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Writing a blog is hard and wet work.

I was sitting outside my house in the pouring rain, watching Barcode and hoping he would do something amazing. Barcode is the family pet duck. Dad is allergic to cats and Mum hates dogs so we had to settle for a duck.

Barcode was also the star of my blog. The day we first got Barcode I started up a blog about him. Every day I would log onto the internet and write a new blog post about what he’d been up to. The blog started off well.

THE BARCODE BLOG #1 

Today Barcode decided to go swimming in all the good swimming places he could find in our house.

I had to rescue him from the kitchen sink, the washing machine, the toilet and a chocolate milkshake that Dad had forgotten to drink.

- Charlie Ridge 
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At first Barcode was fascinating and I couldn’t blog about him enough. Every time he quacked, blinked or stood up tall, I would blog about it. But as time went by, I struggled for cool stuff to post and the blog lost its spark.

THE BARCODE BLOG #37 

Today Barcode slept all day. Then he went to bed for the night.

- Charlie Ridge 
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So there I was, sitting by the side of the road in the rain, hoping Barcode would do something amazing that would make for an amazing blog post.

My teacher Mr Legg had emailed me that day about a competition on the internet to find the Greatest Blogger in the World. I don’t know how Mr Legg knew I was a blogger but I was happy he’d sent the email. The winner of the competition would be given the website address www.thegreatestbloggerintheworld.com to make into their very own blog.

This was something I could win. The only problem was Barcode. It turned out he was a lame duck to blog about.

To try to spice up the Barcode Blog for the competition, I’d been on the internet googling ‘cool stuff for ducks’ and had found a website called www.howsmartisyourduck.com. The website had many different IQ tests for ducks. One  of them was to sit your duck on a kerb and see if he or she crossed the road to get the food on the other side.

I looked over the road at the can of worms I had put there. The worms were starting to wiggle their way out onto the wet footpath. I looked back at Barcode. We’d been getting drenched for ten minutes and he hadn’t moved. He just kept standing where he was and looking at me as if waiting for instructions.

I knew Dad would call me in for dinner any second now. Dad was always in charge of dinner. Mum had gone to the football with the guys from her work. I needed to go inside soon anyway to fix up my book report before school the next day. I’d decided the book report I’d done was too good and needed to be changed. Maybe I could put in some spelling mistakes and spill juice on it before I handed it in to Mr Legg.

It’s important that I don’t seem too smart at school, so I never talk about my blog. If I did, everyone would see me for the nerd I am and I’d be done for. Anyone who likes writing or blogging or being in the library is called a teacher’s pet and I really don’t want that.

Barcode had now nestled in next to my leg and was asleep in the rain. I grabbed him and went inside. He had failed the road test because he was so lazy. Or maybe he really was dumb. I had nothing to blog about. My Barcode Blog was not going to win any awards.

I put Barcode in the backyard and went straight to the computer to look at the blogging competition again. I suddenly realised that I could be the Greatest Blogger in the World if I had a different blog. I could do my blogging and win the competition, and no-one at school would ever know a thing. So I started a different blog with a brand-new star attraction.



THE CHARLIE RIDGE BLOG

Hello From Charlie 

Sunday 10th August 

My name is Charlie Ridge. This is my new blog and official announcement that I have entered the competition to win the title of Greatest Blogger in the World. I think you will find that I am a great blogger with many great stories to tell. Satay tuned.
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I will ‘Satay Tuned’ Charlie. I’m sure your blog will be as deliciously misspelt as you’ve promised. Ha.
Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 

So obviously I had meant to type stay tuned. No need for some idiot to comment on a simple typo. Although it was proof that winning that web address was going to be hard work. I googled this Dr Maryloaf guy. He too had his heart set on being the Greatest Blogger in the World. He’s  a vet from Montreal, Canada. On his blog he claims to be ‘the greatest blogger in the world for the care of your animals and other fauna’. He writes about dogs who vomit too much and arctic wolves who go into comas. He obviously doesn’t know how lame blogging about animals is. But I wasn’t going to tell him that. He was my blogging enemy and I had a competition to win.

I deleted the Barcode Blog.



Corn Flookes and
RED CORDIAL
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Barcode woke me up first thing in the morning by biting at my face. He hadn’t been fed yet and was obviously hungry. I moved him off my face and took him downstairs and filled up his bowl with duck pellets. I wondered what Dr Maryloaf would make of a duck that tries to eat your face.

In the kitchen Dad was huddled over the bench cooking up a storm. A big, black storm of misery. This was his happy daily routine.

‘Good morning, Charlie. I made you breakfast.’ 

 ‘Ehh, don’t tell me it’s the usual?’

‘Yep, it’s a bowl of Trunk Food Company Corn  Flookes.’

Yep, the usual. This was my unhappy daily routine. Dad pushed the bowl of yellow slush along the bench and under my nose.

‘How long has the milk been in there?’

‘A few minutes now. I got it ready for you nice and early.’

It never seemed to matter to Dad that he was feeding me mush, as long as it was waiting for me when I arrived in the kitchen.

‘Well, there’s no milk left,’ I said. ‘The sun from the window evaporated it all.’

‘Don’t be silly. The sun isn’t hot enough to evaporate milk at this time of day.’

‘The glass magnified the sunbeams.’

Dad gave me one of those looks that said, ‘Please don’t let cereal destroy this family.’ I took my bowl to the table. As I gurgled down the slush, Joshua came and sat opposite me. Joshua is my  little brother. He doesn’t like to be called Joshua because he says it makes him sound like a baby. He is forever telling me that his name is Josh, but I don’t want him getting any ideas about where he fits in around here.

‘What do you want, Joshua?’ I asked him.

‘My name is Josh.’

‘What do you want, Joshua?’

‘I want to show you my tuxedo.’

‘Are you ready for kinder, Josh?’ Dad called from the other side of the room.

‘Yes.’

Joshua was wearing his good black tuxedo. And his good bow tie. He looked like he was a waiter at a fancy restaurant, except that he had no shoes on and his hair had Corn Flookes through it.

‘Why are you wearing your tuxedo, Joshua?’ I asked.

‘My school uniform is dirty.’

‘I forgot to do the washing, didn’t I?’ Dad muttered to himself. ‘I was so busy cleaning the  windows yesterday that I completely forgot about the washing.’

My Stay-At-Home Dad 

Monday 11th August 

Dad is a Stay-At-Home Dad. At least that’s what Mr Legg calls him. But Dad is rarely at home. He’s always dropping Joshua and me off at kinder and school, or picking us up from Grandma’s house. And when he’s not doing that he’s out shopping or in the kitchen cooking. He’s a busy man but he doesn’t have a job. Mum does. She’s the breadwinner of the family. At least that’s what Mr Legg calls her. Which is funny because I don’t think Mum even knows where to buy bread.
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‘Let’s go, boys,’ Dad said, whipping Joshua from his seat and grabbing my school bag. ‘I’ve got new blinds to install in the kitchen after I walk you guys to school and kinder, so let’s get a move on.’

‘But I’m allergic to kinder today!’ Joshua protested as Dad carried him outside.

I tipped the rest of my cereal down the sink and followed them out the front door. It would have been a nice father and son and son morning stroll if Joshua wasn’t there. Actually, that would have just been a father and son stroll.

But Joshua tagged along behind us, complaining all the way.

‘Dad, my feet are going to fall off! Dad, my eyes are going to pop out! Dad, my arms are falling out of their sockets.’

I’ll bet Dad regrets teaching Joshua to speak English. It would have been better to teach him German because no matter how much he complained, no-one would have any idea what he was saying. Except maybe Germans.

‘Dad, why can’t I go to school with Charlie?’ said Joshua as we approached the school gate of the Schlock School of Excellence – the one and only school in the town of Schlock. ‘I’m not  allergic to school. Only kinder.’

‘Because you’re too young and you can’t wear tuxedos to school,’ Dad replied, but he was too late.

Joshua had bolted through the school gate and was gone. Dad hates coming into the school grounds. He says there are too many mothers at school and that our mother is enough for him. But he couldn’t leave without Joshua.

We ran over to the flagpole where everyone was standing around chatting and waiting for the school bell to ring. As Dad passed through, he was stopped by the group of mothers.

‘Are you looking for someone?’ asked Cathy Oldbeck’s mother.

‘Yes, I’m looking for Charlie’s brother.’

‘Who’s Charlie?’ asked Brent Looter’s mother.

‘Um…have you seen a young boy wearing a tuxedo?’

‘Oh yes, we saw him run by just a second ago,’ Cathy Oldbeck’s mother smiled and pointed. 

‘He’s just over there.’

Dad and I ran over to the drinking taps where Joshua was enjoying the school water. Dad picked him up and was halfway out of the schoolyard when the group of mothers stopped him again.

‘What a cute little guy he is,’ they said and they poked and prodded Joshua.

Dad was cornered. These mothers were attracted to cute little kids like a shark is attracted to blood. I knew he would hate talking to them but it would be good for him. He could use a few more friends. Even if these friends were bloodthirsty sharks.

‘I’m going to find Phattius Beats,’ I said quickly, before Dad could protest.

I took off. I found Phattius standing at a table under a wooden sign that had ‘Homemade Lemonade 4 Sale’ scrawled on it. The table was covered in plastic cups and big jugs of lemonade. A whole lot of preps were crowded around the table. Phattius had a fistful of money  in one hand and was giving out cups of lemonade with the other.

Phattius Beats 

Monday 11th August 

Phattius is my bestie and it’s been that way since forever. Phattius Beats is his full name, or at least it’s what he calls himself. His real name is Gene Bollingworth, which explains why he might want to change his name but not why he would change it to Phattius Beats. He says it’s his business title. Phattius is a true businessman.
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Phattius often sold lemonade at school but today there were a few preps with cups of red liquid.

‘Thanks, Phattius,’ said a happy little prep called Gregory, leaving the stand with a cup of the red stuff.

‘Charlie!’ Phattius saw me and waved me over. I pushed to the front of the lemonade stand.  What was he up to? Mr Legg is always accusing Phattius of being crafty and I don’t think it’s in appreciation of his work in art class.

‘How are you, my brother?’ Phattius slapped me on the back.

‘I’m good. What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘Making money, my brother. Making money.’ Phattius is always making money. He says it’s the way of the businessman. Of course, selling lemonade at school is not allowed, but Phattius was doing more than that. He showed me a big container of red cordial under the table.

‘Red cordial is where the big money’s really at,’ he said.

Red cordial was a big no-no at our school ever since Brent Looter drank a litre of the stuff, climbed the flagpole and wouldn’t come down until the end-of-school bell. But Phattius knows what he’s doing. He always has. And I always help him out by walking around the schoolyard to make sure there aren’t any nearby threats to  his business. Threats like teachers or school monitors or Principal Kriss. Phattius calls me his Business Watchdog.

‘Hey brother, you want to be Business Watchdog and do a lap of the area to make sure there’re no teachers coming? I wouldn’t want to be busted for selling lemonade and red cordial.’

‘Sure thing, brother,’ I said.

I decided not to tell Phattius about the blog competition. He was my trusted bestie but I’d never told him about my blogging or how I change my schoolwork to get lower marks. The week before I’d switched the names on our maths tests so that I didn’t top the class. Phattius got a surprise 10 out of 10 and I went unnoticed– just as I liked it. I decided I’d tell him about my blog later on. Maybe when I won the competition. There would be no escaping the fame then.

Phattius slapped me on the back and I set off to secure the area. No sooner had I turned the  corner when I saw the Boots in the distance and coming our way. The Boots was someone to avoid if you were breaking school rules. I ran back to Phattius with the news and we started pulling down the stand.

‘Oh man, I hate the Boots,’ he said. ‘I guess that’s all the business we’re going to do today.’

We were just in time. As we carried everything away, the Boots turned the corner and watched us walking off.

After hiding away the lemonade stand, we made our way to class. We were just sitting down at the back of Mr Legg’s classroom when we saw the Boots appear in the doorway. She stared at Phattius. She knew. But how?

Mr Legg came striding through the doorway, past the Boots and to the front of the class. ‘Good morning, everyone.’

He smiled at us all before looking at the Boots, who was still staring at Phattius. ‘Eleanor Cameron, today is not Telephone Pole Day so  please stop impersonating one and sit down at your desk.’

The Boots blushed and quickly sat down. She didn’t want to ruin her reputation as teacher’s pet.

The Boots 

Monday 11th August 

Eleanor Cameron has been known as the Boots ever since she started showing up to school wearing big black boots that went higher than football socks. But for all her teacher’s pet qualities, there’s something special about the Boots. And unless she finds out that I could probably rival her for the position as teacher’s pet, I reckon I’ve got a shot at the only jewel in a classroom full of roughs.
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Charlie, you seem to have a crush on a pair of shoes. I guess you really are a walk-over.
Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 
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Save the Day
GET THE GIRL
 BE THE HERO 

The next morning in the kitchen, Joshua was watching a James Bond movie on the TV as I sat eating another bowl of yellow mush. James Bond was busy saving the day, getting the girl and being the hero, but all I could think about was how to avoid the mistakes of the Barcode Blog on my new blog. I’d learnt that the key to writing a great blog is having great things to write about. I needed to make sure there was T  fun and interesting stuff going on around me all the time. Stuff that I could blog about. The judges of the competition were also reporters at the Schlock Newspaper of Excellence and would be looking for good stories. So I needed to make sure I was entertaining too. As entertaining as, well, James Bond.

Save the Day, Get the Girl, Be the Hero 

Tuesday 12th August 

Here are some facts about your humble blogger: I have wavy hair, mostly brown eyes and my favourite colour is red-ish. My new life motto is Save the Day, Get the Girl, Be the Hero. I’m trying to make the most of my life these days. Plus you don’t get to be the Greatest Blogger by aiming low.
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I think you should blog about Phattius or the Boots or even your dad. They’re a lot more interesting than you!

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 

 I felt like I needed some better online friends. My blogging enemy’s comments were making my blog look bad, but obviously I couldn’t tell anyone at school about my blog. The last thing I wanted was for the Boots to figure out that I was as smart as her. She would hate me if she thought I could take her title of teacher’s pet.

I needed the Boots to like me. In fact I really wanted the Get the Girl part of my new life motto to involve her. In particular I wanted my first kiss to be with her. I could just imagine the scene: I’d be sitting on a park bench on a dark and mysterious night. She’d ride up on her motorbike, come over to the bench and kiss me on the mouth. All without saying a word. And then she’d get back on her bike and fly off down the road again.

Yep, that’s exactly how it would be. Either that or I’d settle for a quick peck after music.

I’d had a look at the website of the Greatest  Blogger competition before school to try to find some internet friends. I found a blogger called Citizen Sundress who had also entered the competition. Citizen Sundress was a woman who lived in a shack in the desert that didn’t have electricity. She rode a solar-powered bike and her blog was about how she was living an environmentally friendly life. She reminded me of those Greenpeace people who are always trying to save trees and beached whales. I admired her for this, so I added her as a friend on my blog. Perhaps she would read my blog and even leave some nice comments.

When Mr Legg walked into class, we all looked at him to see what day it was. Obviously it was Tuesday, but Mr Legg likes each day to have a different theme.

Mr Legg 

Tuesday 12th August 

Mr Legg likes to give each day of the week a special name. Yesterday was Forklift Day and we learnt everything there is to know about forklifts. Last Friday was Bongo Drum Day and we spent the morning learning how to play bongos. Today Mr Legg was wearing one of those big furry hats that look like raccoons without legs or heads. He said today was Siberia Day.
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‘Siberia is a place where it’s more often night than day,’ Mr Legg told us from underneath his Siberia-hat.

‘Where’s Siberia?’ asked Phattius, who was probably thinking of doing business there one day.

‘Siberia is part of Russia and is often the place where bad guys in movies go to build rockets and bombs.’

Everyone in our school loves Mr Legg because he teaches us about weird stuff like Siberia and we don’t do as much real work as in other classes.

While everyone was getting out their pens and paper, Mr Legg walked past my desk and whispered, ‘Did you get my email, Charlie?’

‘Yes thanks, Mr Legg,’ I said quietly so the Boots wouldn’t hear. I didn’t want to say anything about it in front of the Boots. Besides, how did Mr Legg know I was a blogger?

‘I just thought you could practise your writing if you made a blog,’ Mr Legg continued. ‘You need to work on your writing, Charlie. And that competition looked like a fun way to do it.’

‘Yes, Mr Legg.’

Luckily the Boots and Phattius were both talking to other people and had overheard nothing.

So Mr Legg had sent it to me by chance. He had no idea I liked to write or blog. He was just  trying to get me to do better after my dismal past few English tests.

Mr Legg walked back to the front of the class. ‘Now, who can tell me what the most famous invention to come out of Siberia is?’

As he talked about Siberia I looked around the room for cool stuff to blog about. Nothing really jumped out at me.

I sat between Phattius and the Boots in the middle row, as per usual. I love sitting with both of them. But I don’t think they feel that way about each other. I heard that when I was away sick, they put a big indoor fern on my chair so they wouldn’t have to look at each other.

Our row was more fun when Owen was there. 

Owen used to sit on Phattius’s other side. Owen was the most interesting thing our class had ever come across. He was from the Czech Republic and he had a really amazing singing voice. He used to sing in class, whether it was the music lesson or not. He had a great song that he used  to sing all the time about a lion who refused to judge others. I think it was the Czech national anthem. Mr Legg had also loved Owen and had even made one day Owen Day.

Owen was great fun until the day he had to go back to the Czech Republic because his country was at war. Or maybe it was his family who were at war with each other. Anyway, Phattius and I were sad to see the singing Czech go. So we decided to make a cardboard cut-out of him and sit it in his seat. That way it would be like he had never left. But the art room didn’t have big enough scissors for us to cut through thick corrugated cardboard so Cardboard Owen never happened.

And then a new kid called Lance Green came to our school and took the spare seat anyway. Lance Green doesn’t really say much. Or do much. He has brown hair and when he does talk he says stuff like ‘bless you’ and ‘I beg your pardon’. And he doesn’t sing. We call him Cardboard in memory of the good old times.

After we’d learnt all about Siberia, Mr Legg had some English work for us.

‘Now, I’ve just finished going over your tests from last week,’ he said, ‘and I must say that this class is not doing the writing that I think it’s capable of. So today we’re doing a writing exercise. We are going to pair up and write biographies of each other.’

This was excellent news. I would write a great biography of my partner and then I would blog it. Although if it was too good I would have to bin it before Mr Legg asked for it. But when Mr Legg counted everyone off, I got Cardboard.

How on earth was I supposed to write ANYTHING entertaining when Cardboard was my subject? Still, I pulled my chair up to his desk and tried to be friendly.

‘How are you, Lance?’

‘Very well, Charlie. Thank you for asking.’

‘Tell me some things about you that I don’t already know.’ I didn’t know anything other than  that he was boring. But I was trying to be pleasant. 

‘I like school.’

‘OK, that’s a start. What do you do after  school?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

He was already pushing his luck. ‘I said, what  do you do after school?’

‘Um, well, sometimes I just – well, I dunno,’ said Cardboard. ‘I don’t want to bore you with details of what I don’t do after school because I don’t really think I do anything worth talking about so I think I will say that I do nothing after school. Is that answer OK?’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘You must do something?’ 

‘Sorry Charlie. I don’t do a thing.’

‘So you just sit still until school the next day?’ 

‘Sometimes I do homework.’

‘Well, thanks for that, Lance.’

‘Bless you.’

‘Yes, I think I’ve got everything I need here,’ I told him.

I didn’t, but I wasn’t going to waste any more time with Cardboard. I gave him some very interesting details about myself and then I got down to writing his biography. I also doodled in the index of his maths book when he wasn’t looking.

Then Mr Legg decided we should read our biographies out in front of the class.

‘Who wants to go first?’ Mr Legg asked.

The Boots’s arm went up into the air.

‘Anyone else?’

‘Mr Legg,’ said the Boots, ‘can I take some photographs of the readings for my photo scrapbook?’

The Boots likes to think of herself as a photographer but I’ve seen some of her photos and they could definitely be better. Her passion for photography means she is always asking Mr Legg if she can ‘capture moments’ in the classroom, and he always lets her. This annoys everyone else but I think there’s  something mysterious about a pretty girl who is always hiding behind a camera lens.

‘Of course you can take photos, Eleanor,’ said Mr Legg.

She grabbed her camera and moved to the side of the room.

‘Now, how about Lance and Charlie read their biographies first?’

‘Yes, Mr Legg,’ Cardboard said, and wandered up to the front of the class.

I reluctantly followed. Cardboard read out loud first.

‘Charlie Ridge has wavy hair and a duck called Barcode. He is an OK student but certainly not the best in the class.’

This was exactly what I had told him to write. There was no way the Boots would feel threatened by me after that. I would fool her into my arms.

‘Charlie is a nice guy and it has been fun writing about him. Thank you.’

The class clapped politely as Cardboard finished reading my biography and then sat down.

‘Thank you, Lance,’ said Mr Legg. ‘And now Charlie, why don’t you tell us about Lance?’

I smiled and read.

Cardboard’s Biography 

Tuesday 12th August 

Today at school I had to write a biography of Cardboard – the most boring kid at school. I tried to make him sound more exciting than he really is. This is what I came up with:

Lance Green: A biography by Charlie Ridge Lance is one of the best up-and-coming rowers that this country has ever seen. He has been rowing since the age of three and his arm muscles are already the size of an adult male’s. Lance is aiming to row for Australia in the next Olympic Games. If he is selected to go to the games, he says he will row himself across the oceans of the world to get there. He is really ambitious. When he was a child, Lance wanted to be a famous chess player, a  famous truck driver, a famous Professor of Ancient Rocks and a famous editor for Time magazine. His fantastic trademark catchphrase is ‘Don’t let the hounds hound ya’. Lance is one of the Schlock School of Excellence’s greatest achievers.
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After I read my biography of Cardboard out to the class, the Boots lowered her camera and was the first on my case.

‘That was all wrong,’ she said. ‘Lance doesn’t do any of those things.’

I didn’t really mind that the Boots was trying to argue with me in front of the whole class. She’s cute when she’s angry.

‘Leave him alone, Eleanor,’ said Phattius. ‘You’re the teacher’s pet, not the teacher.’

The Boots greased him off.

‘Charlie, did you even talk to Lance before you wrote his biography?’ asked Mr Legg, who was also getting upset. This was quite unlike him.  But making up Cardboard’s life story had certainly not made me look like the best student and for that, I was happy.

‘Of course I did,’ I said. ‘Cardbo– I mean, Lance, told me everything that I wrote down. I’m just the messenger.’

‘OK, we’ll sort this out later.’

I knew I was in trouble, but it had been worth it. Everyone would be thanking me if they knew how boring Cardboard’s life really was. And I certainly wasn’t going to blog facts about the real Cardboard.

