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RUBY YARROW is 14 and she’s the good girl who helps her mum. She cooks, she looks after the little ones and she would rather do all the work herself than make her brother Max help as he’s meant to. That’s okay with Ruby because she knows her mum loves her and relies on her. But it’s not okay with Ruby’s best friend Tia. ‘You know what, Ruby Yarrow,’ Tia yells, ‘I’m not talking to you until you stop being a doormat.’
 

That gets to Ruby. But how do you stop being a doormat? How do you get some backbone and start standing up for yourself? She can’t even get her own bedroom, so why does she think she could get accepted for the school trip to Brazil?
 

But Tia has made her start thinking — and things will never be the same again for Ruby. Or her family.
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Chapter One

I stood back to let Tia go first into my bedroom. She was going to yell — right about … now.
‘Ruby Yarrow! What’s going on? Why are the kids’ beds in your room?’ She faced me and her hands were jammed on her hips. Not a good sign. Her dark eyes were spitting sparks too.
         
I pushed her into the room. ‘Calm down.’ I was glad the rest of the family weren’t home to hear her. ‘It makes sense. Max has to do homework, and he can’t with them there.’ The words sounded weak, even to me.
Tia stuck her face close to mine. ‘I know exactly what happened! Max was all calm and reasonable. He pulled the homework excuse. Your mum looked worried. Then she looked at you and said, Ruby — would you mind?’ Tia took a huge breath and yelled, ‘And stupid you! You cave every time!’
         
I stepped back and rubbed my ears. I didn’t look at her because she was right. That was exactly what had happened.
Tia said, ‘Why didn’t Calvin stop him?’
Calvin was Max’s and my stepdad.
Tia held up a hand. ‘Don’t tell me! He waited till Calvin wasn’t here. Didn’t he?’
I nodded. Calvin took the little ones to visit their gran every month. We lived in Napier and she lived in Waipawa and they stayed there all day.
‘So he doesn’t even know about it yet?’ I shook my head. She stared around the room. ‘You’ve even bloody turned it into the kids’ room.’
Yeah. I had. I’d taken down my pictures and photos, put up Davey’s big rig pictures and Theo’s Wiggles posters.
Tia hadn’t finished with me. She sat down on my bed. ‘You’d better watch out. You’ll disappear if you don’t stand up for yourself.’
I sighed and plonked myself down on Davey’s bed. Theo’s roll-away was under it. They were where I used to keep my work table. ‘I know. Tia, I know all that. But what can I do? Max is right, he does need to study.’
         
‘And you don’t?’ she shot back.
‘No.’ It didn’t matter how hard I tried, nothing made any difference.
She leaned forwards. ‘Listen! You’ve got a different sort of brain. So what? Does that mean you have to take all the crap your family hands out? Stand up for yourself!’
         
It was all right for her. She had four older brothers and they’d left home. She got to go and stay with their families, spoil their kids and leave when she’d had enough.
When I didn’t answer, she jumped off my bed.
Uh oh! She was mad. Good and mad. ‘Tia — it’s okay! I don’t mind. Not really. The kids …’ I was going to say they were no trouble. But that wasn’t true. The mornings were hell. They fought. They moaned. They grizzled.
         
Tia shook a finger at me. ‘Doormat! You’re such an idiot. D’you know what’s going to happen? You’re going to marry the first guy who asks you out. It won’t matter what a scumbag he is. You’ll say Oh yes, please marry me. You drink, you gamble, you chase other women and you’re butt ugly, but I don’t mind. Really.’
         
I laughed. ‘I won’t. Don’t be mean.’
She didn’t laugh back. She stomped to the door. ‘I’m going. And guess what, Ruby Yarrow? I’m not talking to you until you get some backbone.’ She slammed the door shut behind her.
I stared at the door. She didn’t mean it. We’d been friends forever. Since before forever because our mothers met when they were pregnant with us. Mum was only seventeen and Mrs Manu was thirty-five, but they were still friends.
         
I lay on my bed. I made myself think about Max. He always got what he wanted. He was clever. Tia would say cunning and sneaky. Okay, he was cunning and sneaky.
He never moaned. He never whined. He never said It’s not fair. What he did do was harder to fight. The room thing was a good example. On Friday night at dinner, he said, ‘I’ve got a tonne of homework this weekend.’
         
On Saturday, when Calvin was mowing the lawn, Max said, ‘The kids have messed up my homework. I really need …’ Then he hadn’t said anything more.
But he’d said enough. Mum got the worried look on her face. ‘We’ll try and work something out.’
Sunday morning — as soon as Calvin and the kids left the house — Max said, ‘Oh well, I guess I’d better do my homework. Again.’
That was when Mum turned to me. ‘Ruby — would you mind sharing with the little ones? Just till we can work something out?’
And I said, ‘Okay, I don’t mind.’ Lies! Total lies. I did mind. My work table had to go. My shelves where I kept my fashion magazines had to go. There was nowhere for my sewing gear, my magazines and poster paper. I didn’t have the wall space any more to put up the posters I made.
         
Just till we can work something out, Mum had said. I knew exactly when that would be — never.
         
I stood up and pulled the roll-away out. I had to get back on my bed. With the roll-away out, there wasn’t room to stand between it and my bed.
I shoved it back. I tried to shut out the thought in my head. I couldn’t. It was as if I could hear Tia’s voice yelling at me How come Max kept the big room?
         
Yes. Well. That hadn’t even been discussed. Mum didn’t suggest I move into it, and Max sure didn’t. I didn’t like to ask.
I thought about that. I thought hard. I should have asked. I should have said, ‘I don’t want to do it. But I will do it if we can have the big room.’
Why did I never say how I felt?
I shrugged. Max would have found some way to keep the big room. It was too late now.
But part of my brain — the part that Tia had prodded into action — kept on firing thoughts at me. It’s not too late.
         
I flopped back down. Max deserved the big room. He was brainy. We were both in Year 10 even though he was a whole eleven months younger than me. He needed space to do his study and keep all his stuff.
I could hear Tia’s voice yelling, Doormat!
         
My phone went. I was glad. I didn’t like all those thoughts. It was Mum. ‘Ruby, darling — can you put the dinner on? I’m going to be another hour at least.’ She was talking with people from her work about what to say at the next union meeting. ‘I took a chicken out of the freezer. Is Max back?’
         
Tia would have pointed out that she didn’t even wait for me to say, yes, I would put the dinner on, but she sounded tired. I just said, ‘Not yet. Don’t worry, I’ll do it.’
‘Thanks, Ruby. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’
‘S’okay, Mum.’
I started dinner. Mum says I’m a good cook and that I could be a chef one day. She says lots of chefs have learning problems but they’re good chefs anyway. But I don’t want to be a chef.
Max came home ten minutes before the rest of the family. ‘Smells good. I’m starving.’ He grinned at me and vanished into his bedroom. The big bedroom.
I felt a bit of backbone forming. ‘Max!’ I yelled. ‘Come and give me a hand.’
‘Be right there, Ruby.’
Yeah, right. I tried again. ‘Set the table, will you?’
‘I said I’d be there. Don’t stress.’
That’s when I always gave up and did things myself. It was easier. I did them better too. But not today; not ever again. He could do something in return for having the big room to himself.
It felt like I was making one of those important promises people in movies make.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Two

It was Sunday afternoon. Mum, Calvin and the kids all got home together. Davey raced in first, trailed by Theo. ‘I droved the train!’ Davey yelled. ‘I made it go toooot toooot!’
Theo jumped around shouting, ‘Train! Train!’
Calvin picked him up and tucked him under his arm. ‘Come along, lads! Wash your hands and then we’ll eat that delicious meal your wonderful sister has cooked for us.’
Mum hugged me. ‘Thank you, darling. I’m dead on my feet. What a day!’
I smiled at her. ‘It’s almost ready. Sit down. Max is going to set the table.’ And pigs would fly. But damn it! My charming brother could do what he promised for once in his life. I made the gravy and tossed the salad then began carving the chicken.
Calvin came back with the kids. He said to Mum, ‘You’ve changed the kids’ bedrooms, Tessie.’ He spoke in the calm, even voice he used when he didn’t like something. ‘Why?’
         
She flapped a hand at him. ‘Later, Calvin. We’ll talk about it later.’
He kept looking at her until she looked away. He sighed and turned to me. ‘Mmmm! That smells heavenly! You’re a jewel of a girl, Ruby.’ It was a joke with us because his last name was Diamond. ‘When do we eat?’
I shrugged. ‘As soon as Max sets the table. He said he’d do it.’
Calvin strode to the door and called, ‘Max! We’re waiting for you.’
‘Be right there, Calvin.’
Now, if Tia hadn’t yelled at me, I’d have set the table myself. But I didn’t. I sat down beside Mum on the sofa. ‘The dinner will be cold if he doesn’t hurry up.’
‘Drat the boy,’ Calvin said — he looked at Mum. She just shrugged and spread out her hands in a What can I do? sort of way. Calvin set the table himself. His mouth was clamped shut.
         
Max arrived at the exact same moment Calvin finished. ‘I was going to do that. You shouldn’t have done it.’
I gave him the yeah, right look. He glanced at me with his big blue eyes, sat down and stuffed food into his mouth.
         
He got off the dishes too. ‘I have to read this article for science. Jasper printed it off for me.’ A not-so-gentle hint that we didn’t have a computer.
Calvin went out to the garage: ‘I didn’t like the noise the car was making.’
Mum read to the little ones while I did the dishes. This was how our evenings always went. The only difference was me. I was thinking. I was looking at my life through Tia’s eyes. Tia’s eyes didn’t like what they saw.
I shook my head. This was my life. I couldn’t change it. I tried to listen to Mum instead of the thoughts in my head.
         
I wished I could read to the little ones. I used to, when I could make up the stories to go with the pictures, but Davey had just started school and was old enough now to remember the right words. He didn’t like it when I said different ones.
The kids were asleep when I went to bed. They were cute, my little brothers — when they were asleep. I lay listening to their breathing. I thought about Tia and how mad she was with me. I sighed. I didn’t have any choice. We couldn’t put them out in the garage.
Max had to have a place to do his school work. He was going to be a professor, or a scientist, or a lawyer, or all three at once. He never moaned, but I knew he felt he should have been born into a family that had pots of money, a huge house and a servant just for him.
         
Tia’s voice snapped into my head: He’s got a servant. Her name is Ruby Yarrow.
         
I sat up and thumped my hands on my knees. ‘All right! I get the message!’
The boys muttered and moved. I held my breath. I could do without having to settle them down again. How long would it take to get used to sharing my room with them?
I’d have to. I’d scored low in the brains department so Mum was determined Max would go to uni. Nobody in her family ever had. She reckoned she would have. Instead, when she was sixteen, she got pregnant with me. I was born two months after she turned seventeen.
It took me ages to get to sleep that night; I kept thinking about my family. Max would go to uni and get a job he liked. I didn’t want to think about Max. Calvin: we were so lucky, Max and me, to have Calvin for our stepdad. And Mum — she was great, just pretty stressed about work right now.
I turned over, trying to shut out the rest of my thoughts. It didn’t work. I just wished Mum and Calvin would do more with their lives. They could both read properly and they could both write properly. If I could do that, there was no way I’d stick with a job I hated. But Calvin kept on driving a truck for a company that delivered stuff to supermarkets. Mum kept on being a cleaner at the hospital.
         
I wanted to throw my pillow across the room. If I did, I’d wake Davey. I bit it instead. Hard.
 

Mornings in our house were a mess. Calvin had to leave for work at seven. Mum had to leave at eight. She took Theo to day care on her way. I took Davey to school before I met up with Tia. Every morning, the kids yelled and fought. They wouldn’t get dressed. Mum shouted. They cried.
I helped, but once they were wound up, you couldn’t turn them off.
When Mum and Theo left, I was the one who cleaned up the kitchen, made sure Davey had his lunch and walked him to school. Max was meant to help, but he never did.
Tia was right. I was a doormat.
How did you stop being a doormat? Did you say: By the way, family — I’m not a doormat any more? Like that would work.
         
Mum yelled from the kitchen. ‘Rise and shine everybody. Time to get up!’
This was where the kids always started to yell and fight. They didn’t want to get out of bed. They refused to get dressed. They fought over who got to use the bathroom first.
Time for a change.
I sat up. ‘I’m going to be first out of bed.’ I stretched my arms up. ‘I’ll just have a good stretch, then I’ll be the first one to have my feet on the floor.’
         
