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​CHAPTER 1:
Cutting Class
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‘I hope nobody saw us.’ 

Fifteen-year-old Chelsea Brown had always prided herself on being a model student. Cutting class was far from her idea of a good decision - especially on the first day of school. Yet here she was, breaking her own rules so her two female classmates would think her cool. 

‘Sweet! I think we’re safe,’ said Holly Robinson, her newest friend, a refugee from the old high school at Akato.

‘Of course, nobody saw me,’ Jacqui Donaldson said in a slightly snobby tone of voice. ‘So, if anyone followed us here, it was one of you two who gave the game way.’

It was Mr Reaper, Chelsea worried about. The Reaper, as they called him, was the deputy principal at Te Arawa College and not someone to mess with. He looked like the Angel of Death with his dark crooked eyebrows, bushy brown beard and unsmiling thin lips. Worse, he had an uncanny knack for sniffing out trouble and making students spill secrets they had every intention of keeping.

The three of them met up with Rog Shepherd at the end of the playing fields and they climbed the back fence into the fields beyond. Chelsea was thankful for the wooden stile because she didn’t have to hike her uniform skirt up too high to get over. 

The surrounding trees and thick bush provided cover from the blazing sun as they made their way to the riverbank, following the school’s cross-country track.

‘Anyone see you guys?’ Rog asked. 

‘Nah, it’s cool, Sheep,’ Holly said. ‘No teachers on patrol.’

‘Told ya it’d be all right.’ They reached the river bank and stopped. ‘You okay, Chelsea?’

She pushed aside some of her long, straight hair that hung down both sides of her face. ‘Oh... I’m cool.’ She delivered him a big smile and fumbled with her thick-rimmed glasses. Her mother had bought contacts for her but the thought of putting things into her eyes made her squeamish. She gazed at her athletic, fair-haired classmate. She’d fancied him ever since she was about 10 years old. She found it hard to draw her attention away from his piercing blue eyes and confident smile. ‘You know this is the first time I’ve ever skip—’

Before she could finish, Sheep turned away, his attention shifting to Holly. ‘So, Holly, I hear you’ve known Jacqui for ages.’ 

‘Yeah. Our parents go way back, so we see each other all the time. It’s cool that now we’re in the same school together.’

Chelsea’s heart sank. For a fleeting moment, she thought Sheep might actually be interested in what she had to say. But why would he pay attention to her when Holly was around? Holly might have been short in stature, but with her big brown eyes, rounded chin, shoulder-length flowing brown hair, and enviable figure, Chelsea could never compete. If only she had half the sex-appeal Holly had. 

Don’t put yourself down. You have beautiful blue eyes, dear. You have wonderful bone structure but you won’t let anyone see it.

Her mother had said those words to her many times but who listened to their mother about things like that? They were biased anyway.

‘...isn’t that right, Chelsea?’ 

Startled, Chelsea realized Sheep was looking at her, clearly expecting a response. Now she felt like a dumb blonde just standing there. The last thing she wanted was to endorse that stereotype. ‘That’s right.’ She didn’t have a clue what they were talking about, but hoped that was enough.

Sheep continued to gaze at her, as if expecting her to say more. All Chelsea could do was smile again. She wanted to kick herself, wishing she’d paid attention. Now he would think she was a flake if he didn’t think that already. So much for skipping class to look cool. She was digging herself into a pit she’d never get out of.

‘What are you lot up to!’ a voice boomed from the nearby trees.

Chelsea nearly jumped out of her skin. Her friends jerked in fright too and for a brief second, Chelsea thought the Reaper had come for their souls. However, when they saw who it was, they groaned in unison; relief for Chelsea and Holly, but what sounded more like irritation from Jacqui and Sheep.

‘What the hell do you want, Cook?’ Sheep growled as a short smiley-faced Māori stepped out. 

Chelsea had known Pete Cook for years. He was the typical class clown, always fooling around. He also had a habit of getting into trouble with the teachers and his fellow students because he seemed to enjoy riling people up with silly remarks and insults. Because of that, he often found himself the target of bullies. 

Most of the time, Chelsea and the other girls just tolerated him but sometimes he was good for a laugh. 

Next to Pete stood a taller guy who Chelsea had never seen before. He had dark brown hair and hazel eyes, with a cute smile. Another Akato refugee? With Akato College closing due to a low roll, it was difficult to figure out who was from there or who was simply new to the area.

The expression on Jacqui’s face had Chelsea wondering if she’d just stepped into a pool of vomit. ‘Have you two been following us?’ 

Pete grinned, unfazed by the hostility. ‘We were just hanging out.’ A gleam appeared in his eye. ‘Did I make your heart skip a beat, Jacqui?’

‘Rack off, you dork!’  Jacqui snorted, tossing her long dark hair over her shoulder.

