands against her hips. “Parkes Observatory is the most significant observatory in our great nation. Protocol can not to be ignored.” On each side of her jaw, muscles pulsed.

      Albert stood more upright, readying to defend himself.

      She continued, “I will not have you tarnishing our reputation with your layabout attitude.”

      “Kaz, I’m not lazy.” He felt exhausted. “Admittedly, my clothing might not be to your taste, but my entries are on point and accurate. I do this job exceedingly well.”

      Her eyes flared. Angry. If she even slightly agreed, she didn’t show it. “Project Big Ear requires lots of responsibility. Show it in your attire.” Her lips compressed. “Turning up late is unacceptable. This is the second time⁠—”

      “I’m only five min⁠—”

      “Don’t interrupt.” She held up her hand as if she were a traffic cop. “While some might be kind enough to suggest your work is acceptable, you must arrive on time and well groomed.” She took a breath and glanced him up and down. “Dressing like a loser is a distasteful reflection of our institute’s values. This your first official warning.”

      He nodded. Thank the universe this was his last shift for the week.

      “Unless, of course,” – she leaned down close to his face and hissed – “you can make it worth my while.”

      Albert looked at her, confused. Was she? No, she couldn’t. “Kaz…” he began, “you’re very lovely, but I don’t think of you that way.”

      “No, you twit.” Her eyes shot wide. “I know some people find you” – her eyes scrutinized his face – “attractive, for a nerd. But I do not.” She huffed and glanced around the empty office before whispering, “Give me ten per cent of your pay each week and your warning disappears.”

      Albert stepped back, feeling off balance.

      “Plus” – she smiled – “I’ll ensure your employment in our great facility is always secure.”

      She was too much.

      “No.” He forced himself to stare into her eyes. “That won’t be happening.” If he paid her, he’d only have enough for rent and nothing else.

      “Okay, Manning.” She plastered on her smile. “But one more warning and you’re out on that threadbare arse.” She spun on her heels and strode towards the main doors, calling behind her, “Now remember: shoot for the stars.”

      Albert slumped into his chair. Above him, data streamed across screens displaying the incoming universe. On the monitor directly in front of him, Big Kaz had stuck a pink Post-it-Note: First Warning!

      He peeled it off. She was a jerk. No way did he deserve a warning. Sure, he dressed casually, but his clothing wasn’t a representation of his work. He’d still be brilliant in his underpants. The universe was messy, and so was he. Carl Sagan would never have put up with this.

      Albert began to punch in the coordinates for the night’s observations. His fingers smashed the keyboard with such determination as he hoped each hit would push the thought of Kaz’s angry face further away. For the last five years he’d enthusiastically, painstakingly and, even under the duress of hangovers, doggedly finished his doctorate with extreme accuracy, at times falling asleep face down in his notes before being ejected from libraries by apologetic librarians at closing time. Tonight’s reporting would be even more on point. The planets inside the Pictor constellation would be monitored with gusto.

      The motors controlling the massive telescope hummed to life. Their sound calmed his mind as the thousand-tonne parabolic dish above him tilted ever so slightly to focus on another tiny sector of the sky. Soon information from the sector began streaming in, lighting the screens with tiny blips of information from the region’s star and planets. His fingers flew across the keyboard, entering quick and brief comments about the numbers being recorded, as though he were the most important data-entry person in the world. He was the prime minister of data entry.

      Sometimes he likened this job of pointing Project Big Ear at a patch of sky to sitting in a dark movie theatre and waiting for a film to begin. The movie might start in five years, but it probably wouldn’t. More likely, it would start five hundred years after he was dead. What’s more, in this particular cinema, no one knew in which direction the screen was. Come to think of it, no one knew whether it was a cinema at all. Rather, he was just sitting in some dark room that smelt of stale popcorn, unwashed fabric and a hint of vomit, waiting for something to happen.

      An hour later, he leaned back from the keyboard, stretched and yawned. Numbers continued to stream. Nothing seemed to be happening. He stood up to take a toilet break when every monitor flashed like a high-wattage Christmas tree.

      “Oh my god!” His voice echoed around the empty offices. Data exploded across the screens. Fantastic! But he had to be sure. Did the signal have the intense noise of a supernova? No. Good. Was this star in the Pictor constellation stable? Yes. No comets were scheduled to pass through his field of observation, no asteroids were in the path. And the signal was much more controlled than the static he’d receive from random space objects.