They fell out of bed. ‘Me!’ Theo shouted.
‘We raced you!’ Davey yelled.
I looked at them. I crawled to the end of my bed so that I could put my own feet on the floor. ‘How did that happen? Have you two got magic buttons?’
They giggled. I grinned back. So far, so good. ‘Davey, this morning, you get to go to the toilet first.’ I pretended to think hard. ‘And what do you do after that? I wish I could remember.’
‘Wash my hands!’
When he came back, Theo had decided what clothes he wanted to wear. I said, ‘Davey — let’s see those awesome clean hands. Wow! Fantastic. Now, I know you can’t dress yourself, so you wait for Theo and me to come back.’
I took Theo to the toilet and when we came back, what do you know! Davey was dressed. I looked around. ‘Who dressed Davey, Theo? Can you see the magic dressing man?’
I got them to make their beds too, then sent them off to breakfast.
When I came into the kitchen, they were eating. The kitchen was peaceful. Mum hugged me. She had tears in her eyes. ‘Ruby, darling — you are such a good person. Thank you. You don’t know what this means to me.’
         
‘It’s okay, Mum.’
‘I’m so stressed at work right now. It’s a huge help not to be stressed this morning too.’ She gave me a wobbly smile.
‘Union stuff?’ I asked. This sounded bad.
‘I think we’re going to have to go on strike. They just won’t listen. And that’ll mean we lose pay — but we can’t live on what we get now.’ She rubbed her face. ‘Sorry. We’ll get there. But you can see why this morning …’ she waved at the boys, ‘… is so fabulous.’
I sat down, thinking hard. I’d just done what Max was supposed to do every morning but never did. I’d done it by using things I’d learned from all those TV nanny shows. I was surprised how well they worked.
I ate my breakfast. When would there be a programme about how to cope with a charming, clever brother who was only eleven months younger than you?
I’d like one that would tell me what to say when my teachers gave me the look that meant: Max Yarrow is your brother? He must have got all your brains too.
         
It took about a month for teachers to find out that I was Max’s sister. Then the looks would start. We were only three weeks into the year.
Max wandered in. Sat down. He put a book on the table in front of him and ate his breakfast. Mum said, ‘Max. Make your bed and clean the kitchen before you go.’
         
‘Mmm, what?’ He looked up and smiled at her. ‘Oh, right. Sure, Mum. Don’t stress.’
The normal morning conversation.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Three

Mum and Theo left. Max got up, left his dishes on the table and went back to his room.
I should leave it all. It was his job. But if I didn’t do it now, I’d have to do it when I got home. I washed the dishes.
Then I asked Max to come and dry them. ‘Be right there,’ he said.
Like that was going to happen. Slacker.
I left them on the bench.
As Davey and I left the house, I shouted, ‘Max! We’re going now. Lock up. And don’t forget to dry the dishes.’
I shut the door in the middle of his answer. Davey and I walked to his school, four blocks from home. ‘Have a good day, buddy.’ I watched him run inside to dump his bag.
I biked to Tia’s house. She’d gone. Mrs Manu said, ‘She left a message, Ruby. But if she wants to say those things to you, she can do it herself.’ She smiled at me. ‘She’d better get over herself before next week. She’s going to buy a new top to …’
         
I held up a hand. ‘Don’t tell me! It’s the school tour from Brazil, isn’t it? She wants to wow all those hot boys!’
Mrs Manu laughed. ‘Right first time. But she’ll get something awful if you’re not with her.’
I smiled. Mrs Manu was great. So was Tia. Usually.
I biked to school by myself. I hated her being mad at me.
When I went into our form room, she turned her back. She was with Carly and Megan. That was tricky. All four of us were friends. I sat by myself. If Tia wouldn’t talk to me, I couldn’t talk to the others either.
Carly looked over at me, turned back to Tia and asked her a question. Tia shrugged her shoulders and said something I couldn’t hear. Carly and Megan glanced at me. They looked upset.
Mr Wood breezed in before they could come over. ‘Okay, troops. Let’s start the week. Who’s here and who’s not.’ He picked up the roll book. The list of girls started with Miriama Api. Megan Chapman was next. Carly Griffiths was five names further down. Tia Manu was in the middle. Ruby Yarrow was the girl at the end of the alphabet.
         
I wouldn’t mind so much, except that every teacher always called the names the same way: Miriama … Megan … Carly … Tia … and Ruby Yarrow.
         
I was the lucky one who got the and plus both names. I always hoped that one day there would be a new girl called Zoe Zimmerman.
I could ask him not to say both my names.
         
No. I couldn’t! I just couldn’t.
Did Tia mean it when she said she wouldn’t talk to me until I got some backbone? Would telling Mr Wood about my name mean I had backbone? I shook my head. No, and it didn’t really matter. Not really. Backbone was for important stuff.
Tia walked right past me out of the room. She didn’t even look at me. Carly and Megan let her go. Megan said, ‘She’s in a snot with you, Ruby.’
I pulled a face. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I don’t want to drag you two into it.’
Carly said, ‘She’ll get over it. She’s so busy with kapa haka we won’t see much of her anyway.’
‘They won’t practise so much after the Brazil visit,’ Megan warned. ‘That gives her a couple of weeks to get over herself.’
Thirty kids from Brazil were coming in mid-March. Tia would be part of the welcome and Mr Tahu, their new kapa haka teacher, wasn’t happy with the standard. He worked them hard.
Before we went into English, Megan said, ‘Are you two going to apply for Brazil?’
         
Carly shook her head. ‘Nah. They don’t speak English.’
‘Ruby?’
I shook my head. ‘No point. They wouldn’t choose me.’
Megan stepped out of the way of other kids busting to get to class. ‘But would you? If you thought you had a chance?’
I shrugged. ‘We haven’t got four thousand dollars.’
Carly shook her finger at me. ‘Ruby Yarrow! Didn’t you listen? That’s why they make us apply a year before we go. To earn the money.’
I laughed. ‘Okay! A month in Brazil?’ I thought of getting away from my family, from Tia, from people who didn’t know I couldn’t read or write properly — for a whole month. ‘Yes, I’d apply.’
Megan clapped her hands. ‘Fantastic! I want to, but I don’t want to if nobody else does.’
I opened my mouth. Carly slapped her hand over it. ‘Too late! You said you would, so you’ve got to.’
I pulled her hand away and laughed. ‘All right. I’ll apply.’ Anything to help out a mate.
Mr Wood handed out the application forms after lunch. I took one. Tia was busy making sure she didn’t look at me. She didn’t notice.
She hadn’t spoken to me all day.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Four

I left straight after school to pick Davey up. I watched while he showed me how he could slide down the fireman’s pole. We walked out the gate, and found a little kid on the footpath.
‘That’s Cat,’ Davey said. ‘Are you waiting for your mum, Cat?’
‘Not here.’ Cat stamped a foot. ‘I want go home.’
I knelt down beside her. ‘Would you like us to stay till she comes?’
She looked hard at me without saying anything.
‘That’s my sister,’ Davey said. ‘She’s Ruby.’
‘Ruby,’ Cat repeated. She smiled. ‘Okay, Ruby.’
Davey wanted to go back and play, but Cat shook her head. ‘Stay here.’
We stayed. I sat between them and they leaned against me. ‘Story,’ said Cat. ‘Please.’
         
‘The three little pigs,’ Davey said. ‘But don’t kill them. I like pigs.’
I told the story without killing any of the pigs. ‘Again,’ said Cat. We got to the second pig building his house of straw, and then a car pulled up.
Cat jumped up. ‘Mama!’
Her mother leapt out of the car and grabbed her up in a hug. She held Cat tight, smiled at me and said, ‘Thank you.’
‘You’re welcome.’ Davey and I stood up, I picked up my bike and we went on our way.
I chatted to him with one part of my mind. With the other part, I was wondering if Tia would say I shouldn’t have stayed with Cat. Should I have found a teacher to look after her?
I hadn’t had to do anything hard, or dangerous. It was no big deal.
Just like asking Mr W not to say and Ruby Yarrow wasn’t a big deal.
         
I unlocked the door. To hell with you, Tia Manu!
         
Max hadn’t dried the dishes.
I made Davey a snack and wondered what to do. A doormat would put those dishes away.
Just like a doormat wouldn’t say anything to Mr Wood about her name.
‘Bugger you, Tia Manu!’ I yelled.
Poor Davey stared at me as if I’d gone mad. I grinned at him. ‘It’s okay, Davey — it’s just something Tia said to me.’
         
He ran over and threw his arms around my waist. ‘Can we play with the hose?’
We put on our togs and messed around with the hose. It was called watering the garden. We had the best watered lawn in the street.
Mum rang about four. ‘How was your day, darling? Can you do the spuds and make a salad? I’ve got sausages. We’ll have a barbie.’
Max blew in just before Calvin got home. He raided the cupboards and left cheese, crackers and crumbs all over the bench.
I just said, ‘Max — clean up your mess. And do the dishes you said you’d do this morning.’
He waved a hand at me, nodded and vanished into his big, quiet room.
I didn’t know about getting backbone, but I sure was getting mad.
Ten minutes later, at five o’clock, Calvin got home with Theo. We had the barbie ready to go by the time Mum got back at six.
Calvin started cooking the sausages. Mum sat down and smiled at me. ‘Bless you, Ruby. Thanks for doing the dinner.’
I smiled back. ‘No prob, Mum.’ I took a deep breath. My backbone felt non-existent, but I would try. ‘Mum — can you get Max out here? There’s some stuff I want to say.’
Mum’s eyebrows rose. Calvin gave me a weird sort of look, and a tiny nod. I wished Mum would let him discipline us. But she said she had to be the one to do it. She said Calvin had come into our lives when we were too old for him to be like our real father. We didn’t remember our real father. He was somewhere in Australia, we thought.
         
Mum shouted, ‘Max! Come here, please.’
‘He’ll say: Be right there,’ I said. ‘And he won’t show till it’s time to eat.’
         
Mum stared at me. ‘Ruby! That’s not like you.’
‘Be right there!’
I leaned towards Mum. ‘See? He does it all the time. Please, Mum — get him out here.’
Mum sighed. She got up and plodded into the house.
Calvin smiled at me. ‘Good for you, Ruby. I’ll help all I can.’
That nearly made me cry.
Mum didn’t come back for ages. A surprised Max followed her.
Calvin turned the sausages. Davey and Theo sat on high stools and told him which ones were done.
I took a deep breath. Why should I be so shaky? This was my family. They shouldn’t walk all over me.
You shouldn’t let them.
         
Bloody Tia again. Get out of my head.
         
I stood up. ‘Max — you left all the work to me this morning. You always do. And I’ve always done yours. It was easier. But today, I didn’t do it. The dishes are still on the bench. The mess you made when you got home is still on the bench. You need to fix it all. Now.’
         
He laughed. ‘Is that all? I thought something important had happened.’
That was the prod I needed to say the next bit. Stupid Max! He shouldn’t have laughed at me.
‘No,’ I said. ‘It isn’t. The other bit is this. The boys and I are going to have the big room. You can have the small one.’
He waved a hand to shush me. ‘Not an option, Ruby. The big one is mine. End of discussion.’
I shrugged. ‘Okay. In that case, we’ll move their beds back into your big room. Suit yourself.’
He smiled at Mum. It was the smile of somebody clever who was smiling about somebody dumb and stupid. ‘That’s not reasonable. I need to be able to do my homework.’
Davey slid off his stool and ran to me. ‘I want Ruby! Max is mean.’
‘Ruby! Ruby!’ Theo chanted.
Mum pushed at her hair. ‘Uh, I’ll think about it, Ruby.’
I felt sick. I’ll think about it meant nothing would change.
         
Max looked at his watch. He acted like this was a total waste of his valuable time.
         
Calvin stood with the tongs in the air. He didn’t look at the sausages. He looked at me, then at Mum. ‘Tessie, I’m going to say what I think.’ He waved the tongs at her. ‘Yes, I know — this is between you, Max and Ruby. But I want to say this: Ruby is right. She’s done a huge thing in agreeing to have the boys in with her. It’s totally wrong and unfair that all three of them are crammed into that little room.’
Mum got all snippy. Her voice was cold and cross. ‘Thank you, Calvin. But I’ll handle my own children. I’ve said I’ll think about it, and I will.’ She turned to me. ‘Happy?’
         
