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			Chapter One

			I felt like a rock dropped into the pit of my stomach as my heart sank. Did I hear right? Was I really going to be partnered with Eve for the Year Three Bake-Off Competition?

			I had been looking forward to the Bake-Off for weeks. My best friends, Lucia Cazzoli and Mai Le and I had been planning what we could bake together as a team. It’s all we had talked about for the past two weeks at HQ.
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			It was just minutes ago that Ms Tran announced the partners for the Bake-Off and my plans suddenly fell apart, like a broken vase that smashes into a thousand pieces. Now, Lu and Mai were working as a team, while I got stuck with Eve.
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			‘Now that you know your partners for the Bake-Off Competition, you’ll need to listen carefully to the rules.’ Ms Tran paced around the room, weaving in and out of the desks.

			All eyes followed her, listening to her every word.

			‘You’ll have 40 minutes to bake something, anything of your choice, but there’s a catch.’

			The students straightened up in their seats as a hush fell upon the room.

			Ms Tran held up a pile of orange notices.

			‘Here are your rules,’ she said, as she started handing them out. ‘Take one and pass the rest on. You may use as many ingredients as you want, but everyone must use an orange.’

			[image: ]

			Ms Tran smiled as the class gasped and then squealed with joy.

			Everyone began to mutter the word ORANGE as whispers circulated the room.

			I looked at Mai and Lu. They were beaming. They must already have an idea.

			

			I looked at the orange paper in my hand and scrunched up my nose.
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			All of a sudden, Eve squeezed in next to me and elbowed me in the side.

			‘Ouch!’ I said, then forced a smile.

			‘It looks like we’re going to be partners,’ she said. ‘I was thinking we should get together to talk about what we’re going 
to cook.’

			There was one good thing about being partnered with Eve. Because of her drive to win, Eve always gave 110%.

			Eve began to scribble my name next to hers at the top of the orange sheet of paper.

			‘What should our team name be?’ Eve chewed on the end of her pencil.
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			Eve Kelly and Amanda Commander

			Team Name – TBC

			My friends call me Amanda Commander. Commander is not my real last name. My real name is way too long and really hard to pronounce.

			It’s Caomhánach, if you really want to know.

			I’m sure Eve could never spell Caomhánach, let alone pronounce it, which is why she calls me Amanda Commander as well.

			I really didn’t want to be partners with Eve, but I didn’t know how to tell her. I really wanted to partner with my two best friends. We were a Squad, after all.
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			I remembered a quote I added to our Squad Quote book last week.
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			The truth was, I didn’t trust Eve. How could I be partners with someone I didn’t trust?

			I had total trust in Mai and Lu and I really, really wanted to be on a team with them. I knew they wanted to be on a team with me too. The Bake-Off was on Friday, so we only had a few days. We needed a plan and we needed it quick.

			I sent a text to the Squad.
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			The Squad was arriving soon and I couldn’t wait.

			I quickly made Anzac biscuits for afternoon tea. They were still soft and warm when I put them on the plate and carried them into HQ.
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			HQ is an old shipping container in my backyard. It came on a huge delivery truck when Mum finished her service with the navy. At first, we didn’t know what to do with it. Then Dad started storing his surfboards in it and I thought it would make a great place for our Squad meetings.

			Mum and Dad not only let me use it but Mum helped me decorate the space with:
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			It wasn’t long before Lu and Mai burst through the door.

			‘I knew it,’ said Lu, looking at Mai. ‘Told you so.’

			‘What?’ I scratched my head.

			‘She knew you’d have Anzacs today.’ Mai rolled her eyes as she picked up a paintbrush. ‘Plus, you can smell them a mile away.’

			‘They smell so good,’ said Lu, grabbing a biscuit and shoving it into her mouth. ‘And still warm too. Yum!’

			‘I’m going to choose Safety Orange today to paint with,’ said Mai, scanning the shelf of paints for a tube of paint.
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			‘Is there such a thing?’ Lu asked.

			‘Sure is. Here!’ said Mai, holding the tube high in the air. ‘It says it here, on the label.’
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			‘What colour do you want, Amanda?’ Mai asked.
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			‘I think I’ll use Safety Orange too,’ I said.

