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​​CHAPTER 1:
Back to School for Adam Braddock
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Adam wanted to run when the woman stared at him from across the street. He couldn’t explain why her gaze rattled him, but there was something unsettling about her. Maybe it was her pale skin or the way she held her stare, mesmerized and unblinking. She had an eerie, almost spectral look about her, like someone who might curse you with a single thought.

Despite her unnerving presence, she didn’t look like a witch or a hag. She appeared to be in her 30s, someone he’d never seen before in Pungaru. In a town so small, strangers stood out, especially ones who watched teenage boys with such intense focus on a quiet Wednesday morning. 

For some reason, she reminded him of Mrs Williams, the neighbourhood’s old widow who used to live at number 23. She had similar shoulder-length hair, although this woman’s was blonde rather than grey. She had that same stare, the one that said, “What do you think you’re up to? Get up to mischief around here and I’ll make sure your parents find out!”

Mrs Williams had blamed every bit of neighbourhood mischief on the local kids. She was certain they were responsible for anything amiss. 

Holes dug in the garden by a stray dog? 

‘It was those darn kids.’ 

Newspaper not delivered? 

‘One of those brats stole it.’

Dirt in her letterbox? 

‘It was that Braddock child. He’s always vandalising my letterbox.’ 

She had been right about that one, but could never prove it. Adam always made sure she was out when he did it. However, Mrs Williams had passed away over two years ago and now he was a teenager, he had long since given up such childish pranks. Was the strange woman across the road a relative? 

He hurried alongside the shop fronts towards the roundabout and glanced back over his shoulder. She was still there, staring after him. He told himself she was harmless - probably just new in town. Maybe she thought she recognized him.

‘Adam, dude!’

‘Scotty!’ Adam shoved all thoughts of the strange woman aside to greet his best friend, Scott Hitchens, who jogged across the road towards him. His school uniform shirt hung out, his hair was a mess and he looked his usual scruffy self. Adam hadn’t seen him since those awful few weeks spent lying, close to death, in a hospital bed. For much of his stay there, Adam had been in quarantine, running a 103-degree temperature, coughing, spluttering, and thinking it would never end. The doctors said he shouldn’t have survived but he had.

Scott slapped him on the back. ‘Great to see you back on your feet, man. You really had us worried there for a bit. Everyone thought you’d had it. You were damn lucky to pull through.’

‘Tell me about it.’ 

‘Did they ever find out what was wrong with you?’ Scott asked, running a hand through his wavy blonde hair. 

‘No. It’s still a mystery. And so far, no one else has come down with any of the symptoms. I mean what disease is out there where one moment you’re dizzy, the next drowsy, then your head’s throbbing in pain, backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards. One moment your vision is clear and next everything’s a blur. One moment you can hear fine, then the next thing voices become muffled. I’m just glad it’s over.’

‘Thank God.’ Scott moved his schoolbag to his other shoulder. ‘For a while there, we thought we might catch whatever it was, man. Strange you were the only one to get it though, dude...’

‘Speaking of strange, there’s this woman standing over there...’ Adam’s voice trailed off as he peered over to where the woman had been. 

‘What woman?’ Scott asked, peering down the quiet street lined with small shops.

‘She was right there. Watching me. I dunno who she was, but she gave me the creeps.’

‘You didn’t recognise her?’

‘Nah.’ He scanned the street. There weren’t many places to go. The main street of Pungaru was hardly the busiest street in New Zealand – far from it. It was a small country town, mainly a farming community but the cheese factory on the outskirts of town employed quite a few people - Adam’s father being one of them.

‘Where is she?’ Scott peered along the rows of shops, then back down the road towards the more residential side of town. 

‘Ah, never mind,’ Adam replied and then a thought occurred to him. ‘Hey, Scotty, do you think it’s possible for a dead woman to return to Earth as a younger version of herself?’

‘What?’ Scott delivered him a weird look. ‘You’ve really gotta stop watching those horror movies. They’re messing with your head, man.’

Adam laughed, his cheeks heating up. ‘Never mind. She reminded me of that old hag Mrs Williams.’

‘You mean the one whose car tires we let down that one time?’

