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John Marsden's Grade Three school report read: â€˜He should do very well when he overcomes the tendency towards daydreaming.'

Â 

He never did.
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Chapter One

From the first I knew it mightn't necessarily be my kind of school. We came whamming up the drive at about ninety K and nearly ran over a small round object that I later found out was the Headmaster's dog. It looked like a hairy speed bump. When I eventually met the Headmaster I could see the connection, except he was bald. We stopped to ask a group of girls for directions but they just giggled and hid behind each other and got us muddled with contradictory answers. My father drove on, swearing.

â€˜They don't seem like private school girls,' my mother said.

By the time we eventually found the boarding house we were late. It was called Crapp House, which I thought was a bit odd. We struggled inside with all the cases, sweat dripping off us. My mother was trying to keep the vinyl one out of sight. Before we could find my dorm a woman came hurrying past.

â€˜There's a meeting of new parents,' she said, â€˜in the Senior Common Room.' We dropped everything and started after her.

â€˜Do you think it's safe to leave them there?' my mother asked, looking back at the abandoned bags.

â€˜Heavens above, yes,' my father said irritably. â€˜This isn't Gleeson High School.'

The meeting had already started and we tried to slip in unobtrusively at the back. The Housemaster was in full flight: he was a little man who looked like a zucchini. It was all sadly predictable: â€˜.Â .Â . a real family atmosphere .Â .Â .'; â€˜.Â .Â . only get out of it what you put in .Â .Â .'; â€˜.Â .Â . my door's always open .Â .Â .' Then he got onto the tough stuff: â€˜I must ask you not to leave any aerosol sprays with your children. There was some silliness last year and to avoid temptation we've resolved to ban them altogether.'

My mother looked mystified. I felt a flicker of interest; this place might have some life in it after all.

â€˜Secondly,' he went on, â€˜I notice one of the girls has different colour nail-polish on each of her fingers. That is not the way we do things here at Linley.'

Everyone gazed at the girl, who was sitting on the arm of a chair in the middle of the room. Her parents were red with humiliation. The girl stared right back at the Housemaster. I fell in love with her on the spot.

â€˜What's wrong with different coloured nail-polish?' she asked aggressively. The room trembled. I was too scared to be in love with her anymore. The Housemaster, whose normal colour was green, turned a sort of volcanic grey. It was a crucial moment for him â€” lose it now and he'd lost it forever.

â€˜That's one of the rules we have here,' he said at last.

He'd lost it.

After the meeting we headed back to my suitcases. â€˜You'd better give me that can of Mortein,' my mother said.

â€˜Jesus Mavis,' I said, â€˜nobody sniffs Mortein'.

â€˜Oh,' she said. â€˜Is that what they were talking about?'

We got back to the entrance where we'd dropped the bags. My tennis racquet, eight months old and worth $180 had gone. I never saw it again.

We found the dorm and my bed. The Matron was hovering around. â€˜Would you like to unpack his things?' she asked my mother.

â€˜No thanks,' she answered. â€˜We've sent him here so that he can learn to do that himself.' The Matron went off in a huff and I felt a snicker of affection for my old cookie-monster.

There were about twelve beds in the dorm, but only one kid there, a thin dark guy who looked interesting but didn't speak to us. We headed back out to the car. â€˜Any parting advice?' I asked. â€˜Any words of wisdom to help me navigate through the year?'

â€˜Yes,' said my father firmly. â€˜Don't wear different coloured nail-polish on your fingers.'

My mother wasn't going to pass up an opportunity to be maudlin. â€˜Don't be silly, Robin,' she said to him. â€˜I thought that girl was dreadful.' Right away I fell in love again with the mysterious nail-painter. â€˜Now Erle,' she went on, â€˜Make sure you write to us every week. And don't be rude to the teachers. Work hard .Â .Â . you've got so much ability, if only you'd use it. Get involved in everything you can. Brush your teeth every night.'

By this stage I had her in the front seat of the car and was gently closing the door. â€˜Try your very very best,' she added. â€˜You know how much this is costing us. And remember you have to buy a new pair of shoes when you're allowed into town.'

My father started the car and she was distracted; torn between giving him advice on how to drive â€” a temptation she always found irresistible â€” and continuing on my case. â€˜Try turning left at that tree, Robin,' she instructed. â€˜I think it might be a quicker way out. Now, write to your grandmother.' This was directed at me. â€˜And remember you're allergic to strawberries.'

The car was in gear and moving. I leaned in the window and gave her a peck on the cheek. â€˜Don't you go talking to strange men while I'm away,' I warned her. â€˜And keep off hard liquor. Don't answer the telephone unless it's ringing.'