			‘What are we going to do, Amanda?’ Lu put her hand on my shoulder. ‘You have to be on our team. Not on a team with Eve.’ Lu scrunched up her nose.

			Lu always knew what I was thinking before I even said a word.

			‘Yeah,’ agreed Mai. ‘You can’t go with Eve. We want you on our team.’

			I slumped into the faded blue chair. I felt a sense of relief knowing my two best friends had my back.

			

			‘But how are we going to convince Ms Tran?’ I asked, biting on the dolphin necklace hanging around my neck.
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			‘Has anyone got one of those orange notices Ms Tran gave out today?’ Lu stood up.

			Mai shoved her hand in her pocket and pulled out a folded orange sheet of paper. ‘Here!’ she said.

			Lu took the paper and began reading out loud.
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			Mai threw her hands in the air. ‘It specifically says teams of two!’ she slumped into her chair.
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			‘We can’t give up!’ said Lu. ‘For Amanda’s sake. We have to convince Ms Tran to let her join our team.’

			My chin quivered as I forced a smile. I didn’t like my chances but I agreed with Lu. We had to try.

			

			‘I’ll talk to Ms Tran tomorrow,’ I said bravely.

			‘We’ll come with you,’ said Lu, pressing her hand on my back.

			‘We can tell her we’ve been planning this for weeks, as a team of three,’ said Mai.

			‘Which is the truth,’ said Lu.

			‘And I’m sure Eve would prefer to be partnered with her friends anyway,’ added Mai.

			I nodded. ‘I hope it will work.’

			‘Ms Tran likes you. It will definitely work, Amanda!’ said Lu, throwing her arm around my neck.

			‘It’s OPERATION TEAMWORK.’ Mai winked.

			‘Okay, let OPERATION TEAMWORK begin.’ I smiled.
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			Chapter Two

			My plan was simple.
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			Mai was right. I knew Eve really wanted to be in a team with Lucy and Charlotte rather than me anyway.

			All I had to do was get Eve alone so we could talk about it, get Eve to agree, and then speak to Ms Tran. But that was easier said than done.

			I spent the entire morning looking for Eve. She wasn’t in Homeroom. She wasn’t in PE. She wasn’t even in French.

			At recess, I finally saw her.

			‘Where have you been?’ I breathed a sigh of relief.

			‘I had the orthodontist,’ she said, showing me her teeth. ‘He tightened my wires. See!’
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			Eve opened a small tub of yoghurt. ‘It hurts my teeth to eat hard food at the moment,’ she said.

			Eve got braces on her teeth about a year ago, but in all the time I’ve known her, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her eat an apple or even an orange, for that matter. Which was another reason why we shouldn’t be partners. What did Eve even know about oranges anyway?

			I was just about to talk to Eve about the competition when the bell rang.

			DING! DING! DING!

			Eve ran off!

			I raced to the classroom after her and barged my way through the crowded doorway, hoping to get a seat next to Eve so I could chat to her about our plan. But as my eyes scanned the room for Eve, my heart sank. I was too late. Eve was already sitting next to Charlotte.

			English passed. Maths passed. Even lunchtime passed and I still hadn’t had the chance to speak to Eve.

			After lunch we had Library. I was determined to speak to Eve.

			I raced through the library doors and darted towards the beanbags in the corner. Mai and Lu followed behind me. They took the red and the blue beanbag. I sat in the purple beanbag and reserved the green beanbag for Eve.
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			‘Hey, Eve,’ I called across the room when I saw her. ‘I saved this beanbag for you.’

			‘Thanks,’ Eve said as she slumped in the beanbag next to me.

			Dust flew into the air.

			‘So about us being partnered together,’ I started.

			‘Yeah, I was going to talk to you about that,’ Eve interrupted. ‘Charlotte and Lucy really want me to be on their team.’ Then she breathed a heavy breath out, like a fizzy drink bottle when you shake it up and open the lid slowly. She lay her head back like she was very relieved to finally tell me.
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			‘That’s perfect,’ I said.

			‘Really?’ Eve sat up straight.