      It had to be coming from one of the planets he was monitoring.

      He glanced at the black-and-white polarisation charts. The signal appeared as a horizontal straight black line surrounded by static; a narrow band of extreme frequency that was too long to be a fast radio burst, so it wasn’t from a mobile phone or a microwave oven, which had caused problems in the past. This signal was the real deal.

      He checked the location of the galaxy and took a deep breath. It might be coming from planet HD 40307 g, right inside the Goldilocks zone – not too hot and not too cold, perfect for life.

      “This could be big.”

      Albert dropped into his seat and leaned forward, scanning the data stream. The signal had lasted exactly seventy-two seconds. He stared at the screen, waiting for something more to happen.

      The screens blinked silently.

      Why seventy-two seconds? Seventy-two was half a gross or six dozen. Sixty in duodecimal. It was the sum of four consecutive primes, as well as the sum of six consecutive primes. Seventy-two was a pronic number, which was the product of two consecutive numbers, in this case eight and nine.

      While his mind was flooding with number theories, his bladder was under enough pressure to rupture. But if he did a toilet dash now the screen would surely light up again. This was too huge. Squirming in his chair, squeezing himself tight, he recalculated combinations of the seventy-two-second problem. He was nearly going to burst before he grabbed an empty water bottle off his desk, unzipped his jeans and relieved himself.

      Looking from the warm yellow liquid to the screens, the excitement passed. Still nothing. He should probably start informing people; Big Kaz would be over the moon. No doubt she’d receive an award. The thought of her receiving all the credit made his skin crawl. Screw Kaz. If this was actual proof of first contact, he should be awarded a professorship.

      Albert leaned forward to examine the recorded waveform. He zoomed in on it. The signal was an incomprehensible jumble of squiggles, a big spaghetti mess. Bloody hell, the most important day in Earth’s history, when an alien race possibly makes contact and their message makes as much sense as a talking goat.

      He ran the recording through a series of filters to remove the extraneous noise and the signal stretched out in a clearer waveform. Regularities within the frequencies began to take form. Slowly, he recognised the patterns. They were using a form of frequency modulation, and parts of the code were repeating at the beginning and end. Coding and data analysis were his passions; his exhaustion evaporated as his brain kicked into a rhythm.

      By the end of his shift, Albert had formed a theory about the repeating pattern: it could mean only one thing. He copied the recording to his laptop, buried the data from it in his work folders, and slapped a Post-it Note on his boss’ desk.

      Nothing to report. Quiet night.
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        * * *

      

      For two days Albert hunched over the computer in his bedroom, fingers tapping across the keyboard; empty mugs teetering on every remaining surface of the desk and, finally an hour before he was due back for his Monday night shift, he’d finished building the signal convertor program. Bathed in blue light from his monitor with his head buzzing from caffeine and lack of sleep, Albert pushed up his glasses. The small green icon sat on the screen, beckoning him. He stared at it for a full ten minutes, as if frozen. This could change the world. It could change everything. He breathed in and out. Then his wrist slid the mouse over the little green box and he clicked.

      On the screen, a green creature stared back as though it was checking the camera, and then formed a smile of sharp teeth. It looked like a cross between a human and the ugliest toad Albert had ever seen. It had a mop of stringy hair, the colour of moss, and slime dripping down its face as though it was sweating gloop. A silver robe hung from its body and its long hands shone wetly.

      “Hello,” it intoned. “My name is Blixitor. I am a representative of the Gatogrosian Council, a group of unified civilisations in the known universe.”

      Albert started jotting down details.

      “The message we sent was very simple. We estimated it would take a species at your level of evolution no more than twenty minutes to decode.”

      Well, Albert thought, I’ll be editing out that part.

      “We learnt your language through your radio broadcasts. We very much enjoyed the jazz. Louis Armstrong is quite the hep-cat.”

      Albert did a quick calculation. It would’ve taken forty-two years for Earth’s radio signals to reach their planet and, if Blixitor returned a broadcast straight away, it would’ve taken another forty-two for his message to arrive. The alien was listening to Louis’ trumpet wails from the 1930s.

      Blixitor continued. “We would like to offer your planet something that will change your lives forever. For the better, of course. Our next transmission will be much longer and contain very important details. Show it directly to your leaders. We will broadcast again in exactly three Earth days.”