The insult seemed to wash off his back. ‘Didn’t expect to see you guys here. What you up to?’

Jacqui rolled her eyes. ‘What does it look like? We just wanted to get away for a bit.’

‘Yeah, and be free of bozos like you.’ Sheep scowled.

‘That’s for sure.’ 

Sheep pointed back towards the school grounds. ‘Why don’t you hop it? We don’t want you polluting our atmosphere and cramping our style.’

The taller boy chuckled. ‘You don’t have to worry about style clashes with us around. Style is something totally foreign to us.’

Neither Jacqui nor Sheep smiled. Chelsea wanted to laugh but kept a straight face. If Jacqui didn’t find it funny, then neither did she. 

‘Mav, since when did you skip class?’ Holly asked. It was hard to tell if she was amused or not. 

So, he had to an Akato refugee too.

Mav smiled. ‘I figured just walking out of class was a little cliché but skipping seemed more... I don’t know... getting with the rhythm of Te Arawa College?’

Jacqui screwed up her face. ‘Are you for real?’ 

‘Nah, I’m simply a cheap imitation.’ Mav winked. ‘Of what, I have no idea but an imitation nonetheless.’

Holly grinned at Chelsea and humorously rolled her eyes. 

Jacqui delivered them both a dirty look. She was born and bred in Te Arawa like Chelsea. She had always been so nice in primary school but over the last few years, she had changed. She’d always had flawless skin, glossy hair and alluring crystal blue eyes but in the previous couple of years, she had begun to blossom and become tall and shapely, being noticed by the boys. She’d also become pickier and chose only to hang out with the other pretty girls and good-looking guys. 

Sheep spoke up. ‘Come on, girls. Let’s go down to the river bank.’ He turned away from the two interlopers and made his way down. 

Chelsea and her female companions followed. She glanced back to see Pete and Mav tagging along. 

The river flowed wide and swift, its surface glinting under the sun. The rustling leaves, the twittering of sparrows, and the faint scent of wildflowers created a serene backdrop. Beyond the trees, Mount Taranaki stood proud against a clear blue sky, a reminder of just how beautiful this place could be - even on a day of rule-breaking.

A rickety old, narrow swing bridge stretched precariously over the river, its wooden planks weathered and warped with age. A faded danger sign was nailed to the entrance, warning against crossing. The bridge was infamous among students for being unsafe, but it was said some boys used it as a shortcut to town despite the risks. Barriers had been nailed up on either side to deter would-be adventurers, although they never lasted long. Someone always pried off a plank or two.

Sheep gave the three of them a twisted smile. ‘Let’s go across.’ 

‘Rack off,’ Jacqui scoffed, flipping her hair back. ‘You’re just crazy. Half those planks on the bridge are rotten.’ 

‘Yah! No worries. There’s plenty of solid support. I’ve been across before. What’s the worst that could happen? We’d end up in the drink. We can all swim, can’t we?’

Jacqui curled her nose up. ‘You may want to get soaked but we don’t. And this may be a boring school uniform I’m wearing but it’s new and I don’t want to get it ruined with river muck.’

Sheep shrugged. ‘Suit yourselves. I’ll go across myself. I’ll bring us back drinks from the shop.’

‘Bring me back a Coke.’ 

‘Me too,’ Holly added. ‘A proper Coke, you know? Not that other crap.’

‘One for me too, Sheep,’ piped up Pete Cook.

Sheep shot him a glare. ‘Get your own, spaz!’ 

Chelsea sighed, watching the exchange. As much as she liked Sheep, she had to admit he could be harsh. His popularity rivalled Jacqui’s, but he had little patience for people he disliked. Pete Cook, for reasons Chelsea didn’t fully understand, had been on Sheep’s blacklist for as long as she could remember.

Chelsea didn’t want to come across as a square but couldn’t help herself. ‘Why go to town? Why not go to the dairy down the road?’ 

‘And go back through the school grounds?’ Sheep asked. ‘Too risky.’

‘Too risky?’ Holly giggled. ‘And you’re crossing that river?’

‘I’d rather take my chances with the river than run into the Reaper.’

Jacqui commented, ‘Yeah, well, Mr Reaper isn’t the type of guy you want to mess with, so I don’t blame you.’

‘You shouldn’t go,’ Chelsea said yet again. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

Jacqui frowned at her. ‘Lighten up. He’ll be alright. Just as long as it’s not me who has to go. No way do I want to fall into that sewer.’

Chelsea sighed, watching Sheep climb over the makeshift barrier. The rotting wood and swaying ropes made her stomach churn. The river’s current below looked deceptively strong, and she doubted even Sheep could swim against it.

