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            1. The Mayor of Loserville
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         There’s no easy way to put this, so I’ll just say it straight out. It’s time I faced up to the truth. I’m fourteen years old and I have Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome.

         There is no cure.

         Now, as far as I know, I’m the only recorded case of Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome in the world. In fact, the medical profession has probably never even heard of Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome. But it’s real, believe me. The problem is, though, who would believe me?
         

         For a while there I guess I was in denial, but this year the symptoms have been just too painful and horrifying to ignore. And I’m not exaggerating here. No way. I’m telling you, Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome is capable of turning an otherwise almost normal person into a walking disaster registering nine point nine on the open-ended imbecile scale.
         

         That’s why I have decided to write all this down. Now everyone will finally understand the truth, and instead of electing me the Mayor of Loserville, they’ll simply shake their heads, smile kindly and say, “It’s all right. We understand. The poor boy has Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome. It’s not his fault.”

         Anyway, maybe I’m getting ahead of myself here. I should really start at the beginning and go through things thoroughly – after all, I guess this needs to be approached scientifically if I’m to convince you that what I claim is true.

         So, first things first. My name is Ishmael Leseur.

         Now wait a moment, I know what you’re going to say – I have the same name as my condition! You probably think I just invented it so I can use it as an excuse whenever I make a complete fool of myself. But you don’t get it. It’s not that simple. You have to understand that the name is the condition – or at least part of it. I’m not absolutely sure of the precise details of how it works. After all, I’m not a scientist, I’m just the victim here, but I do have my theories, and this is one of them.
         

         
            THEORY ONE: Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome is triggered by the release of a deadly virus that results from the combination of the words ‘Ishmael’ and ‘Leseur’.
            

         

         Now, I have thought about this a lot, so let me explain some of my conclusions. As I see it, the individual letters by themselves are harmless. The combination of letters forming the separate words ‘Ishmael’ and ‘Leseur’ also seem relatively harmless. To illustrate this I refer to the other members of my immediate family: namely, my father Ron Leseur, insurance salesman and co-founder of the 1980’s rock group the Dugongs, my mother Carol Leseur, local councillor and chief family organiser, and my thirteen year-old sister Prue Leseur.

         Now, as you can see, each of the above carries the name Leseur, yet I assure you that none of them suffers from any of the horrible symptoms that you are about to hear described. In fact, I’d have to say that most of the time my mother and father seem painfully happy and content and, to rub it in, my sister Prue, according to every friend, relative and stranger who has ever set eyes on her, is ‘adorable’. She also has an IQ somewhere near genius level. In fact, if brains were cars, Prue would be a Rolls Royce while I would be a Goggomobil up on blocks with half its engine missing. And how do you think that makes me feel? Well, I’ll tell you. Like the only person ever rejected for the job of village idiot because he was waaaay overqualified. Or, as Prue so thoughtfully explained it to me one day, “Human beings use only ten per cent of their brain, which would seem, in your case, Ishy, nowhere near enough.”
         

         So there you have it. The only conclusion you can possibly draw from my family’s immunity to the syndrome is that it is triggered only by the fatal combination of the words ‘Ishmael’ and ‘Leseur’.

         The way I see it is, the linking of these particular sounds must result in some kind of chemical reaction that germinates a virus, which then mutates the cells of the body, causing an increase in deadly toxins. These deadly toxins then infect the brain and nervous system, which results in the sufferer saying and doing things that would embarrass even a complete moron. I haven’t quite been able to prove this theory yet: science is not my best subject. I’m much better at English, actually, but who wouldn’t be with Miss Tarango as your teacher? But that’s another story, and as Miss often reminds me, I have to watch my ‘structuring’ when I write. Apparently I have a tendency to wander off the point.
         

         Anyway, the point is, I didn’t end up with Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome because of any chance combining of those two words. Oh no. I am who I am because of a deliberate act. You see, I know the circumstances surrounding the creation of my name in excruciating detail, and I know exactly who is responsible.