‘That was you and Doug!’

‘Err, yeah, that’s right, you chickened out at the last moment. Bagaaawwwk.  Anyway, don’t tell me you believe in ghosts now?’ 

Adam snorted, rolling his eyes. ‘Of course, I don’t believe in ghosts. Once you’re dead, you’re dead. That’s the end. Besides, if you could return to Earth after you died, would you choose to come to this dead-end town?’

Scott chuckled. ‘I guess it depends on whether I had the choice. Anyway, you’re a bit of a sci-fi nut too, so you never know, there might be some planet up there where the dead go and party for eternity.’

‘What? Like Heaven?’

‘Yeah, but with aliens and stuff.’

As they reached the roundabout, Adam looked up to see the impressive sight of Mount Taranaki, its snow-dusted peaks stark against the clear autumn sky. This was the heart of Taranaki, a town with its own beauty, even if it felt small and confining to him. For a moment, he almost felt a sense of pride - almost.

As they neared the school gates, Scott turned to Adam with a twinkle in his mischievous brown eyes. ‘Daisy missed you.’

‘Right.’ Adam scrunched up his nose. ‘As if.’ 

He wasn’t in the same league as Daisy Kendrick. He was average looking, an average student, a lousy athlete, and came from a less than wealthy family. She liked to hang out with the rich, good-looking kids.

Adam’s family hadn’t always been poor. His father had inherited a large sum of money at an early age. When Adam was born, they lived in a two-storied house in New Plymouth. His father invested money in a landscaping business, as a silent partner, but the company went belly-up when his partner embezzled funds and skipped the country. Ever since then, he had been working in the dairy factory earning below-average income and had never completely recovered from the loss, either financially or mentally.

One thing Adam most wanted to do was travel overseas. He remembered from an early age, being promised a trip to Magic Mountain in the USA. That was before his father’s financial ruin. His mother continued to promise that it would happen and that they just needed to get back on their feet financially. When her father died, just over a year ago, she inherited a few thousand dollars and excitedly announced they would go on their long-awaited trip. 

But it didn’t happen.

His dad had suffered from ill-health. Doctors claimed it was due to stress. For months, his dad underwent expensive medical treatment before he finally came right again. That drained away his mother’s inheritance.

Scott patted him a few times on the shoulder. ‘You know, dude, I tried to talk Daisy into sending you a get-well card.’ He smiled cheekily. ‘But she refused.’ 

‘Did she ask about me?’

‘Nah, sorry man. Never even mentioned your name.’ 

Adam’s heart sank. It would have been nice to know the prettiest girl in the school had been worried about him, but, as usual, she hadn’t even given him a second thought. 

‘Why do you get hung up on her anyway, dude?’ Scott asked, as they entered the school grounds. ‘She’s a stuck-up snob, man. There are others far superior to her.’

Adam shrugged. ‘Maybe. But you have to admit, she is gorgeous. That long dark hair, those big blue eyes...’

‘The killer figure.’ 

‘The mesmerising full-lipped smile, the...’

‘Yeah, yeah, I get the picture, dude. You do have valid points.’

‘You bet I do!’

They were interrupted by Darren Melrose, who jogged over. ‘Hey Ad, great to see you back, bro.’

‘Great to be back.’

Darren was a short, athletic Māori. He spent a lot of time working on his father’s farm and, although he wasn’t particularly large in stature; he was fit. ‘You’ve missed a lot of drama.’ He smiled, revealing dimples in both cheeks.

Adam perked up, curious. ‘I have?’

‘Yeah. Come on Scotty, haven’t you told him? You’re getting slack.’

‘I was getting around to it.’ Scott delivered him a friendly thump to the shoulder. 

‘What drama?’ Adam asked. ‘Did Mr Kemp set fire to his laboratory again?’

‘Nah, unfortunately. We’re talking about something far more scandalous than that, dude.’

‘Spit it out.’

‘Mr Bryce left. Quit two weeks ago, and they had to bring in an emergency replacement principal.’

‘You’re kidding me. What happened?’

Scott threw a sly grin at Adam as he quickened his pace. ‘Let’s get rid of our bags first and I’ll tell you.’

