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The ecowarriors are back, and better than ever!

Sam Steadman, and her best friends — smart-mouthed Jessie Delaney and politician’s daughter Nomusa Gule — are back at boarding school, in grade nine. And this year, they’re up against a whole new set of challenges.
Their creepy new Science teacher takes delight in tormenting Sam, and she’s started counting and checking everything in a way that has her friends worried about her sanity. 

Add to that Sam’s determination to uncover and stop the illegal trade in San rock art, a blossoming new romance (or two), and a dangerous survival competition in the mountains which will endanger the trio’s lives, and the girls will need all their wits and courage to stand steady.
The ecowarriors are back in this funny, exciting sequel to Turtle Walk. This time, they aim to save the country’s invaluable rock art heritage, but along the way, they’ll discover there are other things worth taking a stand for.
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For Nicola, who once read to me and now reads for me, 

with deep love and appreciation.
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A quick note
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THIS BOOK IS SET IN South Africa and so it uses UK English spelling, grammar and punctuation standards. Words like colour, favourite, maths, centre, sceptic, grey, towards and realise are not spelling mistakes. 

For some of the more unusual- South African words, there is a glossary at the end of the book.
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“CHECK OUT THE UNDERTAKER!” Jessie whispered, jerking her chin in the direction of the stage.

Sam Steadman, sitting cross-legged on the hall floor between her two best friends, Jessie Delaney and Nomusa Gule, glanced up at the stage. Mrs. Grieve — headmistress of Clifford House Private School for Girls — stood at the podium, introducing the man who was to be their new maths and science teacher. Sam could not see much of him except for a very pale face with a thin, pointed nose, and a neatly pressed dark suit.

“He looks like he could be a little ... mean,” she said. 

Something about the way the man stared unsmilingly out at the assembly of high school pupils made her feel uneasy.

“We shouldn’t judge him before we’ve even had a class with him,” Nomusa said. “He might be good.” 

“We’re very pleased that Mr. Delmonico has joined our staff here at Clifford House,” Mrs. Grieve continued. “He will be teaching maths and science to classes in grades nine and ten.”

Sam groaned softly. It was the first day of the school year and her first day of grade nine, and already she was missing their previous teacher.

“Mr. Delmonico is one of the examiners who set our South African national mathematics matriculation examination and he was head of the maths department at Academy Girls High School in Johannesburg last year.”

“Oh, get on with it,” Jessie muttered. “Before we all suffocate to death.”

Outside the hall, the fierce January sun beat down on the surrounding Drakensberg mountains, on Clifford’s spacious grounds, green fields, slate-roofed, sandstone buildings and its paved quadrangles; inside the hall, it was already hot and stuffy. 

“I am sure we are all very fortunate that he has consented to step into Mrs. Naidoo’s shoes.” A titter of laughter rippled through the hall. “I am speaking figuratively, of course,” their headmistress said. “And speaking of Mrs. Naidoo, you will be delighted to hear that, just yesterday, we received a card from her. Her adopted baby is a little girl, whom she and her husband have named Sharissa. She is now three months old and Mrs. Naidoo says that baby formulas are easier than algebraic formulas, although a lot messier!”

Around her, girls exclaimed in delight — even Jessie let out a grudging, “Cute!” — but Sam’s troubled grey eyes continued to study Mr. Delmonico. He sat very still on his chair up on the stage, gazing steadily out at the wriggling mass of girls seated in front of him. Sam saw him move only once, leaning forward to remove a speck of something from the sharp crease of his trousers, before sitting back in his chair and staring expressionlessly out again at the sea of tartan.

“A few more notices before you go to your first classes of the year,” said Mrs. Grieve. “Swimming team try-outs will be on Thursday afternoon. Kindly meet our physical education teacher, Miss Gamion, at the pool directly after school.”

Miss Gamion half-rose from her seat on the stage, looked as if she wanted to add something, but then sat down and smoothed her halo of flyaway hair nervously.

“Remind me to be there. Not,” Jessie said, but she perked up at the next announcement.

“And Ms. Zenobia has asked me to tell you about a new art appreciation club which she is starting. The club is open to all high school students except matrics — I’m afraid I must insist that they focus on their real work.” 