         I will record their names now in this diary for all to see.

         The ones who burdened me with the curse of Ishmael Leseur’s were my parents. That’s right, the afore-mentioned (this is an excellent word in a serious document such as this – Miss Tarango would approve) Ron and Carol Leseur. You can’t blame them, of course. Parents are supposed to name their children. What happened wasn’t their fault. They had no idea what a terrible thing they were doing.
         

         Perhaps, though, I would find it a little easier to accept if they hadn’t been laughing hysterically at the time they did it.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            2. FANCY THAT
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         The story of how I got my name is a family favourite. Well, at least it’s my father’s favourite. Each member of the family has a slightly different reaction to it. Dad just loves to tell it. Mum just loves to hear it. Prue just loves to watch me squirm when it’s told. And me? I just squirm.
         

         I have heard the how-Ishmael-got-the-name-Ishmael story so many times I feel as if I was there myself. And of course, in a way I was. It’s just that most of the time I was floating like a chubby alien in a sea of amniotic fluid, blissfully unaware that there were people outside the cosy warmth of my mother’s womb who were about to change my life forever.
         

         Now it’s a known fact that no one and nothing can stop my father telling the how-Ishmael-got-the-name-Ishmael story when he’s made up his mind to. And it doesn’t matter if the intended audience has heard it all before or not. Oh no. I couldn’t begin to count the number of times I’ve heard something like the following exchange:

         
            Dad: Did I ever tell you the story of how Ishmael got his name?
            

            Victim: Yes. Yes, I think you did. Wasn’t your wife in hospital… and she was overdue…
            

            Dad: That’s right, she was way overdue. I’ll never forget it. It’s a great story. I came to visit her after work…

            Victim: Yes. I remember. You told me. A great story – how your wife was feeling a bit upset and said she felt like a…
            

            Dad: Upset! I’ll say. You should have been there. When I came to visit her after work she’d been crying…
            

            Victim: Yeah, yeah, and she said she was so big she felt like a…
            

            Dad: She was huge! And you know it was our first baby and, being overdue, she was tired and worried, so it was pretty hard for her. Anyway, as I was saying, when I came to visit after work…
            

         

         Around about this point Dad’s victims usually realise that resistance is useless. Their faces become set with a weak smile that from time to time is accompanied by a shake of the head and a raising of the eyebrows to signal that they are suitably amazed and impressed in the appropriate places. Rarely do they attempt to interrupt, and then it is only to offer such morsels as, ‘Really?’, ‘Fancy that’ or ‘You don’t say’. And meanwhile Dad rumbles on like a runaway steam train that can’t be stopped until it has found its final resting place in some unsuspecting lounge room.

         My dad might appear harmless enough, but the ‘Ishmael’ tale is always there, lurking just below the surface of every conversation, like some massive crocodile with only its eyes breaking the water, poised and ready to strike. And all it takes is for some unsuspecting victim to step too close to the water’s edge.
         

         “Ishmael? That’s an interesting name.”

         And they’re gone. Any thought of rescue is pointless. My father will have already exploded from the shallow water of idle chit-chat, seized his bewildered prey and dragged it thrashing into the shadowy depths of his memories.
         

         This leads me to another of my theories.

         
            THEORY TWO: The carrier of Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome can trigger disturbing behaviour in others.
            

         

         At first I thought this phenomenon was isolated to my father, but that was before I encountered Barry Bagsley. I realised then that my father’s symptoms were actually mild and that the name Ishmael Leseur could bring out the very worst in people. Barry Bagsley, however, will have to wait. It’s time for a family favourite. Did I ever tell you the story of how I got my name?

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            3. THAR SHE BLOWS!
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         According to the doctor, I was due before the end of July. By August the first, Mum had been in hospital for a week and after a number of false alarms had become, well, a little emotional.
 
