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fourteen-year-old urban princess Minna Hargreaves is finding life sweet. Her family may be dysfunctional, but at least she’s got great friends and a gorgeous new boyfriend.
         
 

Then her dad drops a bombshell: in one month’s time the Hargreaves family is going to live on a tiny, windswept island in Cook Strait to film a reality TV show. And, as if that’s not bad enough, there will be
no phone calls
no TV
no internet
no social life
for an entire year. Just the company of a secretive mother, a stoner brother, a couple of chickens and a totally clueless dad.
 

How will Minna survive this nightmare?
 

Fleur Beale has written 28 books for children and young adults and lives in Wellington.
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I wish to thank Carol and Bruce Knight for their kindness and generosity in sharing with me their experiences of living on Stephens Island, a conservation island in Cook Strait.
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one

I walked home from school — my feet must have touched the footpath, but I didn’t feel a thing.
Seb King liked me. Me! Minna Hargreaves. I didn’t know it would feel like this — floaty and happy and full of sunshine. He liked me. He held my hand and looked into my eyes. He asked me out.
         
My friends were fantastic about it. I’ve seen other friendships break up when somebody gets a boyfriend. That would never happen with Lizzie, Jax and Addy, even though I knew Addy liked him too. She just said, ‘He’s hot and he’s got great taste.’
I hugged her but didn’t say anything because I could tell she was hurting.
As for Lizzie — Seb and me were the drama of the decade. It’s a wonder she didn’t design my wedding dress and then go and buy the fabric. But that’s Lizzie. She makes life interesting.
         
Jax said, ‘Well, I think he’s lucky to have you for his girlfriend.’ She sounded wistful but it wasn’t because she wanted Seb — no, Jax had a thing for my brother, which was something I simply couldn’t understand so we never talked about it.
Each day I woke up happy. Each day I swear I still floated rather than walked. Love was wonderful, fabulous — why had nobody ever told me that? I tasted the sweetness of his kisses long after we parted each day.
We talked each night on the phone. His voice, so deep and sexy, whispered through my dreams.
We had our one-month anniversary. A week later he walked me home, but before we turned the corner into my street, he put his arms around me, bent his head to stare deep into my eyes, then kissed me.
This was different from all his other kisses — more intense, sweeter. His voice was husky as he whispered, ‘My house this weekend?’
All I could say was, ‘Oh, Seb — I love you so much.’
He held me tight and murmured, ‘Friday night. We’ll go to Joseph’s party then back to my house.’
I nodded. I would do it. I’d have to convince Mum I was going to Lizzie’s, but I’d do it.
Seb gave me one last hug before he jogged back the way we’d come. I watched him go — my boyfriend who was soon to become my lover.
My heart, which had slowed after he stopped kissing me, sped up again. My stomach jumped. My lover — oh god oh god oh god. I ran the last few metres to my house.
         
The second I got inside, I fired off texts to the girls. Major emergency. Meet at once. They knew where and they knew when: BeauTox, our favourite café, and right now.
         
I yelled to Mum that I was going to the café and ran before she could come up with some reason why I shouldn’t.
I was a mess — a nervous, shuddering mess. I loved him, I did. He just had to put his arms around me and I melted, dissolved, became boneless.
The girls said nothing for a moment after I broke the news, then Jax said, ‘Well, it was bound to happen, I guess. He’s older than you.’ She didn’t add that we all knew he’d slept with other girls.
Addy asked, ‘Do you want to?’
I wriggled on the bar stool. ‘I dunno. One second I’m thinking it’d be the best thing in the world, and then I’m thinking I don’t want things to change. I want to stay the way we are forever and ever.’
‘Dreamer,’ said Lizzie. She leaned her chin on her hands. ‘I reckon you should go for it. You love him. What’s the problem?’
‘She’s too young,’ said Jax. ‘It’s illegal till you’re sixteen.’ Which I wouldn’t be for a year and a bit. How could I wait that long?
Lizzie just shrugged. ‘Legal, illegal! Who takes any notice of that? Do what you want, I say.’
Jax stood up. ‘Gotta go — babysitting duty.’ She hugged me. ‘Love you, Min — good luck.’
Time to go. We walked down the road to where our paths divided. I kept rubbing my hands down my jeans. My throat was dry despite all the swallowing I was doing, and my heart would kill me if it kept thumping at the rate it was going right now.
         
I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to. I didn’t want to.
I didn’t sleep much that night.
Seb waited for me at our corner the next morning. Before I lost my nerve, I blabbed out, ‘Seb — I just want things to stay like they are now.’ I couldn’t look at him. What if he dumped me?
But he just tightened his arm around my shoulders. ‘Sweet, babe. No drama.’
I leaned into his shoulder, relief making me shudder. He loved me. He really did love me, although he never actually said the words.
‘Actions speak louder than words,’ said Addy when I mentioned it at school.
Yes, they did, and Seb spent every interval with me. That had to mean something.
I relaxed. Everything was fine. For another two weeks we held hands at school, on the way home and on the way there. We kissed. Life was sweet. Nothing had changed.
Then one Friday he said, ‘Good news, babe. The olds are going away next weekend. We can have the whole house to ourselves.’ He kissed me. ‘Think about it.’
I called another BeauTox meeting as soon as he was out of sight.
‘I’m worried he’ll break up with me if I don’t.’ I turned my cup round and round on its saucer and I couldn’t look at the girls.
         
‘Well, if he means that much to you — do it,’ said Lizzie. ‘It’s natural. It’s taking your relationship to the next stage. Just do it.’
She was right. I knew she was right, but I worried about it all weekend except when I was with Seb or talking to him on the phone. He didn’t pressure me but, in a way, I kind of wished he would because one second I wanted to and the next I didn’t. I talked to the girls about it on the phone, but I still hadn’t made up my mind when we hung out at Jax’s on Sunday afternoon. Lizzie rolled her eyes at me. ‘You’re crazy! Do it — or some other girl will.’
Addy gasped. ‘Lizzie! That’s not fair — he’s not like that.’
Lizzie shrugged. ‘If it was me, I wouldn’t risk losing him.’
I ran home, my feet beating out do it, don’t do it all the way. I was glad Mum was busy in her studio most of the weekend, because if she’d been in full-on mother mode she’d have worked out that I was suffering from an extreme case of jitters for sure.
         
Things kind of fell into place on Monday morning. Mum announced, ‘I’m going to be away from Friday morning till Sunday night this weekend.’
Dad almost glanced up from the newspaper. ‘Oh? Why?’
‘A workshop,’ said Mum. ‘Visiting artist. Live-in weekend.’
‘Hmm,’ said Dad. He may have heard but I wouldn’t put any bets on it.
But I heard and I swear my stomach turned itself inside out. The huge barrier to my being with Seb had just taken herself off the radar for the weekend. His parents away. Mum away.
         
I ran out the door with Mum calling that I’d forgotten my lunch money. Huh! No way in hell was I going to be able to eat for the rest of the entire week.
The girls waited for me at our corner. I gabbled out the news about Mum. ‘What’ll I do? I just don’t know what to do! I mean — there’ll probably never be another chance like this ever again.’
Lizzie rubbed her hands. ‘It’s fate. You’re meant to be with him. It’s written in the stars.’
Fate. Who was I to argue with fate? With Mum out of the way, there was nothing to stop me. Dad would believe whatever I told him and, anyway, he probably wouldn’t notice if I disappeared for the whole weekend as well.
I took a deep breath. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Fate. Yes. I’ll tell Seb as soon as I see him.’
‘Which would be about now,’ said Jax, nodding her head to where Seb waited for me on the corner by the school.
‘Go on,’ said Lizzie. ‘Remember — it’s the most natural thing in the world.’
I ran off. I didn’t need her prodding me. They all saw the kiss Seb gave me so they’d all know I’d told him. I was glad I’d committed myself. It was good to have the shall I, shan’t I thing over and done with.
         
Jitters doesn’t even come close to describing what I felt all week, except when I was with Seb and then it all seemed the most obvious and right thing in the world. I loved him and that was all that mattered.
         
But on Friday afternoon, when I was at home by myself getting ready, I wasn’t exactly the calmest. In fact, I didn’t know my heart could hammer so fast. Maybe it’d kill me — that’s if Mum didn’t kill me first if she found out what I was doing.
I flicked open my phone and called Lizzie. ‘I don’t think jeans are right. What’ll I wear? I look foul!’
She yelled at me, and I could hear Addy and Jax behind her yelling too. You look fine in jeans. Shows your figure. Stop stressing!
         
Then Lizzie hit me with the clincher. ‘Believe me, Minna — Seb King is not going to be interested in your clothes.’
         
I heard the gasping splutter of laughter from the other two. I also heard our front door shut. Mum? I shook my head. God, I was losing it. Mum’s away — remember, Min? So that’s Noah home. Calm down. Concentrate.
         
I paced my bedroom, kicking discarded gear out of the way to give me space. I’d die. I was really going to die. But I’d die if Seb dropped me too.
Lizzie spoke in my ear. She used her calm voice, the one she used when she knew she was right. ‘Look Min, you’ll be fine. I mean, it’s natural to have the odd butterfly …’
‘I haven’t just got butterflies, Lizzie. Butterflies I can handle. I’ve got moths and beetles and grasshoppers and cicadas in there. It’s not natural. Why am I so freaking nervous?’
Lizzie went into major soothe mode. ‘You’ll be fine when you see him. And it’s the next step, Min. You know it is.’
         
I could almost see Jax and Addy behind her, nodding and looking wise and, in Addy’s case, a bit jealous.
‘Yeah,’ I muttered. ‘You’re right. I know you are. And I want to do this. I do. It’s just …’
‘You’ll be fine,’ Lizzie repeated soothingly.
I was taking a deep breath to answer her when my bedroom door opened, and with no knock first to warn me either.
‘Minna! Where do you think you’re going?’ There was my mother, voice as hard as wire rope, and her eyes flicking from my half-packed bag to my best jeans, new top, make-up and newly washed hair.
My deep breath turned into a gasp. I choked, dropped the phone and coughed my guts out, but even through it all I could still hear Lizzie’s voice: Minna? What’s happened?
         
Then, oh god, Mum bent down, grabbed my phone and turned it off.
‘Mum! Give it to me. I was talking to Lizzie.’ I eyeballed her. ‘I was in the middle of a conversation. A private one, in case you’re interested.’ Why? Why had she come home? ‘What are you doing home anyway? You’re supposed to be at that workshop.’ Three days. I should have had three whole days free of bloodhound mother. And two whole nights. Why couldn’t she concentrate on Noah instead of me? My gut did a flip. Seb was waiting for me.
         
Mum ignored my question, which she was so good at doing, but just let me ignore hers and wham — daughter-crime of severe magnitude. Instead of answering me, she stood there bouncing my phone, my life, in her hand. ‘I’ll keep this. And the landline is off limits until further notice.’
         
I lunged for my phone. ‘You can’t do that! You’re ruining my life!’ If I died boyfriendless, bitter and lonely it would all be her fault. I grabbed my bag and walked out of my room.
She called after me, ‘Minna! You are not leaving this house tonight. Do you hear me?’
I swung around. ‘Dad said I could. He trusts me.’ Dad should divorce her, then I could live with him and my life would be my own.
         
She sucked in a breath. ‘If you take one step outside, I’m calling your father to go after you. And if he won’t, then it’ll be the police.’
I thumped my bag against the wall — and probably broke my new mascara and nail polish. Why did she have to come home now? Two minutes later and I’d have been out of there.
‘Where were you going?’
‘Lizzie’s, so I don’t know what you’re getting so manic about.’ What time would Mum go to bed tonight? Please Noah, come home stoned and divert her attention. How long would Seb wait? God, I hoped Lizzie would call him and tell him there was a problem.
Mum said, ‘I don’t believe you.’
‘I am so. Look, I’ll phone her and you can talk to her.’ I hit my hand against my head. ‘Oh, that’s right — silly me — you’ve got my phone.’
The door opened behind me. Noah? No, Dad — but that could be just as useful. ‘Hello Min. Weren’t you going to Lizzie’s tonight?’
         
‘Yes! I was. Until she came home and ruined everything.’ I edged past him and reached for the door handle. ‘I’ll be off now.’
         
‘Stay right where you are,’ ordered my darling mother.
‘Liv!’ said Dad. ‘What are you doing home?’
I got the door open.
‘Minna. Don’t you take one step out of this house.’
‘Dad said I could go!’ I got outside and then, would you believe it, Dad reached out and hauled me back.
         
‘Seems to be a problem here, Min. Let’s sit down and talk it through.’
I jerked my arm free. ‘Lemme go. I’m late. I’ve gotta go. Now!’
But he grabbed my hand and towed me into the lounge, although I didn’t make it easy for him. ‘Sit down and shut up,’ he said, dumping me in a chair. It was the voice he used when he meant it.
‘It’s not fair!’ I screamed.
He just looked at me. I shut up. Then he turned to Mum. ‘Liv? What’s the problem? I said she could stay at Lizzie’s tonight.’
Ha, Mum — suck on that, why don’t you?
Mum sat down, but on a higher chair than mine I noticed. The high ground, that’s what she liked. She was so into power, my mother. ‘And do you remember me telling you, Wes, that she was not to go anywhere while I was away?’
I gasped. ‘That’s so mean! You’re always trying to control my life.’ Get this over with. Let me go. Seb will think I’m scared. He’ll think I don’t love him enough.
         
Dad frowned. ‘But what’s the harm in her going to Lizzie’s? That girl’s over here often enough.’
Mum looked at me. ‘But you weren’t going to Lizzie’s, were you, Minna?’
That set off the menagerie in my gut all over again. How did she know? Only one thing to do. I looked her in the eye and said, ‘Yes I am. Where else would I be going? You don’t trust me, you’re so suspicious. I’m fourteen, in case you didn’t realise. Isn’t that old enough to sleep over at a friend’s place?’
         
Dad looked at her and raised his eyebrows. ‘I think she’s got a point, Liv. And I did say she could go.’
I went to get up, but Mum opened her mouth again. ‘Wes, do you really think there’d be all this fuss, all this make-up, all this … nervous energy if she was going to stay with a girl friend?’
         
‘Mum!’ I howled, but it was too late to drown out her words.
Dad frowned again, but it was at Mum, not me. ‘Come on, Liv! She’s far too smart to go off with a boy.’
‘See? Dad believes in me even if you don’t.’ I got my butt off the chair this time. I had to get out of there, and quickly.
‘His name is Seb King,’ said my mother. ‘He’s seventeen. He’s the one who got Jilly Trant pregnant.’ She looked at me, and before I could ask said, ‘Jilly’s mother rang me last night. She said she didn’t want you making the same mistake.’
Yeah right! But I couldn’t worry about that now. Dad’s frown whipped right off Mum and beamed in on me. ‘Sit down. Now.’
         
It was all over. My life was in shreds with my parents kicking the pieces around on the floor. ‘You don’t even know him! You’re so unfair.’
Dad just said, ‘You’re grounded. If you leave this house without our permission, it’s boarding school for you. Somewhere remote and where all the teachers are female.’
They wouldn’t even let me phone Lizzie. The landline rang and I knew it would be her, but Dad answered it and I shrivelled. ‘No, Lizzie, you may not speak to her. Goodnight.’
‘You didn’t have to be so rude,’ I yelled.
‘Quit while you’re ahead, young lady,’ he said.
‘Don’t call me young lady.’ I scratched my heel down the chair. ‘It’s such a cliché.’
         
‘So is telling lies to run off and sleep with your boyfriend.’ He shook his head and glared at me. ‘I can’t believe you’d be dumb enough to even think of doing it.’
I got up, walked to my room, shut the door behind me and cried my heart out. This was it. Seb would dump me. My life was over.
They grounded me all weekend. No phone calls. No stepping outside the house — and it was no consolation whatsoever that the weather matched the state of my heart. Noah had the sense to keep out of my way, although he did give me a message from Jax. ‘Jax says to tell you she rang S and told him you got sprung.’ Typical boy — he didn’t ask who S was or anything, which would have been a good thing except I so wanted somebody to talk to. He slouched out the door, then stopped. ‘Quite a hot chick, that one.’
         
‘She likes you, too. It’s her one fault.’ But lucky for me that Jax did or she wouldn’t have got Noah’s phone number from me and then I wouldn’t know she’d rung Seb.
Noah didn’t linger for conversation, just took himself off to his bedroom where he’d be sticking his head out the window and smoking up a storm.
Monday came. The girls were waiting for me on our corner. We walked to school more slowly than usual until Jax dug her elbow into my side. ‘Look!’
And there he was — Seb King, tall, built and handsome with the rain misting his dark hair. My heart squeezed, then accelerated into the thump thump I’m-going-to-die routine. I hardly noticed the girls leaving me.
         
‘Hi, doll,’ he said. ‘Run into a prob Friday night, did you?’ He put an arm around me and kissed me right there in the road.
It was all right. Everything was going to be all right.



    

  
    
      
         
two

My friends were awesome.
‘You’ve got to make up with your mother,’ said Lizzie. ‘Be all quiet and thoughtful. Look as though you’re really thinking about things.’
Jax sighed. ‘Fat lot of good that’ll do.’
Addy patted her hand. ‘I think it’s a good idea. Mothers aren’t all the same, you know.’
Poor Jax. If I had to choose between her mother and mine then I’d have to take mine, although right now it would be a pretty close call.
I took Lizzie’s advice, and was careful not to overdo it. Monday I was silent, but not sulky silent. Tuesday I drifted around Mum’s studio, picked things up, stood in silent contemplation in front of a painting, started a sentence, left it hanging and then wandered out again.
         
Wednesday I did the dishes when she asked — didn’t point out that it was Noah’s turn although it so was. When I’d finished, I just muttered, ‘Sorry, Mum.’
And it worked! She hugged me, sat me down and gave me the talk about trust, followed by the one about self-respect and being too young to have sex. I sat there with my head down and let her get it over with.
Finally, and at last, she gave me back my phone.
‘Thanks, Mum.’ I hugged her, then beat it to my room.
I talked to Seb for one hour and fifty-two minutes. There would be another chance, he told me. Another chance very soon for us to be together. My fears that he’d been thinking of dumping me faded. ‘It’s holidays next week — we’ll manage something when your mum’s at work.’
My gut tightened. He still loved me. I had to concentrate on that. ‘But Seb — my mum works at home. Remember?’ I’d told him she was an artist. He couldn’t have forgotten. I remembered every little detail of every single thing he’d told me.
‘Oh, yeah. Forgot. We’ll work something out, babe.’
I wished he’d call me by my name. I dreamed of hearing my name on his lips. Maybe afterwards, after we’d done it, then I’d ask him to call me Minna.
When we’d finished talking, I phoned Lizzie and we talked for another hour; at least, I talked and it was all about Seb. I sent texts to Jax and Addy.
Thursday. I spent lunchtime with Seb because Thursday was the one day he didn’t have a sports practice. ‘Hiya, doll. Awesome news. I’m going to Aus for the holidays. Leave Monday night. Dad’s got me into this water polo tournament. I’ll bring you back a koala.’
         
I stared at him. ‘You’ll be away all holidays? For two whole weeks?’
He threw an arm around my shoulders. ‘I’ll send you a postcard. Promise.’ He grinned at me. ‘Say — any chance of you escaping the bloodhounds tonight?’
I shook my head. ‘Bloodhounds are both on high alert and suspicious with it.’
‘The weekend? We’ve got all of Saturday and Sunday except I’ve got a tournament Saturday, and I’m guessing they won’t let you go to the party afterwards?’ His eyes travelled across Sherry Faulkner’s breasts all the time he was speaking. I leaned my head on his shoulder and glared at her. Seb didn’t notice. ‘Pity. Have to wait till next term then. Don’t go off with anybody else while I’m away.’
I gasped. ‘As if I would! Seb! How could you even think that?’
He laughed and tugged my hair. ‘Well, you’re a pretty hot chick.’ That was what Noah had said about Jax. Still, originality wasn’t what I loved about Seb and I completely forgave him for checking out Sherry F’s boobs.
I walked home from school to our corner with my friends. Lizzie kept banging on about how I needed to cement my love for Seb. She said if I really loved him, then I’d find a way to be with him.
‘Stow away to Australia, you mean?’ Addy asked rather snappily. I do think she had a right to be snappy because it wasn’t kind or empathetic of Lizzie to keep on about Seb and me when she knew that Addy had the hots for him too.
         
I said, ‘Well, I can’t and that’s all there is to it. Unless you think I ought to put sleeping pills in Mum’s coffee?’
‘Speaking of coffee,’ said Jax with a skilful change of subject, ‘I vote we go to BeauTox again on Sunday. And no cheating — this time we’re really going to drink lattes and we’re going to drain our cups.’
Addy sighed, but when she spoke she was more cheerful. ‘Okay, but I still don’t get why people are addicted to coffee. I’d rather drink mud.’
We laughed and parted at the corner.
No sign of Mum when I got home, but she’d left us a note: Dad says he’ll be home for dinner at seven. Has something to tell us. Minna: there’s mince in the fridge. Make some meatballs and we’ll do the spag when I get home. Noah: the school rang and you have five assignments overdue. Get on to them — now.
         
I do not touch raw meat.
I went in search of Noah but, of course, he wasn’t home. He should have been — I knew for certain that his shift started at nine tonight because I’d checked it for Jax. I guess it had some benefits that my friend was hopelessly in love with my brother. I can’t say I admired her taste but she always said, ‘You just don’t get it.’
Once I’d said to her, ‘So tell me! Why Noah?’
Apparently the way he smiled did it for her. And his loping stride. And the way he made his friends laugh. And his hair was really cute.
I still didn’t get it, and her hopes had skyrocketed since I told her Noah thought she was hot. Might not have been such a good idea to tell her, what with him being stoned half the time.
         
I lay on my bed, listened to music and dreamed of Seb.
Mum blasted in. ‘Minna! Turn that down, and have you done the meatballs?’
I sat up. ‘Mum — (a) please knock before you roar in here, you’ll give me a heart attack, (b) I don’t know how to make meatballs, and (c) I don’t touch …’
But she’d gone and was shouting at me from the kitchen, ‘Get out here and give me a hand. Please. And where’s Noah?’
I thought about staying where I was, but she was in such a mood these days. I figured it might be strategic to go and look helpful so I got up and took myself out to the kitchen. ‘Dunno. Haven’t seen him.’
She frowned and tapped a finger on the bench top. ‘Phone him, will you, Min. Dad said he needed us all to be here.’ She shook her head and muttered, ‘He wouldn’t say what it was about, but he sounded excited.’ She grinned at me. It gave me a shock — she hadn’t done that in so long. ‘Like to hazard a guess what he’s up to this time?’
I shrugged. ‘Can’t be some dumb tramping trip — not if he wants us all to hear about it.’
Mum laughed.
Yeah, it was quite funny to think of Dad getting excited about taking all of us on a forced march through dripping bush. I wouldn’t mind, except that he loves hills — he runs up them and when I gasp my way to the top where he’s so kindly waited for me, and all I want to do is collapse and never move again, he takes off up an even higher one. Never again, that’s what I vowed a couple of years ago, and I’ve stuck to it.
         
‘What do you reckon?’ I asked her, all in the interests of building rapport and trust between us.
Mum’s face went dreamy for a second, and then it sort of closed up and she got all brisk and busy. ‘Goodness knows. I can’t begin to think.’ She snapped open the fridge and hauled out the wodge of bloody mince. ‘Get hold of Noah, Min — then you can make a salad.’
Only if the lettuce was the pre-cut, pre-washed variety.
I sent Noah a text: Get yr arse hme. Dins wth Dad @ 7. Sum big anounsmnt.
         
The lettuce was washed and bagged, lucky for it. I tipped it into a bowl, dropped some itsy-bitsy tomatoes on the top and declared it finished.
Noah floated in at 6.52. Dad charged in at 6.58, thereby making me lose my private bet that he’d be thirty-eight minutes late. This must be some huge announcement coming up.
Mum served dinner, but she didn’t give herself any. ‘I ate earlier, with the girls.’ Well! I bet they didn’t have scummy meatballs and packet salad.
We all sat down at the table though and Mum picked up my knife and drew patterns with it — she could never just sit, my mother. I should buy her a book on Zen or something for Christmas.
I stuffed a meatball in my mouth. ‘So? Come on, Dad — spill!’
He grinned at me. ‘Don’t talk with your mouth full. Eat first, talk later.’
Noah stared at nothing and shovelled food like he was loading a conveyor belt.
         
Two seconds later, Dad put down his fork and leaned his elbows on the table. Huh! I knew it! He was busting to tell us.
‘You’ve won millions in Lotto and you’re going to take us all to Paris,’ I said, grinning at him. And I would grab a million of it and buy Seb everything his heart had ever desired.
Dad laughed, ‘Nope, it’s much more exciting than that.’
That’s when I started to get a little edgy. If it wasn’t money, and it wasn’t travel, then for sure I wasn’t going to like it quite as much as the father person thought I should.
Mum said, very quietly and with that weird, closed look back on her face, ‘Put us out of our misery, Wes.’
He gave a belly-chuckle. ‘Well, my family,’ and here he leaned forward, eyes sparkling, anticipation and excitement leaping out all over his face, ‘we have the opportunity to live for one whole year on Motutoka Island out there.’ He waved in the direction of Cook Strait. ‘We’ll be doing conservation work — bringing the place back to its original state. We’ll be its keepers, its guardians for one whole year.’ He scanned our stunned faces — well, Mum and I had stunned faces. Noah was too stoned for the enormity of Dad’s preposterous idea to penetrate.
I kept eating. ‘You’re the conservation guru, you can go by yourself. I’ll send you messages by carrier pigeon whenever I need money.’ I shook my head. It was faintly amusing — Dad thinking we’d find his little scheme exciting.
         
He held up a hand. ‘Wait — I haven’t finished.’ He took a deep breath and looked around at the three of us, although I noticed his gaze kind of slipped across Mum rather quickly. ‘There’s going to be money in it — quite a bit, actually. We’ll be able to rent this house out for a start, and secondly the television company will be paying us. Handsomely.’
Mum’s head jerked up. ‘What television company?’
I put my fork down so that I could give him the full benefit of the wry expression I’d perfected with the girls only last week. Dad babbled on with the details of his Grand Plan.
The Hargreaves family (i.e. us) were to stay on this island and see nobody much for a year.
The Hargreaves family were to film themselves doing hard, back-breaking work for a year.
The Hargreaves family film would then be made into a television series so the world could laugh at all the stuff-ups we made.
‘No,’ I said again. ‘Forget it, Dad.’ I leaned over my half-eaten meal so that I was right in his face. ‘No way in the world will I agree to that.’
He patted my hand and grinned at me. ‘That’s a reaction, Min — not a well thought-out response.’ He turned to my brother. ‘Noah?’
Noah beamed a happy-happy smile in Dad’s general direction. ‘Cool, man. Whatever turns you on. Sweet with me.’
I kicked him. ‘Use your brain for once in your life. It will not be sweet and it will not be cool.’
         
Dad ignored me. ‘One down, two to go.’ He put his arms on the table, leaned on them and looked across at Mum. ‘Liv? You could still paint. Will you do it?’
I dropped my fork on to the plate so that it scattered tomato sauce across the table. ‘Don’t even think about it, Mum.’
She ignored me too, just kept on drawing patterns on the table with her knife. ‘And when is this going to happen?’
I thumped back in my chair. ‘It’s not going to happen with me. Absolutely not me.’
Dad reached out to pat my hand again. He didn’t seem to notice it was jammed into the pocket of my jeans and had been for the last five minutes.
‘Pretty soon, actually — in about a month. The beginning of August,’ he said, his eyes shining bright enough to light up a street.
‘Forget it,’ I said, grabbing all the calm and dignified control I possessed so that he couldn’t accuse me of being hysterical, juvenile or whatever the epithet of the moment happened to be. ‘I Am Not Going!’ I’d die if I couldn’t see Seb for a whole, entire year, and that was just one of things that would kill me.
Dad didn’t even glance at me. ‘We’ll be planting trees, taking inventories of the wildlife, eradicating pests.’
‘Start with Noah,’ I muttered. Talk to yourself, Min. Nobody else is listening.
Mum held up a hand. ‘That bit I can go along with — but parading ourselves all over the telly in the process? No, thank you.’
Dad grinned at her. ‘Come on, Liv — it’ll be fun. And don’t forget the money.’
         
‘Yes,’ said Mum, ‘the money.’ She went back to the knife-drawing, her eyes following the movement. Then she hauled in a deep breath and fired off a volley of questions. ‘How long have you known about this? Why us? Why the TV?’
Dad, using the hearty voice he brings out when he wants us to do something gut-busting, foul and boring, said, ‘I’ve been working on setting it up for nine months. Didn’t want to worry you.’
‘Kind of you,’ I muttered, but he just swept on.
‘We approached the TV company because we need the money to bring the island to the next stage. The animal pests have pretty much been eradicated, but …’
I sat up, slamming both hands flat on the table. ‘Listen up, and listen good — no money in the world is going to make me spend a whole year on some dumb island with you lot.’ I glared at them — Noah with a stupid grin on his stupid face, Mum still scratching away with the knife and not looking at anyone and Dad pretending he was giving me the biggest treat of my life so far. I had no appetite for the rest of my dinner. The spaghetti had turned to eels in my stomach. I stood up. ‘Forget it. It’s not going to happen. Not now. Not ever.’ I left them sitting there and ran to my room. They couldn’t. They wouldn’t.
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I rang my friends.
‘Min!’ Lizzie gasped. ‘What about Seb? A whole year? You know the stats on long-distance relationships and yours has hardly started.’
‘Thanks for your support,’ I snapped.
‘Oh, sweetie! I’m sorry, I really am.’ I heard her take a huge breath. ‘Listen — you can come and live with me. I’ll ask Mum. It’ll be fun.’
Colour filtered back into my world. I wanted to hug her. ‘Thanks, Lizzie — but are you sure? I mean, it’s a whole year.’
‘Course I’m sure.’ I could almost see her shaking her hair back (red right now, with blonde highlights). ‘Mum won’t mind.’
God, I wished my parents were like hers. They trusted her. They weren’t always on her back. They would never even think about an idea as dumb as this one.
         
I rang Addy. ‘You can’t!’ she shrieked.
         
‘Don’t stress,’ I said. ‘Lizzie says I can stay with her.’
Addy was still gasping. ‘I can’t believe your Dad would even think about it. It’s awful — and Min — what about Seb?’
‘I know,’ I said. ‘It just rips my heart out even thinking about it.’ I swallowed. ‘Look, I’d better phone Jax.’
We said nothing for a second. Jax was going to take it hard. It seemed every day she was falling harder and harder for my idiot brother.
I phoned her, told her I had some horrible news. ‘A year,’ I finished up. ‘A whole year stuck on some idiot island. All four of us.’
But the first thing she said was, ‘Oh, Min — you poor thing! A whole year away from Seb. That’s cruel.’
I choked up. That was so Jax — always thinking of others and not herself. ‘Jax, I think I’ll be okay.’ I told her about staying with Lizzie. ‘But what about you? Noah’s going to be gone for so long.’
She was quiet and then she sighed. ‘It’s not like we were going out or anything.’
It wasn’t fair — life sure dealt a bad hand to Jax, what with her crazy mother, and now Noah was being taken away from her before anything could really get going.
An island. In the middle of Cook Strait. No thank you, Father dear.
Friday morning and the last day of term. Didn’t see either of the parents or the brother. Ran to meet my friends on our corner. Lizzie danced around and the other two wore huge grins. ‘You can stay! Mum says yes!’
         
We hugged and yelled and did no work all day. The relief of it. I hadn’t realised I’d been so worried. I spent interval with Seb but didn’t tell him about the island. Why waste good time on something that wasn’t going to happen? Then I wondered if I should tell him because it would be so much easier to be together when I was staying at Lizzie’s. Interval ended before I had made up my mind.
We went back to Jax’s house after school because her mother would be at work. Didn’t do much, just hung out. The rule was that I had to be home by six. I got home at seven. Mum didn’t show. Noah of course was where he always was — absent. Dad was as well, so what was new?
I heated my dinner in the microwave and shut myself in my room. I was not going to spend twelve shitty months on some idiot island and that’s all there was to it. End of story. However, I felt it’d be strategic to keep out of Dad’s way on the grounds that if he didn’t see me he couldn’t bombard me with reasons why this would be the best thing ever for me, how it would be the making of me and how I’d look back on it as one of the defining moments of my life when I was old. Except I wouldn’t live to be old because I’d die of boredom and a broken heart, which he obviously hadn’t allowed for.
What I hadn’t allowed for was his sneakiness.
Saturday morning at some undefined but definitely uncivilised hour:
Dad: (makes huge noise at my bedroom door)
         
Me: (disappears under blankets, pillow and ancient teddy bear)
Dad: (flings open door, thunders in, dumps something on the floor, pulls blankets etc. away from my head, shouts) Breakfast, Min. You want to eat it or wear it?
Me: Go ’way piss off it’s still night.
Dad: The TV woman’s coming in fifteen minutes. She’ll have a camera crew with her. You want her to talk to you here or in the lounge?
That got my attention. I shot upright, all the better to yell and glare and throw things — with a bit of luck he’d end up wearing the breakfast he’d so kindly (huh!) brought me.
I yelled. I glared. I yelled some more.
He just grinned and said, ‘She’s due at ten.’ He looked at his watch. ‘You’ve got fourteen minutes.’
‘Dad!’ He barely paused in the doorway, but I kept yelling anyway. ‘I am not talking to anybody because I am not going to any island ever, except maybe Fiji or Tahiti. Understand?’
‘Thirteen minutes, and they’ll have my permission to come in here with the cameras,’ was all the answer I got to that.
I toyed with the idea of staying right where I was. I didn’t really think he’d let a camera crew loose in my bedroom, but then again, he was apt to go a bit crazy when he got his mind fixed on some dumb project and right now he had a fanatical gleam in his eye.
I got up. I ate my breakfast (toast, cereal and fruit, the preparation of which hadn’t caused him to break out in a sweat). At five minutes to ten, I jumped in the shower. I took my time. At 10.48 I wandered out to the lounge — hair gleaming, make-up immaculate and my outfit showing very clearly that I was a city girl, not some conservation bunny. I wore the low-cut jeans my grandmother Hargreaves loathed. My earrings reached my shoulders, and my black top showed off my figure.
         
Dad grinned at me. ‘Well, that’ll make an impact on the screen.’
I shrugged. ‘It’s immaterial, because I am not going to be part of your idiot scheme.’ And anyway, as far as I could tell, the telly chick hadn’t waited around.
I turned my back on him and phoned Jax because she was the only one of my friends who’d be out of bed at this time on a Saturday. I’d hardly got started when Mum showed up. ‘Is that woman here yet?’
Dad shook his head. ‘She’s due in five minutes.’
That penetrated my conversation with Jax. ‘My father is a conniving liar,’ I told her.
Then the doorbell rang and the room filled up with a red-headed woman called Cara, a guy toting a camera and another with a fistful of lights.
‘Gotta go,’ I told Jax.
‘Mum!’ I said. ‘I am not doing this. I’m not going to that island. Doesn’t Dad get it?’
She rubbed her head. ‘I’ve told Wes I’ll listen to what Cara has to say.’ She gave me a look that said cool it and behave yourself. ‘It won’t commit us to anything to listen, Min.’
         
I gave her a look that said You can’t fool me. I know you hate this idea as much as I do. She looked pretty haggard, like she’d been up all night worrying about it. How dumb was that? Just say no. Dead simple.
         
The man with the lights took his time. Cara, who didn’t bother introducing us to the two guys, flitted around being gracious and patronising to Mum and oozing charm at Dad.
All right, I thought, I can do this — I too can ooze charm and graciousness, and if I chucked in a dash of maturity and intelligence it wouldn’t hurt. When they’d finally fussed enough, I was ready for them. I sat down. I fixed a picture in my head of Seb watching the film, and I smiled.
I asked intelligent questions carefully phrased as hypothetical hypotheses.
1. Would there be a camera crew on the island too? (No, we’re going to train you, Minna, to be the cameraman.

Me: You mean, you would train me if I went.

Cara: Yes, Minna. That’s what I said.)
            
2. Why would we have to be there by ourselves? Why wouldn’t you let friends visit? (Because, Minna, part of the interest is in seeing how a family copes with isolation.)
3. Doesn’t the island get visited by boaties and yachts? (No, Minna — it’s very steep and there’s no access down to the one small beach.)
4. I think it’s cruel to expect a modern family to live without electricity. (There’s solar power and it works the fridge, freezer, washing machine and radio.)
5. So there’s email, phones and telly? (No, Minna. Part of the appeal of the programme is to assess how a family deals with the isolation.)
            

‘I see.’ I smiled at her. ‘That’s all been most helpful. Thank you and I have no more questions.’ I’d be willing to bet everything that this whole brilliant idea was all hers — she looked to me like a reincarnation of a medieval torturer.
Mum took over. ‘I’m ninety-eight per cent certain I’m going to refuse to do this.’
Cara smiled her patronising smile, while mine was more of a relaxed one tinged with triumph.
‘Do you have any questions anyway?’ Cara asked.
‘No,’ said Mum. ‘I don’t.’
Dad just didn’t get it. When they’d all packed up and gone, he said, ‘Well, what do you think? Doesn’t it sound like just the most amazing opportunity?’
Mum gave it to him straight. ‘I’m not doing it, Wes. It’s outrageous.’
I cheered.
Dad didn’t seem too worried. ‘We don’t have to give them a definite answer till Monday. Think about it, Liv. That’s all I ask.’ He grinned at her. ‘Noah’s keen. You’d be depriving him of a life-enhancing experience.’
Life enhancing? He had to be joking.
I decided to go over to Jax’s house but, of course, we had to do the whole drama of where was I going and could I be trusted first.
‘Just put a tracking device on me, why don’t you?’ I shouted.
‘Believe me,’ said Mum, ‘if I could, I would.’
I escaped in the end but only after she’d checked that there really was a water polo tournament that Seb might be in. She rang the pool and asked which teams were competing. I couldn’t believe it. I slammed out of the house and ran all the way through the rain to Jax’s house.
         
Addy and Lizzie turned up halfway through the afternoon and then we all beat it because Jax’s mother was stressing about the loud music and please don’t wear so much make-up and talk about boys, you’re such a negative influence on the little girls, who as far as I could tell really liked a bit of negative influence mixed in with their mother’s organic, GM-free, family-values lifestyle.
         
‘BeauTox,’ said Lizzie.
‘And I’m having chocolate,’ I said. ‘I need it to compensate for a stressful morning.’
         
‘It’s going to be okay, though?’ asked Addy. ‘I mean, your mum hates the idea too, doesn’t she?’
I nodded. ‘Thank goodness. But I won’t feel really safe until we get past Monday.’
Lizzie scoffed, ‘Get a grip. What can happen between now and Monday?’
The three of us yelled at her. ‘Don’t say that,’ Jax added. ‘It’s tempting fate.’
Lizzie spread her hands. ‘Look, it’s no drama either way because Min’s going to stay with me if they do go.’
We calmed down and discussed whether I should tell Seb. ‘Nothing to tell,’ said Lizzie. ‘Leave it.’ She was so sensible — if only I could be that controlled and on top of things.
Dad didn’t show for dinner that night until after I had eaten, and Mum had played around with her food yet again. Noah was at work. He came home stoned and happy. Couldn’t Mum see it? I shrugged. None of my business.
         
Sunday rolled around. I lay in bed dreaming about Seb. He’d be getting over a hangover right now so I’d wait for him to call.
My phone went. But it was Lizzie, not Seb. ‘I’ve got this cool idea!’
I listened and as I did, my gut tightened. This was it. This was the day. I could do it. It was time. ‘Come over to my house,’ she said. ‘Then, when S rings, you’ll be sweet.’
‘Okay,’ I said, and my voice came out croaky. ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’
Mum thought the tournament was for the whole weekend, how dumb was that?
I didn’t do the clothes and the make-up this time. I learn from my mistakes. Mum scanned me from top to bottom and sideways. ‘Very well, Min. But be home by six.’
For form’s sake, I yelled and did the you don’t trust me you’re such a cow routine before I took off out the door.
         
The rain had stopped but it was now blowing from the south, as cold as my mother’s heart. I ran all the way to Lizzie’s which is up a hell-high hill, but when I got there, I couldn’t sit still. She smiled at me. She understood.
She made us sandwiches for lunch. I couldn’t eat anything. My phone rang twice:
Addy: Can’t come over. Going shopping with Mum.
Jax: Can’t come over. Have to babysit the kids.
Usually we went and hung out at her house when that happened. ‘Lizzie and me’ll come over,’ I said.
         
Lizzie grabbed my phone. ‘Sorry, Jax. We can’t. Important things happening.’ She rolled her eyes and told Jax that today was when it was all going to happen.
I grabbed the phone back. ‘Yes, we can come over. We’re on our way.’ I hung up and headed for the door.
Lizzie caught me up. ‘Fine for you! Seb’ll call. You’ll be off and leave me stuck with the brats.’
But I was in no mood for a Lizzie tantrum. I kept running. Just before we got to Jax’s house, Seb called.
‘Hiya, babe. What’s up?’
‘I’ve escaped. Just for the afternoon,’ I said, before I could chicken out.
Lizzie heard his laugh boom out of the phone. She gave me a smirk.
‘Where are you? I’ll come and get you. Just give me half an hour to eat.’
I’d die if I had to sit around and wait that long. ‘No. It’s okay. I’ll walk to your house. I’d rather. Truly.’ And I turned around and ran, away from Lizzie and her bright, knowing eyes.
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It took me forty-five minutes to run to Seb’s house. The wind blasted in my face for most of the way and the rain came back ten minutes into the journey. The wind burrowed into my clothes and chilled me. Twice I stopped. I could tell Seb I’d changed my mind. He loved me. He’d wait.
And each time, when I started running again, I heard Lizzie’s voice telling me how Sherry Faulkner had the hots for him, or Petrina Berry, or half the girls in the school, and how I’d better cement my love for him if I wanted to keep him.
I would do it. It was the right thing.
I sprinted up the nineteen steps to his house and hammered on the door. I waited while the wind blew wild and free and insistent. I hammered again, then remembered the doorbell and jabbed that. Seconds passed, slower than my heart beats by a good ratio that I was much too stressed to work out.
         