      Albert checked the clock on his phone. Tonight, he didn’t want to be late.
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        * * *

      

      The wagon skidded into the gravel car park. Albert slammed the car door and ran towards the observatory.

      “Bit early, aren’t you?” Big Kaz stood in the hallway, dressed in a suit and tie, blocking the way to Albert’s office.

      “I came in early to make up the time.”

      Her cold eyes ran him up and down, her lips twitched. Albert glanced down at himself and winced. Damn. These were the same jeans and t-shirt he’d worn on Friday’s shift and he hadn’t had time to shower.

      “You look appalling” – she winced with her nose wrinkling at his body odour – “Go home and clean yourself up.”

      “I’m sorry, Kaz. I understand this isn’t appropriate.”

      She glared at him. The muscles in her square jaw pulsing.

      Albert realised if she stopped him, he would miss the broadcast. He decided to appeal to her compassion, if it existed. “Kaz, I don’t own anything else. And honestly, I’m going to buy some new clothes when I get paid.”

      Her eyes narrowed and her lips smiled, thinly. “This will be your last warning, Doctor Manning. You’re going to have to leave.”

      “No. I can’t.” Albert looked sideways to his office, trying to control his anxiousness. “Tonight’s reports will be on your desk in the morning,” he lied again. “I promise. And I’ll never turn up to work like this again. Everything will be perfect.”

      “I’ve given you too many chances,” Kaz huffed. “Unless, of course, we can come to some sort of agreement.”

      And there it was, he thought. He did a quick calculation. “Alright,” he said. “Ten percent of my daily pay rounded to the nearest hundred.”

      “Very well.” She grinned and stepped aside. “I want the report from tonight on my desk before you leave.”

      “It will be.” He smiled. Ten per cent of his daily pay was thirty dollars, and that, rounded to the nearest hundred, was zero. “Things are going to be much different from now on. Trust me.”

      “Yes, I believe our working relationship has already improved.” She shook her car keys and marched towards the doors. “Now remember, shoot for the stars.”

      Albert slipped eagerly into his chair under the bank of screens and breathed deep before carefully punching in the coordinates for the Pictor constellation. The dish’s motors hummed to life, moving it slowly into position. He glanced at his monitor, at the data streaming in from outer space. It was being recorded, but he uploaded his decoding program to convert any incoming signal on the fly.

      Everything was quiet, nothing unusual was going on yet. On his desk he noticed the water bottle filled with his piss from the other night. Kaz had stuck a note to it: No juice near the equipment. No time for that now, this was history in the making.

      He took a deep breath, feeling doubt creep into his mind. His hands hung poised over the keyboard. This next step could get him into a little trouble. The world had to be informed and he definitely wanted to be the one telling them, but some might think he had no right. He straightened his back, trying to find his confidence. Doing this was breaking the rules.

      Screw the rules, he thought. Screw Kaz. He was going to change the world.

      Quickly, he logged on to every social media account he had and set up multiple live streams, each page with the same title – “First Contact with Aliens Tonight”. He summarised his last few days of work, posted the first decoded video as proof and added a large countdown timer to display when the broadcast would begin, assuming the aliens wouldn’t be late.

      Remember to breathe. Forcing himself to exhale, he watched the screen. Slowly, the decoded video’s view count rose. In a just few minutes, three people had watched.

      The alien’s voice echoed through his head: “Show it directly to your leaders.” Was this the right thing to do? His stomach bubbled as if inside it contained a thick soup of anxiety. If he had shown this to Kaz, whatever the outcome, he would’ve felt much worse. He closed his eyes, trying to calm his brain. Whatever Blixitor had to say, the whole human race would understand. After all, we are all equal. And who the hell are our leaders? When he opened his eyes, the view count had risen to thirteen. Double figures.

      As more and more people watched, Albert scrolled down to the comments. If tonight is first contact, someone wrote, what was that video posted? Pre-emptive contact? They added a laughing emoji.

      How many prequels are there?

      Albert pressed his lips together and pushed up his glasses. Blood began heating his face. Ignore them, he thought. There will always be haters.

      The view count clicked above the hundreds, and others said, This is fake news. The video is a hoax.