         “I feel like a whale!” she moaned repeatedly, holding on to her swollen stomach with both hands as if to stop it from exploding. Dad reckons that with her belly button popping out, it looked like she was being attacked by a giant breast. Apparently Mum failed to see the humour in this observation at the time and threw a bedpan at him. Like I said, she was a little emotional. Anyway, Dad decided that Mum needed cheering up. Or as he likes to put it, “I had to do something to stop her whaling.”
         
 
         But what happened next was no joke for me. Dad made an excuse to go outside, saying he was going to ring family and friends to give them a progress report. 20 minutes later he returned. But when she looked to where he was standing in the doorway, Mum found herself confronted by a cross between an escapee from a lunatic asylum and some kind of deranged pirate.
 
         It seems that while Dad was away he had somehow convinced the nurses to help him strap his right leg up behind his thigh and to attach a hollow cardboard cylinder to his knee like a wooden stump. They also supplied him with an old wooden crutch, a surgical eye patch that they had coloured with a black marker and a bandanna made of gauze from which a tangle of Dad’s red locks sprouted like mad snakes. The costume was topped off by a little blue teddy bear that was sticky-taped to my father’s shoulder as a stand-in parrot.
         
 
         Dad posed dramatically in the doorway, with his left hand thrust on his hip while he swayed unsteadily. “Arrrrr,” he cried insanely, with eyes glinting at Mum’s huge, pale belly, “I be Cap’n Ahab and I be seeking the white whale!”
 
         Now that might have been the end of Dad’s demented send-up if it hadn’t been for the fact that Mum had just guzzled a mouthful of water and had been caught pre-swallow. Apparently, as Dad tells it, there was a second or two while my mother stared at him with her cheeks bulging like an ‘obese goldfish’ before a strange, gurgling, humming noise started in her mouth. Soon after, her belly began to shake like blancmange and her eyeballs, under the strain of jamming her mouth shut, looked as if they had decided it was time to abandon their sockets and leave home.
         
 
         Eventually the pressure was just too much. Suddenly a short, sharp jet of water shot out from my mother’s pursed lips, cleared the bulge of her stomach and scored a bullseye on the chart that hung from the end of her bed.
 
         Dad’s eyes widened with delight before he shouted triumphantly, “Arrrrr-arrrrrhhh! Thar she blows!”
 
         And blow she did.
 
         Dad describes the gush of water that came from Mum’s mouth as ‘Niagara Falls on a good day’. In between spluttering, choking and gasping for air, Mum laughed so hard that her own waters broke. Then the contractions started and accelerated straight into overdrive.
         
 
         When Dad realised that Mum was roaring as much with pain as with laughter, he sprang into action. Thrusting aside his crutch, he stepped boldly into the room. Unfortunately he had forgotten entirely about his ‘wooden’ leg. As the cardboard cylinder crumbled beneath Dad’s weight, he lurched forward and made a desperate grab for the curtain that hung bunched at the end of the bed. A shower of curtain rings exploded into the air, ricocheted off the walls and ceiling and clattered around the room like plastic hail. At this point tears of laughter were rolling down my mother’s face as she clutched her belly and shrieked hysterically, “No, please, stop it! Stop it! Oh please! No more, I can’t bear it! Stop!”
 
         Dad reckons he knew just how Mum felt at the time. With his leg strapped behind him when he fell, his knee had crashed helplessly into the hard linoleum floor and he was now on his back rocking in agony and choking with laughter. It didn’t last long. A new sound began to fill the room. It was a deep, growling, grinding moan.
 
         And then… well, I guess you know what happened next. Thankfully my parents have spared me the gruesome details. All I can say is that it wasn’t long before Mum and Dad were gazing lovingly at their firstborn child. Me. We were one small happy family. Everything was perfect. Until…
         
 
         “A boy, a beautiful boy,” Mum said, wiping tears from her cheek. “But what about a name? We still haven’t decided on a name.”
 
         Whenever Dad tells the next bit he does all the actions. The scene has become so familiar it’s as if I remember it myself. He frowns, leans over with his ear hovering close to his newborn son’s gurgling mouth and listens intently while his eyes dart back and forth as if he is hearing some wonderful secret.
 