Ms. Zenobia looked slightly miffed at this, but she stood up and walked up to the podium. Brushing aside a strand of her long black hair, which had draped over the microphone, she said in a deep, throaty voice, “Every year, the Art Appreciation Society will study different forms of art and we’ll go on field trips to see the actual works. This year, our focus will be on one of the oldest forms of indigenous South African art, namely San rock art.”

“Bor-ring!” a familiar voice said from behind Sam.

She turned to see Cindy Atkins, a very pretty girl with long blonde hair braided into an intricate plait, rolling her ice-blue eyes in scorn.

“Like anyone thinks a bunch of scribbled stick figures on a cave wall is real art!” Cindy said, just as Ms. Zenobia gave the details of when and where the first meeting of the art club would be held. “Any kid could do that.”

“Do you mind?” Jessie snapped. “I’m trying to hear!”

Cindy smirked at Jessie. “So sorry. I should’ve known you’d be interested —simple things attract simple minds, right? I figure you’ll fit right in with the A.A.S.’s, seeing as you’re one yourself!”

Kitty Bennington, Cindy’s dark-haired best friend, giggled, but before Jessie could reply, all the girls around them began standing up and Sam realised that the assembly had been dismissed. With a last glance at the stage, where Mrs. Grieve was talking animatedly to Mr. Delmonico, Sam followed Jessie and Nomusa out of the hall to their first class of the day. 

They were walking along the corridor that bordered the main quadrangle with its grey stone columns, water feature, sundial and statue, when a little girl with high pigtails of bright red hair stopped in front of them and stammered, “Excuse me, b-but can you tell me where room forty-three is? I’ve got history there and I don’t know where it is.”

“Of course,” began Nomusa with a kind smile. “It’s —”

“— on the fourth floor,” interjected Jessie. “All classrooms starting with the number four are on the fourth floor. It’s that way.”

Jessie pointed down the corridor which led to the dining room and the little girl thanked her and trotted off.

“Uh, Jessie? There is no fourth floor,” Sam said.

Jessie chuckled. “Sucks to be a newbie!”
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SAM HAD ARRIVED AT school the day before the first assembly, less nervous than she’d been the previous year when starting high school, but also less enthusiastic. The best thing about being back at Clifford had been meeting up with her two best friends, Jessie Delaney and Nomusa Gule, and she was relieved to find that they were all in the same class again. 

After registration, they’d all headed to the Austen House dormitory. Nomusa, a slender girl with dark skin, shoulder-length braided hair and soft, brown eyes, carried one large bag which Sam knew would contain at least three pairs of running shoes. Jessie had fair, freckled skin, hazel eyes and short, curly auburn hair. The matching designer bags and suitcases she was struggling to carry would be stuffed with a haphazard collection of designer-brand clothes, handbags, art materials and at least a dozen pairs of shoes. 

Sam was the tallest of the girls. She had grey eyes and long, sun-streaked sandy-brown hair, which swung over her shoulder as she reached down to grab one of the bags that was slipping out of Jessie’s grip. There was nothing expensive inside her own, slightly battered suitcase. Jessie’s younger sister Cassandra, who was in grade six in the primary school, tagged along behind them, her dark curls bouncing.

Austen House dormitory was the farthest building from the admin block and sat close to the fence which separated the school grounds from the green veld that stretched over the foothills of the uKhahlamba Drakensberg mountains. The distant ridge of Devil’s Peak was a purplish-blue smudge in the heat haze of summer.

“How were your holidays?” Jessie asked. “Give me all the details.”

“We went to the bungalow at the coast, as usual,” Sam said. “James wasn’t there. He went on matric vac with his friends to Umhlanga. He starts varsity in February.” 

Sam glanced sideways to check Jessie’s reaction to this news about her older brother. Jessie said nothing.

Cassandra made kissy noises. “Jessie lurvved James!” 

Jessie aimed a kick at her sister’s left shin. “So, did you have a good break? See any turtles? Was Dan with you and your father?” 

“Yes, Dan was there and no, we didn’t see any more turtles. Actually, I was a little turtled-out after last year, so I mostly chilled in the hammock and read.”

“How many books?” Nomusa asked with a knowing smile.

“A few.”

“A few more than fifty, if I know you. Did you go away, Jessie?”

“We went to Nice. It’s in the south of France, in Europe, in the northern hemisphere, on planet earth, in the solar system, in the universe!” chimed Cassandra.