The group followed him to the edge, where Sheep tested each plank cautiously, gripping the ropes with both hands as he made his way across. The bridge swayed with his movements, creaking ominously.

Chelsea straightened. ‘Careful!’ 

‘No worries,’ returned Sheep from the middle of the bridge.

‘This is crazy,’ Chelsea muttered.

‘Just lighten up, will you?’ Jacqui scowled. ‘Experience a bit of excitement for once.’

Excitement was one thing but danger, another. Nevertheless, to say that to Jacqui would be an unwise move. 

Then it happened. A rotten plank gave way beneath Sheep’s foot. Chelsea gasped, her heart leaping into her throat, but Sheep quickly steadied himself with the ropes. He glanced back at them, grinning as if nothing had happened before continuing his precarious journey. Moments later, he hopped off onto the far side, waved, and jogged off into the bushes.

‘Phew,’ Holly breathed. ‘That was close.’

Pete shook his head. ‘Idiot.’ 

Jacqui delivered him a dirty look. ‘Rack off, Cook.’

‘Why should I?’

‘Because I said so!’

Pete sat on the bank. ‘I’ll give it some thought, shall I?’ 

Mav sat with him.

‘Butthead,’ Jacqui said, then turned back to Chelsea and Holly. ‘Sheep will be gone for about fifteen minutes. We might as well just stay here and wait.’ However, she didn’t sit near Pete; she walked a bit further down the river. Chelsea and Holly joined her and they sat on the bank for a few minutes - watching the river meander by.

Chelsea attempted to make conversation. ‘It’s weird having so many new faces this year.’

Jacqui plucked a few daisies from the grass. ‘Well, what do you expect? We have about 150 of them from Akato College.’

‘It’s a pity they had to close it down.’

‘Not enough of us there,’ said Holly, taking a swipe at a fly that insisted on landing on her bare leg. ‘For ages, Dad has been saying it was going to merge with Te Arawa. He was right. My gosh, I hate having to say my dad was right. that’s just wrong.’

The three of them cracked up.

‘At least there’s a heap of cute new guys,’ Chelsea ventured, glancing at Jacqui.

Jacqui raised an eyebrow at her. ‘You are kidding, aren’t you? I’ve seen more talent in the monkey enclosures at the zoo. I think Te Arawa College has got a real raw deal out of this.’ She plucked another daisy out of the grass.

‘Gee, thanks.’ Holly smirked. ‘Nice to know what you really think of us people from Akato.’

‘Hey, I wasn’t talking about you. Just losers like that friend of yours over there.’ She glanced towards Mav.

‘Mav? He’s okay.’

‘Not if he hangs out with Pete Cook.’

Holly snickered. ‘Well, if he’s a big a geek as you say he is, then no doubt Mav will soon figure that out and decide he can’t be bothered with him.’

‘Huh! Seems to me they’re two of a kind. I’m betting they’ll become great mates.’

Holly shrugged and said nothing more.

Several minutes passed before Sheep reappeared on the far side of the river. In one hand, he clutched a plastic bag stuffed with the promised drinks. He squeezed through a gap in the barrier, hoisting the bag higher like a trophy.

The girls rose to their feet in anticipation of another nail-biting crossing. Sheep’s earlier swagger was gone as he approached the daunting return trip. With one arm burdened by the weight of the drinks, his balance wavered, making the bridge swing alarmingly. The ropes creaked under the strain, and the already unstable planks beneath him groaned ominously.

The girls watched wide-eyed. Even Jacqui didn’t look so cocky and flinched several times when Sheep struggled to remain upright on the bridge. He reached the halfway mark and strained to keep steady. 

‘Don’t look down!’ Chelsea added. 

Just as her words came out, the plank beneath Sheep’s foot gave way with a sickening crack. His body pitched sideways, arms flailing. The girls screamed as he plummeted into the river with a thunderous splash.

‘Oh, good lord!’ Chelsea shrieked.

Moments later, Sheep’s head bobbed to the surface. His soaked hair clung to his face, and the plastic bag was nowhere to be seen. Before anyone could react, the swift current yanked him downstream like a rag doll.

‘Damn it, Chelsea, you distracted him!’ Jacqui growled, moving off along the bank after him. Chelsea and Holly quickly followed, with Mav and Pete just behind. 

Sheep flailed, fighting to swim towards the shore, but the current was relentless. Just as he neared the edge, an eddy caught him and dragged him back into the middle of the river.

‘Come on, Sheep, swim!’ Jacqui shouted as she ran along the bank. ‘You can make it!’

With renewed vigour, Sheep put all he could into the strokes but the current was too strong. Sheep grabbed hold of an overhanging willow branch, part of a larger tree that hung low over the river. For a moment, it looked as though he was going to hang on but much to Chelsea’s horror, the smaller branch broke away and he disappeared underneath.