In fact, I probably did the guy a favour. He might even have a few girls ask him out now. Or at least try to feel his arm muscles. Just as long as it wasn’t the Boots. That would be annoying.

At the end of the day, I strode out of school on a high. Things were looking up for old Charlie Ridge.

‘Hi, Charlie. How was school?’

Dad met me at the school gate just as usual, but something was different. He was chatting to the mothers who had stopped him and Joshua yesterday morning. They waved goodbye to him as we walked home.

‘Were those women pestering you?’ I asked.

‘No, Charlie, not at all. They’ve invited me to their FAP Committee meeting tomorrow night.’ 

FAPs 

FAP is my school’s Friends and Parents Committee. Cathy Oldbeck’s mother is the president. The FAPs do important stuff like organise the school formal and run the canteen and raise money to pay men with ladders to come to school and get all the balls down from the roof.

Tuesday 12th August 
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Thanks for adding me as your friend, Charlie. The FAPs sound like a good energy source. We need people like them in the world.
Citizen Sundress 

 ‘The FAP ladies are super nice,’ Dad continued. ‘We went out for coffee this afternoon.’

I hadn’t seen Dad this happy since he bought a new ironing board cover a few months ago.

‘That’s great, Dad. But weren’t you supposed to be getting dinner ready?’

‘Yeah, but the ladies and I just got chatting over a few cappuccinos and suddenly it was the end of school. Besides, your mother is at home with Joshua.’

That was a bad sign. Our mother wasn’t great at mothering.

As we walked in the front door, we saw Joshua sitting in the corner of the kitchen crying. He still had his tuxedo on. Mum was standing in the middle of the kitchen. Her hair was down and her shirt sleeves were undone and flapping about underneath her pin-striped suit.

‘I can’t believe it!’ she wailed. ‘Another law suit!’

Mum is always getting sued. Well, at least her  company is. She really should be used to the feeling by now.

‘Don’t worry, Helen,’ said Dad. ‘I’m sure you’ll beat them in court.’

‘It’s not me that’s being sued, you idiot!’ she screamed. ‘It’s Charlie.’



The New 
BESTIE
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Most people think the worst thing about being sued is getting your pants sued off you. But really, it’s the food. Or lack of it. At least that was my first experience of being sued. Mum had been in a roaring tantrum. She yelled at me, she yelled at Dad, she yelled at Joshua and she yelled out the kitchen window at Barcode. Then she realised that Dad hadn’t installed the new kitchen blinds yet and she yelled at him some more.

She then ordered me to my bedroom for the  night. No dinner was the punishment for my unknown crime.

Joshua and Barcode joined me in our bedroom and we tried to play a game of Hungry Hungry Hippos. But Barcode kept walking on top of the hippos and they were reminding me how hungry I was so we stopped playing. Instead I checked out my blog and was pretty happy to see that Citizen Sundress was my newest (and first) blogging buddy.

I decided to look for another blogger friend and came across a guy called ill_not_sick, which was some kind of crazy web name he’d given himself. ill_not_sick ran his own web design business on a website called www.web–designbusiness. com. The blog on his website was about the different websites he’d made for lots of other people. He’d made websites for rock bands, the Prime Minister of New Zealand and the Schlock Zoo of Excellence. There was a photo of ill_not_sick on his blog and he looked  like the sort of guy who would sit down the back of the bus and wear his pants really low. I added him as a friend on my blog. I decided to post a blog entry and since Mum had locked me upstairs for the night, I put her in the spotlight.

Mum 

Tuesday 12th August 

Mum works a lot and isn’t home much. Sometimes I visit her at work after school but she usually makes me do her photocopying so I tend not to visit at all. At home, Mum is usually either watching Dad cook something in the microwave or charging up her seven mobile phones. She says she has one for each day of the week.
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I couldn’t wait to eat breakfast the next morning. I ran downstairs knowing that Mum would have already left for work.

But there she was, standing in the kitchen with  her short hair waxed back and the shoulder pads of her suit looking more jagged than ever. Dad was washing up dishes in the sink behind her. There was no waiting bowl of Corn Flookes.

‘Mum, you’re still here?’ I said, reaching for the Corn Flookes box myself.

‘Yes, Charlie, I’m still here because I’ve been on the phone to your school this morning about your law suit.’

‘They’re not very happy,’ said Dad.

Mum glared at him and he went back to scrubbing a frying pan. ‘The school has been talking to Lance Green’s father and they want to settle out of court.’

‘Out of court?’ I slammed down the Corn Flookes packet. ‘I don’t even know why I’m being sued! Why is the school suing me?’

‘Not the school,’ said Dad. ‘Lance Green’s father.’

Cardboard’s dad was suing me?

‘He says that you irreversibly damaged Lance’s  reputation in class yesterday. Is this true?’

‘No. Well, maybe. I said he was an Olympic rower.’

Mum threw her arms up in the air. ‘Of course!’

‘Mr Green believes you ruined Lance’s reputation in front of the whole class,’ said Dad. 

‘What would Mr Green know anyway?’ I said.

‘He’s the top lawyer in town, Charlie,’ said Mum.

That was just my luck.

‘Don’t worry, son,’ said Dad cheerfully. ‘I’ll talk to the FAP ladies. Maybe they’ll be able to sort this out.’

‘What? Who?’ Mum spun around and Dad picked up the frying pan again.

‘So what’s going to happen?’ I asked. ‘Am I going to have my pants sued off me?’

‘I’ve been speaking to Principal Kriss,’ said Mum, ‘and he said that if we all go to school now we can have a meeting and sort this out.’

The next thing I knew, Mum was driving Dad, Joshua and me to school in her fancy black work car. Barcode stayed at home. ‘School is no place for ducks,’ Mum says, and I guess that’s true enough. Although sometimes Dad puts Barcode on his leash and walks him to school with us. It must be quite a sight when Dad and Barcode walk home alone. Maybe lonely old men have ducks just like lonely old women have cats.

As we walked into the school building I realised that this was the first time Mum had ever set foot on school property. Which explains why she freaked out when she saw the Unshorn Merino as we walked through the foyer.

The Unshorn Merino 

Wednesday 13th August 

 office. It dwarfs Mrs Domino, the office lady, even more. No-one really knows why the Unshorn Merino is the school mascot. Some say it’s because the land the school is built on used to be a Merino farm. Some say Principal Kriss is a sheep enthusiast. But it’s probably the farm thing.  The Unshorn Merino is the mascot of our school and the prize possession of Mr Kriss, the principal and ruler of the Schlock School of Excellence. The Unshorn Merino is basically a giant, plastic sheep in need of a haircut. It’s so big it dwarfs the school 
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What would you know about Merinos, Chuck? Leave the animal blogging to the expert – me!

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 

We walked into the Principal’s office and Dad and I sat down in big leather chairs. Joshua sat on Dad’s lap and Mum went over to Principal Kriss’s desk.

‘Good morning,’ said Mum, shaking his hand. ‘I’m Helen Ridge, Charlie’s mother.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ said Principal Kriss. He pointed to Cardboard and Cardboard’s dad, who were already seated. ‘Please meet Lance Green  and his father Mr Green.’

Cardboard looked shocked to be in a meeting with so many adults, but it was hard to tell whether I’d upset him or just his dad.

While Mum shook hands with Mr Green, Principal Kriss rocked proudly behind his mahogany desk, which was as bare and shiny as his shaved head. We could see his reflection in the desk and we could see the desk’s reflection in his head.

‘Thank you all for coming in this morning,’ said Principal Kriss.

Next to Principal Kriss was Mrs Domino, furiously taking notes. Whenever Principal Kriss spoke she scribbled even faster.

‘As I say to my students,’ continued Principal Kriss, ‘the Schlock School of Excellence has much to offer, but offers need to meet with taking in order to mean anything.’

Everyone stared silently at him.

‘No-one ever knows what that means,’ he muttered. ‘Basically, it’s like the Unshorn Merino. There’s plenty of wool but first you need to learn how to shear.’

Again, silent staring.

‘Look, I just hope that both parties here today will be able to fix this problem, caused by one student.’ He took a good look at me as he said that.

Cardboard’s dad took a good look at me too. ‘I’m interested in getting this little matter solved as soon as possible,’ he said.

‘We’re listening, Mr Green,’ scowled Mum.

‘Yes, please, go ahead,’ chirped Dad.

Principal Kriss explained what had happened the day before. In his version of the story, I was a disappointment to the school and Cardboard was a hard-working young man. My parents were shown my biography of Cardboard.

‘Don’t let the hounds hound ya?’ Mum quoted  from the biography.

‘I don’t really say that,’ explained Cardboard.

 ‘I expect better work from you, Charlie,’ said  Mum.

‘The sad thing is that this actually is the best work we’ve seen from Charlie in quite some time,’ said Principal Kriss.

Wow. Word of my bad marks had reached even Principal Kriss.

‘But I suspect that’s a conversation for another time.’

Cardboard’s dad leant towards Mum, wrapping one hand around the other. ‘The point here, Mrs Ridge, is that Charlie has ruined my boy’s reputation and I will sue your family unless something is done about it.’

‘You don’t have a case,’ said Mum. ‘No-one has ever sued a child because of a school assignment. With all due respect, Mr Green, you’d never win in court.’

Cardboard’s dad sneered. ‘No. But just imagine all the money and time I could take away from you by trying.’

‘Could everyone talk a bit slower?’ said Mrs Domino, still scribbling away. ‘I’m having trouble keeping up.’

Mum paused and thought for a moment. ‘What is it that you want, Mr Green?’

‘Lance isn’t the most popular of boys,’ Cardboard’s dad said, relaxing back into his chair. ‘He often eats lunch alone and he uses expressions like “bless you”. In fact, “don’t let the hounds hound ya” would be an improvement. So I’d like Charlie to take Lance under his wing. Spend lunchtimes with him. Get to know him a little better. What Lance needs is a friend.’ Cardboard’s dad smiled his big lawyer-mouth at me. ‘And you, Charlie, are his new bestie.’

‘That sounds acceptable to me,’ Principal Kriss said, trying to sound like a lawyer.

Be friends with Cardboard? I wanted my leather chair to open up underneath me and chomp me into pieces. Cardboard, on the other hand, looked relieved. He tried to smile at me but I looked away.

‘And you won’t take any legal action if Charlie does this?’ asked Mum.

No, Mum. No!

‘You have my word,’ said Cardboard’s dad.

‘I’d like to throw Eleanor Cameron into the mix,’ said Principal Kriss suddenly.

The Boots? Best news in a long time.

‘She’s the most responsible student at this school and I’d like her to keep an eye on them. To make sure that young Charlie stays true to his word.’

True to my word? I hadn’t even agreed to anything.

‘Agreed.’ Mum stood up and they shook hands.

Dad also stuck out his hand. ‘Yes, thank you, Mr Green.’

Cardboard’s dad looked at my dad for the first time. ‘Sorry, who are you again?’

The school bell rang and it was recess time.

‘I believe you have some friends in the schoolyard to meet?’ Principal Kriss said to me.

I walked out of the office and bumped straight into Phattius.

‘Where were you?’ he asked. ‘Today was Rubber Day and Mr Legg told us the history of rubber and I made a rubber band ball as big as a guinea pig and sold it to Brent Looter for five dollars. Let’s go make some red-cordial money, brother.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Huh?’

‘You like me for who I am, right, Phattius? You wouldn’t stop hanging out with me just because I started behaving strangely or anything, would you?’

‘What are you talking about?’ said Phattius, suddenly sounding impatient.

‘Hey boys, got a minute?’

We spun around and there was the Boots. Standing next to her was Cardboard.

‘Not really,’ Phattius laughed, and started walking off. He stopped when I didn’t follow him. ‘What’s going on, Charlie? Let’s get out of here.’

‘I have to stay with these guys.’

‘You want to hang around with these dweebs? The teacher’s pet and Cardboard? I thought we were besties?’

‘We are. But if we add another bestie to the group I get to keep my pants.’
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The
 ROBO-NINJA
3000 

The Hollow Tree Full of Leaves sits in the centre of the schoolyard. It isn’t as confusing as it sounds. It’s a big, flat tree – more of a bush, really – that no-one knows is hollow. There are lots of leaves on the outside but once you push through them there’s nothing inside but a dusty floor and some dead roots.

Phattius Beats and I hang out in the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves all the time. It’s our place. No-one else knows it exists except for Brent Looter who once paid Phattius five dollars to  show him where we go at lunchtime. Although Phattius blindfolded him before taking him into the tree so I don’t think Brent Looter actually knew where he was.

The point is that the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves was our special place and suddenly we were standing in it with the Boots. Cardboard was outside and the Boots was trying to convince him to come in.

‘You just walk straight through the leaves, Lance,’ she called.

‘I don’t mean to be a coward but the branches look sharp,’ said Cardboard.

‘Yeah, you might get a few scratches but just push through and you’ll be here.’

Cardboard finally forced his way through and stood inside the tree with the rest of us. ‘Boy, it sure is crowded in here.’

Phattius was keeping the lemonade stand inside the tree, as well as a few boxes full of zoetropes – his latest business idea.

‘And what exactly have you been doing with this lemonade stand, Phattius Beats?’ said the Boots.

‘None of your business, the Boots!’

‘What did you call me?’

Phattius sat down on the lemonade stand and looked at me. ‘Charlie, my brother,’ he said. ‘You know we’re besties and I’ll stick by you in the hard times. But seriously, tell me again why these freaks are in here with us?’

‘Because otherwise I’ll be sued by Cardboard’s dad.’

‘Who’s Cardboard?’ asked Cardboard.

‘And then I’ll probably have to go to jail,’ I said. ‘Although I guess blogging from inside jail would be interesting.’

‘Blogging? What?’ said Phattius.

‘Charlie?’ said Cardboard.

‘What?’

‘I’m thinking of taking up your advice.’

‘What advice?’

‘I think I might start saying “don’t let the hounds hound ya”. You know, as a sort of catchphrase.’

Phattius ignored Cardboard and pointed at the Boots. ‘Well then, why is she here?’

‘I’m making sure that you two aren’t mean to Lance,’ said the Boots. ‘Heaven knows why you wanted us to come into this stupid tree with you. I suppose you thought you’d make Lance your slave or doodle in his maths book or something. Well, not with me here you won’t. And what are those?’ She pointed to Phattius’s boxes.

‘Zoetropes,’ said Phattius. ‘You sit a cardboard container on the top of a stick, spin it around and look into the holes on the side to see a little animation. I can offer you a cheap price if you’re interested in buying.’

The Boots picked one up and spun it around. ‘Oh, it’s actually quite cute.’

Zoetropes 

Wednesday 13th August

Zoetropes are Phattius’s sweet new business idea. The Boots really liked them. It was nice to see her smile. She particularly liked the zoetrope that showed a girl on a swing. She didn’t mind the one that showed a fireman climbing up and down a ladder. But I think she liked the one with the little dogs the most.
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Ooh Charlie, you make me want to make zoetropes instead of websites. Peace out!

ill_not_sick 

‘Those dogs are disgusting. They’re sniffing each other’s privates!’ The Boots threw the zoetrope to the ground. ‘You make me sick, Phattius.’

Phattius laughed as he picked up the zoetrope. ‘Which one do you think kids are going to buy?’ 

‘So you are selling things at school,’ said the Boots. ‘I knew it!’

 Phattius had slipped up.

‘I assume you know it’s a crime to sell things at school?’ said the Boots.

‘This isn’t crime, it’s business.’ Phattius gathered a few zoetropes up into his arms. ‘And I think I might head out and do some business.’

‘I’ll tell you what,’ said the Boots. ‘I won’t tell Principal Kriss that you’re selling stuff at school if you guys come and help me at the canteen.’

‘Help you do what at the canteen?’ said Phattius.

‘I was about to go there and be a teacher’s pet by helping them with the canteen deliveries.’

‘So you admit you’re a teacher’s pet, then?’ said Phattius.

‘Of course! I’m the best teacher’s pet. No-one could ever challenge me.’

This was just what I needed her to keep thinking.

‘Anyway, all the food and drinks and ice-creams for the week arrive at the canteen on 

Wednesdays. I like to go down and help the FAPs move everything in. I’ve been in this weird tree, living in your world. Now it’s time you live in mine.’

Five minutes later, Phattius plonked his box of zoetropes down near the back of the canteen. ‘As soon as we’re done here, I’m going off to do business.’

‘I’ve always wanted to be a FAP,’ said Cardboard.

Cathy Oldbeck’s mum came out from the canteen kitchen to meet us. She was an immense woman who walked like Barcode. We all huddled behind the Boots.

‘Hello, Eleanor,’ she said to the Boots as they kissed each other on the cheek. It was strange. ‘How’s my little Cathy?’

‘She’s been very well behaved this week, Mrs Oldbeck,’ said the Boots.

‘You are my eyes and ears, dear child. How would I ever keep watch over Cathy without you?’ 

If this was part of being a teacher’s pet, maybe I wouldn’t ever rival the Boots.

‘So, can we help unpack the truck?’ said the Boots.

‘That would be a fantastic help,’ said Mrs Oldbeck. ‘I’ve got a meeting to get to, so I’ll leave you kids to it.’

She left and the Boots turned to us. ‘Remember, you guys help me unpack this stuff and I’ll keep my mouth shut about Phattius’s activities.’

‘Why do I have to help?’ asked Cardboard. ‘Not that I mind,’ he added politely.

‘You got somewhere better to be?’ Phattius asked him.

Cardboard shrugged and we started unpacking the truck and taking boxes into the canteen. As we worked I noticed that all the food and drink was coming from the Trunk Food Company.

The Trunk Food Company 

Wednesday 13th August 

Everyone at school eats or drinks some kind of food or drink made by the Trunk Food Company. Some favourites are Trunk Food Fizz, Trunk Food Water and Trunk Food Chipz. I think food and drink from the Trunk Food Company is bad news. No-one should eat or drink things that only come from one place. What would happen if a criminal broke into the factory and poisoned the pipes? Everyone at school would die because we all eat and drink Trunk Food Company products.
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When we finished unpacking the truck, I decided to take a walk on my own. I needed to get away from everything. It had been a crazy day so far. That was when I saw the most horrifying thing I’d ever seen in the schoolyard. Dad was sitting on a wooden picnic table, having lunch with the FAP mothers. What on earth was going on?

‘I think that we should hold this year’s school formal at the back of the school oval rather than in the school gym,’ Cathy Oldbeck’s mum was saying as I arrived at the table. ‘That way all the naughty kids who usually sneak away from the gym and hang out at the back of the oval won’t have anywhere to go.’

‘Hi, Dad,’ I said.

The mothers all looked at me sternly.

‘Hi, Charlie. Having a good lunch break?’

‘It’s OK. Why are you here, Dad?’

‘We’re just having a FAP meeting.’

I looked at all the mothers sitting around the table with Dad squeezed in between them. ‘A FAP meeting with sandwiches and fruit?’

‘What use is a chinwag if you can’t chew at the same time?’ asked Cathy Oldbeck’s mother. ‘Have you kids moved all my boxes?’

I wondered if she knew that all three of her chins wagged when she talked. ‘Yes, it’s all done.’

‘Listen, Charlie,’ said Dad. ‘We’ve got another  meeting tomorrow night after school so you’ll need to go to your mother’s work for a few hours, OK?’

‘But I hate going to Mum’s work. The photocopier always breaks down!’

‘Sorry, Charlie, but we FAPs have important business to take care of.’

The FAPs nodded their heads in agreement as I walked away from their ridiculous meeting. I hadn’t gone far when I saw Gregory, the little prep who’d been buying red cordial off Phattius a few days earlier. He was sitting in the dirt, eating lunch.

‘Hi, Gregory. Couldn’t find a table to eat lunch at, huh?’

‘Nope,’ he said.

I looked back at Dad and the FAPs. ‘I guess you have to be lucky to score a table at lunchtime.’

I don’t know where he came from, but suddenly Mr Legg was standing right there with us.

‘Gregory, is that your chip packet on the ground?’

‘Yes, Mr Legg.’

Mr Legg looked up at the school building. I looked as well and saw Principal Kriss standing at the staff room window, watching us.

Mr Legg looked back to Gregory. ‘Sorry to do this, Gregory, but I have to give you a detention for littering. You’ve broken the school rules.’

‘But he’s sitting on the ground eating lunch,’ I said. ‘Of course his chip packet is on the ground.’

‘I know, I know.’ Mr Legg glared back at the staff room windows again. ‘But it’s the rules. Better they learn now, don’t you think, Charlie?’ He turned back to Gregory. ‘Now, did you know that today is Rubber Day?’

The end-of-lunch bell rang. On the way back to class, I saw Phattius in a crowd around the school noticeboard. I pushed in next to him.

‘What’s going on?’ I said. ‘I didn’t think the badminton team was being selected until we could afford to buy a badminton net?’

Phattius pointed up at the noticeboard. ‘Look!’

The Robo-Ninja 3000 

Wednesday 13th August 

Today at lunchtime a big white poster appeared on the school noticeboard. On the poster was a picture of a Robo-Ninja 3000. Everyone wants to own a Robo-Ninja 3000. They’re more than just toys.

They’re robots half the time and ninjas the other half, transforming and morphing at random times from one to the other and back again. Underneath the picture of the Robo-Ninja 3000 was the number 22 written in big fat numerals. No-one knows what it means.
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Loving the blog, Charlie. You are the greatest, I reckon. I dub thee, the Blogmeister.

XY 

Not loving the blog, Charlie. I dub thee, the Bog-meister.

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 

I wondered who had put the poster up there and why. Either way, it was fantastic to blog about. And now someone called XY had left a comment, and called me a Blogmeister. I searched online but couldn’t find a website or blog by anyone called XY. But I didn’t care. Someone thought I was the Blogmeister and for a moment that was even better than being the Greatest Blogger in the World.



The 
TRUNK FOOD
COMPANY

[image: 9781742730103_0074_001]
I was still on a high from being called the Blogmeister when I got to school the next day. But I quickly forgot about my new nickname when I heard that another mystery poster had appeared on the noticeboard. On it was a picture of a Lola Cat toy and the number 12. Lola Cat is a cartoon character popular with irritating kids like Joshua. First a Robo-Ninja 3000 poster and now a Lola Cat poster. What did it all mean?

As we walked to Mum’s work after school, Phattius and I couldn’t stop talking about the strange posters. Cardboard also tagged along, and so did the Boots.

‘I’ve heard it’s some kind of competition,’ said Cardboard.

‘Really? My dad thinks it’s a practical joke,’ said the Boots.

‘Brent Looter told me that it’s a really slow game of bingo,’ said Cardboard.

‘I should have thought of that,’ said Phattius. ‘There’s big money in bingo.’

I had to pick Joshua up from kinder on the way.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Pagent,’ I greeted the kinder teacher as I walked in the front gate.