         “What’s the little fella saying?” Mum asks.
 
         Dad raises his head and looks at her in wonder. “He’s saying… ‘Call me Ishmael’!”
 
         When the doctor finally bustled into Mum’s room that fateful day around fourteen years ago, she found my parents dissolved in joyous, uncontrollable laughter with their baby son between them. I wasn’t laughing though. Dad says I was “shrieking like a chainsaw”.
 
         Maybe even then I knew what my father had done to me.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            4. THANKS A LOT, HERMAN!
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         Of course there wouldn’t even be any Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome if it weren’t for Herman Melville. He’s the real culprit.

         That’s right. The simple fact is, that if around one hundred and fifty years ago Herman Melville hadn’t written his novel about Captain Ahab and his mad quest for the white whale Moby Dick, then Ron Leseur (my father) would never have studied it at university in American Literature A with Carol McCann (my mother). And if Herman Melville had never written Moby Dick and my parents hadn’t studied it, then seven years later when they were married and expecting their first child (me), my father would never have dressed up as Captain Ahab just because my mother said she looked like a whale, since there wouldn’t have been any Captain Ahab for him to dress up as, or any white whale for him to make a joke about, and therefore he would never have made Mum laugh so much that yours truly would be squeezed out screaming into the world before I was ready and (this is the crucial point) he would never have uttered the name Ishmael in a million years because he wouldn’t have known that Ishmael was the name of the narrator and hero of the novel Moby Dick because Herman Melville would never have written it for my father to have read it and found that out and my mother wouldn’t have laughed at it even if for some bizarre reason my father had mentioned the name Ishmael, because it wouldn’t have made any sense to her any more seeing as how she wouldn’t have read the book because there wouldn’t have been any book to read since Melville wouldn’t have written it. And if it hadn’t been my terrible fate to end up as Ishmael Leseur then none of the disasters of my life would have happened and today I would be a happy normal teenager like everyone else my age.
         

          It’s as simple as that.
         

         Now if you don’t believe this is all true you can check for yourself. Go ahead, get a copy of Moby Dick. You don’t even have to read every word. In fact you don’t have to read very much at all – not even a chapter, not even a page. All you have to do is read three words. Three words! Go on. Turn to Chapter One. It’s called ‘Loomings’.
         

         See, there it is on the very first page. Read the opening three words of Moby Dick by Herman Melville. They are the same words that my parents would have read at uni. The same words that were buried deep within my father’s brain, lying there dormant until that awful day August the first, fourteen years ago, when they were germinated by the sight of my mother’s swollen belly and watered by the tears of my parents’ laughter.
         

         Go on, read them. Read the first three words of Moby Dick. Here, I’ll help you. ‘Call me Ishmael.’
         

         Thanks a lot, Herman!

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            5. A WUSSY-CRAP NAME
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         Now I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I haven’t suffered from Ishmael Leseur’s all my life. Far from it. In fact, for the first twelve years of my existence I showed no symptoms at all. Then I started secondary school at St Daniel’s Boys College.
 
         Before that I had spent seven uneventful years at Moorfield Primary among classmates who wouldn’t have cared if my name were Slobo Bugslag (which, incidentally, was the name of the most popular kid in the school). However, things changed completely at the start of secondary school. With primary school over, our class moved on to a range of schools throughout town. Only a handful of us went to St Daniel’s.
 
         There my world changed dramatically. At Moorfield Primary I was in a class of twelve. On the first day at St Daniel’s I stood in an assembly area with over a hundred new boys waiting to be divided into four classes. When I checked the class lists, I found I had been separated from the only two boys I knew from primary school. In our form room our teacher Mr Brownhill went through the roll to check that everyone was in the right place. Halfway through the list he said, ‘Ishmael Leseur’.
         
 
         I answered, “Here, sir,” like everyone else before me.
 
         “Ishmael?” he repeated, pausing for the first time during the register. “That’s an interesting name.”
 