The door opened. It was his mother. ‘Hello, Minna! My goodness, you’re soaking. Come on in and we’ll get you dry.’ She hustled me inside the house and into her bedroom. ‘Here you are. Put that on.’ She handed me a dressing gown. ‘Pop your clothes in the dryer when you’ve changed, and I’ll tell Seb you’re here.’
I took off my clothes and had to clamp down on the hysterical laughter that lurked in my throat. This wasn’t how I’d imagined getting my gear off in Seb’s house. I was stuffing my clothes in the dryer when he turned up.
‘Hiya babe, get a bit damp? Should have let me collect you.’ He wrapped his arms around me and gave me the sort of kiss that swept all my doubts away. I wanted to do this.
His mother called from the kitchen, ‘Bring Minna in here, dear. She’ll need to get something warm inside her.’
Seb whispered, ‘I’ve got something hot she can have.’
I choked and he gave me that twinkling, heart-breaker smile that melted me all through from my backbone out. He grabbed my hand and towed me into the kitchen.
His mother fussed. ‘Seb, where are your brains? Get Minna a towel to dry her hair.’ She smiled at me. ‘Such pretty hair too — the shades of autumn leaves. Do you colour it?’ She shook her head. ‘No, I thought not. Ah, to be young and gorgeous again!’
Seb rolled his eyes but got me a towel and perched himself on a stool beside me at the breakfast bar. Mrs King handed me a mug of soup. I was sure I wouldn’t be able to drink it, but I held it cupped in my hands and let the warmth soak in.
         
She was cooking — making a birthday cake for Seb’s grandmother, she said. She chatted as she measured and stirred. I chatted right back and it was warm and peaceful and happy there in that kitchen with the boy I loved beside me. Seb didn’t seem in any hurry. He moved his stool closer so that he could sit with his arm around me. I smiled at him. I would keep this moment forever in my heart.
I did drink the soup because I discovered I was hungry. Seb took the empty mug from me. ‘Want some more, babe?’ His eyes quirked as he asked and so it was a different question I answered.
‘Yes. Please.’
He ran a hand down my spine as he ambled towards the soup pot on the stove.
My phone vibrated in the pocket of the dressing gown. A text from Jax. I read it, holding it below the level of the bench because Mrs King didn’t need to know I was the sort of girl who couldn’t leave a text unread for two seconds.
N here. Unconshis. Can’t wake him. Help.
         
I gasped. Seb and his mother looked at me. I flapped a hand. Jax. I had to call her. ‘Explain in a minute,’ I said.
My heart was thumping again but this time it was a painful, squeezing thump. My idiot brother. He’d really done it this time.
‘Jax, what’s happened?’
         
Her voice was high and panicked. ‘He just turned up. About ten minutes ago. He was acting strange — I thought he was drunk and I told him to go home because Mum’s going to be home soon, but he got to the door and fell down and now I can’t wake him. Min, can you come?’
‘I’ll be there.’ I hung up and faced Seb and his mother. I told them what had happened.
Mrs King ran for the laundry. She hurried back and pushed my warm, damp clothes at me. ‘Get dressed. Seb will take you.’
I threw my clothes on then ran for the car. Seb was such a good driver. We flew through the streets. He didn’t take his eyes off the road but when we had to stop at a light, he squeezed my knee. ‘Don’t worry, babe. He’ll be sweet.’
At Jax’s house he said, ‘Want me to come in with you?’
‘Yes. Oh, yes. Please.’
Together we ran up the path. Jax was at the door, her two little sisters wide-eyed behind her. Noah was sprawled on his back in the hallway. Seb bent down and rearranged him on his side. ‘The recovery position,’ he said. ‘Safer.’
I knelt beside him. ‘I can’t smell any alcohol and marijuana doesn’t do this to him.’ I shoved a hand into his pocket, then checked all of them. In the one in his sweatshirt was a small pill bottle. I held it up. ‘This has got to be what he’s taken.’ I jumped up. ‘Get the phone book, Jax. I’ll phone A&E and ask them if he’s going to die.’ Or if I should just kill him right now.
         
It wasn’t simple getting an answer. I talked to a receptionist, then to a nurse, then to a doctor who went and asked another doctor. But the answer was okay. I looked at the others and gave the thumbs up. I hung up and let out a woosh of breath. ‘They said it won’t kill him, but that he’ll sleep for ages.’ I looked at Jax. ‘Best we get him out of here, wouldn’t you say?’
She just nodded, then she looked down at Noah snoring gently on the floor and her eyes filled with tears. She still liked him? Where was her brain? Then she whispered, ‘Why did he want to die?’
Oh god! I hugged her. ‘He didn’t — at least, the hospital reckoned he would have wanted to get high, but there’s a fine line between high and asleep.’
Seb slid an arm under Noah’s shoulders, hoisted him up into a fireman’s carry and headed for the car. I wanted to hug my boyfriend and slam-dunk my brother. Seb dumped Noah along the back seat.
‘Your folks going to freak out?’ he asked as he snapped the seat belt in.
I nodded. ‘Big time.’ I hoped Mum would miraculously be out and that Dad wouldn’t miraculously be at home.
Seb manhandled Noah out of the car. I ran to open the front door. No sign of Mum. So far, so good. ‘Along here,’ I told Seb. ‘Put him on his bed.’ I opened Noah’s bedroom door, darted to the bed, chucked the junk off it and helped Seb lower him on to it. Seb turned him on his side and put him in the recovery position again. ‘Seb,’ I whispered, ‘thank you so much. I just don’t know what I’d have done if you … if you …’ and I burst into tears.
He put his arms around me. ‘C’mon, babe. He’ll be sweet. Don’t stress.’
         
I tried to stop crying but it was so lovely with his arms around me and he was going away for two whole weeks and I wouldn’t be able to see him.
‘Minna! What is going on here? Who is this, and what are you doing in Noah’s bedroom?’ Mum. Of course.
Seb dropped his arms from round me like I’d become radioactive.
I wiped my face. ‘Mum, this is Seb and he helped me get Noah home.’
Mum skimmed a glance at Noah. ‘What do you mean, get him home? He’s sound asleep.’
I probably should have shut up, shrugged and got out of there, but her voice was loaded with suspicion. The look on her face showed that I’d been tried and condemned in the blink of an eye and it’s a wonder Seb didn’t die on the spot from poisonous mother vibes. So I did the dumb thing and explained. ‘He’s taken pills and A&E say he’ll sleep for hours.’ So suck on that. ‘And Seb helped me get him home.’
But did that make her apologise to him and smile? Not on your life. Her voice clanked with icicles as she said, ‘Thank you for your assistance, Seb. We’ll do very well now on our own. Minna will see you out.’
I would if I didn’t die of shame first. How could she speak to him like that? When I thought of how lovely his mother had been to me, it made me want to throw up, preferably all over my mother. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered once we got out of earshot. I couldn’t even look at him.
Seb gave me a hug. ‘Don’t sweat, doll. See you when I get back from Aus.’
         
I pulled out a smile. ‘Don’t forget the koala. And the postcard.’
He waved, climbed into his car and was gone. I watched until he was out of sight.
‘Minna! What’s happened here? Tell me this instant.’ Mum steamed out of Noah’s bedroom. ‘What’s Noah taken?’
I dug in my pocket for the pill bottle and held it out. ‘I found this. He must’ve taken some.’ She snatched it from me, marched off, phoned our doctor, and got the same advice that I’d already told her — let him sleep it off.
         
I waited for her to hug me and thank me for being adult and responsible and caring for my brother — huh! Some long wait that would be. She started right in on me.
‘All right, Minna. Let’s talk about the fact that you were with that boy when I trusted your word that you wouldn’t see him again outside school. Let’s talk about the fact that half your clothes are inside out.’ She stood there in front of me, her fists jammed on to her hips and her eyes firing red-hot lava in my direction.
I could do this. I could be calm and sensible and mature, even if she couldn’t. I explained that I’d been at Jax’s house, that I’d put my clothes in the dryer, that Noah came and collapsed, that I’d rung Seb and he’d come with his car to help me.
Mum didn’t say a word for about fifteen seconds, which is one long stretch of time. I opened my mouth to say What? but then her whole body seemed to cave in. She turned away from me and started walking back to her studio.
         
‘What?’ I yelled after her. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong. You should be glad I helped …’
She stopped. Didn’t even turn around and look at me as she said, ‘Maybe your story is true, Min, maybe it isn’t.’
‘Mum!’ I howled, ‘you’re the one who goes on about trust. Can’t you just believe me when I tell you the truth?’
She did turn then, and she said very quietly, which was much worse than being yelled at, ‘Minna — I know for a fact that Jax’s family does not have a clothes dryer.’
I gawped at her, all the wind knocked from my lungs.
She nodded once. ‘Exactly.’ And that was it. She took herself off to her studio and left me gasping for breath in the hallway.
I shut myself in my bedroom. I was doomed. Even if I did tell her the truth, and even if I made her talk to Mrs King, she still wouldn’t believe me. It was so unfair.
I rang Jax, sent Addy a text, then rang Jax back and asked her to tell Lizzie. I just couldn’t face Lizzie mourning over how I’d blown away yet another opportunity.
I stayed in my room. I got hungry but Mum didn’t call me for dinner. In fact I didn’t hear her in the kitchen so perhaps there was no dinner, but no way was I going to ask her when we were going to eat.
Dad got home just after nine. I heard noises in the kitchen, then he bellowed out that grub was up, come and get it.
Wounded dignity, I decided, would be the way to go. I walked out to the kitchen, greeted my father and ignored my mother. We sat down at the table and ate the pizza Dad had brought home.
         
We finished, and I hadn’t said anything the whole entire meal. Mum asked a couple of polite questions and Dad babbled on about the stupid island and how, even if we didn’t go, he’d arranged to spend a couple of weeks there by himself and wasn’t that awesome?
Mum put down the slice of pizza she’d nibbled. I wish she wouldn’t do that — eat it or leave it is my motto. She spoke to Dad, not to me. ‘We’ll do it, Wes. We’ll all go to the island. For the year.’
I choked and spluttered, but thank goodness I had Lizzie. Dad whooped and hollered and carried on like we’d won the biggest lottery in the universe.
‘But Mum — why?’ I couldn’t believe she was actually agreeing. ‘You don’t want to do it! Look at you! You look as if you’re going to prison — you’re crazy.’
She didn’t respond to that, and Dad didn’t pick up on it either, I was interested to note. Instead, Mum said to him, ‘You might like to take a look at your son.’ She told him the Noah story, but left out the chapter entitled Rescue by Minna.
         
Dad shot out of the room, came back, sat down, didn’t say anything.
I stood up. ‘Well, you lot can go and play happy families on the island. Not me. I’m staying with Lizzie.’
Mum did look at me then. ‘No, Minna. You’re not. You’re coming too. We’re a family. We’re staying together and we’re all going.’
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Monday. I woke up with that feeling of dread you get when something’s wrong but you can’t remember what. It didn’t take long for memory to crash back in on me. Oh, gee whiz, that’s right — my boyfriend was leaving for the entire holidays and when he came back I was going to be banished to some pathetic island for a whole entire year. I hadn’t told my friends yet and the thought of telling Seb sent cold chills juddering through my body.
I got out of bed and went in search of my cruel mother. She was in the kitchen. ‘Noah’s still asleep.’
As if I cared. Her suddenly agreeing to the island caper had to be all Noah’s fault. If he hadn’t drugged himself senseless she wouldn’t have freaked out and she wouldn’t have agreed to go. Let him sleep for a hundred years. ‘I’m going to see Seb off at the airport.’ And don’t you try to stop me.
         
She said, ‘All right. I’ll take you, if you like.’
Well! I plonked myself down at the table.
Mum didn’t even look up as she asked, ‘What time?’
‘Doesn’t matter. I’ll get myself there.’ The last thing I needed was her standing there tapping her foot and looking at her watch while Seb kissed me goodbye.
I thought she’d argue but instead she shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’
Seb and his parents picked me up from the corner. No way was I going to let Mum near them, seeing as how I couldn’t trust her to behave in a normal and pleasant manner. Why couldn’t I have parents like Seb’s? They were so sweet to both of us. I had to tell Seb about the island but I waited till his parents tactfully left us alone after he’d checked in.
‘Whoa!’ he said. ‘A whole year! Man, that’s heavy.’ He shook his head and hugged me. ‘Can’t you tell them you’re not going?’
I huddled into his arms. ‘Believe me — I’ve tried.’ Hours of ranting and crying last night had not made the slightest impression on either of my parents.
I wanted to ask him if he’d wait for me. I wanted him to say he’d love me even if we were separated forever but the words stuck in my throat. I still hadn’t asked him when the plane took him away from me. His parents dropped me home and they didn’t say anything about me crying all the way.
Then I had to tell my friends. Jax cried, Addy hugged me and her eyes were tragic. ‘But Min — what about Seb?’
         
I just shrugged. It was something I couldn’t talk about.
Lizzie said, ‘Your parents stink.’
Yeah.
‘When do you go?’ asked Jax.
‘In a month.’ It was such a little space of time.
‘Minna! You can’t!’ Addy gasped.
But it seemed we could. Dad was in overdrive. Mum went about packing up the house but her face wasn’t happy. I tried to have a free and frank discussion with Noah, but why did I bother? He just said yeah, the pills were a mistake, and kept right on with the dope. I pointed out that it was his fault we were going to be in a virtual prison for a year but all he said to that was sweet, it’ll be sweet. ‘You are sixteen!’ I yelled. ‘Grow up!’
         
‘Why?’ He grinned at me. ‘Life is sweet. Why change it?’
I tried to talk to Mum, but it was like talking to a Teflon-coated Egyptian mummy. Nothing penetrated. I took myself off and spent my time with my friends. I only came home to check the mail, but I don’t think she noticed and Dad certainly didn’t. There was nothing from Seb. It was too soon, I knew it was too soon. I tried to concentrate instead on my friends.
My friends. I was going to miss them so much. ‘But we’ll phone you,’ Addy said. ‘Every day. And there’s email.’
I shook my head. ‘The TV people want it to be a sort of survival programme. You know — Swiss Family Hargreaves roughing it. We even have to do a first-aid course.’
         
Lizzie punched her teddy bear in the stomach. ‘I think you should divorce them. You’ve got a cast-iron case — mental cruelty.’
I grabbed the bear off her. It wasn’t his fault.
‘Tell them you’ll only go if you can take a year’s supply of tampons,’ said Jax.
I gasped. I hadn’t even thought about that. I tackled Dad that night.
‘Dad — no tampons, no island.’ This was the deal-breaker. I would rather die than live without tampons.
         
He aced me. ‘Of course you can take them.’ He looked at my face and laughed his booming laugh that came right up from his gut. ‘Look, Min — we’re not going back in time. We’ll have solar power. We’ll have the freezer, the stove, hot water, washing machine.’
I turned away. It was all going to happen and I’d better start getting used to the idea. But Dad hadn’t finished. ‘It’s the situation that’s interesting. A family of four on their own for a year with minimal contact with the world. How will it change us?’
I reported back to my friends.
Lizzie snorted. ‘That’s so pathetic. I mean — at your age do they expect you to stay the same for a whole year? Of course you’ll change.’
‘Noah might change,’ said Jax, a mixture of hope and wistfulness in her voice.
Lizzie scoffed at that little dream. ‘Yeah, he’ll have a hard time getting his supply on an island — doesn’t mean he won’t be into it as soon as he gets home.’
Jax slumped back, crushed. Addy glanced at her, then at me. ‘What about clothes? What clothes do you wear on an island?’
         
‘They’re taking us shopping.’
Addy, with another glance in Jax’s direction, asked, ‘Can we come too?’
Jax straightened her back and her face lightened. Good old Addy. ‘I’ll ask.’ I looked at all three of them. ‘It’d be so good to have you with me.’ I dragged out a large grin from the deep hollow of my heart. ‘I shall beseech Cara. She won’t be able to resist because …’
‘You beseech so brilliantly!’ the girls chorused. We hadn’t done the beseech routine for months. It cheered us all up. For the moment.
I rang Cara right then and beseeched her. ‘Sure,’ she said, ‘but warn them I’ll be filming the trip.’
I grinned at the girls and nodded. Cara heard their cheers.
‘Ask her where she’s taking you,’ Addy said.
Cara heard without me having to repeat it. ‘Oh, it’s a warehouse. The public can’t go there. Bye, Minna. I’ll pick the four of you up from your house tomorrow at two.’
Suddenly things were a heap more fun. ‘We’ll be on telly,’ Lizzie said. ‘This calls for strategic planning.’
Addy jumped up and paraded around the room, stopping every step or two to take a pose. ‘It’s our grand appearance.’
‘This,’ said Lizzie pointing a finger in my direction, ‘is your chance to imprint your image on Seb’s mind. Make him dream of you for the entire year you’re away.’
I shook my head. I couldn’t think about Seb or I’d cry. Lizzie saw my face and hugged me. ‘Sorry, Min! Come on, let’s work out what we’re going to wear.’
         
It took us all afternoon to decide. It was Jax who sorted it in the end. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘it’s got to be black. All of us in black. For mourning.’
Addy thought about it for a second. ‘Yep, you’re right. And Min looks spectacular in black.’
We turned to Lizzie, who wore her thoughtful face. ‘Okay. It’s a plan. Let’s do it.’
‘I haven’t got black trousers,’ Jax said.
Addy shrugged. ‘Not to worry. We’ll do black tops and jeans.’
We did a dress rehearsal of the hair and make-up. We straightened our hair with Lizzie’s irons and wore subdued, pale make-up. ‘We are going to look spectacular,’ said Lizzie, and truly we did even without the black clothes. Her hair was still red, Jax’s was blonde, Addy’s dark and mine a sort of mixed-up brown, although in my heart I heard Seb’s mother saying it was the colour of autumn leaves.
         
‘So tomorrow,’ I said, ‘you all come to my house at twelve. We’ll get dressed and Cara can pick us up together.’
         
Lizzie handed me her straightening irons. ‘Take these in case I forget them.’
We laughed. She could be such a ditz sometimes.
Jax turned up early the next day. ‘Noah’s not here,’ I told her. I gave her a hug. ‘Forget him, Jax. He’s a loser, even if he is my brother.’
She managed a crooked smile. ‘Like you should forget Seb?’
Ouch. I led the way to my room. ‘Come on. Let’s do our hair.’
         
Addy turned up a few minutes later. We finished our hair and still no sign of Lizzie. Addy sent her a text.
Where r u?
         
Got a reply: Probs. Get C to pik me up here.
         
‘But what about her hair?’ I said.
Addy sent another text. Hair?
         
Mums got iron.
         
I shrugged. ‘Oh well. I guess we just get on with it.’
‘What do you reckon’s happened?’ Jax asked. ‘I hope she’s okay.’
‘She would’ve said if she wasn’t,’ Addy said.
We got dressed, but we missed Lizzie and there was the worry, too. What if something was really wrong?
Cara arrived exactly on time. We trooped out to the car. She filmed us running down the path and jumping in the back seat. She didn’t say anything, but there was a smile on her face that I deeply distrusted.
‘Where’s your other friend?’ she asked. She didn’t seem fazed when we told her we’d have to pick Lizzie up.
We directed her to Lizzie’s house, then texted Lizzie to tell her we were outside. She came out her door and we gasped. Cara swung the camera from Lizzie to us. I dug the others in the ribs, but it was too late. Cara had our expressions caught on tape for the world to see. Expressions of disbelief and betrayal, too. I couldn’t believe it. Nor could Jax or Addy. We sat silent as Lizzie swept into the front seat beside Cara. Her hair that was supposed to be red and straight was white-blonde and a mass of curls. She was supposed to be wearing a black top and jeans. She wore a white top and new white trousers, accented by silver chains at her throat and wrists.
         
Addy grabbed my left hand, and at the same moment, Jax grabbed my right one. We would speak to Lizzie. Afterwards. In the meantime, there were clothes to buy and I didn’t have to pay for them.
I wanted to ask where exactly we were going, but I didn’t want Lizzie to think that what she’d done was okay so I stayed silent. However, she wasn’t bothered. ‘Where exactly are we going?’ she asked Cara, carefully turning her profile towards the fixed camera.
Cara smiled at her and repeated the warehouse info without adding anything new.
Lizzie turned right round and smiled at me. ‘You are so lucky, Min. Getting designer clothes — and before they hit the shops.’
‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Really really lucky. Swap you any time you want.’
Lizzie gave a trilling laugh and turned to Cara again. She chatted to Cara the whole way. She was good at it, I had to admit. She talked about the programme, she asked how it would be different from the other survivor series on television. She wanted to know what other programmes Cara had done, and she responded with just the right amount of awed interest. She sounded mature. A lot more mature than the three of us in the back seat. I kept my mouth shut and stared in front of me.
Cara pulled up in front of a building that looked like an airport hangar. We trooped inside, the three of us giving Lizzie the mute treatment. She trotted ahead, keeping alongside Cara who stopped in the first aisle, handed a flat cardboard box to her and said, ‘Open this, will you. See if it’s the right size for Minna.’
         
I scowled. This was my shopping trip. Why couldn’t I open the box myself? Then I rearranged my face, because one of the guys who’d come to our house appeared from around a corner, aiming a camera at us. Lizzie opened the box and took out something dark blue. She held it up and I was glad I was watching her face because her expression totally took away all my fury at what she’d done. She started off looking like she was opening the Christmas pressie of the decade — all excitement and wow! what’s in here? Then her face crumbled into disbelief, then disgust. I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing, followed nanoseconds later by Jax and Addy.
         
‘Those are overalls!’ Addy shrieked.
‘Mechanic overalls. Farmer overalls,’ I howled.
‘And they are not smart!’ Jax could hardly get the words out past her giggles.
Cara grinned. ‘You’ll be glad of them when you’re on Motutoka. You need proper, effective clothing that will stand up to the rough conditions.’
         
It was weird. If Lizzie hadn’t pulled her look at me stunt, that shopping trip would have been the pits. I mean — how cool is it to get an entire wardrobe of clothes that could be described as sturdy, sensible and hard-wearing? But the whole thing became a riot — which I don’t think either Cara or Lizzie appreciated, making it all the better.
         
In the footwear aisle:
Addy: Boots for Madam?
         
Me: Please. One for each foot.
Jax: Tramping or gum?
Me: I have teeth for my gums, thank you.
Yeah, I know — juvenile in the extreme but it seriously pissed off the other two. Then Jax found the shirts. She held one up. ‘This is a bush shirt. A tartan, woollen bush shirt.’ She put it on and adopted a pose. We collapsed in fits of giggles.
Cara, in a very chilly voice, said, ‘That’s enough, girls.’
Addy turned so Cara couldn’t see her, and mouthed, ‘She’s shirty!’
That finished us — everything was funny from then on: the tramping shorts, track pants, thick jerseys — the lot.
Lizzie walked off. ‘I’ll wait for you in the car.’ She disappeared and Cara looked like she was wishing she could follow her. Too bad, lady — this is your party and you have to stay to the end.
She was fairly crisp with us in the car. Not even Lizzie escaped: she asked Cara if she’d drop her back at her house, to which Cara snapped, ‘I’m sorry, Lizzie — time’s against me.’
Damn fine. Lizzie, you’ve got it coming.
She almost ran from us when we tumbled out of the car. I yelled after her, ‘You can face it now or later, Lizzie. But I’m telling you — if it’s later it’s going to be ugly.’
She stopped, turned, didn’t say anything, just marched right on into my house. We went to my bedroom. Nobody sat down.
‘Talk,’ Addy ordered.
Lizzie lifted her chin. ‘All right! So I’m a cow! Shoot me.’
         
I shook my head. ‘Too quick. Too easy.’
Jax said, ‘Why did you do it?’
Lizzie flounced, then leaned back against the door. ‘Oh! All right. I know I shouldn’t have. I know I’m a cow.’ She brushed the blonde mop back from her forehead. ‘But I wanted to be on television.’ She looked at each one of us, her eyes intense. ‘I’ve always wanted it. And this was my chance. I thought if Cara saw me — if she could just see how I can relate to the camera — then she might choose me for her next project.’ Her eyes travelled over the three of us. We said nothing. ‘You have to take chances when they’re offered, don’t you see?’ Apparently we didn’t. She leaned towards me. ‘You’re so lucky, Min. You’re going to be on national television. You’ve got the chance to be a star and all you can do is moan.’
         
We gaped at her, standing there with her fists all bunched up and her face intense and yearning. ‘Haven’t you forgotten what I’ve got to do that’s going to get me on telly?’ I asked, with just a touch of sarcasm.
‘And what about having to leave her boyfriend for a whole year?’ Addy asked.
Lizzie shrugged. ‘Seb King! Look, you’d have broken up in a month or two anyway.’
I wanted to hit her. Jax grabbed my arm, and said, ‘How can you say that?’
Lizzie snapped, ‘Because it’s what happens. Look how long he stuck with Jilly and she’s having his baby.’
I walked towards her and opened the door she leaned on. ‘I think you’d better go home, Lizzie. I think we need a break from each other.’
         
She went without another word.
None of the three of us said anything for the longest time. Then Jax said, ‘I didn’t know she felt like that about being on telly.’
Addy and I shook our heads. It was news to us as well. ‘Things are already changing,’ Addy said.
Later, I watched them walk down the road away from me and a chill touched my heart. What if we grew apart while I was away? My world that had been so solid just a few days ago now felt like it was built on a meeting of earthquake faults, any of which might open and swallow me.
There was still no postcard from Seb.
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A couple of days later we did the first-aid course. I decided that if anyone got sick or injured it had better be me, because I’d faint, run or vomit if I was faced with any of the dinky little scenarios they’d dreamed up for us to practise with. Dad, of course, bounded through the whole thing, grinning all the way. Mum kind of wafted, looking as if her mind was somewhere entirely different. Noah’s mind was somewhere entirely different. I hoped that if I did ever require first aid it wouldn’t be up to him to give it to me.
         
At the end of the course, Dad took us out to dinner. Noah ate a complete side of beef, then asked a question — the first I could remember him asking for about a decade. ‘How come she gets to do the filming?’
I saw Mum and Dad glance at each other and I could read their thoughts: He’s showing interest! Fantastic!
         
Dad punched the calm-voice button. ‘We discussed it. You’ve got a big year of school to get through. Correspondence isn’t a breeze, you know. We didn’t want to load you up.’
I pushed the button for cool and inscrutable. I wasn’t fooled for one second. Old Cara would have sized Noah up in a glance. Stoner. Don’t want him on the end of a camera. Then a thought occurred to me — why not Mum-the-artist, or Dad-the-conservation-expert?
         
Mum: (brief and tone not inviting discussion) I didn’t want to.
Dad: (hearty) I’m going to be too busy.
Great. I was the choice you make when you haven’t got a choice.
My first filming lesson was scheduled for the next day, but I wasn’t looking forward to it because old Cara had said no and absolutely not when I’d asked if my friends could come too. I’d decided to forgive Lizzie and even though I knew she’d perform again if there were cameras around, she was still my friend. Luckily, the others felt the same way. ‘We can handle it,’ Jax had said.
         
‘Yeah,’ said Addy. ‘She’s a nut, but she’s our nut.’
But no chance. Cara wouldn’t be budged and I was not enjoying myself.
‘Minna, concentrate!’ she ordered. ‘This entire enterprise is going to depend on you. I thought they taught filming at school these days.’
I dumped the camera on the floor. ‘Look Cara, I’ll do a heap better if my friends can be here.’ She was too serious, too impatient, and I didn’t like her.
         
‘No,’ she said. ‘Now let’s get serious here.’
‘No,’ I said, and started walking away. I realised, rather late it’s true, that I was the one with all the power in this particular exchange. She knew it too because she gave in, but not exactly gracefully.
I went home, phoning my friends as I ran.
‘Excellent!’ Addy said.
‘Tell her we want a camera each,’ Jax said.
‘Thank you!’ chortled Lizzie.
My spirits lifted. Today there would be the postcard from Seb and he’d say how much he loved me and tell me he’d wait for me.
There was nothing. I was glad to have the filming to do. It was fun with all of us there, and we got down to business once she’d told us how much the dinky little cameras cost. We were careful enough with them to not give her a heart attack every second minute.
Lizzie was definitely a pain. She didn’t want a camera, she wanted to be the star. Oh well, what the hell — it gave us something to film.
‘You’ve done well,’ Cara said at the end of our final session. ‘I congratulate you, Minna. I thought we were in trouble when you wanted your friends to come along, but I was wrong.’ She grinned at the three of us. ‘I’d be happy to let any one of you loose with a camera now.’
Lizzie sidled around until she was in Cara’s line of sight, then she pushed at her curls. Cara nodded at her. ‘There’s some very nice footage of you, Lizzie.’
Lizzie looked back at her, didn’t say anything for several seconds, then murmured, ‘Contact my agent if you’re interested in using me in the future.’ And she gave Cara a business card!
         
The three of us nearly died trying not to laugh. You had to hand it to Lizzie — she had class.
‘You are classic!’ Addy told her as we ran home against the wind.
Lizzie smirked. ‘She’s been useful to me, but she doesn’t do the type of stuff I’m interested in.’
So when did all this interest start? But I couldn’t be bothered asking. Instead, I said, ‘Watch out for Cara. If something’s good television, then she’ll crawl over broken glass and her dying grandmother to get it.’
‘A slight exaggeration,’ said Jax.
I stopped walking in order to make my point, which they needed to inscribe in their souls. ‘You think back to that stuff we did in the warehouse. D’you want that appearing in living rooms all over the country?’
They shuddered — Lizzie too, I was interested to see. ‘No way! Ask Cara to can it.’
‘I did. She laughed and said it was great footage.’ I rubbed my face. ‘It was a wake-up call for me. I’m not going to film anything embarrassing.’
I stayed the night at Lizzie’s house. She fiddled around after we’d eaten and I got fed up and told her to sit down. She did, then burst out, ‘Min — I really am sorry about what I did — you know, on the day Cara got your clothes. It was awful. I should have …’ Her voice trailed off artistically.
Maybe I’d have been convinced, except I remembered her advice about getting Mum sweet again. So I just said, ‘Yes, you were. Let’s not talk about it.’
Ha, Lizzie — got you.
         
Sunday rolled around — the last day of the holidays, but also the day Seb was to get home. If he hadn’t bought me a koala I’d die, I really would — plus he’d better have a damned good excuse for the lack of postcards. I collected up all my gear that had got spread between my friends’ houses and took it home.
I went looking for Mum with the intention of telling her I was going to have dinner at Addy’s house. Worth a try. She might have forgotten Seb was due home at seven tonight. She was in her studio. I paused in the doorway, wondering if it would be a good idea to disturb her or if I should just leave a note. I heard a sniff followed by a distinct sob. My mother was crying. I backed out of the room and slipped from the house. I sent off texts: Crisis mtng beautox.
         
In thirty minutes we sat at our favourite table, upstairs looking down on the street.
‘Spill!’ Addy commanded once we had lattes in front of us.
I turned mine around and around on its saucer and said, ‘I think Mum’s losing it.’
They put down their cups and I felt their eyes on me.
‘This stuff is foul.’ Addy pushed her cup away. ‘I’ll never develop a taste for it. What d’you mean — losing it?’
I stirred the froth into different patterns. ‘She was crying. In her studio.’
‘Why?’ asked Jax. She was the expert because her mother cried regularly for an entire orchestra of reasons.
I wriggled my shoulders. ‘How would I know?’
They said nothing for ages. Then Lizzie pushed away her cup too. ‘To hell with this. Let’s have hot chocolate instead.’
         
I was jumpy. There was Mum falling apart for starters, but more important, there was Seb. I couldn’t get him out of my head. ‘What if he says he won’t wait for me? What if …’
Lizzie put a hand over mine. ‘Shut it, Min. What’s the use of all the worry? He either will wait, or he won’t. Nothing you can do.’
True, but it didn’t help my state of mind. I got up. ‘Going home. Thanks, guys.’
I crept into the house, and tiptoed to my room. I hoped Mum would have it together by the time I came face to face with her. The time dragged. Seven o’clock came and went. Seb would have landed. How soon till he phoned me? Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he’d already decided I was history.
The phone went. Lizzie. ‘Just wanted to tell you to stop chewing your fingernails.’
Ha ha, very funny. I didn’t talk long, just in case Seb phoned. Two minutes later, the phone rang again and it was him. ‘Hiya, doll!’
‘Seb! I’ve missed you!’ Don’t cry, Min. You were crying the last time he saw you.
‘Look babe, can’t talk now. Just leaving the airport. Got you a koala. Bye now.’
‘Goodbye.’ But he’d already gone and that was it for the day. I didn’t know what to think. I phoned Jax. ‘It’s great that he phoned me. I’m so happy about that. But he didn’t say … ’
‘Yeah,’ said Jax. ‘I know. He’s a boy.’
         
Mum called out that dinner was ready. I hung up and wandered out to the kitchen wondering what I’d find in the way of embarrassing weeping mothers, but she was totally normal.
School started again in the morning. It was difficult to get excited about it seeing as how I was going to be out of there in two short weeks. The only reason I went was to see Seb, and that wasn’t the romantic tryst of the century either. Most days I only got to spend intervals with him and usually we got interrupted by some stupid idiot who just had to chat to him about this team or that match.
He gave me the koala on Tuesday because he forgot to bring it on Monday. It was sweet and furry and cuddly. I hoped he’d say something sweet and loving, but he just thrust it at me and said, ‘Here you are, doll.’
Every day I hoped he’d say something about loving me and waiting for me. But he didn’t, and I couldn’t ask.
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The weekend came — my last weekend in the civilised world for eons to come. And there was no hope that I’d be able to spend any of it with Seb because Mum stuck to me like chewing gum all weekend and if she wasn’t there, Dad took over.
My friends came over to my house on Saturday afternoon because the chewing-gum duo wouldn’t let me out of their sight. Mum actually came into my room at about five and told the girls they’d have to go home because we were going out, which was news to me.
I hid my face in my hands. ‘She is so embarrassing!’
Lizzie rolled off my bed and stretched herself. ‘You know, she’s different. Kind of edgy and strung out.’
‘Losing it,’ I said.
They left and I went back to my room. Mum turned up again, probably to make sure I hadn’t done a runner. ‘You need to get ready,’ she said, as if I knew what I had to get ready for.
         
‘Why? I can’t go anywhere.’
She spoke slowly and clearly. ‘To the farewell dinner with the grandparents.’
Oh, that.
‘And wear something that won’t upset Gran H.’
Well, that cheered me up. I dug down through the layers in my wardrobe till I’d assembled an outfit that turned me into the fashion victim of the year: crop top, g-string with diamante flower (recycled from the dirty washing but I’d be the only person to know that) and low-cut jeans I’d grown out of last year but still almost fitted.
I examined myself in the mirror. Have to admit I nearly gave in and put on something stylish. But my grandmother’s face swam into my head — an occurrence I do not encourage. I swear I could see her pinched-up mouth and scrunched-up frown at the sight of all that naked flesh, and that did it. I’d stay as I was, which would give her something definite to disapprove of instead of the general and non-specific disapproval I normally got.
I still had Lizzie’s straightening irons so I did my hair and then I hit the make-up. Gran H likes the natural look. She doesn’t think young girls should wear any make-up at all. I gave myself Cleopatra eyes and a bright red cupid-bow mouth. Last of all I threw on a sweatshirt as camouflage until we got there.
Seb was going to a party. Lizzie was going to a concert. Addy and Jax were going into town and then back to Addy’s place to watch DVDs. I was spending my last Saturday night with my grandparents but, damn it, I was going to have fun.
         
‘Come on, troops. Time to go.’ Dad at his most cheerful. He was getting more and more unbearable the closer we got to Banishment Day.
I ambled out to the lounge. Noah was slumped on the sofa. Mum came in wearing a new dress — it was blue and floaty and she would have looked okay but for the stress lines she was busy cultivating on her face. She examined me from top to bottom, frowned a bit at the make-up but held her peace. I was glad I’d thrown the sweatshirt over my ensemble.
We arrived. The party to end all parties was at the Hargreaves grands’ house. They had a superb view over the harbour which was about all the place had going for it — there was no clutter, no books, only sterile walls with very disciplined pictures on them but none by Mum, although I knew for a fact she’d done one specially for them.
Cara was there with her camera.
I went into the bathroom, took off the sweatshirt, checked make-up and hair, then made my entrance.
Mum rolled her eyes. Dad didn’t notice. Noah was back on the couch but I was prepared to bet he wouldn’t stay there long because it was a slippery, unfriendly couch.
Gran Aveson hugged me and her eyes twinkled. ‘Great outfit, Minna.’
Gran H kissed the air near my cheek. She pulled back and whispered, ‘For heaven’s sake, Minna — cover yourself up and take off that make-up. That television woman is here. What’ll she think of you?’
         
I smiled graciously. ‘Lovely to see you too, Gran.’
The grandfathers both smiled at me and I don’t think they noticed the make-up or the bare flesh. I decided to be helpful. ‘Can I hand around the nibbles, Gran?’ I asked Gran H with a sweet smile.
Her face was in the process of turning to stone, but Dad had heard. ‘Great idea, Min. Here — take these.’
I took the plate of smoked mussels. I went around the room making sure I bent over enough so that Gran H got a full view of my diamante flower.
Gran H, though, was no slouch in the revenge department. She cornered Cara and spoke to her and the camera in a voice of considerable volume and excellent clarity. ‘This is a ridiculous escapade to put a child of Minna’s age through.’
That was clever. The child word was a good ploy. I waited for the punchline.
         
‘Why do you think it’s ridiculous?’ asked Cara, who was drooling with all the good television she was getting.
Okay — punchline coming up. Gran H ticked the points off on her fingers. ‘One: she’s never had to struggle for anything in her entire life. Two: she doesn’t have a practical skill to her name. Three: she’ll go crazy if she can’t have a phone glued to her ear day and night. Four …’
Gran Aveson jumped right into the middle of the battle, waving her white flag of peace. A pity — things were warming up nicely. ‘Minna will be just fine.’ She smiled at Gran H. ‘She’s like you — tough at the core.’
         
Masterly! A compliment for Gran H but she was not pleased to be in any way compared with me. Actually, I wasn’t that stoked either.
I took my tray of mussels away from the grans and as I departed I heard:
Gran H: Disgraceful! She might as well be naked.
Gran A: Shall we go and check on the dinner?
That was the total excitement for the entire evening.
Sunday arrived. I spent the day packing up my bedroom with the help of Lizzie, Addy and Jax. I managed a short chat to Seb before he took off with his mates to ride to Makara.
‘You still haven’t talked to him about The Issue, have you?’ Lizzie said, wagging her finger at me.
‘According to you we should be breaking up about now so why should you care?’ Bitchy, but if you can’t bitch at your friends when you’re deep in misery, then who can you bitch at?
She jumped up and hugged me. ‘I’m sorry! I was such a cow that day. I didn’t mean it and I hope you stay together forever and I want to be your bridesmaid.’
That was what I liked about Lizzie — she loved you even when you were bitchy. ‘Sorry. The way my parents feel about him we’ll have to elope.’
We laughed and clowned around — did no packing, but I felt better — until they had to go home. I wanted to walk with them to the corner, but Mum said she’d come with me if I did. I could feel the sympathy oozing from the girls.
I returned to my room and shut my mother out. I might as well be stuck on the island already. She was so unfair. Noah did exactly as he pleased and came home stoned hours after he finished work — and I know for a fact that he hadn’t been at school for most of last week. Double standards were alive and thriving in the Hargreaves household.
         
Only six more sleeps until the year of imprisonment began. I tried to stretch the week out to make it last forever.
Seb met me at the corner every morning. I spent every interval with him, but that was it. The rest of his time belonged to other people. ‘Sorry, babe. It’s a bad week.’ He didn’t say he loved me. He didn’t say he’d wait for me. He did say he’d miss me. He did say we’d ‘get it on’ when I got back. I had to hang on to that, although I told the girls he said we’d ‘be together’ when I got back.
I made the most of the time I had left in the world of civilised living.
On Monday after school I had my hair highlighted and cut to just clear of my shoulders.
On Tuesday the girls took me into town but wouldn’t tell me why. They led me to a beauty salon where they’d booked me a manicure and pedicure.
On Wednesday we went into Magz and I stocked up on magazines.
Thursday we spent at BeauTox while I got photos of them and Seb developed. It took us an hour to choose frames for them.
I kept busy. It was good because it stopped me thinking, but by the time Friday rolled around it was getting pretty difficult to hide from the truth of what was about to happen.
         