      Albert’s fingers flew across the keyboard with fury. This would not do at all. After explaining who he was, he smashed the keys with his IP address to prove his location. He forced his eyes away from the computer, up at the quiet equipment monitoring the Pictor constellation. Soon everything would light up like a rave party. Online, questions about his authenticity began to dissolve and the tight unease in his gut loosened. He felt proud that people knew he was broadcasting from Parkes Observatory. He wasn’t some crazy person, but a proper scientist who sat in the dark waiting for aliens to speak.

      Five minutes before the broadcast was due to start, Albert adjusted his glasses and attempted to flatten his curly hair before turning on the webcam. “Hello, everyone,” he said in an unfortunately squeaky voice. “Today, we are going to make history.” He held up his fist. “Woo!”

      You look awful, someone commented in the feed. Are you sick?

      I think he’s cute. But yeah… definitely unwell.

      Albert looked at the tiny video portrait of his face in the top corner of the screen and nodded in agreement. He did look terrible. His glasses exacerbated the dark rings under his eyes. His black curly hair stood at crazy angles and he hadn’t shaved. “Sorry, I haven’t slept for a couple of days,” he explained. “I’ve been decoding the other video.”

      I bet he’s on drugs, another commented.

      “Honestly, I’m just tired.”

      That’s denial. He’s probably on meth.

      “No, I’m not. It’s coffee.”

      Albert’s eyes went wide, seeing the number of streamers had climbed into the hundreds of thousands. Nervousness rushed through him. Not since Parkes Observatory broadcast the moon landing had this many people taken notice. His breath became short and he forced himself to smile into the webcam. Make a good impression, he thought. This was going viral.

      Admit it. You’re off your head, aren’t you?

      “No!”

      Oh look. It’s starting.

      The video screen in front of Albert flashed white. Albert’s watching face sat in the top corner of the feed.

      “This is it,” said Albert, using a calm, soft voice for the audience of the world. He imagined himself narrating a documentary. “This is first contact. History is about to be made.”

      On the screen, an animation of lots of strange logos flew past to form a circle surrounded by stars.

      Albert continued, “That appears to be a symbol of the Gatogrosian Council. Next, I assume we will see their representative, Blixitor.”

      Shut up, Albert! You’re ruining it!

      Blixitor appeared on screen. The smiling alien toad wearing a silver robe reminded Albert of a sweaty monk. Slime shimmered on its skin. Its green hair hung limp. Stretching out its long glistening hands, it said, “Greetings from the unified planets of the Gatogrosian Council.”

      God, he’s an ugly bastard, came a comment. If that thing landed in my backyard, I’d take its head off with a shovel.

      “Thank you for this opportunity,” Blixitor continued. “And for allowing me to talk directly with your leader. It is a great honour.”

      Albert felt himself blushing slightly with pride. He was making this happen. The greatest moment Earth had known. This was huge. He would definitely get an award.

      I never voted for Albert. He’s not my leader. He’s a junky.

      All hail Emperor Albert… Drug head.

      Blixitor continued, “You’re probably wondering why we decided to contact you.”

      No, we’re not. We wanna know where you get your hair done.

      The worst barber in the universe. Zero stars.

      “I am head of the Gatogrosian division of xenopologists. Our task is to study cultures on different planets. We assess them, determine their level of evolution and offer our help.”

      At this point, the phone on Albert’s desk began to ring. Albert paused the video stream. Blixitor’s green face stopped, frozen. In the top corner of the screen, Albert watched himself say, “Don’t worry, everyone. The video is still recording. We won’t miss anything. I just have to take this.” As his phone rang, the world watched. “Hello?”

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” yelled Big Kaz.

      “Um, Kaz. Is there a problem?”

      “Don’t play games with me. Turn off that broadcast immediately.”

      “But…”

      Our great leader is getting totally owned.

      “Turn it off!” Kaz shouted.

      Hang up on her, Albert.

      “End it!” screamed his boss. “NOW!”

      Albert looked at the paused screen with the frozen image of Blixitor’s head and his own nervous face in the top corner. This was his moment, his chance to change the world. There would never be another. “Sorry.” He hung up and pressed play.

      “The Gatogrosians have no plans to visit Earth,” Blixitor said. “Our system is too far away. It would take at least a thousand years before we arrived.”

      It sounds like Blixie’s government has cut his funding.

      Same story, different planet.

      He should ask Emperor Albert for some money.

      “But,” continued Blixitor, “we have developed a form of wormhole communication technology. If you build this, we can communicate and send information back and forth at great distances instantaneously. We will be able to speak directly with each other in real-time.”