“Cork it, short one!” Jessie said. “My father had a business conference there, so we tagged along.”

“The south of France — for a family holiday. Wow!” said Sam, impressed.

“It’s okay, I suppose. But it wasn’t much of a family holiday. My father was in the conference centre all day, every day, and my mother was on the ‘Spouse Programme’ — going to spas for massages and to tours of olive oil mills and stuff. So, Caz and I mostly hung about the hotel, watching TV and swimming. There was an indoor heated pool, which was nice.” 

“Jessie tried to order a cocktail from the waiter at the pool!” Cassandra said, her eyes wide.

Nomusa gave Jessie a searching look. “You don’t sound too enthusiastic about the holiday.”

“Well, when we were all together, the fossils were at each other’s throats. I honestly don’t know why they ever married.”

“So they could have me!” Cassandra said.

“How was your holiday, Nomusa? Hey, how was your birthday?” Jessie asked.

“Not bad. We went to Simon’s Town and saw the penguins, and I only had to listen to one lecture on how vital it is that I continue the work of the revolution by single-handedly transforming the entire nation and uplifting the masses. Some party heavyweights joined us on Christmas, so there was lots of talk about the next elections over slices of dried-out ham. But I got in some good long-distance runs, and my birthday was good — I got your cards and prezzies, thanks, they were great! My folks gave me a book, Heroes of the Struggle.”

Jessie pulled a face.

“And this!” From the pocket of her jeans, Nomusa whipped out a small object. 

Looking closer, Sam saw that it was a tiny cell phone, sleek and metallic. It fit completely into the palm of Nomusa’s small hand.

“Samesies!” Jessie said, rummaging through the four bags hanging over her shoulder before finally finding the phone in the pocket of her own jeans. “I got an upgrade. Same make and model as yours — though mine’s black.”

“Don’t you love it?” Nomusa said.

“It’s great — such a huge memory! I’ve downloaded scads of apps.”

“And the camera is awesome. But it gobbles the battery life like crazy.”

“I got a phone, too,” Sam said. “It’s an old handset of my father’s. He was due for an upgrade and he gave his old phone to Dan, and Dan gave his old phone to me. This was dad’s first cell phone.”

Sam pulled the heavy old phone out of her bag — there was no way the handset would fit into a pocket of her jeans. The only small thing about it was the tiny screen, glowing with green numbers, which sat in a light grey plastic cover. Jessie and Nomusa stared at the phone in fascinated silence for a moment. 

“What is that?” Cassandra asked, genuinely puzzled.

“It’s great you’ve got a phone, Sam,” Nomusa said kindly. “Now we can all text each other.”

“It can send texts, can’t it?” Jessie said, sounding dubious. 

She was staring at the clunky phone as if she had never seen anything quite like it. Which, Sam reflected, she probably hadn’t.

“It works, and that’s what matters. And it has a very long battery life. Do either of you know what room we’re in?” Sam said, as they drew near Austen House.

“Matron McKenzie has to allocate us to our dorm rooms. We’ll still be on the third floor with the other grade nines, though,” Nomusa said.

“I guess it’s too much to expect that we’ll have a four-bed room for the three of us again,” Jessie said. “I just hope we don’t get stuck with someone horrible for a room-mate.” 

“I don’t really mind who it is, as long as we aren’t sharing with her,” Sam said, her gaze fixed on Cindy Atkins, who stood at the entrance to Austen House dormitory, talking on a pink cell phone, her long blonde hair shining in the sun. 

As they passed her, Cindy flipped the lid of her phone closed and said, “Still here, then, Steadman?”

“Still here.”

“And still the undefeated academic heavyweight champion of the grade. And still,” Jessie said, “the current recipient of the Clifford House Full Scholarship Award!”

“Well, I guess the deserving poor need it more than I do. Besides, they probably gave it to you because of affirmative action.”

“How do you figure that?” Sam asked.

“Well, now that her lot” — Cindy pointed at Nomusa — “are running the country, the only truly disadvantaged are the poor. Like you!” Cindy began laughing but, catching sight of the phone in Sam’s hand, stopped short. “What the holy heck is that?”

“What does it look like?” snapped Sam, trying to shove the phone back into her bag.

“It looks like a walkie-talkie!”

“It’s a cell phone, as any moron could see,” Nomusa said.