On Friday morning Cara turned up and filmed me walking to school. I didn’t bother asking her not to — why waste my breath? ‘Ignore me,’ she said, looking at Seb loping towards me and practically falling into her camera with excitement. ‘Pretend I don’t exist.’
Seb did pretend she didn’t exist. He completely ignored her. ‘Hi, babe.’ He kissed me and we walked off hand in hand to join the girls.
Lizzie took one look at Cara, smiled and said, ‘Hello Cara. Lovely day, isn’t it.’ Then she proceeded to carry on a weather conversation with Jax and Addy.
Lizzie: It’s really warm for this time of year.
Addy: Lovely to see the sun after all the rain we’ve had.
Jax: If the wind drops we might get a frost tonight.
I hoped Cara was grinding her teeth over the wasted film.
At school, she shoved the camera in my face just as Seb was kissing me goodbye. He stuck out a hand and pushed it away. God, I was going to miss him.
Cara followed us to class. We sat together and we didn’t say a word.
‘Are you going to miss Minna?’ Cara asked my teachers.
‘She’ll certainly leave a gap,’ said Mrs Stannard (Science).
‘She’s a very vivacious pupil,’ said Ms Wiley (Maths and hander-out of detentions by the mile for talking).
‘Oh, yes,’ said Mr Hanson (English and who had pointed out only yesterday that you can miss people you don’t at all care for).
         
And then Cara had to go — oh what a shame.
We relaxed.
She came back and caught us in the canteen queue at lunchtime. Oh, what the hell. ‘Ignore her,’ I said.
So we stuffed our faces with doughnuts, pies and all the things we’d been avoiding in the interests of slimness and elegance.
The afternoon sped past. Cara came to Social Studies where I doodled on my book. She followed me to Art, zoomed the camera in on my still life and I knew that would make the final cut along with a smart remark about how I was the daughter of well-known artist Livana Aveson. She wouldn’t need to say I’d had a talent bypass — one picture being worth a thousand words and all that.
I wondered how Cara got on with filming Noah. She gave me a funny look when I asked. ‘He had the day off to pack. Didn’t you know?’
Wagging again.
The girls came home with me. They stared at my bedroom. ‘It’s so bare and sad,’ said Jax.
My stuff was all in boxes except for Seb’s koala which I intended to carry with me.
Addy picked up the new acoustic guitar Dad had bought me to salve his conscience over locking me up for a year. ‘You’re really going to learn to play this?’
I shrugged. ‘Face it — what else will there be to do?’
Lizzie grabbed my arm and gave it a shake, her fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. ‘Min — listen. Please don’t think I’m an unfeeling, hard-hearted bitch but …’ she paused to give us time to brace ourselves for a burst of unfeeling, hard-hearted bitchiness, ‘but look at the opportunities you’ve got. Play your cards right and you could come out of this with modelling contracts, celebrity appearances — the works!’ She jammed her hands on her hips and glared at me. ‘So stop moaning and start maximising.’
         
‘Maximising?’ I said. ‘What crap have you been reading?’
Addy rolled her eyes. ‘Ignore her.’
Jax said, ‘She’s not just a nut — she’s the whole freaking fruitcake.’
It was time for them to go. ‘Write to me,’ I begged. ‘Please write me long letters that I can read slowly and pretend I’m still here.’
They promised. We hugged and cried and they promised to be there tomorrow too when we flew away in the chopper. They left and I felt my old life dissolve and drain away through cracks in the floorboards.
After dinner, Cara turned up with a camera crew for us to separately record our thoughts about the whole deal. She wouldn’t let us watch each other, but I bet all she got out of Noah was grunts and cool, man. It’ll be cool. What a loser.
         
When it was my turn, she sat me down in the lounge. ‘So, Minna, nearly time to go.’ She gave me her beaming, friends-together smile and leaned forward in a disgustingly chummy way. Chums with Cara the Cow, without whom I would still be living my real life? Not in a million years.
She hit me with the first question. ‘What do you think you’ll learn through being on the island?’
         
You ain’t getting nothing out of me, lady. ‘Oh, Cara — you know I haven’t looked at the correspondence courses yet.’
         
She smiled again but not quite so chummily this time. ‘Besides schoolwork. Do you think you’ll learn any — life lessons?’
Not if I can help it. I leaned towards her so that our heads damn near crashed together. ‘You know, I might. I mean, if you look at Dad and how keen he is on the whole conservation thing. It’s never really pushed my buttons but when you’re with somebody and they’re doing something they’re really enthusiastic about — well, stands to reason it’s going to rub off. Don’t you think?’
         
She didn’t even blink, the cow. She swapped the chummy expression for one of great seriousness. ‘This is a big chunk of your life. Tell me what you’re feeling about the year ahead. Are you excited?’
I looked her dead in the eye. ‘I feel like I’m being sent to jail. Solitary confinement. I guess that’s pretty exciting.’
After that, the interview didn’t have a lot of places to go. I hoped she’d use the entire thing in the final cut.
I stood at the window and watched her drive away. Dad came bouncing into the room. ‘Well, that was excellent. She said she got some good footage from all of us.’ He clapped me on the shoulder. ‘Exciting, isn’t it, Min!’
I removed his hand and took myself off to my room. I talked to Seb for two hours. He promised he’d be there to say goodbye when I left. It took me forever to get to sleep that night.
         
The morning came. Dad packed the last of our stuff into the taxi. I got in the back seat beside Noah. I held my koala in my arms. I wasn’t crying, but only by a supreme effort of will and a determination not to look like a cry-baby on film because Cara would be there with the camera for sure.
I was right. The taxi rolled to a stop and I’d only just managed to work out that we were at the airport, but on the opposite side from the terminal, when Cara bounced up, opened doors and started babbling at us. She was coming with us on the helicopter, she informed us, with a big huge smile like we were supposed to be delighted by that. Dad smiled back and chucked luggage around. Mum gave Cara a very level look, then turned away. Noah slouched around and appeared vaguely interested by the chopper. My friends came and hugged me. The four grandparents came and hugged me, although Gran H managed to hug me without touching me, which suited us both.
Seb didn’t show.
‘He isn’t coming,’ I whispered to my friends.
‘There’s still time,’ Jax said, staring at Noah who grinned at her but appeared to find the chopper more interesting.
‘There he is!’ said Lizzie. ‘Come on girls — it’s our duty to keep the camera away for Minna’s last farewell’
I hardly heard her. Seb was here. I ran to meet him. He jumped out of his car and hugged me. Then he kissed me and it was a kiss to remember, a kiss I could take with me to warm and comfort me. ‘Hiya, doll. Can’t stay. Here — got you something.’ He pushed a parcel into my hand.
         
‘Oh, Seb! Can I open it now?’ It was small. I hoped it was a ring. It had to be — a ring would mean so much.
‘Sure,’ he said, his smile warming me but killing me too. ‘Better hurry though. Gotta go in a sec.’
I undid the ribbon and stuffed it in my pocket. I’d keep that and the paper. Inside was one of those little cardboard jewellery wallets. It had to be a ring. I opened it. ‘Seb! Oh, that’s beautiful!’ It was a ring — a gorgeous silver ring with a garnet set in it. ‘That’s my birthstone.’ I couldn’t say anything else so I threw my arms around him and hugged him.
         
He was pleased. ‘Don’t forget me, babe.’ Another brief hug and he was gone. I slid the ring on my finger and watched him leave me.
The girls rushed up. ‘What did he give you?’
‘Show us!’
‘Wow! Is that significant or what!’
Then Dad was calling and I had to go, walk away and leave my friends, my life and my love. Prison was a short helicopter ride away.
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The helicopter tipped and rocked so that wild shots of the city and harbour reeled into view and out again. Damn Cara. My first helicopter ride and I couldn’t enjoy it. It was all her fault. I turned my face away from her and the camera. I could get my own back by doing some dire filming, or forgetting to do it at all. Serve her right. No one would watch the programme, the channel would have to pull it and all the money she’d laid out would be wasted.
Dad’s voice blathered in my headphones telling us to look at this mountain, that headland, this island. I tuned him out. Couldn’t tune Mum out though — she was sick, and not just once either. She vomited the entire journey. Dad ended up asking the pilot to fly as smoothly as he could, and he kept patting Mum’s arm and saying ‘Not long to go now’, but I noticed he looked at the view and not at her. ‘There it is!’ Dad said. ‘Only a couple of minutes more, Liv.’
         
Mum was sick again. I turned my head away, and there below us was the island that got Dad and Cara all misty eyed and breathless. Not me. If ever I have to live on an island, it won’t be a chunk of bare rock. Oh, that’s right — I was going to live on this island. Lucky old me.
         
We swooped in a loop right around the island. Mum moaned again.
‘It’s not very big,’ Noah said.
‘It’ll be big enough once we start weeding it,’ Dad said.
‘You have got to be joking.’ I hoped he was, but even if he wasn’t he’d have a hard job getting me to weed the place.
Dad chuckled. ‘That’s one of our jobs — eradication of tradescantia, thistles, ragwort. Lots to do.’
‘I’ll film,’ I said. ‘You weed.’
The island stuck up out of the sea as if somebody underneath had slapped a hand under it and said up you go. Its sides were vertical rock. The pilot pointed to a scar on a cliff side. ‘See that? That’s what finally stopped the place being farmed.’ He flew us closer so we could see the narrow track snaking up the cliff. A slip had taken a bite out of it and left the scar.
         
Given the choice of crawling up the track or flying in by helicopter I’d choose the helicopter any day.
The pilot pointed out another attraction. ‘There’s your house. Used to be the farmhouse. Hope they’ve tidied it up for you.’
And then we were down.
         
Cara leapt out first, toting the camera. Dad ignored her and turned to help Mum out. She was dry retching by this time. Not a good start to our new life. Dad put his arm around her and helped her walk through the grass to the house. I followed them up the three steps on to a verandah that stretched around two sides of the house. We stepped into a big room that had the kitchen at one end and an airy family room at the other. I stood at the big windows while Dad got Mum settled on the sofa. Out the windows I could see the sea and, beyond that, the mainland where my real life waited for me.
I turned away. I would not cry anywhere near Cara and her camera because if I did, I could be one hundred per cent sure that that particular piece of footage would end up on screen. She liked me about as much as I liked her, and if Dad kept smiling at her like that I would have to deck him. In the next second though, I decided I’d misjudged him. The scene went like this:
Dad: (smiles at Cara)
Cara: (smiles back, eyes sparkling, body inclined slightly towards Dad)
Dad: Make Liv a cup of tea, would you, Cara?
Cara: (through clenched teeth) Certainly, Wes.
Me: (big smirk)
Cara: (having observed big smirk) Minna — I’ll show you how the water works.
Me: It’s okay, Cara. I know how water works.
She shrugged at that and said, ‘Suit yourself. It comes off the roof — I guess you might like the taste of bird shit and salt.’
One–nil to Cara. This place was living up to all my expectations — unfortunately. Cara was busy laughing her little socks off as she filled the kettle. My only comfort was that her whole programme pretty much depended on me. She turned her head to speak to me. ‘Don’t worry Minna, it’s fine when it’s filtered and boiled. The old guy who lived here drank it straight from the tank. Survived till he was eighty-one.’
         
I stood in the middle of the room. Crates and boxes cluttered the floor space. Mum lay on the couch. Noah slouched in a chair beside a woodburner. Dad had disappeared. Suddenly I didn’t care about Cara and her games. All I wanted to do was get away from here and from her. I walked back outside. ‘Minna! Take the camera,’ she called after me.
I ignored her and was at the bottom of the steps off the verandah when she caught up with me. ‘Here.’ She shoved it at me. ‘You have to get used to taking it everywhere. Remember the training?’
I just shook my head and kept walking. Let her sweat. I hoped she’d lie awake at nights worrying that I was going to mess the whole thing up. She muttered something but went back inside.
I didn’t get very far because Dad bounded around the corner of the house, swept me up in a whirl of isn’t this wonderful, dream come true, can’t believe we’re really here. Yeah, that last one I could totally relate to. He dragged me back inside because there was important information Cara had to impart to all of us. I went because the sooner we got rid of her the better pleased I’d be.
         
The second she saw Dad, she went into a sickening domestic goddess routine — putting out cups, sugar (which none of us takes), milk and biscuits on a plate, and all the time she slid sleek smiles in Dad’s direction. He didn’t notice; he went over to Mum and asked her if she was feeling better yet.
         
‘No,’ she whispered.
He took the tea Cara poured and carried it to Mum. Didn’t say thanks to Cara which pissed her off.
Noah ate all the biscuits.
Dad drank his tea, in between lighting the wood-burner.
I drank tea too, mainly because there didn’t seem to be anything else and I was thirsty.
Cara sipped her tea and the camera lay on the table in front of her. If she wanted me to be filming 24–7 then she wasn’t setting a crash-hot example.
Dad’s attention shifted between Mum, the view, which he declared out of this world, and the woodburner, which seemed to need his attention every ten seconds. Cara didn’t rate. The frown lines deepened in her forehead. She’d need botox if she hung around the father much longer.
She set her cup down with a click on to the saucer, which for sure we’d never use again because who wanted to wash useless dishes just for the fun of it? But as always, old Cara had a trick or two up her sleeve. ‘Right. Attention please.’ She glanced at Mum who didn’t attempt to open her eyes.
Noah slouched lower on the window seat and didn’t open his eyes either.
Cara frowned some more and focused in on Dad and me. ‘You don’t need to worry about those cameras.’ She pointed up at the ceiling. ‘I’ll collect the footage from them when I come each month and change the film.’
         
I gaped at her, a whole heap of words whirling in my mind that I squashed down because of not wanting to provide Good Television.
Noah didn’t care about GT. He opened his eyes and actually sat up. ‘You mean — they’re on all the time? Like security cameras?’
She nodded. ‘Yes. Didn’t Wes tell you?’
We looked at Dad who didn’t even try to look guilty. ‘I might have omitted to mention it,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll soon forget they’re there.’
And that was meant to comfort and reassure me? I leaned my head in my hands and those damn cameras would have caught the groan I couldn’t manage to suppress. Bloody great. How in hell was I going to appear light-hearted, adventurous, charming, quirky, capable, et-bloody-cetera with those cameras up there recording every move I made?
I lifted my head and glared at Cara. She smiled back at me and her eyes held exactly the same expression that Gran H’s do when she’s slam-dunked me. I smiled back. ‘I am so going to enjoy the filming, Cara,’ I said. ‘Thank you so much for entrusting the task to me.’
That took the sparkle out of her eye. Cow.
She smiled at me again. ‘Time for me to leave,’ she said with just a slight emphasis on me. She let that sink in before she added, ‘We’ll be back in a month to pick up the film and drop off any supplies you need.’ She smiled at me again. I had to admit she was pretty good in the revenge department.
         
I trailed out of the house after her because watching the chopper take off would be my last piece of entertainment for an entire month. I watched Cara get into it and refused to let myself think about how long a month was.
         
The chopper lifted off with a rush of air that flattened the grass and blow-dried the trees and then it was just the four of us. Dad, of course, was acting like he was five years old, this was his birthday and he still had a mountain of presents to open. He rubbed his hands. ‘Come on, troops. Back to the house. I need to show you how to use the radio.’
I didn’t even bother sending him a dirty look. I trudged back to the house, lifted my head and composed my face for the benefit of the cameras and headed for the privacy of my own room. Dad had other ideas. ‘Min!’ he bellowed. ‘Here. Now.’
I went, but only because the alternative would have been an unseemly slanging match caught forever on those bloody cameras. I hated them and I hated him and no way was I going to use the bloody radio which for sure wasn’t going to be any sort of radio that would interest me.
I was right.
Dad swivelled around from where he sat at a sort of desk, stuck to the wall midway between the open-plan kitchen and sitting room. He beamed a megawatt grin in my direction. ‘This is it, kids. This is our contact with the outside world.’
Noah grunted.
         
‘Great,’ I said. It was a box stuck to the wall. It had a microphone and a handset and it didn’t look to me that I’d be able to contact anyone meaningful and important to me in the outside world.
I was right again. He gave me the benefit of a full six seconds of his attention. ‘This isn’t for social use, Min. We do the listening watch. We can use it for emergencies. But that’s it. Understand?’
‘Yeah.’ I didn’t bother asking what a listening watch was. Who cared?
Dad seized the chance while he had us all in the one place to drop in a couple more gems about Life on Isolation Island.
One: I was not to use my hair-dryer because it would drain too much power from the solar batteries.
Two: showers were limited to two minutes and baths totally prohibited.
‘I’m just gonna love it here,’ I said. ‘I can tell already.’
Dad beamed at me. ‘That’s the spirit, Min.’
I treated him to the raised-eyebrow stare. He couldn’t be that dumb, surely? But then again, maybe he could. I was beginning to think this whole thing had turned his brain to bird seed.
Noah had had enough of quality family time. He muttered, ‘Going exploring.’
Yeah right. Going to find a stash for his hash more like but Dad slapped him on the back, said, ‘Excellent idea,’ and trotted out with him, so suck on that, stoner brother.
Mum hadn’t moved. She hadn’t even drunk her tea.
‘You okay, Mum?’
         
She wiggled the fingers of one hand at me but didn’t say anything.
Great. Here I was stuck on an island in the middle of nowhere. My father had run off exploring. My only and dearly beloved sibling had taken himself off to get high once he could ditch the father. My mother was stretched out on a couch and didn’t look like being any sort of company for the rest of the day.
The camera I was supposed to take with me everywhere I went lay on the table. I left it there and went off to my bedroom. It was a truly awful room. When I felt better — if I ever did — then I’d film it and ever so subtly indicate that it was Cara who had created the nightmare of pink: flowery curtains, flowery floor mat, flowery bedspread, flowery wallpaper.
Whoever had decorated this lacked the style gene. Or maybe it was her, out for revenge. I wished I’d brought my posters. I wished I’d brought a tin of plain, quiet paint. I wished I was anywhere in the world except here.
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I took a deep breath, sorted out the sound system and got the music pumping. That was better. I unpacked everything except for Cara’s proper effective clothing. I put my photos on the one shelf and was so glad I wasn’t filming myself. Bloody Cara would just love to catch me weeping all over Seb’s photo and then clasping it and the photo of the girls to my heart. I sniffed and wiped a hand over my face. ‘No way, Cara dear — no way am I going to cry on camera for you.’
         
I finished unpacking, arranging and crying.
I got hungry.
‘Mum! What’s for lunch?’
No answer. Rats — was she still sick? I took myself off to investigate.
She hadn’t moved off the sofa, and she was sort of whimpering. ‘Mum?’ I squatted down beside her.
         
‘Music hurts.’
Crap. I ran and turned it off. ‘Sorry.’ I looked at her. She looked spectacularly awful. ‘I’ll get Dad.’
‘No. Ice.’
Ice? Did we have ice? Did we have a fridge? I almost asked her, but didn’t. She looked like death. I scanned the walls of the big room. ‘Aha! Fridge!’ I opened it. No freezer.
         
‘Outside,’ Mum whispered.
I took myself outside on a freezer hunt and this time I took the camera. With Cara’s voice in my head saying it’ll make excellent television I set out to make damn sure what she got was idiot television, which nobody in their right mind would watch for even a nanosecond.
         
The way to do it, I decided, was to pretend I was talking to my friends.
‘A freezer outside. Who would have thought it? Still, this is an island and anything can happen on an island. Apparently.’ I put the camera on the verandah seat and crouched down in front of it. ‘Which path will it be? Left, or right?’ The girls would kill themselves laughing when I told them why Cara hadn’t shown much of the stuff I filmed.
I chose the path to the bundle of sheds because it would be more logical to have the freezer closer to the house than in the shed round the back, but who knew what logic prevailed in this place? All of which I carefully explained to the camera.
The first shed was the big one with the solar-panel decoration on the roof; it contained chickens, unfrozen and wandering around doing chicken stuff out in their yard. I aimed the camera at them. ‘Meet the chickens: Izzie, Fizzie, Bizzie, Tizzie and — the rest. Looks like there’s ten of them.’ They came over to meet me. They had reddish feathers about the colour of Cara’s hair and they didn’t know a lot about personal hygiene. I didn’t linger.
         
There was another mini-shed opposite the Chicken House of Glory. ‘What have we here, boys and girls?’
What we had was the toilet. I was not impressed. ‘A long drop?’ I filmed it from the top of its spidery ceiling, down the walls to the seat and for good measure I aimed the camera down the drop. ‘Disgusting and gross. Is this the best the twenty-first century can manage?’
Damn. Cara would like me being grossed out by the toilet.
I continued my explorations on along the path past the chicken house and discovered that their shed was chopped in half down the middle. ‘Yes! Here we have it, one magnificent freezer.’ I swept the camera around. ‘And the washing machine, plus tub with one lonely tap.’ I bent down and talked to it. ‘Hello, lonely tap. I know just how you feel.’ I hoped Cara would be overcome by guilt. Like that was going to happen.
I was glad the freezer was out here; it didn’t have the quietest motor in the world. I found a tray of ice and took it back to Mum. She stuck out a hand so I put a bit of ice in it. I thought she wanted to rub it on her forehead, but she put it in her mouth — didn’t open her eyes, didn’t say thanks. She just lay there looking sick.
Well, one thing was for sure — if I wanted to eat anything I’d have to get it myself. There was bread in the huge pantry and butter in the fridge, along with cheese. I found pickle and relish.
         
Dad came in. ‘Oh, good girl — you’re making lunch.’
I grinned at him. ‘I’m making me lunch. There’s the stuff. Make your own.’ I ducked the cuff he aimed at me.
He went over to Mum. ‘Liv? You okay?’ He looked at the ice tray. ‘You’re eating ice?’
         
She didn’t say anything. Just fished around for another bit. He found her one and popped it into her mouth. Quite sweet, really.
He sat back on his heels and stared at her as if he had something he wanted to say but didn’t know how to say it.
I made another sandwich in the time it took him to make up his mind. Noah ambled in just as Dad said, ‘The last time you were sick like this — the last time you were so sick that all you could eat was ice …’
Mum just lay with her eyes shut.
Noah said, ‘What’s for lunch?’
Nobody answered him. Dad finished his sentence. ‘You were pregnant.’
‘S’right,’ Mum whispered.
I put my sandwich down. Wow! ‘Mum! Are you pregnant?’ That would be so amazing. A baby! A sister. It had to be a girl.
‘Well,’ said Dad, ‘are you?’ I stared at him. He only ever used that tone of voice for Noah and me when we were in deep, deep, not-get-out-of-able shit.
‘Yes,’ Mum said. The effort of making her voice louder than a whisper made her throw up. It went on to the sofa.
         
I expected Dad to run off and get a towel. I expected him to fuss over her. I dunno. I thought he’d do something different to stomping out in a tearing rage by the look on his face, which would be captured on telly for the entertainment of the entire country.
I got the towel instead. And I wet a flannel and gave it to Mum to wipe her face. And gave her more ice.
‘What’s up with him?’ I asked. ‘It takes two to get pregnant according to what they teach us these days, or doesn’t he know that?’
But Mum had used up all her energy.
Noah drifted off again, accompanied by half a loaf of dry bread.
I wanted to talk to Mum, but she was too sick. She looked awful. I took out the rest of the ice, put it in a cup where she could reach it, re-filled the tray and took it back to the freezer. A baby. How amazing was that? I wanted to call the girls, I wanted us all to run to BeauTox and drink half a latte and a whole hot chocolate to celebrate, and then we’d go and look at cute baby stuff.
It was so goddamned lonely here. And this shed was a dump. I left the camera and ice tray on a shelf and went outside, past the chickens who followed me the length of their cage, squawking all the way. I walked to the edge of the island, to where the land dropped into the sea. Over there, in that misty blue, was my life. Here there was such aloneness that I could feel it pressing down and squeezing me to death. For the longest time I sat there, on the edge of the island with the waves shattering to foam on the rocks way below me. I just sat, holding my arms around my knees, and the tears ran out of my eyes. I let them dribble down to make wet patches on my jeans.
         
Cara would laugh till she cracked her ribs if she could see me now.
Cow. Bloody bitch of a cow.
I sniffed, wiped my face then chucked the tissue over the cliff where the wind caught it and made it drift and fly like a beautiful feather instead of a grubby tissue full of fluids that I will not elaborate upon.
No way, bloody Cara — no way in hell will I get on camera weeping, wailing and bemoaning my fate so suck that up and see how you like it.
I wriggled back from the edge, stood up and took myself back to the shed, stopping at the chickens to practise my chirpy camera voice. It was a bit damn rusty to begin with and the chickens didn’t like it. ‘It’s not my fault you crazy birds,’ I yelled, which made me feel better, especially as it shut them up for five whole seconds. I took a deep breath but gave up before I got too far. Let me recommend to never do deep, calming breaths near chicken residences.
I went into the shed and got on with my job of filmmaker of the century. Cara was going to curse the day she’d had the brilliant idea of me plus camera.
I set the camera up on a shelf facing the freezer, turned it on and began my performance.
‘Enough meat to last a year,’ I said brightly. Bloody Cara was going to get fed up to her eyeballs with me saying stuff brightly. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got. All the usual from steak to mince to sausages. And roasts.’ I leaned close to the camera. ‘Don’t these television people know that roasts are so last century?’
         
I shut the freezer doors. Then I opened them again. ‘I am about to choose what to have for dinner on this auspicious first night of our year-long incarceration.’
I chose sausages, partly because I could recognise them. I did a pan shot of the contents of the freezer. ‘You know,’ I told the camera in my bright, chatty manner, ‘all that stuff in there will have passed through our alimentary canals before the end of the year.’
I picked up the sausages and went back to the house.



    

  
    
      
         
ten

The afternoon doesn’t rate as one of the most exciting of my life, but it’s all there, caught on camera. Me making sure Mum had enough ice. Me deciding I would have to cook dinner if we wanted to eat. There was no way Mum would keep anything down, but Dad would be hungry and Noah might even decide he wanted more than dry bread.
I found spuds and peeled them. Then there were the carrots and broccoli. My first attempt at a meal that didn’t need thawing and microwaving would have earned me a failed miserably in any test or exam devised by humankind. The spuds burnt, the sausages shrivelled up into turds, the broccoli cooked to mush and I don’t know what happened to the carrots but I do not aim to cook carrots again for the rest of my life.
         
I reached for my phone to text Jax, who did know about cooking. No phone. How long would it take me to get used to it?
I went outside to yell for Dad, but he was already striding along the track towards the house. Nature, of which there was rather a lot, hadn’t soothed him any by the look of it.
He stomped inside, sat down at the table and started eating. He said nothing — not even thank you — which I felt was a bit harsh because I had tried, I had used my initiative, which he is always going on about. But I didn’t say anything either because, man, he was steaming.
Noah appeared, sat down, shoved the broccoli and carrot disaster out of the way and chomped on the charred turds.
The room was silent apart from the noise of us chomping.
When this interminable, everlasting, god-awful year was over I would live at Lizzie’s until I had the money to go flatting and leave my family far behind.
The food didn’t seem to do anything for Dad’s temper. He stabbed the sausages, jabbed at the vegetables and chewed everything like he was killing it.
         
At last, I got mad too. All my feminist genes jumped up and fired my tongue. ‘Listen up, Father dear,’ I said. ‘How come you are being so bloody-minded about this pregnancy? Your baby, I might point out.’ And I pointed with my knife.
He crashed both hands down on the table. He scared the tripe out of me. Noah actually lifted his head and it’s a wonder Mum didn’t miscarry on the spot. ‘My baby! You hear that, Liv? My baby?’ He stalked over to the sofa. ‘Well? Is it my baby?’
         
She shut her eyes. Noah and I stared at Dad, at her. ‘No,’ she whispered.
Dad stormed out into the darkening day.
Oh joy and bliss. All that captured on camera. Dumb Dad. Why didn’t he just pretend, and then we could have had the family drama on top of a hill away from all recording equipment?
Noah slouched off out of the room away from all parental emotion. If I hadn’t been so stunned I’d have gone after him and got high too but I couldn’t move, other than to shake my head. It couldn’t be true. I looked over at Mum. How could she do that — to Dad, to us?
She’d gone off with some bloke and done it with him. I stared at her pale, sick face and said, ‘How could you? How could you do that?’
         
She didn’t try to answer, didn’t even open her eyes. ‘You are the world’s hugest hypocrite,’ I said, speaking slowly and clearly so that the words would slide into her brain whether she wanted them to or not. ‘You wouldn’t even let me go out with Seb.’ I stood up and marched over to her. ‘What makes you think I’d be a slut like you?’ I bent down and prodded her shoulder. She didn’t say anything but a tear slid down her cheek.
Oh crap.
I turned away from her and wrapped my arms around my body. It was so cold here. My friends. I needed my friends but I would not cry, I would bloody not. I stalked to the table and crashed the dishes around. Mum winced. I dropped a pile of cutlery on the kitchen floor. I couldn’t begin to imagine what Seb would say when I told him. I thumped a fist against my head. When would I get used to this? I wouldn’t need to tell him — he’d see it all on telly.
         
I glanced at hypocrite mother. She was all huddled up on the sofa, more tears running down her face and she was shivering. Let her suffer. This whole circus was one hundred per cent her own fault.
I ran water into the sink but over the noise I heard an electronic beep. For one glorious moment I thought it was a phone. It went again. I traced it to the radio. ‘What?’ I snarled.
‘Listening watch,’ Mum whispered.
Oh, fantastic. Where was Dad when I needed him? Where he always was when I needed him — absent. But the chance of talking to somebody was too bewitching to ignore. I switched the radio on.
It crackled with a burst of words. ‘Motutoka Island, this is Maritime Radio. Motutoka Island, this is Maritime Radio. I have one weather observation to pass to you.’
I stared at the radio, then at Mum. No help from either of them. ‘Uh, hello. This is Minna on Motutoka Island and I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.’
Maritime Radio laughed. ‘You’re doing fine, Minna. What you’d normally say is: Maritime Radio, this is Motutoka Island, Zulu, Lima, Mike, Tango. Go ahead, please.’
Zulu Mike … My eye fell on the letters ZLMT stuck on the wall. We had a call sign? ‘Hi there, Maritime Radio,’ I said and I was grinning — a diversion from the churning thoughts lurking in my brain. ‘This is Minna on Motutoka Island, Zulu, Lima, Mike, Tango. Hit me with your weather observation and tell me what the — er — what I’m meant to do with it.’
         
Maritime R was with me all the way and laughing his head off. ‘Maritime Radio to Minna on Motutoka Island. You write it down and pass it on to anyone else who calls you. It might be a boat, or somebody in a remote shore station. Over.’
‘Minna to Maritime R: you mean there’s poor suckers more remote than I am? Okay, ready to write. Um. Over.’ I could get to like this — talking to a person who talked back to me.
He read out the weather observation. I wrote it down. What it amounted to was northeasterly winds and heavy seas.
‘Minna on Motutoka Island to Maritime Radio. I’ve got your weather. Glad I’m on Motutoka and not out in a boat. Is that it?’
‘Maritime Radio to Minna on Motutoka Island ZLMT: that’s all we have for you. And Minna — when you finish you say Roger.’
‘For real? I thought that was only for movies! Roger, Maritime R! Roger!’
‘Roger, Minna.’ I heard him laughing as he switched off.
What now? I sat by the radio, waiting. Somebody from a boat called up wanting the weather observation. I passed it on. And that was it. At 7pm I switched the radio off.
Reality crashed in on me again. I was Minna on Isolation Island with parents about to split, a stoner brother and all the people who mattered to me an ocean away.
         
I got up quickly before the tears started. Cara would have telly to die for after Dad’s little performance, Mum’s big confession and then her tears. She would not get any from me.
The room was cold. I looked at the woodburner but couldn’t see any cheerful, cheering flames in the fire. I opened the door and chucked a lump of wood on the embers.
Mum lay unmoving, with her eyes shut.
Babies took nine months to gestate and we were going to be here for a year, unless Dad pulled the plug on the whole enterprise.
All the happy bubbles that I’d got from talking to Maritime R burst and settled in a sludge in the bottom of my stomach. I wanted Seb’s arms around me. I wanted — no, make that needed — to talk to somebody.
         
I took off to my bedroom to do my video diary but I couldn’t summon up the energy.
I went to the window but didn’t draw the curtains because who cared if a penguin looked in? I hoped one would. Pre the big announcement from Mum, i.e. when Dad was still talking, he’d said yes, there were penguins on the island — little blue ones. Were penguins faithful? Were they monogamous? I bet they were.
It was dark outside and cold in my room. I looked for a heater but there wasn’t one. I opened the boxes of effective clothes and put on a bush shirt which made me cry, remembering how we’d laughed. I sniffed and hiccupped and was glad I’d turned the camera off. This place gave me the creeps. Outside it was howling and yowling — louder than I was. What was that noise?
         
Thwack! Something belted against my window and scared my heart into stopping for a dangerously long time. I stared at the window and saw my terrified face staring back at me, then there was another thwack and this time I saw the thwacker as it fell down the glass. Birds! I ran across the room and stuck my face against the glass. Hundreds and hundreds of birds sweeping overhead in a great flood — and more hitting the window with skull-shattering thwacks.
I ran to the light switch handily placed near the door, not the bed, and snapped it off. I waited a moment or two, but there were no more crashes.
I ran out to the family room. There might be carnage there too — of the bird rather than human variety this time. I was right. A bird crashed and slid before I could get to the light switch. Another crashed and slid in the very moment I snapped off the light.
‘Poor birds.’ That was a whisper from Mum, which I ignored.
I eased the ranch-slider open and picked up the nearest bird. It was warm in my hands and pretty, with feathers the colour of a washed-out blue sky. It was a pigeon maybe — it was around the right size. Mum might know except that I didn’t want to ask her. I sat there holding the blue bird, hoping it would shake itself and fly away out of my hands.
But it was dead. As dead as my parents’ marriage.
I laid it gently on the verandah seat, then sat beside it watching thousands and thousands of its mates sweep and fly overhead.
         
Would Dad divorce Mum? Would she want to go off with the baby’s father? And who was the father anyway? I’d never seen her near another man.
I went back to the family room and my faithless mother.
Dad came stomping in from somewhere a long way off. ‘Why are you sitting in the dark?’ He snapped on the lights. ‘And why haven’t you done the dishes?’
‘It makes the birds hit the windows and kill themselves.’ I snapped the lights off again. ‘And exactly why should I do the dishes? I cooked dinner and I did the listening watch.’
         
He stumbled around in the dark. I heard, ‘Oh, crap!’ which might have been because of whatever he’d bashed into or it might have been about the listening watch. I didn’t ask. He turned the lights back on but drew the curtains. ‘We can’t sit in the dark all night. Let’s hope this’ll do the trick.’
It seemed to, because the birds kept zooming over us but left off attacking the windows.
‘Do the dishes, will you Min,’ said Dad, busy not looking in Mum’s direction.
‘No,’ I said. I was proud of the restraint I showed, but I couldn’t help feeling that a bit of restraint around here right now could be a good thing.
Various bits of Dad’s face flexed and bulged. ‘I have asked you to do something, Min — and I expect you to do it.’
Showdown time. Restraint might have to fly out the window along with the birds, and to hell with the cameras. ‘I cooked the dinner. I know it wasn’t great, but I cooked it. I did the listening watch. I didn’t want to. I wanted to go away and bawl my eyes out, but I did it. No dishes. Not me. Not tonight.’
         
He caved without another word and, of course, I felt like the meanest slug on the island. And anyway, why me? Where was Noah? Why not him?



    

  
    
      
         
eleven

The evening of Day One was a bunch of happies. Mum sat up. She wanted to go to the toilet. Moving made her sick, but I’d cunningly put a bowl beside the sofa by then so it wasn’t the disaster it could have been.
She tried to stand up and she staggered. Dad sat at the table doing some paperwork and wouldn’t even look at her. Noah, as always, was absent — in both body and mind this time.
Mum let go of the arm of the sofa and tottered across the room. I was expecting her to ask me to help her. She didn’t. She didn’t even look in my direction. She stumbled and clutched at her stomach.
I looked at Dad. Nope, he wasn’t going to move, not even if she dropped down dead.
I sighed loudly, got up, went over, put my arm around her and helped her out of the room. I didn’t talk to her and I figured she got the Bad Mother message.
         
Dad turned a page. Loudly.
I waited outside the toilet until she reappeared.
‘There’s a tap there.’ I pointed to where it lurked in the weeds.
She didn’t answer. Just started the totter back to the house without washing her hands. I kept my arm around her and my mouth shut but there was plenty going on in my head — mainly that if she was too sick to wash her hands, then she was pretty damn sick because my mother was a bit on the fanatical side about hand washing. And if she was that sick, then she should go home, and if she went home then I’d go too because I for sure wasn’t going to stay here and be Dad’s pet handmaiden. But if Mum thought I was going to live with her she could think again. I would live with Lizzie.
Or I could live with Seb. The thought of that set my toes tingling and zapped up the heart rate. His parents would be cool about it so long as he didn’t get me pregnant. His mother liked me. I could go on the pill and I’d make sure Seb always used a condom as well just to be double, total certain, because one thing I knew for double, total certain was that I didn’t want to get pregnant.
Mum stopped to gather her strength before attacking the steps. I would be so glad to be out of here and away from her. I nearly turned my head to ask her where she’d go when we left the island, but didn’t in case she said she was going to live with him, whoever he was. But, thinking about it, that’s exactly where she should go. He was the one who got her into this state so fair dos for him to look after her till she was better. Huh! That would teach him to be a bit careful who he shagged.
         
‘You want to go to bed?’ I asked as we stumbled back into the house.
She said something that could have been yes.
‘She can sleep on the sofa,’ Dad said.
The silent one speaks. This whole farce was his idea so let him sleep under the eye of the camera. I was pissed off with the pair of them, but at least Dad could still look out for himself. ‘The bedroom’s along here.’
‘Minna!’ Dad yelled in a sergeant-major voice. ‘Did you hear what I said?’
I yelled back over my shoulder. ‘Yes I did and so did the whole freaking country.’
That shut him up.
The bed wasn’t made but Mum lay down anyway. I tucked a thick duvet around her. The room was cold and she was shivering. I looked at her. Hell. I couldn’t just leave her like that — yeah, she deserved to suffer, but still …
I walked a couple of steps on my way to ask Dad what to do before I worked out that he wouldn’t help me. ‘Mum? What …?’
‘Hottie. In a box.’
It was in the third box I looked in. I filled it from the hot tap in the kitchen. Chatty father ignored me. ‘Thank you, Min,’ whispered my mother.
I’d had enough of Day One, of my family and of Isolation Island. I did my video diary: Can’t complain that nothing happens on an island. I hadn’t bothered with the make-up and my hair was less than sophisticated but Cara might appreciate the understated irony. Lizzie, Addy and Jax would understand and at least I’d avoided showing my real feelings. But I should have taken more trouble. When Seb saw me looking like a refugee he might forget I was one hot chick and dump me. I twisted the ring on my finger. Had he given a ring to Jilly Trant too?
         
I picked up the koala and held it tight. My mind was made up — when Mum left the island I would go too and I would ask Seb if I could live at his house.
I jumped into bed and lay there shivering. It wasn’t entirely from the cold. What if Seb’s parents said no? What if Seb said no? No doll, I don’t think that’s such a hot idea.
         
I snuggled down into the bed. It was comfortable and I wondered who would sleep in it next — would Cara find another family to torture in the name of good television? I fell asleep with images of the island as we’d seen if from the chopper swinging through my head.
Day Two, and I woke up to a weird howling noise. I sat up, not sure for a second where I was. Oh, that’s right. Isolation Island, but not for much longer praise the Lord, and the inventor of the helicopter who I think was Leonardo da Vinci. Well, good old Leo. If Seb and I ever did have a kid we could call him Leonardo da V.
I jumped out of bed. It was cold. I put on my jeans, then I swapped them for trackies, bush shirt and thick disgusting jersey — clothes I would never have to wear after today.
Dad wasn’t in the kitchen but there were blankets airing by the woodburner.
         
Tell the world how pissed off you are, Father dear. Make it perfectly plain and clear that you didn’t go near your wife last night and don’t intend to ever again.
         
Not that I blamed him. I just wished he wouldn’t provide Cara with quite so much excellent television.
I fed bread into the toaster. What if I wasn’t his kid either? How much did a DNA test cost? When I had kids — excuse me, make that if, and a big fat if at that — I’d make sure they knew who their father was. My ring clanged against the toaster. Seb and I would be responsible and careful. We wouldn’t drag a poor, unwanted kid into the world.
         
Jilly’s baby was due next month. But Seb would have learnt from that. He’d make sure it didn’t happen again and he must love me or he wouldn’t have given me the ring. He would be so surprised to see me this very afternoon.
The toast popped and I got down to some serious eating which I have always found to be an excellent antidote to thinking. So — just me, my toast and that weird howling noise. I grabbed my iPod and drowned it out.
         
The alarm went for the listening watch so I did it. Good old Maritime R. Did they know how fantastic it was to talk to another human being?
Then I took myself off to the state-of-the-art facilities beside the chickens and discovered that the weird howling noise was one hell wind ripping across the top of the hill. I stood and stared up at the trees that grew sideways instead of upright. Could a helicopter land in such a high wind? I hoped so, but the longer I watched the trees bending and swaying, the more I had to admit that no chopper would be coming near us today. What if Mum got better before the wind stopped and I really had to do the whole jail sentence of twelve neverending months?
         
The hens cackled at me and rushed to the fence. ‘What?’ I squatted down. ‘What’s your problem?’ I worked it out. Hunger.
What do hens eat?
It turns out they are rather fond of burnt spud, mushy broccoli and bits of bread. I stayed watching them for a bit. Then I remembered the camera. I was supposed to be doco-maker extraordinaire so Cara could have shots of hens doing what hens do. Not a lot of variety in the hen compound, but I felt it served her right because it was her bright idea to shut me up here with nothing but hens to talk to.
Back in the house there was still no sign of the males of the family. I had to get home today or I’d go mad. Boredom and isolation — a fail-safe recipe for madness. I tiptoed into Mum’s room. If she was still sick, then the chances of getting off the island had to be good.
She was awake. ‘How you feeling, Mum?’
‘Better thanks, Min.’
Not what I wanted to hear. ‘You want anything to eat?’
‘Just a cup of tea. Weak. Thank you, Min.’ Her voice wasn’t much above a whisper.
I made the tea. She was still sick — trying to put a brave face on it, but she didn’t fool me. She’d be much better off at home where there were doctors and hospitals.
         