Adam didn’t need further encouragement. He picked up speed, curiosity gnawing at him. They strode past the construction site for the new school pavilion, where workers were finally laying the foundations after weeks of delays. Reaching A-Block, the largest of the school’s buildings, they wove through the streams of students moving in every direction, weighed down by bags and books. Some sat on benches, waiting for the first bell, while others darted around at full tilt, including a couple of younger boys who nearly collided with Adam in their rush.

Outside one of the classroom blocks, a scene made Adam slow his pace. Todd Spencer, the school bully, had Michael Matthews pinned against the wall.

‘What did you say to me, Matthews?’ The stocky bully twisted Michael’s arm behind his back, causing him to cry out in pain. Michael was a decent guy and didn’t deserve this treatment, but Adam was dead scared of Todd and, as much as he wanted to help Michael out, he didn’t dare. 

‘I didn’t say anything.’ Michael flinched as Todd tightened his grip. ‘Honest!’

‘I heard you. Don’t try to deny it.’ He released his unfortunate classmate and forced him into the wall of the building, causing him to crumple to the ground with a cry of pain.

Scott scowled in the direction of the bully and emitted a comment in a soft voice, ‘Creep.’  

Michael squirmed on the ground, holding his elbow, bruised after the impact with the building wall. 

Adam’s eyes locked onto Michael’s face, but something strange caught his attention. For a brief, surreal moment, Michael’s entire form seemed to fade.

‘What the...’ Adam stared some more. He could see right through the boy to the wall of the classroom block. Adam blinked hard, shaking his head, and when he looked again, Michael’s figure was solid. 

Scott tapped him on the shoulder. ‘You okay, dude?’ 

‘I... I don’t know.’ The doctors said he might still exhibit some of the symptoms of his illness for a while but this wasn’t a matter of blurred vision, this was something different. People didn’t turn transparent like that. But no, thought Adam, it had to be because of the illness. It was the only explanation.  ‘It’s okay.’

Todd’s gaze shifted toward them, sharp and hostile. ‘What the hell are you looking at? Piss off!’

Adam averted his eyes, nudging Scott to keep moving, and soon they were out of Todd’s range. Pushing aside what he had seen as his eyes playing tricks on him, Adam led the way to C-Block. 

The locker bay bustled with students chattering. Jack Miles, a classmate of Adam’s with perpetually greasy hair, spotted him. ‘About time you showed up at school again, Braddock. You been sick?’ 

‘Err no, Jack. I just wanted to hang out at a hospital for three weeks.’ 

‘Three weeks?’ Jack wiped away a strand of hair that fell across his forehead. ‘What, were they running a Star Trek marathon on TV or something?’

Adam rolled his eyes. ‘I was sick. The doctors didn’t know what it was. I nearly died.’

Jack burst out laughing, clutching his side through his wrinkled uniform. ‘Oh yeah, my little brother thinks he’s dying whenever he has a cold.’

‘It’s true! I was on my death bed.’

‘Whatever!’ 

‘Sod off, Miles,’ Scott snarled. ‘You don’t know anything.’

‘Yeah, go bother someone else, ow,’ added Darren.

With a scoff and a roll of his eyes, Jack strode off. 

Around them, locker doors clanged open and shut as students moved in and out, chatting loudly over the sound of their footsteps on the hard floors. Adam hung up his bag, grabbed what he needed for the day, and joined Scott and Darren outside the block.

Adam sat on a bench, curiosity brimming. ‘So, come on. What happened to Mr Bryce?’

Scott dropped onto the bench beside him, pulling a banana from his bag. ‘They say he was fiddling the school accounts. Creaming money from fundraising efforts.’

‘No way!’

‘Way! Well, that’s the rumours anyway, man.’ Scott peeled his banana and bit off a mouthful.

‘So why hasn’t he been arrested?’

Scott swallowed. ‘No one’s been able to prove it. He covered his tracks. When they accused him of it, he kicked up a huge stink and walked out.’

‘Yeah.’ Darren nodded as he tapped away on his cell phone. He didn’t look up. ‘He insists the claims are bull and that he’d been set up.’