“That’s not a cell phone, it’s a brick! OMG, it even has an aerial!” Cindy said so loudly that nearby girls turned to look. “Do you know what I think you should do, Steadman? Well, apart from sticking your head down the loo and flushing, I mean? I think you should donate that chunk of clunk to a museum. They could stick it in the display of Ancient Methods of Communication, alongside the Egyptian clay tablets and tribal drums. Kitty!” she called to her friend. “Come see this! Steadman’s brought a primitive artefact to school for show-and-tell!” 

Face burning, Sam brushed past her and stormed into Austen House, followed by Nomusa, Jessie and Cassandra. “She is such a cow!”

“I can’t stand her,” Nomusa said, through gritted teeth.

“No, no, you’ve got her all wrong, ladies,” Jessie said, steering them over to where Matron McKenzie stood, clipboard in hand. “I know that she seems all mean and spiteful, but honestly, underneath all that, she’s really and truly... evil!”

“Ah, ‘tis you three lasses, is it?” Matron McKenzie scanned her lists. “Delaney, Gule, Steadman ... Ah, here ye are! Room 317 it is, this year, follow me.” She set off up the stairs, was out of breath halfway up the first flight and wheezing by the time they reached the third floor. “Och! Those stairs ne’er get any flatter! I may as well tell ye that there’s good news and bad news about your room.”

“What’s the good news?” Nomusa asked, as they passed the grade nine noticeboard, which was jammed with start-of-term notices. 

A single high-heeled red shoe was perched precariously on a top corner, together with a braided extension of purple hair.

“I’ve been looking for that!” Jessie snatched the shoe off the board and dropped a bag in the process.

“I’ve got it,” Sam said, scooping up the bag.

Matron McKenzie led the way down the corridor, fanning her red face with her clipboard. “Well, the good news is that the three of ye will be in a bedroom all to yourselves.”

Jessie punched the air with the hand holding the stiletto. “Yes!”

“Oh, good!” Nomusa said.

“Aye, I thought ye’d like that, considering all the nonsense ye were up to last year so as not to get another girl in your dorm-room. Inventing a Russian lass and pretending she was the fourth girl in the room!”

“We didn’t invent her,” Sam said. “We just didn’t highlight the fact that she never pitched up.”

Dragging the heaviest of her bags behind her, Jessie added, “We just really needed the extra space, Matron. A girl’s got to have a place to put her clothes. It’s a right enshrined in the constitution.”

“Aye, well that brings me to the bad news.” Matron stopped outside room 317 at the end of the corridor.

“What’s the bad news?” Nomusa said.

Matron merely pushed open the door and stood aside for them to enter. Sam walked in, and her heart sank. Behind her, Nomusa let out a long sigh of disappointment and Jessie gasped in shock.
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“THIS ISN’T A DORM-ROOM — it’s a cubbyhole!” Jessie cried.

Their new dorm room was small, stuffy and cramped. Three beds, each with a locker at the foot, were jammed alongside each other with scarcely enough room to manoeuvre between them. The ceiling slanted down from one end of the room to the other so that Sam could not even stand up straight at the far end of the room. A series of exposed pipes lined the wall opposite the small window.

“It’s a hobbit-hole!” Jessie said, disgusted. “A blimmin’ broom cupboard.”

“Aye, you’re not far wrong there, lass. It was used as a storage room last year, but it was Mrs. Grieve’s express wish that you three lasses get assigned this as your bedroom for the year. She’s a canny one, Mrs. Grieve, she doesna’ forget easily.”

“It’s not right. We did our punishment fair and square last year,” Sam protested.

“The boot in my dad’s car is roomier than this,” Jessie chuntered on. “My mother’s got handbags that are bigger.”

“What can’t be got around must be got through. I’ll leave ye to unpack and get settled,” said Matron, squeezing past Nomusa to get out of the room.

“Unpack? Where am I supposed to put all my stuff? I’ve never seen anything this small. This is like ... like pixie accommodation!”

Nomusa opened a small door at the low end of the room. “This looks like a storage cupboard. It’s low, but deep — I reckon we could store a lot of stuff in here.”

Sam and Jessie peered inside the cupboard. There were a few shelves which stretched into the deep gap between the floor and sloping ceiling. 

“Anyone mind if I chuck my stuff in here?” Jessie asked.