I managed to shake my head. ‘No. I know what’ll happen. It’s what always happens — nothing.’ I gulped. ‘There’s three of us. We should have the big room. I haven’t even got room …’ I gave up because I was crying. I ran back into the house. I didn’t have a room any more. I rushed out the back door, grabbed my bike and took off. It wasn’t fair. There they were, Max and Mum, stuffing their faces with the food I’d got ready and she’d be listening to bloody Max being all reasonable. He’d say that change was always hard. He’d say I’d settle down. He’d tell her not to worry. The worst thing was — she always fell for it.
         
I rode to the park, found a bench and sat down.
I wiped my face and blew my nose. What could I do? How could I make her see? Max would talk her round every time. It was nice what Calvin had said, though. It wouldn’t help, but it was nice.
         
I could go on strike.
I gasped. Could I? That would make things so hard for Mum. I sat and thought about it for ages.
I rode home. I had a plan. I hoped I had the guts — the backbone — to stick to it. If I didn’t, the three of us would be jammed up in the little room forever.
Calvin was bathing the kids when I got home. Mum was folding washing and she had the ironing board set up. Max was in his room with the door shut.
I waited till the kids were in bed and Mum and Calvin were both in the lounge. Calvin was watching telly and Mum was doing the ironing. ‘Mum — what did you decide?’
Calvin turned the telly off.
Mum frowned and used her snippy voice. ‘I’m thinking about it, Ruby. Max is being very reasonable.’
I just bet he is. ‘When will you decide?’
         
She pushed her hands through her hair. ‘Don’t nag, Ruby! Soon.’
‘Please sit down, Mum,’ I said. I was shaking. I felt sick. It wouldn’t matter if I was because I hadn’t eaten any dinner.
She sighed, looked at the ironing and sat.
I’d worked out what to say. I said it. I ended with, ‘So that’s why we need the big room. I want to swap over.’
         
Mum shook her head. ‘No, Ruby. I’ve told you I’ll think about it. Stop going on and on.’
Calvin said, ‘Tessie, I’ll say it again: Ruby is right. I’ll do the swap right now.’
‘Calvin! Butt out,’ Mum snapped.
He shut his mouth in a tight line. He kept his eyes on her face. She glared back. I didn’t want them fighting about me.
I pushed my fists into my gut but it didn’t stop the sick feeling. I couldn’t help saying more. It was as if the thoughts had been in my head forever and wouldn’t stay there any longer. ‘It means Max will get his own way. He always does.’ I swallowed. ‘This isn’t fair, and you know it’s not.’
I stopped. Mum rubbed her head and said wearily, ‘Give over, Ruby. I don’t need this!’
Max had won, again. I couldn’t go on strike — the kids would get upset, Mum would get stressed. Calvin would support me, but that would make him and Mum fight.
I walked out and went to my room. The boys were asleep. They looked like little angels. They’d probably grow up to be just like Max. I’d be running after the three of them forever.
No, I bloody would not.
I went back to the lounge. Mum hadn’t gone back to the ironing. She was glaring at Calvin. He was frowning at her.
         
‘Mum? You need to hear this!’ I was shouting, but I didn’t care. ‘I’m going on strike.’
Calvin’s shoulders relaxed. He said, ‘Good for you, Ruby. Good for you!’
I kept shouting. ‘I’m not going to help out until I get the room we should have. Or until the boys go back into Max’s room. I don’t care. But things are not staying like they are now.’
         
Mum glared at me instead of at Calvin. ‘Don’t be stupid, Ruby. You can’t go on strike. We’re a family.’
‘No. We’re not.’ Tears blurred my eyes. I swiped them away. ‘I’m the slave around here. I take Davey to school. I pick him up. I look after him when we get home. I get the dinner ready. I do the dishes.’ She stared at me, stunned. I never shouted. I should do it more often. ‘I’ll tell you what Max does. Nothing. You let him get away with it. You give him the best room. You listen to him. But you never listen to me,’ I yelled. ‘So I’m going on strike.’
         
I left the room. It was too early to go to bed, but I did anyway. If I still had my work table, I’d make a poster for Tia to show her what sort of top she should buy. But my magazines were out in the garage. So was the table and all my sewing gear.
I could fill in the Brazil form.
I crawled to the end of my bed. My bag hung on the hook behind the door. I reached it without putting a foot on the floor.
         
I sat there and read the form. It took me half an hour.
I filled it in. That took an hour.
I still hadn’t done the hard part. They said to write a hundred words about why we wanted to go to Brazil.
It was late by the time I’d done that. I counted the words. There were eleven.
I set the alarm on my phone for 6.45.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Five

I knew I’d give in unless I did something different in the morning. When my alarm went, I got up before the boys woke up. I wanted to go back to sleep. It was hard getting up, but I did it.
Calvin was in the kitchen finishing his breakfast. He stood up and hugged me. ‘Don’t give in, Ruby. It’ll be hard for a day or two. But don’t give in. You hear me?’
I sniffed and nodded. ‘Thanks, Calvin.’
I put bread in the toaster. I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten anything last night.
Mum came in.
Before she could ask why I was up so early, I said, ‘Mum — what’s happening about the rooms?’
She frowned. ‘Leave it, Ruby. Things will work out.’
I headed for the door.
‘Where are you going? Don’t be long, darling. You know how much I rely on you in the mornings.’
         
Yeah, and evenings, days, nights as well. She was smiling at me — as if telling me that was giving me a present.
         
‘I do know, Mum. Thanks for saying it, though. But get Max to help. I’m on strike. Bye.’ I left but I saw her mouth hanging open in surprise.
I went to Tia’s. I hoped her mum would feed me. I was starving. And shaky.
I forgot Tia wasn’t talking to me. I hammered on the door.
She opened it, went to slam it, but she saw my face. ‘Hey! What’s up? You’re a mess!’ She dragged me inside.
‘I’m hungry,’ I sobbed. ‘And I’ve got the worst family in the world.’
‘Mum!’ Tia bellowed.
They were great. Mrs Manu cooked me a feed while I told them what had happened. ‘And I’m scared that Calvin will tell Mum off and they’ll fight and he’ll leave.’
Tia stared at me. ‘Wow! Ruby — that’s heavy. I’m sorry — should have kept my big mouth shut.’
I banged my fist on the table. ‘No! I’m glad you yelled at me. I’m sick of being a doormat.’ I wiped away yet more tears. ‘I just didn’t know how hard it would be to stop.’
         
Mrs Manu set a plate of scrambled eggs in front of me. ‘Eat. Things never look so bad when you’ve got a full stomach.’
         
Tia said, ‘But Mum — what can she do? It’s awful the way she has to do all the work.’
Her mother smiled. ‘Stay strong. Kia kaha, Ruby. The hard part’s done now.’
‘No, it isn’t,’ Tia said. ‘I want her to come shopping with me on Saturday.’
‘Yes, that’ll be hard,’ her mother agreed. She gave me a huge hug. ‘Don’t worry, Ruby. You’ve done all you can for now.’
I drank a cup of hot chocolate while Tia got ready. Just before we left, my phone went. I pulled a face. ‘It’s Mum.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Hello.’
I could hear the kids in the background. They were fighting and Theo was crying. Ouch. I felt so guilty.
‘Ruby — you’ve made your point. We’ll talk about it tonight and make a decision. Are you happy now?’
I stopped feeling guilty. ‘I’ll see you tonight.’ I disconnected before she could ask if I’d pick Davey up.
Tia stood watching me. ‘You know, I never thought she’d be like that.’
I sighed. ‘Me neither.’ Mum probably figured I’d give in, Max would be happy and everything would go back to normal.
The phone went again. ‘Will you pick Davey up?’
         
If she’d been asking Max, she’d have said please. ‘Sorry, Mum. Ask Max.’
Tia slapped a hand over her mouth.
‘Ruby!’ Mum said. She sounded like she was nearly crying. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you! For goodness’ sake — you know what Max is like!’ She still hadn’t said please.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I know what he’s like. Goodbye, Mum.’
I put the phone down. ‘I feel awful. Mean and guilty.’
Mrs Manu gave me another hug. ‘Your mum loves you, Ruby. It’ll be all right — you’ll see. Bye girls, have a good day.’
‘Don’t say anything to the others,’ I said to Tia as we rode off. ‘I want to forget all about it for a few hours.’
‘Okay,’ Tia said. ‘Shall I tell you about Jed?’
‘Jed?’ My voice squeaked. ‘Jed as in Watkins?’
‘That’s the one,’ she said. She had a smile on her face. Sort of happy and dreamy — a very pleased-with-herself sort of smile.
‘Tell!’ I ordered.
She laughed. ‘Nothing much. We’re going to the movies on Friday night. He’s sent me five texts this morning already.’
‘Woohoo!’ I yelled. ‘But when did all this happen?’ I hadn’t seen them together. Carly and Megan hadn’t said anything either.
         
‘He waits for me after kapa haka and we walk back to my house together.’ She grinned. ‘It’s kind of cool. He’s nicer than he is in class.’
That had to be good. He could be a total dick in class.
Then she said, ‘Tell me about Brazil. Are you going to hand in your form?’ Her voice had a challenge in it.
So she had noticed I’d taken a form.
‘You know,’ I said, thinking about it, ‘I wasn’t going to. I just took one because Megan wanted me to.’ And wasn’t that the sort of thing I always did? I shook my head. ‘But now — after all this, I’m going to do it. I’m going to try my hardest.’
We rode the rest of the way without talking. I heard her laughing every now and then. When we got to school, she said, ‘You know, Ruby — it’s great! Backbone suits you.’
Maybe. But it sure wasn’t comfortable. It wasn’t easy either. I didn’t want to go back to being a spineless doormat though. I didn’t want that at all.
Mr W collected our Brazil forms. Five of us handed them in. Megan said, ‘I’m so glad you’re applying too, Ruby. It’s scary.’
I didn’t go home after school. I stayed and watched kapa haka. Jed turned up too. He sat down beside me. ‘She’s good,’ he said, never taking his eyes off Tia.
         
Yes, she was. It was soothing, sitting there and listening to the beat of feet, watching the girls’ poi swinging. Mr T was tough with them. He made them sing the same verse of the waiata six times before he was satisfied.
‘You reckon this’ll scare the kids from Brazil?’ Jed asked as we watched the haka.
I shrugged. I just hoped it wouldn’t put them off. If they went home and said how scared they were, then that might be the end of the exchange.
I wondered what to do when the practice ended. I didn’t want to be piggy in the middle between Tia and Jed. I grinned at Tia when she came off the stage. ‘You look hot up there. See you tomorrow.’
She grabbed my arm. ‘Are you going home?’
‘Not yet. I have plans.’ I said it grandly. She believed me and let my arm go.
We picked up our bikes. Tia and Jed wheeled theirs. I jumped on mine and rode off.
I realised I did have a plan after all. I needed to earn four thousand dollars for the Brazil trip. I would look for a job.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Six

I rode to the little shopping centre five minutes from my house. I wished I could change out of my uniform, but no way was I going home yet. I went into the first shop and asked the guy at the checkout, ‘Excuse me, but I was wondering — do you have any jobs?’
         
I blushed. That sounded so stupid. He stared at me like he knew I was dumb. ‘How would I know?’
That made me mad. ‘I thought you might have a brain in your head,’ I snapped. ‘Sorry for being wrong.’ I walked out.
I stood on the footpath to calm down. It was hot. Rude guy. I didn’t want to work in a nuts and bolts shop anyway.
Time to try the next place. Another guy at the check-out. ‘Excuse me, but could I speak to the boss?’
         
The boss was out the back. I knocked on the door. The boss said, ‘No jobs.’ He sounded fed up with people asking.
I kept going. The people got more polite as I worked my way along the shops, but the answer was always no, sorry.
The superette was the last and biggest place. I came in here often and I knew who the owner was. He joked with the customers and always had a smile on his face. I found him filling a freezer at the back of the shop. ‘Excuse me, Mr Vine, but I was wondering if you had a part-time job that I could do?’
He stood up. No smile today. ‘The sign on the window is big enough. Can’t you read?’ He was holding a big bag of frozen peas. He threw it back. ‘That damn notice has been on the window long enough. It doesn’t suit you, eh? You want to sit on your bum and file your nails. Well, bugger off and don’t waste my time.’
This was Mr Vine? Nice Mr Vine who always joked and laughed? I turned and walked out. Who would want to work for him anyway? I looked at the window when I got outside. There was a notice — A3 size. It would take me ages to work out what it said. I didn’t want to try, not with Mr Vine glaring at me from inside the shop.
         