‘Sheep!’  Chelsea shouted. 

She and the girls rushed towards the willow, looking frantically for any sign of him.

Mav joined them at the riverbank. ‘Perhaps he’ll come out the other side.’

Chelsea scanned the water, dread pooling in her stomach. The rushing current gave no clue to Sheep’s whereabouts. Jacqui’s voice broke with panic as she called his name again and again.

‘Maybe he’s been caught by a root or something?’ said Pete.

Then, from deep within the willow’s tangle of leaves and branches, came a sudden yelp of pain. Chelsea breathed a sigh of relief as Sheep’s disheveled head emerged.

‘Bloody blackberry!’ 

His scratched and soggy form emerged from the water.

‘Sheep!’ the girls chimed in and moved towards him.

Pete attempted to give Sheep a hand to climb up onto the bank but Sheep pushed his hands aside with a grunt and climbed up himself. He had a sour look on his face and held up his hands with a sigh of frustration. ‘I’ve lost our drinks.’

The tension broke with laughter, Chelsea and her companions giggling at the absurdity of his bedraggled appearance. 

‘We’re just glad you’re okay,’ Holly said.

‘No thanks to Chelsea!’ Jacqui grumbled giving her a dirty look.

Chelsea lowered her head as they trudged back towards the school grounds and came to a halt amongst the trees.  

Sheep grumbled as he attempted to wring water from the corner of his uniform shirt. ‘I can’t go back to school looking like this. I might have to hang out back here until school finishes.’

‘At least you’re okay,’ Chelsea commented. ‘You could have drowned back there. I’m sorry I distracted you.’

‘Yah! It’s not your fault.’ His eyes met hers for a few moments with what looked like gratitude in his eyes. ‘Nothing like a refreshing dip though,’ he finally said. ‘It’s flaming hot, I was about to jump in any way.’

Before anyone could respond, a sharp voice cut through the air like a blade.

‘It looks like you already have.’ 

Mr Reaper stepped out from the trees and he looked ready to strike them down with an imagery sickle.
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​​​CHAPTER 2:
Facing the Music
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Holly Robinson perched uneasily on the bench outside the senior mistress’s office, Jacqui Donaldson by her side. Skipping class wasn’t exactly uncharted territory for her, but this was the first time she’d done it with her oldest friend. What a pity they had been caught so easily. Where had they gone wrong? Did someone snitch on them? Or was the Reaper - the school’s notoriously hawk-eyed deputy principal - regularly patrolling the back fields to nab wayward students?

‘It’s just so sexist,’ said Jacqui, glaring at her with her angry crystal blue eyes. ‘The boys, they end up at the Reaper’s office and we get stuck with Mrs Groucher?’

Holly stifled a giggle. ‘Groucher? That’s her name?’

Jacqui smirked. ‘Nah, it’s Mrs Towcher but we call her that because... oh, you can figure it out. It’s still sexist though. I guess the old tart would have nothing to do if they didn’t pass us girls on to her to deal with. She’d most likely be sitting around knitting or getting on the Internet and complaining about how terrible the world is today. Although I can’t imagine her being able to work out how to use the Internet. She’d be like my grandmother. Can’t even figure out how to operate her TV set and use streaming services.’

Holly admired her friend’s wit and sarcasm. She’s always looked up to Jacqui ever since they were little because she always seemed to know about everything. Sometimes she’d lead them both into trouble but it never mattered as far as Holly was concerned. Jacqui was everything she wanted to be... beautiful, desirable and someone you didn’t mess with. 

Holly tapped her fingers on her bare knee, mulling over their predicament. ‘Maybe the Reaper was - you know - too busy to deal with us all. Or maybe they deliberately kept us separate so we couldn’t work together to come up with a story.’

Jacqui nodded. ‘You’re probably right. Oh God, what are the boys gonna say? I bet that dork Pete Cook will just make up some stupid story that the Reaper will never believe which will just get us into even more trouble.’

Holly sighed. ‘We might just have to – you know - come out and tell them we were skipping class for fun.’

Jacqui snorted. ‘You mean tell the truth? Oh, my god, are you being square like Chelsea or something?’

Holly recoiled. ‘Of course not. Hell no. But what are we gonna say? We were there on a nature study or something?’

Jacqui raised an eyebrow. ‘Mmmmm, not a bad idea.’

‘Right. And you really think Sheep is gonna come up with that same excuse? Or even Chelsea who’s in there with Mrs Groucher as we speak?’

Jacqui folded her arms with a huff. ‘Oh, God, you’re right. That geek, Chelsea is gonna be spilling the beans and probably blaming it on us.’

Holly hoped not but, then again, she didn’t know Chelsea. If Chelsea really was so strait-laced, then it seemed likely she was telling the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help me God.