‘Hang on a second there, Charlie,’ said Mrs Pagent, walking briskly towards me. ‘You can’t come in here.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I mean, they can’t come in here.’ Mrs Pagent pointed to Phattius, Cardboard and the Boots. 

‘Read the sign,’ she said.

I looked at the sign on the front gate. It said: No Bikes, No Dogs, No Gangs.

‘I would hardly call those three a gang,’ I said. ‘They don’t even smoke or wear black jeans.’

‘Charlie!’ Joshua came running up to me, still wearing his tuxedo. He had his Lola Cat backpack on his back. I hate that Lola Cat.

‘A pleasure as always, Mrs Pagent,’ I said, taking Joshua by the hand.

Now that our gang was complete, we kept walking. Although, in his tuxedo Joshua looked like he should be in an opera, not a gang.

‘What a great school uniform,’ said the Boots, looking at Joshua and getting out her camera. ‘If only our school could have such a bold uniform.’ 

‘It’s not a school uniform,’ I said. ‘It’s just my little brother.’

‘It’s my emergency tux,’ said Joshua.

‘Is it an emergency tux for emergency  weddings?’ said Phattius. ‘I hear snap-wedding ceremonies are the latest craze. Brent Looter’s mum married some guy she’d just met when they were on holiday in Paris. Then she mailed Brent home alone.’

‘My suit is for emergencies like riding away from explosions on motorbikes,’ said Joshua.

‘He’s been watching a lot of James Bond,’ I said.

With a life motto like Save the Day, Get the Girl and Be the Hero, I guess I’d been watching a lot of James Bond too.

‘Sorry to be a pain,’ said Cardboard, ‘but I was just wondering whether either of you would be good enough to, well, I’d really appreciate it if you could find it in your hearts to explain to – ’ 

Phattius cut him off. ‘WILL YOU SHUT UP? We don’t need your mindless questions. Josh, I congratulate you for having such a unique fashion sense. Good on you, little brother!’

‘I’m only really wearing my tuxedo because Dad hasn’t done the washing,’ said Joshua.

What had Dad been doing all week? Those kitchen blinds were still waiting to be put up, too. He’d been spending all his time with the FAPs. Mum was going to kick his arse if he didn’t do some housework soon.

Phattius stopped walking and knelt down next to Joshua. ‘Hey, do you want to buy a zoetrope?’ 

‘Oh, good. We’re here,’ I said, looking through the menacing front gates of the Trunk Food Company Headquarters.

The Trunk Food Company HQ 

Thursday 14th August 

The Trunk Food Company Headquarters are massive. It’s little wonder. They do more than just make food and drink. They print books, they make cars and they provide the shopping centres of the world with escalators. The place is huge and it scares me a little.

But maybe that’s just because it’s where Mum works. She’s the CEO of the Trunk Food Company.
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Yeah! I’m right there with you on the bad feelings about the Trunk Food Company. Virtual high-five!

XY 

I once protested in a forest that the Trunk Food Company was going to cut down. But Greenpeace were already protesting there and they wouldn’t let me protest with them. They said they got there first.
Citizen Sundress 

Mum’s always busy being a CEO. Meetings, phone calls, emails – all never-ending. It doesn’t matter whether she’s at home or at work, she’s always thinking about important CEO stuff.

‘Charlie, you know that I’m only hanging out with you this afternoon because I’m your bestie, right?’ said Phattius.

‘And I’m only here because I’m learning how to be a friend,’ said Cardboard.

‘And I’m only here to make sure you guys don’t make Lance your slave,’ said the Boots.

‘OK, look, everyone.’ I turned to address the  gang. I mean, group. ‘We are really only here because my dad is a FAP and my mum is a CEO. So let’s just be cool and before we know it, Mum will be driving us home. And Phattius, don’t try selling anything here. We’re on Trunk Food Company property now and the security guards could probably make you “disappear” if they wanted.’

‘Charlie?’

‘Yes, Joshua?’

‘I want a zoetrope. What is a zoetrope?’

‘Let’s go.’ I marched forward.

We walked up to the big electric gates where Bill was in the little security guard booth reading a magazine and not being secure or guarding.

So I yelled at him. ‘Bill! Gates!’

He spun around, startled. I waved at him and he opened the electric gates for us. As we walked into the grounds of the Trunk Food Company, we saw something really odd.

A man was walking into the main office. A man who was Mr Legg.

‘Charlie, what is Mr Legg doing at your mum’s work?’ asked Phattius.

‘I don’t know. Let’s get closer.’

‘I don’t want to get caught spying on anyone,’ said Cardboard.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Phattius. ‘Charlie is an A+ Watchdog.’

We crept up to the main administration office and tried to find Mum’s window.

‘I must say that spying is not something that I can morally agree with,’ the Boots whispered as we walked through the scrub underneath the windows.

‘That’s a big surprise,’ said Phattius. ‘But just think of it as a risky adventure. Like drinking green cordial.’

‘I like adventure,’ Cardboard said, trying to be a daredevil like Phattius.

‘Adventure?’ the Boots demanded, looking at Cardboard. ‘You think spying is a fun adventure, do you?’

Cardboard went quiet and looked close to tears. Awesome. As we moved along under the windows, looking for Mr Legg, I decided that Phattius was right. This was an adventure and there’s nothing better than a good adventure. If I was ever going to prove myself to the Boots, this was my chance.

‘Why can’t we just go inside and say hi to Mum?’ said Joshua.

‘Because she might be in there with Mr Legg.’ ‘I don’t care about Mr Legg. I don’t wanna spy on Mum!’

‘How come you complain about everything except having to wear a tuxedo because the washing hasn’t been done, Joshua?’

‘It’s Josh,’ he said in a tiny voice.

‘Found her!’ Phattius yelled in his loudest  whispering voice.

As we peered through the window above our heads, we saw Mum sitting at her big desk talking to Mr Legg, who was pacing around the room. Mum must have sensed someone looking at her because she turned to look out the window. We all dropped instantly and lay in the dirt below. I tried to fall as close to the Boots as possible for the sake of that first kiss.

Unfortunately that’s where Cardboard was and I fell directly on top of him.

‘Well, I don’t think we should jump to any crazy conclusions,’ said Phattius, ‘but I think Mr Legg and your mum are having an affair.’

‘Yeah,’ I agreed.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Cardboard from under me.

‘Yeah,’ agreed the Boots from next to us.

Joshua didn’t say anything.

‘Joshua?’ I looked around for my little brother. ‘Joshua? Josh?’

I picked myself up off Cardboard and looked around, but Joshua was gone.

‘OK, I’m going to go find Joshua,’ I said. ‘Lance and Phattius, you guys stay here. The Boots, uh, I mean, Eleanor, come with me.’

I started to walk off but the Boots stopped me. ‘I’m not leaving Phattius and Lance alone,’ she said. ‘I don’t trust Phattius.’

Two minutes later, Phattius and I were off looking for Joshua. Cardboard and the Boots stayed back in the scrub.

‘This isn’t quite as sexy anymore,’ I muttered. ‘Say what?’ said Phattius.

‘Never mind.’

As we walked into the building, I could hear giggling nearby. We turned into the room where the giggling was coming from. Mum’s receptionist looked up at us from over her glasses.

‘You have to let us in,’ said Phattius. ‘We think Charlie’s mum is having an aff–’ 

‘Affma attack,’ I butted in. ‘I mean, an asthma attack. She can get a bit tight in the lungs, you know? And apparently so can Phattius.’

The receptionist didn’t change her facial expression at all. ‘Go through,’ she said.

Inside the office, Mr Legg was spinning Joshua around on his shoulders.

‘Look, Charlie! A real school teacher!’ cried Joshua.

Mum was watching from her desk, stony-faced as usual. Or was it a guilty face because we’d walked in on her and Mr Legg? There was only one thing to do. So I asked.

‘What is Mr Legg doing here, Mum?’

‘He always comes here about this time of the day,’ she said.

Wow. I couldn’t believe that Mum was being so open about the affair.

‘To pick up his wife.’

They were married? Already?

The receptionist came into the office and took Mr Legg by the arm. ‘Speaking of which, we might go,’ she said.

‘Mrs Legg?’ said Phattius to the receptionist.

‘Yes?’

‘Umm…would you be interested in buying a zoetrope?’

‘Didn’t you guys know that my wife worked with Charlie’s mum?’ asked Mr Legg.

‘I don’t like to burden my kids with details like that,’ said Mum.

‘Well, there you go,’ said Mr Legg. He put Joshua down and squeezed his wife’s waist. ‘I call her my Trunk Food Muffin.’

Yuk.

‘Speaking of which, tomorrow is going to be Muffin Day,’ said Mr Legg. ‘So don’t you guys have too much breakfast. If you know what I mean.’

‘Don’t you be filling my son with sugar,’ said  Mum. ‘He’s there to learn, not rot his teeth.’

‘I just meant they’ll need to have space to digest a long history of muffins.’ Mr Legg winked at us. He’s awesome. ‘Good night, everyone,’ he said, leaving with Mrs Legg on his arm.

I sat down in an empty chair. ‘Sorry about losing Joshua, Mum. You see we were just looking at some of the beautiful Trunk Food Company gardens and –’ 

‘Shhhhh.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve got a bit more work to finish up here, Charlie,’ Mum said, dragging her eyes from the computer screen. ‘So why don’t you and Phattius run along with Josh, and I’ll be ready in an hour?’

‘But Mum, I don’t wanna –’ I cut Joshua off. ‘We’ll just be outside.’

I could tell Mum was in no mood to chat. So we left and walked back around to the scrub  to get the Boots and Cardboard. But when we got there, they were gone. So we sat outside the Trunk Food Company Escalators’ building and waited for Mum to finish work.

I’d suspected my favourite teacher of having an affair and managed to lose the Boots all in one afternoon. So much for first kisses. The glory of being a Blogmeister seemed a million light years ago.
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POSTER MYSTERY  
THEORY

When I arrived at school the next day, the yard was buzzing with gossip. I headed straight to the school noticeboard and there it was – another poster. I stood around listening to everyone talking about it and then went to the school library and wrote a blog post.

Some comments about the Mystery Posters 

Friday 15th August 

A third poster appeared today. It has a picture of an ice-cream machine on it and the number 19 – Rory Corey  My mum owns an ice-cream machine just like the one on the poster. It lives on the shelf next to the popcorn machine and the bubble gum machine 
–  Cathy Oldbeck 

I heard that fighter jets fly by at night and drop the posters down on the school. Though I guess that doesn’t explain how they get pinned up on the noticeboard – Brent Looter 
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Hello, Blogmeister. Loving the poster mystery.Looking forward to the next blog post.

XY 

Hello, Bog-meister. I don’t care about the mystery.I’m looking forward to the next blog post that I put on my own blog.

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 

It was nice to have nice blog readers, even if the identity of XY was just as mysterious as the posters. I decided to ask Phattius if he knew what the posters meant. If anyone knew anything, it would be him.

I pushed my way into the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves at recess, hoping to find him. He wasn’t in there but Cardboard and the Boots were. It was the first time I’d seen them since they’d disappeared the night before from the Trunk Food Company Headquarters.

I glared at them. ‘What happened to you two yesterday?’ I expected that kind of behaviour from the Boots. But Cardboard had never been so rude in his life.

‘Sorry, Charlie,’ said Cardboard. ‘It was bad of us to leave without first saying farewell. Please forgive me. It won’t happen again.’

‘No, don’t say that,’ the Boots said, elbowing  Cardboard. ‘We left because we were bored.’

‘Sorry,’ Cardboard said again.

‘We went and got milkshakes instead of hanging around at your mum’s work,’ said the Boots.

I wished I could have gone for a milkshake with the Boots but I pretended not to be jealous.  I sat on the rock next to Cardboard and put my arm around him.

‘You know, friends don’t disappear on each other, Lance,’ I said. ‘And friends certainly don’t leave without saying goodbye. And friends don’t run off with other friend’s friends, you know?’

‘I’m not your friend,’ the Boots said, crossing her left black boot over her right black boot.

‘You might be if you knew I was the Blogmeister.’

‘Huh?’

‘Actually you probably wouldn’t. Forget it.’

‘Charlie?’ said Cardboard.

‘Yeah?’

‘Do you think I’m boring?’

I realised I still had my arm around him. This was going to be awkward. As I spoke, I slowly slid my arm back. ‘No, not at all, Lance. But it would be cool if you tried to, I don’t know, be less of a geek. Try being less polite.’

‘Less polite?’

‘Being too polite is just as bad as small talk, you know.’

‘Small talk?’

‘Yeah, small talk is when you talk about the weather because you don’t have anything else to talk about.’

‘Well, it has been kind of warm lately.’

‘OK, good. I think we’ve all learnt something from this.’ I picked myself up. ‘Now, have either of you seen Phattius today?’

No-one had seen Phattius so I went to the library to do some blogging instead. I also checked out the blogs of my two online friends. ill_not_sick had been busy dealing with some kind of problem with the Schlock Zoo of Excellence website that he’d made and apologised for not blogging much lately. Citizen Sundress, on the other hand, was trying to work out why her blog was suddenly getting ten times more web traffic than usual.

It seemed as though everyone had unsolved mysteries to work on, so I shared my thoughts on my very own mystery.

Poster Theories 

Friday 15th August 

I have decided to investigate the mystery of the posters that keep appearing at school. I can’t help but wonder if some kind of crime is being committed. Why else would someone put up pictures of random things if there wasn’t something dodgy going on? I shall be Detective by day and Blogmeister by night.
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The school bell put a stop to this blogger’s detective work. If I could solve this poster mystery it was possible that I would Be the Hero. But I would need help. I went to class, where I finally found Phattius.

I leant over to him. ‘What do you think about  these posters, brother?’

‘Charlie, do you have something that you’d like to share with the class?’ asked Mr Legg. ‘Or maybe share with me during detention instead?’ 

I didn’t want to upset Mr Legg, but I did want to Be the Hero.

‘No, sorry, Mr Legg. Please go on.’

‘OK then, back to muffins. Before we get to the taste test, did anyone know that they were originally known as “moofins”?’

Mr Legg smiled at me and I smiled back. I wasn’t sure why he let me get away with stuff like that. It certainly wasn’t because of my marks.

‘So, anyway,’ I leant back to Phattius, ‘what do you think?’

‘Well, have you noticed who the school  monitors are this week?’ he said.

Liz and Sally, the school monitors 

Friday 15th August 

This week’s school monitors are Liz and Sally. They  are notorious for being corrupt, and could have something to do with the posters. The last time they were monitors they got all their friends to pretend to be sick and go to the sick bay, where Liz and Sally sent them home. Their corruption was only discovered when Brent Looter showed up with a bleeding head from a football incident with Rory Corey and was turned away because the sick bay was full of Liz and Sally’s friends.

[image: Il_9781742730103_0096_001] Comments 0 

‘I can’t believe that Mrs Domino would let Liz and Sally be school monitors again,’ I said.

‘Especially after she got into trouble for giving them the run of the sick bay last time,’ added Phattius.

‘We need to know more about Liz and Sally,’ I said. ‘And I think I know who can give us the dirt on them.’

Phattius closed his eyes and nodded. ‘The Boots.’

That lunchtime, the Boots was out in the heat of the day, walking behind Mr Legg. This was a regular habit of hers. She would trail behind the teacher on yard duty and make sure when other kids were told to pick up rubbish or stop picking their noses that they did so. And if there were a fight or any type of misbehaviour she’d whip out her camera so there was evidence for Principal Kriss.

Sometimes I would drop litter when she was around just so she would come over and tell me off.

But today the Boots didn’t have much cleaning up to do behind Mr Legg. He was handing out detention after detention after detention. Looking up at the staff room window, I saw Principal Kriss staring out over the school-yard again. He was obviously making Mr Legg give out detentions to anyone who was littering. I guess he wanted his schoolyard to be as spick and span as his hairless head.

A chocolate wrapper flew out of the bin as Mr Legg walked past Cathy Oldbeck. He gave Cathy a detention for littering.

‘I didn’t litter, though!’ said Cathy.

‘Sorry,’ Mr Legg said. ‘But these are the school rules. Detention is tomorrow at 10 a.m. See you then.’

‘But tomorrow’s Saturday,’ said Cathy, who looked like she was about to cry.

‘Don’t worry,’ Mr Legg crouched down beside her. ‘I’m taking the detention class tomorrow so it will be OK. We’ll just watch some DVDs or something.’

He smiled and Cathy actually smiled back. ‘Now, it’s a hot day. Have you been drinking enough water?’ Mr Legg gave her a bottle of water from his bag. ‘We can’t have you dehydrating now, can we?’

Weird. I guess Mr Legg was still trying to be his fluffy self even though Principal Kriss was making him be mean.

While Mr Legg was talking to Cathy, Phattius and I walked up to the Boots and stood in front of her with our hands planted on our hips.

‘What do you creeps want?’ she said.

‘Liz and Sally,’ Phattius snarled. ‘What do you know?’

‘Like I’d tell you guys anything.’

I loosened my arms and took a different approach before Phattius ruined everything.

‘We’re trying to find out who is behind the mystery posters,’ I explained. ‘And we think there might be some dodgy stuff going on. Some stuff that is probably against the school rules.’

The Boots looked me square in the face. I knew that would get her attention. ‘Well, technically only teachers and FAPs can put things up on the school noticeboard, so the school rules are already being broken. What else do you know?’

‘We think that Liz and Sally might be involved,’ I said. ‘They’re the school monitors this week and you know what that means.’

‘It means don’t even try using the sick bay,’ said the Boots. ‘And I’ve heard they’ve been stalking the canteen this week, letting kids who give them money jump to the front of the queue.’

‘It would totally make sense that they’d be able to print off posters and stick them up without anyone noticing,’ I said.

‘But why?’ said the Boots.

‘Probably to distract everyone from their other rule-bending activities,’ said Phattius, shaking his head in sorrow. ‘Such abuse of power.’

‘I say we go to the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves and talk this over,’ I said. ‘We need to make a plan of action.’

‘Sorry, no can do.’ The Boots started walking off. ‘I have to catch up to Mr Legg.’

‘What about tomorrow then?’ I called. ‘You know stuff about Liz and Sally. We need you.’

‘Why would I spend my Saturday with you losers?’

‘I guess you don’t have to,’ I said.

Phattius pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to the Boots. ‘But if you change your mind, call me.’

The Boots read from the card.

Phattius Beats 

Businessman and
 Opinion Consultant 



‘Maybe we should ask Lance Green along too,’ I said to Phattius. ‘I reckon he’d like to help us out.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Phattius. ‘And maybe afterwards we could make him our slave?’

With that the Boots stormed off.

I looked at Phattius. ‘You made yourself business cards?’

‘That art room is more useful than it looks,’ he said.

‘She’s not going to call you,’ I said. ‘She hates you and you hate her.’

‘Yeah, but good businessmen still do business with people they hate.’

That night, when Dad called Joshua and me for dinner, we took our seats at the kitchen table straight away. Dad had even set a place at the table for Mum, who had a standing order to have Chinese take-away delivered to her office every night.

‘What’s for dinner?’ asked Joshua.

‘Potato soup,’ said Dad.

‘That sounds kind of plain,’ I said.

‘Not at all. It’s got a secret ingredient.’

‘What is it?’ said Joshua. ‘Tell me, tell me!’

Nothing gets Joshua more excited than a secret ingredient.

Dad leant over the bench towards us and whispered. ‘I sprinkled in a few Trunk Food Company Chipz. Tell no-one.’

‘Well, I hope no-one has poisoned the pipes,’ I said.

‘So how was kinder today, Josh?’ said Dad, ignoring me.

Joshua opened his mouth to say something, but just then Mum stormed into the kitchen.

‘Where is that pack of cards I asked for?’ she said, fixing her sights on Dad.

‘The pack of cards, darling?’ said Dad, stirring the soup on the stove. ‘Birthday cards?’

‘Yes, we’ve decided to start playing Blackjack with birthday cards. You fool.’

Every Friday night Mum had a card game with the men on the board of the Trunk Food Company. Mum doesn’t smoke but she always smells like cigarettes on Saturday mornings.

‘Oh, that’s right,’ said Dad. ‘You asked me to buy a new deck of cards for your game tonight. Now I remember.’

‘And?’

Dad smiled. ‘They’re in the laundry.’

‘Of course they are,’ said Mum, and she marched off.

Dad brought two bowls of soup over to the table and put them down in the front of us. ‘Here you go. Potato soup with secret ingredient. Now tell me, Joshua. How was kinder today?’

‘Lola Cat?’ Mum was back in the kitchen, holding up the new deck of cards. ‘You bought me Lola Cat cards?’

On one side of the cards were the kings, queens and aces, and on the other was Lola Cat.

‘Ooh, Lola Cat,’ squealed Joshua.

‘You bought the board of one of the biggest companies in the world a pack of Lola Cat cards to play Blackjack with?’

‘Doesn’t the Trunk Food Company make all that Lola Cat stuff?’ said Dad. ‘I thought you’d all like it.’

‘The Globe Corporation makes Lola Cat,’  screamed Mum. ‘Our rival company makes Lola Cat.’

Dad handed Mum a bowl of soup and she snatched it away from him.

‘I’m sorry, Helen. I thought I was doing the right –’ 

‘Let’s move this argument into the other room,’ said Mum. ‘I don’t want to ruin another family dinner by arguing.’

And with that she and Dad went into the next room to yell at each other.

I turned to Joshua. ‘So, Joshua. How was kinder today?’

‘Well, we made a big blue –’ He was interrupted by the phone ringing.

‘Charlie, will you get that?’ yelled Mum from the other room.

I walked over and picked the phone up. ‘Hello?’ ‘Charlie?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Eleanor Cameron here.’

Oh my. The Boots was calling me at home.

‘Oh. Hello.’

‘I wanted to say that I’ll help you out tomorrow,’ said the Boots.

‘OK.’

‘But only because I don’t want you to pick on Lance when I’m not there.’

‘OK. But how come you didn’t call Phattius? He gave you his business card, didn’t he?’

‘I hate Phattius. He’s a turkey. In fact, if you’re not in class I put a plant on your seat to block him from view.’

‘Oh. So anyway, we’re meeting at 9 a.m. tomorrow in the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves.’

‘OK, see you then, Charlie.’

I hung up and with that I had my first date with the Boots. I could only hope for that first kiss this time.



An 
INTERESTING 
FACT
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Saturday mornings are usually a pretty standard affair at the Ridge household. Mum works at the Trunk Food Company until lunchtime, when she comes home and eats a lunch that Dad makes for her. Joshua sits in front of the television watching cartoons, music videos, French news or anything that’s on, really. While all this happens, I take Barcode for a walk down to the local man-made pond.

Walking Barcode 

The great thing about taking my pet duck Barcode for a walk is that rather than being stopped every few metres by people who want to pat him like a dog, people don’t know what to make of a duck on a leash and they completely avoid us. It makes for a quiet walk, and I’m able to think about important things like poster crimes and girls wearing boots.