She drank half a cup of the tea.
After that there was nothing to do.
Noah slept till lunchtime. Dad didn’t show up to drag him out into the real world of howling wind, pissed-off fathers and faithless mothers.
Only the thought that I’d be off the island as soon as the wind dropped prevented me from jumping off the cliff and swimming for it. All I saw of Noah was his back disappearing out the door. ‘I hope the wind’s blown your stash away,’ I yelled after him. That put a spring in his step.
Mum had a quarter of a finger of dry toast for lunch but it stayed down, along with the other half of her cup of tea.
If she got better I’d kill her.
An hour later she staggered out to the kitchen; I helped her with the journey to the loo. All the time I waited for her outside the door, the hens yelled and yabbered at me. ‘What?’ I yabbered back, but it obviously wasn’t the right answer because they kept on and on.
I thought Mum might say something but she didn’t. Instead, she threw up. So, not getting better. Good. We didn’t talk.
I was seriously pissed off with Dad. He didn’t come back all day and what exactly was I meant to do with those damn chickens who yelled at me every time I had to go near them?
I shut myself away from cameras, read my magazines and listened to music all afternoon. I wrote to Lizzie and then to Jax and Addy but it wasn’t the same as talking to them. I wrote to Seb but I’d never have the guts to send it to him.
         
Darling Seb, I love you so much. Come and take me away from here. Let’s live together. Tell me you love me.
         
I cried. But I vowed again that no way was I ever going to film myself crying and being sorry for myself.
By late afternoon I was yearning for real food as well as for company. Maybe Mum …
I took myself off to her room to check. Nope. She wasn’t going to be chatting or cooking any time soon.
‘Mum, I’m hungry. I need real food. What can we have for dinner?’
‘Get something out of the freezer.’
I checked the basin by her bed. She hadn’t been sick again. Did that mean she was getting better? Not if how she looked was anything to go by.
But maybe she’d be able to tell me how to cook whatever chunk of raw flesh I hauled out of the freezer.
I collected the camera, ran down the path — wind still roaring overhead — braved the chorus of chicken yells and opened the freezer doors. Well now, a chicken would seem appropriate. There was a shelf full of them. I took one and it was soft, soggy and unattractive.
I may not know much about being a domestic goddess but I do know when a freezer isn’t working. This one wasn’t. It held our entire supply of meat for the year and the whole caboodle was slowly rotting.
The chicken felt cold. It would be okay to eat. Probably.
Mum turned faintly green when I asked her how to cook it, but she said, ‘Put it in the biggest pot. Cover it with water. Get it simmering and then throw in any vegetables you can find. Won’t be great but you’ll be able to eat it.’
         
Dad came in when darkness fell. I’d say he’d been chopping and hacking things all day by the look of him. He sat down at the table, just waved a hand at me and didn’t say anything such as you brilliant kind and clever girl what would I do without you thank you thank you thank you.
         
‘Dad,’ I said, ‘just because we’re on an island doesn’t mean you can leave off the deodorant. And may I suggest you have a wash before dinner?’
He grinned and ambled off to have a shower.
I cheered up. Perhaps a day of hacking and chopping had got rid of some of the pissed-ness about Mum.
Not so.
‘Mum’s a bit better,’ I said when he reappeared.
‘Min — what your mother does or feels is of no interest to me whatsoever.’
All right, sunshine — try this one then. ‘The freezer isn’t working.’
He shot out of the house. Came back half an hour later.
‘Fix it?’ I asked.
He dipped a spoon into the concoction on the stove. ‘Needs salt. No. It’s unfixable. The solar panel is smashed — wind must’ve ripped it off the roof. So no freezer and no washing machine.’ He didn’t sound particularly worried. ‘Why didn’t you feed the chooks and where’s Noah?’
I ignored that. ‘But Dad — all our meat! We won’t have any.’
         
He swished a hand at me. ‘We’ll talk about that when Noah turns up.’ He looked around as if he expected Noah to appear from under the table. ‘The chooks, Min — why didn’t you feed them?’
‘What with? Why me? And how?’ I glared at him. ‘How come it’s my job all of a sudden to feed everything and everybody?’ I gave a brief thought to the cameras, but too bloody bad. I kept yelling. ‘Is there anything else on this crap island that you’ve forgotten to tell me to feed so you can yell at me when it squawks?’ I concentrated on making a whirlpool in the pot to keep the tears from getting out and down my face.
I heard him take in a huge breath. ‘Sorry, Min. Sorry. Things are a bit — well, you know how they are.’ He drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Have you any idea where Noah might be?’
I turned round to stare him in the eye. ‘He’ll be wherever it is that he’s hidden his dope. He’ll be smoking up a storm, which probably isn’t such a dumb thing to do right now.’
Dad barked out a laugh. ‘Don’t be crass, Min.’
I shrugged. ‘Go and look for him — and open your eyes, Dad! How come you and Mum … how come neither of you have even noticed he’s been a stoner for the last few months?’
He gaped at me, then snapped his mouth shut. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’
I was yelling again — he was copping all the misery of the day, but it served him right in my opinion. ‘Like when was I meant to say anything? Catch you when you breezed in yelling for food at nine o’clock at night? Why didn’t you notice? You’re the parent. Oh, that’s right — you’re never around to notice. I forgot. Silly me.’
         
He came and put an arm around me, kissed my forehead. ‘I’m sorry, Min. I’m very sorry.’ He went to the door. ‘I’ll find him and deal with it. Don’t worry.’
I ate a bowl of the chicken brew. The alarm went for the listening watch. This time I got another weather observation and a medical report from a boatie to pass on. ‘Minna on Motutoka Island to Ocean Fizzer. How did you get a fish hook in your butt? Never mind, Maritime Radio says there’s a paramedic on D’Urville for the next hour and can you go there? Over.’
         
The watch finished, but Dad and Noah didn’t show. I ate another bowl of chicken brew. It wasn’t too bad. I took some of the liquid in to Mum on the theory that chicken soup was good for invalids. She managed about half a cup. ‘It’s good, Min. Thank you, darling.’ She took my hand. ‘What was all the shouting about?’
So I told her — the freezer and the dope. She closed her eyes. ‘I asked him. I asked him several times. I thought … but he always said no and didn’t I trust him?’ Tears squeezed out. ‘Oh, Min — what a mess.’
         
I wandered back to the kitchen, where it was warmer but not as warm as it should be. I fed more wood into the burner. I wanted to hang about until Dad got back with Noah. I fetched my guitar and the book which was going to teach me how to become an expert in ten easy lessons.
It was late when they came in; Noah looked like a person who had just lost his entire supply of pot and probably the seeds he was intending to grow as well.
         
Dad didn’t say anything. He dished up dinner for the pair of them. They didn’t talk so I continued with lesson one.
When Dad got up to clear the table, I asked, ‘Dad — what are we going to do about the meat?’
He put the dishes on the bench, turned and looked at me then at Noah. He took a deep breath. ‘I’ve been thinking … this whole situation has become untenable. We’re going home.’



    

  
    
      
         
twelve

‘Home!’ I yelled to the chooks as I ran past them to the loo.
‘Home sweet home!’ I sang in the shower until I got a mouthful of bird shit and salt-flavoured water. I would not be sorry to leave that behind.
‘Yay! Home tomorrow.’ My koala got the hugest hug. Seb would be so surprised and somehow, somehow, I would find a way to be with him. The ring glistened on my finger. He must love me. He wouldn’t have given me a ring if he didn’t. I decided I’d see him first before I even told the girls I was home. I could do without Lizzie orchestrating my life for me — it made me so nervous when she did that.
         
I did a video diary. ‘I will be home by this time tomorrow. Home and jumping into my very own bed in my very own room.’ I struck a hand against my head. ‘No, I forgot. Our house is rented out for the year.’ I grinned at the camera. ‘We’ll have to stay in a hotel. Bummer!’
         
I jumped into bed, stifled any negative thoughts floating around, of which there were plenty, and concentrated instead on an image of me running up the steps to Seb’s house. He would answer the doorbell and there I would be. His parents would be out and we would go to his bedroom.
I swear I woke up smiling but maybe that was because of the smell. That smell had nothing to do with the sea or the wind or bird shit— somebody, and it had to be Dad, was cooking bacon. Real food! I threw on a selection of highly unattractive but warm clothes and ran to the kitchen.
Mum tottered in the door from the loo with the view, but she didn’t go back to bed. Instead, she eased herself down on to the sofa and lay there looking green. I took her a cup of silent, weak tea. Dad ignored her. I cut a piece of his toast into fingers and gave her a couple. He didn’t say anything but his jaw was mighty clenched. ‘Would you let her starve if I wasn’t here?’ I asked.
He didn’t answer so I dropped that as a topic of conversation and held out a plate for some of the bacon, eggs, a good helping of unburnt spuds and a couple of tomatoes. Bliss on a plate.
‘Get Noah up, will you, Min?’ Dad said.
‘Like he’ll take notice of me.’ I wasn’t going near Noah. He wasn’t stupid — he’d know it was me who dobbed him in.
Dad gave me a considering look but didn’t say anything. He put down the frying pan and went on the Noah quest. They were back two minutes later and I was glad I hadn’t ventured into the N-Territory. He was not the happiest of campers.
         
‘Don’t want any breakfast,’ he said — except that there was some vocab in there that Cara would have to delete if she wanted to use it, which she would, it being good television and all. Dad calmly and patiently dished him up some anyway.
Dad had a lot of calm and patient to spare right now, seeing as how he wasn’t using any on Mum.
Nobody talked. I sopped up all the juices and bacon fat with a piece of bread and it was heaven.
‘All right, kids,’ said Dad. ‘Get packing. I’m going to call base as soon as I finish with the listening watch.’ He glanced over at Mum and his mouth turned down. ‘We should be out of here by tonight.’
‘Home again! I can’t wait.’ I threw a bit of toast in the air and caught it in my mouth. I hoped Cara would use that clip because it would drive Gran H spare.
Then Mum lobbed in a grenade designed to blow the whole plan off the map. Her voice was still weak and wobbly but it was clear enough. ‘I’m not going.’
Dad ignored her.
Noah said nothing. He didn’t look as if he was bothered one way or the other, which had to mean he had a secret dope supply that Dad hadn’t found, but who cared about that right now?
I went to her sofa, jammed my hands on my hips and glared at her, although it’s a waste of energy to glare at somebody who keeps their eyes shut. She couldn’t shut her ears though. ‘What d’you mean, you’re not going? It’s your fault … You shouldn’t have … You’re horrible and I hate you and when we get home I’m never going near you ever again.’ More tears for the camera. Then I sniffed and said to Dad, ‘I’m going to start packing.’
         
I was right about not being able to shut ears. I heard very clearly what Mum said next in her wobbly, weak voice. ‘Can’t do another helicopter ride. Wasn’t too sick before that, but now …’ Her voice faded away.
I swivelled around, turning my back on her. ‘Dad? What’ll we do? We can’t stay here.’ He didn’t want to stay, not now. We would go home, we would. I opened my mouth to plead some more but shut it again when he snatched up the fish slice and belted it hard against his leg, twice. The impact left two greasy patches on his overalls. I staggered backwards at the fury on his face, hit the edge of Mum’s couch and nearly fell on her. ‘Dad?’ I whispered.
         
He didn’t answer, just chucked the fish slice into the sink so hard it bounced and then he was out the side door, crashing it shut behind him. I straightened up and just stood there, staring at the door still vibrating from the impact of the slam.
‘I hate you!’ I bellowed at my faithless mother. I ran from the room and left her alone with Noah. If I never saw her again it would be a bloody good thing. Let her get in the helicopter. Who cared if she died. Not me.
I wanted to talk to Lizzie, Jax and Addy so much that I couldn’t think about it or I’d disintegrate into tiny fragments. Seb — I needed him.
         
A fresh spurt of anger shook me — how could Mum have agreed to do this stupid TV thing? She knew the truth would come out. She knew the entire whole country would find out she was nothing but a whore. And who was the fucking father anyway? Oh God, that was a joke and not a funny one. I curled into a heap on my bed and bawled my eyes and heart out.
         
But it was cold in my room, so in the end I got up and went back to the kitchen where Mum was shivering on the sofa because the fire had died right down. Dad hadn’t come back and, of course, Noah had vanished. We’d missed the start of the listening watch and the radio was nagging away. I grabbed the microphone. ‘Yes, here! Motutoka. Sorry we’re late. Come in please.’
And then it was all on with the multitasking. I dealt to the radio, fed the fire with coal, filled a hottie for Mum and got her blankets and a cup of tea. She’d been crying too. Good. It served her right. She should cry. She deserved to cry. I didn’t talk to her.
Because there was nothing else to do, I did the dishes. Picked up the camera. Fed the chooks, who, so Dad said, lived on a diet of wheat.
I ran back into the house and spoke to the faithless one. ‘Mum, we have to go home!’ I couldn’t face it — living with furious father, sick mother and grumpy brother.
‘Can’t. Not yet.’
I stared at her, my mother — the shell of my mother. There was nothing left of the mother I knew.
What if she did die?
Now I was scared. ‘Do you want anything to eat?’ I whispered.
         
The corners of her mouth twitched. It could have been a smile. ‘Mashed potato. I’d kill for some mashed potato.’
She whispered instructions and it looked good by the time I’d whisked it up with a fork. Mum ate three teaspoonfuls. She eased back down on the sofa. ‘Thank you, Min.’
It was the way she said it that got to me — there was a whole trailer-load of sadness in it — and that’s when I started to realise we couldn’t go back, not to the life we’d had, not now and not ever.
I wondered if this was how little kids felt when all their Christmas presents got stolen. You look forward to something so much it hurts, and then it doesn’t happen. What was left was a vacuum.
‘Why did you do it?’ I asked but she didn’t answer.
I needed my friends. I needed somebody to talk to. I went back to the chooks. They liked being talked to. They came when I called. They scratched around in the dirt and listened when I told them how putrid the world was. Izzie came up and stuck her head through the wire and went derrrk when I stroked her feathers. ‘I could come to like chooks,’ I told the girls via the camera. Oh yes, I didn’t forget the camera. Old Cara might as well get her money’s worth, although she probably had enough drama already to make us into the world’s top, riveting reality show.
         
Bizzie came up to investigate, but backed off when I pointed the camera at her. ‘What do you think, chooks?’ Dizzie bustled up so I asked her the question that scared me rigid. ‘Do you think Dad’ll stay here with Mum, or will he go and leave her behind?’
         
Derrrrk, took took took.
         
I sat and watched them for the longest time. Thoughts clacked around in my head and no matter which way I tried to line them up, they’d only go in one direction. I stretched out a hand to Fizzie and scritched her.
Derrrk, took took.
         
‘Very wise, Fizzie, very wise. But what do you say about this? What if Dad does go home? What happens then? Somebody’s got to look after Mum and I don’t see Noah being a lot of use.’
Fizzie lost interest and took herself off.
I went to the fence around the garden and tugged on a large green weed then lugged it across to the chooks. They pounced on it like there was no tomorrow waiting to clamp down on them, but I guess if you’re a chook you don’t think about tomorrows.
I climbed a fence post and sat on it — not a comfortable perch. I rubbed my hands over my face — I was starting to think like a damned chook. I needed something to do, but what? I didn’t want to go back inside the house where I’d have to look at Mum.
Dad.
What if he did go home? What if he just flew off with Cara the Cow and abandoned Mum? It’d bloody serve her right, actually.
But what if she died, left alone here all by herself?
‘Oh, crap in a basket!’ I yelled. ‘I’ll have to stay with her.’
The chooks ruffled their feathers and gave me ten beady-eyed glares. I took myself and the camera off but not into the house. Anywhere but there.
         
The day was cloudy and windy, not hell windy, but enough to send the clouds scuttling across the sky. I opened the gate in the fence surrounding the house, and set out to do a circuit.
The house was tucked in a valley at what Dad had said, back when he was still talking, was the north end of the island. It was near enough to the sea to hear the waves, but I didn’t feel in the mood for the sea and waves today, not if I couldn’t get down to them. I followed the path that led out from the house on the south side. It took me round to the back and through a belt of trees with dark green leaves that looked polished. And behold, there in front of me were gardens — four of them and all with neat rows of plants. Vegetables probably. I recognised silver beet. Off to the side was another shed which was a kind of garden centre/greenhouse affair with trays of plants inside it. Gardens, I suspected, needed to have work done to them. I shrugged. Not one of my accomplishments. Dad could do it.
If he stayed.
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I stayed outside till I got hungry. Mum opened her eyes when I came in, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t say anything either but I made me a sandwich and gave her some dry toast, another spoonful of mashed potato and a cup of tea. I went to my room, crawled in under a mountain of blankets and listened to music. Noah didn’t show and neither did Dad until halfway through the afternoon. He walked into the house, yelled for both of us and when I came running from my room he was sitting at the kitchen table, his back to Mum and his face looking like one of her brass sculptures.
He was going to leave, I was sure and certain. I wanted to ask him. I wanted him to put me out of my misery, to tell me and let me get used to the whole putrid scenario: Minna and her faithless mother alone on Isolation Island. But no way would he tell me if he had to repeat it for Noah. Where the hell was Noah? Nowhere he was needed; so what was new?
         
It took him several minutes to make the epic journey from bedroom to kitchen. ‘What?’ he snarled.
I tottered from the doorway to the table. I couldn’t bring myself to sit down, I just held on to the back of a chair and stared at Dad, trying to see into his head. What had he decided? Why couldn’t he just come out with it?
He waited till Noah got his butt on to a chair, and then he waited some more.
For chrissake, Dad — open your mouth and speak. Hit me with it, let me get used to it. After all, what’s one more body blow?
He banged a closed fist on the table and eyeballed us, first me and then Noah. ‘We’re going to have to stay. At least for a while.’
I swear I went dizzy. I’d been so sure he was going to cut and run. I pulled the chair away from the table and collapsed on to it. ‘All of us? You too, Dad?’
He snapped at me. ‘Of course me too. I can’t leave the pair of you here with …’ He broke off and sucked in a huge breath. ‘We all have to stay until your mother is fit to travel.’
I was shaking and if something didn’t happen soon, I was going to cry. Something did happen. Dad stood up. ‘Come on kids — let’s see what we can do with that damned meat.’
It was funny. I started to laugh. Meat! Dad’s voice hit me like a slap. ‘Stop it, Min. This second.’
         
I gasped and hiccupped and I wasn’t laughing because tears were streaming down my face. I stopped. It took a huge effort, but I did it. Amazing what you can do when you know cameras are on you.
‘Good girl,’ Dad said. ‘Come on, let’s get the job done.’
I gulped a couple more times and picked up the camera. Dad halted at the door. ‘You too, Noah — come and lend a hand.’
‘Get stuffed,’ said Noah.
Dad went over and sat down beside him. ‘You’ll feel better if you do something.’
Noah snarled, but stood up — possibly because even he could detect the steel under Dad’s calm and patient. We trailed out to the freezer shed without saying anything to Mum. The chooks muttered as we passed. Noah and Dad ignored them.
Inside the shed, Dad opened the freezer and we stared at it with its shelves full of meat. Already the bacteria would be having a party in that little lot. I filmed it, Dad prodded it and Noah turned his back on it.
I sighed — in my mind I could see all those steaks, sausages, chops, burgers, roast chickens dripping with gravy, and even Mum’s chuck-it-all-together stews. Every single one of them a gone-burger. ‘What are we going to do with it all?’
Dad rubbed his head. ‘We could try drying some of it — the stuff we can cut into strips. Have to bury the rest I guess.’
Noah spoke. ‘I vote we have a roast tonight.’
Dad was chuffed. The alien speaks. He grinned at Noah. ‘Pick one, son. You can have your choice of chicken, pork, lamb or beef.’
         
‘Pork,’ said Noah. ‘With crackling.’
Dad scrabbled around in the shelves, tossing packages of soft, squidgy meat on to the floor. ‘Aha — pork!’ He handed it to me. ‘Here you are, Min. All ready for you to transform into succulent, tender meat and crackling.’
I shoved it right back at him. ‘Why me? I’ve done everything around here so far. You cook it. Or Noah. He hasn’t done a damned thing yet except yell and get high.’
Dad got all miffy. ‘Noah can cook when he’s recovered. And in the meantime it’s up to you.’
I folded my arms and glared at him. ‘Is that so? How d’you figure that one?’
He must’ve used up all his calm and patient because there sure wasn’t any hint of it now. ‘Don’t be dense, Min. You must see that I can’t be in the same room as your mother any more than is absolutely necessary.’ He amped up a glare of his own. ‘And I’ll thank you not to make things more difficult by encouraging her to stay in the living area.’
That was too much. ‘Don’t punish me for what she’s done! I’m the only one making sure she doesn’t die.’ He was so unfair. ‘I don’t see you getting her drinks or food. Why should I have to run backwards and forwards to that fridge that’s supposed to be a bedroom?’
I reached out and grabbed the nearest roast, checked that it wasn’t pork and waved it. ‘Lamb.’ I smiled the sweetest arrangement of stretched lips that I could manage and hit him with, ‘I think Mum will find this easier to digest than pork.’
         
He was not pleased but I stalked out and left them to it. Then I had to turn back and get the camera, which diluted the effect, but I did get to hear Dad snap at Noah to stop dreaming and get to work so on balance it was worth it.
Blissful days stretched ahead of me in a parade of endless hours.
It wasn’t an afternoon to cherish in the memory. Dad and Noah carted in a basket of roasts and steak. They sat at the table and sliced them into strips.
‘Lend a hand, Min,’ Dad said, busily ignoring Mum on the sofa.
I smiled at him through clenched teeth. ‘I don’t touch raw meat. It’s one of my unbreakable rules.’ One that I would have to break when I cooked the lamb but I intended to get around that by handling it with gloves.
He took a deep breath and treated me to a fair dose of calm and patient. ‘Look, Min — we’re in this together. Cooperation is the name of the game.’
‘Cooking is cooperating,’ I said.
His teeth looked pretty clenched too, but he didn’t yell or say anything at all actually.
So Day Three wandered on by. I made a late lunch with salad veg I found in the fridge.
Dad said, ‘Great, Min. How about making some mince patties to go with it?’
‘Good idea, Dad. The stove’s all yours.’ Write household drudge on my forehead, why don’t you?
         
Stalemate.
Noah ignored the salad and cooked more bacon which he slapped between slices of bread. He didn’t wash the pan.
         
Mum turned greener at the prospect of lettuce, she’d gone off spud but she did manage a bit of the leftover chicken stuff. I, using my own initiative, retrieved another chicken carcass from the freezer-that-wasn’t and made a new brew for her. As I walked past the chooks carrying a thawed body of one of their sisters I yelled ‘Sorry chooks! Don’t look.’
They ran up to me, clucking in a very friendly way. I stopped and scritched Izzie on her head. ‘I’ll come back and pull out the hugest weed for you,’ I promised.
Oh great — Minna Hargreaves; chicken conversationalist. This, no doubt, is what extreme isolation can do to a girl. But I kept my promise and they went mad over the leaves, the dirt, the roots and the odd snail. I watched them for a while and then an equation filtered through my brain: chooks equal eggs.
         
‘You realise,’ I told Izzie, ‘that if I go into your yard I’ll get my beautiful new boots all icky?’
I held out the shiny black boot for her inspection but she didn’t seem that fussed. I let myself in through a door in the netting. Where did chooks lay eggs? The door to their coop was about half as high as it needed to be for humans and the inside was full of perches but I fought through to the nesting boxes against the wall. Yay! Eggs! Nine of them all snuggled up together in two of the four boxes. I made another discovery — the boxes had lids that opened into the freezer shed.
‘Collecting your eggs is going to be a breeze, chooks,’ I told them as I backed out. I felt like a thief, taking their potential babies. I bent and patted Bizzie. ‘But they’re not really going to be babies. Didn’t your mother ever tell you about roosters?’
         
I let myself out of the coop and leaned my head against the wire. ‘Yes, you poor ignorant chooks — it takes a mummy and a daddy to make babies. Any old daddy, actually.’
The rest of the day was — different. I’d never seen either Dad or Noah ever in their lives pegging washing on a clothesline and I’d never imagined I’d see both of them slaving away with a box of meat, pegging it strip by strip up there to wave in the breeze. But it made excellent television. Dad hammed it up (ha ha, although there was no ham, only pork). He was all bright and happy, but Noah wasn’t. He pegged one gory strip to every six Dad managed to get on the line.
I left them with a pan shot of the entire length of the line which stretched from a tree on the fence line to the verandah of the house.
‘What are the odds on that little experiment working?’ I asked the camera. I did another shot of Dad and Noah slaving away. ‘You wouldn’t put your last cent on it, is what I reckon.’
I sat on the verandah and watched them. Why was Dad bothering? How long would we have to be here? Another week? Two? We’d be out of here before we’d even noticed we’d turned into tree-hugging vegos.
And then what would happen? We had no house to go back to until the year was up.
We. Us. Our. What were those dinky little words called? I shrugged. Who cared? I looked at Dad — first time he’d done stuff with us for god knows how long, not that it was prime stuff, except where the prime beef strips were concerned.
         
Oh god, concentrate, Minna!
But I couldn’t. Didn’t want to think of Life After Island because one thing was for sure and certain — Dad wouldn’t be part of it.
I hated my mother — hated her with a burning, fierce, passionate hate.
No wonder Dad wouldn’t talk to her.
Then I started to laugh. I focused the camera and called out, ‘The birds are a friendly lot here, don’t you reckon?’ I zoomed in on the kingfisher feasting on a strip of meat, then the two blackbirds and a couple of others I didn’t know the names of.
Dad spun around, and groaned. He flapped his arms a few times but that didn’t bother the birds. He eyed them for a moment or two and his brain whirred so fast it’s a wonder they didn’t hear it. Then he rushed into the house, came back with a newspaper and three of my magazines.
‘Hey! What are you doing with those?’ I yelled.
He grinned at me. ‘There are times, Min, when we all have to make sacrifices.’ He sacrificed my magazines by ripping them up, page by double page. Then he put the pages over the meat and clipped them in place with more pegs. ‘Come on, Noah. Lend a hand here.’
The hand Noah lent wasn’t the most enthusiastic or busy hand in the world.
If I was a blessing-counter I guess I could count the odd one or two: Dad was still here; Mum might be okay to fly tomorrow; I had chooks to talk to.
         
See why I’m not a blessing-counter?
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Dinner was late. I stared up at camera number one. ‘Did you know roasts take hours and hours to cook? Welcome to the crash course in practical skills. Gran Hargreaves — you will be so proud of me.’
It was lucky she wasn’t there to eat it because it was a different variation of disastrous from the sumptuous sausage meal. The meat was red in the middle and I don’t care what Dad says about meat being all the more tasty when it’s rare, I like it when it doesn’t bleed all over the plate. And the spuds were rare in the middle too. He didn’t say they were nice.
Day Three bit the dust. I did a video diary so blah it’s a wonder the camera didn’t die of boredom. Then I wrote to the girls. I poured my heart out, and my eyes too but it didn’t matter because this was another letter I wasn’t going to send. Likewise the one I wrote to Seb. Dear Seb, you are the star that keeps me going. Only the thought of you loving me keeps me sane in this madness. I will be faithful always. I wish I’d given you a ring too. Don’t forget me.
         
Tomorrow I’d do the full hair and make-up routine before I did the video diary. Maybe I should make more of an effort anyway. Look bright and cheerful as well as sounding it. I thought back over the past few days and cringed because there were a few instances where I had not sounded bright and cheerful — actually quite a few. Bloody Cara. I drifted off to sleep not with Seb’s image in my head, but with a picture of Cara falling off the cliff and turning the shattering waves to red. It was very satisfying. I slept well.
In the morning I jumped out of bed. Maybe today we’d go home. Did I even want to go home? Of course I did. I turned on the shower so the bird-shit water could wash me clean, yeah right. Who wouldn’t want to go home away from this?
But Dad — when we got home, he’d vanish. I’d never see him again except on Sunday afternoons so foul that not even he would be stupid enough to head for the hills.
I dressed and hit the kitchen, half expecting Mum to be up and dressed and clacking around cooking. She’d have the dreamy look on her face that meant her mind was deep in some arty project. She’d smile at me and say Morning Minna sweet girl, and then she’d put muesli in the toaster and pour milk over a slice of toast. I’d tip the muesli out of the toaster, watch her drag her mind into the real world and then I’d ask her what she was working on.
         
She wasn’t in this kitchen and neither was Dad. I tiptoed up to the bedroom. I don’t know what I was expecting — some miracle reconciliation? Dad would be lying on his side of the bed smiling and Mum … Forget it. Mum was there, by herself and as sick as ever.
I stood for a second or two watching her. I tried to remember when we’d last done a morning chat. Prepregnancy? I didn’t want to think about it. I crept back to the kitchen and ate muesli that hadn’t been put in the toaster.
When Dad did show, I took reconciliation off the radar. It wasn’t going to happen. A chill settled in my chest. ‘Dad …’
He glanced in my direction but his mind was definitely somewhere else. Not the best time to talk, but there was never going to be a best time for this, so what the heck. ‘Dad, what’s going to happen? When we get home? Will we still see you?’
He kept on piling cereal into his plate. ‘Of course you will. Don’t be dense, Min.’
‘But Dad, we hardly see you now, and …’
He spared me a glance, a mighty irritated one. ‘Don’t fuss, Min. We’ll sort it out. Now leave it.’
I left it but I wasn’t convinced and I wasn’t happy even though I was practically an adult and wouldn’t need him because I had Seb and my friends. Damn it, he was my father. He was supposed to stick around — according to all I’d ever heard, sticking around was part of the job description.
He stuck around long enough to do the morning listening watch.
         
And so began another day.
Weather: Cloudy but dry with a slight wind.
Tempers: Ranging from foul to very foul to breezy to not known.
Occupations: Well, who would know what Dad was going to do with the day but, apparently, Noah was going to do it with him. Dad must’ve decided Noah was his Big Project for the duration. Glad it wasn’t me. Especially as it looked like the project was going to involve hard physical work judging by the gear Dad put together — slashers, protective gloves, spades and boots of the work variety. Noah jibbed and bucked, but Dad held the reins tight and steady (see how I extended that metaphor, Mr English Teacher who put on my last piece of writing that I’d better leave metaphors to those who could use them without mixing them) and the two of them left the house, Dad lugging the gear while Noah exercised his muscles by carrying half the food from the pantry.
So. They weren’t coming back for lunch. Just me, Mum and the chooks then. Great.
Dad came running back. ‘Nearly forgot! Have to check the meat.’
He checked. (Coming along nicely.) They went.
Well, hello Min, the day’s all yours.
What do you do with a day? Damned if I was going to hit the correspondence work and anyway, I’d be back at school before I missed too much.
I fed the chooks.
I made Mum a cup of tea. She asked if I’d boil another spud and mash it for her. She ate two teaspoonfuls.
         
I talked to the chooks and collected five more eggs. I held them in my hands and they were warm and perfect — just like a family was supposed to be. I walked to the fence where the chooks couldn’t see me, and I hurled each of those perfect eggs at the wall of the garden shed. Splat. Splat. Splat. Splat. Splat.
Satisfying, but it didn’t help.
I walked past the meat strips dangling on the line with their paper covers over them. By the look of it, the covers hadn’t been one hundred per cent successful.
I looked at the vege garden behind the shed — things looked droopy. Aha! Water! I gave them water.
I played the guitar.
It was only 10am.
I wandered through the house. What with one thing and another, I hadn’t even been in all the rooms yet. I filmed my explorations.
‘Mum’s room. Boxes still packed. That’ll be useful when we do get to go home.’ Noah’s room was next, but I turned the camera off while I searched it. Somewhere, Noah had to have more drugs, but if he did I ended up being ninety-nine-point-nine per cent sure they weren’t in his bedroom.
The spare room was the final one on the tour, especially saved for last because I hadn’t been in it yet and who knew what treasures it might hold? ‘Hmm,’ I said to Lizzie, Jax and Addy via the camera, ‘not all that exciting. But behold — the father has made it his own.’
He’d made up a bed by chucking the mattress that should have been on the bed on to the floor. I did a shot of the sagging old wire on the bed. ‘Can’t say I blame him. This would not be the last word in comfort.’
         
The rest of the room could not be said to contain treasure although there was a bookshelf. ‘Gardening books, sheep books, bird books, chook books, fish books, cookbook.’ I pulled it out. ‘Behold! The one and only cookbook on this island and what is it?’ I showed the cover to the camera. ‘The good old Edmonds, that’s what. And even I, Minna Hargreaves, non-domestic goddess, have heard of the Edmonds.’ I stuck my face in front of the lens. ‘I shall take it with me. It could be useful.’
         
There was a cupboard with a bundle of greyish sheets and a couple of moth-eaten blankets, four empty boxes and a lot of dust. And that was it. End of tour.
10.30.
Doesn’t time fly when you’re having fun?
I wondered if Dad and Noah were talking about The Situation.
Noah: Bit of a surprise, eh, Dad.
         
Dad: You could say that, son.
         
Noah: Think you’ll stay together, Dad?
         
Dad: Don’t think so, son.
         
Noah: I’ll live with you, Dad.
         
Dad: Don’t think so, son.
         
Noah: Sweet. Whatever.
         
Dad: Glad you see it my way, son.
         
I shut the door on Dad’s room. I’d be astonished to death if either of them even mentioned The Situation. I went back to the kitchen. ‘Mum? You want anything? I’m going out for a walk.’
‘Just a cup of tea. Thanks, Min.’
         
This was weird and horrible, her being all sick and polite. I bet if the guy she’d done it with could see her now he wouldn’t be so quick to … A whole dictionary of nasty words for copulation zinged through my brain, but I couldn’t bring myself to apply them to my own mother. Who was he? Why had she done it? The same old questions.
It would be good to be outside for a while, away from her, and I wasn’t going to try to find Dad and Noah either.
I got my tramping boots out of their box and grabbed the camera. At the door of my room I stopped. I had time to show Seb (and the world) that I hadn’t gone feral, isolated as I was. I turned back into my room, applied make-up and styled my hair. Then, not to waste the effort, I did a video diary explaining that I was about to take my viewers on an Island Tour with a commentary.
         
As it happened, the first examples of island wildlife I saw were not exotic or even unusual.
‘Behold! Wildlife!’ I told Lizzie, Jax and Addy via the camera. ‘Are sheep wildlife?’ They didn’t hang about to chat so I decided they were. ‘I reckon there must be about thirty of them.’ I zoomed the camera in on a woolly back. ‘D’you reckon Dad knows about them?’ I watched them scuttle away. ‘Run, sheep! Dad might turn you into roasts if you’re not careful.’
I did a circuit of the island, giving an intelligent, quirky running commentary as I went. The camera and I saw steep cliffs and I hoped my shots would make the viewers so dizzy they’d spew because I went to some trouble to snake my way to the very edge in three different places. I held the camera over space so it caught the waves crashing on to the vicious rocks at the bottom. ‘I sure hope helicopters don’t go out of fashion. I don’t fancy our chances of shimmying down there and swimming for it.’
         
I did a chatty walk down the old access path. ‘This is steep. A gradient of one in two. Ms Wiley — she’s my Maths teacher,’ I told the camera in a confidential tone, ‘doesn’t believe in multitasking — Minna, you cannot learn if you never stop talking is what she says. But I’ve just proved that you can. Gradient — one in two. Which equals a driveway you wouldn’t believe. Personally, I’m pretty rapt with the invention of the helicopter.’ I lay face down on the path at the edge of the slip and filmed the view down to the sea. ‘It’s a shame we can’t get down to the sea though. Looks like a reasonable bit of beach down there.’ It was small — about as long as a netball court — but big enough to lounge on in the summer.
         
Summer felt like a long time away. Then I cheered up — Mum would be better long before summer. I climbed back up the path.
Next, I did a cross-section. I parked the camera on a fence post and crouched in front of it. ‘Did you hear that, Mr Sykes?’ He was my Social Studies teacher and quite into sarcasm. ‘Something did soak into my brain. You stick with me now and I’ll take you on a transverse cross-section of Isolation Island.’
         
That particular cross-section took me through a patch of scrubby trees all bent and twisted by the wind. ‘Not the only things bent and twisted on this island right at this moment,’ I said, wondering if Dad’s frame of mind was smoothing out any.
         
My foot hit a hole. ‘Ouch! My goodness, how lucky is it that I’m sensibly wearing my strong and durable tramping boots? Dad would not be thrilled if I joined Mum in the lying down flat and doing nothing game.’
There were holes all over the place under the trees. The ground was bare and stank of bird shit. Not an attractive place. I wondered who lived here but a couple of trees and a pack of holes further along I solved the mystery. One of the blue birds lay dead and cold in the dirt at the base of a tree. I crouched down and touched its feathers. ‘Poor little blue bird. You haven’t got the most brilliant radar, have you? You flew smack-bang into this tree, you poor little thing.’
I came across a couple of others as I crossed the pitted ground. One of them was on its back. The blue birds had white tummies.
I left them where they’d fallen and continued my cross-section by climbing over a fence into what turned out to be a sheep paddock, but the sheep didn’t seem to like me and took off. There was a murky pond. There was a big shed. I went inside. ‘Rusty stuff. Bits of wood. Something old with a dead engine.’
I don’t know what made me go right to the back wall, but I did, clambering and scrabbling my way over all the junk and what do you know — there was Noah’s second stash. This one was the actual plants. Six of them about fifteen centimetres high and carefully planted in those black plastic bags you see at the supermarket with basil and parsley growing in them.
         
I wondered if he’d brought potting mix with him as well. I stirred with a finger. ‘Yes,’ I told the camera. ‘Potting mix, I reckon, because it sure isn’t that scabby dirt from under the trees out there. And it’s been watered today.’ I sat back on my heels and thought about what to do. To be honest, I didn’t think for very long. Bloody bastard Noah. He was my brother. I needed him and I needed his brain. I stood up and kicked the plants to bits. I trampled on them till I was sure and certain there wasn’t a shred of a chance they’d ever grow again.
I picked up the camera, climbed back over the junk and went back to the house, the camera swinging from my hand and filming the ground. I didn’t care. ‘Bloody Noah!’ I yelled. ‘My entire sucky family are traitors. Mum’s the worst and Dad ought to talk about it, but when did Dad ever talk about anything except stupid ecology and the dumb environment? And I bloody hope Noah rots in hell. Stoner! Useless stoner brother.’
I switched the camera off because yet again I was bawling.
Sandwiches for lunch. The afternoon stretched out like the longest road in the world ahead of me. I wished I had some DVDs to watch, or a book, or my friends. Dangerous ground, to think of Lizzie, Jax and Addy. I couldn’t even let myself think about Seb. What could I do? Boredom. Loneliness.
I looked at Mum. I’d even be quite pleased to talk to her right now. I tried it. ‘Mum. I’m bored.’
‘Yes.’ That’s all she said. A great help.
Food. Didn’t people eat from boredom? I ratted around in the pantry. There were enough supplies in there to feed an army — or a family of four-point-something for a month. Which brought me to the question of dinner. Part of me fought like hell against the idea of cooking. Like, why should I, and why me? But the bored and hungry parts won. I picked up packets of stuff — rice, lentils. ‘Hello lentils. Nice to meet you. I don’t believe we know each other.’ I put them back. Macaroni, spaghetti, some sort of dry stuff called soup mix, sugar, flour, sauces, tins, tomato paste and a whole lot more.
         
I settled for the macaroni. It had a recipe on the packet for macaroni cheese which was good because I didn’t trust that old Edmonds book with its falling-out pages.
         
I cooked, I did the listening watch, and by the time Dad and Noah rolled in, the macaroni cheese was looking pretty damned good in the oven. I knew it had lumps in it, and that the macaroni had kind of fallen to bits when I mixed it with the sauce, but they could discover that for themselves.
Dinner went like this. ‘You’ve done well, Min,’ from Dad. He left the lumps lined up around his plate.
‘Only because I wanted to eat. Don’t get big ideas about me being the cook.’
Silence from Noah.
‘That was good, Min. Thank you,’ from Mum. She ate a teaspoon-sized bit.
Five minutes of silent chewing.
I deemed it time to liven up the party. ‘Noah, I found your plants.’
Kapow, boom!
         
‘What plants?’ Dad demanded. ‘Noah? Did you hear me? What plants?’
Me (all friendly and chatty): You might as well tell him because I kicked them to bits.
Noah howled and lunged across the table at me. Dad roared at him. ‘Sit down!’ He grabbed Noah in a headlock and wrestled him back on to the chair.
Wow! I hadn’t counted on violence from my beloved sibling.
He snarled at me and spluttered like a drunk turkey, but he was slightly handicapped by not having the moral high ground. What he was standing on was as full of holes as the ground under the trees and his brain had cleared enough in his three days of enforced abstinence for him to know it.
‘Bitch!’ he hollered.
I got up from the table, leaving my plate right where it was. ‘You better believe it, brother. And you can do the dishes.’
And so ended another day of riveting television from the Hargreaves family.
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In the morning Dad was making breakfast when I hit the kitchen. The room was warm, it smelled of bacon, eggs sizzled in the pan — what a picture of domestic harmony. I hope the cameras caught it all because the camera never lies.
Mum was still in bed and there was no sign of Noah, surprise surprise. Dad disappeared and I could hear the murmurings of calm and patient from him and exactly nothing from Noah. Dad reappeared. Noah snarled his way into the room not too many minutes later.
‘You stink,’ I said.
Dad sniffed. ‘Go and have a shower, son.’
Noah sat down — didn’t grunt, didn’t answer, didn’t shower.
‘Breakfast after your shower,’ Dad said, doing calm and patient again.
         