What now? I looked at my watch. 4.45. Mum would get home at five. My gut cramped. Her day would have been so bad. What about Davey? Who had picked him up from school? I hoped somebody had. What about that little girl, Cat? Her mother might have been late again. I was an idiot. I didn’t have to worry about Cat. The teachers would look after her. But she was so little. I picked up my bike.
         
I wanted to go home and check to make sure Davey was okay. I wanted to ask him about Cat. I didn’t. Instead, I went to the park and sat on a swing.
It was peaceful, swinging backwards and forwards. I thought about Brazil. I didn’t know anything about it. It would be so amazing to go there. The kids from Brazil would be here in a couple of weeks. Would they speak English?
My phone went. It was Mum. ‘Ruby — this is beyond a joke! I’ve missed so much work today and all because of you. Where are you? I need you home. Right now.’
         
I was shaking. She never yelled at me. Never.
‘Ruby? D’you hear me?’
I could hear her and I could hear Theo grizzling, and Davey whining. He was hungry. He needed food right now.
         
I sucked in a breath and asked the big question. ‘What have you decided about the room?’
She screeched at me. ‘Max keeps it. At least he doesn’t give me all this grief!’
         
Fine! I cut her off.
Let the kids yell. Let her get stressed. It served her right. I jumped on my bike and rode to Tia’s house.
They gave me dinner.
Mum didn’t ring again. She didn’t seem to worry about where I was.
At about eight, the landline rang. Mrs Manu answered it. When she came back, she said, ‘Your mum’s coming over, Ruby.’
I jumped up.
‘Sit down a minute. I’ll try and talk to her. If you’d like me to?’
I nodded. ‘Oh, yes — please. But I don’t want to be here. She’ll just go on and on at me.’
Tia grabbed my hand and hauled me up. ‘We’ll go to Frank and Jenny’s.’ Frank was her oldest brother and they lived a couple of blocks away.
They were sitting outside when we arrived. Jenny put drinks in our hands and told us to sit. The lemonade gave me hiccups. It seemed to help settle my nerves though. My gut didn’t hurt so much.
The minutes crept past. Tia yawned. ‘Go home,’ I told her. She shook her head.
We’d been there for ages by the time my phone went. I snatched it up. ‘Mum?’
She sounded dead tired. ‘Come back to Tia’s, will you, Ruby? Please?’
         
‘Okay.’ I pulled a face. I didn’t know if it would be okay.
We left. Tia didn’t say much. I didn’t say anything. I was too worried.
Mum’s eyes were red. She had a plastic bag full of used tissues beside her. Mrs Manu smiled at me, and gave me a small nod.
I sank onto the couch. ‘Mum?’
She managed a wobbly smile. Then she leaned over and hugged the breath out of me. ‘I’m so sorry, Ruby. You’re right. The room thing — it’s so unfair.’ She let me go and wiped her eyes again.
‘We’re going to have the big room?’ I couldn’t quite believe it.
She sighed. ‘That’s right. I should never have put all three of you in your room. Sorry, darling.’
I still didn’t really believe it would happen. ‘Ah — when? When will we do the change-over?’
She leaned back. ‘Calvin’s doing it now. He was so mad with me.’ She shook her head. ‘Sorry, darling. Very sorry.’
Mrs Manu patted her knee. ‘There, there, Tessie. It’s all right. Don’t cry any more.’
Mum stood up. ‘Thanks, Netta. You’re such a good friend.’
They hugged and we left. Tia mouthed, Yay!
         



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Seven

Tia turned up at my house in the morning just as Davey and I were leaving.
‘I’m not going to believe it till I see it. Show me the room.’
Davey towed her into the house. ‘We’ve got the big room and it’s good cos Ruby’s nice.’
         
She looked at it. ‘Better. Not perfect, but better.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘His highness didn’t like it, then?’
‘You could say that.’
Max was still in a mood. He didn’t speak to Mum and he especially didn’t say anything to me. I got a bucketful of evil looks though.
Tia and I dropped Davey off, then I said, ‘Come past the superette.’ I told her about Mr Vine and the notice.
She said, ‘I can tell you what it says — it’s been up there for ages. He wants a cleaner from six to seven each morning. Six days a week. Nine bucks an hour.’
         
I got out my calculator. That would earn me about two thousand, eight hundred dollars. ‘That would get me about halfway to Brazil.’
We got on our bikes and rode off. ‘You’re serious about Brazil?’ she asked. ‘You really want to go?’
It was too good a chance to miss. I shook my head. ‘I’d like to go. But they need me at home. It’s a whole month, Tia.’
She yelled at me before she saw that I was laughing so hard I could hardly pedal. ‘Bitch,’ she said cheerfully.
As we were chaining our bikes up, she said, ‘You haven’t forgotten about the shopping trip on Saturday?’
‘Looking forward to it.’ I glanced at her. ‘You can wear the new gear when you go out with Jed next.’
She shook her head. ‘Nah — it’s the old stuff for him.’
That didn’t sound like a girl who was crazy about her boyfriend. She just laughed and wouldn’t say anything more.
We went into our form room with Megan and Carly.
Mr W called the roll. He got to the end — and Ruby Yarrow. Weird, it didn’t bother me today.
         
Tia lifted her eyebrows and looked at me. I shook my head. ‘I’ll do it if it bothers me, and not until then.’
She rolled her eyes and shrugged.
Then Mr W read out the notices. The interviews to choose who would get to go on the Brazil trip were next week.
Megan shivered. ‘I’m nervous already.’
I was too, even though I knew they wouldn’t pick me. I wished they would. If I worked for Mr Vine I could earn the money. That would be a start.
I made up my mind. I’d go and see him as soon as I could after school.
When Calvin got home at five, I told him I had to go out. ‘Back soon.’
Mr Vine was serving a woman. He joked with her and his eyes sank into the laugh lines around them. I waited, then I stepped back while he served a kid not much older than Davey. When there was nobody else at the counter, the jokes stopped. ‘You again. What this time?’
‘I’ve come about the job,’ I said. I kept my voice polite.
‘Huh. Learned to read between now and yesterday, did you?’ But he said it quietly so the others in the shop wouldn’t hear.
I held my head high. ‘No, Mr Vine. I can’t read. Not very well. But I can work. I’d like to apply for the cleaning job.’
         
He scrunched his eyes into slits. ‘Can’t read, eh? Stupid, are you? All right, you can have the job. One week’s trial. Start tomorrow. Don’t be late.’
‘Thank you.’ I was just about out of the shop when he came after me.
He muttered, ‘Five bucks an hour for you, and lucky to get that if you can’t read.’
My heart went whoomph! right down into my feet. Five dollars an hour. That wouldn’t be enough to get me anywhere near Brazil.
I rode home. It was a job and I could do it without turning my family upside down. That was good. I couldn’t face another fight. I should be happy. But I was almost crying. If you couldn’t read, you weren’t worth nine dollars an hour.
I wanted to go home, lie on my bed and bawl my eyes out. I couldn’t. Theo and Davey would be all over me.
I got off my bike and walked. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. I was a good worker, I knew I was. You didn’t need to be a good reader to be a good cleaner. That’s about when my brain started to work. Or maybe I started using some backbone.
He couldn’t do that! He couldn’t pay me less because I couldn’t read. Mum would yell when I told her.
I was right, she did. ‘Bastard!’ she said. ‘You know, Ruby, it’s lucky we’ve got unions. I’d be working for four dollars an hour if we didn’t have the union.’
         
It was great to have her on my side again, but I didn’t want her lecture on unions. ‘Are you going on strike?’ Ouch! Shouldn’t have said that. I thought strike would be a dirty word with her right now.
But she just shrugged. ‘The bosses are still talking. While there’s talk, there’s hope. We don’t want to strike.’
She told me what to say to Mr Vine. ‘And don’t work for five dollars, Ruby. That’s outrageous.’
The afternoon turned into evening. Max stayed in his room — the small room. Calvin played rugby outside with the kids. I cooked the dinner and Mum vacuumed the lounge. Max had left the remains of his after-school snack on the bench.
I thought about that while I worked. In the end, I cleaned it up. As soon as I’d done it, I wished I hadn’t. Ruby Yarrow — servant to her brother Max.
He was still giving us all the silent treatment. Calvin ignored him. Mum did too, which surprised me. Mum and Calvin were good again. Thank goodness.
I set the alarm on my phone for 5.30. I was going to work in the morning. I was on my way to Brazil.
I managed to shut the phone up before it woke the kids. Five-thirty in the morning is a stupid time to be awake. I lay there for a bit. Should I go to work?
         
Brazil. I really wanted to be on that trip. None of the other kids would be able to read once we got to Brazil. I’d be the same as everybody else.
I got out of bed.
I arrived at the superette at one minute to six. Old Grumble-guts let me in. ‘There’s the broom. There’s the mop and bucket. The toilet’s through here. Get started.’
I felt sick. I couldn’t argue with him about the money. I just couldn’t. It’d be all right — he’d probably pay me more when he saw that I was a good worker.
I picked up the broom. And heard Tia’s voice in my head: You let them walk all over you, and you cave every time.
         
Mr Vine wouldn’t change his mind. He’d take everything he could.
‘Get moving!’ he growled. ‘I haven’t got all day, and I’m not paying you to stand around like an idiot.’
I looked straight at him. What did it matter if he told me to get out? I’d find another job. ‘Mr Vine, five dollars an hour isn’t enough. You have to pay the legal youth rate.’ Which was what Mum had told me to say.
His face went red. ‘Five bucks and that’s it. Take it or leave it.’
‘I’ll leave it.’ I tapped my foot on the floor. ‘Clean your own floor. It sure needs it.’ I turned and walked away.
         
It was sunny outside. I stopped to breathe in the clean morning air. Stupid man.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Eight

The interview list for the Brazil trip was in the morning notices. ‘Girls are on Monday,’ Megan said. ‘I’m in the morning and you’re at 2.50 after Amanda Trask.’
There were twenty-two girls on the list, and twenty-eight boys. They would choose fifteen girls and fifteen boys. ‘I’m glad there aren’t as many girls,’ Megan said. ‘We’ve got a better chance of being picked.’
I looked at Wiremu. They’d pick him for sure. I’d pick him. He was good at sport, good at art, he won prizes for public speaking. He looked pretty cool too. He winked at me. ‘Let’s make sure they choose all five of us!’ He did a strong-man pose. ‘The fantastic five from 10JW take on Brazil!’
         
Megan shoved him. ‘Stop it! You’re making me nervous.’
         
I swallowed. I was nervous too. Damn — when had the butterflies got into my gut? I knew they wouldn’t pick me, so why worry? But I knew why. It was because the more I thought about it, the more I wanted to go.
         
Tia asked if I’d taken Mr Vine’s job.
‘The cleaning job?’ Carly asked. ‘That notice has been in his window for weeks. Mum reckons he never cleans his floors. She doesn’t like him.’
‘She’s right. About not liking him, I mean,’ I said. I told them what happened when I turned up for work that morning.
Tia said nothing. She grabbed me, turned me around and prodded my back. ‘Ha! Backbone!’ She laughed. ‘And your reward is — you get to come shopping with me on Saturday!’
In a perfect world, my reward would be a trip to Brazil.
I would look for another job after school.
I picked Davey up and we went home. I needed to grab Max when he breezed in, and talk to him before he breezed out again. That gave me the few seconds it took him to chuck off his uniform.
When he came in, I called through the door of his room, ‘Max — can you help me? I want to ring places about a job.’
He was charming Max again. ‘Sure, Ruby. I’ll just pop over to Justin’s. Won’t be long. I’ll do it as soon as I get back.’ He flashed me a smile as he rushed past me.
         
I snatched hold of his T-shirt and hauled him to a stop. ‘Just listen a mo, bro.’
He gave a Hollywood sigh. ‘What now? I’m in a hurry.’ He used his calm, reasonable voice. The one that meant: You can’t argue with me.
         
Yes, I can. ‘Max, we both know that means you won’t do it.’ I held up a hand to stop what he was going to say. ‘So will you do it? Now? It’s okay if you won’t. Tia will help me. You can stay here with Davey. And put the dinner on.’ Actually, that sounded like a good idea.
         