They sat in silence for a few moments before Jacqui spoke again, this time in a more amicable tone. ‘It’s just so cool to have you here. We are gonna have so much fun this year, if we can just avoid jerks like the Reaper. If only we could hang out after school too but I guess we still won’t be able to do that with you having to catch a bus to Akato.’

‘My parents are looking to buy a place here in Te Arawa. So hopefully we will be able to before too much longer.’

‘It will be cool if you do. I’d love that. Watch out Te Arawa when it does happen.’

‘Absolutely!’

‘Just a pity we couldn’t hang out for a bit longer out the back. I reckon it was Pete and his weirdo friend who the Reaper saw heading out here.’

Holly doubted it, considering how long it had taken the Reaper to find them, but she knew better than to argue. Jacqui rarely let go of an idea once it rooted in her head. ‘Maybe.’

‘So, you know that other guy? The one with the weird sense of humour?’ 

‘Rick Maverick. Yes. Known him since kindergarten.’

‘Has he always been weird?’

‘He’s not weird!’ Holly said defensively, then caught herself. ‘I mean, he used to be shy, but I guess he’s loosened up over the years. Likes to joke around now.’

‘Joke around? More like be completely and utterly lame and retarded.’

Holly bit her tongue. She wanted to defend Rick. She actually liked his humor, and, if she was honest, found him kind of cute. But she didn’t want to admit she liked a guy Jacqui thought negatively about. She’d never hear the last of it.

The door to the senior mistress’s office opened and Chelsea Brown stepped out, looking a little pale. 

‘Well?’ Holly asked. ‘What happened?’

‘The school is going to call my parents.’

‘Phew,’ Jacqui said. ‘I thought we were gonna get put on detention or something.’

‘Hey, it’s alright for you,’ Holly said. ‘My parents aren’t quite as understanding as yours.’

‘Neither are mine,’ Chelsea said. ‘I am so dead.’

Jacqui’s eyes narrowed at Chelsea. ‘What did you tell the old crone?’

‘I told her we were just hanging out.’

‘Oh great, so you told the truth then.’ 

‘What else did you want me to say?’

‘That we were doing a nature study or something? Surely, you could have come up with something. Then you could have just told us and we could have told the same story. God, Chelsea, you are such a dumbass.’

Chelsea flinched. ‘Sorry.’

Holly felt some compassion for her. She seemed so sweet. It was amazing she wanted to hang out with someone like Jacqui, who was normally obnoxious to people like her. ‘So, who’s next?’

‘You.’

Holly sighed. ‘Okay, well here goes nothing.’ 

She rose to her feet and entered Mrs Towcher’s office. She’d seen the woman at assembly that morning. She’d been with the other teachers, seated on the stage. Holly recalled she had a wrinkly old scowl and never smiled the entire time. Even when she was introduced, she kept that dour look. A groucher alright.

Sure enough, she was still old and wrinkly, most likely in her sixties. Her frizzy grey hair resembled a bird’s nest gone wrong, and her perpetual scowl could curdle milk. Everything about her seemed ancient, including her office, which was made up of old wooden furniture. It smelt like musty, old blankets. Perhaps it was the smell of impending death as Mrs Towcher was so skinny, she looked like she might drop dead at any moment. 

Apart from the feeling of death, her office was tidy. A couple of tall metal cupboards loomed in the corner, flanked by a modest bookshelf lined with neatly arranged but yellowing tomes. Certificates adorned the wall behind the desk, some dating back long before Holly was even born. Probably even older than her parents. Apart from that, the walls were mainly bare, except for one painting of Mt Taranaki. This seemed odd, as the old crone could simply look out the window of her office for a view of the real Mt Taranaki. 

Holly squirmed in the uncomfortable chair positioned squarely in front of the desk, trying...and failing...to find a position that didn’t make her feel like she was a suspect on trial. The oppressive ticking of the clock on the wall only made matters worse, the sound digging into her nerves like a countdown to her execution. Across the desk, Mrs Groucher sat stiffly, her cold, scrutinizing gaze boring into her, making her fidget even more.

Finally, the old hag spoke, ‘So you are Holly Robinson?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘From Akato, I see.’

‘Yes.’

She eyed Holly coldly. ‘So, you come to a new school and on your first day, skip class. Not a wise decision, don’t you think?’

Holly shrugged. ‘I guess not.’

Mrs Groucher snorted. ‘You guess not. Humph!’ She tapped the monitor of her computer with one bony finger. ‘I have your file in front of me from Akato College. It seems you have a history of cutting class.’

Holly couldn’t help but make a joke. ‘Only when the lectures get mind-numbingly boring.’

Mrs Groucher’s expression didn’t budge, not even a flicker of amusement. ‘This is not a joke. This is a serious matter. Do you realise how dangerous that river is down the back of the school? A student drowned in that river three years ago.’