      Awesome. A Universe Wide Web.

      Oh great! We’re going to be watching Blixie’s cat videos.

      “We would like to offer your planet this extremely advanced technology. This will improve your people’s lives. It has the potential to change your world beyond your imagination for the betterment of all.”

      The phone rang again, and Albert unplugged it. Then the mobile phone in his pocket started vibrating. He threw it across the room.

      Albert took a deep breath and imagined people all over planet Earth watching on TVs, computers, phones or whatever screen they had, leaning forward.

      “But in exchange for this information, Gatogrosians wish to study humans in their natural habitats without their knowledge. They are not to know they are being watched or even be aware of our existence. These humans must not know,” it repeated. “They must not know of our existence. All aspects of this negotiation depend on this. The only ones who can know are a small group of world leaders. The general population must not know about us for this to succeed.”

      “Oops,” said Albert.

      A bit late for that now, isn’t it?

      I bet Emperor Albert feels like a goose.

      Albert’s mobile continued to vibrate from across the room.

      “As a sign of trust and a show of our respect,” Blixitor said, “I will now stream some blueprints and codes for the advanced technology that will allow us to communicate directly.”

      At this point, Blixitor disappeared, and the screen went black. Random codes and diagrams started firing across the monitor.

      “Holy shit!” yelled Albert in the corner of the screen. He leaned forwards, watching. I’m going to be famous, he thought, I’m going to win the Nobel Prize. Stick that up your arse, Big Kaz.

      The door to his office flung open. Albert’s eyes went wide as several federal police officers burst into the room, pointing handguns.

      “Get away from the computer!” an officer shouted.

      Another grabbed him by the collar. Albert squealed and as they shoved him backwards from the desk, his legs kicked out and booted the bottle of yellow wee. He fell and the bottle flew up, spinning slowly above him like a satellite before they both crashed to the floor. The bottle pooled in a puddle near his head as a knee went into his back and handcuffs clicked tight around his wrists.
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          TWO YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Bobby Tucker glanced around the classroom, wide-eyed and worried. Dial down the paranoia, he thought. No one is looking. Every other student faced the front with rapt attention, as if their new teacher held the gift for imparting great wisdom. He leaned down close to his desk, cupped a hand over his mouth and sniffed. Damn. That herb smell was hanging around like a bad fart. Should never have vaped pot during the break. Physics was gonna cook the brain.

      Ms Jacobs paced at the front, before the rows of desks like an evangelical preacher with a pixie haircut. “We’re taking a giant leap today,” she said.

      He watched her beautiful lips move.

      “We’re talking about space.”

      My head is in outer space, he thought, rubbing his red-rimmed eyes. Mental note: Stop getting stoned at lunch. It might mess up university next year.

      His teacher was explaining how the Earth orbited the sun at thirty kilometres per second. If you asked Bobby, the world wasn’t moving fast enough; another six months of St Helens High would destroy him. But moving to Hobart University, that’d be next level. No parents, no rules, just parties.

      “And the sun is orbiting the centre of the Milky Way,” Ms Jacobs said, “at two hundred and thirty kilometres per second.”

      No wonder I feel dizzy. He rubbed his hands over his black spikey hair, trying to wake up.

      Ms Jacobs flicked on the interactive whiteboard. A photo of a massive radio telescope popped up. Bobby leaned forward in his chair, trying to appear interested like everyone else. Don’t draw attention. Just act straight, like another regular kid in class. He nodded as Ms Jacobs spoke. With her slender hand pointing out different parts of the dish, she was ridiculously sexy for an old girl. She must be at least thirty.

      Ms Jacobs asked, “Can someone tell me what electromagnetism is?”

      Bobby lowered his head, pretending to read his textbook to avoid her gaze.

      His best friend, Chook, wearing the serene smile of the relaxed stoner, leaned over near Bobby’s ear and whispered, “I’m pretty sure you’re receiving some electromagnetic attraction from Kitty.”

      Bobby glanced over and noticed Kitty’s legs first, bare and crossed towards him. Why was she was staring at him? He attempted to sit more upright. Act straight, he told himself again. Be confident, like a player. Kitty was good-looking – not in the way Ms Jacobs was, because his teacher owned beauty that was out of this world, but Kitty also ranked high on the hotness scale: blue hair, nose ring and now the cutest grin. Bobby smiled back and gave her an awkward little wave. As soon as he did, he could’ve slapped himself for being so lame. Waving was diabolically un-player like. Kitty smiled and looked away. Bobby felt his face burning.