         Twenty-five sets of eyes turned to look at me. None of them seemed to find me the least bit interesting. One of those sets of eyes belonged to Barry Bagsley. Remember my second theory?
 
         
            THEORY TWO: The carrier of Ishmael Leseur’s Syndrome can trigger disturbing behaviour in others.
            

         
 
         Well, Barry Bagsley was an extreme case in point. I picked up the first subtle hint of this in his opening line to me in the playground that first day.
         
 
         “Ishmael? What kind of a wussy-crap name is that?”
 
         What could I say? Up to this point of my life I hadn’t even known it was a wussy-crap name. No one had warned me that I had a wussy-crap name. Why would my parents give me a wussy-crap name in the first place? Was Herman Melville aware it was a wussy-crap name? All I could do was smile stupidly while Barry Bagsley and his friends laughed and pushed past me like I was a revolving door.
 
         I stood there like a wuss.
 
         I felt like crap.
 
         That night I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror. Somehow I didn’t look the same. It was like the time one of my friends said that he thought my left ear stuck out more than my right one. When I got home that day I measured them and they were exactly the same. But still every time I looked at my reflection I couldn’t help thinking that one of my ears was giving a hand signal for a left turn. This felt the same. I was seeing myself in a different way. I looked different. But what could it be? Then it hit me.
 
         I looked like a kid with a wussy-crap name. Not only that, I swear my left ear was jutting out like an open car door!
         
 
         The next day when I walked into the classroom, Barry Bagsley was waiting.
 
         “Hey, what stinks? Oh no! It’s Fishtail Le Sewer!”
 
         Yes, as I was saying, something about my name brought out the worst in Barry Bagsley. He ripped and tore at it like a mad dog mauling a shoe, until it became so mangled and twisted that even I had trouble remembering who I really was.
 
         Ishmael was crunched into Fishtail. Fishtail was ground into Dishrail. Dishrail was mashed into Kisstail and Kisstail was slobbered into Piss-stale. And let’s not forget all the various mutations and cross-pollinations like Fishstale, Stalefish, Stalepiss, Pisstrail, Email and Female.
 
         Even my last name was not safe from mutilation. Leseur (actually pronounced Le-sir) became Le Sewer and then Le Spewer, Le Pooer and finally Manure. By the end of my first term of high school Barry Bagsley had miraculously transformed me from Ishmael Leseur to Stalepiss Manure.
 
         And that summed up exactly how I felt.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            6. THE CREATURE FROM LE SEWER
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         It soon became obvious to every new boy that if you wanted to survive your stay at St Daniel’s relatively unscathed, there were only two courses of action open to you: either avoid Barry Bagsley at all costs, which was what the majority chose to do, or risk the road less travelled and seek out the dangerous safety of Barry Bagsley’s inner circle of ‘friends’.
 
         For me, avoidance was the only option.
 
         I quickly realised that as long as I stayed as far away from Barry Bagsley as possible and didn’t do anything stupid like, say, asking or answering a question in class, making some kind of unusual noise like shouting, laughing or speaking, volunteering for something, putting my name on a list, trying out for a sport, leaving an item of mine where it could be moved, thrown or written on, looking anywhere near the direction of Barry and his friends, or merely doing anything whatsoever that might indicate that I actually existed, then I would be fine.
         
 
         Essentially, the most important lesson I learned last year was to make myself as small a target as possible. I became an expert at this. I became virtually invisible to Barry Bagsley and his mates. Sometimes I could barely see myself. So that was basically how I spent my first year at high school – in hiding. On the occasions when I was reluctantly flushed out into the open, like when I couldn’t avoid answering a teacher’s question, I prepared myself for the inevitable comments of, “What’s that pong?” or “Who stepped in manure?” or “Oh my god! It’s the creature from Le Sewer!” But even these insults lost a little sting eventually. After all, maybe they were right. Maybe I did stink. Isn’t that what my name said?
 