Holly couldn’t help but offer a snarky comment. ‘Well it’s – you know - about time they drained it then, isn’t it? Fancy putting a river like that at the back of a school.’

The headmistress tapped her long fingernails irritably on her desk. ‘Making jokes is not helping your cause here. The school rules were made clear in assembly this morning and one of them was that you do not leave the school grounds without permission. That includes the back paddocks.’

Holly folded her arms and glared at the senior mistress. ‘We weren’t doing anything bad. We were just sitting and talk—’ 

‘Leaving the school during school hours is bad. And you are well aware of that fact. I don’t care if all you were doing was sitting and gossiping, it was wrong. That is something we have to deal with. It is something there will be consequences for.’

Holly let out an exasperated sigh. 

‘I simply cannot understand what got into you and your five friends—’

‘Three! Only three. Rick Maverick and that other guy; Pete, weren’t with us when we skipped. They turned up later.’

Mrs Groucher’s eyes narrowed. ‘And what else did you intend to do down there beside the river.’

‘Nothing!’

‘Oh, come now. Was there smoking involved? We can soon find out whether you had cigarettes.’

‘I don’t smoke!’

‘Three girls and three boys. It sounds very suspicious.’

Holly winced. ‘Oh, my gosh, you have got to be freaking kidding me.’

‘Perhaps it is you trying to kid me?’

‘None of those guys are anywhere near being my type.’ She said it as forcefully as possible but she didn’t really believe it. Sheep was kind of cute and definitely athletic. And then, of course, there was Rick Maverick... 

She pictured him in her mind. As warped as his sense of humour was, he had a lot going for him. He was tall, reasonably cute and very intelligent. The only thing he was missing was the physique. Holly always liked the athletes, which was what made Sheep seem appealing. It’s just that Sheep didn’t have the laid-back personality Mav did. He seemed more like the type of guy that would suit Jacqui. 

The old woman leaned forward, her glare intensifying. ‘A teenaged girl cuts class and I’m expected to believe it was for innocent fun?’

‘Yes! I already told you two of them turned up later.’

‘Hmmph! It’s a good thing for you that your friend has pretty much backed up your story. Unlike you, she has a sparkling clean school record, so I had no reason to doubt her word. Although if she continues to be led astray in this manner, that may change.’

Holly scowled. ‘So, you think we’re leading her astray?’

‘I certainly hope not.’ Mrs Groucher tapped her foot on the floor a few times, keeping her eyes locked on Holly. Finally, she sighed. ‘Look, it may be true that all you were doing was having fun and being rebellious but Rog Shepherd could have drowned in that river. He was very, very lucky.’

Holly realised the truth in that but didn’t appreciate the accusatory tone of voice. ‘I didn’t go near the river. I wasn’t gonna go on that swing bridge and we told him he was crazy. We did.’

‘That swing bridge should be dismantled. I don’t know why the council hasn’t done that yet. Anyway, regardless of whether you intended on going over that bridge, you still skipped class and that, Missy, is something we will not tolerate. You do realise we are going to have to notify your parents about this?’

Holly flinched. Her parents, although liberal in many ways, never approved of her tendency to skip class. They’d warned her so many times so she would be in real trouble this time around. 

‘So, Holly. Do you have anything you’d like to say for yourself?’

Holly gazed at the floor and shook her head. ‘As if it’s – you know – gonna make any difference.’

‘No, I can assure you it won’t. This afternoon your parents will be getting a serious phone call and I hope this time around you will learn a hard lesson. Now out you go. Send in Jacqui Donaldson please...’
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​​CHAPTER 3:
Piles of Tucker
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Rick Maverick caught up with Pete Cook during the interval as they made their way to PE, their next class of the day. ‘Pete! You’re alive!’

‘Barely.’

‘The meeting with Mr Reaper sucked,’ Mav said, shaking his head. ‘If it had sucked any worse, I’d be drained of all my blood right now.’

Pete had been the one to twist Mav’s arm into skipping class that morning. Mav really wanted to gain himself a new friend, as he didn’t have any close ones of his own from Akato, so it seemed like a no-brainer to go along with the scheme. Still, he didn’t blame Pete. It wasn’t his fault they got busted. That didn’t change the fact that Mav would have some serious explaining to do to his parents later.

‘At least we got to hang out with Jacqui for a bit.’ His new Māori friend grinned. ‘And her hot friend.’

‘Holly.’ Mav glanced sideways, intrigued. He never thought of her that way before, but yeah, she was kind of hot.

Pete sighed wistfully. ‘After what happened at Pone Road Beach during the holidays, I’m probably wasting my time with Jacqui.’

‘What happened?’ 