Adam shook his head, wide-eyed. ‘So why leave then? Doesn’t that prove he’s guilty?’

Scott shrugged. ‘You’d think so. But from what I’ve heard, he got so angry he quit. He said he wouldn’t stay at this school if people thought he was capable of doing something like that.’

Adam leaned back, absorbing the weight of the story. ‘Wow. That’s heavy stuff.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Scott took another bite of his banana. 

‘So, you’re telling me they have a replacement already? That’s fast.’

‘Damn fast,’ Scott said. ‘He seems to have settled in and made himself at home too.’

‘What’s he like?’

Scott swallowed more of his banana before replying. ‘Pretty cool actually. Mr Venables is his name. He’s added extra sports periods to our timetables.’

‘You’re kidding!’

‘No joke, man. We get sports on Mondays and Wednesdays for two hours. How cool is that?’

‘No way!’ 

‘Way. And not only that but the rules against chewing gum and eating lollies? All scrapped, dude.’

Adam shook his head in amazement. ‘You’re having me on.’

‘I am well and truly serious. If I was any more serious, I’d be Mr Ramsey.’ 

That was really saying something, as Adam had never seen that teacher smile or crack a joke. But then his subject was maths, so what was there to smile and laugh over with that? 

Scott leaned in closer. ‘He fired Mr Bastion.’

‘What?’ Adam stared at Scott, agape. ‘Now I know you’re pulling my leg.’

Scott kept his face straight. ‘I jest you not, man.’

‘It’s about time someone fired that jerk’s ass,’ Adam replied, hardly believing it, as Scott could make up wild stories sometimes.

‘I’ll say,’ said Darren as he continued to tap away on his phone. ‘That guy has to be the stinkest teacher in the history of education, ow. A bully, a jerk and has no clue how to teach English.’

‘Wow...’ Adam gazed over at the B-block classrooms. ‘I still can’t believe it. I’m away for three weeks and all this drama happens. Just my luck. Anyway, where’s Doug? He should have turned up by now.’

Scott and Darren exchanged uneasy looks, and a silence fell between them. 

‘Well?’

‘Dude,’ Scott said slowly. ‘Nobody told you?’

‘What happened to him?’ 

‘We don’t know, man.’ Scott exhaled heavily.  ‘Doug’s been missing for an entire week...’​
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​​CHAPTER 2:
The Wacky Mr Venables
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The bell rang for class and Adam’s talk time ended. Doug had visited Adam a week earlier in hospital and promised to take him deep sea fishing with his dad once he recovered. An uncomfortable thought came to Adam’s mind as they made their way to their first class of the day. ‘Oh man, what if I passed my illness onto him?’ 

‘Don’t even think that, dude,’ Scott said. ‘Seeing as we’ve had no luck contacting him by phone, why don’t we go over to his place tonight? If nobody turns up, we’ll damn well hang around there until someone does, man. And if he still doesn’t show, we’ll search the place for clues. Whaddaya reckon?’

‘Sounds like a plan.’

As they neared their classroom, Darren piped up, ‘I wonder who our new English teacher will be.’

‘Someone with a bit of class, hopefully,’ Adam joked.

‘Whoa dude, did you say what I thought you said?’ Scott smirked. ‘A teacher with class? That’s a really bad pun, man.’

‘Not to mention an oxymoron.’ Darren chuckled.

Scott snickered. ‘Man, you have to stop talking like that. People are gonna believe you really did learn stuff in Mr Bastion’s classes.’

‘True, bro.’

They entered their classroom, where students were already gathering amid lively chatter. It was set out like any other classroom with rows of desks, a teacher’s desk in one corner, a large whiteboard and walls covered with posters and students’ work.

Daisy Kendrick walked by, leaving a trace of her perfume in the air. The plain grey school uniform on any other girl looked like something you might wear at a funeral - but on her, it looked perfect. 

Adam’s grin faded as Drake Radnor, a tall, good-looking athlete, sat on the edge of her desk. Daisy’s gaze was locked on him, her smile wide and eyes bright. She ran her fingers through her dark hair. Adam felt a touch of envy course through his veins. If only he had a tenth of the charisma, style and money of Drake Radnor, he would be thrilled.