Noah got up but headed for the pantry not the bathroom. ‘Where’s the bread?’
Well, well — here was another delightful surprise. We’d eaten all the bread and when that happened, we had to make our own.
‘Why didn’t you say something last night?’ I asked Dad. ‘We could’ve put the breadmaker on.’
He tried for a hearty grin but to my expert eye, it was just a touch frazzled round the edges. ‘There’s no breadmaker, Min. We do it by hand.’
He was learning something, I guess. He hadn’t said you — meaning me — do it by hand.
         
Noah must’ve been hungry. He tried to score some bacon. Dad fended him off. ‘Shower then food.’
Noah caved, but it’s my bet that not a molecule of soap touched his skin. He came out with wet hair and the stink intact. Dad gave him food.
‘Dad,’ I said, ‘do not even think about leaving me here by myself to make bread.’ I glared at him.
He glanced out the window, then at the sofa where Mum hadn’t yet appeared. ‘All right. Just this once. Till you get the hang of it.’
I smiled and felt as dangerous as a shark. ‘I’ll make it every third time.’
‘Grow up, Min.’ No calm and patient for me.
‘Why?’ I asked. ‘From where I’m sitting, grown-up doesn’t have a lot going for it.’ I could have said a lot more — like if I had to grow up then I wanted my boyfriend with me and seeing as how he and Mum weren’t using the double bed, then could Seb and I have it? But in the interests of self-preservation I opted for, ‘I’ll feel like growing up when you sit down and talk to me about what’s going to happen with this family.’
         
‘There’s nothing to talk about,’ he said and shut his mouth with a snap that Lizzie, Jax and Addy probably heard at home in their nice, warm houses that had telephones and computers and life.
Dad made Noah help him make bread. I did the listening watch. Dad found a jar of yeast in the pantry, which apparently you need for bread, and lucky for us it had a recipe on its label just like the macaroni had. It takes even longer to make bread than it does to cook a roast, and when it’s cooked, it’s awful — solid and sticky in the middle.
‘If we had a computer we could look up how to make bread,’ I said.
‘Well, we haven’t,’ Dad said. ‘Come on, Noah, we’ve got work to do.’
‘I’m hungry,’ Noah said.
Dad chucked the loaf of ugly bread into the backpack. ‘We’ll eat on the job.’ This could possibly have been a result of Mum turning up and collapsing on to the sofa twenty minutes before the bread was cooked.
‘How’s the meat?’ I yelled to his disappearing back. Must have been fine because he didn’t come back and say it was or it wasn’t. I didn’t go and check.
Another day to fill. I did the Mum chores and the chicken chores — had a nice little chat with the chooks, collected six eggs. ‘Good chooks,’ I told them. They chatted back and I gave them another weed to supple ment their otherwise boring diet which, so Dad assured me, was wheat and more wheat.
         
Which took me back to considering our diet. What I craved right now was bread and meat. ‘It’s just because I know I can’t have them,’ I told the camera, ‘but man — do I want them.’
I wandered back into the house and had a moan to Mum before I remembered I wasn’t talking to her. Oh, what the hell, there was going to be plenty of time not to talk to her when we got off this bird-shit place.
‘Make some bread,’ she said in that faint voice.
‘No point,’ I said. ‘That stuff Dad made was a disaster. We should’ve brought a breadmaker.’
‘Try,’ said Mum. ‘I’ll help.’
By which she had to mean tell me things rather than get up and dance around the kitchen. Oh well, why not? The idea of producing a fantastic loaf of bread and waving it in Dad’s face appealed. I set to work.
Turns out that Dad had been a tad on the impatient side. He hadn’t given the yeast enough time to rise. He hadn’t kneaded the dough enough — I quite liked the kneading — very tactile and my hands came out soft and clean although I decided not to think about what was now in the bread that used to be on my hands. And last of all, Dad hadn’t cooked it long enough.
‘Give it a sharp tap,’ Mum whispered, ‘It should sound hollow if it’s cooked.’
I did and it did. Minna Hargreaves, baker extraordinaire! I pulled it out of the oven and put it to cool on the table. Damn but it smelled good.
Mum smiled at me. ‘Well done, Min.’
I grinned at her, I was so pleased with myself. ‘You want a bit while it’s hot?’
         
She closed her eyes. ‘No. Thanks.’
She looked ghastly, worse than yesterday. Was morning sickness hereditary? Never have babies, Minna, just in case. I crouched down beside her. ‘Mum? You look real bad. Can I get something?’
         
Her eyes were still shut. ‘It’s just the smell. Turns my stomach. Don’t worry. Be okay soon.’
Yeah right. I carried the bread into my bedroom and shut the door on it. The only thing to do was open the doors and windows in the kitchen and blow the smell away and since there was a bit of a wind it didn’t take long.
I had bread for lunch. I swear it was the best bread ever, what with the butter melting through it. I thought of Dad and Noah and the ugly bread. ‘Enjoy,’ I shouted.
They came back at 4.25 by the kitchen clock, one minute after I’d decided that I was as musically talented as I was artistically.
‘I’m hungry,’ Noah grunted.
‘What’s for dinner?’ Dad asked, back turned to Mum.
I put the guitar down. ‘Whatever you want to cook.’
That didn’t go down any better than I bet the ugly bread had. Noah snarled, attacked the pantry and vanished along with a packet of gingernuts.
Dad sat down at the table, gave a sigh that was pure theatrics, hauled out some calm and patient and said, ‘Minna, this is not the most ideal of situations. I’m asking you to please make the best of it. I need your cooperation here.’
I sat down across from him. ‘Dad — I’ll start cooperating as you call it, although I reckon I’ve done a heap more cooperating than some people around here. Anyway, I’ll do it when you start talking to me about what’s going to happen to us.’ Challenge issued. Cards on the table. Gloves off. Eyeball to eyeball.
         
Did he take it up? No. ‘Minna, how many times do I have to tell you — there’s nothing to discuss. We’ll sort it out when we get home. Finish. End of story.’ He held up a hand. ‘No. Don’t say anything — you know what I expect of you. It’s not for long, just bite the bullet and do it.’
Well, we were into clichés and no mistake. I got up. No way was I going to tell him there was three-quarters of a loaf of the best bread in the world sitting in my bedroom, and if he thought he could get away with steamrollering me, he was in for a disappointment.
He stood up. ‘I’m going to check the meat. You sort something out for dinner.’
All right, Daddy darling — lesson coming up in how to cooperate while not cooperating. I grabbed the big bag of rice from the pantry and dumped it on the table. I chose the rice because it didn’t have any helpful recipes printed on it, and it didn’t give any hint of how to cook it.
He came back.
‘We’re having rice,’ I said.
‘Good. But I want you and Noah outside for a bit. The meat’s coming along well, but we need to turn it to get air to the bits that have been under the pegs.’ At least he didn’t ask me to get Noah. I got the camera instead and obediently trotted outside, like the good little girl I wasn’t.
         
Noah came, snarling and crunching. We went outside, a merry threesome, a picture of family harmony and togetherness. I sat on the verandah and pointed the camera down the line.
‘Leave it, Min, and come and help.’ Dad.
‘You do your job and leave me to do mine.’ Me delivering a masterly thrust because it was good for him to be reminded that this whole farce was his grand idea.
He turned his back and gave Noah a hurry up.
They worked, I filmed. I was about to shut the camera off when we heard a noise — a deep throbbing carried on a hell wind.
‘What’s that?’ Noah spoke! I aimed the camera at him. Was I getting my brother back?
‘Don’t know,’ Dad said. They stopped working and we all stared upwards to the hills. We didn’t have to wait long for the answer to the mystery.
A cloud of the blue birds with the white tummies zoomed over the tops of the hills, down the valley, all of them carried on a blast of wind. They cruised towards us, hundreds and hundreds of them. I filmed them hurtling onwards, blown on the wind or flying — or maybe a mixture of both. They darkened the sky and then they were over our heads and the wind that carried them hit us and tore at our hair and clothes. It swiped the camera sideways in my hands.
And then they were gone.
‘What was that?’ Noah again — not sulky, not grumpy — but covered in bird shit which might not do much for his temper.
         
I focused in on Dad. He wore a selection of bird shit globs too, but he was staring at the meat. I focused on that and started to laugh. ‘Behold! The great meat disaster of Isolation Island!’ I zoomed a shot along the line, taking in the straggly remnants that had survived the wind blast, and lingering on those that wore globs of bird shit. Not one paper cover remained.
I jumped up and walked the length of the line. ‘Nine pieces left intact and without decorations,’ I said. ‘You want to keep them, Dad?’
I got a great shot of his face — fed up, disbelieving but then he let loose one of his rip-roaring belly laughs. That did it. All three of us ended up rolling on the ground laughing till our sides ached.
Then we went inside, cleaned off the damage with water that must’ve just got a whole new sprinkling of bird shit and we cooked dinner together. Rice, tomato sauce and tinned fish. Not the best meal ever, but not the worst either.
I didn’t tell Dad about the bread. I gave Mum a cup of tea and a water cracker. Another day down. Would Mum be well enough to travel tomorrow? Would we go home tomorrow? Not if that hell wind kept up.
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The hell wind still raged in the morning. Dad dug out an anemometer which he reckoned would tell us the wind speed. He held it in his hand out in the wind, the little arms on it whirred madly and the dial showed that we had a wind of 95 kilometres an hour.
Dad and Noah couldn’t work outside; Dad had tried and it blew him flat. I wanted him to do it again so I could film it. He declined, but what do you know? — Noah said he would. We took off and left grumpy father in the house with sick mother. Maybe they’d talk to each other and maybe pigs would fly.
Noah pointed to a spur halfway up the hill. ‘That’s where Dad bit the dust.’ I dropped behind, the camera trained on him as he jogged upwards, came out of the shelter of the spur — and wham! The wind knocked him sideways, flat on to the ground. He crawled back towards me, grinning. ‘Let’s make a land yacht. Man, it’d move!’ He stood up. ‘We can work on it today — in the shed.’ He gave the last word just a touch of emphasis. Aha! I’m not stupid, I could work out that it had to be the shed where I’d bashed his plants to pulp.
         
We ran back to the house and I beat him because I was so excited about doing something different, getting away from the house and Mum lying there looking like death. Stupid me. Why did I think Dad would let me escape?
He kept on washing the breakfast dishes, didn’t even pause. ‘No, Min, I’m sorry, but you have to stay here.’ A meaningful glance at Mum.
‘No way! If somebody’s got to stay, then it’s your turn or Noah’s.’ I headed for my room. I’d even put on the disgusting overalls — anything to get out of the house, to do something different.
Dad’s voice hauled me up short. ‘Minna, you are to stay and look after your mother. End of story. No arguing.’
I wheeled around, ignoring the whimpers from Mum’s direction. That’s what you think, Father dearest. ‘Why?’ I eyeballed him. ‘Explain to me just why that is fair. Why me and why not you or Noah.’ I stamped a foot, remembered the cameras, strove for calm and said, ‘You said we weren’t going back in time.’ Another deep breath. ‘Keeping me in the house just because of my gender is out there in old-time land, wouldn’t you say?’
         
One thing I have learned in my fourteen-odd years of life is that if you’re a parent, you don’t have to fight fair.
         
‘No,’ he said, ‘and that’s final.’
He walked out, followed by Noah who grinned at me.
I whirled around, snarled at Mum, ‘Don’t think I’m staying around to hold your hand. You dropped yourself — no, actually, make that you dropped us into this horror story, so lie there and enjoy it.’
I didn’t look at her, tried not to listen to her as I left the room. Let her lie there with the cameras recording every last tear. Served her right.
Boredom and the cold drove me out of my bedroom after what was probably only half an hour, but felt like a million half-hours.
Mum was shivering. I fed the fire, filled her a hottie, got her a blanket. God, I was a good daughter and she’d better remember it for all the rest of the days of her life if either of us managed to survive this incarceration.
I cooked — didn’t want to for a good number of excellent reasons, but (a) it gave me something to do, (b) I got hungry and (c), which I wasn’t about to broadcast to the entire nation, I got a buzz out of it. Minna Hargreaves was turning into a domestic goddess. Who would have thought it? Not Jax or Addy or me in my wildest dreams and I would never, ever admit it to Lizzie, not even if she threatened to cut off my hair with nail scissors. Seb would be impressed — a hot girlfriend who could cook. That had to be an attractive package.
I made soup out of the dried stuff in the pantry which didn’t use up a lot of my time even though it took hours to cook. The smell upset Mum. I opened the sliding door. Cold, it seemed, was preferable to sick.
         
Cooking gave me plenty of time for thinking and plotting. Bloody Dad was not going to get away with making me a prisoner and a slave. And he could bloody talk to me about The Situation. What, Why and How were things I’d like to know. I glanced at Mum and tried a How question on her. ‘Mum, how come you went off with another man?’
A sigh and a twitch of the eyebrows doesn’t constitute a satisfactory answer in my opinion.
I took her a cup of tea and tried a What question. ‘What’s going to happen when we get back home?’
‘Don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘Thank you, Min.’
She drank a third of it then let the rest go cold and scummy — which was appropriate, cold and scummy being a good description of our island paradise.
I ate soup and superior bread for lunch. Mum ate a teaspoonful and said it was good, a judgement I didn’t agree with, but she muttered, ‘Salt,’ and that cheered it up astonishingly.
I gave up being snooty about the Edmonds book. I discovered you could make pudding out of rice and dried milk powder.
Dad and Noah powered in all happy and charged up from their day of fun in the shed.
‘Have you finished the yacht?’ Dad would have to let me ride on it, and what a blast that would be.
‘Not yet,’ said Dad. ‘It’s going to take time.’
Noah grinned at me. ‘Complicated. A girl wouldn’t understand.’
I got my own back. He got less of the lunchtime soup than I did and I made sure he knew it. The pair of them chowed it down then shovelled in the rice delicacy.
         
Dad: Excellent, Min. What a trooper you’ve turned out to be.
Noah: Any more?
‘Thank you, Min.’ A whisper from Mum but she managed a whole tablespoonful. I grabbed some off Noah’s plate in case she felt like it again the next day, then I eyeballed Dad.
‘Dad, we need to discuss this whole, entire, sucky, stink pus-filled situation. Starting now.’
He leapt up from the table as if he’d sat on at least three species of poisonous cacti. ‘Not now, Min. Time for the listening watch. Noah, do the dishes.’
I wasn’t fooled, not for a second. ‘The watch isn’t for another ten minutes. But okay, afterwards will do just as well.’
He yelled at Noah again to get him moving, glared at me and grunted, ‘I’ve said, no point in discussing anything till we get home.’
I inhaled long and deep. ‘Dad — that’s the whole point — what’s going to happen when we get home? Who will live where and with whom?’ And I hoped my beloved English teacher would register my correct usage of whom. It didn’t impress Dad though.
‘Leave it, Min. There’s no point.’
‘There is a point,’ I said. ‘I want to discuss it. It’s important.’ I took myself over to where he sat at the radio and I prodded his shoulder hard enough to leave a bruise the shape of the tip of my index finger.
He shook me off. ‘For Pete’s sake, Min. Accept it — there’s nothing to discuss. We’ll sort it out when we get back. Leave it.’
         
‘No!’ I hollered. ‘And while we’re at it, let’s talk about the miserable life you’re making me lead when there’s absolutely no good reason for it.’
He shoved back the chair, stood up, said very calmly and patiently, ‘You can do the watch — I know you enjoy it.’ And wham! He was out the door and striding off into the windy darkness.
Noah sat at the table and sniggered.
Over the next couple of days nothing changed. Minna Hargreaves, prisoner of Isolation Island. Each night the pair of them came back to my home-cooked delicacies, including a pavlova that I had with huge patience whipped by hand, and reported that no, the yacht wasn’t finished yet but who would have thought that a purée of tinned peaches would be as good as cream on a pav? Well done, me.
On the fourth day, the wind dropped and I put into action the plan I’d brewed during the days of wind. I ran out of the house before Dad and Noah had finished eating the toast made from more of my magnificent bread. ‘I’ve got food, I’ve got water and I’m not coming back all day,’ I yelled as I escaped.
I had the camera too. I filmed a bucketload of stuff that would bore Cara to death — leaves, twigs, birdholes, trees, grass, weeds, etcetera, etcetera. I went to the shed and filmed every aspect of the yacht. Looked to me like it had old pram wheels. ‘I’m guessing it’s the sail that’s complicated,’ I told the camera. I panned over a variety of scrappy boards lying on the ground. ‘These would appear not to have worked.’
         
After that excitement I spent hours lying on the grass in the sun thinking about Seb and about my friends. I thought too about The Situation. I’d tackle Dad again tonight — make him talk to me about what the hell was going to happen when we got off this jail. When I started thinking about school I figured it was time to get up and do some more filming.
I only went back to the house when the sun dipped low enough to make the air too cool for comfort.
Dad smiled at me when I came in. ‘Enjoy your holiday?’
I sent him an I-can’t-believe-you’re-serious look. ‘What’s for dinner? I’m hungry.’ Which was a cunning repetition of how they greeted me each evening.
But Dad just smiled again. ‘Egg foo yong, coleslaw made with our very own cabbage, and scones.’
I ate and I was impressed. ‘Hey Dad — this is excellent. Let’s rotate duties — you know, take it in turns to stay in the house and …’
‘No,’ he said. End of conversation. End of smiles. ‘And keep an eye on the garden, Min. I’ve weeded it but you’ll need to do it regularly and keep it watered too.’
I ignored him.
‘There’s a slug in the coleslaw,’ Noah said. ‘No — make that half a slug.’
‘What did you make for Mum?’ I asked, wishing I’d examined my coleslaw before I’d scoffed it down.
Silence.
‘You didn’t make her anything?’ I asked. ‘Did you give her a cup of tea any time today?’
‘I did,’ Noah said. ‘She drank half of it.’
         
I scraped back my chair, glared at the father person busy filling his face and said, ‘I can’t believe you! You belong in the ark and I hope you fall overboard and drown.’ I squatted beside Mum — lying on the sofa without a rug. ‘Want something?’
‘Piece of bread. Cut very thin. Thank you, Minna.’
I cut the bread so thin it looked like lace. I made a cup of tea.
‘Thank you, Minna.’
I helped her out to the facilities and then to bed. Dad ran water into the sink and ignored me. He looked around for Noah. Scarpered. Gone. Absent.
‘Dry these, will you, Min?’
This, I decided was an admirable time for The Talk. I’d read several well-researched articles that said doing dishes together provided family bonding time. Accordingly I ambled across to the sink. ‘Dad — what’s going to happen when we leave here?’
He wriggled his shoulders and splashed around in the suds. ‘We go back home.’
‘All of us? To 95 Tiber St?’
A pile of cutlery hit the draining tray. ‘No. And get busy, Min. I’m running out of room here.’
I swiped at a plate with a fairly grey tea towel. ‘So who will live where and with whom?’
He snorted, or it might have been a water pipe spluttering. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out.’
He was getting terse and snippy, but damn it, this was important. I dealt to another couple of plates and persevered. ‘That’s all very well for you to say. You can decide your own fate but we have to do what you say. Or Mum. Have you talked to Mum about it?’
         
He let the water go, then turned a full-bodied glare on me. ‘There. Is. Nothing. To. Talk. About. Accept it, Min. You’re getting tiresome. Leave it.’
‘But Dad …’
He cut across me. He gave me the full dose of calm and patient and a stronger dose of determined. ‘Watch this.’ He snatched a cup from the draining board and hurled it on to the concrete hearth surrounding the woodburner. It shattered into a million pieces. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is what your mother’s actions have done to our marriage. Now do you understand that it’s over? It can’t be glued back together— not with talking, not with patience. Nothing.’
I thumped a hand flat on the bench in a puddle of water. Drips flew out and splashed him. ‘I’m not talking about your dumb marriage! I’m talking about the other stuff …’
         
He wouldn’t let me finish. ‘There’s no other stuff we can decide right now. We’ll have to wait till we get home.’ He put a hand on my shoulder. ‘So leave it. Okay?’
I pushed his hand away. ‘Why won’t you listen?’ I pointed a dripping hand at the shattered crockery. ‘That is what my heart feels like! Do you understand that’s what the pair of you are doing to me?’
         
But he wouldn’t budge. ‘I’m sorry Min. I didn’t create this situation, remember. You’ll just have to learn to accept it.’
I wiped the tea towel over the bench, over and over. ‘No. I won’t. I hate it. I hate you not even looking at her.’ Thump crash on the horrible red Formica. ‘I hate you not helping her when she’s so sick. I hate the way you turn down your mouth and say your mother like it was my fault she’s my mother and you had nothing to do with it.’ Thwack. The cloth hit the deck.
         
Stalemate. What else did I expect?
He just said, ‘I’m sorry about the your mother thing. I’ll refer to her by her name in future.’
         
I gave up, turned away from the sink without finishing drying — and nearly walked smack-bang into Mum hanging on to the door frame. Tears dribbled down her face.
The next day was back to normal — if you can call being stuck in a house with a sick mother normal. Dad, the yellow-bellied slug, got up extra early and left the house before I could pull another swifty on him. Noah slept or at least stayed in his room, making the most of Dad’s absence. I thought about disappearing but, really, there was no point because there was only more of the same to disappear to.
So I did the chicken chores and the Mum chores and I cooked. I made eggs with cheese and spinach, which was silver beet, but Mum reckoned it would work.
Not the greatest success as a meal, but Dad and Noah ate it and didn’t moan. I ate the eggs and tried not to wish it was the chicken I was eating. Izzie, Bizzie and all the rest — I couldn’t eat them, not even if somebody else chopped their heads off and pulled out all their feathers.
I concocted some weird combinations. The menu for the second day of calm after the wind was stuffed baked potatoes and pancakes.
I looked up at the camera. ‘See this, Gran Hargreaves? You’ll be so proud of me.’
         
I thought about that and shook my head. ‘No, you won’t. You’ll say it’s about time I learned to look after myself — and your ditzy son.’ I shook a finger in the general direction of the camera. ‘And seeing we’re pulling each other’s reps to bits here, let me tell you that I don’t think much of the way you brought up Dad.’ I stomped off to the big pantry to grab the spuds, dumped them in the sink and talked back to the camera. ‘People, Gran — that’s the important bit. Why didn’t you teach him how to talk to people? Like me? Huh?’
         
Mum murmured from the sofa. ‘Don’t, Min. It won’t help.’
‘And what you did will?’ She winced like I’d chucked water in her face.
Crap. But it served her right. I cooked her a magnificent mash of spud.
I gave Mum the potato and watched her eat a teaspoonful. If only I could decide which one of them to be mad at it would help.
No, it wouldn’t help. What would help would be knowing why and how come and who. And I might find all that out sometime in the next millennium, but probably not seeing as how Dad wouldn’t talk and Mum couldn’t hold a conversation longer than about five words.
The next morning I had the bright idea of getting Mum out into the sunshine. I pulled the mattress off the window seat and dragged it out to the verandah. I had to help her lie down but she smiled and murmured, Lovely.’ Birds wandered up to her to investigate. A couple of little lizards raced around. ‘Better than telly,’ she whispered. ‘It’s good to look at the sea too.’
         
I sat beside her and filmed the wildlife. When I got tired of that, I took one of Mum’s sheets of drawing paper and made a calendar.
‘How many days in August?’ I asked.
‘Thirty-one,’ she murmured.
‘Crap. Trust Dad to dump us here in a long month.’ I drew squares. I numbered them using every coloured pencil in Mum’s extensive collection. The things you do when there’s nothing else to do. ‘How long have we been here? Other than a hundred years already?’ But she didn’t know.
I did the listening watch that evening. ‘Maritime R — what’s the day and what’s the date? I’m living in a timeless land.’
Maritime R chuckled. ‘Minna on Motutoka, you are so lucky. Today is Saturday, twelfth of August.’
I coloured in twelve squares. ‘This,’ I said, giving the camera a chirpy grin, ‘will be another daily task. It will not do to lose track of the days.’
I wanted to be able to think of Seb on his birthday on the eighth of October and not have to spend days worrying if I’d forgotten it. I would write him a letter, which I would send when the helicopter landed in nineteen days, bringing with it glorious supplies. Meat. I craved meat.
The next day, Sunday 13 August on my calendar, I got up and what do you know, I’d run out of clean undies. After Dad and Noah had departed to places unknown for work unspecified, I filled the sink with hot water and washed them. ‘You want anything done?’ I asked Mum.
         
‘No, thank you, Min.’ A whisper. If only she’d yell at me, or go into one of her long, stupid burbles with all the mixed metaphors like she used to do.
Then I washed the tea towels and hung everything on the line. I’d make sure I took it in the second it was dry, or sooner, just in case that flood of birds came back. What were they, anyway?
Mum didn’t know.
Neither did Dad when I asked him but I saw him looking thoughtfully at my washing airing by the wood-burner in the evening after I’d done the listening watch yet again and cooked a dinner of roast vegetables and a mess of green stuff. Meat was distant but constant dream.
         
The next morning — 14 August — I got up to find that Dad had left a pile of dirty undies and skanky socks in a suggestive pile in the middle of the kitchen floor. I kicked them under the table. No way, Daddy dearest, no way in hell am I going to wash your clothes. I didn’t say anything and neither did he as he toasted bits of the marvellous bread I kept us supplied with and stirred a pot of scrambled eggs.
He does good scrambled eggs.
Noah came in, swiped Dad’s toast and stuffed it into his mouth. ‘Good bread, sis.’
Noah speaks! Some things were looking up.
But not for long.
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After lunch I decided I needed to film Dad and Noah. That was my job — filming — and I hadn’t managed yet to get shots of their manly muscles striving to tame nature. ‘You be okay for an hour?’ I asked Mum.
She gave the twitch of the lips which was all the smile she could manage these days. ‘Of course. Off you go.’
I strode off in my sensible boots to the other end of the island where I would find my menfolk engaged in masculine tasks too heavy for my gentle, nurturing, feminine self. The sheep as usual scurried away. I passed the hugest weta lurking on a dead tree trunk and I bravely filmed it, poised to run in case it wanted a closer relationship with me. I could only stand three seconds and then I was out of there.
I climbed a spur. ‘They should be over here somewhere,’ I told the camera. ‘Up in that tangle of vines and stuff, I’m picking. Funny that I can’t hear them.’ I stopped and panned over the area. ‘Are they having an extended lunch break?’
         
No. They weren’t. They weren’t there at all.
Odd.
I followed a track that snaked along the hillside before it dropped down on to a lower one that swung past the shed. ‘Hammering and sawing noises. Aha! Found them! What are they building? Let us go and solve the mystery.’
I went in. They looked up. ‘Hi, Min.’ Noah waved his hammer in my direction. ‘What do you reckon? Cool, eh? Next wind and we’ll be burning up the grass in this.’ He pointed at the thing they were working on.
Dad, I noticed, didn’t say anything, but I had plenty to say once I got it out, past the rage burning me to cinders. ‘You’re working on the land yacht? You’re doing fun stuff? And what about me? When do I get to do fun stuff?’ I hit my hand flat against my forehead. ‘Oh, that’s right! Stupid me! I’m the one who gets to do all the drudge stuff and has to stay around the house all day and every rotten day.’ I thumped the camera down and seized a chunk of wood. ‘Well, I’m sick of it! You hear me?’ I belted the wood down on the yacht. A strut broke off. I belted again and again. ‘Whoa!’ Noah backed away, his hands in the air.
         
Dad leapt up and came towards me, his arms out. I chucked the wood away, grabbed the camera and took off out of there.
‘Scuzzy manky cheating bastard!’ I yelled, and I hope all of that got on camera.
         
I didn’t cook them dinner. They didn’t seem to expect it. Dad said, ‘Sorry, Min. I’ve been thoughtless.’
Noah said, ‘We’re only going to work on it on windy days. Promise.’
I shrugged. Didn’t make any difference to me. I wasn’t going to cook them a damned thing from now on and that included bread.
I looked at Dad. ‘And can you please find somewhere else to keep your dirty washing? I don’t like it in my kitchen.’ I hope he didn’t miss the sarcasm, but seeing as how he just grinned at me, ruffled my hair and picked up his pile of disgusting clothes, it’s quite likely he did.
         
Life went on. The next morning, Dad made a big production out of cooking breakfast. We had fried spuds, fried eggs, toast and a tin of spaghetti. He made a point of assuring me that they’d be doing the proper work of the island today and would I come and film them?
         
‘Whatever,’ I said. I might and I might not. It all depended on how I felt, but right now I still felt raging mad. ‘And you can do the listening watch.’
But Noah said, ‘Excellent!’ He settled down at the radio and chatted away like he’d done it all his life. Damn. He wasn’t meant to enjoy it.
They tootled off in the sunshine with the last bread they’d be getting unless they cooked it themselves. I did the chores, talked to the chooks, made Mum a cup of tea and took it in. ‘What do you feel like eating, Mum?’
She just shook her head. ‘Nothing right now, darling. Thank you.’
‘You want to get up?’ She looked ghastly — ghastlier than normal ghastly actually. Maybe it was her hair. Then it hit me. She hadn’t had a shower since we’d been here. ‘Hey, Mum — do you want a shower? Or a bath?’
         
‘A bath! That would be wonderful. But …’ Her voice tailed off. She’d run out of energy.
‘I’ll help you,’ I said, gathering my courage for the venture into naked-mother territory. ‘You drink your tea.’
I filled the bath and didn’t make it too hot in case it cooked the baby. I sat back on my heels, my hand still in the water. The baby. That was the first time I’d thought about it. That baby was going to be my brother or sister. Half, anyway.
I got up and went to the bedroom, and helped Mum get out of her clothes. I felt awful because these were what she’d been wearing when we’d got here and I hadn’t even noticed she couldn’t get undressed and into PJs at night. Bad daughter. But maybe bad mothers breed bad daughters.
She sighed when I helped her slide down into the water. ‘Heaven,’ she whispered.
Well, that entire exercise convinced me not to take up nursing. I washed Mum’s back and her hair. ‘You want to have a soak for a bit?’ I asked, keeping my eyes away from naked flesh — maybe I’d inherited more than I wanted to from Gran Hargreaves.
‘Five minutes,’ Mum whispered in such a little voice I could hardly hear her.
I sat outside the door and listened in case she slipped down in the water and drowned and I tried not to be scared rigid, but I was. She was so thin — and there wasn’t even a tiny bump to show she was pregnant. Her ribs had felt like corrugated iron when I washed her.
         
She was exhausted by the time I got her dry and into the PJs I’d found in one of the boxes. I wanted to change the sheets, but she just flapped a hand at me and crawled on to the bed. She couldn’t even keep her eyes open and her face was greenish-grey.
I bent over and pushed a strand of wet hair off her face. Wet hair could lead to pneumonia. She might die. ‘I’m going to dry your hair. Okay?’
No response beyond a murmur. It would be just too bad if the dryer did soak up all the solar power.
I plugged it in and it only just reached. I couldn’t dry all her hair because she couldn’t lift her head but I figured it was better than nothing. I gave her a hottie but I think she was asleep by then.
I sat down at the kitchen table and I’ve never felt so scared and so alone in the entire fourteen and whatever years of my life. Mum was sick — badly sick — and here we were, stuck on an island and we couldn’t get her off it. Dad … I half got up to run to talk to him, but I plopped back down again. He’d be worse than no help at all. There was only one thing to do. I reached for the radio.
‘Maritime Radio, this is Minna on Motutoka Island, Zulu, Lima, Mike, Tango. Come in please.’
Please please please.
‘Maritime Radio to Minna, ZLMT. Over.’
The relief of it made the tears spill but I didn’t have time to wipe them. ‘We need a doctor here. Urgently.
It’s my mother. She’s …’ I choked up and just managed to say, ‘Over.’
         
‘Maritime Radio to Minna, ZLMT. Stand by, Minna. I’ll patch you through to the television company.’
I stood by, counting the seconds and finding it difficult to breathe.
The radio burst into chatter. It wasn’t one of the calm and friendly Maritime R voices. This one didn’t even know the right words. ‘Hello Motutoka Island. Come in please.’
I came in. ‘This is Minna. Are you getting a doctor? Over.’
The voice changed and got the sort of tone that says it didn’t intend dealing with some hysterical kid. ‘I’m sorry, Minna, but we can’t do that on your say so. Your father will have to request it. Over.’
I leaned forward and shoved every atom of menace into my voice that I could dredge up. ‘Listen! Dad won’t do it. But I’m telling you that if you don’t get a doctor here today, then my mother might die.’ I dragged in a breath. ‘And I’m also telling you that if you don’t get a doctor, then when I get off this island I’m going to drag your stink company through every court I can find.’
         
A silence. I spoke into it. ‘Get me a doctor. Now.’
‘Wait there.’ Like I had a choice? I waited for age-long minutes. Another voice came on.
‘Cara here, Minna. What seems to be the trouble?’
Oh hell, she was going to find out soon enough anyway. ‘You remember how sick Mum was when we got here?’
‘I do. Go on.’ Not dripping with sweetness, old Cara.
‘Well, she’s still sick. But she’s worse.’ I took a breath to tell her the big one. ‘She’s pregnant. It’s not Dad’s baby. He won’t talk to her or even look at her, but she’s too sick to eat and she can’t drink more than half a cup of tea and I think she might die.’ I wanted to be calm and in control but the wobbles got into my voice.
         
Cara was brisk and didn’t muck about. ‘Call back in thirty minutes. I’ll have a doctor for you to talk to, and I’ll send the helicopter as soon as I can arrange it. Check the wind speed, we’ll need to know that before we send the chopper.’
‘But Cara — she can’t go by helicopter. She’s too sick. It’d make her worse and she can’t take worse right now.’
She rapped out another brisk and decisive reply. ‘I understand. Check the wind speed and stand by the radio. Over and out.’
I slumped in the chair. Dad was going to be mad, but too bad. I rubbed my face with both hands. And Cara? She’d be jumping like a firecracker right now thinking about all that great television that must be waiting on her sneaky cameras — and thinking that Dad would divorce Mum and he’d be free again so he just might take notice when she fluttered her eyelashes at him. Cow.
I got the anemometer out of the cupboard, took it to where the helicopter had landed us and held it up. Eighteen kilometres. Would that be too strong? Oh god, I hoped not.
I checked on Mum. She was asleep and didn’t stir when I spoke to her. Was she still breathing? I stood there for the longest time, watching to make sure the blankets were moving up and down.
         
‘Maritime Radio calling Motutoka Island.’
I raced to the radio. ‘Minna here. Over.’
They wanted to know the wind speed. I told them and waited, my heart thumping.
‘Maritime Radio to Motutoka Island. The chopper can land in eighteen-kilometre wind speed. We’re patching you through to Cara.’
I leaned my head on the desk in front of me and let the relief wash through me. Then Cara’s voice was in the room, competing with a burst of static, but I heard her clearly enough. ‘We’re nearly ready to take off, Minna. Be there in a bit over an hour. Anything you need?’
Tears splashed all over the show, but she couldn’t see, thank goodness. ‘Could we have some meat? The freezer broke the day we got here. And some fresh fruit?’ And probably a whole heap of other stuff that I’d wish I’d thought of.
‘Will do. Over and out.’
I waited on the verandah in between checking on Mum. She woke up the third time I went in and I said, ‘Mum, a doctor’s coming. He’ll be here soon, in about an hour I think.’
‘Thank you, Min.’ She opened her eyes again and for a second there was a glint of real Mum. ‘Glad I had the bath.’
The helicopter landed, dropping down from the sky in a skirl of wind and noise.
Cara jumped down, followed by a woman. I ran towards them. ‘Hello Minna, this is Dr Hunter.’
She was about Mum’s age with a great smile and hair that blew across her eyes in the wind from the rotors. She carried a bag with her that I hoped would contain stuff to make Mum better. They followed me into the house. I showed Dr Hunter Mum’s room and left them alone.
         
Cara said, ‘I’ll take the films you’ve finished, Minna. Do you want to grab the stuff from the chopper? There’s a couple of boxes of supplies in there.’
‘Okay.’ I was too relieved she’d brought the doctor so quickly to get miffed at her bossiness, and anyway, I figured Dad and Noah would be turning up any second and I’d rather she did the explaining than me.
The pilot, the same guy who’d flown us here, lifted the boxes into my arms. They were heavy and I held them tight. The thought of them falling and splitting open on the ground didn’t appeal.
I arrived back at the house in a dead heat with Dad and Noah.
Dad: Why’s the helicopter here? (Penetrating glare with temper round the edges.)
Noah: What’s in the boxes, Min? Food? Real food?
Dad: Minna! Answer me.
Me: I thought Mum was dying. I called it. A doctor’s here.
Dad ran his fingers through his hair and sucked in a large quantity of air. ‘Min, that was irresponsible. That radio is for emergency use only.’
I dumped the boxes on the table. ‘You can unload those. And it’s here now, so too bad.’
Noah was into the boxes like a drug dog hunting for dope. ‘Meat!’ He waved a packet high. ‘A roast! Pork! Hey, Dad, let’s have this tonight.’ He threw it to Dad, who caught it but didn’t lose the pissed-off expression.
         
Noah kept hunting. ‘Mince. Sausages. Steak. Chops. Bacon. Chicken.’
‘Put them in the fridge, son,’ said Dad. Uh oh, now we had a good son, bad daughter thing going on. I didn’t care. I wished the doctor would come out of Mum’s room and tell me she was going to be fine, and I didn’t give a fat rat’s arse if Cara yelled at me for bringing the helicopter over for nothing.
Noah demolished the packaging on box two. ‘Bananas. Tomatoes. Pears. Grapes. Apples. Lemons. Oranges. Avocados. A block of chocolate!’ He ripped the paper off it, broke off a chunk and crammed it in his mouth.
Dad held out his hand and Noah dumped another chunk into it. ‘Min?’ Dad asked.
I shook my head. My stomach was too tight to eat. Why was that doctor taking so long?
I sat and watched my father and brother chew through an entire block of chocolate. It gave me something to do, watching them. Noah chewed each mouthful six times, but Dad was more thorough — eleven times.
Neither of them mentioned Mum. I wished Noah would. I wished he’d ask me why I was so worried I’d called the chopper. He ate a banana then an orange.
I heard a door shut. At last! But it wasn’t the doctor, it was Cara. Dad stood up. ‘I’m sorry you were called over. It was nothing to do …’
I cut across him. ‘Is she going to be okay? Is she going to die?’
         
Cara, I have to admit, was great. She came and gave me a hug. ‘She’s going to be fine, Minna.’ I let her hug me.
‘Are you sure?’ I wanted to ask about the baby, but there was Dad doing a major thundercloud act. The words popped out anyway. ‘The baby?’
Cara squeezed my shoulders then sat down beside me. ‘Everything’s going to be fine.’
Dad made an exasperated noise somewhere deep in his throat. ‘I’m sorry you had to come over. Liv was ill with both her other pregnancies. She survived them, she’ll survive this one.’
Cara eyed him and I wondered if she was reassessing his potential as husband material, because she for sure wasn’t all over him like she’d been last time. ‘The doctor says we’ve caught her in the nick of time — another few hours even and she would have been very seriously ill. She’s got her on a drip for the dehydration.’
Noah dropped the apple he’d just picked up. ‘You mean — she nearly died?’ His voice rose, his mouth sagged open and most of the colour disappeared from his face.
I wanted to feel savagely pleased but all I could think was thank goodness today wasn’t windy, thank goodness the doctor had come so quickly — and thank goodness Noah looked stunned and scared and all the things I’d been feeling for the whole of this hell-long day.
Dad’s butt plopped on to a chair. It looked like his knees wouldn’t hold him up suddenly. He put his elbows on the table and shoved his head in his hands, running his fingers through his hair over and over again.
         
Cara said nothing but I bet all the money we were supposed to get from her that she’d already changed the film in the cameras and therefore they’d be whirring away catching every single atom of drama.
Dad stopped the head massage. He looked at me. ‘Sorry, Min. Very sorry.’
I just nodded. Mum was going to be all right.
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The doctor stayed for four hours. She came out and spoke to us in between trips to Mum’s room, telling us what to do. We were to make sure Mum had plenty of fluids during the day.
‘But she can’t drink more than half a cup of tea,’ I whispered. She was going to get sick again, I knew it!
The doctor smiled at me. ‘I’m leaving some bottles of electrolytes and some anti-emetic pills. She should soon be feeling much better.’
‘Why’s she so sick?’ Noah asked — a very subdued, low-key Noah.
‘It’s a severe form of morning sickness, which she had to some extent before the chopper ride,’ the doctor said, looking at Noah and not anywhere near Dad. ‘She had it with both her other pregnancies.’
         
‘But she wasn’t sick before the chopper ride,’ Dad said.
The doctor gave him a very level look. ‘Yes. She was. Not quite as bad as this, but bad enough.’
Images flickered through my head of her pale, strained face and of how she hadn’t eaten with us because she said she’d eaten with her friends, or she wasn’t hungry. ‘What about when the baby comes? She can’t have it here.’ Not with bird-shit water and nobody to help her except me. ‘How will we get her to hospital?’
The doctor smiled at me. ‘Don’t worry. I think now we’re getting her rehydrated the worst of the nausea will go. Then we’ll give her time to build up some strength before we fly her out.’
‘When’s the baby due?’ Dad squeezed the words out the way you’d squeeze the last dribble from a tube of cleanser.
The doctor gave him a look that had a lot of stuff behind it that she could have said but chose not to. ‘Mid-February. We’ll need to have her off the island by mid-December at the very latest.’
That meant we only had four more months here. I could survive four months. Mum could and I could.
The two women stood up. Dr Hunter said, ‘I’m coming back a week from today but if you’re at all worried, call Cara and she’ll get hold of me immediately.’ She looked at me as she spoke, not at Dad.
They headed for the door. Dad went with them, but I didn’t have the energy. Cara gave me another hug. ‘You did well, Minna. Very well.’
Yeah. I guess it wouldn’t look too good in the headlines if Mum had died: Reality TV series goes tragically wrong. TV company and husband to be charged over death of artist.
         