They arrived outside the school pavilion and stopped. Pete stuffed his hands into his pockets. ‘I tried diving off a cliff into that river that runs into the ocean. Nearly broke my neck. Made a complete idiot of myself in front of her.’

Mav chuckled. ‘Pone Rd Beach, eh? I was over there during the holidays, too. This big huge fat guy was bragging about how he could dive off that cliff. Don’t know who he was, never seen him before. He wouldn’t prove himself though. Got nasty when I accused him of being all hot air.’ Mav paused, remembering the incident. ‘I hope he’s not from Te Arawa. He threatened to kill me if he ever saw me again. And that guy looked as though he could do it.’

‘A really big guy?’ Pete asked.

‘Really enormous. Dark curly hair, beady eyes, sticking out ears... If you’d put him next to a beached whale, you wouldn’t know the difference.’

‘Can’t think who that would be. Maybe he was just here on holiday. Besides, it was probably all hot air, like you said.’

‘Maybe,’ said Mav. ‘But I wouldn’t want to poke a pin in him to be sure.’ He couldn’t forget the evil look on the guy’s pudgy face. He was like something out of a horror movie. The blob on steroids, perhaps? Maybe it was an act but he was scary and Mav hoped he wouldn’t run into the guy again, just in case he was serious about his threat.

Rog Shepherd stepped up beside them. ‘Hey... Cook. And you... Akato reject. What did you say to the Reaper?’

‘The truth,’ Mav said. ‘That we were skipping class intending on going skinny dipping in the river and ran into you guys.’

Pete gasped. ‘We were not going skinny dipping!’ He stared at Mav incredulously. ‘Did you really tell the Reaper that?’

Mav chuckled. ‘No, I kept that bit secret.’

Pete turned to Sheep. ‘He’s joking, alright?’

‘He better be.’ Sheep glared. ‘But I know you, Cook. You’re likely to have made up some bullshit story to get me into trouble.’

‘I didn’t!’ 

‘Yeah, he didn’t,’ Mav said.

‘How would you know? We all went into his office separately.’

Mav rolled his eyes. ‘If he lied, we’d be all getting called back into the office, wouldn’t we? But no, here we are shooting the breeze like long-lost friends, about to get ready for some good old-fashioned Physical Education.’

Sheep narrowed his piercing blue eyes. ‘We better not be called back in. I’m already gonna be in enough shit with my parents when I get home tonight and it’s all your fault, Cook.’

‘Mine?’ Pete gasped. 

‘Yeah! The Reaper must have seen you guys coming down the back. You were the last two there.’

‘Oh, sure.’ Mav grinned. ‘He saw us, moseyed over to the staffroom to get himself a coffee first and only after that, made his way down the back to find us... but not without first stopping here by the pavilion gardens to admire the flower gardens. Fantastic. Gave you enough time to get to town and back and take a dip in the river before he came down to bust us.’

Sheep snorted and, without another word, entered the changing rooms at the foot of the pavilion. 

Minutes later, they lined up on the back fields with 24 others, wearing their standard-issue PE shorts and singlet. The heat beat down upon them. Swimming weather, so he felt disappointed they weren’t going swimming.

‘Atten...hut!’ shouted Mr Harris, their wild-eyed Physical Education teacher.

Mav had to stifle a laugh. Mr Harris looked absurd in camo pants, combat boots, and a green T-shirt. His messy brown hair, goatee, and bony, unshaven cheeks only added to the effect.

‘When I say atten-hut, I expect everyone to stand at attention! Now do it!’ 

Earlier that morning, Mr Harris had been introduced during assembly as one of the new teachers. He spoke with a thick English accent and had come to Te Arawa fresh from... Mav couldn’t recall. 

What caught everyone’s attention now, though, was the weapon slung over his shoulder - a machine gun. At first, the sight of it had been a source of curious whispers. Now, as he stood before them, pointing it casually in their direction, a few wide-eyed stares came from some guys down the line. 

All the boys stood at attention and waited to see what he would do next. Mav was tempted to raise his hand and ask about the gun, but Sheep, who stood next to him, beat him to it. ‘What’s with the gun, Mr Harris?’

Before anyone could blink, Mr Harris swung the gun towards Sheep and pulled the trigger.

Pop-pop-pop!

A round of what looked like bullets fired at Sheep’s feet, tearing up bits of grass and dirt. Sheep yelped and leapt backward, nearly tripping over himself. His jaw dropped and he gaped. 

Mr Harris boomed. ‘You will not talk unless you are spoken to! Have you got that?’

‘Y...yes,’ Sheep stammered.

‘Yes, what?’

‘Yes, sir!’ 

‘You will all address me as Sir.’ Harris raised the weapon into the air, scanning the group with a predatory gaze.