‘Tough luck, Ad,’ Darren said. ‘Looks like Radnor’s stolen your girl. Now if you had half the dolleros that guy had, you might be in with a chance.’

‘Out of the way Braddock, you moron!’ 

Todd Spencer, the bully, shoved him aside, nearly forcing him into a nearby desk. Todd continued to walk, but spun around at the last moment. ‘What are you doing back, Braddock, you moron?’

‘I’m better now, I—’

‘I thought you had gone to another school but obviously not. Just our luck. Why didn’t you just stay away?’

Adam rolled his eyes. ‘I was sick, not expelled, sheesh!’ 

Todd grabbed his shirt, grey eyes glinting with menace. ‘Not a wise decision, talking to me like that after you’ve been on holiday, halfwit.’

‘I wasn’t on holiday, I was sick.’

Scotty stepped up beside Adam. ‘Leave him alone, Spencer.’ He tried to sound staunch but his shaky voice gave away his anxiety. 

Todd glared at Scott. ‘You stay out of this, Hitchens or I’ll smack you one.’ He shoved him, causing him to stumble back a few steps. 

Todd tightened his grip on Adam and spoke with mock sympathy. ‘So, we were sick, were we? Had to stay home so Mummy could look after you? Little Adam Braddock couldn’t handle a little tummy bug.’

A firm hand clamped down on Todd Spencer’s shoulder, making him jump. Adam had been so scared he hadn’t noticed his rescuer’s approach. For a split second, he assumed a teacher was there to sort out Todd but it was Drake Radnor, the guy he had been envying moments earlier.

‘You got a problem, Spencer?’ Drake said in a sharp and business-like manner, giving the bully a steely glare.

Todd let go of Adam and the fire vanished from his eyes, the colour draining from his face. ‘Err... no, Drake. No problem at all. I was just welcoming Braddock back. Saying, “Hi”.’ He tried to step away but Drake held him firmly, his eyes narrowing. 

This time, Drake’s voice softened, but there was a menace to his tone that made Adam’s skin prickle with unease. ‘Let me get one thing straight, Spencer. I don’t like you. And I don’t like the way you treat people. You’d better watch yourself, douchebag. You got that?’

Todd’s tough exterior wavered, his eyes darting nervously, as he stammered, ‘Sure, Drake,’ 

With a final, forceful push, Drake planted Todd into the nearest seat. ‘Now sit down and shut up.’ Todd nearly toppled over but managed to steady himself, frozen in place, barely daring to breathe. Drake, without another glance at Adam, strode confidently back to Daisy, who looked at him with starry-eyed admiration, as if he’d just saved the day.

Adam let out a slow breath, watching as Todd’s face, drained of colour moments before, now flushed with an angry red. He glared at Adam, a flame returning in his eyes. He spoke under his voice, ‘I’ll deal with you later.’

Adam, Scott and Darren quickly took seats away from Todd, opting for a cluster of desks in the corner, safely out of the bully’s immediate reach. They exchanged relieved glances, grateful for the distance. They chatted in low tones, waiting for their teacher. The main topic shifted to Doug’s strange disappearance until a dark-haired teacher finally walked through the door.

Darren nudged Adam. ‘It’s Mr Venables, the new principal.’ 

The class quietened as he stepped up to the front of the class. He was a tall, smiley individual in his thirties and he greeted the class cheerfully with a strong Australian accent. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, I’m afraid we have still not managed to get a replacement for Mr Bastion. So, I’m happy to announce that today’s period is going to be a free one!’ 

The class cheered at that news. This was a first, as no teacher had ever given them a free period before. 

‘All I ask is you stay here in the classroom and do something quietly. As long as there are no reports of rowdiness or unacceptable behaviour, you’ll have no problems with me.’

Pimply-faced Dora Collins raised her hand. ‘Mr Venables, when will we get a replacement?’ 

‘Not too sure yet. But until then, I’m sure you can keep yourselves occupied in English class. Read a book or something. Hell, read a comic, I don’t mind. In fact, I must ensure we get comics brought into the library. What’s a library without comics? A pretty boring one if you ask me.’ His playful blue eyes sparkled. 