Saturday 16th August 

[image: Il_9781742730103_0108_001] Comments 1 

Ooh, I love ducks because their poo is so healthy to put on your garden. Glad to hear you have an environmentally friendly pet, Charlie.

Citizen Sundress 

I practically ran Barcode around the pond and got ready for a big Saturday of crime-solving at school. As I walked back into the kitchen, Mum and Dad were both standing there in their dressing gowns. This was obviously not a standard Saturday.

‘I don’t want you spending time with those FAP women!’ Mum was screaming at Dad.

‘You don’t know what they’re like,’ said Dad calmly. He never yells at her. He usually just gets yelled at.

‘They’re a bad influence on you,’ Mum continued. ‘Ever since you started going to their silly meetings you’ve dropped the ball around this place. Where are my kitchen blinds?’

‘FAP meetings aren’t silly. We do important work like organising the school formal.’

‘I don’t work all day and all night so that you can spend time organising things that will cost me money. I’ll have to hire suits for you and Charlie and Joshua.’

‘But I’ve already got a suit,’ Joshua said from the other side of the room, looking down at his tuxedo. ‘I’m wearing it now.’

Everyone at school pretends to hate the school formal but secretly we all love it, because it means we get out of classes to rehearse for it. Although it does kind of suck that everyone’s families have to come on the actual  day. Not that Mum or Barcode has ever showed up to one. It’s always just me and Dad and Joshua standing around with Phattius and drinking juice punch made by the FAPs.

Mum still hadn’t taken her eyes off Dad. ‘You need more awareness. Take a look at what’s going on around you!’

‘I’m aware,’ said Dad. ‘You’re the one who’s  unaware.’

‘Let’s move this argument into the other room,’ said Mum. ‘I don’t want to ruin another family breakfast by arguing.’

‘I’m walking to school now,’ I butted in.

‘Bye, Charlie.’

‘On my own.’

‘OK, bye.’

So much for awareness. I shrugged at Joshua  and walked out the front door.

Rocking up to school on a Saturday is like being in an alternative reality. Everything is the same and yet everything is different.

The only noise to be heard was coming from Mr Legg’s classroom, where the detention class was just starting. I checked the school noticeboard to see if another poster had gone up. It was empty. Which meant that our poster bandit was a Monday to Friday kind of person.

Everyone was already at the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves when I got there.

‘OK, this is the plan,’ I said. ‘I’m going to visit the detention class, maybe talk to some kids there. Phattius, what about you?’

‘I’ve got a contact who lives nearby. I’ll go and talk to him. Find out what he knows.’

‘OK, good. Lance and Eleanor, you can both go and chat to Liz and Sally. They’re here today because they’re in detention.’

‘We’ll monitor those monitors,’ said Cardboard. 

‘Ah, classic Cardboard,’ Phattius said under his breath.

‘And if we find any evidence…’ the Boots pointed to the camera hanging around her neck.

‘OK, so we’re set then,’ I said. ‘Everybody meet back here in an hour.’

And with that, we all left the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves.

It was quite easy to sneak into detention because the room was packed full of kids. Some kids were sitting on the floor because there weren’t enough chairs to go around. It was a typically relaxed Mr Legg class.

Mr Legg himself was reading a book, as everyone lounged about watching a video and talking about some after-detention party Rory Corey was holding later. Mr Legg didn’t even notice me so I was able to chat to a few kids about the posters.  Some of them thought the posters were the work of the school monitors.

But Cathy Oldbeck had the most interesting thing to say. She thought that the FAPs might be involved.

‘The Friends and Parents Committee?’ I asked her.

‘Yeah. Mum and the FAPs could be using the posters to send messages to Principal Kriss. Messages like, The school canteen should be selling ice-cream.’

‘And Lola Cats?’ I said.

‘I didn’t say my theory was perfect.’

‘Right. Thanks, Cathy.’

No-one else really had anything new to say so I ducked out of the room and decided to see how the Boots and Cardboard were doing. And since the Boots had called me the night before and turned up on the day, I really needed to make sure that first kiss  happened somehow.

I found her and Cardboard sitting in the art room talking very politely to Liz and Sally.

‘Oh, hi, Charlie,’ said Cardboard when I walked into the room.

‘Hi, guys,’ I said, and I looked at Liz and Sally. ‘I thought you two were supposed to be in detention?’

‘We found them in the school office photocopying blank school excursion forms,’ said the Boots.

‘So either they were making sure Mrs Domino never runs out of excursion forms, or they’re starting their own school somewhere,’ I joked.

Liz and Sally looked at each other.

‘Actually, they were just doing it so they could send their friends home from school and tell the principal they were on an excursion,’ said Cardboard.

‘Can we get back to things?’ said Liz. ‘We have  places to be, you know.’

‘Sure,’ said the Boots. ‘Why don’t you start by telling us about those things you’ve been putting up?’

‘We haven’t put anything up,’ said Sally.

‘You know nothing is more suspicious than denial,’ said the Boots. ‘I know you two are behind it. Admit it!’

‘Er, Eleanor?’ said Cardboard.

‘Admit it!’

‘We don’t admit to things we haven’t done,’ said Liz.

‘ADMIT IT!’ the Boots yelled, suddenly throwing herself over the table at Liz and Sally.

Cardboard and I rushed over and grabbed the Boots off the girls. We took her outside and left her there to cool off. Cardboard apologised to Liz and Sally for the Boots’ behaviour.

‘She’s a busy-body who makes everyone’s life miserable,’ said Liz.

‘Yes, I know,’ said Cardboard. ‘But the thing  about Eleanor Cameron is that she knows her stuff. She knows what happens every lunchtime, she knows who’	s in detention every day, and she knows who the school monitors are going to be six months in advance. Plus she has photos of pretty much everything that’s ever happened at this school. There is no escaping her. Ever.’

‘Fine. We confess,’ said Sally.

‘You do?’ I said.

‘We’ve been putting up fake school monitor rosters.’

‘So that we can be the monitors every third week,’ added Liz.

‘Oh.’

‘Well, thank you for your confession,’ said Cardboard, ‘but I think there’s been a misunderstanding.’

At that moment the Boots came storming back into the room and lunged over the table at Liz and Sally.

‘Liars!’ she screamed. ‘You know about the posters, and the Lola Cats and the Robo-Ninjas. Admit it, admit it!’

Cardboard and I both rolled our eyes and walked out of the art room.

‘Charlie, I’ve got a contact who I think might know something,’ said Cardboard. ‘Do you mind if I quickly go and chat to him?’

‘No, that would be good,’ I said. ‘But be quick, we’re all meeting back at the tree soon.’

Cardboard left and when I went back into the art room, Liz and Sally were running out the door.

The Boot’s hair was all messed up and she was still red in the face.

‘You really gave them a fright,’ I said. ‘Jumping on top of them like that.’

‘Good.’

‘You know, I don’t think they have anything to do with the posters.’

‘Really?’ said the Boots. ‘Well, they were rigging  the school monitor system. They got what they deserved.’

We cleared up the art room and headed back to the tree. Phattius and Cardboard were already waiting for us. I told everyone about the detention class and Cardboard told the Liz and Sally story.

‘And then Eleanor lunged at them like a lion!’ said Cardboard.

‘What can I say?’ said the Boots. ‘I liked playing bad cop.’

‘Who would have thought?’ muttered Phattius. 

‘Anyway, after that I went and saw a contact of mine because I had a hunch,’ said Cardboard.

‘You had a hunch? An idea of your own?’ said Phattius. ‘That’s not like you.’

‘Yes. I had a hunch that a contact of mine might know something.’

Phattius jumped down from his perch atop the zoetrope boxes and stared Cardboard in the  eye. ‘I doubt your contact would have known anything,’ he said, ‘because mine didn’t know a thing and my contacts are better than your contacts.’

‘Who was your contact, Phattius?’ I asked.

Phattius relaxed and put his hands in his pockets. ‘My contact was a kid called Nostrils who lives around the corner from school. He goes to one of those schools in the city. But he knows everything about everything and he hasn’t heard anything about the posters.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Cardboard.

‘What?’ I said.

‘Well, the contact I just visited was Nostrils. I’ve been friends with him since I used to tutor him in finger painting at kinder. And he said that he hadn’t had any visitors all day.’

Everyone looked at Phattius.

‘And Nostrils told me exactly who is behind the posters,’ continued Cardboard.

‘Oh, no,’ said Phattius.

‘Phattius?’ I asked.

‘The mystery posters are Phattius’s new business,’ said Cardboard. ‘He goes to garage sales or op-shops and buys things that he can resell at a higher price at school. He sold five Robo-Ninja 3000s on Wednesday, all for $22 each. He sold eleven Lola Cats on Thursday for $12 each and twenty ice-cream makers on Friday for $19 each.’

‘I can’t believe it,’ I said. I looked at Phattius, who was leaning back on the boxes. ‘Who is buying all this stuff from you?’

‘Just kids,’ Phattius laughed.

Was he relieved or upset that he’d been revealed?

‘And it’s funny finding out who likes what. Rory Corey bought a Lola Cat, you know,’ he added.

‘But how do the kids know what the posters mean?’ I asked.

‘Nostrils,’ said Cardboard. ‘He is Phattius’s accomplice. Phattius finds the items, makes the posters, pins them up at school, tips a few kids off, and those kids find Nostrils hanging about the school fence, ready to sell.’

‘Look, it’s just a little business,’ said Phattius. ‘I’m not breaking any laws.’

‘Except for the one that forbids ANYTHING to be sold at school!’ said the Boots, moving towards the edges of the Hollow Tree. ‘Phattius, I’m afraid I have to tell Principal Kriss about this one.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ I said. ‘Phattius’s business isn’t that bad. He’s creating a bit of fun in the schoolyard, if anything. Mind you, I’m surprised to learn that he’s been doing it without my –’ 

‘That’s not the point,’ said the Boots. ‘And I think it’s about time that –’ 

‘Excuse me, Eleanor,’ Cardboard cut her off. ‘Can I talk to you for a second?’

She looked at him, stunned, but followed him out of the tree.

We’re learning new things about everyone, I thought, looking at Phattius.

‘So where do you find these things you sell?’ I asked.

‘Everywhere,’ said Phattius. ‘From the tip to my grandma’s cupboards.’

‘I see.’

The Boots and Cardboard came back into the tree and straight away the Boots seemed to be a different person.

‘I guess I can keep your secret to myself,’ said the Boots to Phattius. ‘For now.’

‘Thank you!’ Phattius was clearly relieved.

Whatever Cardboard had said to the Boots had worked.

‘So, we all agree then?’ Phattius continued. ‘My secret business stays between us four. And Nostrils.’ He smiled at us. ‘I appreciate this.’

I wasn’t going to talk with anyone at school about Phattius’s poster business, but I couldn’t work out why he hadn’t asked for my help. Didn’t he need his Business Watchdog anymore?

Obviously not. It felt like I’d been replaced by Nostrils.

No, Phattius, I thought to myself. I won’t talk about your poster business.

But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t blog about it. 

An interesting fact about Phattius 

Saturday 16th August 

So after all that, it was Phattius who was behind the posters. Sticking the posters up and selling the items to other school kids. The Boots, Cardboard and I have been sworn to secrecy. But I just had to blog this so you’d all know that I solved the mystery. I am indeed the Blogmeister. Watch out, Greatest Blogger competition – here I come!
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Charlie, should you have blogged this information?Didn’t you tell Phattius you wouldn’t talk about it?You should think about deleting this blog post.Nobody likes a liar.

Citizen Sundress 
Oh give him a break, Citizen Sundress. We’re not his school friends, we’re his blogger friends. He can confide in his blog. Congratulations on solving the mystery, Charlie!

ill_not_sick 



Blogging Will 
TEAR US
APART
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Sunday is a blogger’s worst nightmare.  Nothing happens on Sundays except for sport and church. And given my family’s general reluctance towards physical activity and religion, I was forced to look elsewhere for blog material. Blogging about school was out of the question since there was no school, no detentions and no after-detention parties.

I had to get out and make things happen – just like in my life motto. So I wrestled Barcode off my bed, tucked him under one arm and took him  downstairs for breakfast.

On Sundays, Barcode is allowed to play inside. This has always been the rule in the Ridge household. When we were younger, Barcode and I used to play with my Lego on the kitchen floor. Barcode would push Lego blocks about with his webbed feet, and sit on Lego space stations and carry little Lego men around in his beak.

I grew up. Barcode didn’t. He still loves Lego, so unless we’ve got a family reunion or a Trunk Food Company Family Day on, I tip out my old Lego onto the kitchen floor and let Barcode rummage about in it. The mind of the duck is a wondrous thing.

I ate my breakfast as Barcode played with the spacemen and pirates under the table beneath me. Joshua appeared – still wearing his tux – and started playing with the Lego too.

‘Joshua, seriously, you should change your clothes,’ I told him. ‘It’s not healthy to wear the same thing for a whole week.’

‘Dad still hasn’t done the washing.’

‘Well, you could at least rotate through your dirty clothes rather than wearing that tuxedo all the time,’ I said. ‘I mean, all my clothes are dirty too but at least I wear different dirty clothes each day.’

Joshua shrugged his shoulders and whispered to Barcode under his breath, ‘Charlie is a poo.’

‘I heard that, Joshua.’

‘I’m glad you’re all here.’

The three of us looked up as Mum charged into the kitchen, followed slowly by Dad. ‘We need to have a Family Meeting,’ she announced.

Family Meetings always lead to bad things like housework rosters or me and Joshua sharing a bed for a month so that Mum’s friend from New York can stay with us.

‘I’m about to go and see Phattius,’ I lied.

‘So am I,’ Joshua said.

‘No, you’re not,’ I snapped at him.

‘You’re going to see who?’ asked Mum.

‘Phattius. Phattius Beats. My best friend?’

Mum still looked blank.

‘You have met him before.’

‘No worries, Charlie,’ Dad smiled at me. ‘You guys have a good time.’

‘But make sure you’re back by lunch so we can have that Family Meeting,’ Mum said, before moving her steely glance back to Dad. ‘Now, what are you making me for breakfast?’

‘Er…’ 

‘You have been shopping, haven’t you? Or did you spend all the money at the coffee shop with your FAPs?’

‘That’s not fair. FAPs are people too.’

‘Let’s move this argument to the other room,’ said Mum. ‘I don’t want to ruin another –’ 

‘No, you two can stay here,’ I said and I grabbed Joshua’s arm. ‘I think Joshua and I will go to Phattius’s together, after all.’

As much as Joshua annoys me, I didn’t want to leave him in that kitchen. So we headed out the  door, leaving Barcode alone with the spacemen, the pirates and our parents.

I had decided to ask Phattius why he didn’t want my help with his poster business. It’s often best to tackle these things head-on. I walked the pavement and Joshua rode his scooter along beside me.

The day was blue and sunny and we passed countless old men who were gardening in their front yards. A perfect day to not be at school, I thought as we passed by the Schlock school grounds. Joshua slowed right down. School was fascinating to him.

‘C’mon!’ I grabbed the handles of his scooter and dragged him along behind me.

‘What’s that sheep?’ Joshua pointed to the sign at the school gate. It was a picture of the Unshorn Merino welcoming strangers to the school with open hooves.

‘That’s the school mascot, the Unshorn Merino.’

‘Is he real?’

‘He’s as real as a giant plastic sheep could ever be.’

‘I want to ride him.’

‘Well, that just shows that you’re not ready to go to school.’

We arrived at Phattius’s house, or should I say, his granny flat.

The Granny Flat 

Sunday 17th August 

Phattius is lucky enough to have his own granny flat to live in. His parents live in the main house and Phattius has the granny flat out the back. It has its own kitchen and bathroom, even its own letterbox.

The only catch is that Phattius’s own granny – Grandma Beats – also lives there. And no-one knows why she calls herself Grandma Beats. As far as we know only Phattius changed his surname to Beats.
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Joshua and I stood at the front door of the granny flat and knocked.

‘Come in.’

Grandma Beats was sitting on a couch with a glass of red wine in her hand. She was watching a documentary on the TV about baboons hunting lion cubs.

‘Who would have thought those monkeys would dare try to eat a lion?’ said Grandma Beats. 

‘Good morning,’ I said to Phattius, who was working on something at the kitchen table.

‘Hello, boys,’ said Grandma Beats. ‘Can I get either of you a wine?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘Where’s your husband  today, Grandma Beats?’

Grandma Beats had recently married her fourth husband. ‘Marriage is for life,’ she liked to say and I guess if you looked at her entire life, she hadn’t been unmarried very often.

‘He’s down at the Lawn Bowls Club, probably getting drunk with his mates,’ said 

Grandma Beats, drinking her wine. ‘Men are all the same.’

Joshua planted himself next to Grandma Beats and was immediately lost to the TV. I went over to Phattius. He had a big pile of posters in front of him.

‘What are you doing today?’ I asked. ‘Posters? I thought maybe I could be your Watch–’ 

‘I’m kind of busy, actually,’ he said, without looking up. ‘I’m moving into the food business.’ 

I grabbed one of the posters. There was a picture of a big jam donut and the number 1.

‘Cheap donuts, huh? You’ll be in direct competition with the school canteen and the FAPs.’

‘I’ll be in direct competition with your mum,’ Phattius said. ‘As you know, the canteen gets all their donuts from the Trunk Food Company.’

‘Well, I hope the FAPs don’t find out about you. They wouldn’t be too happy to hear about another donut seller at school.’

Phattius looked up at me. ‘How would any of the FAPs find out about this?’

I may not have told Phattius about my blogging but he’d lied to me about the posters. He’d said that Liz and Sally might be involved when it was him all along. Plus he’d trusted Nostrils more than me. Stupid unknown Nostrils.

Anyway, I didn’t think that any of the FAPs would ever read my blog and find out that Phattius was the mystery poster guy. Although I didn’t know if my blog could easily be found on the web. I needed to google myself and see if my blog appeared.

‘The FAPs are clueless,’ I said. ‘They’ll never work out that it’s you.’

‘Oh my,’ cried Grandma Beats. ‘Look what that baboon is doing to that poor little cub. And with such aggression.’

There was a knock at the door and Grandma Ridge walked into the Granny Flat.

‘Grandma?’ I said.

‘Charlie, my boy!’ I got Grandma hugs and kisses. Then I got questions. ‘How’s school? Do you have a girlfriend? Think you can still beat me at Cluedo?’

‘Grandma!’ Joshua ran over and gave her a hug. Grandma pointed at the tuxedo. ‘Why is he wearing a –’ 

‘We’re having daddy issues,’ I said. ‘What are you doing here anyway, Grandma?’

‘We’re going down to the Schlock Bowls Club of Excellence,’ Grandma Beats said as she turned the TV off and grabbed her bag.

‘I didn’t know you two played bowls,’ I said.

‘We don’t,’ said Grandma Ridge.

‘We just like to sit at the bar and watch the men playing,’ said Grandma Beats.

‘Yuk.’

‘Don’t tell your father, Charlie.’

‘Anyway, we’d better be off,’ said Grandma Beats, and she walked out the door.

‘Bye, boys!’ Grandma Ridge called, following  her. Then they were gone.

I looked back at Phattius who hadn’t even blinked at the disappearance of both grandmas. 

‘So, are we going to –’ ‘Sorry, Charlie,’ he said, not sounding sorry at all. ‘I’m going to be busy today getting these donuts ready, so I can’t hang out.’

‘No, that’s cool. I don’t care. C’mon Joshua, let’s go,’ I said.

‘Oh, and Charlie.’ Phattius looked up again.

‘Yeah?’

‘You won’t tell anyone about the donuts, will you?’

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ I said. Except for the internet.

‘Thanks.’

I’d never been rejected by Phattius. It was weird. And even though I’d broken my promise and blogged about his posters, he had lied to me and replaced me with Nostrils. I decided to keep blogging about his business and 

I almost hoped that he’d find out.

Donut posters 

Sunday 17th August 

Phattius was at home today drawing up posters with ‘jam donuts for $1’ for school on Monday. His underground business is going really well. Those posters are lucky to have Phattius as their friend.
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I only believe in two things in this world, Charlie– friendship and Mother Nature. I take care of Mother Nature by running my computer on wind power rather than electricity (my internet is really fast during storms). And you should take care of your friendship with Phattius by not blogging behind his back.

Citizen Sundress 

Yeah, Charlie. Don’t be a bad boy.

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World Shut up, Dr Maryloaf, you cranky old troll!

Citizen Sundress 

 I was loving and hating Citizen Sundress. Loving her because she was yelling at Dr Maryloaf but hating her for telling me off for blogging about Phattius.

I checked out Citizen Sundress’s blog and discovered that she had problems of her own. The reason that her blog had enjoyed such a boost in web traffic was because her website address www.citizensundress.com had been mentioned in an article in the Schlock Newspaper of Excellence as being one of the Top 5 blogs that promote public nudity.

Since then, Citizen Sundress had been getting hundreds of emails from nudists wanting to invite her to their nudist beaches and camps.

For lunch that day, Dad threw together some lettuce and beetroot sandwiches. Everyone sat at the kitchen table eating in silence. Everyone except Barcode, who had fallen asleep in a Lego  moat under the table.

Mum was the one to break the sandwichy silence.

‘OK, Family Meeting time,’ she said. ‘Charlie, Josh, your father has something to tell you.’

Dad sighed and put down his beetroot-soaked sandwich. ‘It’s not a big deal.’

I looked at Dad. Was this it? Were they separating? I had wondered if they would separate after Brent Looter’s parents separated last year. Brent had started spending his weekends at his dad’s pizza restaurant and could often be found sitting near the salad bar playing games on his dad’s laptop. But surely my mum and dad wouldn’t separate. Mum doesn’t even know how to iron a shirt, let alone live by herself.

Mum looked fed up. ‘Your father has decided to upset the natural balance of this family.’

‘Don’t say it like that,’ said Dad. ‘You sound like you’re talking to the men of the Trunk  Food Company board.’ Dad turned to Joshua and me and smiled. ‘I’ve decided to run for FAP President!’

For a split second we all sat there. Mum glared off into the distance, Dad couldn’t stop grinning and Barcode was still asleep and unaware that things were changing rapidly for the Ridge family.

‘I’ve talked about it with the FAP mothers and we all think that I would be a great president,’ said Dad. ‘Mrs Oldbeck doesn’t want to be the president anymore.’

‘That’s great news, Dad,’ I said.

And it really was. Dad hadn’t really done anything other than be a Stay-At-Home Dad. At least this was something new.

‘Thanks, Charlie. I really would love to have a go at being president.’

‘Do they know you’re not capable of installing a new set of kitchen blinds?’ said Mum.

‘There aren’t really any other candidates,’  admitted Dad.

‘Can I go and play now?’ asked Joshua.

The kid has no sense of occasion but he was excused from the table anyway. I decided to have no sense of occasion too, and I left too.