         Anyway, I somehow made it through to the end of the year, escaped gratefully into the Christmas holidays and returned reluctantly, fully expecting that school life for me would be much the same as before. I was wrong. This year would be different.
         
 
         It would be the toughest, the weirdest, the most embarrassingly awful and the best year of my life.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            7. MOBY WHAT?
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         It was the first day back after the holidays. A brand new year. A brand new classroom. A brand new teacher leading our Tutor Group. A brand new start.
 
         “Hey, Le Spewer – chuck us a red pen, will ya? You’d be good at chuckin’, wouldn’t ya, Le Spewer?”
         
 
         Same old Barry Bagsley. I mean, you certainly had to hand it to him. In his own way he really had quite a creative touch with language. Naturally, I gave as good as I got by pretending to be busy arranging my books and hoping like hell that our teacher would arrive soon. She did. Miss Tarango.
 
         It would be pretty fair to say that none of us had ever had a teacher like Miss Tarango before. She was young. She was beautiful. She actually seemed happy to be there. I think Mum would have described her as ‘bubbly’. I liked her straight away. She had short curly blonde hair, eyes that actually did sparkle and dimples in her cheeks that appeared like magic whenever she smiled, which was often. She was also bright, friendly and enthusiastic. I couldn’t see her surviving a term.
         
 
         “Good morning, boys. My name is Miss Tarango. I’m your new English and Tutor Group teacher. This is my first year of teaching and you are my very first class.”
         
 
         Make that a week. Already I could hear rumblings from the back corner, where Barry and his mates were holed up like gangsters.
 
         “All right, let’s quieten down so I can take the register.”
 
         “I’ve registered her all right.” Stifled laughter broke out from behind me.
 
         Miss Tarango fixed her smiling face on Barry Bagsley. “I’m sorry, I missed that,” she said pleasantly.
 
         “Nothing, Miss,” Barry Bagsley said with a smirk. “I was just saying that I was ready for the register.”
 
         The boys around him returned his smirk.
 
         Miss Tarango held Barry Bagsley with her clear blue eyes and smiled. The rest of us waited. The rest of us waited some more. The rest of us wondered uneasily how much longer we were going to have to wait. The boys around Barry Bagsley lost their smirks. Miss Tarango remained silent and smiled like the cover shot of a glossy magazine. Barry Bagsley shifted a little in his seat.
         
 
         “Well, thank you for your support. It’s good to know we are of one mind. Now, let’s get started, shall we? Let’s see who we have here. Tom Appleby?”
 
         “Here, Miss.”
 
         “Ryan Babic?”
 
         “Here, Miss.”
 
         “Barry Bagsley?”
 
         “Yo!”
 
         Miss Tarango smiled pleasantly once more, but a little of the sparkle seemed missing from her eyes. “Barry, I think a simple ‘Here’ or ‘Present’ would be more appropriate and polite in future thank you.”
 
         The roll call continued again without incident until, “Ishmael… Now, is your surname pronounced Le-sir, Ishmael?
         
 
         “Yes, Miss.”
         
 
         “He’s lying, Miss. It’s Le-sewer. Fishtail Le-sewer!”
 
         More laughter from behind me.
 
         Miss Tarango placed the roll on the desk in front of her. She spoke calmly and deliberately. “Barry, I always try very hard to learn people’s names and to pronounce them correctly. I expect the same from you and from everyone else in this class. Each one of us deserves to be treated with respect. I won’t tolerate anything less. Please remember that in future. Okay?”
 
         Barry Bagsley sat silently. Miss Tarango returned to her list of names.
 
         “Where was I? Yes… Ishmael.”
 
         Then she stopped, looked up from the sheet and smiled at me. “You know, in fact Ishmael is quite a famous name in English literature.” 
         
 
         What? Oh no. No, don’t say it. Please don’t say it. Just read the next name on the register. Just forget about it and go on. Please.
         
 
         “Did you know that Ishmael was the name of the hero of a very famous novel?” Miss Tarango’s face beamed enthusiastically at the class.
 