The bespectacled Dora tapped her desk with her fingers. ‘Mr Bastion says comics are not appropriate reading material at school. He doesn’t like them.’

‘Pah!’ Mr Venables waved her off with a dismissive flick ‘What would he know? That probably explains why he was stuck teaching English instead of running the school.’

‘Why aren’t we getting a reliever in?’ Dora asked.

Mr Venables gave a snort that almost sounded like a snicker. ‘Why would you want a reliever? I mean, what’s the point? You wouldn’t do any work anyway, would you?’

‘I would.’

‘Good god, girl, lighten up. This is a high school, not a university. You’re only 14-year-olds. You’re not supposed to spend your whole day studying. What’s the point in coming to school if you can’t have a bit of fun? When I was at school, I hardly did any bloody work. I came to school to socialise, not learn.’

‘Yeah, tell her, Mr V!’ Will Stetson, one of the class tough guys, called out. 

‘Mr Venables,’ Jack piped up from a few desks away.

‘Please, please, call me Mr Vennie. No need to get formal here. In fact, as of now, I’m going to establish a new rule. Every teacher must be given a nickname. Not a nasty one, mind you but a fun one. You can call Mr Drinkwater, Mr Passwater and Mrs Ledbetter, Mrs Bedwetter. Oh, and Mrs Titan can be Mrs Titanic, how about that?’

The class burst into laughter. Even Adam couldn’t help but grin at the idea. 

‘And what about Mr Ramsey the Maths teacher?’ Vennie asked. ‘You could have a lot of fun with that one. Mr Rahahahahamsey,’ he said, making the first part of the name sound like the bleating of a sheep. It sounded a bit like the noise of imaginary machine-gun fire, the type Adam used to make in primary school when playing war games with his friends.

The other students nearly fell out of their seats, laughing. Only Darren had ever been game enough to call Mr Ramsey that to his face and had got into big trouble for it.

Dora screwed up her nose. ‘I don’t think Mr Ramsey will appreciate that.’ 

‘Well if he doesn’t like it, tell him to come and see me. I’ll tell him to lighten up a little.’

‘Mr Vennie,’ Jack said again, ‘I heard rumours we’re going to be able to have McDonald’s lunch orders.’

‘You heard right. I’m doing my best to make that a reality. Unfortunately, a few of the staff are against it but don’t worry, I’m the principal, so it’s only a matter of time. What I say goes around here.’ He winked.

Dora put up her hand. ‘But Mr Venables, that’s not healthy. I thought the school had a policy about only having healthy food at the school canteen?’

‘Healthy Smealthy. Come now, young Dora, if you had a choice between filled rolls and Big Macs, which would you choose? I want people to enjoy coming to school. The food here should be the sort of food you want to throw in your mouth, not the sort you want to throw up into the toilet.’

Adam leant over to Scott. ‘I like this guy. McDonald’s for lunch?’

‘Yeah, sure beats Vegemite sandwiches, man.’ 

Will Stetson called out. ‘Mr Ven, dude, last week Mr Bastion put me on detention. Do I still have to go?’

Mr Vennie looked over at him for a moment and smiled. ‘Nah! Don’t worry about it, cobber. Who cares whether he put you on detention? He was a total jackass anyway. What did you do?’

‘I called him a jerk.’

‘Well, he is a jerk! The truth stings sometimes. He didn’t like it, so he put you on detention. What a loser. I’ll have no teachers like that in this school. If a teacher is a jerk then they damn well need to hear it. There are other staff here too, who I’m seriously considering giving the chop if they can’t get their act together. If a teacher needs to put a student on detention, then they need to look at their disciplinary skills. A good teacher is one who earns the respect of their students.’

Will thrust his fist into the air. ‘Woohoo!’ 

Just then, the classroom door swung open, and everyone turned to see the stern-faced former principal, Mr Bryce.

‘Venables!’ the grey-haired ex-principal stormed into the room. ‘You low-down, underhanded snake!’ 

For a moment, Mr Vennie’s confident demeanour faltered as he stumbled back into the whiteboard, but he quickly steadied himself. ‘Now, now, Mr Bryce, this is not the time or the place.’