Mav’s classmates stood wide-eyed, and even he couldn’t believe what he had just witnessed. For a moment, he wondered if this was some bizarre dream - like he’d fallen asleep and woken up in the army. But no, the hot sun and sweat dripping down his neck assured him he was fully awake.

‘This...’ Mr Harris shook the gun for emphasis, ‘is an AK47 Assault Rifle. An original army issue, a souvenir from my time as a Sergeant Major in England. Yes. It is real. And yes. I will use it on any unruly boys in this regim— I mean PE class who step out of line! Is that clear?’

‘Yes,’ they chimed in.

‘Yes, what?’

‘Yes, sir!’ Mav shouted the loudest. He’d seen enough war movies to know Harris was channeling every drill sergeant cliché imaginable.

Harris’s eyes bulged as if daring anyone to break rank. ‘That’s better.’

From the corner of his eye, Mav saw Pete raise his hand cautiously, as though volunteering for a suicide mission. 

Harris locked onto him like a predator spotting prey. ‘Yes you! Speak!’ 

‘You can’t shoot us, sir,’ Pete said, his voice cracking slightly. ‘That would be murder.’

Mr Harris imitated what Pete had said but in a squeaky voice, ‘You can’t shoot us, sir. that would be murder.’ Fortunately for Pete, he didn’t get angry and just went back to his normal loud voice. ‘Huh. Murder! Death would be a relief for what you are going to go through this year. Believe you me, PE will be no piece of cake.’ 

He paced up and down the row of boys like a tiger in a cage, his boots crunching against the grass. ‘If you’ve come here to play sissy games like soccer and baseball, forget it. If you think it’s going to be all fun and games, forget it. You’ll be working and working and working. I’m going to push you all so hard, you will be the toughest, fittest, and meanest students in the entire country.’ 

Harris spun sharply, stopping in front of Mav. His steely gaze bored into him. Mav instinctively pulled himself to full attention, gut sucked in, back straight. Mav intended on playing it smart, behaving the way a recruit would behave when the drill sergeant demanded his attention. 

‘You. Name!’

‘Rick Maverick, Mr Harris, sir!’ Mav blurted, keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead. He stood tall, which was easy for him, as he was above average in height. 

His manner had the desired effect. Mr Harris’s expression softened and his voice calmed a little. ‘Do you like running, Maverick?’

‘Yes, sir, Mr Harris, sir!’ He hated running but he wasn’t going to let on to that fact.

‘That’s what I like to hear.’ Harris allowed a tight smile to form, then resumed pacing the line. ‘Because there will be a heck of a lot of running this year. Marathons, cross-country runs, sprints, And when the weather is wet there will be gruelling workouts in the gym and lots and lots of suicide and murder runs. By the end of this year, you will all be doing 50 press-ups or more.’ 

He stopped again at another boy, a short, stocky Māori. ‘Name?’

‘Ben Tamati, Mr Harris, sir!’ A cheeky smile appeared on his brown face. Mav knew him from Akato and he was someone he didn’t get along with. Nobody did. He had a head like a toilet brush; his hair growing long at the top but shaved around the back and sides. 

More trouble loomed as Mr Harris’s eyes bugged once more. ‘Are you mocking me, boy?’ 

‘No, sir, I—’

‘You were mocking me. I know mockery when I hear it.’ Harris thrust a finger towards the back fields. ‘Run around that field and I want you to keep running until I tell you to stop. Move it, move it, move it.’

Ben cast a dark look at Mav as he jogged away. His pace picked up the moment Harris pointed the gun at the ground near his feet and pulled the trigger. Dirt and grass flew up as the popping sound rang out, and Ben bolted like his life depended on it.

The other boys stood paralysed, unable to shake their gaze from Mr Harris’s dreaded AK-47. Mav’s gut churned uneasily. Was it really an actual AK-47? The sound it made didn’t match the deafening gunfire he’d heard in movies. Maybe it was a special kind of ammunition? He had no idea, but Harris’s gleeful smirk told him now wasn’t the time to ask questions.

Mr Harris stepped across to the next boy but paused when a latecomer arrived – a very large newcomer in baggy shorts and an orange T-shirt. 

Mav took one look at him and froze, a chill running down his spine. This was the boy who had threatened him at Pone Road Beach. 

‘That’s him.’ He nudged Pete, unable to break from his terror.

‘The guy who threatened you?’ 

‘Yes. Do you know him?’

‘Never seen him before.’

Mr Harris gazed at the boy with a wearisome look in his eyes. ‘There’s always one every year. Every year, a fat person. A fat person! What’s your name, soldier?’

‘Tucker Pyles,’ the boy said, folding his arms and looking out over the sports field.




































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Mob

A

The
froi

[
\

'AC

1

|

\ P

]

RICHARD PINKERTON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