“Go ahead,” Sam said. “I’d rather not have that bed anyway — I’d always be banging my head on the roof. I’ll trade you ceiling height for cupboard space.”

Nomusa flopped onto the middle bed. “I’ll take the window and the view — what little there is of it. I never thought I’d miss the invisible Princess Anastasia so much!”

While Jessie heaved and pushed her bags into the low cupboard, muttering under her breath about rabbit warrens and shoeboxes, Sam unpacked her own bag, glad, for perhaps the first time in her life, that she had fewer clothes and belongings than her friends. 

~ ~
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THE NEXT DAY, AS THEY filed out of the hall after the first assembly, the three girls compared timetables. 

“Languages first period,” Sam said. “Mr. De Wet’s taking us for Afrikaans again this year.”

“I’ve got Mr. Dlamini for Zulu again,” Nomusa said.

“And we still have ze divine Mademoiselle Abeille for French,” Jessie said.

They agreed to meet in the quadrangle at first break, and then peeled off in the different directions of their classrooms. Calliope Katakouzinous, a petite dark-haired girl who was one of the few pupils from Sam’s homeroom class that also took Afrikaans, was already waiting outside Mr. De Wet’s classroom. 

“Hey, Poppy.”

“Hi, Sam. How were your holidays? I heard all about how you guys nailed illegal long-liners and saved the turtles and got an award or something. It was in the news — good job!”

“Thanks. Do you know if we have the same group for Afrikaans this year again?”

Poppy sighed and nodded. Looking over her shoulder and into the classroom, Sam saw that six girls from 9A had already taken seats in the two back rows. Among them were Cindy and Kitty. Sam’s shoulders slumped at the thought of another year of Cindy’s jibes and snipes.

“Perhaps it’s not too late to change to Zulu?’ Poppy said as they walked into Mr. De Wet’s classroom.

It looked much the same as it had the year before. Large photographs of kudu, springbok, rhinos and leopards — torn from an old wall calendar — were stuck around the room and a carved wooden elephant stopped an untidy pile of papers from slipping off the corner of the teacher’s desk.

Mr. De Wet, tall and sturdy, rubbed a hand over his ginger beard and smoothed his bristly moustache. 

“Welcome to your second year. Most of you did very well in the exams. I was proud and pleased with your marks, Sam. And Cindy you did very well, also,” he added with a smile. 

Cindy scowled. 

“I hope you will try for an A this year, Poppy,” said Mr. De Wet, pronouncing the name pawpy.

“How were your holidays, Sir?” Uvani Moodley asked. She was a friendly girl with a plait of black hair that reached all the way down past her waist, and she sat in the desk alongside Sam’s. “Did you go to your game farm in the Waterberg?” 

Mr. De Wet smiled broadly and hitched up his khaki pants. “My holidays were excellent. First class! We had some good rains. Man, but the veld is looking green and lovely! But I know you, grade nines,” he said, wagging a thick finger at them. “You want to distract me like always. You want me to tell funny stories about the farm so you can get out of doing your work, isn’t that so?”

Uvani just grinned.

“Well, you are not going to side-track me, even though I have a story to tell because on New Year’s eve I was hijacked in my bakkie, and hit on the neck with a revolver, and it was not funny, that I can tell you.”

“What happened, sir? Were you hurt?” Sam asked, concerned.

“Not too bad. But I’m sad about that pickup truck, man. It had 350 000 kilometres on the clock, and it was still going strong. They don’t make vehicles like that anymore. I remember, I bought that car when I was just ...” Here, Mr. De Wet interrupted himself with a sheepish smile. “There I go again, hey? But it’s not totally off the point, that hijacking. Because afterwards I lied awake thinking, and I realised that we must maybe have crime as our first theme for the year.”

“I’ll tell you what’s a crime — the way this guy butchers the English language,” Sam heard Cindy whispering behind her.

“So, our work for today, is to increase our vocabulary. Here are your new words.”

Mr. De Wet switched on the projector. A list of Afrikaans words and expressions to do with crime, criminals and police were displayed on the projector. The remainder of the lesson was spent copying down the words, learning their correct pronunciation and pairing off to discuss crime using the new words and phrases.

Sam was shocked to hear that Poppy and her family had been victims of an armed robbery at their house the year before as they spent a peculiar quarter of an hour laughing at each other’s attempts to speak Afrikaans while talking about this most serious of subjects.