After they'd gone I went back to do the unpacking. I didn't feel sad but I did feel nervous. The dark guy was still in the dorm. He strolled over as I was putting stuff away. â€˜Did you know that with one giant quantum leap we could be a million miles and a million years away from here?' he asked, and beamed at me.

â€˜I bet he plays Dungeons and Dragons,' I thought.

Another boy, with a head like granite, strolled in. â€˜Shut up Ringworm, you nerd,' he said. â€˜What are you doing back here so early anyway? Who are you?' he said to me. His hair was cut really short and he looked like a tough little boxer from the backstreets.

â€˜My name is Gatenby,' I said, adding under my breath, â€˜and I think I'm in love with you.' Ringworm heard, and reeled, then gave a nervous laugh. A few more kids came into the dorm. Somewhere in the distance a bell rang.

Tea was a tense affair. Most of the students there were new, like me, but the food appeared to be very very old. The main course was a plate of black, evil-looking stew. â€˜Have they done the post-mortem yet?' I asked, looking curiously at the lumps of meat sitting there like dark icebergs. Someone laughed. â€˜Crawler,' I thought to myself. Come to that, there was no-one else to think to. A fly flew into the stew and drowned. I pushed the plate away and headed into the familiar ole bread-and-butter territory. Conversation at the table, spasmodic even at the start, had now died completely. One kid up the end was crying. I wondered if the fly was symbolic.

The girls were sitting across the other side of the dining room. That had been their choice. They all seemed pretty happy, and there were lots of nervous jokes and stuff. Girls are better at talking to each other when they first meet than guys are. They have a kind of set routine that they go through: they never remind me of their parents so much as they do then. As we left the dining room, the Housemaster, whose name was Gilligan, called me over. â€˜Now who are you again?' he asked, still looking like a zucchini.

â€˜Um, Erle Gatenby,' I told him, acting cooler than a naked polar bear.

â€˜Right, well now Erle, we have a rule here, and that is that boys aren't allowed to dye their hair, nor are they allowed to wear jewellery. Now what about your hair? How long will that colour take to come out?'

â€˜Well, I don't know, just a few days I guess,' I said, annoyed with myself that I couldn't think of anything cooler to say.

â€˜Well, don't put any more in, will you? Good. Now, have you finished unpacking?' These creative geniuses didn't seem able to think of anything for the afternoon programme but unpacking suitcases. I could see this was going to be a long hot summer.

â€˜Any chance of a swim?' I asked, showing independence, assertiveness and imagination, all in one sentence. Gilligan reeled. He'll say: â€˜We'll see about it,' I promised myself.

â€˜We'll see about it,' he said, and moved away, no doubt wishing for the good old days when students were like little lumps of hamster.

The next twenty-four hours were chaos, my man, chaos. Most of the new students were younger than me. When the old ones turned up next day they were too fascinated by each other to take notice of their studious new colleague from Gleeson High. But I made contact with the Wild One, the girl with all the fingernails. She sat next to me in the morning, when we had a Maths test in a classroom. I think she chose me deliberately, but we were a small group, the new year tens, so it was hard to tell. Twenty minutes into the test I realised she was trying to copy my answers. This is true love, I thought, moving my elbow to give her a better view. After the test we talked a bit. Her name was Melanie Tozer and she lived in Pelham and last year she'd gone to Ainsworth, which is a pretty exclusive girls' school, a cut or two above Gleeson High.

â€˜They were all such snobs there,' she said, which seemed funny, coming from someone who lived in Pelham, where the streets were paved with Mercs and the night howled with burglar alarms.

It wasn't till the next morning that the business of school really started. The Headmaster delivered a speech about giving it our best shot and all that jazz. Then it was off to class for the usual tortured few days of trying to learn the idiosyncracies of seven or eight different teachers. Which one liked you to wait outside until he arrived? Which one hated people to lean back on their chairs? Which one had a fetish for margins and headings and dates? Ah yes, it was a worrying time for the bright-eyed student, anxious to impress with his thirst for knowledge and zeal for learning. The worst moment was in German. I had trouble finding the room, groped my way through the desks for an empty chair, sat down in a hot fuddle to listen, and couldn't decipher a single word.

â€˜Holy hundekuchen,' I thought, â€˜these guys must be a million years ahead of me.' It was half way through the lesson before I was able to pick up a few phrases: â€˜heure du coucher .Â .Â . ?'; â€˜de toute facon .Â .Â . ?'; â€˜s'il vous plait .Â .Â . ?' I rose gracefully to my feet. â€˜Um, excuse me sir .Â .Â . I think I'm in the wrong class .Â .Â . this isn't German is it?'
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