He shrugged. ‘Sorry. Gotta go.’
I felt backbone right through to my front. ‘No, you don’t. Help me for five minutes, or stay here with Davey. And do the dinner.’
‘Make me!’ He stalked off.
I was shaking. Five minutes — he couldn’t even spare five minutes to find a few numbers in the phone book for me. It wasn’t fair. My eyes got hot and the choked-up, helpless feeling welled up in my chest.
‘Ruby! Can we play with the hose? It’s so hot.’
Davey. I couldn’t even have a good cry. ‘Okay. Put your togs on.’
‘You too, Ruby. You have to too. It’s more fun.’
I did as he asked. We both got changed in our bedroom. Doing that, I felt something flick on in my brain. Damn Max! He was not going to get away with the make me thing.
         
‘Come on, Ruby! It’s hot.’ Davey ran from the room.
         
I followed more slowly. I did plenty of work that Max benefited from. What if I left him out?
Splat! I walked straight into a spray of water. Davey shrieked, ‘Got you!’ He dropped the hose and fled. I picked it up and squirted him.
By the time Mum rang with dinner instructions I’d made a plan. She did the How was your day, darling? It’s fish fingers tonight. Can you do the veg?
         
I said, ‘Mum, could we have chops? I’ll do those ones coated with breadcrumbs.’
‘That sounds delicious, darling. There’s some cash in the drawer. You’ll need to go to the butcher.’ She laughed. ‘I’m feeling hungry already.’
Davey and I went to the butcher’s. The shop was next to Mr Vine’s. The notice was still in the window. I bought the chops.
Mr Vine saw me as we walked out. He came to his door and yelled, ‘Hey! You! You still want the job?’
Davey slid his hand into mine. I smiled at him, then looked at Mr Vine. ‘I’m still looking for a job.’
A man in his shop rang the bell. Mr Vine snapped, ‘Wait there.’
Davey whispered, ‘He’s horrible.’
         
We waited. He came back. ‘Well? Do you want it?’
‘Not for five dollars an hour.’ I started walking away.
‘All right, all right. I’ll pay you nine bucks. Start tomorrow.’
         
He turned away, and I found myself saying, ‘Ten dollars. Take it or leave it.’ Wow! Where did that come from? I kept walking. He wouldn’t want me now.
It was probably stupid of me. I’d turned down a job that would get me almost enough money to go to Brazil. Well, I’d just have to find a different job. And quickly.
Did I really think I had a chance of being chosen to go to Brazil? Did girls with backbone have a better chance? I swung the bag with the chops in it. They just might.
Davey helped me when we got home. He cracked and beat the eggs then dunked the chops in them.
‘Excellent job! Do you want to put them in the breadcrumbs now?’
We had them ready to cook by the time Calvin came home. The table was set (by Davey, Theo and me) when Mum got home. Max timed his run to the exact second. He breezed in, said, ‘Mmm, that smells good. I’m starving.’ He plonked himself down in his place.
There was no plate or cutlery for him.
         
He didn’t say anything.
I told Mum to sit down, I’d serve the dinner. I served up hers, Calvin’s, Davey’s, Theo’s and mine. Then I sat down.
‘Where’s mine? Max asked. He was calm, reasonable and not worried.
‘Oh, Max,’ I said, smiling at him. ‘I’ll cook it for you in a minute. I’ll just eat mine first. Won’t be long.’
His mouth fell open.
Calvin gave a bit of a smile. He started eating. ‘Yum! This is delicious, Ruby.’
‘Davey helped,’ I said.
Mum ate a mouthful. ‘This is even nicer than last time you made it.’ She smiled at Davey. ‘It must have been because you helped.’ She was upset. She was trying to hide it, but not doing too good a job of it. Calvin touched her hand, and smiled at her. She took a deep breath and ate another mouthful.
Max put his hands flat on the table. ‘I’m hungry. I want my dinner. Now.’
         
I smiled at him, just the way he did at me. ‘Don’t stress, Max. I’ve said I’ll do it. Later.’
         
‘Max wouldn’t help Ruby,’ Davey said. ‘But I did.’
Calvin ruffled his hair. ‘Thanks, buddy.’ He grinned at Theo and asked him about his day.
Mum told us where the strike talks were at.
Max fumed. He tried to grab food off my plate. Calvin held his wrist. ‘Keep your hands to yourself, Max.’
         
‘But I’m hungry! It’s not fair. Just because I didn’t do what she wanted at the exact second …’
         
‘Be quiet, Max,’ Mum said.
He went to get up. Calvin said, ‘Sit down. And do some thinking.’
Max threw himself back in his chair and scowled. I didn’t look at him. I was glad I’d hadn’t cooked for him. It was the right thing to do. I’d found some backbone and that had to be good. It didn’t feel good, though. I felt mean and guilty. Mum was upset. Max was hungry and it probably wouldn’t make any difference anyway. He was going to hate me more than ever now. Mum followed him into his bedroom for a talk. He’d blame me for that too.
I did the dishes.
I still had no job.
I really wanted to go to Brazil.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Nine

Max gave us the silent treatment in the morning, except for when he yelled at the kids. Mum snapped at him. He ignored her.
Davey and I left the house ten minutes early just to get away from him. It made me sick whenever I thought about it. I didn’t talk about Max at school and I tried not to think about him.
Instead, I told the girls about Mr Vine and how I’d told him I’d only work for ten dollars an hour. ‘Dumb, though, because now I haven’t got a job.’
‘He’d be the pits to work for,’ Carly said.
Tia shook her head at me. ‘Wow! You sure do things properly once you get started!’
We ambled in to our form room. Wiremu, Maisie and Tom sat with us. They were the other three from our class applying for the Brazil trip.
Wiremu said, ‘Bring it on!’
         
Maisie said, ‘It’ll be amazing.’
Tom said, ‘It’ll be cool, man.’
They didn’t seem worried that they mightn’t be chosen. Megan and I didn’t say much. The butterflies did flying practice in my gut.
I picked Davey up after school. We did the chores. Max arrived home five minutes before Mum did. ‘Max home?’ she asked. ‘Did he help?’
The answer didn’t make her happy. At dinner, her face wore the worried look, but she took a deep breath and said, ‘Max, I told you yesterday to come straight home. You need to do your share.’
Max picked up his fork and started eating. He gave me the make me look. ‘Sweet. I’ll do that. Don’t stress.’
         
Calvin put his knife and fork down. He said nothing, but the way he looked at Max said plenty. Mum swallowed. Then she straightened up — straightened her backbone. I stared at her. I hadn’t thought that she needed backbone. ‘All right,’ Mum said. ‘I can see that you don’t intend to help. So we’ll do this a different way. From now on, you’re on dishes. This way, you help and I can make sure you do.’
         
She turned to me. ‘It’s still not fair, Ruby — but will that be okay with you?’
I nodded. ‘Yes. That’s great. Thanks, Mum.’ The tightness in my chest that hit me whenever Max was around eased slightly. She was on my side. She had asked how I felt!
         
We all knew how Max felt. I left the room before I could start feeling mean and guilty again. I shut the door, but even so I could still hear the crashing of dishes as he cleared up.
I sat at my work table and started designing a fashion spread. I liked to make fashion posters by cutting out photos from magazines. I put complete outfits together. Sometimes I had to search for weeks before I found exactly the right shoes or necklace. The magazines I used were old ones I bought cheap from op shops or the library.
Tonight I looked for clothes that would suit Tia. The stuff she liked made her look short and square. We’d argue about it tomorrow. We always did. Sometimes she listened to me, but often she didn’t. I rolled up the poster and snapped a rubber band on it. She might look at it. She probably wouldn’t.
Theo came running in just as I finished. ‘Ruby! We can watch a DVD.’
Mum called out, ‘Ruby, would you mind popping down and getting one?’
I rode to the video store, thinking about my Friday nights. I always stayed home and watched a DVD with my little brothers. Max and Justin went to a movie in town, or hung out at Justin’s house. I needed a life as well as a backbone.
When I got to the shopping centre, I rode past Mr Vine’s shop to check out the notice. It was still in the window. I went into the video store and looked for a DVD. I chose one that had trains and cartoon bears on it. I hoped it would be okay for the kids. I never asked the assistant to read it for me. You can usually tell by what’s on the case.
         
I left the shop, and almost walked slap bang into Mr Vine. ‘You still looking for a job?’
I nodded.
‘All right. Start tomorrow.’ He turned away.
‘Ten dollars an hour, Mr Vine.’ I’d need it, working for him.
He had his back to me. I saw his shoulders move as he breathed in a big chunk of air. ‘Ten dollars. You’d better be worth it.’
Ten dollars an hour! That would earn me most of the money I’d need for Brazil. Butterfly city in my gut. I had to pass the interview first.
I rode home. My life was different now, thanks to bossy old Tia. I’d have to make sure she bought something tomorrow that made her look hot.
Mum laughed and slapped her hands together when I told her about my job. ‘Good for you, Ruby! That’ll show the old skinflint.’
I set my alarm for 5.30.
 

Saturday morning was cool. It had the feeling of summer fading away. I got to work at two minutes to six. Mr Vine grunted and shoved a broom at me. ‘Get started.’
         
He hadn’t asked my name.
‘Mr Vine, please can you pay me each day?’ Mum had told me to ask that. She didn’t trust him.
He shrugged. ‘You’re all ask and no action. Get working.’
‘But will you pay me each day? In cash.’
‘All right! Now get started.’ He thumped a hand on the counter.
I got started. I swept the floor. He must have swept it reasonably often because it wasn’t too bad. But I don’t think he’d washed it since he’d been there. The lino was a dirty grey colour that got darker at the sides.
I scrubbed hard with the mop. Washing made it look a bit better but not much. He wasn’t happy. ‘You can’t even make a floor clean. I’m not paying good money for that.’
Before I even thought about it, I was holding out the mop. ‘Show me how to make it clean then.’ I glared at him.
He snatched it, splashed it into the bucket and slapped it on the floor at the edge of the aisle where the grey was darkest. Swish, swish. Back in the bucket.
The colour didn’t change. He tried again. No difference. He thumped the mop back in the bucket and stalked off. Horrible, nasty man. Thank goodness the hour was up. I took the mop and bucket out the back and put them away.
         
He was opening the doors when I came back. ‘Can I have my pay, please?’
He tugged a display of vegetables into place. ‘There’s still the toilet to do.’
My heart thumped, but I managed to say, ‘I’ve worked the hour. The floors took a long time today. They were filthy. They won’t take so long next time.’
He didn’t even look at me. ‘You get your pay when the job’s done. Final.’
A man came in for a paper and a pie. I waited while Mr Vine joked with him.
I dug my fists into my gut. I felt sick.
The man left. Mr Vine turned into Mr Grumbleguts. ‘Get working or get out.’
I ran out the door, trying not to cry. I’d worked hard this morning and I’d done a good job. I stopped on the footpath and tried to calm down. A man went in and came out with bread and milk. I heard Mr Vine doing the lovely guy act again.
The man was laughing when he came out. He passed me and said, ‘He’s a hoot, that guy. A good bloke.’
No, he wasn’t. He’d cheated me. Mum would roar down here and yell at him when she heard. That started my brain working. If Mum could yell at him, then so could I. Well, not yell — I couldn’t imagine myself doing that. But I could say the things I knew Mum would say. I’d need backbone, but that had worked before. Anyway, what did I have to lose?
         
But I was shaking when I went back into the shop. He was serving a truckie and the jokes were flying. The second he finished — and before the truckie was out of the shop — I said, ‘Mr Vine, if you don’t pay me my wages, then I’m going to phone my mother. She’ll call the Labour Department.’ I looked right at him. My heart bumped around in my chest. I hoped I wouldn’t be sick. Then I almost laughed. If I was sick all over his floor, I wasn’t going to clean it up.
The truckie turned to stare at us.
Mr Vine sent him a huge smile, then he hissed at me, ‘You didn’t finish. You didn’t clean the bloody toilet.’
The truckie was still there. A woman was walking down the aisle nearest us with a basket over her arm. I said in as loud a voice as I could manage, ‘I worked the whole hour. I washed the floor. It took the whole hour because it was so filthy.’
‘Get out,’ he hissed.
The woman had heard me. ‘I thought there was something different!’ She smiled at me. ‘You’ve done a good job.’ She shook a finger at Mr Vine. ‘You should pay her double. I wouldn’t have washed this floor for a truckload of money.’
‘That’s right,’ the truckie said. ‘She’s done a damn good job. Pay her double.’ He leaned a hand on the counter. He was big — taller than Mr Vine and strong.
         