Dad runs for FAP President 

Sunday 17th August 

My dad has decided to run for FAP President. He has a very good chance of becoming the next leader of the FAPs.
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I took my seat at the table again, happy that I had broken the news on the web so quickly. Mum had called Joshua and me back to the table. She wasn’t done.

‘Well, I would like to state my absolute opposition to this,’ said Mum. ‘You must have better things to do with your time. Like the washing. I’m down to my last few sassy business skirts  and Joshua is still wearing that awful tuxedo.’

Dad just kept smiling. I’d never seen him so happy. It was good to see, but happiness wasn’t going to do the washing. The house was starting to stink of dirty clothes.

‘Since I’m running for FAP President, I may not have time to do the housework,’ said Dad, looking at Mum with determination. ‘In fact, consider me to be on Housework Strike. From now on I’m only going to cook my own breakfast, iron my own shirts and clean my own teeth.’

‘See what the FAPs have done to your father, boys?’ Mum grabbed Joshua and me by our arms. ‘He’s abandoning us! What will we eat? How will we keep our teeth clean?’

‘Er, Joshua and I brush our own teeth, Mum.’

She let go of our arms. ‘Yes, well. That may be the case, but…what is that?’ Mum was looking at the black grime on the palm of her hand.

‘It’s from my tuxedo,’ said Joshua. ‘It’s real dirty.’

Mum wiped the filth from Joshua’s sleeve on a tea towel. ‘I guess I’ll have to fix the dirty tuxedo situation myself, then,’ she said. ‘We can’t have that kind of muck in this house.’

Dad’s little protest was forcing Mum to do some housework. Amazing. Dad smiled and began chewing at his sandwich again, much to Mum’s displeasure.

Our little family moment was interrupted by a knock at the door. I went and opened it. There stood Cardboard. What was he doing in my house? On a Sunday? In my house? Cardboard?

‘Charlie, I need to talk to you,’ announced Cardboard to the entire family.

‘Lance? Is that you?’ I said.

‘Quickly,’ he said stiffly.

I took Cardboard by the arm and lead him outside. ‘We’re having a bit of a family moment. What do you want? And when did you start talking like Principal Kriss?’

‘You need to see something,’ he said firmly,  and began walking out onto the street.

I followed him outside. I was intrigued that he had intrigued me.

‘Fine. But seriously, what’s with the attitude?’

Cardboard lowered his voice. ‘I’ve been thinking about what you said to me, about being less polite. I’ve decided to give it a go. What do you think? I can also talk about shooting rabbits in the country, and sometimes I spit on the pavement. Your approval would certainly mean the world to me, dear friend!’

‘Well, when you call me dear friend it kind of ruins the act.’

Despite Cardboard talking like a confused tough guy, he certainly had taken charge and was taking me somewhere with great enthusiasm. I thought we were headed to Phattius’s house but it soon became clear that the Schlock School of Excellence was our destination.

Outside the school gates there were three police cars and a Channel 8 truck with a big  satellite dish on the roof. Reporters from News Before Dinner and the Schlock Newspaper of Excellence were interviewing people.

‘What is going on?’ I said.

‘I heard the sirens from my house,’ Cardboard said. ‘The police officers…er, I mean, the coppers, have only been here for a few minutes.’ 

A handful of police came out of the school and the reporters pounced on them with a million questions.

‘We’ve been examining the scene in the school office,’ I heard a policeman say, before the journalists all shouted questions at him at the same time.

I looked at Cardboard. He had the answer. It was spreading all through the crowd and Cardboard had already heard it.

‘What?’ I said. ‘What happened?’

‘It’s the Unshorn Merino,’ he said. ‘It’s been stolen.’

Unshorn Merino stolen 

Sunday 17th August 

The Unshorn Merino that stood proudly in the school foyer has vanished. The police are still investigating the crime scene as I blog this now. Who would steal a giant sheep? And why? And how? It’s so big that it wouldn’t fit out any door or window in the entire school. It’s the biggest big sheep mystery the school has ever faced.
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SCHOOL ARREST
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I had never shared the classroom with a police officer before. Not until art class the day after the theft of the Unshorn Merino, anyway. Our art teacher Ms Bailey had explained to us that the police were examining the whole school for clues. Despite this, she was trying to continue our art class as usual.

Ms Bailey had put a big painting of King Henry VIII in the middle of the room. We were supposed to be drawing our own versions of the painting,  but I couldn’t get any work done with Constable Flayson wandering around asking questions.

‘Did you like the Unshorn Merino? Do you know anyone who doesn’t like sheep? Why don’t you try some orange on Henry’s robe?’

Thankfully, Ms Bailey got fed up too. She told Constable Flayson that he was disrupting the ‘aura of the art room’ and would have to leave. With the police force gone from the room, I picked up my four-colour pen and got stuck into my version of Henry VIII. I called it King Henry VIII in Four-Colour Pen.

As I coloured, I thought about important blogging matters. Like, what had happened to my favourite blog commenter XY? He or she hadn’t said anything for a few days now, even though I’d posted four blog entries the day before. Perhaps I was losing my blogging touch? Citizen Sundress certainly thought so.

There was no-one in the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves at recess. I sat on a box of zoetropes. Where was everyone? I assumed Phattius was out somewhere selling donuts. I left the tree and found the Boots and Cardboard standing underneath the staff room windows.

‘What’s going on up there?’ I asked.

‘Go mind someone else’s beeswax,’ said the Boots.

Cardboard was more welcoming. ‘What’s up, cowboy?’ he said, obviously still determined to impress me with his lack of manners.

‘Cowboy? What’s the matter with you, Lance?’ said the Boots.

‘Are you trying to hear what’s going on in there?’ I asked, pointing up to the staff room windows. They were too high to see into.

‘Lance promised to show me a way to keep an eye on the staff room,’ said the Boots.

‘You want to spy on the staff room?’

I couldn’t believe it. Phattius was doing business without me, Cardboard was calling me Cowboy and now the Boots wanted to be a criminal. My world was spinning out of control.

‘But that would be so wrong,’ I said carefully.

‘You don’t understand what it’s like to be a teacher’s pet,’ the Boots said, stepping in front of me and looking quite stressed. Her eyes were brimming with fire and her lips were looking too dry to be kissable. ‘It’s not just about getting great marks and sucking up to the teachers and the FAPs and the school cleaners.’

I glanced at Cardboard. He shrugged.

‘You can’t be the best teacher’s pet if you don’t know how to play the game,’ the Boots went on. ‘It’s about information, and being one step ahead of everyone. Like, I’ll bet you don’t even know what the School Par-Tay is.’

‘No, I don’t,’ I said. ‘What is the School Par-Tay?’

‘See? You have to be committed and determined. And sometimes,’ the Boots looked around to make sure no-one but me and Cardboard could hear, ‘sometimes you have to be bad to be good.’

Be bad to be good? She was crazier than I had realised. For some reason, my mind returned to that first unkissed kiss. I tried to block it out. ‘OK, let’s settle down, everyone. Just settle down.’

The Boots leant against the wall of the school building and slid down to the ground like she’d just run a marathon and could no longer stand up.

‘OK, what exactly does all this mean?’ I looked at Cardboard.

‘Remember last week when I convinced Eleanor not to dob in Phattius for running his poster business?’ said Cardboard.

‘I still say Phattius deserved to get in trouble,’ grumbled the Boots.

‘You would,’ I said.

‘I told her that I knew of a place where you can spy on the staff room,’ continued Cardboard. ‘And I told her I’d show it to her if she didn’t dob on Phattius.’

‘But why would anyone want to spy on the –’ I stopped short and looked at the Boots. ‘Oh, of course. You want to spy on the staff room so you can be one step ahead of everyone. Or in other words, be bad to be good.’

Everything was making sense now. Cardboard wanted friends, the Boots wanted to be teacher’s pet and I wanted the Boots. It was a good thing I’d never let her know that I’m as smart as she is at school. She’d definitely kill me instead of kiss me if she found out.

‘So how come you’re not spying on the staff room yet, then?’ I asked.

‘He won’t show me the spying spot!’ said the Boots.

Cardboard leant towards me. ‘I like to treat ’em mean to keep them keen.’

‘Treat me mean to keep me keen?’ said the Boots, glaring at Cardboard. ‘When did you become a big macho idiot?’

‘Whatevs,’ Cardboard waved his hand in front of her face and grinned at me.

The Boots was so red with anger she looked like she was boiling in her own skin.

‘OK, Lance. Being less polite is one thing but why don’t you show us that spying spot now before she KILLS US BOTH?’

The Boots, Cardboard and a tight spot 

Monday 18th August 

I seem to be getting myself into tight spots with the Boots and Cardboard of late. Today at recess that spot was in the air vents above the staff room. Cardboard knew how to get up there through a hole in the roof of the monitor’s store room. The Boots wanted to eavesdrop on the teachers at recess. But  by the time we crawled through the metal tunnels, recess was over and the FAPs were holding their FAP presidential election. Looking through the grid of the vent, we were just in time to see my dad get elected as the new FAP President. He’s become the FAPP.
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Dude, your dad sounds like a dude! Let me know if he wants me to make him a website. I’ll give him web-mates rates.

ill_not_sick 

‘Since when do you go sneaking through air vents to spy on people, anyway?’ I whispered to Cardboard.

‘I overheard Liz and Sally talking about the air vents ages ago,’ Cardboard whispered back. ‘I’ve never tried them out before.’

‘Liz and Sally know about these vents?’

‘Yeah. Maybe they use them for dodgy school monitor stuff.’

The Boots was lying between me and Cardboard. I probably should have made a move on her. I could have accidentally brushed my hand against hers or told her I really like her boots. But I was captivated by the FAP meeting below. Looking down I could see Dad standing at the head of the table, talking to a room full of women. It was like seeing someone famous at the supermarket. It just didn’t seem real.

‘C’mon. We’re missing class,’ whispered the Boots loudly. ‘Recess finished ages ago.’

‘I skip class all the time,’ said Cardboard.

‘You bad boy,’ said the Boots sarcastically.

‘Is it getting hot in here?’ I said.

‘I think the heater is on,’ said Cardboard.

‘Thank you for making me your new president,’ Dad was saying in the room below. ‘And let’s also welcome Mrs Oldbeck as the new Secretary and Mrs Looter as the new Head of Climate Change in the Schoolyard.’

All the FAPs clapped. Cathy Oldbeck’s mother and Brent Looter’s mother both looked especially pleased.

‘C’mon, Charlie,’ whispered the Boots again. ‘Seriously, let’s get out of these air vents. I need some fresh air.’

‘OK, OK.’

We started turning around to crawl back out.

‘Our first order of business is to do with something called a School Par-Tay,’ said Dad. ‘What is a School Par-Tay?’

We stopped crawling to listen.

‘See, I told you,’ whispered the Boots, nudging me.

‘That’s just the school formal that’s on this weekend,’ said Mrs Oldbeck. ‘We’re going to make some money out of it. And we’ve got Barnaby Follicle coming to give a speech to the students.’

‘The reporter from the Schlock Newspaper of Excellence?’ said Dad, just as the same question was forming in my mind.

‘That’s him.’

Barnaby Follicle was one of the judges of the Greatest Blogger competition. This School Par-Tay sounded pretty good to me.

‘OK,’ said Dad. ‘But why is the formal being called the School Par-Tay?’

He looked at the FAPs. Some of the woman shrugged and looked at one another. Dad looked back to the piece of paper in his hand.

‘OK,’ he said slowly, suddenly looking angry. ‘Who knew my wife was behind this?’

The lunch bell rang just as we crawled out of the air vents and back into the monitor’s store room. We had just put the grid back over the vent when Liz and Sally burst into the store room.

‘What are you doing in here?’ Liz shouted.

‘Best not to ask,’ said Cardboard, pointing at the Boots. ‘She’s in a terrible mood. Someone drew something very rude on her portrait of King Henry in art and you know how angry she can get!’

Liz and Sally stood back as we darted past them and out of the room. No sooner were we out than I was bowled over in the corridor. What was that? My head hurt. I stood up and saw that Principal Kriss had run into me.

‘Get out of the way,’ he roared.

I backed up against the wall to let him pass. He began his lumbering run through the school again. The office lady, Mrs Domino, was jogging behind him.

‘What’s wrong?’ Mrs Domino was saying. ‘What’s wrong, Principal Kriss?’

‘It’s the Unshorn Merino!’ he yelled. ‘I’ve found the thief. It’s the same kid who’s been putting up those posters.’

We joined a crowd of kids who were running after Principal Kriss to see what would happen. And to see who had stolen the Unshorn Merino. When Principal Kriss reached the school noticeboard, he grabbed Phattius by the arm.

‘Phattius Beats, you’re under School Arrest for the theft of the Unshorn Merino.’

Before we knew it, Principal Kriss was marching Phattius back towards his office. What was going on? Why did he think Phattius had stolen the Unshorn Merino? Phattius bends the school rules but he doesn’t steal giant sheep. I was angry. What grounds did Principal Kriss have for suspecting Phattius?

I got my answer when I looked up at the noticeboard.

‘Oh.’

Phattius’s arrest 

Monday 18th August 

Phattius Beats was put under School Arrest today for stealing the Unshorn Merino. The evidence against  Phattius was up on the school noticeboard. Next to his poster of the donut was another poster with a picture of the Unshorn Merino and the number 2 written on it.
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Charlie, I’m not surprised you keep the company of criminals like Phattius.

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 
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FOOTY DAY

We knew Mr Legg loved his themed days.  But when the days were official school themed days – like Bring Your Grandparents To School Day or Wear Your Country’s Flag To School Day – then he really got excited.

Footy Day was his absolute favourite. He would bring three washing-tubs full of footballs to school, along with a whole lot of pillows so we could learn tackling.

But Footy Day wasn’t the same without Phattius there. It was tradition that on Footy  Day Phattius would sell footy scarves to all the kids who had forgotten to wear their team’s colours. He would sell the scarves and I’d distract any teachers by kicking footballs at them, tricking them into a game of kick-to-kick.

But they were the good old days. Today, the exact whereabouts of Phattius Beats were unknown.

Before we started the day with Mr Legg’s How to Make a Meat Pie class, I huddled in the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves with Cardboard and the Boots. We were trying to work out whether Phattius actually was the Unshorn Merino thief.

‘I can’t believe Phattius has been expelled from school,’ I said.

‘I thought he was suspended,’ said Cardboard.

‘Either way, he would have told us if he’d stolen a big sheep,’ I said.

‘I hate making meat pies,’ muttered the Boots. ‘I hate eating meat pies.’

‘At least you didn’t come dressed as an  umpire,’ I said, looking at Cardboard, who had come dressed as an umpire.

‘It’s part of my new tough guy thing,’ Cardboard explained. ‘I refuse to choose a football team. I’m a rebel.’

‘I’m not sure that’s going to work out for you,’ I said.

‘I mean, with the making of the meat pies, then the eating of the meat pies, there’s not much time left for anything else that’s not meat-related,’ said the Boots.

‘But you always make the best meat pies,’ I said to her. ‘Every year you win the Best Meat Pie Award.’

‘I get perfect marks on every surprise English test we do but that doesn’t mean I enjoy all the extra homework I do.’

‘I’ll never understand the things you do to be teacher’s pet,’ I told her.

The Boots opened her mouth and shut it again.

‘Anyway,’ I went on. ‘Do you guys think Phattius stole the Unshorn Merino?’

‘Probably,’ said Cardboard.

‘Probably,’ agreed the Boots. ‘And if he didn’t, he still deserves to be suspended for selling stuff at school.’

‘Expelled.’

‘Whatever.’

I stared at them both.

‘Look, Charlie,’ said the Boots, ‘Phattius breaks the school rules. That’s what he does. But why did he think he could steal the Merino without being caught? And then sell it?’

‘But that’s just it,’ I said. ‘He’s crafty but he’s not stupid. I don’t think he would try to sell the Merino, even if he did steal it.’

I was defending Phattius an awful lot even though he’d lied to me. He hadn’t told me about his poster business. Maybe he also hadn’t told me about the Merino. How would I know?

‘I’ll never be as gutsy as Phattius,’ said  Cardboard. ‘Despite the fact that I have a tattoo of a skull on my shoulder.’

‘OK, I need to be somewhere less crazy,’ the Boots said, and she disappeared through the leaves.

Cardboard stood there in his umpire’s uniform and looked at me. ‘We should go dirt-biking some time. Or maybe just break some noise pollution laws. My dad has a really loud stereo.’

‘Yeah, I’ve also got to be not here,’ I said and left.

After the Meat Pie class we headed out to the school oval for what Mr Legg called a lesson in Ball-Skill Improving.

Principal Kriss even came out and stood by the class to watch Footy Day in action. His shimmering bald head never seemed more appropriate than on Footy Day.

Mr Legg also gave us a lesson in how to watch a  football game. He told us how to barrack for your team and wave your scarf in the air and also how to channel-surf during the ads.

‘Now I’m going to show you how to make the perfect tackle,’ he said, grabbing some pillows. ‘Where are the school monitors?’

Liz and Sally appeared, carrying a big whiteboard. On the whiteboard were several drawings of stick figures doing perfect tackles.

‘Now, I need someone to help me demonstrate the perfect tackle,’ said Mr Legg, looking around.

Rory Corey, the biggest kid in school, put a chunky arm in the air.

‘Watch this,’ Cardboard said to me, and flung his hand up too. Mr Legg chose him and Cardboard went and stood next to Rory Corey.

‘I’m going to crush you,’ Rory Corey said to Cardboard.

‘Oh, yeah?’ said Cardboard. ‘Well, I have a tattoo of a skull on my shoulder. Because I’m just  that tough.’

As Mr Legg moved Rory Corey and Cardboard into the same positions as the stick figures on the whiteboard, I spotted two familiar shapes off in the distance. A man and a duck. I quietly snuck off across the oval to where Dad and Barcode were. They were sitting at the table where Dad had had lunch with the FAPs last week.

‘Hi, Dad.’

I took a seat opposite him. Barcode was perched in the middle of the table, looking like he was about to fall asleep.

‘Hi, Charlie. How was school?’

‘Um, good. It’s still going, actually.’

‘Oh, that’s good, son.’

Dad was sucking on an iced coffee through a long red straw.

‘So what are you doing here, Dad?’

Had it finally happened? Had he and Mum decided to separate? Surely not. Mum couldn’t even make toast, let alone live by herself.

‘It’s this school formal on Saturday,’ he said.

‘You mean the School Par-Tay?’

‘Yeah, I guess that’s what we’re calling it now.’ ‘Does this have anything to do with Mum, by any chance?’

‘The Trunk Food Company wants to sponsor the School Formal and call it the Trunk Food Company School Par-Tay.’

‘What do they think we are? A football team?’ That reminded me. I looked over to the class on the oval. Rory Corey was sitting on the ground. I assumed Cardboard was under him. Barcode yawned.

‘If they get their way they’ll have lots of advertising at the Par-Tay, along with Trunk Food Company show bags and other advertising gimmicks, no doubt,’ said Dad.

No wonder Mum didn’t want Dad to join the FAPs. Or become the president. She must have been working on this for a while now. And she knew Dad wouldn’t like it.

‘What’s with calling it a School Par-Tay?’ I said. ‘Was school formal not cool enough for them?’

‘Obviously not. Plus the Trunk Food Company are insisting that this Barnaby Follicle reporter-fellow come along to make a speech. I guess they want a celebrity there.’

At least Barnaby Follicle being there would be one good thing. I could try to convince him to vote for my blog.

‘Has Mum said anything about this to you?’ Dad asked, sucking at his iced coffee.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Mum doesn’t really talk to me if one of her seven phones are in the room.’

Dad wiped frothy milk from his lips. ‘As President of the FAP Committee, I was opposed to the School Par-Tay idea,’ he said. ‘But some of the women think it’ll be a good fundraiser for the school. So we’re having an emergency FAP vote at lunchtime tomorrow.’

‘Well, I guess we could use the money for some new sports equipment,’ I said. ‘Mr Legg has been  teaching football with the pillows from his own bed.’

‘I should probably talk to your mother about this,’ said Dad. ‘Tell her how I think it’s wrong for the school. But should I talk to her as a CEO or as my wife?’

‘She’ll probably just yell at you no matter what. I should really head back to class. Before the rest of them realise I’m gone.’

‘OK. See you later, Charlie,’ Dad said, and he looked at Barcode. ‘Just you and me left now, old friend.’

But Barcode was in a deep sleep now and breathing loudly through his beak nostrils.

I made a quick stop by my locker to get a bottle of water before I went back to the oval. Mr Legg had told me that water is the key to winning football matches. I decided not to blog about Dad’s miserable state. Besides, I had something else I wanted to get off my chest. Despite the funny sight of Rory Corey holding Cardboard to the ground  with pillows, something had hit me square in the stomach and I felt sick. Sick and wrong. What had I done?

I suck 

Tuesday 19th August 

I ran into Phattius Beats today as I was getting a bottle of water from my locker. He was clearing out his locker. I was about to ask him if he had really stolen the Unshorn Merino when he slammed his locker shut, and hissed at me, ‘You suck, Charlie,’ before storming off. I felt sick. Sick and wrong.
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Isn’t it obvious, Charlie? He knows you’ve been blogging about him. You should apologise.

Citizen Sundress 

Or not. Phattius is being childish. Forget him, Charlie. Aren’t there are more important things to think about? Things like the Boots?

ill_not_sick 

 I wondered if Citizen Sundress was right. Maybe Phattius had seen my blog. So I sat down at the computer after school and googled myself.

My blog was the first thing to come up. Damn. I hadn’t even thought about how easy my blog would be to find.

There was no doubt that Phattius would have read my blog. Which meant that he knew that I blogged about everything I wasn’t supposed to. And that really did suck.
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The
 FAP V0TE

Both of my blogging friends had been right. 

I had betrayed Phattius and I should be concentrating on the Boots. I needed to fix both situations. That first kiss wasn’t going to plant itself and I had to get up the courage to apologise to Phattius.

Since I’d discovered that my blog was easily found, I was hoping the Boots hadn’t googled me and discovered all my writing. She wouldn’t like it if she found out I was a fellow nerd. She probably wouldn’t like being called ‘the Boots’ either.

I logged onto the net quickly before breakfast. Citizen Sundress was blogging about how she was definitely NOT a nudist and could all the nudists stop emailing her?

ill_not_sick wasn’t doing much better. He was having problems at the Schlock Zoo of Excellence. Apparently the lions had eaten the webcam that was beaming live video from the lions’ den onto the zoo’s website. The misery sure was being shared around.

I logged off and made my way down to what looked like a tense breakfast around the kitchen table. Up one end of the table sat the CEO of the Trunk Food Company and up the other end sat the President of the FAPs. Mum and Dad remained silent as they ate breakfast. Dad read the Schlock Newspaper of Excellence and Mum read the internet on one of her phones.