Noah and I watched them go, then we turned and went to Mum’s room. She was asleep, but she looked better already. We tiptoed back to the kitchen.
‘Sorry I ate all the chocolate,’ Noah said.
We heard the chopper lift off and spin away over the sea. Dad came back. He walked over to me and gave me the hugest hug. ‘I can only say I’m sorry, Min. Very, very sorry.’
I let him hug me and I cried into his jersey.
He sat me down on the sofa and said, ‘Noah and I are on canteen duty tonight.’
I went and checked on Mum, and then again five minutes later. After that, I just curled up under the duvet on her bed. She’d nearly died. She might be a bad mother, but she was the only mother I had. I didn’t want to lose her.
I stayed there till Noah came and whispered that dinner was ready. Mum slept on.
We ate and it was good. Dad had made the pork crackle and he’d made gravy. Nobody talked much and they didn’t make me do any of the dishes.
I woke Mum up before I went to bed to see if she wanted to go to the toilet. I helped her, and she didn’t need to lean on me as much as she had before. ‘I feel so much better. Love you, Min.’
I kissed her cheek and tucked her up. She loved me, I loved her, she didn’t love Dad — well, I guessed she didn’t any more, Dad for sure didn’t love her but he did love me, and I loved him when he wasn’t totally pissing me off. Noah was somewhere in all of that and it was all too complicated. I wanted ordinary life back again and I wanted it so much I ached with wanting, or maybe I just ached with tiredness.
         
I went to bed. I slept. I didn’t want another day like this one in a hurry.
The next morning got off to a lively start with a weta in Noah’s boot. He was heading out to use the facilities, shoved his bare feet into his gumboots and encountered the weta which wasn’t friendly.
Life trundled on.
Somewhere in the back of my mind I had a hope that all this would make Dad realise how much he really did love Mum, that he’d forgive her, she’d cry and say how wicked she’d been and they’d get back together and we’d all live happily ever after.
Dreams are dangerous.
Dad was different but it was still bloody awful and actually I preferred pissed-off Dad. It was much harder to yell at polite Dad. He cooked breakfast. ‘Morning, Min,’ he said when I yawned my way into the kitchen. So far, nothing was different. ‘Will you go and check on Liv please?’ I noted the use of Mum’s name.
I considered a conversation with him, but he didn’t exactly look in that frame of mind. I went and checked on Mum. She smiled at me — a proper smile — and she sat up, kept still for a minute, then said, ‘Can you find my dressing gown, Min? I’m going to get up, have a cuppa and then a shower.’
I gave her the sort of hug you’d give a fragile doll. ‘That’s great Mum. But you’ve got to eat something too.’
         
She patted my hand. ‘I will, darling. But in an hour or two I think.’
So. She still felt sick, but I could see she was a major heap better. I found the dressing gown and walked beside her out to the facilities.
‘Check your boots,’ said Noah.
When we came back, I hoped Dad would say something to her. Anything. Slut and why did you do it? would have been better than the empty look he ran over her from top to toe, and then he turned back to the bacon.
         
Mum caught a whiff of the smell, turned green and headed back to her bed. ‘Mum, the smell will be all through the house. Here, look, we’ll put a chair on the verandah and you can sit there. It’s sunny. It’ll be nicer than the bedroom.’
Dad didn’t comment. Maybe he didn’t hear because that’s for sure what it looked like. Noah wrestled the armchair out on to the verandah and wonder of miracles, he then scurried off and came back with a blanket all on his own initiative. We got Mum settled, brought out our breakfast and sat where the smell wouldn’t get to her. Dad stayed inside which meant that he missed the birds hopping up to chat with us, and the little lizards scurrying around — they were skinks according to Mum. Dad did the listening watch while we stayed outside.
Then Dad and Noah went off to do their chopping and digging. Mum and I stayed at the house. I did the dishes. Mum had a shower while I hung about outside the bathroom door in case she fell over. She didn’t, but she lay on the sofa after that and slept for ages.
         
I took the camera and fed the chooks. ‘What do you think of The Situation, chooks? Have the latest dramas changed anything? Will there be tearful reconciliations? Maybe Mum will have the baby here. Dad will have to deliver it, because I’m telling you, chooks, I for sure aren’t going to, and what with all the excitement and worry, they’ll both see how stupid they’ve been.’ I threw in another handful of wheat. ‘What’s your opinion, Tizzie?’
I held the camera low to catch a shot of a line of beaks, feathers and combs bobbing up and down. ‘You think yes? You’re all agreed? A unanimous decision?’ More nodding. ‘But what say I ask you: is it curtains for Liv and Wes? What if I ask: is this marriage doomed? What do you say to that?’ I recorded more nodding, plus Fizzie looking straight at the camera for three seconds, her head on one side.
I stood up. ‘And there we have it. The opinion from the chook run.’
I collected seven eggs.
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A couple of days wandered on past with Dad being screamingly polite but locked away in don’t-talk-about-it land and Mum getting stronger, looking better but not trying to initiate chats about the tough stuff either.
What was different was Noah. He’d look at me and roll his eyes, or draw a finger across his throat. ‘Parents! Remind me never to be one,’ he said after one of Dad’s polite enquiries about Mum’s health.
Three skinks, a clutch of penguins and two days later the Drama of the Hargreaves Family came up with a whole new twist. It was of the kapow-boom variety.
It was dinner time. Dad, Noah and I sat at the table eating the delicious spaghetti and meatballs carefully crafted by me with the last of the meat. Mum lounged on the sofa with a cup of Dr Hunter’s magic brew beside her. Dad had his back to Mum.
         
Noah: (sucking up a string of spaghetti and thus flicking tomato sauce all over his face) Does getting a vasectomy hurt, Dad?
Me: Wow! You are serious about not becoming a parent!
Dad: (casting a speaking look at me) Don’t know, son.
Noah: (fork poised in mid-air) But you’ve had one. Haven’t you?
Dad: (shaking his head) No. What gave you that idea?
Noah: Thought you must’ve. That’s why you’re so sure that the baby (glances at Mum) isn’t yours.
Dad: (giving far too much information) We haven’t had sex for nearly a year is how I know.
I stared at him, then at her. Neither of them said anything, but why would they? Situation normal. ‘But every magazine I’ve ever read says sex is important in a marriage.’ I glanced at Noah and he rolled his eyes. This was definitely too-much-info territory.
Dad got up and busily clattered empty plates. He strode to the sink and dumped them down. ‘Your mother went off the whole idea.’
Noah and I kept quiet. This was not stuff we wanted to hear. I glanced up at a camera — oh, great.
Then Mum spoke. Her voice was quiet but all of us heard every syllable. ‘You were never home and when you were, you wouldn’t talk about how I wanted you to be around more, for me, for the kids.’
Well, that sounded ever so slightly familiar.
         
Dad spun around. ‘How hard did you try? Tell me that, Liv!’
She held his gaze which was pretty brave seeing as how it was a burning, scalding one. ‘Not hard in the end. I admit it. I gave up on May the eighteenth.’
‘But Mum! That’s your birthday.’ What was going on here? I looked first at one, then the other of them.
Dad’s not always good at keeping the granite face, like now. A whole circus of expressions was dancing over it. ‘Your birthday. Just because I forgot your damned birthday.’
Mum stood up. ‘I’m going to bed.’
She went out one door, Dad marched out the other. Noah and I stared in one direction, then the other.
‘Looks like we get to do the dishes,’ Noah said.
He washed, I dried. ‘Has Dad talked to you about any of this stuff?’ I asked.
‘Nope,’ said Noah.
From which succinct reply I assumed he hadn’t asked either. ‘Don’t you want to know what’s going to happen when we go home? Don’t you want to know where we’re going to live and who with, and that’ll be Mum so will we ever see Dad?’ I caught him a slick flick with the tea towel. He splashed me with bird-shit water and suds.
‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said, sounding just like Dad. ‘He’s our father.’
‘And exactly how much of him did we get to see before this little adventure?’ I asked.
Noah let the water go and watched it suck down the plughole. ‘Yeah. I guess.’
         
I poked his arm with my longest fingernail. ‘What about you? Are you getting back on the weed once we get home?’
I thought he’d yell, but he grinned. ‘Time will tell, dear sister mine. Time will tell.’
‘You and Dad can stay here,’ I said. ‘And I’ll leave with Mum. You can do detox for a whole year.’
I needed to get out of the house. I grabbed a torch, checked my boots for wetas and took myself outside to where night birds called and chatted. I heard a morepork over the noise of the blue birds — their racket sounded like stop the bus, stop the bus. Or maybe talk to me, talk to me.
         
No sex for a year. That one was up there on the serious-o-meter. Was this whole mess Mum’s fault or Dad’s? I’d ask the chooks, their opinion was as good as any I’d find round here right now.
I stepped down from the verandah on to the path, and trod on something that grunted a protest. I leapt a couple of metres in the air. ‘What?’ I shone the torch at whatever it was. Oh my god, it was a lizard. I crouched down, keeping the beam steady and maintaining a wary distance. This lizard was no ordinary little skink. ‘You,’ I told it as it sat there on the concrete path, ‘are a tuatara. Have I killed you? Damaged you?’ But right then it opened its jaws and snaffled a passing moth so I figured I hadn’t. ‘Wait there!’ I told it. ‘I’m going to get the camera.’
I raced inside. Maybe not much would come out, but a tuatara was worth a shot. ‘Noah!’ I yelled. No answer. I tore into his room and ripped the headphones off him. ‘I’ve found a tuatara. Come and look.’
         
He looked mildly interested. ‘Dad reckons there aren’t any here. He said there were before it was farmed but not now.’
I ran out, toting the camera. ‘Well, this guy doesn’t know he’s not here. Come on — before he takes off.’
Mum heard too and the pair of them ambled along in my wake. ‘Dad!’ I yelled. He had to get a look at this, if it was still there.
It was. ‘Look! Now tell me that’s not a tuatara!’
Noah and Mum knelt down. Noah stroked a finger along the spiny back. ‘Hello, old fella. How’s it hanging in toot-land?’
Mum sat cross-legged on the cold concrete, a sketch pad in her lap, and with a quick pencil she made him come alive on the page. Man, I wished I could do that. ‘Where’s Dad?’ He’d be gutted if he missed this.
‘Dunno,’ Noah said. ‘The shed?’
I jumped up. ‘I’ll go and get him. Don’t let the old guy vanish.’
‘Min, it’s dark,’ Mum protested, but she didn’t look up from her drawing.
‘I’ll watch out for bogeymen,’ I said. ‘If I meet one, I’ll bring him back. Be nice to have somebody else to talk to.’ I ran off down the path and out on to the track that would take me past the bush, over a low ridge and into the valley where the shed was.
The night was busy and full of the sound of the sea and the blue birds who were courting and deep in lovey-dovey land. Funny, I’d never noticed the night noises before on my quick dashes out to the facilities.
         
I ran past the trees. What were those birds called? Must ask Dad again. A trio of them floated towards me, I ducked but they swooped and landed on me, hanging on to my shoulders and my chest with skinny little feet. ‘Hey! I’m not a perch — or a bus. Use your wings, you lazy things and god help you if you shit on me.’ I kept running. I figured they’d jump off when they’d had enough and they did, just before I got to the shed, although maybe it was me hollering ‘Dad!’ that scared them off.
He came running out of the dark interior, an old-fashioned lamp in his hand. ‘What? Min — what’s wrong?’
‘Calm down. Nothing’s wrong.’ I skidded to a stop. ‘Dad, we’ve got a tuatara sitting on the path by the house. Come and see.’
He shook his head. ‘You must be mistaken, Min. There aren’t any left on Motutoka — haven’t been seen here for years. The cats probably wiped them out.’
Stubborn, pig-headed man. ‘Suit yourself,’ I said, turning away. ‘But it’s a lizard, it’s about this long.’ I held my hands the width of my shoulders apart. ‘It’s got spines on its back and it grunts when you stand on it.’ I left him there in the darkness.
He caught me up before I got to the bird trees. ‘Is your mo … is Liv there?’
I sped up. ‘No — she jumped off a cliff.’
He kept pace with me so I was able to hear the sharp intake of breath. ‘Don’t get smart, Min. Your — Liv’s — infidelity is just too hard to cope with.’
‘Whatever,’ I said. Jog, jog past the birds where we collected a couple each. ‘But from where I’m standing, you don’t look so damn perfect either, so get over it.’
         
Dad brushed the birds off. I carried mine till they left of their own accord. ‘What are they?’ I asked.
He shrugged. ‘Look them up.’
Okay. Pissed-off Dad again.
We got to the house. ‘Is he still there?’ I called, but since Noah and Mum were both crouched on the path, the chances were that he was.
He was.
Noah looked up and grinned. ‘What about this, Dad? Cool, eh!’
Dad, carefully ignoring Mum, squatted on the path. ‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ He stroked the tuatara with a finger, just like Noah had done. ‘Last sighting of a tuatara on Motutoka was 1979. The farmer’s cat caught it.’
‘He must have been living in the rocks down a cliff somewhere,’ Noah said.
Dad was shaking his head as though he still didn’t believe what he was looking at. ‘I guess. But the island’s only been predator-free for eighteen months — it’s a long time to live on a cliff.’
‘It’s amazing what you can do when you have to,’ said Mum, and I guess that was a deep and meaningful comment, but Dad chose to not hear it.
He stood up. ‘I’ll get a ruler.’
The tuatara kept on sitting on the path, happy with his adoring audience. Dad came back with the camera and a ruler. The tuatara stayed put while Dad measured him and he didn’t run away when the camera flashed. We sat there, watching a prehistoric reptile do absolutely nothing for another half hour or so. What a cosy scene — the Hargreaves family united by nature.
         
When the tuatara ambled off, Mum said, ‘I think I’ll make some pikelets. Anybody feel like a pikelet?’
Noah: Yep.
Me: Real food!
Dad: (silently walking away in direction of shed and lonely, dim lamp)
So much for the uniting power of nature.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty

I woke up in the morning (Day Twenty-one on my calendar) and it was doctor day, chopper day, people-to-talk-to day. Dad was up and cooking eggs. ‘I’ll have mine scrambled,’ I said. ‘Hey, Dad — d’you reckon there’s more tuatara around?’
He looked up from stirring and grinned at me. ‘Possibly. I hope so anyway, it’s pretty exciting.’ He took the spoon out of the pot and pointed it at a book on the table. ‘I unpacked that for you. See if you can find what the blue birds are.’
Okay — he could cook and I could look. Seemed like a fair bargain. I was still looking when he slid a plate of toast and eggs in front of me. ‘They’re not here — hang on, yes they are. Fairy prions. That’s what they are.’ I ate my breakfast and thought about it. ‘Cute name for pretty birds with bad, smelly burrows.’
         
I kept eating. Had Dad remembered today was doctor day? I wasn’t going to ask him. He bustled about, dragged Noah out of bed, fed him till his temper moved up the scale from snarl to grunt and the two of them departed. ‘Come along, son,’ Dad said. ‘Our mission for the day is to work out how to do our washing.’
‘Nothing wrong with dirt,’ Noah muttered.
They left, then Dad poked his head back in the door. ‘Do the listening watch, will you Min?’
‘Gee, thanks for reminding me,’ I said. ‘Shall I feed the chooks, make the bread, do the gardening and cook the dinner as well?’
He just grinned and disappeared, which was Mum’s cue to appear. She didn’t want any food, she’d just have a cup of tea, thank you Min, darling daughter.
         
I made it and carried it out to where she sat on the verandah, watching the birds hop around within centimetres of her — sparrows, waxeyes, fantails and a bunch I didn’t know but might look up later in the bird book. ‘Let’s make a bird bath, Min. I think they’d like that.’
I gave her a hug. ‘Great idea. You work out how and what with, while I do the listening watch.’ Then I remembered wind speeds and anemometers. I grabbed it and ran to the landing patch (because no way could it be called a pad). The wind snatched at my hair as I left the shelter of the house. Damn wind, I hoped it wouldn’t be too strong for the chopper to land. How strong was too strong? I took the reading. Thirty-two kilometres.
I ran back and switched the radio on. ‘Maritime Radio, this is Minna on Motutoka Island, Zulu, Mike, Lima, Tango. Over.’
         
‘Minna on Motutoka Island, this is Maritime Radio. Message from Cara: what is the current wind speed and she wants your list of supplies because today’s flight will also be the monthly supply run. Over.’
Crap. We hadn’t even thought about a list. ‘Minna to Maritime Radio. Wind speed is thirty-two kilometres. List is non-existent right now. Over.’
Maritime Radio chuckled but then told me the bad news. The wind speed was too high for the chopper to land. ‘Try again tomorrow.’
I went and told Mum. I wanted to sit down and bawl my eyes out. She patted my knee. ‘Don’t be disappointed Min. They’ll come tomorrow, or the next day, and we do need to think about the supplies.’
She was right, but disappointment sat like a lump in my throat and gut. I wandered down the path and on to where the land fell away to the cliffs. Out there, just across the water, was my old life. I turned around. And here was my current one of hungry chooks and unmade bread.
I took the camera on the chook expedition. When I got back with the eggs, Mum was still sitting in the sun. She grinned at me. ‘Let’s go and raid the shed. I’m picking there’ll be cement and sand in there somewhere. We’ll mix it up, dig out a shallow hollow and make our bird bath in that.’
There’s nothing like having your mother come back to life for cheering a girl up. She even ate a piece of dry toast while I put the yeast to rise for the bread. Was she feeling better? Well enough to leave? I was too scared to ask, but the words slipped out anyway.
         
‘Much better, but not better better. Not better enough to get back on that helicopter.’ She put her hand on my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, Min. I know it’s hard for you.’
         
That would be right, and with her being up and around, Dad of course had gone all skittish and wouldn’t stay within a hundred metres of her unless it was to look at a tuatara that might take off if he didn’t seize the opportunity.
The day passed and we had fun, stealing the cement and sand from under Dad’s and Noah’s noses.
Dad: Min, what do you want that for?
Me: (sweetly polite and reasonable) Ask Mum. It’s her idea.
Dad: (grinds teeth and doesn’t answer)
Noah: Why, Mum?
Mum: (looking pointedly at Noah and not at Dad) We’re making a bird bath. Come and help, if you want.
Noah: (looking at thundercloud Dad) Huh, she’s cool, Mum. We’re a bit busy here.
I loaded sand and cement into a wheelbarrow and we left them to it. I have to say, it didn’t look much like a washing machine they were building but I could be wrong. Maybe they found it hiding in a cliff along with the tuatara. I glanced at the land yacht as we left the shed. Still having probs with the struts according to my expert eye.
‘What do you know about concrete?’ I asked Mum.
‘Not a lot,’ she said. She sat down on the edge of the verandah. ‘Sorry, Min, but I don’t feel up to digging. Can you do it?’
         
Oh well, why not? Just one more skill to add to my list.
‘Make it about this big,’ said Mum holding out her arms. ‘And about so deep.’
Which looked quite a bit deeper than I reckoned I’d want to dig. I was right. ‘Mum,’ I said somewhat later, ‘this is going to do.’
She dragged her eyes back from the sea. ‘Three yachts, four fishing boats and something big have gone past since I’ve been sitting here,’ she said in a dreamy, artistic voice.
Yes. Well. Nice that she was feeling better but there was a bird bath to build. ‘Shall we get this done before Dad comes back?’ I felt he might have something to say about holes in the lawn if he saw it in its current state, i.e. one ragged hollow chopped out of the ragged grass. But there was pride involved here — mine. Damned if I was going to hand him the chance to drop in a smart remark about how I should have waited for him to help me. Our — correct that, my — bird bath was going to be one hell of a lot better than his washing machine. ‘How do we mix up the concrete?’
         
‘Can’t be that hard,’ Mum murmured. ‘Just chuck stuff in till it looks right.’ She lay back on the verandah and closed her eyes.
Did the Edmonds book have a recipe for concrete?
         
In the end, I figured out that water must be involved in the process. I sloshed some into the barrow, poured in a bucket of sand and about the same amount of cement, stirred it all up and tipped it into the hollow. Smoothing it out was strangely soothing. I wished I could get down to the beach for some shells to stick into the wet concrete. Hmmm. No shells, but if I could retrieve it, I could have one very broken cup.
         
One thing about an island is the lack of rubbish collection. The broken cup should be in the bag of stuff to be sent back to the mainland. I looked. It was. I picked out all the pieces bigger than my little fingernail. The concrete still looked okay when I got back to it. It hadn’t sagged or dissolved or whatever else mutant concrete might decide to do. I knelt down and pressed the pieces of cup into it.
‘There!’ I sat back and rubbed my hands on the grass to get rid of the concrete. Would Dad understand the symbolism of the broken cup being stuck together to make something new? I wouldn’t put money on it myself. ‘Hey, Mum! Come and look!’
She woke up. ‘Oh, Min — you’ve finished. You are clever!’ She came over to look. ‘I love it! Where did you get that china? And I love the way you’ve done the M.’
I did too, it had swirly curls. Who said I wasn’t artistic? Minna Hargreaves, maker of bird baths.
Thus, by the end of the day the island was richer by one artistic bird bath and one non-artistic washing contrivance.
‘What is that?’ I asked as they lugged it into the back garden using the wheelbarrow they’d reclaimed.
Dad rubbed his hands, satisfaction oozing out of him. He thumped a fist on a barrel that had been cut in half. ‘This is going to be the copper. We light a fire under it and chuck our clothes in. Boil them up, fish them out with this.’ He picked up a long chunk of wood. ‘And we deposit them into this half which will be full of clean water for rinsing.’
         
I filmed them installing it. ‘Meet the Hargreaves’ fantastic washing machine,’ I said. ‘Personally, I’m going to stick to hand washing.’
But then again, I hadn’t washed my sheets ever since we’d been here (twenty-one days by my calendar). And the towels were a pain too.
I put my stake in the ground right there and then. ‘I don’t do washing. I do cooking and cleaning and chooking and gardening and bread-making — but no washing. Understand?’
Dad chuckled. ‘Poor Min — worried that the wet washing will be too heavy, are you?’
I chuckled right back. ‘Got it in one, Father dear. Much too heavy for my delicate muscles to cope with.’ Where had he been all my life? That crass piece of psychology had stopped working on me some time around the turn of the century before last. I dragged him and Noah off to admire my bird bath. ‘Cool,’ said Noah.
‘Hmm,’ said Dad, his eyes fixed on the M and a thoughtful look on his face. ‘Very nice. Might even work. Well done, Min.’
What a day of achievements. How long does it take for a bird bath to dry? How long do you boil washing for? How long will the wind blow for? How long is a tuatara? (Forty-nine centimetres.) How long is our incarceration on Isolation Island?
I lay in bed that night listening to the wind and willing it to lie down and die. I fell asleep.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-one

Miracles do happen. The morning was still and calm under a cloudy sky. Dad was up boiling a stinky brew of garments belonging to him and Noah. I would disinfect the barrel should I decide to wash my sheets in it. We had a supply list and, when I did the listening watch, it seemed we would be getting them before the day was out. ‘Anything else, Minna?’ Maritime Radio asked. ‘Over.’
‘Oh, Maritime Radio — I’d kill for some ice cream. Jaffa. Over.’
A chuckle from Maritime Radio. ‘Can’t say I admire your taste, Minna on Motutoka, but I’ll pass on the message. Roger.’
I bounced around the kitchen. ‘They’re coming! They’re coming! Today we’ll have company and people to talk to and ice cream.’
         
Mum came in somewhere in the middle of all that. She smiled and drank a cup of tea — no food again. That calmed me down. She was still sick. We were still here.
Dad shot in the door, tore through the kitchen, eyes straight ahead. He bashed on Noah’s door, dragged him into the world of wakefulness and hauled him out to heave wet washing around.
The chopper arrived some time between breakfast and lunchtime. Noah raced me to the landing patch. ‘You eat all my ice cream and you’re dead!’ I bellowed.
Cara jumped out first. ‘Hi, kids. How’s your mother?’ She aimed a camera at us as she spoke.
‘Much better thanks. She’s …’ I stopped right there, staring at the doorway of the chopper. Cara had the camera on my dropped-open jaw but I didn’t care. ‘Lizzie? Jax? Addy? Oh my god, you’re real! I can’t believe it!’ I screeched and hollered and raced towards them. All four of us tumbled on to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. ‘Lizzie! Addy! Jax! I still don’t believe it. Are you really real?’
We sat in a circle, arms around each other and we laughed and probably cried a bit too. Dr Hunter stepped calmly over us. I heard her say, ‘That would seem to have been a popular idea.’
Cara, still filming like crazy, said, ‘We’re only here for an hour. Make the most of it, girls.’
I jumped up and tugged them to their feet. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the jail but you’ve got to talk to me. I’m starved for news and people and you guys and it’s so exciting to see you, you wouldn’t believe it.’ I’d ask them for everything they could tell me about Seb as soon as Cara took the camera off us.
         
‘Come on! I’ll show you the chooks and if you’re lucky there’ll be eggs to collect.’ God, listen to me! My world had shrunk to the size of a hen coop.
But the girls were happy to look at chooks. Cara dribbled along behind, her camera never leaving us although why she wanted shots of our backs only she would know.
Addy turned around, an egg in both hands, and said with impressive dignity, ‘We’d appreciate some privacy here, thank you, Cara. Would you please leave us alone?’
Cara shook her chook-coloured hair. ‘Sorry girls. This is important footage. Ignore me.’
Cow. I turned my back on her. ‘Come on. I’ll show you my bedroom. You’ll love the decor. I think somebody with the taste of a slime-dwelling invertebrate decorated it.’
Lizzie turned and stared straight at Cara. ‘Anyone we know?’
I laughed and ran for the house. Lizzie shoved her arm through mine but Addy and Jax made no attempt to grab my other arm, and now I thought about it, they hadn’t laughed at Lizzie’s jibe. My insides lurched. Had they moved on? Dumped me? I shoved the thought away. They wouldn’t do that. Isolation had made me oversensitive.
From behind me, Jax asked, ‘Why’s the doctor seeing your Mum?’
I slowed to turn and look at them. I’d forgotten they didn’t know — that the whole world didn’t know. Yet.
         
Jax and Addy stared at me, their faces concerned. Lizzie squeezed my arm. It was all right. My friends were still my friends. I jerked my head in the direction of my room. ‘Tell you inside.’ It would be a squash, us four plus Cara and camera, but I didn’t intend making life easy for her.
We piled inside. I shut the door on Cara. She opened it. We sat in a huddle on my bed, ignoring her as best we could. ‘Spill,’ ordered Lizzie.
I gave them the succinct version. ‘Mum’s pregnant. The baby’s not Dad’s.’
‘Shhee-yit!’ Lizzie said, her eyes wide and her face angled just slightly towards the camera.
‘It would seem,’ said Addy, ‘that betrayal is the flavour of the month.’
Jax nodded her head, just once.
I glanced at her, at Addy and then at Lizzie. Jax and Addy watched Lizzie, who tossed her bright white curls — they suited her, but it must be costing her a fortune to keep the roots touched up. ‘What?’ I asked. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
Addy slid off the bed. ‘Lizzie has something to tell you. But I suggest we go outside. A run would be good.’
Jax muffled a laugh. Lizzie, her face inscrutable, wriggled to the edge of the bed, stood up and said, ‘Why not?’
I didn’t want to think about what might be going on with my friends. My mind skittered and my heart banged around in my chest but I wouldn’t think. ‘Come on. We’ll run to the top of the island.’
         
We pushed out through my door and ran outside. ‘You’re welcome to follow,’ I called back over my shoulder to Cara as we belted up the pathway past the birds’ trees. ‘Watch the ground though. You wouldn’t want to drop the camera down a shitty bird burrow.’
We left her behind. Ha! Cara the cow was seriously unfit.
‘Excellent idea,’ I told Jax once we were safely past the shed and heading up the steep slope behind it where we could see the enemy should she decide to approach.
Addy stopped, pulling Jax to a halt beside her. They stared at Lizzie, their faces grim.
This was it. Bad news time. Whatever it was I didn’t want to hear it.
Addy eyeballed Lizzie. ‘Tell her.’
Lizzie’s glance caught mine, then flicked away. She tossed her curls. ‘Oh, all right. But you two,’ she glared at them, ‘are being overly dramatic.’
         
‘We’ll let Minna be the judge of that,’ said Jax.
My eyes flipped from one to the other, but I couldn’t speak. Didn’t want to think. Wanted to run back down the hill. Wanted … but Lizzie was talking.
‘You might as well know. I’m going out with Seb.’
I stared at her, not understanding — or not wanting to. ‘With Seb? With my boyfriend?’
Lizzie flounced but her eyes skidded away again. ‘Get with the picture, Min. He never was your boyfriend. Not really.’
I stared at her. I had no breath left in my body. My legs wouldn’t work. I collapsed on to the ground.
         
Jax and Addy crouched beside me. I heard their voices but not their words.
Lizzie stood in front of us, pushing at her hair.
I shook my head. ‘It’s not true. Seb loves me. Me.’ I twisted the ring round and round on my finger.
Lizzie snapped out, ‘For goodness’ sake, Min! He was never going to stay with you! Think about it — a whole year apart and you hadn’t even really got together with him.’
That did it. I jumped up. ‘And you have? Is that what you’re saying, Lizzie? That the minute I was safely far away you went out and shagged my boyfriend?’
‘That’s pretty much the story,’ Addy said, her voice hard.
I raised my fists. Lizzie took a step back, her body tensed and ready to run. ‘I hope you get pregnant,’ I screamed. ‘I hope he dumps you. I hope you have triplets and I hope they’re all ugly like you! Bitch! Get out of my sight before I push you over a cliff.’
         
I didn’t wait to see what she’d do. I took off and belted down the hill. I didn’t take the path to the house. I scrambled over the sheep-paddock fence and ran for the edge of the cliff.
‘Minna! Stop! Don’t!’ Jax and Addy yelled behind me.
Oh god, they thought I was going to throw myself off the cliff. I waited for them and while I waited, the tears crashed to the surface. ‘Oh, Min! Don’t cry. Don’t … don’t …’
I pulled away from their arms. ‘I wasn’t going to.’ There were a good few hiccups in with that lot. ‘I just want to chuck this goddamned lying cheating scuzzy ring into the sea.’
         
They hugged me. ‘Come on then. What are we waiting for?’
It felt good, lying on my stomach, my two staunch friends beside me, and the sea thundering below us and smashing against the cliff. I tugged the ring off my finger and threw it up, out and away. ‘Rot in hell!’
Then I cried some more. Jax said, ‘I don’t want to be insensitive, but can we get away from this cliff?’
We wriggled back then stood up. ‘Tell me everything,’ I said and my voice sounded like tarnished silver.
Addy wrapped an arm around me, Jax did the same. They kept it brief.
When I got whisked away by the chopper, Lizzie disappeared and the next time they saw her or heard from her was at school. The rumours flew. She was with Seb. She’d been to watch his match in the weekend. She went to the party afterwards. She went home with him. They were an item. Minna Hargreaves, hot chick, was yesterday’s fish and chip wrapping.
‘We’re sorry,’ Jax said.
‘She’s changed,’ Addy said. ‘The TV thing has turned her brain.’
Things clicked and whirred in my own shell-shocked brain. ‘Cara. She knew. That’s why she wanted to film us. That’s why she brought the three of you out here.’
Addy nodded. ‘Yeah. We think she’s been phoning Lizzie. You know — to check for good footage.’
I just shook my head. It was all too much. Seb gone. Lizzie a whoring traitor. I didn’t know who I hated most — him or her. I didn’t know who hurt me the most — my lifelong friend or my boyfriend.
         
I heard my name being called. It sounded like Seb calling me, telling me he was sorry and what an idiot he’d been.
It was Dad. ‘Minna! Get back here at once. The chopper needs to leave right now.’ Pissed-off Dad, so what was new?
The girls hugged me. ‘Stay here,’ they said. ‘You don’t have to face anyone.’
But I wanted to. I had a message for Cara the Cow, and I’d think up one for Friend Lizzie as well before I got to the chopper pad. ‘Let’s go.’ I took off full tilt down the hill, the girls racing behind me.
I detoured to the house, grabbed the camera and sprinted to the chopper. Cara waited beside it, her face grim. She opened her mouth, but I got in first. I shoved the camera at her. ‘Here. I’m resigning. As from now.’
That changed the expression on her face, not that I waited around to see the new one. ‘That wig makes you look like a whore, you fucking bitch,’ I yelled at Lizzie.
Dad snapped out, ‘Minna!’ I ignored him too. I ran from them all, ran and ran until I couldn’t run any further without jumping off the island.
Then I cried. I huddled down behind a bunch of sharp bushes and I cried. It didn’t help.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-two

Heartbreak is the colour of concrete. I was in zombie mode for days after the visit. I didn’t know how many days because I didn’t colour in my calendar. I did my chores. I made the bread. It was soggy. I cooked, but the food had no flavour. The chooks no longer chatted to me.
Mum asked me what was wrong, but I couldn’t tell her, not when she’d done the exact same thing to Dad.
Dad had a go at me for what I’d called Lizzie.
‘Yeah. Whatever,’ I said.
He put the camera on the table. ‘Cara said to tell you she doesn’t accept your resignation.’
‘Yeah. Whatever.’
Noah gave me an occasional funny look but left me alone.
On one of the zombie days the wind came up. It screamed over the island but it didn’t blow the colour back into my life. If only I could talk to Jax and Addy it wouldn’t be so bad. If only I didn’t have to keep it locked in my head where it went round and round and never stopped. I went to bed but the wind got into my dreams.
         
In the morning, Dad pulled me out of bed. ‘Breakfast in two minutes.’
‘Don’t care.’ I pulled the scattered blankets around me and stayed where I was, huddled on the floor. He stood over me. I shut my eyes.
‘Minna,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what went down with you and the girls, but you’re not wearing your ring so I can guess.’
I didn’t even bother to grunt.
He squatted down beside me and stroked the hair back from my face. ‘Look, kiddo — it’s only going to get worse if you keep on like this. Get up, come out and eat a proper breakfast. Then we’re going to try out the yacht.’
‘Don’t want to.’ I didn’t even want to crawl, let alone stand up and go out of the house into the wind.
Dad kept stroking my face. ‘You don’t have a choice, Min. You do it, or I get that camera and I film you lying here. Defeated and beaten.’
‘You wouldn’t.’
He stood up. ‘You’ve got five minutes. And by the way — Maritime Radio asked last night if you were okay. They miss you.’
My door shut behind him. Damn him! He wouldn’t do that — film me looking like a hunk of spewed-up seaweed. But I wasn’t certain enough to stay where I was. I got up. Showered. Came out to the kitchen with hair wet but tidy. Hair-dryers and home. Don’t go there, Min. You’ll cry.
         
Dad gave me a smile and dumped a plate of bacon, sausages, tomatoes, eggs and spud in front of me. I couldn’t eat it. I did eat it.
‘Noah, you wash. Min can dry,’ said Dad, getting bossy and sharp but that was probably because Mum appeared. ‘I’ll see you two in the shed. Bring the camera, Min.’ He scarpered.
Mum ate a piece of toast.
Noah made her a cup of tea. She didn’t say anything to me, but judging by the looks zinging in my direction, she was thinking plenty.
Good. Let her. Made a change from me thinking. I was sick of thinking.
We put on overalls, Swannies and tramping boots. ‘Will you be okay, Mum?’ I asked. If she even looked like she mightn’t be, I’d stay and crawl back into bed.
‘I’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘You go off and have fun.’
Nothing would ever be fun again. Didn’t she know that?
It wasn’t easy, getting to the shed. We had to crawl over the places where the wind ripped across the island. I think Dad had given instructions, because Noah kept on at me. Wouldn’t let me turn back.
‘Get a life!’ I yelled at him.
‘You can film me. But you go first. I don’t want shots of my butt,’ he said. So I did. It didn’t seem to matter now — my battles with Cara. She wanted film, she could have film. I didn’t care.
         
We got to the shed.
I looked at the yacht. They hadn’t solved the strut problem. Dad said, ‘I reckon we aren’t going to need a sail in this wind. Probably be too dangerous.’
They hauled the yacht out of the shed, up to the path above it — to the very spot where Lizzie had told me she’d stolen my boyfriend. The wind bashed me. I sank to my knees. Noah and Dad wrestled the yacht with Dad holding it and Noah settling himself on it. ‘Aim for the scrub at the bend,’ Dad yelled. ‘It’ll stop you.’
He let go of the yacht. Noah yahooed as the wind caught him and propelled him and the yacht up the track. It didn’t go that fast. Not fast enough to drag me out into such shitty weather. Noah pulled himself out of the scrubby bushes, lay on the yacht and kind of paddled it back down the track. He was grinning.
‘Your turn, Min,’ said Dad with that hint of steel.
I got myself on to the yacht. He let go. It felt fast. It felt like the world was a blur and ripping past me faster than the wind. I held the ropes steady that guided the steering and wham! I tumbled off and into the scrub. Getting back down was harder but I managed.
Dad and Noah cheered. ‘You went faster than Noah,’ Dad said. ‘Less body mass.’
‘Skinnier,’ said Noah, but he was grinning.
Okay. It was an okay morning. I filmed Noah. I filmed Dad. Noah filmed me. I hoped Cara would get sick of seeing our backsides flying up the hill with the wind behind us.
I felt better.
         
When we got hungry, Dad sent Noah home to make sure Mum was all right. He was concerned about her? No. Of course not. He just wanted to get Noah out of the way so he could bend my ear.
He handed me a sandwich. ‘Eat that, then we talk.’
I ate. I wasn’t going to talk. Not to him. Not to anyone on this stink island.
But I think I get my bloody-mindedness from him and he’s older and sneakier than me and somehow he got me talking. Actually, it was good to talk. I cried too, but hey, what’s new about that?
He didn’t say much. I thought I’d be in for a lecture about boys and self-respect and the whole works but he just said, ‘You’d be over it by now if we’d been at home. It’s hard here. Things just keep going round in your head.’
He gave me a hug. I sniffed. He wasn’t right about being over it. I’d never be over it. But it was nice, sitting here with the wind bashing about over our heads and him talking to me.
He turned so that he was looking right at me. Uh oh, here comes the lecture. ‘Min, I want you to promise me something.’
I managed a half grin. ‘I’m not promising anything without knowing what it is.’
He didn’t smile back. ‘Fair enough.’ He took a deep breath. It’s always bad when a parent takes a deep breath in these circumstances. ‘I want you to promise that you won’t have sex with a boy until you’re eighteen.’
‘Dad!’ I knew I was turning red. I did not want to have this conversation.
         
He ploughed right on. ‘You know it’s against the law until you’re sixteen?’
I shrugged.
‘Minna. Will you promise?’
It was my turn for the deep breath. ‘Dad, that’s out of the ark! Eighteen!’
His lips twitched. ‘All right, I’ll lower it to seventeen.’
‘Sixteen,’ I snapped, ‘and that’s all I’m going to promise.’
He stared at me for seconds which stretched into one hell of an age. ‘All right. I accept that. Thank you.’
And I was left with the sneaking feeling that that was all he’d wanted in the first place. Fathers.
But I could have promised not to have sex until I was ninety-six. I couldn’t imagine loving anybody enough ever again to want to do that with them.
That night I did the listening watch. Maritime R said it was good to have me back on deck. Somebody from a camp on the mainland chimed in and said he’d missed me too.
I fed the chooks. They came to the wire for a scritch. It looked like my life would go on even though my heart was broken. No, not broken. Just numb.
Dad kept an eye on me over the next few days. He dragged me out with him and Noah. He gave me a hammer and an axe and a pile of old timber. ‘Take out the nails, then split it for the fire.’
Chopping things was therapeutic. I imagined it was Lizzie I was hammering and chopping. In the afternoons I went back to the house to make bread and cook, not because I had to, but because I liked the change of activity.
         
Mum sat at the table and sketched, or she went outside and sketched. We didn’t talk much but it was okay. I gave up wondering what would happen when Mum had to leave the island. She probably didn’t know. Dad probably didn’t know. I sure as hell didn’t know.
I asked Noah, but he just shrugged.
It was a week before we were due for the next grocery run and I was sick of being vego. I was sick of eggs and cheese and bloody green vegetables. I wanted to eat meat. Meat would help fill the hole where my heart used to be. I eyed up the sheep but they looked old and stringy and I couldn’t really see myself taking to one of them with the carving knife. But I kept thinking about it which was better than keeping on with the merry-go-round in my head.
I asked Dad about the sheep and he said, ‘Great idea, I’ll help you skin it.’
So much for that.
We kept on trucking. I sat beside the chooks, filming them for ages. ‘Just fall down dead, why don’t you?’ I asked Izzie.
Drrrk took took took is what she said.
         
Why are some people vego? I mean, meat tastes so good.
‘Stop obsessing,’ Dad snapped when I moaned again that night.
‘It’s just that I know I can’t have it,’ I said. Just like I knew I couldn’t have Seb. I let my hands float in the dishwater. Interesting. Would I rather have Seb back right now or a good chunk of steak? A sausage maybe? I shook my head and then my hands. I was losing it, that was for sure. Probably protein deprived.
         