At first break, Sam consulted her timetable and frowned. “We’ve got our first lesson with Mr. Delmonico next — science, in Lab A. I’ve got a bad feeling about him.” 

Jessie made a dismissive noise as she tilted her chip packet to tap the last crumbs into her mouth. “He looks like a refugee from the Adams Family, but he’ll probably be like all the others: boring but okay.”

But just half an hour later, Sam knew that Jessie had been dead wrong in her prediction.
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WHEN THEY FILED INTO Lab A on the ground floor, Mr. Delmonico was seated at his desk. On one corner of the mostly clear expanse of wood was a stainless steel penholder containing a single black pencil and a sharp-edged metal ruler. On another corner sat a small model of an atom. 

Mr. Delmonico glanced at the screen of the laptop which rested in the precise centre of his desk, and then wrote something on a piece of paper with a slim fountain pen. He did not look up when the girls walked in, chatting amongst themselves and choosing their high stools behind the lab counters. Sam, who would have liked to sit near the back of this classroom, saw with chagrin that the only remaining counter where there were three unoccupied stools next to each other was in the second row. She, Jessie and Nomusa took the seats, and unpacked their pencil bags and exam pads. 

Still, Mr. Delmonico did not look up.

Sam glanced about the classroom, which looked different from when Mrs. Naidoo had taught there. The only adornments on the walls now were a large periodic table, and black-bordered posters of mathematical and chemical formulas. The blackboard was completely clean, except for the name “Mr. A. Delmonico”, which had been written in narrow capital letters in the exact centre. The bookshelves to the left were filled with a dozen identical black files, each with a neatly typed label on its spine, while the shelves to the right of the board, near the door, had rows of books arranged in order of height, from tallest to shortest.

A hush gradually settled on the class as the girls stared curiously at Mr. Delmonico. When the class was completely silent, he clicked the pen into its lid, and deposited it into the penholder, then he stood and walked to the front of the class, letting his eyes wander from girl to girl. They were small eyes, and the bottom of the brown irises did not quite touch the rim of the lower lids, so that they appeared to be floating in the whites of his eyes.

While he stared at each of them in turn, Sam studied him. He had a slight build and was perhaps only as tall as she was. His thin black hair was cut short, and deep widow’s peaks curved sharply back from his forehead. His skin was very pale — almost translucent. Sam could see the thread of blue veins beneath the skin at his temples and on the backs of the small hands which were now holding a single sheet of paper. He had a sharp, narrow nose and, against the white of his skin, his thin lips seemed as red as if he were wearing lipstick.

Mr. Delmonico smiled. It was a smile which curved his mouth to reveal small, sharp teeth, but which did not warm his eyes. 

In a quiet voice which reached all the way back into the far corners of the laboratory, he said, “In future, when you enter my classroom, you will do so in silence. Noise is chaos. And nothing can be achieved in chaos.” He glanced down at the paper he was holding. “When I call your name, raise your hand. Understood?”

Sam snuck a look sideways. She could not see Nomusa’s expression, but Jessie’s lips were moving in a way that indicated she was trying to fight a giggle. Sam, however, felt no urge to laugh; there was nothing funny about this man. Just the way he stared at them made her feel uncomfortable.

“Mercy Tshabalala?” Mr. Delmonico said.

In the front row, Mercy raised her hand. “Yes, sir.” 

“I have been briefed as to your difficulties with mathematics. You will attend extra maths classes before school on Tuesdays until such time as I am satisfied that you have a sufficient grasp of the subject. The class starts at seven a.m. sharp. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.” Mercy stared down at the desk in front of her and her shoulders sagged.

“Charné Roos, Uvani Moodley, Caliope Katakouzinous, Michaela MacAdam?”

Several hands went into the air.

“Stand up.”

The handful of girls stood up alongside their stools and watched Mr. Delmonico apprehensively.

“I have compared your performance in examinations and class tests with the aptitudes listed on your personal records and have determined that you are performing below potential. You will do what is necessary to improve your marks. I set a high standard in my subjects, and unless you wish to fall further behind, you will need to work a great deal harder this year. Underachievers will not be tolerated in this class, understood?”

The girls nodded.

“Sit.”

The girls sat back down, while Mr. Delmonico consulted his list again.

“Where is Jessica Delaney?”