Joshua and I sat in the middle, pretending to read the back of the Corn Flookes cereal box.  Well, I was reading the cereal box. I think Joshua was just looking at the pictures of corn.

‘Gee, I didn’t realise there was so much sodium in Corn Flookes,’ I said, trying to sound more interested than I was.

‘What’s sodium?’ asked Joshua. ‘I don’t think I want to eat Corn Flookes if they’ve got sodium in them. I don’t think I like sodium.’

‘How is your tuxedo today, Josh?’ said Mum.

Joshua brushed himself down. ‘It smells like new carpet.’

‘Well, at least it’s clean now,’ said Mum, glaring at Dad.

Joshua had been coping well with the new tension in the house. Since Dad had become the FAP President Joshua had been going to the Trunk Food Company Crèche after kinder. He had been spending his afternoons with a room full of crying babies. And Mum had made good on her promise to take care of Joshua’s dirty tuxedo, too. Every day when Joshua got to  crèche, Mum sent his tuxedo to the Trunk Food Company Dry Cleaners.

Joshua had worn a clean tuxedo every day since then. Although when it was being dry cleaned he had to sit in the crèche in his undies and a baby blanket.

A beep-beep sound came from Dad’s pocket. Mum looked repulsed that Dad had received a text message.

‘Oh, dear,’ said Dad. He took his phone and went into the laundry.

‘What is it?’ I asked, following him into the laundry.

‘We won’t be able to have the FAP vote in the staff room because it will be full of teachers at lunchtime. But that’s OK. We’ll just have it at one of those picnic tables in the schoolyard.’

‘You will?’

‘Yeah, this meeting has to go ahead,’ said Dad. ‘We’ve left this vote late enough as it is.’

Leaving the laundry, I walked straight into 

Mum, who was lingering around the door and pretending to send a text message.

‘Have a good day at work,’ I said to her. She scowled at me and didn’t reply.

As soon I walked into school, Gregory, the tiny prep boy who loved Phattius’s red cordial, started following me.

‘Where’s your friend?’ he asked.

I kept walking across the asphalt.

‘Phattius?’ said Gregory, walking with me. ‘That’s his name, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, that’s his name and I don’t know where he is.’

‘I heard he got expended.’

‘You mean expelled?’

‘I thought he was suspended.’ Cardboard appeared next to me. One of his arms was in a sling. ‘Sorry for the interruption, Charlie, but may I have a word?’

‘What happened to Mr Tough Guy?’ I said, looking at his plastered arm.

‘Rory Corey dislocated my shoulder after he ripped my shirt off to prove that I don’t have a skull tattoo.’

‘Well, well.’

‘But that’s unimportant. I need to have a very important talk with you,’ said Cardboard.

‘Can I buy cordial from you?’ interrupted Gregory. ‘Red cordial?’

‘That’s why you’re looking for Phattius? To get cordial?’

I walked faster in the direction of the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves. Gregory and Cardboard walked faster to keep up.

‘What is it, Lance?’

‘It’s about Eleanor.’

‘Who?’

‘Eleanor!’

I’d forgotten the Boots even had a real name. ‘What about her?’

‘I’d like to discuss this somewhere more private,’ he said, looking at Gregory who was still trailing behind us.

‘No time today,’ I said. ‘So tell me now or never. Oh, don’t tell me she’s found my blog?’

‘What? No, it’s just that, well, I like her.’

I could always count on Cardboard to cheer me up.

‘She makes me feel nice inside!’

‘What?’

‘I just think she’s really pretty, and –’ ‘She hasn’t said anything about you and I don’t think that you’re her type anyway,’ I said.

I stopped and looked back at Gregory. We were almost at the tree and I didn’t want to give away our secret place to anyone else. ‘I’ll tell Phattius you were looking for him,’ I told him.

‘Did he really steal the Unshorn Merino?’ asked Gregory.

‘I don’t know. Now go on and play. Tiggy isn’t going to play itself.’

Gregory took off and Cardboard and I stepped into the tree. The Boots was waiting for us.

‘Phattius hasn’t bothered to take any of this stuff home with him,’ she said, and took a sip from a bottle of red cordial. Gregory would be so jealous. 

‘I’m glad we’re all here,’ I said. ‘There’s something I want to say.’

The Boots and Cardboard listened as I explained my plan. As far as I could tell, none of the kids at school really wanted the Trunk Food Company putting their advertising all over the school and all over the formal. They already had advertising everywhere else in Schlock. The football stadium was called The Trunk Food Company Oval, the News Before Dinner was actually called The Trunk Food Company News Before Dinner and the prime minister was often seen wearing a Trunk Food Company tie.

Did we really want our school to be a giant advertising billboard? And although I wanted to meet Barnaby Follicle, the idea of selling our  formal just didn’t feel right. Surprisingly the Boots and Cardboard liked my plan.

‘Great idea, Charlie!’ said Cardboard.

‘Yeah, I didn’t know you were this clever,’ said the Boots.

Maybe she hadn’t seen my blog. That was good news. I’d already lost Phattius and I didn’t want to lose the Boots too.

‘I’m not really this clever, but listen, we need to get the word around to everyone else.’

‘I’ll get Liz and Sally to call kids to the sick bay, where they can tell them the plan,’ said Cardboard.

‘What is it with you and those school monitors?’ said the Boots.

‘Remember, we need to keep this plan quiet. 

We can’t let the teachers find out.’

‘Or the cleaners,’ said the Boots.

Cardboard and I looked at her.

‘They’re the biggest gossips around.’

‘What else can you do?’ I asked the Boots.

‘I can distract Mr Legg with lots of questions so you can pass notes to everyone in class,’ said the Boots.

‘Excellent.’

‘Plus we’ve got Phattius on our side too,’ said the Boots.

‘What?’

‘I was talking to Brent Looter this morning,’ said the Boots. ‘He told me that Phattius had paid him $20 to keep his mum away from the FAP meeting today.’

‘He did?’

‘Yeah.’

Mrs Looter was loyal to the FAP mothers and would be voting against Dad. Forcing her to miss the vote would go a long way to keeping the Trunk Food Company out of our school formal.

It was comforting to know Phattius was on the same side, even if our friendship was as good as dead.

Everyone came through for us that morning. For once Liz and Sally used the sick bay for good not evil. For once Rory Corey listened to what Brent Looter had to say rather than just tying the sleeves of his jumper together. For once the Boots and I worked together to spread the word around the class.

Before I knew it, the lunch bell rang. Mr Legg rushed out the door to do yard duty, and we all ran out the door to get to the FAP meeting.

Out in the yard, Dad was already sitting around the picnic table with all the FAPs. And crowded around the picnic table were hundreds of kids. It was quite a sight. The FAPs were trying to start the meeting, despite being surrounded by so many kids.

‘Hi, Charlie.’

I looked down and there was my brother. ‘Joshua, what are you doing here?’

‘Mum said she had a meeting today so Dad brought me with him.’

Mr Legg appeared. ‘Hi, guys.’

‘You’re that teacher,’ said Joshua. ‘That real school teacher!’

‘Mr Legg. That’s me.’

Joshua was fascinated with him. It was making me sick. Mr Legg was mine.

‘You want another shoulder ride and a packet of chips?’ Mr Legg asked Joshua.

Suddenly the two of them were the newest besties on the block.

I’d had quite enough. ‘GO!’ I yelled.

Protest 

Wednesday 20th August 

Today at lunchtime all the kids are going to storm the FAP meeting and chant ‘No Trunk Food’. We don’t want the Schlock School of Excellence turned into one big ad. The protest is going to start when I yell ‘GO!’.
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I was amazed that so many kids had shown up. Especially since everyone eats and drinks Trunk Food Company products every day. I guess other kids started thinking about what would happen if someone did poison the pipes at the Trunk Food Company factory.

‘No Trunk Food! No Trunk Food! No Trunk Food! ’ the kids chanted, and the FAPs couldn’t start their meeting with all the noise. The plan was working. That was when Mum arrived with a pin-striped briefcase tucked under her arm. She pushed through the crowd and climbed up onto the picnic table.

She put her briefcase down in front of Dad and sat on it. The chanting stopped and we all looked up at Mum. Someone yelled out, ‘That’s Charlie’s mum!’

‘Sorry to interrupt your meeting today,’ Mum said through a broad smile. Everyone was listening. ‘For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Helen Ridge. I’m the CEO of the  Trunk Food Company. But more importantly, I’m Charlie’s mother.’ She looked over the crowd at me and waved. ‘Hi, Charlie.’

This version of Mum was totally alien to me. Everyone turned their heads to look at me and all I could do was smile thinly and wave back. What was she up to?

‘As you know, the FAP Committee is meeting today to decide whether to accept the Trunk Food Company’s offer to sponsor the formal this weekend. However, it has come to my attention that the Trunk Food Company hasn’t explained what we want to do for this school in return.’

I couldn’t quite work out whether Mum was talking to the FAPs or the kids, but everyone was interested. I tried to look at Dad, but Mum was sitting right in front of him.

‘As well as the money that we’ll be donating to the school, we’ve decided to give every student in the school their very own Trunk Food Company laptop. This is the 21st century. No-one should be  studying without a laptop of their own.’

Oh, no.

Both FAPs and kids erupted into cheering and wooting. Mum stood up and began waving to everyone. I expected streamers and balloons any moment. She had trumped Dad once again.

Cathy Oldbeck’s mother stood up. ‘Every–one in favour of accepting the Trunk Food Company’s offer?’

Dad vs the Trunk Food Company 

Wednesday 20th August 

As of today, our school formal is officially called the Trunk Food Company School Par-Tay. The FAPs all voted for it – except for Brent Looter’s mother, who didn’t show up, and my dad, who disappeared from the table before the vote was taken. Dad hasn’t been seen since.
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I have that losing feeling too. The lions at the zoo have become sick from eating the webcams.

ill_not_sick 

Charlie, I think you’re on track to win the title of the Boring-est Blogger in the World.

Dr Maryloaf – Soon-to-be the Greatest Blogger in the World 

‘Thanks, Mrs Ridge,’ Cathy Oldbeck’s mother said after the vote. ‘We’ll see you at the Trunk Food Company School Par-Tay on Saturday.’

The cheering started up again. Off in the distance I saw a shape I recognised. It was Phattius. He was wearing a hoodie and dark sunglasses. I couldn’t tell for sure but I thought he was staring straight at me. He stood there for only a few seconds before shaking his head, turning around and walking off.

I was all alone in the jubilant crowd.



Two 
NICE GUYS
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It was a slow walk to school and kinder the next morning. Just Joshua and me. I 

Joshua’s tuxedo was losing the carpet smell and regaining the stink. Since the ill-fated FAP meeting, Mum had acted like nothing out of the ordinary had happened. She went to work really early and left us to get to school and kinder on our own because Dad…well, Dad still hadn’t shown up. Which meant I’d been forgetting to eat breakfast without Dad there to sog up the Corn Flookes for me.

There was no sign of him at home, and his toilet bag and Barcode were both missing. I hoped he hadn’t taken the first one to keep the second one in. Mum hadn’t said anything about her missing husband or duck. I suspected Dad had gone to Grandma’s house.

A phone call to Grandma Ridge had confirmed that both Dad and Barcode were with her. Dad told me they had dropped in to spend some quality time with her. I told Joshua this news on the walk to school.

‘Is Dad going to come to the School Par-Tay?’ asked Joshua.

‘I guess he’ll have to. He is the FAP President.’

‘Good. I can’t wait for the School Par-Tay. I love school.’

‘You don’t even go to school yet. And don’t call it the School Par-Tay.’

‘But that’s what they call it on TV.’

‘They were talking about the School Par-Tay on TV?’

‘I dunno. I was just watching it this morning when they said it.’

I later found out that Barnaby Follicle had been on Current Affairs Before Brekky, talking about the School Par-Tay. Apparently the Trunk Food Company’s pledge to give every kid a laptop was making news around the country.

‘Well, Dad will be at the School Par-Tay,’ I said gently, as we stopped outside the front gates of kinder. ‘And I suppose Mum will come this year too since she’s sponsoring it.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Yeah, it’s not like Mum and Dad will totally abandon us.’

‘So who’s picking me up after kinder today?’ asked Joshua.

I must be the first kid to ever skip school to pick up his brother from kinder. But I told  Joshua I’d pick him up at lunchtime as neither Mum nor Dad had said they were doing it.

Everything was coming undone. The Unshorn Merino was missing, Phattius was angry with me and worst of all, Cardboard wanted to share my crush on the Boots. I really needed to Save the Day, Get the Girl and Be the Hero.

I decided to concentrate on the girl part of my life motto. I thought about trying to convince Cardboard to like other girls. I’ve always thought he and Cathy Oldbeck would make a great couple. So before I went to pick up Joshua I went to the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves to look for Cardboard.

Pushing my way through, I found Principal Kriss inside, with Mrs Domino hovering behind him. This was new.

‘Charlie Ridge,’ said Principal Kriss.

The boxes of zoetropes and cordial were lying all over the place. Principal Kriss had been  searching the place.

‘Hi, Principal Kriss,’ I said. Everyone was especially terrified of him since he’d kicked Phattius out of school. Even Mrs Domino looked scared. ‘I didn’t know you knew about this place, sir.’

‘Oh, please,’ he said, walking around the dusty space. ‘It’s my job to know these things. Kids have been using this empty bush as a hideout for decades. I thought that Phattius might have been hiding his gear here and I was right.’

He patted Phattius’s boxes like they were his besties.

‘What gear do you mean?’ I said, trying to play dumb.

‘Please don’t agitate him,’ said Mrs Domino  to me.

‘Red cordial and zoetropes. Sound familiar?’ said Principal Kriss. ‘You know there’s a blog on the internet that talks all about it. You should check it out.’

Oh, no.

‘You read my blog?’

‘I google all of my students, Charlie,’ said Principal Kriss. ‘It’s a good blog and it seems strange to me you don’t do better at school.’

At that moment the leaves rustled and who should step in but Phattius Beats. He stopped in his tracks when he saw Principal Kriss and me in there.

‘What are you doing, Phattius?’ I said.

‘That’s a good question,’ said Principal Kriss, ‘given that I expended you from school.’

‘Expended?’ I said.

‘Oh, no. Oh, no,’ whined Mrs Domino.

‘I just came to get my boxes,’ said Phattius. ‘I’m allowed to take my personal stuff home with me, aren’t I?’

‘Not when you’ve been illegally selling stuff at school,’ said Principal Kriss.

‘He knows because he read my blog,’ I told  Phattius. ‘I blogged about your poster business, too. But I think that you read my blog and already know that.’

‘Of course I read your blog,’ said Phattius. ‘I google all of my friends. Don’t you know that everyone reads your stupid blog, Charlie?’

Everyone?

‘And whoever framed me for the Unshorn Merino theft wouldn’t have known how to if you hadn’t blogged what I asked you not to talk about! I can’t believe I thought you were the Blogmeister.’

‘Blogmeister?’ I said. ‘You’re XY?’

‘Not anymore. Not since you betrayed me. You swore to keep your mouth shut, Charlie. So I’m not XY or your bestie anymore. Even the Boots managed to keep her mouth shut and she hates me.’

‘Well, I probably wouldn’t have blogged about it if you’d let me be a part of your poster  business. Or am I not a good enough Watchdog for you anymore?’

‘I needed to be secretive,’ said Phattius. ‘And since you had been blogging about my other businesses – like the red cordial – I didn’t think I could trust you.’

‘I knew Phattius stole the Merino after reading about the poster business on your blog,’ said Principal Kriss. ‘When the poster with the Merino went up I knew exactly who had stolen it.’

So Phattius had been kicked out of school because of me. Because of my blog. This made me worse than Phattius now. I’d really messed up his life. I might end up Getting the Girl one day, or even Saving the Day, but I was never going to Be the Hero. Heroes don’t betray their friends. If anything, I was the villain.

‘But I didn’t steal the Merino,’ said Phattius. ‘I was set up.’

‘All the evidence says you stole it,’ said  Principal Kriss. ‘Plus you were already selling other things at school. Mrs Domino, please escort Mr Beats off school property before I call the police.’

I thought this was it for Phattius, but I’d forgotten that he was a businessman. His mouth was his most powerful weapon.

‘Fine, escort me out of school,’ he said to Principal Kriss. ‘But then you’ll never see your precious Unshorn Merino again.’

‘Are you trying to blackmail me?’

‘I can’t blackmail you because I didn’t steal the Merino. But I think I can help you get it back.’

Two nice guys 

Thursday 21st August 

Today Phattius convinced Principal Kriss to let him back into school for one day to find out who stole the Unshorn Merino. I think Principal Kriss gave Phattius a chance because he knows it’s the only way he might ever see his Merino again. I should also point  out that Phattius is a nice guy. As is Principal Kriss. They’re both nice guys. I can’t say enough nice things about them, really. That’s how nice they are.
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‘Thank you, Principal Kriss,’ said Phattius. ‘I only need one day to find out who stole it, and where it is.’

‘OK, but if you don’t find it then you’re out of school for good,’ said Principal Kriss.

‘In that case you should let him come to the School Par-Tay,’ I said.

Principal Kriss looked at me like he was thinking about eating me. ‘Fine. Phattius gets one day at school and one School Par-Tay. Then I want answers. Oh, and no more selling at school or the deal’s off and I will call the police.’

The bell rang. Principal Kriss took a deep breath. ‘Let’s go, Mrs Domino. I have important  paperwork that needs to be done by you.’

‘By the way,’ Principal Kriss said on the way out, ‘if you do find the Unshorn Merino, make sure you wash your hands before you touch it. It tends to stain quite easily.’

And with that they disappeared through the leaves.

I turned to Phattius. ‘Phattius, I’m so –’ 

‘I don’t want your apologies,’ he said. ‘And we are not cool. But you can help me find out who stole that ridiculous school mascot. You owe me that at least.’

‘You think you know who stole it? Who set you up?’

Phattius half-smiled.

Get the Girl and Save the Day 

Thursday 21st August 

Phattius thinks the Boots stole the Unshorn Merino to frame him and get him kicked out of school. The Boots does hate Phattius, and even though she is  teacher’s pet she sometimes acts bad to be good. It’s totally possible that she would frame Phattius so he doesn’t sell more stuff at school. I might never Be the Hero after I betrayed Phattius by blogging about his secret businesses, but suddenly Getting the Girl and Saving the Day look like they’re just around the corner. And if the Boots really did steal the Unshorn Merino then those two things might be the same thing.
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The 
SPIT-Ball
WAR

The next day before school, Phattius and I stood inside the Hollow Tree Full of Leaves. The pressure was on. Phattius was back for one day only. We had to find the Unshorn Merino and the person who stole it. If we did, Phattius would be back at school and maybe he wouldn’t hate me so much.

‘I’m going to spend every free second I have today looking for the Merino,’ said Phattius. ‘I reckon there’s a good chance that whoever took  it hid it somewhere here at school.’

‘Good thinking.’

‘Do you know what you have to do?’ asked Phattius.

‘We need evidence that the Boots stole the Merino. It’s Operation Tie up the Boots.’

‘Good. We need proof it was her, so watch her all day. Keep your eyes peeled until you see something incriminating.’

‘OK, cool.’

‘Cool.’

‘Cool.’

We parted ways. It had been a while since I’d latched onto the Boots at school. I hadn’t really followed her around since I first decided that she should be involved in my first kiss. But she was now Suspect Number One in the case of the stolen Unshorn Merino. She’d have to let a clue slip sooner or later, if I watched her for long enough.

And I could track the Boots like no-one else. Whenever we had maths tests we all changed seats so no-one was sitting in their normal spots. Whenever possible I made sure I still sat next to the Boots so at the end when we swapped and marked each other’s tests, she would see how much smarter than me she was.

Then at lunchtime I’d follow her around the schoolyard as she followed Mr Legg. Then at the end of the day I’d pack my bag next to her, and talk about how much I loved to pack my bag. They were some of our best conversations.

But with all that had been happening lately, I hadn’t paid much attention to the Boots. And it was possible she had already seen my blog and was planning to get me kicked out of school, too. I still thought I’d slip back into watching her, just like you slip back into a pair of comfy old PJs in winter.

Yet when I went to sit at her test table for that  morning’s maths test, I found the seat was already taken. By Cardboard. I was back in my comfy PJs, but Cardboard was wearing them too. I sat down opposite Brent Looter, and when Mr Legg passed the tests out I got to work. I was annoyed to see the Boots marking Cardboard’s test afterwards and saying, ‘Wow, I’ve done much better than you today, Lance.’

Things weren’t much better at lunchtime. I found Cardboard in the yard, standing a few metres behind the Boots, who was a few metres behind Mr Legg.

‘Hi, Lance.’

‘Oh, hi, Charlie. Hey, can you put the straw in this for me?’ Cardboard held out a juice box with his good arm.

I took the juice box and stuck the straw into it for him. ‘I notice that you’re keeping an eye on Eleanor,’ I said.

‘Yeah, well, I was going to follow her around at  lunchtime and make rude comments to her. But since I’ve given up the tough guy routine I think I’ll just go over and chat to her.’

‘What? You actually walk around with her?’

‘Sure. Do you want to join us?’

‘Lance, wait,’ I said. ‘There’s something you need to know about the Boots. About Eleanor, I mean.’

Cardboard looked at me blankly.

‘She…she more than likely is the person responsible for –’ 

More blank staring. How was I going to tell him that the Boots had stolen the Unshorn Merino?

‘She’s probably…she’s…going to get annoyed if you talk to her when she’s walking around the schoolyard.’

‘Really?’

‘She wouldn’t say this to your face, but she doesn’t like to be interrupted when she’s walk– ing behind Mr Legg at lunchtime.’

‘Oh, wow, I had no idea.’

‘Yeah, it’s a teacher’s pet thing. As long as Mr Legg is on rubbish duty, she just wants to concentrate on following him, without anyone getting in her way.’

‘But Mr Legg is always on rubbish duty.’

‘I thought I owed it to tell you since you confided in me about your crush.’

‘Gee, thanks for letting me know, Charlie.’

‘Well, we guys have to stick together,’ I said, and handed back his juice box.

After that I managed to lose Cardboard in the canteen crowd and follow the Boots around alone. But all she did was yell at some preps who were burying each other in the sandpit. Then she fetched Mr Legg’s water bottle from his office when he told her he needed a drink. He’d been  handing out bottles of water to kids all lunchtime. You’d think he would have saved one for himself. But as he told us on Water Day a few weeks ago, dehydration is the biggest cause of thirst.

Even though the Boots and Mr Legg had been in the schoolyard all lunchtime, neither of them seemed to notice the spit-ball pens that lots of kids had started carrying around. I’d seen the spit-ball pens before. They are normal pens except that there’s no ink in them, and they have a little plastic container glued to the side of them. The idea is that you keep your spit-balls in the little container until you are ready to put them into the hollow pen and spit them at your enemies.