Mr Vine opened the till. He gave the truckie a sick smile. He pulled out a ten dollar note and slapped it down. I picked it up.
‘Pay her double,’ said the truckie.
I grinned at him. ‘Thanks, but it’s okay. I don’t want to cheat him. I just wanted what I’d earned.’
The truckie shook my hand. ‘You’re a good kid.’ He tipped his head at Mr Vine. ‘If he’s got half a brain in his head, he’ll keep you on.’
The woman put her basket on the counter. She spoke to Mr Vine, ‘That’s right. This girl’s one in a million. If you’re damn lucky, she might agree to keep working for you.’
I wanted to hug her and the truckie.
I left the shop with the truckie. When we were out of earshot, he asked, ‘You going to go back?’
That was a good question. I shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Thanks for your help.’
‘You’re welcome.’ He climbed into his truck.
I walked home. I had the money, but I felt shaky and I wanted to bawl my eyes out. Life was so much easier when you didn’t fight and stand up for yourself.
Did I want to stop fighting? Did I want to go back to being a doormat? I sighed. Sometimes I did. Max hated me. Mum hated having to make Max help with the work. Mr Vine yelled at me. I’d probably argue with Tia this morning when we went shopping.
         
‘Bugger it all!’ I yelled — and made a group of sparrows fly up in fright.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Ten

I gave Tia the poster. She waved it away without looking at it. ‘I’ll get what I like.’
‘Why ask me to come, then?’
She grinned at me. ‘To save you from a life of slavery.’
‘Kind of you.’ She was in one of her stroppy moods. That meant she’d buy what she wanted no matter how bad it looked on her.
We rode into town. ‘How was it with Jed last night?’
‘It was okay.’
Interesting. Maybe I’d had a better night than she had. ‘He’s a dick, then?’
We stopped at the traffic lights. ‘Pretty much. I dumped him this morning. By text.’ She grinned at me. ‘Those boys from Brazil can’t get here soon enough!’
         
The lights turned green. ‘But Tia — they’ll only be in the country for three weeks. We’ll only get to see them for about three days.’
‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Perfect, wouldn’t you say?’
A short, sweet romance. Trust Tia to have it all worked out. She said, ‘You should grab one. They go for blondes. Jenny reckons when she was there she got mobbed.’
But I couldn’t think that far ahead. The big, scary interview was on Monday. And anyway, I just couldn’t believe that a hot Brazilian guy would want to talk to me.
We chained up our bikes and cruised the shops.
She picked out a top in the third place we went into. ‘Not that one!’ I took it away from her. ‘Babydoll styles aren’t for you, my friend. Stick to clothes that hug your figure.’
She snatched it back. ‘It’s pretty.’
‘Not with you in it,’ I said. ‘It’s the wrong shape and the wrong colour. Try this.’ I handed her a red top. It had shoestring straps and would hug her figure.
She hugged the baby-doll number. ‘Bossy cow! I love this. I’m having it.’ She marched up to the counter.
I spoke to her back. ‘Any guy that sees you in that is going to say Ouch! and move on.’
         
She whirled around, grabbed the red top and snarled, ‘All bloody right! I’ll try it on. Satisfied?’
         
I laughed and waited. She slammed the door of the fitting room shut then, moments later, flung it open. She stood there with her hands on her hips. She looked sensational. Grumpy, but sensational. ‘Not bad,’ I said. ‘You might get noticed by — oh, fifty hot guys in that one.’
She didn’t say anything, just slammed back into the changing room. She came out with both tops and headed for the counter without looking at me. I left her alone and flicked through a rack of skirts.
When she came back she was smiling again. She didn’t say which top she’d bought. I didn’t ask.
That afternoon, Carly rang to ask if I’d go over to her house for pizza and DVDs. Megan and Tia would be there. Mum gave me a hug. ‘Yes, of course you can.’
It was good to get away. Max was in a cold rage. He didn’t talk to us. The only time he spent with the rest of us was at mealtimes. He tried taking his dinner into his room. Mum jumped on that pretty fast. She was big on family togetherness and the importance of eating at the table.
In the morning, the boys woke me at seven. ‘Go away. Horrible, nasty gremlins,’ I moaned. They jumped on my bed and pulled the bedclothes off me.
I really, really would like a room of my own.
‘Read us a story, Ruby!’ Theo shouted.
‘She can’t read,’ Davey said. ‘Play with us, Ruby. Play hide and seek.’
         
I sat up. ‘Get out, kids. Leave me alone.’ I pointed at the door. ‘Go!’
They gulped. Theo started crying. Too bad. I lay down and pulled the pillow over my head.
I got up about ten. Max was still in bed. He emerged for lunch. He didn’t say a word. He kept his eyes on his food. When Mum asked him how he was, he curled his lip at her and didn’t answer.
He was exactly like Mr Vine — charming when it suited him. He got up from the table.
Calvin said, ‘Max, you and I are going out for the afternoon. We’re going fishing.’
‘Get stuffed,’ said Max.
Mum roared at him. ‘Max Yarrow! I will not have you speaking like that. Or behaving like a spoilt baby. You are going with Calvin this afternoon. That’s it. No argument.’
Wow. Max stared at her. He had the look on his face you’d get if a favourite teddy bear suddenly bit you.
Calvin stood up. ‘We’ll be off. No, Davey, Theo — this is a Max afternoon.’
They drove away. Theo cried and Davey threw a tantrum.
Not the best Sunday ever.
Calvin and Max stayed out till after six. Mum didn’t say anything, but she kept looking at the clock and digging worry lines into her face. They came back without any fish. Max still didn’t say anything, but it was a different sort of not saying anything. He disappeared into his room.
         
Calvin gave Mum a nod and a smile. She ran to him and put her arms around him. He hugged her back. ‘We’ll see, Tessie. We’ll see. We had a good talk, but I don’t know how much he’ll take on board.’
‘I’ve spoilt him,’ she sobbed.
Yes, she had, but that was not going to happen with the kids. I’d make sure of it.
Before I went to bed, I said, ‘Mum, I’ll be back from work as soon as I can in the morning. I’ll get the kids up.’
Good, helpful Ruby. Cunning Ruby.
Five-thirty. It was much too early to be awake. I lay there trying to decide whether or not to get up. Brazil. I wanted to go to Brazil. I got up and went to work. I was three minutes late. Mr Vine scowled at me, but he didn’t say anything.
I swept and mopped the floor in half the time it had taken the first day.
‘I’ll do the toilet now,’ I said when I’d finished. ‘Where is it?’
He didn’t look up from the desk he was working at, just pointed to a door.
I opened it, and took a step backwards, my hand over my mouth. That toilet stank. It reeked. It was rank. I switched on the light. The room was filthy. I’d need danger money to clean that.
         
‘Mr Vine, can I have gloves to do this please?’ I wondered if the stink would float out into the shop.
‘You want gloves — you pay for them,’ said my charming boss.
Why was I doing this? I walked to the door into the shop. He looked up. ‘What’s the matter now? Get started, or you’ll be moaning that there’s not enough time to do it.’ He put on a girly, whining voice.
Let him sack me, I didn’t care. ‘Mr Vine, you’re the one doing all the moaning.’ That made him glare at me. ‘That toilet is disgusting, and you know it. I’ll clean it, but you supply gloves and disinfectant. I won’t finish it today because it’s too dirty. Take it or leave it.’ I walked away.
Behind me, I heard a slam and a thump. ‘All right, all right. You’ve made your point. You’re wasting time. The gloves are in aisle two.’
I taped plastic bags onto my feet too. No way was I going to let my sandals make contact with that floor. I took a new cleaning cloth to tie over my nose and mouth.
By the look on his face he wasn’t happy, but he kept his mouth shut.
By seven o’clock I’d only cleaned the floor and the walls. Even that much made a big difference to the smell.
         
He looked at his watch. ‘You started late, you finish late.’
Well bugger you, mate. ‘I’ll take it off the time you kept me waiting for my pay on Friday. Please give me my money now.’
He didn’t say anything, but perhaps that was because my truckie from Saturday came in. ‘How’s it going, lassie? Hey, what’s your name? Can’t go calling you lassie every day. You might turn into a dog!’ He grinned at me.
‘I’m Ruby Yarrow.’ I held out my hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’
He shook my hand. ‘Mick Williamson.’ He glanced at Mr Vine. ‘You’ve got your pay okay today, then?’
I smiled at him. ‘He’s getting it for me now.’
‘Good, good,’ said Mick, rubbing his hands. ‘I’ll just wait till it’s in your hand and then I’ll be off.’
Mr Vine handed it over without a word.
Mick and I left the shop together. ‘You just can’t tell with people,’ he said. ‘Always had that guy tagged as a good bloke.’ He shook his head. ‘But he’s mean as shit.’
I laughed all the way home.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Eleven

I got the boys up. They didn’t moan. They didn’t fight. They laughed. They got themselves dressed and made their beds.
When I arrived in the kitchen, Mum looked cheerful for the first time since I started looking for my backbone.
Max came in. He said good morning to Mum. He answered when Davey asked him if he liked fishing. (No.)
I was still invisible. Fine with me. But I nearly fell over when he got up from the table — and took his dishes with him. My goodness! What had Calvin talked to him about?
         
Mum and I stared at each other when he left the room. I couldn’t help it. I giggled. That started her off. It was nice. It felt like Mum was treating me like an equal.
         
Today was interview day. I hadn’t told Mum and Calvin about it. I think there was a place on the form where they had to sign. Too late now.
Davey chatted all the way to school. Tia chatted all the way to school. When we were putting our bikes away, she said, ‘You’re jumpy this morning. Who is it — Marvellous Max or old Vinegar Vine?’
I laughed. ‘It’s not them. It’s the interview. I’m really, really nervous.’
‘Hmm, well — good luck.’ She gave me a shove to get me moving. ‘I bet you’re the only one who’s already got a job.’
That made me feel better. Megan was a worse mess of nerves than I was.
‘At least you get yours over with quickly,’ I grumbled. I should have taken Calvin’s name and then I would have been straight after Megan, but Ruby Diamond wasn’t the best combination ever.
Wiremu wasn’t bothered. ‘If they don’t pick me, I’ll apply for one of those scholarship things that gives you a year in another country.’
Maisie said, ‘I forgot all about it. We went water skiing in the weekend. I got onto one ski! How about that?’
Did she even want to go to Brazil? I didn’t like to ask her.
Tom slouched in his chair. ‘I don’t have to think about it till tomorrow.’ He yawned. ‘And tomorrow may never come.’ Another night playing video games by the look of him.
         
Megan and I kept quiet.
I couldn’t keep my mind on my work. I had a teacher aid in the mornings and she got fed up with me. ‘Ruby — you’re hopeless today!’
‘Sorry, Jan, sorry!’
Megan came back halfway through social studies. ‘It wasn’t too bad,’ she whispered.
That was good.
I felt sick. I should have asked Mum to do my essay. Or Max. Calvin would have helped me.
Two o’clock came. Half past. I left my class at 2.45 and waited outside the interview room.
Amanda Trask came out, grinning. ‘That was fun!’
The same sort of fun as slamming your finger in a door.
They told me to come in. There were three people sitting behind a long desk.
Ms Adams, the guidance counsellor, introduced the other two. I knew the woman. She was Mrs Swann, the deputy principal. The man was Mr Parks. He owned a vineyard. He had started the Brazilian exchange three years ago and his son had gone on the first trip.
Mrs Swann held my form. ‘Now Ruby — we know you have learning problems, but this essay …’ she tapped the paper, ‘isn’t good. It looks to me like you couldn’t be bothered putting the effort in.’
         
I hung my head and gripped my hands together on my lap. The tight, sick feeling slammed into my chest.
‘Well? Do you have anything to say?’ She sounded fed up. She was probably sick of interviewing.
‘Ruby?’ said Ms Adams. ‘This is your chance. Tell us about it.’
I tried. ‘That took me two hours. I did it as well as I could.’
Mr Parks had a kind voice. He read out what I’d written. I will be the same. Nobody will be able to read. He read it as if there were no mistakes, but I knew there must have been. ‘Tell us what you meant by that.’
         
I couldn’t look up. ‘They don’t speak English in Brazil. All of us will feel dumb. Not just me.’
Nobody said anything for ages, then Mr Parks cleared his throat. ‘I see. That’s a good point. Tell us why else we should pick you to go to Brazil.’ I couldn’t think of one other reason why they should pick me. I could only think of reasons why they wouldn’t. I whispered, ‘I just want to go.’ It sounded dumb. It was dumb. I couldn’t do a thing to fix it. There was a huge, hot band pulling my throat shut.
         