			‘Yes. Well, it’s not that I don’t want to be your partner,’ I fumbled. ‘It’s just that Mai and Lu really want me on their team too.’

			‘Yes, we really do,’ said Lu, poking her head into the conversation.

			Mai nodded.

			‘Well, that’s great,’ said Eve. ‘But what do we say to Ms Tran?’

			‘We’ll just ask her in the morning if we can be in groups of three instead of two,’ I said.

			‘It will save the school money on ingredients too,’ added Lu.

			[image: ]

			

			Our plan was set. I would finally be in a team with my two best friends for the Great Orange Bake-Off.

			

			Chapter Three

			Now that Eve and I agreed, all we had to do was convince Ms Tran to let us work in groups of three with our friends.

			After all, a triangle is the strongest shape. The Dolphin Squad, with the three of us, was proof of that!
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			Eve wanted to work with Lucy and Charlotte. And I wanted to team up with Mai and Lu.

			We were 99% sure Ms Tran would let us.

			There was a spare seat next to Eve in the back row. I wandered over to check the plan with her.

			‘We can talk to Ms Tran after class. Are you ready?’ I asked.

			Eve had her head down in concentration. She was drawing a picture next to what looked like a recipe. It read: Orange Dream Bars.

			‘What’s that?’ I asked, tilting my head to the side.

			‘It’s an idea I had for the Bake-Off when we were going to be a team. But it doesn’t matter now, since we aren’t going to be partners anymore.’

			

			Eve scrunched up the piece of paper with two hands.

			‘Can I look?’ I held my hand out, raising my eyebrows.

			Eve looked at me, and then at the scrunched-up paper in her hand. She handed me the ball of paper and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Sure!’

			I gently opened the crumpled paper and smoothed it out on the desk in front of me.
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			My eyes scanned the paper. Eve wrote in long skinny letters that slanted to the right.

			As I read the recipe, my heart skipped with excitement. It sounded delicious. And before I knew it, I realised I really wanted to make Orange Dream Bars with Eve.

			‘This sounds amazing,’ I said.

			‘Yeah, it would have been delicious. But it doesn’t matter now that we aren’t going to be partners.’ Eve shrugged.

			The reality that we weren’t going to be partners suddenly sunk in, like an anchor dropping deep down in the middle of the ocean.

			‘Will you and Lucy and Charlotte make this then?’ I gulped.

			‘No, they’ve already chosen to make something else.’ Eve sighed.

			I smiled. It was like a switch went on inside me. Like one of those light-bulb moments.
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			I leaned in close to Eve.

			‘Maybe we could be partners after all,’ I whispered. ‘We haven’t asked Ms Tran yet. And the rules did say teams of two. Maybe you and I can be a team and make these Orange Dream Bars?’

			Eve’s face lit up. ‘I would really like that.’ She smiled.

			

			Chapter Four

			Eve and I had agreed to be partners. My stomach bubbled with excitement thinking about it. I really felt like we had a chance of winning with Eve’s recipe.

			Now all I needed to do was tell my two best friends.

			‘Amanda! Did you talk to Eve?’ asked Mai.

			‘I’ve got the best recipe for our team,’ blurted Lu.

			‘And I’ve got the perfect team name for us. We are guaranteed to win,’ added Mai.

			I fidgeted with the edge of my jumper and bit my lip.

			This was going to be harder than I thought. I had to tell my best friends I didn’t want to be on their team anymore.

			My mind started racing with different ways to approach the difficult conversation I was about to have when Eve snuck up from behind.

			‘What do you think of the new plan?’ Eve grinned.

			I froze. I hadn’t had the chance to tell the girls yet.

			‘What new plan?’ asked Lu.

			‘Amanda?’ said Mai.

			‘That Amanda and I agreed to be partners for the Bake-Off. It’s you two against us!’ Eve beamed.

			Mai and Lu looked at me. I opened my mouth but nothing came out. Then they looked at each other, turned their backs to me and walked away without saying a word.
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			‘Didn’t you tell them?’ Eve asked, scrunching up her nose.

			

			‘Not yet. I was getting around to
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