‘I’ll give you the time and place!’ Mr Bryce moved towards him but Mr Vennie circled the room behind a student. Mr Bryce attempted to follow but the new principal quickly manoeuvred himself around behind another student. This time, it was Jack. 

‘Mr Bryce, you need to calm down right now. There is a class full of students here and you can’t just come marching in here making unfounded accusations.’

‘Unfounded accusations?’ Mr Bryce’s wrinkled face looked as though it was about to explode. His amber eyes blazed and he again tried to get around Jack to get to him. Mr Vennie darted behind another desk. This time it was Adam’s and he moved in close behind him. Mr Bryce came from the front and Adam sunk down in his chair in case he got caught in the middle of a physical confrontation.

‘You set me up, Venables! Don’t try to deny it, you falsified the evidence to get me fired.’

Mr Vennie gave an insane grin. ‘But you didn’t get fired. You quit.’

Bryce's eyes blazed with fury. ‘And how long before I did get fired? It was only a matter of time. You had me well and truly screwed!’

‘Now, now, Mr Bryce, I think you’re getting carried away here. Why would I want to set you up?’

‘You wanted my damn job!’ Mr Bryce lunged, nearly taking Adam’s head off. The edge of the desk pressed painfully into Adam’s stomach, and he squirmed, trapped between the two men.

‘Now, now, Mr Bryce.’ Mr Vennie chuckled anxiously. ‘I think you’re being counter-rational. I couldn’t possibly have set you up. I had no access to the school accounts. You need to calm down. Your actions here are only making matters worse. Look, you’re scaring the students.’ He patted Adam on the shoulder. Adam shivered and stared up at Mr Bryce, afraid of what he would do next.

The former principal looked down at Adam, his gaze softening momentarily. He scanned the room, taking in the frightened faces of the students, and finally took a step back. Adam relaxed and could finally breathe again.

‘I err... I’m sorry class.’ Mr Bryce sighed. ‘This is not appropriate. I shouldn’t be here.’ He turned and trudged towards the door, but swung around one more time to face Mr Vennie. ‘You haven’t heard the last of this, Venables. I’m going to prove it was you, mark my words. You’re going down.’ 

With that, he marched out of the classroom. 

For a few moments, there was an uncomfortable silence. Mr Vennie still appeared a little shaken but then he came to his senses and smiled at the class with his insane grin. ‘My word.’ He chuckled. ‘He does appear upset, doesn’t he? But then who can blame him? You commit a crime, you get caught and you want to pin the blame on someone, don’t you? You have to save your reputation somehow.’ He patted Adam on the shoulder, then wandered to the front of the class and delivered them all another big smile. ‘But not to worry, the guy’s obviously as crazy as a loon. I’m surprised he was principal for so long. It won’t be long before he’ll be locked up in a padded white cell somewhere, won’t it?’

Adam couldn’t help but feel that it would be the wrong man locked up. He had always known Mr Bryce to be a cool, level-headed type of guy and it was unusual to see him so worked up.

Mr Vennie ambled towards the door and turned one last time. ‘Relax, relax, I’ll sort this one out. I’ll make sure Mr Bryce gets the psychiatric help he needs. Enjoy yourselves.’ He stepped out, leaving a charged silence in his wake.

A few moments passed before chatter ignited again. 

‘Damn,’ Scott said, shaking his head. ‘What do you reckon about that?’

‘Bryce has lost it.’ Darren replied, brows furrowing. ‘Mr Vennie’s too nice a guy to set someone up like that. How would he pull it off anyway?’

‘Good question.’

‘He’s an idiot!’ Dora glanced around at her classmates with a disgusted look on her face. ‘What sort of a principal is he? I think he did set Mr Bryce up, otherwise, how did he even get the job?’

‘Shut up, Dora,’ retorted Jack. ‘He’s cool. Mr Bryce deserved what he got. And Mr Vennie is right; you should lighten up a bit. It’s about time a guy like him was hired.’

‘Yeah, Dora,’ someone else said. ‘Get a life!’

Dora fumed as she slumped in her chair, arms folded.

Laughter echoed around the classroom, but Adam’s mind
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