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Disturbing the Peace
The Crosswalk Lady held out the orange flags and blew her whistle.
All Clear!
Squawky the magpie hopped from one of her shoulders to the other, trying to get a
better look at the kids crossing the road towards him. He was looking for Reuben and May
because they sometimes brought him insects!
‘Hey,’ said Reuben, hurrying over the crosswalk with his sister close behind him.
‘We’re going on an excursion today – to the Herdsman Lake Wildlife Centre.’ He noticed
Squawky eyeing him off, so he added, ‘Nothing for ya, Squawky. I’ve been stressin’ out
on my snake project.’
The magpie looked at May.
‘Come off it, mate,’ Reuben said. ‘You’re not starving. You guys are gettin’ spoilt!’
At the other side of the road, Reuben stopped.
‘Hey, Bird Lady, did ya hear about Hayley?’
The Crosswalk Lady smiled. Kids called her the Bird Lady because she was a magpie
expert, and she had raised Squawky in her own house after he fell out of his nest.
‘Nick reckons she’s going to get some kind of environment award.’
Nick Robson was Reuben’s best friend, and his sister Hayley was one of the school
captains. Last term, during nesting season, Hayley had led a big campaign to save the
school’s magpies from being shot by the local council.
‘I reckon all of us should get an awarrrr…’
There was a deafening roar.
Tyres squealed.
Rubber burned.
May screamed.
Squawky squawked and flew into a tree.
And a shiny black Subaru thundered into Hope Street.
It was hotted up to the max, with fats on the mags and spoilers all over. It looked like a
flattened-out rocket going for the world land speed record.
The P-plate driver planted his foot. The Bird Lady jumped back and grabbed at Reuben
and May.

‘Awesome!’ yelled Reuben.
‘Not,’ said May.
‘Idiot!’ said the Bird Lady.

The P-plater hunched low over the steering wheel as he ripped by, grinning like a
chimpanzee.
‘Are you children all right?’
The Bird Lady was angry, and May noticed she was shaking.
The Bird Lady had been the traffic warden at Amity Primary School for as long as
anyone could remember, and she’d never seen such reckless driving.
‘You go on into school, May, I want to have a word with Reuben.’
She turned to Reuben. ‘Awesome? Do you really think so? Idiots like that disturb the
peace, and it’s dangerous. That boy would be seventeen or eighteen at the most, and he’s
driving a very powerful car. Who does he think he is, Michael Schumacher?’
Reuben looked at the ground. He’d never heard the Bird Lady talk this way. Anyway, he
thought, Schumacher is cool!
The Bird Lady hadn’t finished.
‘Cars are fine, Reuben, but speed does kill people, and often. The right place for that car
is on the racetrack. If he wants to drive fast, he should get right away from houses and
schools.’
‘Yeah,’ said Reuben. ‘S’pose.’
And then he saw his escape.The Robsons’ car pulled up on the other side of the road.
Hayley and Nick gave him a wave as they hopped out. Two other mates, Marcel and
Truong, were walking down the road from the deli run by Truong’s parents. They were
going on the Year 6 excursion, too, and Reuben couldn’t wait. Excursions are huge!

2
Skid Marks
The bus was like an oven. The Year 6 class had only just left for the Herdsman Lake
Wildlife Centre and already they were sizzling. Truong was sweating like a raw sausage
on a barbecue. Nick kept whining about having left his drink bottle at school. He reckoned
if he didn’t get a drink of water soon, he’d suck the Herdsman Lake dry.
‘Give it a rest,’Mr Attrill told him. ‘Or you can go jump in the lake when we get there.’
Reuben didn’t seem to notice the heat – he was too excited. ‘I can’t wait to see the
dugites! I saw one of them fellas in Grandad’s backyard down in Pinjarra. Grandad was
gunna chop it, but by the time he found his shovel it’d shot through… That snake coulda
killed me with one hit from its fangs. Deadly.’ He struck at the air with two fingers bent
over like a snake’s forked tongue. ‘Deadly! Deadly! Deadly!’