I smiled to myself. Phattius was obviously up to his old tricks again. Every school has some kind of spit-ball war going on, and our school is no exception. The wars are usually boys versus girls. The boys usually won the spit-ball wars at our school but today things seemed different. At first  I thought Phattius was just selling to boys, but then I saw Cathy Oldbeck spitting balls at Brent Looter and realised that lots of girls had the pens, too. Phattius was selling weapons to both sides. The guy really was a great businessman.

After lunch we had a dress rehearsal for the Trunk Food Company School Par-Tay in the gym. We had to stand in the one spot all afternoon while the teachers practised their speeches.

Then the Boots practised her welcoming speech on behalf of the students. She talked about how our school had pride just like a Merino has wool. I couldn’t decide whether this was a clue or just her sucking up to Principal Kriss. She finished her speech by welcoming Barnaby Follicle to the stage. He wasn’t there for rehearsal, though. ‘Celebrities don’t rehearse,’ Mr Legg explained.

Dad was also supposed to practise his speech as President of the FAPs but he didn’t show up. I guess he was still spending quality time with Grandma and Barcode. So Cathy Oldbeck’s mum gave the practise speech instead.

The best part of the whole rehearsal was when a spit-ball suddenly went flying past Mrs Old–beck’s head. Mr Legg spotted Brent Looter with a spit-ball pen and took him down to Principal Kriss’s office. This was not good news. If Brent Looter told Principal Kriss where he got the pen from, Phattius would be expelled for good.

Then I realised that there was something I could do to help. Because there’s one thing more powerful than being a Great Watchdog, and that is being a Great Blogger.

The spit-ball war

Friday 22nd August 

The spit-ball war returned to the schoolyard today after a shipment of spit-ball pens was dropped off. Everyone seems to have bought a new pen. I thought I saw a man wearing a black cape and a Barack Obama mask throw some pens over the school fence before driving off in his car. I guess we’ll never know who that person was. Also, that awesome guy Phattius Beats returned to school today.
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I’m glad you’ve got your friend back. If only I could get rid of my nudist ‘friends’.

Citizen Sundress 

Rehearsal finished when the end-of-school bell rang. We all made for our school bags, which were dumped along the walls of the gym. I was zipping up mine when I overheard Cardboard talking to the Boots.

‘I love packing my bag. Do you, Eleanor?’

Phattius looked over at me and he understood. ‘Lance, have I shown you how the library is full of books at this time of day?’ he said, and hauled Cardboard away.

The Boots shook her head and I moved in. Either to look for clues or maybe that first kiss.

‘You do pack your bag very well,’ I said.

The Boots looked down at her bag crammed full of books, paper and wrappers. ‘Shut up.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘So, you must be pretty upset that Phattius is back at school?’

‘What?’ she said, forcing her bulging bag to zip up at the top.

‘I mean, don’t you wish there was something you could do to get rid of him. Again?’

‘What are you talking about, Charlie?’

‘You don’t like Phattius.’

‘That doesn’t mean I want to get rid of him.’

‘Maybe that’s because you prefer to get rid of animals rather than people. Animals like sheep!’ 

‘Whatever, Charlie.’ She fastened her backpack strap around her waist and walked off.

‘Thanks,’ I called after her. ‘Let’s do this again sometime.’

I took her denial to be a clue since it wasn’t a kiss. The Boots was looking more and more suspicious. Especially because Phattius hadn’t found any trace of the Merino, despite looking for it all day.

Not that I would care if she really had stolen the Unshorn Merino. I could still imagine us being together in the future.

I imagined us sitting in hammocks on the shores of Puerto Rico, laughing about the time she had stolen the Unshorn Merino. We’d laugh about how I’d busted her, and how we’d had our first kiss then. I could imagine her telling me that she only framed Phattius so that she could get closer to me. And how could I blame her? Or blame future-her, anyway.

I walked home after school, but only Mum was there. I was about to go to Grandma Ridge’s when Mum called me into her study.

‘How are you, Charlie?’ This was a weird question from Mum.

‘Good.’

‘That’s good.’

Mum was sitting in her swizzley chair, watching me while I stood nervously in the middle of the room. She pointed to the telephone on the desk.

‘Charlie, I’m working from home today and right now I’ve got the board of the Trunk Food Company on speaker phone with me.’

‘Oh.’

‘Don’t worry, they don’t bite. Not over the phone anyway.’

Some muffled laughter came from the phone and I imagined the board of the Trunk Food Company sitting around a long polished table.

‘Charlie, it’s come to our attention that you’ve been blogging some unfavourable things about the Trunk Food Company,’ said Mum.

My own mother was reading my blog too?  This was highly weird.

‘How did you find my blog?’ I asked.

‘I google all of my children. But the reason I bring this up, Charlie, is because I want to ask you NOT to blog about the Trunk Food Company anymore.’ As she said this, she was shaking her head at me, like she was having some kind of spasm.

‘Um, I guess I could do that.’

Had I just been banned from blogging about what I wanted to blog about? ill_not_sick and Citizen Sundress would be appalled. My cover as a blogger was already blown at school. Now this. Blogging was definitely losing its appeal.

‘Thank you, Charlie,’ said Mum.

‘Thank you, Charlie,’ said a few voices through the phone.

Mum indicated that I should leave the room and so I did.

I walked to Grandma’s place to see Dad and Barcode, and to pick up Joshua. I’d called Dad the night before to tell him to pick up Joshua from kinder. I couldn’t keep skipping school to do it – not when there were spit-ball wars to win. When I got there, Joshua was playing in the front yard.

‘Grandma let me make play dough.’

‘I can see that.’

There were bits of green dough all over his tuxedo, and the handrail up to Grandma’s place was covered in the stuff.

‘I made the rail soft for Grandma,’ he said.

‘Grandma couldn’t wash your clothes in return?’ I asked, climbing the stairs.

Joshua brushed down his tux and followed me up. ‘I like my tuxedo. It makes me feel like a real man.’

‘Yes. A man who looks like a very short waiter.’ In the kitchen, Grandma was standing over the sink, Dad was reading a glossy magazine and  Barcode was asleep in a bowl of licorice on the table.

‘Charlie, my boy!’ I got Grandma hugs and kisses. Then I got questions. ‘How’s school? Do you have a girlfriend? Think you can still beat me at Judo?’

Thank goodness the doorbell rang. ‘That’ll be Grandma Beats. It’s Bingo Night tonight,’ she explained, putting her cardigan on, ‘and Grandma Beats is driving. Dinner is in the oven and it’s the duck’s turn to wash up.’

With that Grandma left. I heard her saying ‘What is this gunk?’ as she walked down the outside stairs.

We had dinner and Barcode ate the scraps off our plates. After dinner I logged onto the internet. The Greatest Blogger competition was being judged in a couple of days. Even though everyone seemed to read my blog now and I expected the  Boots to have words with me soon, I still wanted to win the competition.

I checked out a few competing blogs to see how other bloggers were faring. It looked like Citizen Sundress’s blog had been shut down. When I logged onto it there was a message:

This website has been closed pending an investigation. 

I later found out that the police had closed her blog down, thinking it was an undercover nudist blog. Poor Citizen Sundress. She wouldn’t be winning any blogging competitions now.

Out in the living room, Barcode and Joshua were watching Slapstick Before Bedtime, so I went and talked to Dad at the kitchen table.

‘How long are you staying at Grandma’s?’

‘I don’t know, Charlie. For a while.’

‘Mum misses you.’

‘You’ve spoken to your mum about me?’

‘Well, no.’ I didn’t really know why I’d lied. Why was I sticking up for her at all?

‘OK. Let’s start again then, shall we?’

‘OK. I haven’t eaten breakfast since you left home, Dad.’

‘What? Why not?’

‘Because no-one is there to get my cereal ready  nice and early.’

‘But you always tip that mush down the sink.’

‘Are you at least going to come to the School Par-Tay?’ I asked.

‘Dad, Dad!’ Joshua came running in. ‘The man on the TV is eating the same chips as me.’ He showed us his packet of chips.

‘Are they the chips that Mr Legg gave you?’ I said, reaching for them. ‘Why haven’t you finished them yet?

‘I’m not chewing them. I’m only licking them.’ I looked at the packet of chips that Joshua was clutching tightly to his chest. All of a sudden something clicked together in my mind.

‘I have to go,’ I said, but the three of them were now busy watching TV and didn’t notice.  So I went to the phone and dialed.

‘Phattius? It’s Charlie. You need to meet me right now. It’s very important. Meet me at school. Yes. Yes, there. Bye.’

I ran out the front door and all the way back to school. It was dark but for a few flickering lights. For some reason the door to the main building was open so I tiptoed quietly in, and found my way down the dark corridors to my classroom. I opened the door and stepped inside. Pitch black. I heard a sound. I wasn’t alone. I could faintly make out the shape of someone standing in the middle of the room.

‘I wondered how long it would be before you got here,’ the shape said.

I moved over to the wall and flicked on the light. ‘Nice boots,’ I said to the Boots. ‘Probably not great for running away from a crime scene in, though.’
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CARDBOARD
 CRUSHES

So there we were. The Boots was standing in the middle of Mr Legg’s classroom looking dead guilty. I wondered if I would need to do a School Arrest. She’d probably resist, and her boots looked like they’d leave bruises. But this was it. My chance to Get the Girl. Though not in the way I’d first imagined. There would be no kissing.

‘You know, I had different suspicions when I came here tonight,’ I said. ‘But catching you here kind of changes things.’

‘Catching me? More like catching on. Personally, I thought you’d work it out sooner.’

‘Work out that you stole the Unshorn Merino to frame Phattius and have him kicked out of school? Well, I’ve known for a while.’

‘Is that why you were following me around at school today?’ she said. ‘I thought it was because you liked me.’

‘What? Ha. Um. You? I was…yes, crime. Crime and you. That’s why.’

‘Why are you really here, Charlie?’

‘Because I have a funny feeling about Mr Legg.’

‘Good. I had a feeling you were smarter than you make out. Now look at this.’

She grabbed my arm and was hauling me towards Mr Legg’s desk when Phattius walked in. 

‘Charlie! What are you – are you holding hands with her?’

‘No, Phattius, it’s not what it…’ I wrestled my  arm back off the Boots.

‘I always knew you had a thing for her, Charlie, but –’ 

‘What were you going to show me?’ I said to the Boots. I was desperate for a new topic.

‘My photo scrapbook.’

Phattius joined us and we looked at the scrapbook on Mr Legg’s desk. Each page was packed full of photos. They were all photos of Mr Legg.

‘I didn’t come here to look at your dumb photos,’ Phattius said to the Boots. ‘Charlie, let’s put her under School Arrest.’

‘Wait,’ I said. ‘That’s not why I called you here tonight.’

There was something about the Boots’ photos.

‘Well, we know you like hanging out with Mr Legg,’ said Phattius.

I took a closer look at the photos and there it was. The missing link.

‘The Trunk Food Company!’ I said.

‘About time,’ said the Boots.

‘Each photo has some kind of Trunk Food Company product in it,’ I said.

Phattius turned the scrapbook around and squinted hard. There were photos of Mr Legg giving Cathy Oldbeck a bottle of Trunk Food Company water, Mr Legg teaching Perfect Tackles with pillows that had the Trunk Food Company logo on them, and Mr Legg wearing the Siberia hat that had a big Trunk Food Company logo on the top of it.

‘Joshua has been eating Trunk Food Company Chipz that Mr Legg gave him,’ I said. ‘It made me think about all those bottles of water he’s been handing out.’

‘Exactly,’ said the Boots. ‘Bottles of water with the logo of…’ 

‘The Trunk Food Company,’ I finished.

‘Are you saying that Mr Legg has been  secretly force-feeding the Trunk Food Com-pany’s products to us?’ asked Phattius.

‘It’s called subliminal advertising when we don’t realise it’s advertising,’ said the Boots. ‘I only noticed when Mr Legg and the Trunk Food Company popped up in more than a few of my photos.’

‘That’s why you follow him around at lunchtime,’ I said. ‘You’re spying on him!’

‘It doesn’t end there, though,’ said the Boots. She grabbed the remote and turned the class-room TV on. ‘Have either of you guys seen the DVD he shows in his weekend detention classes?’ 

A cheesy sitcom began playing. It showed a fat man with a moustache wearing a leotard. He was talking to a short woman with a dog on a leash. They were standing in some kind of gym where there were lots of women on treadmills and men lifting weights.

‘What are you talking about, Esmeralda?’ said  the leotard man. ‘You don’t look like someone who likes fruit salad.’

The woman shook her fist at leotard man and the audience laughed. Looking closely we could see the Trunk Food Company logo everywhere on the show’s set. On the gym equipment, on the leotard man’s leotard. The woman was eating Trunk Food Company Chipz. A dog barked and began eating a bowl of Trunk Food Company dog food that appeared on the ground out of nowhere. The audience couldn’t stop laughing.

The Boots turned the TV off. Phattius and I looked at each other in disbelief.

‘But I’ve never even heard Mr Legg talk about the Trunk Food Company,’ said Phattius. ‘And we’ve never had a Trunk Food Company Day.’

‘That’s just it,’ the Boots smiled. ‘He has never actually said those words out loud. He’s sneakier than that.’

‘The canteen only sells Trunk Food Company  food, too,’ I remembered.

‘Well, it’s not like they’re the only ones selling stuff at school,’ Phattius laughed, leaning up against the blackboard. ‘I mean, I’ve been selling stuff that’s not made by the Trunk Food Company for ages. In fact I only stopped selling after I was kicked out of…’ Phattius trailed off. His mouth hung open.

‘Mr Legg didn’t like you selling stuff at school, did he?’ I said. ‘And neither did the Trunk Food Company.’

‘But I like Mr Legg, and I thought he liked me,’ said Phattius.

‘I think that was just an act,’ said the Boots. ‘He wanted you gone. He cares more about the Trunk Food Company than you.’

I suddenly remembered who the CEO of the Trunk Food Company was. Mr Legg wasn’t the only one who had decided that money was the most important thing in life.

‘So he stole the Unshorn Merino and stuck up the poster of the Unshorn Merino, knowing that Principal Kriss would read the blog and blame Phattius,’ said the Boots.

‘You read my blog?’

‘Everyone googles everyone, Charlie,’ said the Boots. ‘But no, I haven’t read your blog myself. But I’ve heard about it. So had Mr Legg, since he knew exactly how to frame Phattius.’

The Boots had somehow managed to solve the Unshorn Merino mystery by herself. While I’d been betraying Phattius, she’d managed to Be the Hero. How had that happened?

‘I really need to make better decisions about what I can and can’t blog about.’

‘Speaking of which,’ said the Boots, ‘you can’t blog about Mr Legg yet. He’s probably still reading your blog. So you can’t mention any of this. OK?’

‘OK. I won’t blog about this. Yet. But it’s going  to be hard to think of something else to write about.’

Cardboard crushes 

Friday 22nd August 

Cardboard burst into a meeting I was having with the Boots and Phattius today and went right up to the Boots and said, ‘I like you. So there, I’ve said it. I hope I wasn’t too rude in explaining myself but I had to tell you.’ I could tell that she wasn’t interested in him at all because we went right back to our very important meeting.
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What meeting, Charlie? This is an unusually vague blog post from you.

ill_not_sick 

‘Well, that fixes that problem,’ I said, looking at Cardboard.

We explained to Cardboard what was happening.

‘Gosh, that’s shocking,’ he said. ‘Mr Legg must have been getting a lot of money from the Trunk Food Company to do that. A lot of money from your mum, Charlie.’

‘Thanks for the reminder.’

‘Come to think of it, I’ve always linked the Trunk Food Company to school,’ said Cardboard. 

‘That’s because Mr Legg was subliminally advertising them to you in class,’ said the Boots.

‘No, there’s something else,’ said Cardboard. ‘Something I can’t quite remember.’

The room went quiet as Cardboard went into deep thought. The silence was only broken by a scratching noise coming from over near the classroom door. We all turned our heads but there was no-one there.

‘We should get out of here,’ said Phattius.

‘But I need to find more evidence against Mr 

Legg,’ said the Boots. ‘I may not be Mr Legg’s teacher’s pet anymore, but I’m still a teacher’s pet.’

‘That’s the suckiest thing you’ve ever said,’ said Phattius.

Again we heard scratching from the other side of the door. Had Mr Legg come back to school, seen the light in his classroom and been listening in on our conversation? The Boots walked towards the door because she was the bravest of the four. But her boots made a loud clomping noise and the door opened right away. There stood Dad.

‘Dad?’

‘How long have you been standing there, Mr Ridge?’ Phattius asked.

‘Long enough,’ said Dad.

‘We don’t know for sure that Mum was involved in this,’ I said.

‘Yeah, I think we do,’ he said sadly.

We turned out the light and left the school. We decided to think about Mr Legg the next day at the School Par-Tay.

Dad and I walked back to Grandma’s place.

‘This is going to make it even harder when I come home,’ said Dad.

‘Yeah, I guess so.’

‘I mean, I will come back home. Your mother needs me.’

‘And I need you too, Dad. Just for the breakfast thing, you know?’

He snorted as he laughed to himself. ‘And I can’t live the rest of my life with only a duck to keep me company.’

I gave him a hug around the waist as we rounded a corner and turned into Grandma’s street.
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What To Do With 
A SCHOOL PAR-DAY?

I woke early at Grandma’s on the day of the School Par-Tay. I’d crashed there after the events of Friday night. I got up and tiptoed past Joshua’s tuxedo, which he’d left on the floor of the spare room. I got dressed, grabbed Barcode and walked home.

There was no sign of Mum. I thought of Dad as I poured a giant bowl of Trunk Food Company Corn Flookes. But then I decided I probably shouldn’t eat it. So Barcode and I sat on the kitchen floor and ate cake for breakfast  instead. I had a shower and put on my suit, which I hadn’t worn since we went to Grandma Beats’ fourth wedding.

The School Par-Tay was only hours away but I couldn’t stop thinking about the Greatest Blogger competition. It would be over in 24 hours and the winner would be all over the news. Barnaby Follicle and his Schlock Newspaper of Excellence reporters would see to that.

I could only hope that the mysteries at school had made for good reading, and that my good old blogging enemy, Dr Maryloaf, had been too busy curing animal diseases to do any real blogging. Citizen Sundress was out of the race since her blog had been shut down. But ill_not_ sick could maybe win because his problems with the lions at the zoo had made for some very funny blog posts. Especially when lawyers had started asking him questions. ill_not_sick had tried to tell them that his name was just a joke and that ‘ill’ and ‘sick’ were both slang words for ‘cool’  and had nothing to do with the lions being ill and sick from eating the cameras.

I had one more blog entry to write after the School Par-Tay. In fact, I was secretly hoping I could still Save the Day and Get the Girl, and blog about that. Proving Mr Legg’s guilt to everyone and then kissing the Boots should do it.

When I walked into school, Cardboard was there to greet me.

‘I worked it out, Charlie! I worked it out!’

‘You did what?’

Cardboard led the way down the corridor. ‘That thing about the Trunk Food Company that I couldn’t remember yesterday? Well, I remembered.’

We stopped outside the monitor’s store room and walked in. Phattius and the Boots were inside. The Boots was furiously snapping away on her camera. The shelves in the tiny room were  packed with Trunk Food Company everything – chipz, water, wallets, back scratchers, chalk, giant rulers. Almost everything in the store room had the Trunk Food Company logo on it.

‘I remembered seeing all this when we were exploring the vents,’ said Cardboard, looking quite proud.

‘I didn’t even notice this stuff before,’ said the Boots, leaning on a basket of Trunk Food Company footballs.

‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN HERE?’

We looked up to see Liz and Sally standing in the doorway. They looked furious.

‘GET OUT! GET OUT!’ cried Liz.

‘Only school monitors are allowed in here,’ said Sally.

We might have stuck around just to annoy them but just at that moment the school bell rang, signalling the start of the School Par-Tay.

‘Oh, no!’ said the Boots. ‘It’s time for the welcoming speech.’

‘I’ve got an idea,’ I said. ‘I think I know how we can expose Mr Legg.’

I explained my plan to the Boots and Phattius as we ran off to the gym.

We left Cardboard behind to deal with Liz and Sally.

‘Now, I used to be a very convincing tough guy,’ I heard him telling them as we ran out. ‘So believe that I mean business when I say, where is the Unshorn Merino?

The school gymnasium was quite a sight. The store room was only a warm-up. I took one look around and ran to the library to blog about the scene at the School Par-Tay. I knew Mum wouldn’t find out until later that I’d been blogging about her work again. And when she did find out, she would just have to deal with it.

First impressions of the Trunk Food 
Company School Par-Tay 

Saturday 23rd August 

Absolutely everything at the School Par-Tay has the Trunk Food Company logo on it. Trunk Food Company balloons, party pies and fruit punch. There are waitresses wearing tight black Trunk Food Company T-shirts, handing out chunks of Trunk Food Company cheese stuck on Trunk Food Company toothpicks. The school gym has never looked so classy.

[image: Il_9781742730103_0236_001] Comments 0 

I went back to the gym to find Phattius and the Boots. Everyone was dressed up smartly. Even Brent Looter had managed to find a suit, even if it was bright red. I guess it matched his red afro. 

And then off in the distance I saw Barnaby Follicle. I was about to go over and introduce myself when Mr Legg pounced on us 

‘Good afternoon, kids,’ said Mr Legg.

‘Hi,’ we said.

He was wearing a dinner suit and a headband with the Trunk Food Company logo on it.

‘Nice headband,’ said the Boots.

‘Yes, very nice,’ said Phattius.

‘Thanks. There’s lots of them over there if you want one.’ Mr Legg pointed to a table by the door that was covered in headbands. And tiaras. And socks. All branded with the Trunk Food Company logo.

Standing next to the table I saw Principal Kriss talking to the top civil lawyer in town, otherwise known as Cardboard’s dad, otherwise known as Mr Green. A devil-man I’d hoped never to see again.

‘You guys should sit down,’ said Mr Legg. ‘You don’t want to miss any of the Par-Tay.’

The Boots disappeared, Phattius made for the stage and I wove my way through the tables. I went past the teachers’ table and was looking for the Ridge table, all the while scanning the room  for any sign of Barnaby Follicle.

That was when I got stopped at the official Trunk Food Company table. Mum was sitting with a whole lot of men in suits, and she had grabbed me by the arm as I walked past.

‘Hi, Charlie.’

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Charlie, this is the board of the Trunk Food Company.’ She pointed to all the men in suits. ‘They pay my wages.’

‘Hello,’ I waved to them awkwardly.

‘Charlie, why did you blog about us again?’ Mum was still holding me by the arm.

‘Um, I didn’t.’

The men in suits all held up their mobile phones to me. They were all on the internet and had my First impressions of the Trunk Food Company School Par-Tay blog up on the screen. Damn.