         The class stared back blankly like stunned rabbits caught in a blazing floodlight. I tried frantically to think of some way I could strangle Miss Tarango in front of twenty-five witnesses and make it look like an accident.
         
 
         “Does anyone know the name of the famous novel with the main character called Ishmael in it?”
 
         No, nobody knows, and what’s more they don’t care, so let’s just move on and finish that register.
         
 
         “No one? Well, what if I give you a clue? It’s not set in the present day… and one of the other main characters is the captain of a ship.”
 
         Silence. Then a hand inched upwards. “Yes?”
 
         “Star Trek, Miss?”
         
 
         The class immediately erupted into laughter, but also secretly checked Miss Tarango’s reaction on the off chance that the answer might just be correct. Miss Tarango laughed as if she appreciated the joke, but when she looked at Bill Kingsley, the author of the response, she knew that, sadly, there was no humour intended.
 
         “It’s Bill, isn’t it? Well, not a bad effort, Bill. Well done for having a go. Maybe I should have said it was set on a sailing ship as opposed to a starship.” Miss Tarango looked once more around the class. “Any other offers? No? Well, who’s heard of Moby Dick?”
         
 
         “Moby what, Miss?”
         
 
         Muffled sniggers. It was Barry Bagsley again. There was no way he could pass up an opportunity like this.
 
         “Moby Dick by Herman Melville, Barry,” Miss Tarango said casually. “How many of you have heard of the story of Captain Ahab and his quest for revenge against Moby Dick, the white whale that took off his leg?”
 
         Most of the class raised a hand with varying degrees of certainty and enthusiasm. Bill Kingsley stared into the distance as if he were already somewhere in a galaxy far, far away.
 
         “But why was the whale called Moby Dick, Miss?”
         
 
         More sniggers – somewhat less muffled this time. Barry Bagsley was not going to be put off that easily.
 
         Miss Tarango appeared deep in thought, then replied thoughtfully, “To be honest, I really don’t know, Barry. Names can be important or symbolic in books, so they often have a deeper meaning, but I’m just not sure if that’s the case with the name Moby Dick. Perhaps Melville based it on an actual whale’s name from historical records or perhaps it just seemed right to him. You know, just like your parents might have called you Barry just because they thought you looked like a Barry.” She paused, then added as an afterthought, “In the same way, I guess, they could just as easily have thought you looked like a Dick.”
         
 
         A stunned silence hit the room. What? What was that? What did she say? If Miss Tarango had intended to insult Barry Bagsley, she showed no sign of it and seemed blissfully unaware of the effect of her words.
 
         Before the class could react, she had continued on her cheery, smiling way. “Still, it’s an interesting question, Barry. Maybe you could do some research for homework or try reading the novel and see if you can find the answer there, and then maybe you might like to report back to us in a class presentation. But for the moment we’d better finish the register and go through the morning bulletin before we run out of time completely.”
 
         There aren’t many things that can shut Barry Bagsley up, but being bombarded by words like ‘research’, ‘homework’, ‘reading’, ‘report’ and ‘class presentation’ certainly seemed to do the trick. After that, the rest of Tutor Group continued without disruption as Miss Tarango bustled energetically about completing various administration tasks and greeting everything and everyone with equal enthusiasm. All the while the class watched and wondered.
         
 
         But no one watched and wondered more intently than Barry Bagsley.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            8. FIVE AMAZING FACTS ABOUT ME
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         Fortunately, the only classes I shared with Barry Bagsley were Tutor Group each morning for 20 minutes, Citizenship with Mr Barker, the Deputy Principal, and English with Miss Tarango. Of course, morning tea and lunchtime could be tricky.
 
         “Well, if it isn’t Barbie Bimbo’s pet student, Fish-whale Le Dick!”
         
 
         Yes, Barry Bagsley was quite a wordsmith.
 
         “I always said you were a Fish-whale, but I had no idea you were a famous Fish-whale.”
 