But I was feeling better, even though it felt wrong to be feeling better, except when I thought about Lizzie. Bitch. Her and Cara — I’d show the pair of them.
I had my Great Idea the very next day.
Possibilities swarmed in my brain while I kneaded the bread. That night, I tackled Noah in his room once I’d surgically removed his headphones. ‘What? Beat it.’
‘Want to go fishing?’
That caught his interest. ‘You got a way down to the sea?’
I had to admit that I hadn’t. ‘Not yet, anyway — but that’s the point. I reckon we try to get down.’
He was thinking about it. I could tell by the fact that he didn’t keep yelling and by the fact that he asked, ‘How?’
I shrugged. ‘How do I know? Cut steps? Use a rope? Hammer in boards to make a ladder? But don’t tell Dad. He’ll say it’s too dangerous.’
Noah gave me a look that said, what do you think I am — crazy? ‘We’ll suss it out in the morning. Now bugger off.’
         
I left. On the whole, a good result. The problem was going to be how to extract Noah from Dad’s vigilant presence.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-three

In the end, escaping Dad was easy because Noah experienced a brainwave overnight. We did the usual morning routine with Dad hauling Noah out of bed, Noah grumbling his way into the kitchen and plonking himself down at the table. The next bit was different, however. ‘Not going to work today. It’s Sunday. A holiday. My birthday — whatever, but I’m taking the day off.’
Aha! I picked up my cue without a ripple. ‘If he can have the day off, then I can too. No bread, no chooks, no garden, no cooking, no listening watch. Yippeeee!’
Dad kept eating. ‘No point. Nowhere to go. Nothing different to do. Might as well work.’
‘Feel like a break,’ said Noah. ‘Not going to work.’
‘If he doesn’t, I don’t,’ I said.
Dad shrugged. ‘Okay.’
         
‘You’ll have to do my jobs,’ I said. ‘If we run out of bread, we’re sunk.’
‘Your mo … Liv can do it.’
I breathed deeply and achieved a bit of calm and patient. ‘No, she can’t. She can’t stand up for long enough. She gets sick. The smell of the yeast makes her sick and so does the cooking smell.’ I jumped up. ‘I’m off. Gone. Not here. Please yourself what you do except you’d better feed the chooks because they don’t deserve to starve.’ And that reminded me that a few supplies might be useful for us as well. I chucked stuff in a backpack and we legged it out of there leaving pissed-off Dad alone with the radio, the chooks and Mum.
‘They might start talking,’ I said.
Noah didn’t even bother to say yeah right.
         
We headed for the shed. ‘Everything that’s ever been on this island is in here,’ he said. ‘There’s gotta be stuff we can use and I know there’s a fishing line. Saw it the other day.’
We collected anything that looked useful. I piled it in the wheelbarrow but Noah said, ‘We’ll tie it on the land yacht. We’ll grab a rope each and let it run down the hill. Easier than the barrow.’
Goodness, the brother was really engaging the brain over this. I didn’t think it would work, but it more or less did except for losing a spade and a pickaxe, which I didn’t think we could possibly use, but he stopped, picked them up and tied them back on.
Turned out it’s not so easy to get a fully laden land yacht down a one-in-two gradient. A couple of times the whole caboodle nearly took off on us. Dad would not be delighted if we dumped this little lot out of reach down on the rocks.
         
‘Whew! Made it!’ said Noah. He manoeuvred the yacht so that the wheels weren’t in danger of spinning off over the edge of the slip.
We looked down to where the land had tumbled away in a fall of rock and rubbish down to the sea. Maybe this idea wasn’t so brilliant after all. ‘You can see why the old guy had to leave,’ I said. I pointed to a sliver of shelf above the slip. ‘That must be what the penguins use but I don’t see us being able to waddle along there.’
Noah hardly gave it a glance. He ratted around among the supplies and hauled out a rope. ‘I reckon this is the way to go.’
‘How?’ I asked, a tad snippily. I was disappointed. My grand idea was a fizzer and, to top it off, we’d have to haul that load of useless junk back up the hill.
‘Tie it to something.’ Noah strode around, stamping his boots on the ground doing the big I am an engineer act.
         
I was not impressed. ‘Like the yacht, for instance?’
He grinned at me. ‘I was thinking more of bashing a post into the ground and using that.’
Okay, that might work. ‘Is the rope long enough?’
He unwound it and threw one end over the ragged edge of the track. It caught on a rock towards the bottom. ‘Even if it only gets us to there, we can climb the rest of the way.’ He grinned at me. ‘Let’s do it.’
I grinned back. ‘Right on, brother.’
He grabbed a post and the pickaxe. ‘Not too near the edge. It’s probably a bit unstable there.’ Aha! That would be the reason for all the stamping and thumping earlier.
         
We chose a spot about a metre back from the edge and we hacked and dug and hacked some more. ‘Have to bury it pretty deep,’ Noah said. ‘Don’t want it coming out when we’re halfway up.’
The things a girl does. I was going to come off this island with enough muscles to slug Lizzie senseless if she was ever stupid enough to cross my path. I set up the camera so it would record my attempts at hacking my way to China.
‘Spain,’ said Noah.
‘Whatever.’
We ate all our supplies. We dug some more, until the great engineer decided it would do. We put the post in and tamped the earth down — a technical term previously unknown to me.
I won the who will tie the rope on contest on the grounds that I’d been a Brownie for two whole terms, during which time I’d achieved my knot-tying badge. Couldn’t remember any of them but Noah didn’t need to know that. He won the right to go first down the rope, mainly because he just went.
         
‘You better yell if the post comes loose,’ he said when he was a quarter of the way down.
And how would that help?
He got to the end of the rope and there was still a big gap between him and the beach. He looked up at me and his face was one huge grin. ‘This could get interesting. No footholds. I’ll have to drop on to that rock.’ He nodded at a rock about a metre below him.
         
‘It might give way!’ I screeched, seeing mangled brother in my mind.
‘Yeah, but it might not. Only one way to find out.’ He let go, dropped, landed, wobbled then stabilised and the rock stayed where it was. ‘Yeehaaa!’
‘Noah?’
‘What?’
‘How are you going to get back up?’
He didn’t answer — too busy scrambling down the tumble of rocks to the beach, but his laugh floated up. I solved the problem. I hauled the rope back up and lengthened it by tying the handles from the yacht on to it.
I chucked the camera around my neck, grabbed the rope and began the grand descent. Whoever would have thought PE would turn out to be a halfway useful subject? All those rope sessions in the gym came pouring back.
Stones and dirt rattled away from under my feet. Maybe we should’ve dug that post in deeper. I could see it in my mind, slowly sliding out and out.
Noah’s voice came bouncing up to me. ‘I’ve got the hook baited. I’ll just climb out here and throw the line in.’
I felt he’d be much better employed acting as a landing pad in case of post slippage or knot undo-age but I was a bit too occupied to yell at him.
Aha! At last — the knots. Not much further and — yippee — there was a solid rock under my slightly shaky feet. Made it.
I took a shot of the slip. Quite impressive. Now for the brother with the fishing line.
‘Noah!’
         
No reply, but I located him — lying flat on a large, jagged rock sticking out into the waves and a couple of metres above them. He turned his head and I caught his grin on camera. I ambled towards him. Now that I was here, now that I was faced with the possibility of murdering an innocent fish, I discovered I wasn’t all that keen on the idea.
But it would be so damned good to eat.
‘Think it’ll work?’ I asked, dropping down beside prone bro.
‘Shh.’
Oh yeah. Sorry. Forgot. You have to fish in silence. I could do that. I lay down too, but on my back. I could get to like this — sun, sea, birds, no wind, no warring parents and Noah doing all the work.
I think I went to sleep, then I woke up and fishing had lost its appeal. ‘Going exploring,’ I whispered.
Noah nodded and kept holding the line.
Another whisper. ‘Is the bait still on it?’
He gave me a look that started off in the superior what would you know about anything range and ended up down the thoughtful end. He pulled the line in. No bait. I chuckled and got out of there in case he decided I was on bait duty.
         
I jumped down on to the sand, sat down and took off my boots. Sand! Should have brought the spade down because this beach needed a sandcastle. Next time.
I put my boots back on and ventured into rock-land at the other end of the beach. Rock-land, I discovered, was inhabited by seals. At first I was enchanted — sweet, furry, cute seals, but then one of them did what seals do — let loose a huge shit. It stank, reeked, ponged. Time for a quick departure. I sat on the sand and admired the shags. They probably stank too.
         
It had to be getting late judging by the shadows slithering across my patch of sand. I did a few shots of shadows with Noah artistically draped on the rock in the background. ‘I’m a child of nature,’ I said. ‘I now tell the time by the sun. And by my stomach which is possibly the more reliable instrument. Time to go and here’s hoping the father has created the best food ever. No harm in dreaming.’
I got up to tell Noah. But wait! Activity on the Noah front. I started to run because it looked as if he had a fish on the end of his line, or if not a fish, then a very active chunk of seaweed.
It was a fish and lucky for me, he had it up on dry rock by the time I arrived. Unlucky for me though, it was still highly alive. Noah was too, with a grin as wide as the fish’s gaping mouth. ‘Poor fish,’ I said, which maybe wasn’t quite the most appropriate response, but I don’t think Noah heard because the grin stayed put. He yelled, ‘Grab me a rock, Min,’ and I swear the grin didn’t move a centimetre all through that.
I grabbed a rock and passed it to him. I didn’t look, but I couldn’t help hearing the thwack on the head of poor old fishy.
I’d never be able to eat it.
Yes, I would. Especially if Dad cooked it. ‘Cool, bro,’ I said in an effort to make up for previous inappropriateness.
He took his eyes off the fish for a nanosecond so that I got the full grin plus the shine from the eyes. ‘Let’s go home.’
         
Sweet.
He tied the fish over his shoulder and I filmed the pair of them scrambling back up the rope. Hmmm. That was not looking easy. Maybe the post would come out and I’d have to live forever on the beach with cute but putrid seals as my companions.
Noah got to the top.
‘Wait up!’ I yelled. ‘Don’t go without me!’
‘Hurry up then.’
I couldn’t believe it, except that I could — my darling brother was actually going to scarper and leave me to get to the top all by myself (which of course I was going to do anyway but that was not the point).
I slung the camera around my neck and started the great ascent.
‘Watch out!’
I looked up and there, rolling towards me, was half the cliff.
I ducked a rock the size of a netball. It zinged over my head. Gravel and dirt cascaded over and around me. A medley of tree parts shot down beside me, taking with it more rocks. Something thumped into my left leg, knocking me sideways. I lurched and teetered before my hand seized a tree root and I regained my balance.
‘Get out to the side!’ Noah yelled.
I got. It took a good-sized leap and a frantic scramble until I was clear of falling debris. Falling debris. I’d seen those words somewhere. Yes, that was it: road signs. Funny what the mind will do when the body is in extreme danger. Another rock and a slide of rubbish hurtled down far too close for comfort.
         
‘You okay?’ Noah peered at me from the lip of the slip.
‘If the bloody earth stops moving I will be.’ And if I didn’t fall off the tiny ledge I’d landed on. Bits of me hurt but if I tried to look I’d fall.
‘Hang on and don’t move,’ Noah called. ‘I’ll get Dad.’
I shifted my left leg. It was hurting. Something rattled away from under my foot.
‘Don’t move, Min! Just don’t move a single muscle. You’re okay where you are. Hang on.’ Noah vanished with the last words.
How long before Dad came? Would he be able to rescue me when he did come? What could Noah see that I couldn’t? He sounded scared. My fingers hurt. Better find a better hold. That was funny — better better. Be good when my leg was better better ’cause right now it felt worser worser and I reckon it was bleeding too. What if I left all my blood on the side of a cliff and all that was left of me was empty skin and bones?
Hold on, Min. Don’t let go. Not much longer. You can do it. Dad’ll kill you if you let go.
         
How far was it down to the beach anyway? Maybe I could climb down. Be better than staying here. Better than better.
I twisted my head to look down, and down. Funny, it was a long way. Rocks below me. Hard to make sense of it. Not better. Worser. A laugh bubbled up inside me. No. Don’t laugh. If I laughed I’d have to move. If I moved then I might fall. Not that far. Not really. About as far as the ground was from the roof of a house. Don’t want to fall though. The rocks look hard.
         
The slip had taken with it the rocks we’d climbed up on. There didn’t seem to be anything beneath my feet. Holy crap, if my ledge gave way I was going to end up in rock-sized pieces for the seals to eat. Were seals carnivores? Think about it, Min — they probably don’t eat seaweed.
Losing your mind here, girl. Deep breath. Not too deep, though. Don’t want to move too much. Shallow deep breaths. Calm. That’s what’s needed. A good dose of calm. And patient.
Come on, Dad.
They came at last. I heard their feet pounding down the access way. I hoped they wouldn’t run so fast that they couldn’t stop and then we’d all be down here, mince on rocks.
My leg hurt. My arms ached. My fingers — don’t think about fingers.
‘Min? Can you hear me?’ Dad’s voice, sharp and urgent.
I didn’t move my head. ‘I’m okay. Want to come up though.’
‘We’re going to pull you up. Rope coming down now.’
There it was, dangling beside me. I stared at it.
Dad’s voice thumped into my head. ‘Put your left arm through the loop, Min. Carefully now. You can do it. That’s the girl. Well done!’
I stopped. Couldn’t do any more. Couldn’t let go with my right hand. Couldn’t face swinging out over the void.
         
Dad’s voice hit me again. ‘Hold on with your left hand. Swap your hands over, Min. That’s it. Good. Now get your right arm through the loop.’
‘Can’t.’
‘Yes, you can. That’s it. Gently does it. That’s good.’
I did it. Managed to push my arm through the loop, then I grabbed my hold back again with both hands.
‘Good girl,’ Dad said, still in that calm, slow voice. ‘We’re going to pull you up. Let go. That’s it. Well done. Use your legs to keep out from the cliff if you can.’
I dangled, swinging over sharp rocks.
The next few minutes were not the pleasantest of my life. The rope cut into my back and under my arms. I dangled and couldn’t do much to protect myself from the bumps and scrapes, but my mind hovered somewhere outside my body. It wondered if Dad and Noah would be strong enough to hold me or if they’d let me plummet to the bottom.
They didn’t. First, Noah reached down. ‘Give me your hand, Min.’
Then Dad grabbed the other one. They played swapsies. No, wrong. Dad now had both my hands and Noah was out of sight but since the rope was taut he probably was still hanging about. No, that’s right. Me. I was the one hanging about.
‘Min.’ Dad was speaking like I was a two-year-old idiot. Maybe he thought I was. ‘I’m going to pull you up on the count of three. Okay?’
‘Anything’s got to be better than this,’ I said, but Dad had got to three.
         
Wham! My arms jerked, stretching all the socket tendons and there I was, sprawling on the track.
That was not at all what I’d been expecting.
Dad gathered me up in the hugest hug. ‘You idiot. You stupid, daft, crazy idiot. I should beat you till you’re raw.’
‘Dad, look at her leg.’ Noah’s voice had a touch of urgency about it.
‘It’s not broken,’ I said. ‘I could stand on it. Hurts though.’
Noah’s face was an interesting shade of grey. ‘But look at the blood! She’s bleeding to death.’
Dad snapped, ‘She’d be dead by now if she was bleeding to death. Let’s have a look, Min.’
I was vaguely interested myself. Noah, however, turned his head away. Funny — he could kill a fish, but not look at a bloody leg. ‘Where’s the fish?’ I asked.
Nobody answered. Dad put both hands in a tear in the leg of my overalls and ripped. There was a gash above my knee and scrapes and grazing below it. ‘You’re bloody lucky this didn’t hit an artery,’ Dad said. ‘You’ll live.’ He sounded sorry.
I dropped my head. It felt like the wound was inside me, somewhere around my heart. But then he hugged me again. ‘Christ, Min — you damn near died. Idiot, you crazy idiot. I ought to belt the living backside off you.’ But he held me tight and I could feel the thumping of his heart. The soreness around my own heart vanished.
He let me go. ‘We’ll put something over the leg to stop the bleeding till we get you home.’
         
Noah handed him his T-shirt. Not the last word in an antiseptic dressing, but who was I to complain? Dad folded it into a pad but now we needed something to tie it with. ‘Have to be the bra, Min,’ Noah said.
Smart-arse. Did I prefer him when he’d been too stoned to have such bright ideas? But the bra it was. I filmed Dad tying it on even though my hand shook. Dad breathed deeply a few times but didn’t utter any of the words choking him.
They helped me to my feet and stood me up between them, an arm each around me. ‘I can walk,’ I muttered.
They ignored me. Just as well. Leg hurt like hell and I couldn’t put much weight on it. It was a long, long way up the path.
The wind caught us at the top so that the walk to the house wasn’t much easier.
Mum was waiting on the verandah. Dad and Noah eased me down on to the verandah seat and took off my boots. Noah lifted the camera from around my neck.
‘Inside with you,’ Dad said, helping me to my feet — foot.
‘Cold,’ I muttered.
‘You’ll be okay soon,’ Dad said. ‘Lie down here and I’ll fix that leg properly.’
Somebody had put a mattress beside the wood-burner. I folded myself carefully down on to it. Still cold.
‘Min!’ Mum whispered. She tucked blankets around me and put a hottie beside me. Dad lifted my leg and propped it up on something.
‘That’s right. Shock. Foot above head,’ I said, and I smiled at them. Nice. All of us here and being friendly. What more could a girl want?
         
A clean wound, apparently.
‘She needs antibiotics,’ Mum said, still in that ghostly whisper.
‘Have to make do with disinfectant and sterile water.’ Dad. Talking to Mum. Nice.7
I shut my eyes. It was lovely here in the warm. Better than on the beach. I could hear birds outside hopping on the wooden floor of the verandah. Birds smelled better than seals. No, maybe they didn’t. Fairy prion burrows smelt bad too. Nice to be warm again.
‘Ouch!’
‘Sorry,’ said Dad, not sounding it. ‘But we have to clean it up. God knows when this wind will stop. We have to keep this free of infection till the chopper can get in with antibiotics.’
Still cold.
Mum helped me out of my overalls and into PJs. ‘There’s a graze on your shoulder too.’
‘Can’t feel it. It’ll be all right.’
But no, it had to get the clean treatment too.
It was dark by the time they’d finished patching me up.
They had dinner. I didn’t want anything. ‘Not hungry.’ And I was still cold.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-four

I slept that night on the floor beside the woodburner. Dad dragged his mattress in. ‘To keep an eye on you,’ he said.
I couldn’t be bothered telling him I wasn’t intending to go anywhere. Then, what do you know — Noah turned up dragging his mattress as well and once we were all snug in bed, Mum drifted in with a duvet and settled down on the couch.
‘We didn’t eat the fish,’ I murmured.
I heard sharp intakes of breath from Dad’s direction, and then from Mum’s, but all Dad said was, ‘I’ll cook it tomorrow. We’ll have it for lunch.’
Happy families. All you had to do was nearly kill yourself and, hey presto, you had talking parents again. Almost worth it.
         
My leg throbbed when the night was deeply dark and the wind roared overhead. I sat up to see if that would help. Dad woke up and brought me a couple of painkillers. Then he helped me hobble out to the toilet. ‘I reckon that’s what I’ll like best about being home again,’ I said. ‘A proper loo.’
Dad chuckled. ‘You’ve done well though, Min — apart from the cliff episode. I’m proud of you.’ He gave me a hug then opened the loo door for me.
I hopped inside. He was proud of me. Well, well, Minna H — how about that? Something to remember when we got home and he disappeared forever.
I was shivering when we got back to the house. Dad refilled my hottie, opened the door of the burner to let the warmth out and tucked me up. ‘Night, Minna. Sleep well.’
I gave his hand a squeeze. ‘Night, Dad.’ I turned my head away, but he must’ve seen my face in the glow from the embers.
‘What’s wrong? Is your leg bad?’
I shook my head. ‘No. It’s okay.’
He stroked my hair. ‘What, then?’
‘Nothing — just, it’s nice having you around is all. I’m okay. Thanks Dad. Go back to bed.’ Not the time to start a fight, and anyway, I didn’t have the energy.
But he didn’t get mad. ‘I’ll be around, Min. How many times do I have to say it?’
I sighed. Sleepy. ‘Yeah, but you’ll be like a lighthouse. It won’t be like here.’ My eyes wouldn’t stay open. I didn’t even hear him slide back into his own bed.
Life lurched back to normal in the morning. Dad hauled Noah out of dreamland and made him put the mattresses away. Mum sat up and smiled at me. Dad ignored her.
         
I examined my leg. The most massive, technicolour bruise with a dash of white tape down the middle that held the skin together. ‘Wicked!’ said Noah.
Dad pointed at the table. ‘Sit there, the pair of you, and listen to what I’m going to say.’
Noah pulled a face and glanced at me. ‘Uh oh, here comes the lecture.’
‘You’d better believe it,’ Dad said, plopping himself down on the other side of the table. ‘You do realise, I hope, that it’s only by a miracle we’re not planning your funeral today, Min?’ None of the TLC from the night was hanging around right now.
‘Yeah, Dad. Sorry.’
He swivelled his eyes to skewer Noah. ‘Son?’
‘Yeah. Ditto.’
Dad breathed out very slowly. ‘Let me make it clear: you have to think of the possible consequences in a place like this. You didn’t.’ His serious-father stare took in both of us.
There wasn’t much else to say except sorry, which we did but that didn’t seem to be enough. He got up, then remembered something. ‘Min — what did you mean last night?’
‘Huh?’ I couldn’t remember much of the night. Certainly couldn’t remember saying anything he couldn’t understand.
He frowned and I suspect he was wishing he hadn’t brought it up. ‘The lighthouse comment. You said I’d be like a lighthouse when we get back.’
         
Noah grinned. ‘Shock, Dad. Don’t worry about it. She’s just lost another marble.’
Dad ignored him. ‘Min?’
I shrugged. ‘Well, you will be. Like the light, I mean. All or nothing.’
That caught Noah’s attention. ‘Right on, sis.’ He grinned again, at Dad this time. ‘You’ll swan in, ask a million dumb questions, take us somewhere dumb, pretend we’re all having a frigging party and then vroom! Gone again.’
         
Dad pushed his chair back into the table with a decided thump. ‘Bloody kids. Who’d have ’em?’ But we both noticed he didn’t contradict us.
He banged pans around in the kitchen. Mum appeared. Dad shot her a swift glare and kept working.
Lunch was heavenly. Dad stuffed the fish with herbs and baked it whole in the oven. Noah created a slight ripple by remarking that it was worth nearly killing me to get the fish but, apart from that, harmony reigned. Mum didn’t sit at the table, but she hadn’t ever since we’d been on the island. She did manage to eat more than a couple of teaspoonfuls of the fish, however.
We all told Dad how magnificent the meal was. He grinned at Noah and me. Didn’t react at all to Mum’s comment, but I thought I detected a softening. Things could be looking up.
For the next few days the wind blew hard, and Dad kept obsessively disinfecting my leg. I put up with it because I figured I wouldn’t have a leg to stand on if I complained, ha ha.
         
Dad made Noah go down the path and haul up the gear and the yacht. Noah went, without one moan.
Okay, so maybe we had learnt our lesson. I’d never tell Dad, but I damn well wasn’t sorry we’d made it down to the beach. What a blast.
And when I tested my heart, I found that the pain was bearable — not pleasant, but bearable. It was more sadness now than pain, but I was pleased that when I thought about Lizzie I still wanted to smash her. Bitch. Traitor.
Dad and Noah went back to the chopping and hacking routine. I hobbled around feeding the chooks and doing most of the other stuff. Life went on, my leg got better, but possibly my career as a swimsuit model was out the window. Would they want a model with a fifteen-centimetre scar down her thigh?
Mum still spent most of the days lying down, but she was sketching a fair bit. Feeling much better, she said, but she still didn’t eat a lot so who knew what better meant? Mental note: never have kids, Min.
‘The olds are not so bitchy,’ Noah said about a week after the cliff episode, when we were both away from parental ears. ‘Wonder if we should drop you off another cliff.’
I gave him a shove. ‘Your turn this time.’ But it was true. They still didn’t chat to each other, but things were definitely less tense. ‘You reckon they’ll get it sorted before we go home?’
Noah shrugged. End of conversation. God, I missed Jax and Addy but not Lizzie. Except I did in a weird sort of way. She was crazy, she was out there, she was Lizzie. But we were finished. You couldn’t come back from such a huge betrayal of trust. So why did I want Dad to talk to Mum? I ought to understand why he wouldn’t, but I still wanted him to. Bloody life — why did it have to be so hard?
         
October helicopter-day arrived. We’d sent in the supply list, crossed our fingers and hoped the weather would behave.
It did — the day was blue and perfect. Dad, Noah and I waited at the landing pad. I hoped with all my heart that Jax and Addy would leap out of the chopper. It swung into sight, reeling above us in the blue day before swooping down.
The door opened, Cara plus camera bounded out. I looked behind her for Jax and Addy, my heart lifting. But next came Dr Hunter and then a man. And that was it. I wanted to bawl but not now, thank you very much, with old Cara waving her camera over us.
Dad moved towards the chopper. ‘Come on kids. Packhorse time.’
‘Who’s the bloke, Dad?’ Noah asked.
Dad shrugged. ‘Nobody I know.’
Cara stopped, so did the man. Dr Hunter went on towards the house. Cara said, ‘This is Robert Chisholme.’
Dad put out a hand for him to shake, but Robert Chisholme didn’t take it. He looked Dad in the eye and said, ‘You’d better know straight up — I’m the father of your wife’s baby.’
Cara: (filming like crazy)
Noah: (mouth open like dead fish)
         
Me: (no breath left in body)
Dad: (whirls round and spits at Cara) Turn that bloody camera off or I’ll throw it over the cliff and you after it.
Cara: (goes pale and turns camera off)
Dad: (exits swiftly towards other end of island)
Robert: (stares fixedly into distance)
Noah shut his mouth and said, ‘Come on, Min. Grab the boxes. There’s ice cream in there.’
I stumbled towards the chopper. It was like walking in some awful wasteland where nothing was solid. ‘Why did he come?’ I whispered.
Noah heaved a box into my arms. ‘Dunno. Good television, I guess.’
Bloody Cara. God, I hated her.
We lugged the supplies back to the house. ‘I don’t want to talk to him.’ I stopped at the gate.
Noah kept walking. ‘Don’t then.’
I followed. Cara and the man were in the lounge. He stood away from her, his arms folded tight across his body. Good. He didn’t like this any more than we did. Serve him right. Cara smiled at us in her bright, brittle fashion and asked, ‘So what’s been happening?’
I couldn’t look at her. ‘Why did you do it?’ I muttered. ‘That was so mean.’
He — Robert — sent me a tight-lipped glance.
She ignored me. ‘Noah?’
He kept on hunting through the box till he found the ice cream. Only then did he look at her. ‘Nothing,’ he said. He ratted around in the cutlery drawer, grabbed a couple of spoons and grinned at me. ‘Come on, Min. Let’s eat ice cream. Outside.’
         
I followed him on to the verandah. We slid the doors shut behind us, leaving just enough of a gap to hear any informative conversation.
‘Bitch,’ Noah said and dug into the ice cream. Double chocolate ripple.
I picked up my spoon. I’d never be able to eat it. My stomach hurt. I filled the spoon and licked at it. It was good. Noah ate his way through most of it.
‘Leave some for Mum,’ I said. We both knew Dad wouldn’t reappear until dark and maybe not even then.
Cara made a couple of bright, cheerful remarks to him. He didn’t respond. This island was full of pissed-off men, but he only had himself to blame so that should cheer him up.
         
Dr Hunter came out and sat down beside us. ‘She’s doing well and she wants me to check out your leg, Minna.’
‘It’s fine,’ I said. I pulled up my trouser leg to show her. All but the last of the bruising had faded and the cut was healed.
‘Excellent,’ the doctor said. ‘I guess you’ve already been told how lucky you were?’
I nodded. She patted my knee and didn’t say anything about the man. Noah asked, ‘Did you tell her he was here?’
         
‘Yes,’ said Dr Hunter, and that was all.
We sat in the sun together and watched the sea while Mum’s ice cream melted. Noah drank it.
Cara bustled out, followed by the man. ‘Well, goodbye, kids. See you next time.’
         
‘Not if we see you first,’ Noah muttered. I didn’t say anything. They left. He strode ahead of her and I hoped she liked filming his back view. We watched the chopper leave from where we still sat on the verandah. Mum didn’t show. Dad didn’t show.
         
Back to normal.
Shit.
Noah helped cook dinner. He did the sausages, I did spuds and the hugest salad. Mum had a nibble of spud. No sign of Dad.
‘Why did he come, Mum?’ I asked.
She rubbed both hands over her face, sighed and then put her hands down and leaned back into the couch. ‘He wants to be part of the baby’s life.’
I stared at her. ‘He can’t! Does he want to marry you? Mum, you can’t!’
         
Noah thumped the table and muttered.
Mum closed her eyes. ‘Of course he doesn’t want to marry me — and anyway, I wouldn’t. But he says it’s his baby and it deserves a father.’
I yelled at her. ‘Well so do we, but thanks to him ours is a gone-burger.’
Mum didn’t say anything. What was there to say? Sorry, I’ll make it better would be a good start, but she couldn’t and I knew it.
         
I packed up food and left the house in search of Dad. Found him. ‘Thanks Min. Put it down there, will you.’ I did, and left him. He had that look on his face that says I want to be alone.
         



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-five

I ran back to the house with the sounds of the night loud around me. The wind was blowing again. Two and a half months and the night noises would be of engines and sirens. A few more after that and there’d be a baby yelling its head off as well. Fun. Maybe I would live with Dad and Mum could play happy families with bloody Robert.
She was still sitting slam-dunked on the couch when I got back. ‘How old is what’s-his-face, anyway?’
‘Twenty-seven.’ She didn’t open her eyes.
Noah opened his wide enough for them to fall out. ‘A toy boy, Mum! Way to go!’
I yelled at the pair of them, ‘It’s disgusting! You’re disgusting. Not that anybody cares what I think!’ I stomped off to my room. Bloody mothers. Bloody brothers. Bloody fathers.
         
‘There’s mail out here for you.’ Noah.
Why couldn’t he have told me that before I made the grand exit? I stalked back, snatched my letters, didn’t look at Mum.
Her voice hit me before I could escape again. ‘Sit down, Min. Now.’
I was so surprised, I sat. Wow! First time since we’d been here that she’d let fly with that particular tone. I glared at her. Don’t try and come the responsible parent over me, lady.
         
She eased herself upright so that she sat with her back straight and unsupported, and who cared if her face was slightly green? ‘Min, you will not speak to me like that. Ever again. Is that clear?’ She eyeballed me.
Something in me snapped. I leaned forward, my hands on my knees. ‘Yeah? Why not? It’s what you deserve. Why should I treat you with respect? What’ve you done to earn my respect? I’ll tell you!’ I waved a finger at her. ‘Sweet bloody nothing that I can see!’ I jumped to my feet and paced around the room, past Noah who sat at the table and watched like we were a video game. ‘I’ll do all the work, Mum — but I’m bloody not going to pretend I think it’s fantastic that you shagged a fucking kid!’
‘Minna!’ That was Dad’s voice. Trust him to turn up at the wrong moment. ‘Go to your room. Right now. I’ll come and talk to you when you’re calmer and can stop speaking like a sewer rat.’ His voice was cold enough to freeze hell over.
Too bad. I kicked at the floor rug. Not satisfying enough. I grabbed the bird book from the bookcase and sent it spinning across the room. Hurled a cushion after it. ‘No! Fuck the pair of you! I hate you — d’you hear that? I hate you. Both.’ I took a gulp of air. ‘Just when you were starting to talk to each other again — oh, not a lot, don’t get me wrong. But just when you looked like you could actually stay in the same room without bursting a blood vessel, then Robert has to turn up and ruin everything. I hate him, and I hate you. Both of you. Arseholes!’
         
I turned and ran, but not to my room. They’d come, one after the other, never together and they’d talk and pretend they loved me and it was all lies. Huge, stinking lies.
I ran through the night, through wind gusts and bustling night birds. The morepork called from the bush. Such a lonely call. I ran harder, wiping my eyes but it didn’t really help. The night was dark and I had no torch. But I knew where I was going. The access path was easy to find and it would be sheltered down there.
It was one of those nights where the wind pounces from one direction then turns to swipe at you from another. I was glad to hit the path. I went carefully, scrambling and slipping in the darkness. About halfway down, I stopped, found a rocky bit and sat down.
It was cold. Should have brought a blanket. And a torch. And my letters. I wrapped my arms around my knees. I was cold inside as well as outside.
I sat there for ages, cried a lot. It’s no fun bawling when you haven’t got tissues.
It was so cold. I stood up, had to un-kink my body. I hurt all over, inside and out. This was it. No more. Somewhere in all of the drama of the night, a decision had formed in my head. I would leave the island, leave the warring parents and live with Gran and Gramps Aveson. Maybe I would let the parents visit from time to time, but they could bloody earn the privilege because I didn’t care if I never saw them again.
         
It was hard, stumbling my way back up the path. I thought Dad and Noah would come looking for me. I thought that any second now I’d see a torch and hear their voices calling me.
Didn’t happen.
I stepped over a tuatara on the path, dragged myself up the steps and slid the door open. Mum and Noah were both absent. Dad sat working at the table. He pushed the papers away and looked at me. ‘Sit down.’
I shook my head and shuffled to the woodburner. ‘Cold.’
‘Sit down. Now.’ That was the you-are-in-deep-shit voice. Too bad, I didn’t care.
‘I’m divorcing both of you,’ I said, but it wasn’t as forceful as I wanted because my teeth were clacking from the cold.
Dad gave one of his exasperated, impatient snorts, got up from the table, disappeared, came back with a rug which he wrapped around me. He went to the sink and filled a hottie. He shoved it into my arms, took me by the shoulders, manhandled me to the table and made me sit.
‘Now listen, Min — this is what’s going to happen. In the morning, you are going to apologise to your mother — and you are going to mean it. So I suggest you take yourself off to bed and do some good, hard thinking.’
         
‘Why should you care?’ Buggered if I was going to apologise.
He leaned an arm on the table and skewered me with a glare. ‘She is your mother. She cares about you even when you’re being a snotty little brat. She loves you. And you will not disrespect that by flinging cheap words at her. If you’ve got a problem, you talk about it. Understand?’
         
I stood up. ‘You have got such a nerve! Telling me to talk about problems. You!’
He stood up too, came and put an arm round me which I tried to shrug off, but he wouldn’t be shrugged. ‘I take your point, Min. And you’re right. But not about your mother. She’s never shut you out. She doesn’t deserve for you to slag her off.’
‘I’m going to bed.’ I couldn’t take this turnaround. Dad defending Mum — talking about her as if none of the last weeks of hell had happened.
Divorce felt like a damned good option.
Why had Mum done it? But I knew. Loneliness.
I knew what it was like to be lonely.
But she bloody shouldn’t have. She should have talked to Dad.
Like that was easy to do.
And most of all she shouldn’t have agreed to come on this journey into disaster, not when she knew the whole entire country would find out what she’d done.
I turned out the light and climbed into bed. Remembered my mail. Didn’t have the energy to get out of bed and turn the light back on.
         
It was raining in the morning, blowing hard from the south, so cold as well.
Dad let Noah and me sleep late and woke us up with the smell of bacon. That would make Mum feel sick and serve her right. She wasn’t going to get an apology out of me in a hurry.
I ambled out to the cooking smells, my mail in my hand. Letters from civilisation. The fat one was from Jax and Addy and they’d both written on the envelope the way we used to do when we were kids. There were skinny ones from both sets of grands. With one eye on the cameras, I picked up the grands’ letters first. It wouldn’t do to alienate either set since I was going to divorce their kids. I skimmed the notes. Not much news, but they all said how interested they were in the television series and what a different sort of life I was leading.
Gran A: You’ll have to cook us a meal when you get back, Minna. We are very impressed.
         
Gran H: Please watch your language, Minna. It’s most embarrassing to hear my friends talking about the way you speak.
         
I looked up at a camera. ‘Thank you, grandparents. Lovely letters and they are totally in character.’ I smiled. ‘It’s so reassuring to know that some people don’t change.’ Suck on that, Gran H.
My gut knotted as I tore open the fat letter. I ran my eye down the pages, searching for news — I’d read the whole thing properly later in my room away from cameras and prying family.
         
Jax: We miss you sooo much.
         
Addy: CTC says we can’t say anything about the telly programme and if we do she won’t send this (she is reading it to make sure we OBEY).
         
I managed a grin. I’ll bet old Cara was desperate to know what CTC meant but it didn’t take me more than a nanosecond to work it out: Cara the Cow. Such a pity we hadn’t been little kids who worked out secret codes, then they could have told me all the stuff she would have chopped out. And she read my letters. I bet that was against the law. Cow.
I forgot about her.
It was Jax who gave me the goss on Lizzie and Seb.
She sticks to him like used gum, hangs off his arm, goes to all his meetings with him. But we think he’s getting fed up — we reckon he wants his freedom and the only place she won’t follow him is to Jilly’s, when he goes to see the baby. The word is that he’s going back to Jilly. Watch this space!!!
         
Would he want to get back with me when I came home? That would show Lizzie Two-face. I hoped he’d dump her and dump her so hard she’d be bruised for a century.
I went back to my letter. Jax was going out with Brynn Foley, although she still had feelings for Noah. Addy, writing in lurid purple, said that she personally had gone off boys and was thinking of getting a puppy.
There was other news, stuff about school and telly and clothes and music and life. God, I missed it all.
Dad brought me back to the present. ‘Your mother will be up soon.’ He gave me a meaningful look that suggested he hadn’t forgotten about the apology.
         
Go sing for it, sunshine.
Mum stayed in her room with the door shut until we’d eaten and let air blow through the house to get rid of the smell. I dressed in combat gear and fed the chooks.
Mum was up when I got back with five eggs. The stage was set for the big apology, with Dad busy wiping down the bench and making it plain he wasn’t going anywhere until I’d done the deed. Oh what the hell, I could act sorry.
I put the eggs in the fridge, took a deep breath and said, ‘Sorry, Mum. Shouldn’t have said all that.’
She pushed herself up off the couch, teetered slightly, closed her eyes, did some deep breathing and tottered over to me. She hugged me and said, ‘Thank you, Min. And I’m sorry too. I know I’ve hurt you.’ She glanced at Noah and Dad. ‘All of you.’
I did the good-daughter act and helped her back to the couch. None of any of that touched my heart. I’d had it with both of them and I couldn’t see that anything was going to change. Divorce looked like a fine and glorious solution — me from them, and what better time to tell them than now when we were all together playing happy families?
‘I’ve decided who I’m going to live with when this debacle is over,’ I said.
‘You’ll be living with me,’ said both my parents in unison.
I walked to the table, taking my time. I pulled out a chair and sat on it. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m not. I’m divorcing the pair of you. I’m going to live with the Aveson grands.’
         
‘No,’ said Dad. ‘Out of the question.’
‘No,’ said Mum. ‘Not an option.’
‘Well,’ I said, glaring at first one of them then the other, ‘it’s better than your solution, which looks to me as though you’ll have to cut me in half.’ I leaned over and prodded Noah. ‘You want your top half to live with Dad, or your bottom half?’
He frowned. ‘Actually, I was thinking more of a vertical cut. You know, right side with Dad, left with Mum.’
Dad snorted and then hit us with, ‘And you’ll both be staying on here after your mother leaves.’
I waited for Mum to disagree but she said, ‘Yes. That’s going to be best.’
Dad didn’t say anything, just left and slammed the door behind him.
I didn’t say anything either but I thought plenty — mainly about how I would be heading off this island when Mum left and then I’d find somewhere to live. How old did you have to be before you could go flatting by yourself?



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-six

There was a storm that night — one put on by nature rather than the parents for a change. It started with the obligatory electrical display. Dad pulled back the curtains and we sat in the lounge and watched the sky. Mum drifted in. Dad glared but they both stayed put, probably because it was safe to not talk to each other, what with the lightning bursting through the sky and the thunder rolling after it and rocking the whole house. The wind blasted us on all sides and tore at the roof. Would we still be here in the morning? Noah and I lay on our stomachs and watched and listened and I loved it, being safe and warm and with my family while the entire world around us bellowed and snarled.
Make the most of it. It might never happen again.
In the morning it was over as if it had never happened except for the rubbish on the ground and in the fences. The bird bath overflowed and made a mud puddle of the dirt I’d dug out to build it.
         
The cabbages in my garden were battered and the silver beet lay flat and shredded in the mud. When I moaned to Dad, he said, ‘Plant some more. There’s seeds in the greenhouse.’
‘Dad,’ I said, ‘I’ve got the general idea about weeding — you just blitz anything you don’t recognise. But how to turn a seed into a plant — dunno. Don’t wanna know.’
He laughed, grabbed my hand and towed me off to the garden. ‘I’ll show you.’ He bellowed for Noah with the result that all three of us spent the day pottering around with potting mix in the potting shed, ha ha.
The days moseyed on down the month but Monday could have been Thursday or Sunday for all the difference it made, seeing as how I’d given up on my calendar. The days were differentiated by the mood of the warring parents, by the weather and the wildlife. The fairy prions were in full courting mode and made a huge racket every night. Would we still be here when the poor old mummy and daddy birds flew in and out, in and out with gobs of food for their babies? Parenting was a seriously overrated occupation, but being a kid wasn’t all that crash hot either.
I wanted to talk to Mum about Robert the Toy Boy but I was too scared to bring it up. But why worry? If he wanted to be part of the baby’s life, then I’d find out more than I needed to know about him sooner or later.
‘What are you going to call the baby?’ I asked one wet day when boredom had struck yet again.
         
She shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Got any ideas?’
‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.
I discussed it with the chooks, but since they all agreed that Tizzie was the way to go, I sacked them as name-givers.
An idea popped into my head one night when the wind woke me. I got up, turned the light on and wrote it down in case I forgot it by morning. Shayandra. I loved it.
I couldn’t wait to tell Mum, but I managed to hold on until she was settled on the couch with her cup of tea and a slice of dry toast which she could now manage most mornings.
Noah sat by the radio, doing the listening watch, but he turned around and laughed like a dork when I said, ‘Mum, I’ve got the name. Shayandra. Don’t you just adore it?’
More laughter from Noah. ‘I say we call it Bob.’
‘After its father?’ I snapped back.
He shrugged. ‘Fred then. Or Bill.’
Mum just closed her eyes and said, ‘I’ll keep it in mind.’
‘See,’ said Noah, ‘she hates it.’
‘And she likes Bob better?’
‘Kids. Enough,’ Mum said.
Life was such a bundle of laughs — tripping over forbidden topics any old time of the day.
Nobody talked about Afterwards, when we were all back home and off the island. Where would home be? Who would it be with? I thought a lot about divorcing them, but the more I thought about it, the more I couldn’t see myself living contentedly with the grands — going to bed at nine o’clock, never playing my music above a whisper, having Gran fuss around any time my friends came over.
         
I had a conversation with Noah about it.
Me: You want to stay on after Mum goes?
Noah: It’ll be sweet. I’ll miss the door slamming though.
Me: Who do you want to live with? You know — when Dad gets off the island too.
Noah: (shrugs) Not worried. I’ll be old enough to leave home just about.
Me: I’ll come with you.
Noah: (exits laughing)
I stared after him. Had he factored in that Dad was going to be watching him like a cat watches a mouse for the next twenty or so years? Over my dead body will my son become a druggie. ‘Brother dearest,’ I muttered, ‘like it or not, you will be living with the father.’
         
And me? I seriously doubted that Dad could spare attention for me while he had Noah chained to his soul. And did I want that sort of attention anyway?
I gave up and went and talked to the chooks.
We had a spell of wet, stormy weather during which Noah and I got a mountain of schoolwork done. I was slightly surprised at how much I accomplished when there was nobody to talk to and nothing else to do but, not even for a chance to go home right then, would I admit that in case a teacher heard and held it over me for the rest of my life.
         
The weather cleared. December, and Mum’s departure loomed.
In the days before the December chopper run, I began preparing the ground. I put the pizza I had made on to the table, let Dad get a waft of the fragrances of tomato, basil and cheese, then I said, ‘By the way, I’ve decided I am going back with Mum.’ I slid a generous slice on to Dad’s plate.
He didn’t look at it. I got the eyeballing glare but he spoke quietly enough. ‘No, Minna. You’re not. It’ll be the holidays. There’ll be nothing for you to do.’
He managed not to say except get into trouble but I’m not dumb.
         
He picked up his pizza. ‘You’re staying here. Both of you. You’ve still got a lot of schoolwork to do and there will be fewer distractions here.’ He took a bite and grinned at me around it. ‘Good pizza.’
This could be harder than I’d thought. ‘Not me, Dad — I’m going back. I’ve had it up to here with this place.’ I chopped a hand across my throat.
Dad said, ‘You’ll survive. You’ve made it this far. And it’s only for the holidays. You can go back for the start of school.’
‘Oh gee! Remind me to thank you,’ I said. I got up, leaving my dinner on the plate. It tasted dry and lonely — just the way another two months of this place would taste.
I went outside to talk to the chooks. ‘He’s not going to budge, is he Fizzie?’
She nodded her head. Drrrk took took took.
         
I scritched her head. ‘What would you know? You’re a chook.’
         
I sat back on my heels and watched them. A couple of them wandered over to chat and then wandered off again. I got up and found them a big juicy weed.
Took took took.
         
‘Why did Mum do it?’ I asked. ‘Why did she agree to come here when she knew the whole country would find out what a whore she is?’
But I knew. She’d done it to save Noah.
And me.
I kicked at the ground. I hadn’t needed saving. She was stupid. And a hypocrite because she’d already done what she’d been accusing me of doing. And how long had the affair gone on for, anyway?
I left the chooks and walked to the edge of the world. It could be good to be away from her until February. Not that I had any choice.
I went back to the house. Mum was lying on the sofa. She looked pale and sick and not in the mood for talking. Too bad. She’d be gone soon and could have all the peace she wanted. ‘Mum, how long did it go on?’
She opened her eyes and just lifted her eyebrows in a question.
‘The affair. With what’s-his-face.’
She sighed but didn’t open her eyes. ‘Wasn’t an affair. Just once.’ Her eyes flickered open. ‘That’s all it takes, Min.’
I wanted to ask her why and where and when, and why hadn’t she had an abortion? But I couldn’t. She was too sick. She was my mother and I wanted to know all that, but I wanted to know without her having to tell me.
         
Of course, I tried to get Dad to change his mind and let me leave the island when Mum went, although I didn’t tell him I intended not to stay with Mum. I was careful to be mature. I offered up reasoned arguments. All he did was tousle my hair, smile at me and say, ‘No, Min. It’s not an option. You’re staying.’
Noah grinned in the background; told me to save my energy and how about we do another fishing expedition?
That caught Dad’s attention, but didn’t rattle him enough to let me escape from the island.
As the days rolled on towards Mum’s departure, I’d catch her staring out the window as I went about the daily routines. Then she’d straighten her back, press her lips together and give her shoulders a twitch.
‘Mum — you don’t want to go, do you?’ I said after the fourth twitch.
She glanced at me, a rueful smile on her face. ‘It’s the chopper ride. I’m dreading it.’ She took a deep breath. ‘And then there’ll be the fallout from all of this.’ I stopped what I was doing to listen, her voice was so quiet. She smiled at me. ‘I think it’s a good idea for you to stay, Min. The worst of the media interest will have died by the time you come back.’
I stared at her. ‘What do you mean, media interest?’
She sighed. ‘We’re going to be a nine-day wonder. It’s my fault. I’m sorry, Min. Really sorry.’
I picked up a cloth and wiped at the table. Then I wiped the bench. Scenes of my less-than-perfect behaviour flitted through my head. Too bad. Couldn’t do anything about it now. I gave Mum a twisted grin. ‘Minna Hargreaves — media star.’ I would get so much grief at school.
         
Over the next couple of days I packed Mum’s gear for her. I turned the pages of her sketchbook. There was the tuatara, a dead fairy prion, a weta and scraggly sheep, and there were sketches of Noah and me. She’d sketched me digging the bird bath. I stared at it. I looked happy — absorbed in what I was doing, and — happy.
I was hoping the chopper day would be windy. I was going to miss her, my imperfect mother. But of course, sod’s law and all that, it was a beautiful day, still and calm.
The chopper landed. Dad and Noah lugged in the supplies — thanks to the extra run today we’d be able to be carnivores for just about an entire month. Cara hadn’t come, but Dr Hunter had. ‘How is Liv?’ she asked as we walked to the house.
‘Still not brilliant,’ I said. ‘And she’s dreading the chopper ride.’
Dr Hunter nodded. ‘With good reason. But she does need to leave the island. There’s really no choice.’
Yes. We knew that.
Mum stood up when we came in. She wiped her hands down her trousers and managed a smile. ‘Right. Let’s get this over with.’
Dr Hunter held up a hand. ‘There’s something I need to tell you before we leave.’ She looked at Mum. ‘Two things, actually. The first is that Mrs Aveson rang Cara last night to tell her Mr Aveson had a fall and has broken his hip. She said she’s very sorry, but she won’t be able to have you to stay.’
         
Mum’s wobbly legs gave out and she sat down plonk on the couch. ‘Oh! Is he all right?’
Dr Hunter nodded. ‘He will be, but she said it’s made up their minds about moving to a retirement home.’
‘Oh,’ said Mum, again.
Noah said, ‘Well, if that’s one thing, what’s the other thing you’re going to hit us with?’
Dad, I noted, hadn’t left the kitchen.
Dr Hunter took a deep breath. ‘It’s the media interest. I’m very much afraid, Liv, that you’re going to be landing right in the middle of a feeding frenzy.’
My legs gave out too, but Noah said, ‘Why? What’s so special about Mum?’
Dr Hunter gave him an exceedingly dry look, ‘The programme about this family has caught the public imagination. You’re the talk of the country. Cara’s sold the programme to fifteen countries at last count and nobody goes out now on a Thursday night unless they can record it.’
None of us said anything for ages. Then I groaned, Dad said something he would have yelled at me for saying, and Noah said, ‘I think I might stay here for the whole year.’
Mum just shut her eyes, breathed a few times then stood up. ‘Let’s get on with it.’
She couldn’t do it — not by herself, not feeling sick and having nowhere to live. It wasn’t fair and Dad should do something. I jumped up. ‘Dad — I have to go with her. I have to. She’s too sick to do all this by herself.’
I ran to him and shook his arm. He looked over my head at Dr Hunter. ‘What do you think?’
         
‘I agree with Minna.’
He shook me off, strode to the kitchen and stared out the window. Then he turned, strode the length of the family room, stopped and stared out through the ranch-sliders.
The rest of us watched him and said nothing.
I heard the huge breath he sucked in before he did the strides back to me. He wrapped both arms around me in a bear hug. ‘All right, chicken. You go.’ Then he grabbed my shoulders so he could look me in the face. ‘But I want you to promise something.’
Uh oh, here it is — no sex till I’m a hundred and five. But I was wrong. ‘Promise me you’ll tell me if you need help. Okay?’
‘And you’ll come running?’ I seriously doubted it.
He nodded. ‘Flying anyway. But I’ll come. I promise.’
My eyes, nose, throat all went hot and teary. I hugged him. ‘I promise,’ I told his jersey.
He patted my head. ‘Good girl. Now go and pack.’
I went. How strange. I was getting my own way — leaving the island with Mum — but there was no sense of victory. Now I desperately wanted to stay; I wanted to hide out here until we were no longer flavour of the month.
Then I laughed. Lizzie, eat your heart out. Her stupid white hair would turn green with envy. I’d make sure Addy and Jax got their share of the attention — if they wanted it. Ha, Lizzie — you’re last year’s story.
I dragged my bags out to where the others waited. I handed Noah the camera. ‘Here. You are now the official cameraman on Isolation Island.’
         
He filmed us all walking to the chopper. He filmed Dad hugging me. He kept the camera on me as he said, ‘Bye, sis. Don’t go fishing, will you?’
I noticed though, that he didn’t film the hug he gave Mum.
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So just like that, I left the island. Dr Hunter settled Mum on to a stretcher strapped into the chopper. I sat in the seat by her head where I could reach out and hold her hand. We lifted off the ground. I waved to Dad and Noah and the chooks.
Mum’s face went the colour of a fairy prion’s tummy. She shut her eyes but she didn’t spew.
Halfway there, I said to Dr Hunter, ‘Are you sure? About the media, I mean.’
She nodded. ‘Yes. Very sure, Minna. But remember, just because somebody asks a question it doesn’t mean you have to answer it.’
For the rest of the flight I thought about what questions I might get asked. And what I thought was that the answers to them were nobody’s damn business but mine and my family’s.
         
A few moments later we were dipping down to land, back where we’d lifted off from a lifetime ago. I looked out the window and groaned. Why hadn’t I done my hair, put on make-up — changed my trackies for my jeans for god’s sake? The ground was awash with people waving cameras, people clutching microphones and people with gawping faces.
We landed. ‘Ready?’ Dr Hunter asked.
Mum closed her eyes. I wished I could do the same. ‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ I said, and jumped down from the chopper into a firestorm of camera flashes.
I turned my back and hovered over the ambulance men who were lifting Mum from the chopper.
‘Minna! What do you think of what your mother did?’
‘Minna! Are you pleased about the baby?’
‘Meenna! Do you blame your father for what happened?’ That had to be an Aussie accent.
Cara was there, elbowing her way through the crowds, her cameraman behind her. She grabbed my arm. ‘My car’s over here. Come on, let’s get you out of here.’
I shook her hand off me. ‘I’m going with Mum in the ambulance.’ I scrambled up the steps into the back of it. Lizzie would have done it gracefully, angling her best side towards the cameras. I probably looked like a wet sock on a clothesline. Too bad. It would be nothing they hadn’t seen before.
Mum lay still and pale with her eyes shut. ‘Sorry, Min,’ she whispered.
         
I dropped a kiss on her cheek. ‘Don’t worry about it. They’re all bastards.’
Then I thought that maybe wasn’t tactful, seeing as how the baby would technically be one as well.
The ambo guy doing the driving called back over his shoulder, ‘I’ve radioed ahead for security at the hospital. Looks like you two have the paparazzi after you big time.’
It wasn’t far to the hospital but it felt like a nightmare drive. Even though I knew we weren’t going fast, it felt to me like we were speeding, with everything zapping past the windows in a blur. Other cars hurtled past us — whoosh and they were gone. It was like the land yacht ride, only a million times faster.
How long before I got used to it again?
The ambulance stopped. ‘This isn’t the hospital,’ I said.
The ambo guy sitting beside Mum grinned at me. ‘It is. Private. Lucky for you the TV company is paying.’
All right. Maybe I would talk to Cara next time she popped up — which looked like right now, actually, if she could get through security who were trying to shoo the camera-wavers and microphone-clutchers away. I grinned. ‘It’s like herding chooks.’ I waved at them and that set off another frenzy of clicking and flashing.
Cara yelled, ‘I’ve got your luggage in the car.’
I waved again. ‘Back in a mo.’ She could wait. A couple of orderlies were in the middle of transferring Mum on to a trolley. Her face had gone green. ‘Mum, I’ll come with you.’
She opened her eyes. ‘It’s okay. Can you talk to Cara? Find out where we’re going to live?’
         
I’d rather be with her. She looked awful, but we were in a hospital. They would take care of her. ‘All right.’
A nurse smiled at me. ‘You can go to your mother’s room if you want.’ She told me the number. ‘Your mum will be fine. I promise.’
I watched them wheel her away. I did some deep breathing and went outside — a little fish going into the sea of sharks all calling my name and yelling out dumb questions.
‘Are you still friends with Lizzie?’ That accent was American. Or Canadian.
I walked, blinded by flashes, to the three big, solid security men who grinned at me as if I’d arranged this whole spectacular party entirely for their benefit. It made me feel better. ‘Can you let Cara from the telly in?’ I asked. I pointed her out. ‘She’s the one with the chook-coloured hair in the silver car.’
I waited for her inside the building. You can have enough of questions and flashes.
She came in, carrying a load of something, didn’t look at me and strode off down a corridor. I followed. She bashed open a door. I followed again. She still hadn’t said a word to me. I’d never credited her with being sensitive but maybe she’d picked up the odd vibe that told her she wasn’t on my list of favourite people.
There were flowers in the room.
I sat in an armchair by the window. Cara pulled hers away as flashes lit the place up. I did the same. She put the stuff she was carrying down on a coffee table. ‘Food.’
I was so hungry. She let me eat it — heavenly chicken and rice (sorry chooks, but it was good) — before she said another word.
         
Then she talked. I’d thought she might try to be terribly nice, sympathetic and as false as snow on a Christmas tree. But she didn’t. Cunning old Cara.
She talked about money. We would have lots and it was already rolling into the bank.
She talked about where we would live. ‘Your tenants moved out yesterday. I’ve had the place professionally cleaned and the moving company is shifting your stuff back in tomorrow.’
‘Did you kick the tenants out?’ It would be so like her to do that.
She stretched her lips in a faint smile. ‘No. They always knew it was month to month in case you didn’t last the distance.’
Well! There was a lot I could have said about that, but why bother?
Then we got to the question of the media and the sharks lurking outside the gates. Cara got brisk. ‘The best thing to do is have a media conference. Get it over and done with.’
‘How much will you charge them?’ No way would she do this — correction: make me do this — for free.
         
‘Nothing,’ she said, very briskly. ‘It’s excellent publicity and there will be things further down the track we’ll charge for.’
I looked her in the eye. ‘Not from me there won’t be. I never asked to be a media star. If you wanted a performing seal, you should have got Lizzie.’
She wasn’t worried. ‘We’ll see. No hurry.’ She smiled at me but I wasn’t in a smiling-back mood. ‘Have you finished here? The sooner we do this the better.’
         
I stayed in my chair. ‘I’m not moving till Mum comes back.’
She stood up. ‘Okay. I’ll schedule a conference for 4pm at the studio. I’ll come and get you at 1.30.’
And I would only go if Mum was back in her room and didn’t need me. Cara said goodbye. I didn’t answer her.
So. Here I was. Alone in a hospital room that had a telly — and a phone. I leapt for it, dialling Addy’s number, because if the girls were at anyone’s house it would probably be Addy’s.
They were. They yelled and laughed. I yelled and laughed — and cried.
Addy told me to come and stay at her house until Mum was ready to go home. Friends. I had my friends back. Some of them, anyway.
The door opened and there was Mum on a stretcher and attached to a drip. But she looked better, she wasn’t green any more.
‘Gotta go.’ I hung up. ‘Mum? Are you okay?’
‘I’ve had a scan,’ she said. ‘Would you like to know what the baby is?’ She sounded unsure, as if I wouldn’t want to hear anything about the baby. Well, it was going to be a fact of life. Get used to it, Min.
I gave her a careful hug. ‘Of course I want to hear. It’s a girl. Right?’ It had to be a girl.
Mum actually managed a chuckle. ‘Wrong. It’s a boy, Min.’
‘Oh,’ I said. ‘The next one might be a girl.’
She shuddered. ‘Not funny. Not at all funny.’
         
I patted her shoulder. ‘Sorry.’ I wanted to ask her something, but I didn’t know how — and anyway, was she up to the hard questions right now? She was still pale, even with the drip feeding nutrients into her system.
When the nurses left, she turned her head slightly to look at me. ‘What? You’ve got a question written all over your face. Spit it out.’
Damn. So much for a career as a spy or a poker player. The question burst out of me. ‘Why are you having it? The baby. Why didn’t you have an abortion?’
She reached for my hand. ‘Would you have done that? If Seb had got you pregnant?’
I stared at her. ‘I don’t know! He wouldn’t have, anyway.’
‘Minna, you don’t know. You just don’t know. And you don’t know what you’ll do till it comes down to the wire.’ She stopped for a deep breath or two. ‘That weekend I caught you when you were going off with Seb — remember?’
I nodded, although I had never actually admitted that’s what I’d been going to do.
‘I’d booked in for an abortion. But when it came to it, I couldn’t do it.’
Wow! I stared at her, but her eyes were shut and she looked tired to death. ‘Mum — are you sorry? Sorry you didn’t have the abortion, I mean.’
She sighed. ‘There have been times — on the island — when I wished passionately that I’d had it.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Min. It worries me — I worry that I won’t have the energy to bring him up.’
         
I squeezed her hand. ‘Maybe it’s lucky Robert wants to be part of his life.’
She didn’t respond to that. She just said, ‘I don’t want you to make such a mess of your life, Min.’
I stroked the hair back from her face. ‘Go to sleep, Mum. Things always look bad when you’re tired.’ A direct quote from herself and it made her smile.
I sat beside her, waited for Cara and thought about what I might say to all the dumb questions waiting for me at the conference. Conference! A bone-picking session by a pack of vultures, more like.
Cara came and I tiptoed out, leaving Mum asleep.
Cara had a strategy and I had to admit it was a pretty good one. She stopped at a shop I’d never go into unless I had unlimited funds, and therefore I never went into. She said the magic words: ‘Choose something to wear for the conference. I’m paying.’
I stared at her, then I stared at the racks of to-die-for clothes — and I couldn’t do it. ‘There’s too much. I don’t know where to start.’ I wanted to cry. Such an opportunity and I couldn’t take advantage of it. I needed Jax and Addy — or even goddamned Lizzie.
Cara smiled and got brisk again. ‘Don’t worry. It’s a kind of culture shock — you’ve been isolated for months. It’s going to take a bit of adjusting back into the real world.’
And whose fault was that? I gave her a dirty look. It wouldn’t do to let her see I was grateful she’d told me I wasn’t losing my mind.
She spoke to the shop assistant — a trendy girl who looked like she spent a million dollars getting to look the way she did. ‘This is Minna Hargreaves and we need an outfit for her media conference.’
         
The girl’s eyes nearly fell on to the elegant carpet but she leapt around, pulling out skirts, jackets, jeans, tops until my head whirled. I hoped I could cope with the media better than I was handling this, which should be a dream come true but was playing out pretty much along nightmare lines.
In the end we settled for jeans, because no way was I going to wear a skirt without shaving my legs. The top they chose for me was black with straps Gran H would think disgustingly narrow, and those sparkles make you look cheap, Minna. I looked good except for my tramping boots, which did not enhance my telegenic qualities.
         
The girl produced a pair of strappy sandals.
I shivered and wondered if I could put my serviceable jersey back on.
Cara grabbed a million-dollar, crazily gorgeous jacket and gave it to me. She grinned. ‘Okay. We’ll hit make-up and get your hair done and we’re ready.’
She might be. I never would be. But the clothes were good. I felt more on a level with my persecutors than I had in my island clothes.
She drove me to the studio and it was worse than in the ambulance because I could see more and it was all too fast and too scary. In the end I shut my eyes.
I shut my ears too when she talked to me about the media conference while people whirled around me doing my hair and make-up: ‘Just keep it very natural, Ginny. We want her to look young.’
Thank you very much.
         
After a million years Cara said, ‘Okay, we’ll get this show on the road in a minute. Now, Minna — you’ll remember everything I’ve told you?’
I turned to look at her. ‘I can’t remember a thing, Cara. I feel like my head is stuffed full of a zillion things and they’re all racing around looking for attention.’ Since the island — here was so much busier, noisier, faster. I’d forgotten.
She gave me a glare, but whatever she saw in my face changed her mind about something. ‘Come with me. I’ll let you sit by yourself for ten minutes. Try to relax.’
I tried. Don’t know if it worked but that was the fastest ten minutes of my life. Perhaps time went faster here too.
Cara came for me. She led me to the shark-fest.
They fired questions at me in their medley of accents: Kiwi, Aussie, American and back to Kiwi again.
Reporter with large, fluffy microphone: Minna, why was your mother unfaithful?
Me: Explain to me why that is any of your business?
Fluffy microphone: It’s a matter of public interest.
Me: Why? Will people die?
(Laughter)
Reporter with tiny, scraggly beard and American accent: Minna, do you hate your parents?
Me: No.
Tiny, scraggly American beard: You said you did.
Me: And now I’m saying I don’t. Are you going to arrest me?
(Laughter)
Well-known TV journalist: Minna, it must have been a difficult time for you.
         
Me: How perceptive of you.
(Laughter, except from pissed-off journalist who had another go at me): Minna, what is your opinion of your mother?
Me: (glaring straight into his pseudo-caring eyes) I think she is the bravest person I know.
That got their attention. They all started yelling and clattering at me. Would this never be over? I glanced around for Cara. She held up a hand. ‘Minna will explain what she means if you give her a chance.’
I obediently explained. ‘She knew she was pregnant. She refused to do the programme at first because she knew what would happen. She changed her mind because of my brother and me. She did it to stop us wrecking our lives. She’s a hero.’
Well-known reporter: And what about your father?
Me: What about him?
(Laughter except from well-known, well pissed-off reporter who did the pseudo sympathy act again): What is your opinion of him now?
Me: (shrugging) He’s my dad.
Well-known and increasingly well pissed-off reporter: Yes, Minna, we know that. What the viewers want to know is how you see him now (fat, false smile at me). After all, you have been reasonably forthright in some of your conversations with him, shall we say?
Me: (smiling just as falsely) Well, shall I just say this — if he was here right now, he’d deck you for the way you’re hassling me.
(Laughter except from well-known etc.)
         
They kept asking and asking. Such dumb questions.
What was the hardest thing about the island?
Did I think I’d make it up with Leezie? (Aussie reporter with sharp nose and sharp clothes)
Did I want to get back with my boyfriend?
What did I want to do with my life?
What? How? Who? Why?
I’d had enough. I stood up and said to Cara, ‘That’s it. No more.’
She pointed to the door. ‘Wait for me in the green room.’
Questions flew at me even as I walked through the door.
I collapsed into a chair, exhausted. Chopping wood was easier than this. Digging bird baths, falling down cliffs — all easier.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-eight

I went to see Mum that night, after dinner at Addy’s place. She was sitting up but she’d been crying. I ran to her. ‘Mum! What’s happened?’ What else could go wrong?
But she smiled. ‘I’ve just watched you on the news. What you said about me — thank you, Minna.’
I plonked down on the edge of her bed. ‘Yeah, well — you’ll notice that I didn’t say I agreed with you.’ I shook my head. ‘Personally, I reckon you were crazy.’
She leaned back on the bundle of pillows. ‘There have been times when I’ve thought so too.’
We sat quiet for a bit. I didn’t know what was going through her head, but what was going through mine was a replay of the media frenzy, worry about how school would be, and a question or two around the Lizzie/Seb drama.
         
A nurse came in. I gave Mum a hug and left.
She stayed three days in hospital and when she came out we rode together in a taxi back to our own house.
A small collection of photographers snapped us as we left.
We arrived home to a couple of reporters who shouted questions, which we ignored.
The phone calls started the second we got in the door. Yet another request for an interview. ‘No,’ I said and cut the connection. It went again. Same thing, different person. I changed the setting so that it went directly to answerphone. In half an hour, the in-box was full. Mum held out her hand. ‘Give the phone to me, Min — I’ll change the number — get an unlisted one.’
I’d thought that when Mum came home that my life would go back to normal — to how it had been before the island debacle. It didn’t. She still couldn’t do much more than lie about on a sofa or sit at a table to sketch. Food smells still made her nauseous. She still couldn’t eat much. But she was happier, she didn’t have that strained, guilty look any more and when her friends came over they laughed a lot and made jokes about the baby.
It was me who couldn’t settle. I didn’t feel at home, I wanted … I dunno — something different, somewhere different, but not the island. I did not miss the island. Except for the chooks. And the tuatara, the fairy prions, the … All right. Enough already. So I did miss some things about the damned place, but not the shower or the toilet or the no hair-dryer, no phone, no internet policies.
         
I missed Dad.
Too bad, Min — get used to it. Yeah, he’d promised he’d be around, but he wouldn’t be. Lots of kids had absent fathers, Jax for one. I’d survive, but I didn’t have to like it.
I didn’t like the continued media attention either. Every time I showed my head out the door some idiot was waiting to shove a camera in my face.
Who would want to be a celebrity? But the answer popped ready-made into my head. Lizzie would.
Lizzie. I thought about her a lot. I found that doing the vacuuming, the dishes, the washing etc. etc. left the mind free for thinking. I thought about her and I thought about Seb. He was more of a puzzle than Lizzie was. I knew what I thought about her, no question. But Seb? Did I still love him? Would I get back with him? When I looked at him would my heart go into overdrive?
I talked about Lizzie to Jax and Addy, but I couldn’t talk about Seb. It was beyond good to have friends to talk to again.
‘Do you want to still be friends with her?’ I asked.
Addy shook her head. ‘I don’t trust her. Not now. She’s changed.’
Jax didn’t say anything, until Addy said, ‘Jax?’
‘She phoned me,’ Jax said. ‘And she came over.’
Addy stared at her. ‘You didn’t say anything!’
Jax looked at her hands, not at us. ‘She said she was sorry. It was like having the old Lizzie back. I miss her.’
We were quiet and it was a tense sort of quiet with unsaid things pinging around the room.
         
I spoke first. ‘You stick with her if you want, Jax. Not me. I’ll never trust her again.’ But I missed her too — crazy, flamboyant Lizzie.
We looked at Addy. She shrugged. ‘Do what you want, Jax, but I’m with Min. Lizzie’s a two-faced bitch.’
They went home soon after that. I watched them go, and what I thought was that Lizzie was splitting us, choosing Jax because we all knew she had the softest heart and if any of us was going to crack it would be her.
I wondered what Lizzie would do when we ran into each other, because it was going to happen sooner or later.
But, wouldn’t you know it — I ran into Seb, not Lizzie.
‘Hiya, doll,’ he said, smiling that heartbreaker smile that answered my questions about my heart — it leapt straight into overdrive. He was in his car and he pulled up beside me, right where a camera-toting idiot flashed a shot off in my face.
‘Get in,’ Seb said, leaning over and opening the door.
And, god help me, I did.
We roared off leaving camera-guy eating our dust. Seb grinned at me, but didn’t say anything — just drove us down to the south coast and parked the car where we could watch the sea and where I could see the island with Dad on it if I knew where to look.
Seb still loved me. It was going to be all right. He would beg me to forgive him. He would tell me he was sorry — that he loved me and he’d never stopped loving me.
         
He draped an arm across my shoulders. ‘Great to see you, doll.’ He leaned towards me to kiss me.
I flung up a hand and flinched back against the door. My dreams suddenly were as insubstantial as the foam on the sand. ‘You can’t do this, Seb! You can’t just roar into my life and pick me up like a shell on the bloody beach as if nothing has happened.’
He smiled into my eyes, stroked a strand of hair off my cheek. ‘Lizzie was a mistake, doll. Trust me, she didn’t mean anything.’
I jerked my head away from his hand. ‘Don’t bloody call me doll. And she meant something to me. You went off with my best friend.’
He folded his arms and leaned them on the steering wheel. ‘Yeah, I guess. Dumb.’ He shot me another smile. ‘I’m sorry, doll, er, Minna. Won’t happen again, I promise.’
No, it wouldn’t because, just like that, the magic was gone. He wasn’t my boyfriend and the sadness was that I was glad. I sighed. ‘Drive me back, Seb.’
This time I got a puzzled look but he didn’t say anything and we drove back without speaking. I got out. ‘See you round.’
He just lifted a hand and watched as I walked up the path. That was it. Over. It was so over.
I went into the house, yelled out to Mum but didn’t go into the lounge because she had friends over — Jocasta and Mary I’d guess, judging by the shrieks of laughter. Mum would have that kid a couple of months early if they weren’t careful.
I sat on my bed and I wanted to howl. I couldn’t be over Seb. How could that happen when I’d loved him so much, thought of him every waking second? I groaned and grabbed my pillow because I needed to hug something — well, somebody would have been better but there was no handy body around. What was it Dad had said? Something about how I would have got over it all much quicker if we hadn’t been shut away on the island.
         
I thumped the pillow. Bloody life.
Mum called me. ‘What?’ I snarled, but not where she could hear me. By the time I got to the lounge I was my usual charming self. ‘Hi, Mum. Hello Jocasta. Mary.’
Mary, who was an arty photographer, grinned at me. ‘Just wanted to tell you, Minna — your filming on the island — first class. You’ve got the eye, my girl.’
Jocasta laughed at my flabbergasted face. ‘I adore the chook sequences. They’re priceless, and such a brilliant idea.’
I glanced at Mum, and if I had to put a name to the expression on her face it would have to be proud. ‘Um,’ I said, ‘thanks. But where’s the series up to?’ We’d decided, Mum and I, not to watch any of it.
Jocasta passed me the muffins she’d brought with her. ‘The last episode showed Robert’s arrival.’ She shook her head. ‘That Cara would kill and eat her nearest and dearest if it meant good television.’
I glanced at Mum who pulled her mouth down and sighed. ‘Well, that should be the last of the pyrotechnics.’
Yeah, well, maybe. But to my mind there were a few damp firecrackers waiting to dry out and explode, such as facing Lizzie, the hassling I would get when school started, the birth of the baby and the whole thing about where Dad would live or would he take off to some other island a million miles away. But with a bit of luck none of that would get on telly.
         
Dad and Noah came off the island for Christmas. Noah came home and Dad went to the Hargreaves grands’. Noah and I went there for dinner on Christmas Eve. Mum, of course, hadn’t been invited.
‘You are so lucky,’ I said to her. ‘And aren’t you going to tell me off for wearing clothes designed to send Gran bonkers?’
Mum grinned at me. ‘Every cloud has a silver lining, Min. And my silver lining is never having to see your grandmother again for as long as I live. You wear exactly what you like.’
‘Well! You’re singing a different tune these days!’ I said.
‘She’s a bitch swimming as fast as she can off the sinking ship,’ Mum said cheerfully and using the first mixed metaphor I’d heard for months. ‘Said some pretty nasty stuff on telly when the shit hit the fan, according to what Jocasta told me.’
Noah ambled into the room. ‘I’m betting Dad will be out of there before Boxing Day.’
We were arguing about it when Dad called from the doorway. ‘You two ready?’
That brought me down to earth. My father was a visitor in his own home, except that he wouldn’t even cross the threshold.
I picked up the pavlova I had crafted and we left with Mum’s words following us. ‘Have fun!’
         
Dad took the pav from me. ‘This is magnificent, Min. You’re a champion.’ He put it carefully in the car and then he gave me the hugest hug. ‘How are you? How’s everything going?’
God, that island had a lot to answer for — I couldn’t do anything now without wanting to burst into tears. ‘Okay,’ I sniffed. ‘It’s okay. Really, Dad.’
He grabbed my shoulders and took a long, hard look at me. ‘Hmm. All right. That’s good.’ He gave me a whack on the butt. ‘Let’s go then.’
About the only good thing Gran H had going for her was her cooking. We ate well, although I’d bet that all she could taste was vinegar and sawdust judging by the expression on her face. I chatted to Grandad and ignored her because I was not going to wreck a sumptuous meal of roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, gravy and roast spuds — although why she chose to cook that on a summer evening only she would know.
We all made appropriately grateful comments.
Then it was time for dessert. I brought in the pav. It was a damned fine one and I wasn’t the only one to think so. I gave Grandad a slice double the size Gran would have given him. He winked at me.
There was an appreciative silence while we ate except for Gran saying to Noah, ‘Really, Noah — you’re back in civilisation now. Kindly do not lick your plate.’
Grandad smacked his lips and said, ‘That was delicious, Minna. You’re a champion.’
Dad said, ‘Fantastic, Min.’
Noah said, ‘Almost as good as the fish.’
         
We all looked at Gran H. She looked like she’d swallowed sour lemons and then came out with, ‘You’ve surprised me, Minna, I have to admit. There must be more of your father in you than I thought.’
I repeated that to Mum when we got home. She laughed for a week.
Christmas Day was icky. We opened the presents in the morning but Dad wasn’t there and there weren’t any from him.
Mum gave me the drawing she’d done of me digging the bird bath. She’d done it in charcoal from that first sketch. I hugged her. ‘Thanks, Mum. I love it.’
I gave her a shawl in brilliant, jewelled colours, which I’d found in town one day with the girls. ‘I don’t know what you’ll do with it,’ I said, ‘but it kind of looked like you.’
She held it against her face. ‘It’s gorgeous, Min. I shall toss it around my shoulders and be a mad artist.’
Noah gave me a tiny fish he’d carved from a piece of wood. He laughed when he opened my present to him. A silver fish on a chain to wear around his neck.
We went to the Aveson grands’ for lunch and nobody mentioned Dad. It was as if he’d died. Gramps was doing fine with a brand new hip, but there was a For Sale sign outside their house.
Dad came to collect us mid-afternoon. He drove us to a motel. ‘Told you,’ said Noah.
Dad shook his head. ‘She makes me remember all over again why I left home at seventeen.’
But I think a large chunk of the reason for the motel was because he wanted to talk to us — me in particular.
         
He sat on the one kitchen chair, Noah grabbed the armchair and I lounged on the bed. ‘Right, kids. I’ve come to a decision.’
This, I felt, would not be good news. I didn’t say anything and neither did Noah.
Dad did the deep breath — another bad sign. ‘You both know that our marriage is finished?’
‘Yeah,’ said Noah. ‘But only because we’re rocket scientists.’
Dad got a tad snippy at that. ‘It wasn’t the easiest of situations, Noah.’
I managed not to say and whose fault was that? I must be growing up. But by the look on Dad’s face he heard what I didn’t say.
         
‘Yes. Well. That’s beside the point. The point is this. Noah, you and I will go back to the island until school starts, and then we’ll both come back.’
‘For good?’ I asked. This, I was having difficulty believing.
Dad nodded. ‘Yes. For good.’ He looked at me. ‘It’s not fair leaving you to cope with everything, Min.’ I sat up and opened my mouth but he grinned at me. ‘Oh, I know you can handle it all — no question. It’s just that I don’t think you should have to handle it.’
         
This was not what I had expected. I shook my head and tried to take in what else he was saying.
‘I’m going to look for a house near ours. Noah, you will spend every weekend with me. And you too, Min, if you want.’
I should have known it was too good to be true. They could go off and do boy stuff. I’d be like an extra leg they didn’t know what to do with. I stared at my feet. It would be good to have Dad back in the same city. It would be. I just wouldn’t see that much of him.
         
He spoke again. ‘And every Wednesday, Min, you and I will meet at my house at four o’clock. We’ll go to the supermarket and we’ll buy food. Then we’ll cook it.’
That made me sit up. ‘Every week? Four o’clock?’
He crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Yep. Cross my heart and hope to die.’
I flopped back against the wall. ‘Stir-fry. I want stir-fry with cashews.’ He might do it and he might not. Only time would tell. But some of the unsettled feeling I’d had dispersed.



    

  
    
      
         
twenty-nine

The first day of school and the first encounter with Lizzie happened the same day.
A sample of the shit I got handed:
Ooh, look! There’s the telly brat!
Can I have your autograph?
How much money did they pay you?
You swear a lot.
Here comes Miss Celebrity. Where’s the red carpet?
But I actually preferred that to the kids who yelled and rushed me because they really did want my autograph.
I ignored the lot of them and walked into the hall with Jax and Addy where we would discover what classes we’d been put into.
         
Silas Jensen moved a couple of seats away from me. ‘Can’t sit too near the celeb. She’s got a nasty temper, this one.’
Then came Lizzie’s voice. ‘Get over yourself, Silas, and don’t be such a dick.’ She pushed past Jax and Addy and plonked herself down beside me in the space Silas had left. ‘Great to see you, Min.’ She gave me a hug. I didn’t hug back.
‘Lizzie,’ I said. ‘I can stand up for myself. And I’ll choose my friends.’ I eyeballed her. ‘Personally, I prefer people who are not two-faced, selfish cows.’ I turned my back on her.
‘Wow!’ Silas hissed. ‘Cat fight!’
But I wasn’t going to fight Lizzie. I simply wasn’t going to have anything to do with her.
The dean came in and gave us our timetables. I was in the same English class as Jax. The same Maths class as Addy. We were all three in the same Science class. But Lizzie was in every one of my classes except Science.
It could be an interesting year. I wondered how long it would take her to get the message that our friendship was history.
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Dad bought a house ten minutes’ walk from our house. So far, he hasn’t missed a Wednesday dinner. I can now cook stir-fry and lasagne but he still can’t master the art of the pavlova. He and Mum have teamed up enough to make sure Noah can’t slide back into drug world. Dad’s even got the holidays covered — it’s back to the island for both of them and me if I want to go — which I might, especially if the baby turns out to be a screecher.
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My half-brother was born by caesarean section at 1.30 in the morning of 7 February. Mum asked me to phone Robert. I sent him a text.
She called the baby Arthur.
‘Mum! You can’t! Arthur?’
         
‘That’s his name,’ she said. ‘Arthur Aveson.’
There was a bit of a media flurry when he was born. Cara said we had to let her do a follow-up because it was in the contract which was news to us, but we checked it and she was right.
The good thing about that was we got a truck-load of free gear for Arthur from firms who thought seeing their stuff on the programme would be good advertising. And Mum sold five paintings afterwards for what she called grossly inflated prices, but if people were stupid enough to pay that much, then she wasn’t going to stop them.
Arthur is okay. Well, actually, he’s quite sweet. Cute. He squeaks a bit, but he smiles a lot. Jax and Addy are his fan club. I wanted to take him with me on a duty visit to the Hargreaves grands, but Mum wouldn’t let me. She said there was a fine line between being my usual provoking self and being deliberately unkind.
Robert is bearable. He doesn’t try and be all pally with me and Noah — full marks for that. And he does adore the Wee Squeaky Brat. He’s got a girlfriend now and she goes completely gaga whenever she sights the WSB. Mum doesn’t seem worried about not being able to bring him up, but I think it helps that she knows Robert’s around.
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In the follow-up programme, Cara asked me how the island had changed me. I shrugged. ‘I can cook now. And I can do things I’d never dreamed I could do.’
She leaned forward, her eyes shouting out Yay! At last, something deep and meaningful from Minna Hargreaves. ‘That’s very interesting, Minna. What sort of things?’
         
I smiled at her. ‘I can use a spider-infested, long-drop toilet without screaming.’
She gave up at that point. Full marks to Minna.
But I should have remembered that it’s never a good idea to think you’ve outsmarted Cara. She got an interview from Gran H, who was her usual free and frank self. ‘That child was a sulky brat before she went to the island. I have to admit that there’s been quite a transformation.’ And she would be right, because she’s always right, about everything.
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But one thing makes me laugh every time I think of it. Because of the programme, chooks became the ‘in’ pets to have. People gave them to each other for Christmas, for birthdays, to keep their kids happy. But the problem is that when a chook is just a chick it’s very hard to tell if it’s an Arthur or a Martha. Therefore all over the city, as the sun rises, you can hear crowing and cock-a-doodle-dooing. The pet column of the paper is full of ads saying: Rooster, free to a good home.
         
Brilliant.
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