‘What did I ask you to do, Charlie?’

‘Not blog about your work?’ I said weakly.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Mum, shaking her head  again. She looked like she had a nervous twitch. Phattius had often told me that too much business causes weird twitches in people, which was why he did yoga every morning.

‘Have you ever thought about doing yoga, Mum?’ I asked.

‘Charlie?’

‘Fine, I won’t blog about the Trunk Food Company anymore. I promise.’

‘Thanks, Charlie.’ Mum let go of me and I scampered away.

I hadn’t expected that, and was glad when I found the Ridge table at the back of the gym. Sitting there were Dad, Joshua and Grandma Ridge.

‘Oh, Joshua,’ I said.

He looked up at me grinning stupidly. He was wearing shorts, thongs and a light green hoodie.

‘Where’s your tuxedo?’ I said.

‘I’m sick of it,’ he said.

‘He tried to wash it,’ said Grandma. ‘I woke up  this morning and half the house was flooded. I guess he got sick of wearing formal wear.’

‘And I woke up to the sound of your grandma screaming,’ laughed Dad.

‘I should have left Barcode there,’ I said. ‘He loves a good flood.’

‘Well, it wouldn’t have happened at our house.’ Mum appeared and took a seat at the table. Apparently she was sitting at the Trunk Food Company table and the Ridge table.

I punched my little brother softly in the arm. ‘Well, I don’t think you’ve ever looked better.’

‘Is it starting soon?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, I think Phattius is about to do the first speech.’

‘Why is Phattius doing the welcoming speech?’ said Mum. ‘Where’s Eleanor Cameron?’

‘I wanna see Phattius do his speech,’ said Joshua.

‘Why?’ I said.

‘Phattius is cool. Cooler than you!’

Our moment of sibling love was over.

‘We need to talk,’ Mum said to Dad. ‘Where have you been these past few days? I couldn’t figure out where we keep the clean towels.’

‘Yes, we probably do need to go over some stuff,’ Dad said.

‘Hello, you!’ Grandma Beats appeared and took a seat next to Grandma Ridge.

‘Why aren’t you sitting on Phattius’s table?’ asked Joshua.

‘Because there’s no-one to share this with over there.’ Grandma Beats pulled a bottle of wine from her bag and Grandma Ridge pulled two plastic wine glasses from her bag. ‘Good teamwork!’ said Grandma Beats and the two old women started giggling.

Looking up, I saw Phattius walk onto the stage and stand behind the microphone.

‘Good afternoon,’ he said, his crimson tie glistening in the lights. ‘I’m here to welcome you to the first official Trunk Food Company School  Par-Tay and introduce our guest speaker, Mr Barnaby Follicle.’

There was some polite applause, mostly from the men at the Trunk Food Company table. No-one seemed to notice that Phattius was up there instead of the Boots.

‘But before I do that,’ he said. ‘I want to properly introduce myself. My name is Phattius Beats. You might have heard about me lately because I was expended from school for stealing the school mascot, the Unshorn Merino.’

No-one on the teachers’ table moved, so he continued. ‘I consider myself to be an honest person, and I’d just like to let you all know that I would never steal anything. And I invite you to make up your own minds about who stole the Unshorn Merino after I show you these pictures.’ 

The massive white wall behind Phattius was suddenly lit up with a projection of a giant photo from the Boots’ scrapbook. It was a photo of Mr Legg standing in front of our class teaching us  about bongo drums. The bongos had the Trunk Food Company logo on them. Another photo flicked up of Mr Legg teaching our class about rubber with a Trunk Food Company rubber glove. Then another photo that must have just been taken showed Mr Legg wearing his Trunk Food Company headband. A few more photos flicked up onto the screen. The crowd started murmuring as more and more photos were shown.

I looked up to the projection booth where the Boots was sitting. She saw me and waved.

‘I think these photos make it pretty clear that Mr Legg has some kind of deal with the Trunk Food Company to advertise for them at school,’ said Phattius. ‘When the Trunk Food Company found out that I was selling stuff at school – stuff that they hadn’t made – they wanted me gone. So Mr Legg framed me by stealing the Unshorn Merino and making it look like I stole it so that I would get expended.’

The gym erupted into shouting and yelling.  Mr Legg stood up and marched towards the stage. ‘You have no proof,’ he screamed at Phattius. ‘I’m a good honest teacher and you are a dirty little rat.’

‘And with that I welcome you all to the Trunk Food Company School Par-Tay!’ Phattius yelled. 

I looked over at Mum, who was still sitting at our table. I thought she’d be mad that her plan with Mr Legg had been exposed. But she was leaning back in her chair, smiling. Up on the stage, Mr Legg had almost reached Phattius.

‘You’re coming down right now!’ he was yelling. ‘You have no proof! If I stole the Unshorn Merino then where is it? Huh? Answer me that, rat-boy!’

But Phattius didn’t have to answer anyone because at that moment part of the gym ceiling gave way and fell down on the crowd. There was plaster and debris everywhere. Among all the plaster were Cardboard, Liz and Sally and lots of big white blocks. It was quite a shock to see three  kids and a whole lot of junk falling down from the roof, and people were screaming and yelling. Up on the stage Phattius had been pinned to the ground under a huge lump of plaster. I ran up towards him.

There were people strewn all over the floor, but no-one seemed to be seriously hurt. I stopped and took a look at one of the white blocks that had fallen down – it had a leg and a hoof sticking out of it. It was part of the Unshorn Merino.



What To Do With
A LIFE MOTTO?
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Hi, Charlie,’ said Phattius.

‘Let me through,’ someone said, and Cardboard’s dad pushed through the crowd and crouched down over Phattius.

‘I think my legs are broken,’ said Phattius.

‘Just stay still,’ said Cardboard’s dad. ‘I’ve called an ambulance.’ Then he looked at me. ‘Charlie?’

‘Yes, Mr Green?’

‘Have you seen my son?’

‘Er, I’ll go find him,’ I said.

‘Wait,’ said Phattius, grabbing my arm.

‘What is it?’ I said.

‘Thanks, brother.’

I smiled and left him with Mr Green. I found Cardboard sitting on a chunk of the giant Merino.

‘Are you OK?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine. The Unshorn Merino was hidden in the vents, Charlie. Liz and Sally pulled it apart and hid it up there. I went up there, and they chased me, and then everything fell. I guess we were too heavy.’

‘Wait, what? Liz and Sally stole the Merino?’

‘They were working for Mr Legg. That’s why the monitor’s store room was full of Trunk Food stuff.’

I looked over to where Liz and Sally were. They were brushing themselves down and realising what was going on.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Liz.

‘Yeah, time to start that new school on the  other side of town,’ Sally said, and they bolted out the gym door.

Everyone in the gym was trying to round up their families and leave. I saw Barnaby Follicle grabbing his coat and bag to leave, so I raced over to him.

‘Mr Follicle, sir. I wanted to –’ ‘Not now, kid. I need to get back to the office and write a story about Mr Legg.’

He started walking out of the gym.

‘But I’m a blogger and I just wanted to ask you about the Greatest –’ 

‘Oh, that competition thing. We have to judge that tomorrow, don’t we? Thanks for the reminder, kid. We’re just going to look at one post on each blog in the competition so hopefully it won’t take too long.’

With that, Barnaby Follicle slipped on his coat and walked out of the gym. I was watching him go when Brent Looter ran past me in his red suit. Rory Corey was chasing after him.

I looked down and saw that Gregory the little prep was watching the chase too.

‘What was that about?’ I asked.

‘Brent Looter fired a spit-ball at Rory Corey.’

‘What? Why would he do that?’

‘Brent has been drinking red cordial.’

‘Ahh.’

‘Have you seen Mr Legg?’ Principal Kriss was suddenly right next to me with a look of panic on his face. Mrs Domino was hovering behind him as usual.

‘No.’

‘This is not good,’ he said. ‘I need to find him and –’ 

Mrs Domino suddenly threw her notepad at our feet. ‘I can’t take this school anymore,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be office lady for one more minute. The stress is just too much.’ And with that, she walked off.

Principal Kriss shook his head and continued searching for Mr Legg.

‘Oh, Lance, are you OK?’ The Boots was suddenly with us, scanning Cardboard’s body for injuries.

All the men in suits from the Trunk Food Company were battling to get through the crowd. Everyone was leaving the gym. Over by the table of Trunk Food Company headbands I saw that Principal Kriss had found Mr Legg, and they were arguing with Mum about what Phattius had said up on the stage. Phattius had set out to save his reputation and had succeeded, despite his injuries. His name was clear now and somehow he’d managed to Save the Day. How had that happened?

‘Were you or were you not being paid to advertise Trunk Food Company products to the students?’ Principal Kriss was yelling at Mr Legg.

‘That’s none of your business,’ said Mum. ‘There’s nothing in his contract that forbids him from having other jobs.’

‘Brainwashing children is not a profession,  Mrs Ridge. It’s a scam.’

‘So is stealing the Unshorn Merino and blaming Phattius,’ I said.

‘I’ve heard enough,’ Principal Kriss pointed his finger at Mr Legg. ‘You’re fired.’

‘You can’t fire him.’ Mum was getting angry. ‘You don’t have the –’ 

‘Helen?’

Mum was so surprised to hear Dad’s voice that she stopped talking and turned around.

‘You’re one angry, angry woman and I don’t think we have anything to talk about after all. I’ve had enough of you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to take my boys home.’

I only really heard portions of what Dad was saying because I was having trouble taking my eyes off the Boots and Cardboard. They were sitting on a giant Merino snout, kissing. Oh. Somehow, Cardboard had managed to Get the Girl. The Boots looked up and saw me watching them.

She walked over to me, leaving Cardboard  sitting on the snout. ‘I was wrong about you, Charlie,’ she said. ‘You’ve really been a good friend to Lance.’ She looked at me like she knew exactly how I felt about her and kissed me quickly on the lips. ‘And when you think you’re ready you should join me at the top of the class. It’s lonely being the only teacher’s pet around.’

With that, she walked back over to Cardboard, helped him to his feet and walked him out of the gym. Right behind them Phattius was taken out in a wheelchair by an ambulance officer and Cardboard’s dad. He’d threatened to sue me but now he was helping Phattius, so I decided that Cardboard’s dad wasn’t such a bad guy. Although I wasn’t convinced he was a good guy either.

Dad looked at Joshua and me. ‘Why don’t we get out of here, too?’ he said, hauling Joshua up onto his shoulders.

‘What are we going to do?’ said Joshua.

‘Well, for a start I thought we should go shopping for some new clothes. Followed by pizza.’

‘What about Grandma?’ I said.

‘She went to the pub with Grandma Beats. But she said to say that she had a great time and can’t wait to see the photos.’

I looked behind me as we left the School Par-Tay. There were only a few stragglers left in the gym. The place was a mess of plaster, overturned tables and chairs and giant white blocks of Merino. In the middle of it all, Principal Kriss was on his hands and knees, sorting through the pieces of the Unshorn Merino, starting to put it back together again.



A Little Bit of
BRAVERY
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I was sitting on the kitchen floor at Grandma’s with Joshua, Barcode and a pile of Lego. It was the Sunday that the Greatest Blogger in the World competition was being judged. Our last blog entries had to be posted before lunchtime. I needed to write one more blog. I had decided not to blog about the events of the School Par-Tay. I didn’t want Mum to lose her job, and Mr Legg had already been fired. There was no point blogging about it.

Besides, everyone at school knew that I was a  blogger now. It was no longer my online secret. Even the Boots knew, and was happy to have a fellow teacher’s pet. The thrill was gone. But the competition was still being judged that afternoon, with the winner to be announced first thing the next morning. I checked out Citizen Sundress and ill_not_sick’s comments on my blog. There was no new snarling comment from Dr Mary–loaf and of course nothing from XY. Indeed, Phattius’s legs had been broken but he was now in hospital and would be happy there. He’d probably spend his time setting up some kind of business in his hospital ward.

I was packing a basket of hotdogs to take to Phattius as a get-well-soon present when Dad got a call from Principal Kriss. We were asked to come to the school for an emergency meeting concerning the events of the School Par-Tay. Immediately!

 Principal Kriss met Dad and me outside the school office. The Unshorn Merino was back standing next to the office and it was just as frightening as usual.

‘You must have been up all night putting that back together,’ Dad said, looking at the mascot.

‘Hi, Mr Ridge.’ Principal Kriss shook Dad’s hand. ‘Hi, Charlie. Please come into my office.’

We walked in and sat down in the last two empty chairs. The other chairs were filled by Mum, the Boots and Cardboard. Principal Kriss sat down behind his big desk.

‘Now, I think we can all agree that the most important thing here is that the Schlock School of Excellence continues to be a great school. Agreed?’ said Principal Kriss.

‘Yes, Principal Kriss,’ said Cardboard. Everyone else nodded along.

‘For this to happen, we need to keep yesterday’s events to ourselves. Mr Legg has left the school, so let’s try to keep his behaviour out  of the media.’

‘We at the Trunk Food Company certainly don’t want any bad press around this unfortunate incident,’ added Mum.

‘I’d call it more dodgy business than an unfortunate incident,’ I said.

‘The bottom line here is that we need to avoid any more damage to the school’s reputation by keeping the whole thing quiet,’ said Principal Kriss.

‘Don’t you think the world should know about it, though?’ Dad piped up. ‘What if the Trunk Food Company tries the same thing at another school?’

‘That’s their problem,’ said Principal Kriss. ‘We have to look after ourselves before anyone else. Mr Legg will not work at this school again and Mrs Ridge, you would do well to stay away, too.’

Mum was smiling to herself.

‘I’ve confiscated Eleanor Cameron’s photos of Mr Legg, so despite young Phattius’s speech  yesterday there is no longer any evidence. The case of the stolen Unshorn Merino is closed.’ 

‘Poo.’ The Boots crossed her arms, and even Cardboard looked at Principal Kriss with disapproval.

‘I’ve also spoken to Barnaby Follicle, who was there yesterday. He’s agreed not to write about it in the newspaper.’

‘In exchange for what?’ said the Boots.

‘I told him he would never have to make a speech here again. He was more than pleased with that.’

‘Good to hear,’ said Mum.

‘I’ve spoken to Phattius in hospital and he’s agreed to keep this whole affair to himself. And if everyone in this room can do the same it would be greatly appreciated.’

I guess it was a good thing I hadn’t blogged about the Par-Tay. But I couldn’t work out why everyone but the Boots was so happy to pretend the whole thing had never happened.

Everyone stood up to leave.

‘Mr Ridge, do you have a minute?’ said Principal Kriss.

Dad and I hung back until everyone else was out of the room.

‘I lost an office secretary yesterday,’ said Principal Kriss to Dad. ‘She’s not a huge loss. I mean, who knows what she was always writing in that pad of hers. But the point is, you wouldn’t be looking for a job, would you, Mr Ridge?’

I was sitting in front of the computer at Grandma’s, thinking about what my last blog post should be when there was a knock on the front door. I walked out and Grandma, Dad and Joshua were all just staring at the front door.

‘I guess I’ll get it,’ I said. I opened the door and there was Mum.

‘I don’t really want to talk to you, Helen,’ said Dad.

‘That’s OK,’ said Mum. ‘I just came over to visit Barcode.’

‘Huh?’ Dad stood up and crept over to the door with me.

‘I’ve come to say hello to Barcode. After all, I did buy him.’

‘Where is Barcode?’ I asked.

‘He’s outside sleeping in a pot plant full of play dough.’

‘I made it soft for him,’ said Joshua.

‘C’mon, what do you say?’ Mum asked Dad. ‘I just want to spend some time with my duck.’

Dad looked at me. I nodded and Dad let her in.

‘If you’ll excuse me,’ I said. ‘I need to write on my blog.’

‘Barcode’s out here,’ said Dad, and he lead Mum out the back.

I went and sat back down at the computer.

‘I’m glad that you worked out what I’ve been trying to say to you,’ someone said from behind. 

I spun around to see Mum standing in the doorway. ‘Huh?’

‘I asked you not to blog about the Trunk Food Company and you completely ignored me.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that. I just didn’t think it was right…’ 

She came towards me and put her hands on my shoulders. It was scary. She smiled and then hugged me. It was confusing.

‘No, I wanted you to blog about the Trunk Food Company!’

‘You did?’

‘That’s what I was trying to say to you when the board was on the phone and I was shaking my head at you. And yesterday at the School Par-Tay when I shook my head at you again. I’ve been telling the board one thing and telling you another.’

‘Well, I think you need to work on your secret messages because I had no idea.’

‘It doesn’t matter now anyway because you’ve  come through, Charlie.’

‘But why did you want me to blog about how terrible you and the Trunk Food Company have been?’

‘Because I’ve been trying to make the Trunk Food Company look as bad as possible these past few weeks.’

I stared at her. ‘Huh?’

‘I’ve got a new job, Charlie. I start as the CEO of the Globe Corporation next week.’

The Globe Corporation was famous for supplying globes of the earth to schools and libraries and universities. They also owned half the world’s water reserves and most of the media.

‘So you’ve been trying to destroy the Trunk Food Company in your last weeks there because they’re the biggest rival to the Globe Corporation?’

‘That’s right. And tomorrow I’m telling the board that I’m quitting.’

‘I’m not sure if that makes everything you’ve  done OK, Mum. I mean, Mr Legg had been advertising at school for months.’

‘Would it make you feel better if I told you that I was happy that we all ended up fighting against the Trunk Food Company?’

‘A little bit, yeah.’

‘Anyway Charlie, the Trunk Food Company has done much worse things than pay a teacher to secretly brainwash school kids.’

‘Oh.’

‘Now I’ll leave you alone because it looks like you are about to post something important on your blog.’

Mum smiled and headed out of the room. ‘Oh, and one more thing, Charlie,’ she said, sticking her head back into the room.

‘Yes?’

‘Good luck.’

Mum left the room. I turned to the computer, knowing for sure that what I was about to do was the right thing. I started by deleting every single  blog post I’d done. In a second, they were gone forever. In their place I wrote a single and final blog entry that the judges would definitely see.

And it didn’t even require any brains, just a little bit of bravery.

THE CHARLIE RIDGE BLOG

Students exposed to subliminal 
advertising at school 

Sunday 24th August 

The Schlock School of Excellence has been the site of subliminal advertising to students. Former teacher Mr Legg was being paid by the Trunk Food Company to secretly use Trunk Food Company products in classes as a form of advertising to the school’s students. Journalist Barnaby Follicle has seen the photographic evidence. Just ask him about it.
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I would never be the Greatest Blogger in the World. Not with a blog that only had one entry. But I knew that the judges would definitely see the one important thing I had to say. And as the judges were all reporters, the whole scandal would be news very soon.

Since I no longer need to pretend that I am an average student, I have no problem trying to be a great novelist. In fact, this has been my official entry into the Greatest Novelist in the World competition. What do you think of that, Dr Maryloaf? I don’t see you writing any books and becoming a famous author. I think I need a new enemy. And possibly an author website.



SCHLOCK 
NEWSPAPER OF EXCELLENCE 

CANADIAN VETERINARIAN WINS 
GREATEST BLOGGER WEBSITE 

Dr Maryloaf, a veterinarian from Montreal, Canada, has been awarded the website address www.thegreatest-blog–gerintheworld. com after his blog about caring for animals was chosen by a panel of reporters to be the greatest in the world.

Dr Maryloaf said his win was well deserved. ‘I’ve been blogging for many years now about domestic and exotic animals and how best to care for them. I’m glad that my brilliant writing has finally received the Blogger Website  attention it deserves. Although at the end of the day I had no real competition for the title of the Greatest Blogger in the World. It was always going to be me.’

Dr Maryloaf also announced that he had just signed a three-book Blogger Website  a three-book deal with the Trunk Food Company, who has recently become a big player in the book market. Dr Maryloaf’s debut book, Dr Maryloaf: How AGreat Vet Became An Equally Great Blogger, will be out soon.



SCHLOCK 
NEWSPAPER OF EXCELLENCE


TRUNK FOOD COMPANY SUBLIMINALLY ADVERTISING AT SCHOOL


Investigations are underway as to whether a teacher at a local school was paid to subliminally advertise Trunk Food Company products to students.

Jeremiah Legg, 33, was sacked from his position at the Schlock School of Excellence for reasons that Schlock School Principal, Chris Kriss, described as being ‘reasonable’.

But a tip-off to the media has suggested that Mr Legg was part of a scam to subliminally influence students to buy Trunk Food Company products. Mr Legg has refused to comment, although he told reporters at a local airport that he was taking part in something known as ‘Flee to Japan Day’.



SCHLOCK 
NEWSPAPER OF EXCELLENCE 

NEW FOOD SOURCE 
STUNS HOSPITAL

Staff at the Schlock Hospital of Excellence have expressed dismay and disbelief after an underground supply of food has found its way into the hands of many of the hospital’s patients. Patients have been caught eating hot dogs and other food not offered on the standard hospital menu.

The source of the food is a mystery but Medical Director Dr Rosemary Seth says, ‘Someone is obviously working the wards and selling black market food to our patients. Whoever is running the business must be making themself a lot of money.’

The underground food first came to the hospital’s attention when a young schoolboy – in hospital after a school-yard incident – acquired a hot dog and a glass of red cordial not offered on the menu and was later found up the hospital’s flagpole.



SCHLOCK 
NEWSPAPER OF EXCELLENCE 

NUDIST WEBSITE SHUT DOWN 

Two bloggers are being sued by Greenpeace for making environmentalists look bad. Pro-nudist website www.citizen-sundress.com is being sued for dis-guising itself as a pro-environment website when it was really a website for nudists. The blogger and owner of the Citizens Undress website has not been found.

And a web designer known only as ill_not_ sick is being sued after lions at the Schlock Zoo of Excellence ate his webcams and became sick. Greenpeace claims this was an ‘act against native zoo animals’.

Mr Green, the lawyer representing Greenpeace, said that it was sad when Greenpeace had to start suing bloggers but thought that the matter could probably be resolved out of court.

‘I’d just like Citizens Undress and ill_not_sick to spend some time with the people at Greenpeace. Spend a few days with them, get to know what they’re like. What the folk at Greenpeace really need are some new friends. And Citizens Undress and ill_not_sick are going to be their new besties.’
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Andrew McDonald was born and registered in Melbourne in 1982. The eldest of five kids and self-proclaimed ‘King of the Backyard’, Andrew learnt humility when he began school with other children.

Andrew has a degree in Media Studies and has worked as an editor, a writer and a cook. His heroes include Hergé, Roald Dahl and Tina Fey. His work has previously been published in Voiceworks magazine, Cardigan Press’s Allnighter anthology and on the back of his left hand.

Andrew is an animal lover who owns one fish called Lockjaw, who has been missing since 1998 and is presumed dead.

The Greatest Blogger in the World is his first book.



For more fun and info, go to
www.TheGreatestBloggerInTheWorld.com
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