      “Hey, Tucker,” someone said from behind.

      Bobby looked around to see Dave, Kitty’s boyfriend. The freakishly massive boy glared at him with a deep frown between his eyes. Dave flipped up his middle finger. Bobby quickly turned back and stared at his desk. Great, now he had that giant douche giving him grief. Acting normal, he thought, complete fail.

      Chook muffled his giggles.

      “Mister Adams.” Ms Jacobs zeroed in on Chook. “Would you mind telling us what’s so funny? Or perhaps you could share your thoughts on the speed of radio waves through space.”

      “I guess everything is about timing.” Chook laughed stupidly, his ginger head nodding. “Bobby and I” – he pointed – “were just discussing how fast things move when you’re spaced.”

      Bobby groaned. The class turned their eyes on him like hungry vultures expecting a meal of embarrassing entertainment. Bobby wanted to climb under his desk. Why did Chook have to throw him under the bus?

      “Mister Tucker, care to elaborate?”

      He could feel himself sinking further into his chair, so he took a deep breath, straightened himself upright and said, “Of course. Not a problem. What Chook means is that radio waves are a type of electromagnetic radiation that travel at the speed of light.” He grinned. “So their timing has to be mega quick.”

      “And what is the speed of light?”

      “Just under 300 thousand kilometres a second.”

      Ms Jacobs laughed out a single honk noise and said, “Nice save, Mister Tucker.”

      The class grumbled, disappointed. Bobby felt a warm flush on his cheeks. Ms Jacobs gave him a quick smile and turned back to her whiteboard, pointing at the radio telescope. Bobby watched. Sure, Ms Jacobs had a weird laugh, but no one was perfect.

      She said, “Electromagnetic radiation is made of an elementary particle called a photon. And, as Bobby has stated, these travel at the speed of light.”

      His heart fluttered. Maybe he truly was in love with Ms Jacobs. She might be the one. Perhaps it could work, despite their age difference. He could still feel Kitty’s eyes on him, but ignored her, looking directly at Ms Jacobs’ beautiful body. A plan formed in his head. He would be the best student she’d ever had. He would win her favour and then, when he finished year twelve, they’d go out on a sexy date.

      A tightly folded up note landed on his desk. Bobby glanced back in the direction it had come and Kitty nodded with a wink. Bobby swallowed down his rising discomfort. Had Dave seen her do that? Her little letter sat on his desk waiting like an unopened birthday present.

      Ms Jacobs’ phoned dinged.

      “No phones in class, Miss,” Dave called from the back of the room. The class muffled their sniggers.

      “Chill out, Dave,” Bobby said.

      “I’ll smash your face, Tucker.”

      “Dave.” Kitty rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a dick.”

      Bobby’s head dropped, regretting having opened his mouth. He really should think first.

      Ms Jacobs stared pointedly at them before she continued. “I’ve just received some very important information.”

      With the class focused on her, Bobby began to unfold Kitty’s note. Feather scraped his stomach. Did Kitty like him? God, she was hot. Scribbled in pencil the note read: Stay the fuck away from me and my brother. He looked back and she was glaring. No smile. The feathers in his stomach turned into knives.

      Ms Jacobs continued, “Tell your parents and everyone you know that there is a compulsory meeting tonight at the town hall.”

      Bobby wished his seat would swallow him.

      “I can’t go,” Dave called out. “We’ve got footy training.”

      “David, it’ll be cancelled.”

      “Not likely. The grand final’s on this weekend.”

      “David, I promise you, training won’t be on. Everyone must attend this meeting.”

      Dave huffed. Bobby kept his eyes straight ahead. He didn’t want to say anything else to piss off Dave or Kitty.

      Chook asked, “Is the meeting about tourists and the upcoming fishing season?”

      “I don’t think so,” Ms Jacobs said. “That wouldn’t be compulsory.”

      “What’s it about then?” Kitty asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Ms Jacobs frowned at her phone. “The government is organising it and tonight’s announcement will affect you all.”

      The school’s bell started to ring. Bobby shoved his books into his bag. He couldn’t wait to get outside. The room felt hot.

      “Before you go,” Ms Jacobs said to everyone, “your homework is to research whether anything can travel faster than light. And tell me
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