Mrs Swann sighed. ‘Tell us about yourself. What are your hobbies?’
My face burned. ‘I don’t have any.’ Tia should have applied. She had hobbies coming out her ears.
         
‘What do you do in your spare time?’ Mrs Swann sounded like she was talking to an idiot. I felt like an idiot.
Mr Parks was kind. ‘Take your time, Ruby. Tell us about your spare time. You can do that.’
He reminded me of Mick, the truckie. I managed to give him a tiny smile. ‘I don’t have much. I help Mum a lot. She works and I look after my little brothers.’
He winked and mouthed at me, ‘Good girl.’
I relaxed a bit.
Ms Adams asked the next question. ‘What do you know about Brazil?’
My heart thumped. Nothing. I knew nothing. ‘Um — it’s in South America.’
‘What language do they speak?’ Mrs Swann demanded.
‘I don’t know.’ This was worse than Mr Vine. Much, much worse.
Mrs Swann leaned over the table and glared at me. ‘Ruby, don’t you think it would have been a good idea to read up about Brazil before this interview? Look it up on the computer?’
I wanted to run. My face was hot. I kept my eyes on my fists clenched in my lap. ‘I can’t read well enough. And we haven’t got a computer.’
Nice Mr Parks asked, ‘Did you do any preparation at all? Talk to people? Ask questions?’
         
I just about said no, but I had done preparation. I lifted my head, but I looked only at him. ‘I got a job to earn the money. I clean a shop from six to seven in the mornings. That’s so I can still look after the boys for Mum.’
         
‘All right, Ruby,’ Ms Adams said. ‘Thank you. We’ll be letting everyone know on Wednesday who’s been chosen.’
It wouldn’t be me. I left the room and slumped against the wall outside. What a mess I’d made of it.
I didn’t go back to class. I got my bike and wheeled it to Davey’s school. I was early and he wanted to go on playing. I sat and watched him make roads in the sandpit. Cat was there too. She had a bulldozer and he had a tractor. She waved to me. ‘Hello, Ruby!’
I smiled and waved back. It was soothing, sitting there in the sun and watching them play.
Cat’s mum came after about ten minutes, then Davey and I walked home. He sang me a song they’d learned. ‘Sing it too, Ruby!’
So for four blocks we yelled out to the world, telling everyone to be kind to their web-footed friends. I’d learnt the song when I was as old as Davey, and I remembered every single word. It cheered me up a bit.
We got the dinner ready: kebabs. Davey shoved the sticks through the meat and vegetables. He had fun. I flicked his hair. ‘You’re a good bro, matey.’
         
Max did the dishes after dinner. He sighed and his attitude said this sucks but he didn’t say it out loud. Calvin put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Good man.’
         
I was glad I hadn’t told anyone about Brazil. I was glad Max hadn’t applied. They would have chosen him.
When I went to bed, I picked up my phone to set the alarm. Then I put it down. I didn’t need the job. Not any more.
I lay down. I wouldn’t go back. Mr Vine was horrible. I could do without him yelling at me every morning.
Brazil. I turned over, grabbed my pillow and cried into it so nobody would hear. I should have thought about what they’d ask at the interview. I was so dumb. I wanted to go to Brazil. I should have made them see that. Now I’d never get there.
That’s about when I stopped being a wobbly mess and started to think. I sat up. It’s easier to think when you’re sitting up. Who said I couldn’t still go to Brazil? Of course I could go. I just wouldn’t be able to go when the others went. I’d have to wait till I left school.
I lay down again. I could do that. And while I waited, I could find out about it. Carly’s words zapped into my head: They don’t speak English. I shivered. It’d be scary, going somewhere like that by myself.
         
‘I’m going to do it. So there!’ I said it out loud.
Theo muttered and turned over. I set the alarm.
I was drifting off to sleep when an idea wafted across my mind. I could learn Brazilian. Was that what they called their language? I’d find out, and whatever it was called, I’d learn it. Somehow.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twelve

Mr Vine grunted when I arrived. I did the floors and sang another of Davey’s school songs. I chose Miss Molly and her sick, sick dolly. I hoped it would get in Mr Vine’s brain.
He came stomping out from the back room. ‘Trust you to sing a baby’s song. Too dumb to know anything harder, are you?’
I swished the broom at him. ‘That’s right.’ And I went on singing while I swept: the whole thing, three times. I sang different kids’ songs while I mopped. He didn’t like ‘Do Your Ears Hang Low’. He hated ‘Alice the Camel’ so I sang it over and over till I finished the mopping.
I didn’t sing when I cleaned the toilet. It was better, but it still stank.
He gave me my pay without a fuss. I met Mick on the footpath as I was leaving. ‘Any problems today, Ruby?’
         
I grinned at him. ‘He didn’t like the songs I sang. But no — no problems today. Thanks again.’
He wanted to know what the songs were. He gave a hoot of laughter when I told him, and went into the shop still chuckling.
I rode home. I would bank my money this week. Yay for Ruby! I was on my way to Brazil.
At home, I got the boys up. They went through the routine with no fuss. Wonderful Ruby.
I sat at the table and ate my breakfast. Max was there already. His book was in front of him and he shovelled food into his mouth. ‘Max, can you pass me the milk, please.’
He didn’t look up. ‘Get it yourself.’
I snatched the book away. ‘You know what, Max Yarrow? You’re an arsehole. A stupid one.’
‘Mum!’ Theo shouted. ‘Ruby swore! She called Max an …’
‘That’ll do, Theo,’ Mum snapped. ‘Max, pass the milk. At once.’
‘I’ll get it for you, Ruby,’ Davey said. He slid off his chair, picked up the milk carton and handed it to me.
‘Thanks, buddy.’
Mum said, ‘Max, you’re coming with me and Theo this morning. I’ve got things to say to you.’
He did the reasonable act. ‘No, Mum — that would be counterproductive. You go the other way from school.’
         
Mum didn’t look at him. She just kept on making Davey’s lunch. ‘I know where I go, Max. You’ll have plenty of time to walk to school. You can think about things on the way.’
He pushed his chair back. ‘Don’t stress, Mum.’
‘Get in the car. Now.’ It was her don’t argue with me voice.
         
He shrugged his shoulders and did the Hollywood sigh but got in the car. Davey and I cleaned up the kitchen. This time, I didn’t mind.
We sang ‘Alice the Camel’ all the way to school.
I wondered if Wiremu and Tom would be hyped up about their interviews. They weren’t. Wiremu said, ‘What’s to be scared of? Man — I’ve been yelled at by Mr T. Nothing can scare me now.’
Tom yawned. ‘What? Oh, the interviews. No sweat.’
They asked how mine had gone. I pulled a face. ‘Bad. I didn’t even know what language they speak.’
That woke Tom up. ‘Brazilian?’
Maisie poked a finger in his ribs. ‘No, duh-brain. They speak Portuguese.’
Oh. Even the word made it sound hard.
The day rolled on like a wave you can’t stop. It would stop tomorrow when we heard who would go and who wouldn’t. All day, I kept the question in my head — how could I learn Portuguese?
         
I picked up Davey and we did the evening chores. I was so glad I’d decided to go to Brazil by myself. It was something to look forward to. It was my secret.
That evening, I worked on a poster in my room. This was an autumn spread for a girl of my age, but with a heap more money than I had. I designed a wardrobe that had class, but it had casual gear too. I couldn’t find the right top. I wanted a wraparound cardigan but they all looked as though an old man should be wearing them.
I needed some more magazines. Davey and I could call in at the op shop on the way home tomorrow.
Tomorrow. That was when we’d find out who was on the trip to Brazil and who wasn’t.
The morning came. I knew they wouldn’t pick me. I knew it. Maybe that was why I felt as if I was going to my doom. Mr W read the notices. The kids who’d applied for Brazil were to go to the media room at interval. Megan and I stressed. Maisie wasn’t worried. Wiremu shrugged. Tom yawned.
         
The day crept towards interval. The bell rang. Megan rubbed her hands down her skirt. ‘This is it.’
My voice seemed to have vanished.
We had to wait five minutes before Ms Adams showed up.
         
She read out the list. Girls in alphabetical order, then the boys. Megan Chapman was first. I gave her the hugest hug. She was crying. Maisie Lemmon.
‘Yay!’ Megan, Maisie and I yelled. They looked at me, their eyes bright.
I shook my head.
‘You never know,’ Maisie whispered.
‘I want you to come!’ Megan grabbed my hand and held it hard.
         
The girls’ list stopped at Amanda Trask.
Okay. That’s it. I knew it would be like that. The others didn’t look at me. I tried not to be disappointed, but I was.
         
Wiremu got chosen. Tom didn’t. ‘Sweet, man,’ he said.
The rest of the day was hard. I was happy for Megan, Maisie and Wiremu, but that didn’t help the cold lump of disappointment in my gut. I smiled and laughed. Inside, I was crying.
After school, I picked Davey up, but we didn’t go to the op shop. I just wanted to hide out at home.
We cooked a beef casserole that took a lot of preparation. It was soothing and Davey liked helping. He was cheerful company.
That evening at dinner, Max spoke to me. First, he smiled, and that made me suspicious. What was he up to? I soon found out. ‘I hear you applied to go to Brazil, Ruby.’
         
Wow, he could be mean when he tried.
I said, ‘Yes, I did. What of it?’
He ignored that. ‘Did you get selected?’
Mum’s eyes zapped between us. Calvin watched as well. The boys kept eating.
I put down my fork. ‘Why are you asking, Max? I’m sure you know the answer.’
He shrugged and put another gob of food — cooked by me and Davey — into his mouth.
I was pissed off with him. Why did he need to point out how dumb I was? An idea zapped into my brain. Huh! I smiled at Mum. She wore her worried look. ‘It’s okay, Mum. I just did it to keep Megan company.’ That was true at the start, anyway. Then I smiled across the table at Max. He ignored me. I turned back to Mum. ‘I need to go to the town library after school tomorrow. I’ll take Davey, but Max will have to do dinner.’
‘We’ll go on the bus.’ Davey thumped the table and sang, ‘The wheels on the bus go round and round!’
Theo shouted, ‘Me too! Me too!’
Calvin put a hand over his mouth. ‘If you go too, buddy — who will I have to walk home with?’
Max shook his head and kept eating. He had a small smile on his face.
Mum said, ‘That’s a good idea, Ruby.’ She straightened her back and took a breath. ‘We’ll have fish fingers, Max. That’s not too hard.’
         
‘And mashed potatoes,’ Davey said. ‘And salad and beans from the garden and feijoa pie. Yum!’
Max shook his head again. ‘Ruby can do it when she gets home.’
Calvin looked as though he wanted to say something, but he didn’t.
Mum took a deeper breath. ‘She could, Max, but she’s not going to.’
Max shrugged. ‘Okay. Don’t stress.’
Tomorrow night’s dinner would be air fingers, mashed air, air from the garden and air pie.
He was such a loser. Couldn’t he see how much he was stressing Mum out? I wondered if he even cared.
I ran outside and played with the kids while Max did the dishes.
Nobody said anything more about Brazil.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Thirteen

My alarm woke me at 5.30. I yawned. Stupid o’clock again.
Mr Vine did his usual grunt. I sang as I swept and mopped. This morning’s song was ‘The Wheels on the Bus’. I kept my mouth shut when I cleaned the toilet, even though it didn’t stink any more.
I finished with ten minutes to spare so I dusted the shelves in aisle one. I would guess that he never moved anything when he dusted. The front was clean, the rest wasn’t.
He paid me without making any nasty remarks. I was polite. ‘Thanks, Mr Vine.’
Mick was getting out of his truck as I left the shop. ‘How’s it going, Ruby?’
I smiled at him. ‘It’s going fine. Thanks to you.’
He cocked his head in Mr Vine’s direction. ‘He’s behaving himself, then?’
         
I whispered, ‘Still as mean as shit. But he pays me without the drama now.’
Mick went inside, laughing.
 

The kids for the Brazil trip got congratulated in assembly. The principal said he was sorry we all couldn’t go. ‘But know that you’re all winners, even if you didn’t get chosen.’
Yeah? Like how?
I told the girls the latest Max story.
Tia shook her head. ‘Man! He sure holds a grudge.’
‘Squeezes it to death,’ said Carly.
Megan said, ‘I so wish you were going. Maisie’s okay, but she’s not you.’
After school, I picked Davey up and we caught the bus into town. He sang, ‘On Top of Spaghetti, All Covered with Cheese’.
I joined in. We weren’t exactly quiet.
A woman in front of us turned around and snapped, ‘For heaven’s sake — if you must sing, at least have the proper words.’
Davey was surprised. ‘These are the proper words! My teacher told us.’
The woman turned back. ‘Really! What’s the world coming to?’
Davey’s teacher had taught them six verses. We sang the whole lot three times. Nobody else growled and some people laughed.
         
