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​The Substitute
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COLE RODE HIS SKATEBOARD up to school. He kicked it into his hand and headed to class. Mr Jenkins was a cool teacher who let Cole draw instead of doing work. So he was excited for the day.

When Cole walked in, he saw a new teacher at the smartboard. Her name was Miss Evans. 

“I’m your substitute while Mr Jenkins is sick,” she said with a big smile. 

The class groaned. A sub meant no more mucking around or free time. It would be a long, boring day.

“Let’s start with an art project!” said Miss Evans excitedly. 

Cole sat up straight and grabbed his sketchpad. Finally, something fun! He loved when teachers let him draw instead of doing regular work. Ever since his mum passed away last year, Mr Jenkins had let Cole draw pictures most days instead of doing assignments. It helped ease the sad, empty feeling inside him.

“We’re going to draw a family tree. Add your parents, grandparents, siblings,” continued Miss Evans.  

Cole’s shoulders slumped. He slowly put his pencil back down. Anything about families made his stomach ache these days. He missed his mum so badly. There was a constant hurt that never fully went away.

Around him, the other kids got their paper and pencils ready. They chatted about all the relatives they would draw.  

“I’m adding my mum, dad, baby sister...” said Mia.

“Ooh, I’m gonna draw my puppy Rufus, too!” added Jordan. “And my grandparents.”

Cole slid down low in his seat. Hearing the kids talk about their happy families made the sad feeling swell up into his chest. His family would never be whole again, with his mum gone.

Miss Evans turned on a slideshow of her family pictures. There was her elderly mum and dad smiling on a park bench. Another showed her husband holding a fluffy tabby cat. 

[image: image]

Cole studied the pictures closely. Miss Evans had super pale skin and bright red hair. But her husband looked Asian with jet black hair. Cole wondered why they looked so different.

“Families are so wonderful!” exclaimed Miss Evans with a big smile. She looked at the screen and said, “There are so many special people to celebrate!”

The cat’s orange fur almost matched the colour of Miss Evans’ hair. Seeing her happy, mismatched family made Cole’s stomach knot up. 

It wasn’t fair. Her family was still whole and smiling. Meanwhile, his own family was broken and messy since his mum died.

As Miss Evans went on about how fun this project would be, Cole got an idea. What if he could say something to upset her so much she’d have to cancel class? Then he wouldn’t have to draw his sad, half-missing family...

While the other kids started drawing, Cole just stared angrily at his blank paper.
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​Operation Make Miss Evans Cry
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“IS YOUR HUSBAND CHINESE?” he asked.

“Yes, he is.”

“Aren’t you scared he’ll eat your cat?” Cole said with a smirk. Some kids giggled.

Miss Evans smiled but shook her head. “That’s not a very nice assumption to make, Cole. Not all Chinese people eat cats. My husband loves animals just like I do. Let’s not make judgements about people based on their culture or looks.”

Cole sank down in his seat. His plan to be mean wasn’t working. 

Another student raised their hand. “Yeah, but how do you talk to him? Do you speak Chinese?” 

Miss Evans shook her head. “He speaks some Chinese with his parents. But he was born here in Australia just like you. We speak English at home.”

She clicked to the next slide, which showed her dog. “Let’s get back to our family tree projects now. You can include your pets too, if you want.”

Cole frowned. Miss Evans was too nice. She just kept smiling and answering their questions. His plan to make her cry was not going well.
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During the next hour, Cole tried his best to get Miss Evans to cry. Every time she started talking, he would make loud fart noises with his mouth. A few of his friends would giggle or laugh. But Miss Evans just kept teaching like normal. 

When that didn’t work, Cole began throwing his pencils up high, so they hit the ceiling tiles. The pencils clattered back down
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