Reuben’s mum always said that he had been born talking. She told people that when
Reuben was born the doctor smacked his bottom – not to start him breathing, but to make
him shut up.
But it hadn’t worked. ‘I can’t wait. I can’t wait! Deadly!’
‘And I can’t wait to see the fantastic project you are going to hand in after this
excursion,’said Mr Attrill with a wink.
Reuben stopped talking for a moment and groaned.

Up the front of the bus, Tash Abernathy was feeling sleepy. Her eyes kept closing and
her clipboard kept sliding off her lap. She unwrapped a banana muffin her mum had made
her bring, and started picking at it to keep herself awake.
‘Go on, Tash, give us a bit,’ said the girl beside her. ‘That smells so-o-o nice…’
Just as Tash passed the muffin to the girl, the bus driver spun the steering wheel and the
bus swerved sharply. The muffin flew out of Tash’s hands, bounced off the girl’s nose,
smashed into the rear-vision mirror and fell on the driver’s head.
Tash screamed.
Mr Attrill swore.
Reuben stopped mid-sentence.
Truong yelled, ‘What the..?!’
The bus driver spun the wheel again and hit the brakes. The bus jolted. Tyres screeched.
Some kids fell into the aisle. Some slammed into windows. Nick caught a glimpse of a
blue Skyline veering out of control and skidding straight for the bus. The bus driver hung
on to the wheel and braced himself as the bus hit the kerb. Nick was airborne for a second
and came down on Truong with a thump. The bus ran along the footpath, just missing a
man with a pram before lurching to a halt.

‘Madman!’ the driver shouted out of the window after the Skyline.

Mr Attrill picked himself up off the floor. ‘Is everyone all right?’ His voice was
wobbly.Kids untangled themselves and returned to their seats. Outside the window there
were long, black skid marks on the road. Tash Abernathy was making a strange noise –
like a wild animal.
‘Tash is bawling, Mr Attrill,’ said Reuben.
Her arm was hanging at a funny angle. Mr Attrill went to the front of the bus to have a
closer look, and then used his mobile phone to call the school’s principal, Mrs Johnston.
‘We’ll have to turn back,’he told the driver. ‘Sorry, kids, Tash needs a doctor. We’ll go
the wildlife centre some other day.’
Reuben slumped. Nick grumbled. The driver picked bits of muffin out of his hair. Tash
had gone white.
The ride back to the school was fairly quiet.
‘What about those skid marks, eh?’ said Reuben.
‘I’d seriously kill for a drink,’ said Nick.
‘I reckon he should be locked up,’ said Truong.
‘Who? Nick? Must’ve nearly killed ya when he landed on ya.’
Nick snorted. ‘I think he means the moron driver.’
Back at school, everyone had to wait on the bus while Mr Attrill sorted things out for
Tash. Year 6 was so desperate to get off the bus that a couple of the biggest kids got
jammed in the doorway. Reuben shoved from behind.
‘I need a drink!’ yelled Nick.
The bus driver did his best to keep order but got embarrassed when someone said, ‘Ooh,
yuk, you’ve got really bad dandruff!’
‘It’s not dandruff,’ he said. ‘It’s muffin.’

That afternoon no-one wanted to be in class. They were all upset about missing out on
their excursion.
‘I’m not upset,’said Reuben, ‘I’m absolutely spewin’.’
No-one could concentrate. It was like the kids’ brains had tuned into different radio and
TV stations. One brain was on FM and the next was on AM. Nick Robson was picking up
the footy channel on Fox, while a girl named Holly Bilson seemed to be getting the Home
Shopping Network.
‘I’d like one of those,’ she muttered. ‘The free steak knives will come in handy.’
Some kids even seemed to be picking up foreign language broadcasts. Reuben was
getting a wildlife show on the Discovery Channel. It was all very strange.
On the way home from school, Nick told Hayley the full story.
She stared at him. ‘Hang on, Nick, so Mr Attrill told you to jump in the lake, right?
Then you flew through the air and landed on Truong, right? What are you talking about?’
Truong went to bed early after his mum rubbed goanna oil on his back.

Reuben called his grandfather in Pinjarra. ‘Hey, guess what happened today?’ he began.
After a while, his grandma came on the phone.
‘You can stop talking now, Reuben. Grandad fell asleep fifteen minutes ago.’
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