         Of course, at this point I could have informed Barry Bagsley that whales, since they were warm-blooded and suckled their young, were in fact mammals, not fish. However, this would have been like looking into the jaws of a frenzied shark and pointing out that it had some seaweed stuck between its teeth.
         
 
         “Hey guys, look, it’s the famous Fish-whale Le Dick. Hey, Le Dick, was that your girlfriend I saw you with yesterday or was it a white whale?”
 
         Boom-boom.
 
         “Girlfriend? Le Sewer Manure wouldn’t have a girlfriend. He’d stink her out.”
 
         This gem came from Danny Wallace. Barry Bagsley was tutoring him in the traditional art of the creative put-down. He was progressing nicely.
 
         “Maybe she was after some Moby Dick too?”
         
 
         I think you can probably guess how the conversation went from there. Barry Bagsley and his scrum of supporters finally drifted off when a teacher appeared on yard duty.
 
         My next encounter with him that first day of the year was in the lesson before lunch – English with Miss Tarango.
 
         The class started with Miss Tarango outlining the unit of work for the term and somehow managing to make the assessment and even the poetry unit seem interesting. She talked a lot about the importance of language and how it could empower people. I wondered if that was true. Could language empower me to defeat Barry Bagsley? Perhaps I could drop a massive dictionary on him from a great height. I was enjoying this image when Miss Tarango handed out a sheet of paper to everyone headed Five Amazing Facts about Me.
         
 
         “Write anything you like, but nothing boring. I don’t want ‘My hair is brown’ or ‘I have two sisters’. Think before you write. Be creative. Your five amazing facts could be serious or funny, important or trivial or whatever, just as long as they’re true. For instance, maybe you’ve won some sort of award. Maybe you found a cockroach in a pie you were eating once or, worse still, half a cockroach. (Groans from the class.) Maybe you know or you’ve met someone famous or maybe you can touch your elbow with your tongue. (Many attempt this. No one succeeds. Bill Kingsley spends the next two weeks dedicated to this quest.) Maybe you have travelled somewhere interesting or maybe you have an unusual talent.” (Quoc Nguyen twists his double-jointed thumb at right angles then bends it back to touch his wrist. Gary Horsham turns his eyelids inside out. Donny Garbolo starts to belch the national anthem. Miss Tarango turns pale and suggests we all start writing.)
         
 
         
            My list of Five Amazing Things about Me:
 
            1. My sister is a genius.
 
            2. My father played in a band called the Dugongs.
 
            3. My mother is a councillor.
 
            4. When I was an altar boy in Year Four I used to faint during the service.
 
            5. I hate my name.

         
 
         Miss Tarango said our answers would help her get to know us more quickly and to learn something about us. I didn’t think she would learn much about me from my list, but I’d like to know what she learned about Barry Bagsley from his. As the lesson had progressed, Barry was returning to his old confident self. Even though Miss Tarango asked us to work quietly, Barry Bagsley was laughing and showing what he had written to his mates.
 
         “Barry, if you’re finished, you can hand that in now.”
 
         He took his sheet to the front, dropped it on Miss Tarango’s desk and returned, grinning, to the back of the room. As the rest of the class completed their lists, I watched as Miss Tarango read five amazing facts about Barry Bagsley. She seemed to study the sheet for a lot longer than it would have taken her to read it. No expression crossed her face. Then she laid the paper slowly on the desk and crossed her hands on top of it. She looked as if she was meditating. After a few seconds, Miss Tarango’s head lifted, then turned towards Barry Bagsley. It reminded me of a warship locking its guns on to a target.
         
 
         “Boys,” she smiled sweetly, “if you’re finished with your lists, pass them up and we’ll just have time before the lunch bell for one more activity that I’m sure you’ll all enjoy.”
 
         Folded sheets of paper began to rustle their way forward.
 
         “Oh, and boys… just one more thing.”
 
         The growing murmur of sound within the room fell away.
 
         “I’ll need a volunteer,” she said, scanning the class eagerly before levelling her sights on the lounging form of Barry Bagsley.
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