“Here, sir,” Jessie said, sticking a hand in the air. There was no trace of a smile on her lips now.

“Watch yourself in my class, young lady.”

“But I didn’t do anyth—” began Jessie in an outraged voice.

“Be quiet. Nomusa Gule?”

Nomusa raised her hand. “Here, sir.”

“Hmmm.” Mr. Delmonico narrowed his eyes but said nothing more to her.

He worked his way through the list, making some comment to each girl, until finally he looked at Sam. “You are Sam Steadman?”

“Yes, sir.” Sam’s stomach clenched. What was he about to say to her?

“Ah.” Delmonico studied her with his small, dark eyes. “I am told you were the top student in both maths and science last year. Indeed, the top student across the board.”

Unsure how to respond to this, Sam merely nodded.

“Well, we shall see ...” He took a quick breath through his nose and the thin nostrils pinched together. “Do not think that your prior achievements will earn you any favours in this class, Miss Steadman.”

“Sir, I never —”

“I was not inviting conversation. I was merely cautioning you. The students who achieve the highest marks in school are not always those who achieve the most in life.”

Pointing to a cupboard in the corner of the room, he instructed Mercy and Charné to fetch the textbooks and hand them out to the class.

“Each of you will ensure that your textbook, plus one A4, 288-page hardcover exercise book, will be covered by your next class. Brown paper and plastic, I am told, are available for this purpose in the library. When you write your notes for science, or for mathematics, come to that, you will always write the heading in the top left-hand corner of the page and the date in the top right. Both will be underlined, with a single line. You may use ballpoint pens with blue ink only. When you have finished the notes, or the assigned exercise or homework, you will skip one line and then rule a line across the page — with a ruler. You will begin the next exercise immediately beneath.” He gave them another mirthless smile. “You will discover that, in my class, there is only one way of doing things — the correct way. Now, pay close attention while I explain our first exercise, as you will be completing it for homework.”

Sam felt as though she was holding her breath all through the rest of the period, and only exhaled once the bell rang and they were well clear of Delmonico’s classroom.

“How horrible was he? So unkind to Mercy and Poppy and the others! And Hmming at me — what did that mean?” Nomusa said, as they walked down to the fields for their physical training class. 

“And picking on me when I haven’t even done anything wrong yet!” Jessie said. “He creeped me out.”

“He was creepy,” Sam said. “He knew stuff about each of us, which means he must have read our personal files. And the way he talks — you will do this and you will do that, understood? — it’s rude.”

“Yes, and ‘Sit!’ — as if we were dogs!” Nomusa said crossly. “I’m sure I’ve got a cousin in Joburg who went to Academy Girls High. I’ll try get her number from my mother and call her for the low down on this guy.”

“And I didn’t understand what he was saying about vectors at all. Did you get it, Sam?” Jessie asked.

“I think so, though I was also a bit confused.”

“What a way to start the year.” Jessie peered at her timetable. “And we’ve got another four periods with him before the weekend.”

Their next lesson with their new, least-favourite teacher was after second break the next day, and it was even worse. 
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MR. DELMONICO INSTRUCTED them to place their covered books on the desktops and then walked around inspecting them. When he got to Jessie, he held her exercise book up between his thumb and forefinger and asked, “What is this?”

“It’s my book, sir,” Jessie said. 

She sounded puzzled but confident. Sam had nagged her and Nomusa the evening before to cover all their books for maths and science, determined to give Mr. Delmonico no cause to find fault. But now, looking at the way Jessie had covered her book, Sam knew that he was about to do just that.

“I meant, what is this covering it?”

“It’s paper and plastic, sir.”

“What kind of paper, Miss Delaney?”

“Well,” Jessie said, sounding a little less sure now, “it’s a sketch I made, sir, of atoms. See, I arranged them as if they were planets in the solar system, to give it a scientific feel. To be a bit original and creative, and ...” Her voice petered out as she registered his disapproving expression.

“I do not remember instructing this class to be ‘original and creative,’ Miss Delaney. Did I or did I not say that your exercise books and textbooks should be covered in brown paper and plastic?” he asked, addressing the question to Sam, whose own books were covered in just this way. 

Sam hesitated, realizing that he wanted her to confirm Jessie’s fault. 

“Well, actually, sir,” she said, trying to make her voice sound respectful, “what
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