The library didn’t have any magazines for sale. We were nearly outside when I stopped. ‘Davey, I’ve just thought of something. Let’s go back.’
We went up to the information desk. The woman smiled. ‘Can I help you?’
Probably not. I asked anyway. ‘I want to learn Portuguese. I want to go to Brazil. But I don’t know how. To find out how to learn, I mean.’
She looked surprised. ‘Well, good for you. We’ve had a lot of requests lately for information about Brazil. All from kids from your school.’ She waved a hand at my uniform. ‘But you’re the first one to ask about learning the language.’ She stood up. ‘You got accepted for the trip, then?’
I shook my head. ‘But I want to go anyway. When I leave school.’
She pointed to a wall. ‘See over there? That’s where our language CDs are. You need the Brazilian Portuguese one.’
‘Um, could you help me find it?’ I took a breath. ‘I can’t read. Not very well.’
She’d think I was dumb. She’d wonder why I thought I could learn another language. But she came out from behind the desk and walked towards the CDs. ‘Learning from a CD is a good way for you to start, in that case.’
She found it for me. ‘Take it to the desk. You’ll have to pay to get it out. And good luck!’
         
She was nice!
When we left the library, Davey tugged my hand. ‘Ruby — don’t go to Brazil!’
I bent down and hugged him. ‘I can’t go for ages and ages. Not till I leave school.’ He still didn’t look happy, so I said, ‘How about we get an ice cream and walk by the sea?’
I thought he’d forgotten about Brazil but soon he asked, ‘Can I learn Brazil too? I can go with you then.’
I dabbed my ice cream on his forehead. ‘You can learn but I’m not promising about coming too.’
We finished the ice creams. We walked by the sea but not near the waves. There were mean waves on this beach. They’d pulled people under and some had drowned.
It was too soon to go home. I wanted to make sure Calvin would be there. ‘Okay, Davey. We need another shop.’
We went to the secondhand bookshop. They had a pile of magazines. I found two that had fashion spreads. Not a bad day.
Calvin and Theo were cooking when we got home. ‘Max didn’t show?’ I asked.
Calvin looked grim. ‘No.’
He showed up in a dead heat with Mum. Mum and Calvin glanced at each other. Calvin shook his head. Mum sighed, and it looked to me as if she was searching for some backbone. She found it. ‘Max, you’ll have to make your own dinner.’
         
He sat down and smiled at her. ‘Come on, Mum! You don’t mean it — that’s child abuse.’
Mum ignored him. ‘Set the table, would you Ruby? But Max won’t need a place.’
‘Mum! I’ve been working my butt off all day. I need food. You’re not being reasonable.’ He was calm and he sounded confident.
I carried five plates to the table. Davey got the cutlery without being asked. I gave him the thumbs up. This was where Mum always caved with Max. He just had to say how hard he worked and bam! he got what he wanted.
But she sat down across the table from him, stretched out her hands and took his. ‘Max. Look at me. I asked you to cook the dinner.’
He snatched his hands away. ‘Mum! You know I don’t do that stuff. That’s Ruby’s job. She does what she can do. I do what I’m good at. It works. Don’t try fixing what ain’t broken.’
I couldn’t believe it. ‘You louse! You utter and total arrogant louse.’
‘Ruby!’ Mum snapped. ‘Keep quiet.’ But she snapped at Max too. ‘Your values are all screwed up, Max. It’s my fault. I’ve spoilt you. Well, that can’t be helped now. But things do need fixing. And we start with you becoming a contributing member of this family, not just a taker.’ Her voice shook and she looked away from Max. ‘Calvin, could you please serve the meal now. Max can get something from the pantry.’
         
Calvin set the dish on the table. Then he put his hand on Mum’s shoulder. She lifted her hand and held his. I dished food for Theo and Davey. Max sat and glowered while we ate. Nobody said much. I don’t know how he did it, but he sent currents of fury right through the room without saying a single word. He waited until we finished before he made himself four slices of toast and heated baked beans in the microwave.
He trashed the bench making it. There were crumbs, smears of butter and the empty bean tin. He left the bread and the butter on the bench as well.
Calvin said, ‘Clean up your mess, Max, and then you and I are going for a walk.’
Max put both hands on the table. ‘I don’t have to. You’re not my father.’
Mum burst into tears. ‘I’m ashamed of you, Max Yarrow. So ashamed I could die. Calvin must be glad he’s not your father. If I’d let him discipline you, you’d be a much better person.’
         
Calvin hugged her and looked over her shoulder at Max. ‘Do as you’re told, Max. Now.’ His voice was calm and even, but I would have leapt to do what he told me if he’d used that tone with me.
Max thumped his fist. ‘Oh, all right! Don’t stress. Far out! What a fuss about nothing.’
         
Calvin watched him and kept his arms around Mum. Theo ran to her, threw his arms around her legs and wailed, ‘Don’t cry, Mummy, please don’t cry.’
Davey’s eyes switched from Mum and Calvin, to Max and then to me. I gave him a small smile and put a finger to my lips. He nodded and sidled closer to me.
Max chucked the dishcloth into the sink. ‘Satisfied? Can we get this charade over with? I’ve got work to do.’
‘Tessie, it’ll be all right,’ Calvin said. ‘Let’s go, Max.’
Max heaved one of his Hollywood sighs and stomped out the door.
Mum collapsed onto the sofa. She was still crying. The boys huddled beside her. This was all my fault. If I hadn’t gone looking for my backbone, Mum wouldn’t be howling her eyes out, Calvin wouldn’t have to deal with Max, the kids wouldn’t be upset. And I’d have no life.
‘Mum. I’m sorry.’
She didn’t look up, just kept sobbing with her head in her hands. ‘It’s all my fault. I’ve spoilt him.’ She could hardly get the words out. ‘Calvin kept telling me, but I wouldn’t listen. I’m the one who’s sorry, Ruby.’
I didn’t know what to do. She cried as if her heart was breaking. Davey looked at me and whimpered, ‘Ruby?’
         
Theo sucked his thumb. He’d stopped doing that a year ago.
I picked him up and sat down beside Mum with Theo on my knee. ‘Don’t cry, Mum. You’re a good mother. You are. Please don’t cry.’
         
She stopped. It was a superhuman effort, but she did it. ‘I need to blow my nose,’ she mumbled.
Davey leapt up and raced for the box of tissues.
When she’d mopped herself up, she wrapped the three of us up in a hug. ‘You’re such good kids. I don’t deserve you.’
‘You do! We want you.’ Theo wriggled off my knee onto Mum’s.
She looked exhausted. ‘Ruby, love — I could murder a cup of tea.’
I made her one. She was a good mother. I wouldn’t change her. I poured the water into her favourite big mug, took her the tea and said, ‘Mum — you were only two years older than I am now when you got pregnant with me. You were so young.’
         
She took the mug and wrapped her hands around it. ‘It’s not the best way of doing things, Ruby. I wouldn’t want you to do the same.’
Not much chance of that. No boy even looked at me.
Mum drank the tea then read to the boys. I did the dishes and wondered how Calvin was getting on with Max. I’d give my current bank balance to be able to listen in. No, I wouldn’t. I’d earned that money and I wasn’t going to waste it.
         
We put the kids to bed. Theo was clingy. Davey was quiet.
Mum and I watched telly. Well, we turned it on, but neither of us could concentrate. ‘They’re such a long time!’ Mum said.
The kids had been asleep for ages by the time they came back.
Max came into the lounge. ‘Sorry, Mum.’ Then he gave me a lightning glance. ‘Sorry, Ruby.’ He scuttled off to his room, his head down.
I stared after him. His eyes were red. Max had been crying?
Calvin sank down on the sofa beside Mum. He stretched out and closed his eyes.
Mum took his hand. ‘Calvin? Are you okay?’
He opened one eye. ‘That lad of ours, Tessie, is hard work.’
That lad of ours. We were so lucky to have Calvin.
         
Mum’s mouth wobbled, but she didn’t cry. ‘Max …?’
‘Max will be okay, Tessie. He’s just been pushing the limits. He’s found out where they are now.’ He yawned. ‘We’ll see how he goes.’
I went to bed.
The next day was Friday. When Davey and I got home after school, Max was there. He growled, ‘Calvin’s making me cook tonight, so you can stop the I do all the work act.’
         
I sighed. Whatever had made him cry last night had worn off. ‘Grow up, Max.’ We left him to it. I put one of the Portuguese CDs in my player. Before dinner that night, Davey and I learned how to say excuse me, thank you, and I am an American man. That would be useful. Not.
         
We didn’t tell anybody else what we were doing.
Max yelled at me to set the table.
I switched off the player. ‘Come on, Davey. Let’s show him what stars we are.’
We had that table set before Max could yell a second time. It pissed him off. I wished we could be friends. He hadn’t been nice to me once since I found my backbone.
I shook my head. Who was I kidding? He hadn’t been nice to me before then. He’d been nice to Max.
The meal wasn’t great, but we ate it. ‘I want Ruby to cook,’ Theo said.
Max scowled.
Life in the Diamond–Yarrow household limped onwards.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Fourteen

Max kept his head down. He did as he was asked, but never anything more. He didn’t sulk, but he didn’t talk to any of us if he didn’t have to. Mum went around looking as if she’d cry if you touched her. She didn’t talk about work. Calvin asked her one night where the pay talks were at.
She just rubbed her head. ‘Oh, I think we’ll be going on strike.’
She hadn’t talked about it for ages. Max was all she could worry about. I felt bad. It was kind of my fault, except that it wasn’t. Not really. I’d just started the whole thing.
No, actually, I hadn’t. Max had started it when he’d stage-managed the kids into my little room. If he hadn’t done that, I would never have stood up for myself. That didn’t make me feel any better. Poor Mum — I wished I could make it all better. I couldn’t. Neither could Calvin.
         
When I wasn’t thinking about the Max situation, I thought a lot about Brazil. The exchange kids would be here in less than a fortnight. At school, the orchestra had practices. The choir had practices. The kapa haka group had even more practices.
The tickets for the social went on sale on Thursday. I decided not to go. Nobody would dance with me. I would sit around all night with my face aching from pretending to have a great time. Megan had to go because all the kids who’d been chosen for next year’s trip had to go. At interval, she said, ‘You guys better buy your tickets tomorrow. Just in case they all sell out.’
I told her I wasn’t going.
‘You’ve got to come,’ she gasped. ‘Please, Ruby!’
‘Come on, Ruby, it’ll be fun. The band’s awesome: I’ve heard them before,’ Carly said.
Tia glared at me. ‘Get some backbone, girl.’
I glared back. ‘I bloody have got backbone and it’s telling me not to do something I don’t bloody want to. So there!’ I jumped up and walked away.
I could feel their eyes following me. I kicked the grass. I’d love to go to the stupid social. I’d love to dance and dance and have a brilliant time. But I was not going to sit around yet again smiling a huge, fake smile while other people had a brilliant time.
         
After interval, in English, Tia whispered, ‘You okay?’
         
I nodded. ‘Yeah. Sorry I yelled.’
But I wasn’t okay, not really. Why couldn’t I do the things I wanted to do? I thought about that as I went to pick Davey up. The Brazil trip. They hadn’t chosen me. But I was going to go anyway, so that didn’t count. The money was growing in my new bank account.
But the Portuguese lessons weren’t going so well. Davey got bored with them and it was hard to get enough time by myself. The CDs were due back at the library next week.
The social. The hot, crying feeling built up behind my eyes. Socials were crap. Nobody ever asked me to dance. Not ever.
I can dance anyway. Where had that idea come from? But I could — I could go out onto the middle of the floor and I could dance. Megan, Carly and I could dance together. Tia could dance with us if she didn’t manage to find a hot Brazilian boy. Knowing Tia, she’d go up and ask one of them to dance.
         
I could do the same.
Just thinking about it was enough to make my feet tingle. I walked faster, stamping to calm them down. But I could. I slowed down again. I knew how to say please in Portuguese. I could go up to one of the Brazilian boys and I could say four words in Portuguese. I could say Excuse me, sir, please and then I’d have to say the rest in English.
         
He would laugh at me.
Somebody would tell Max that I’d asked a boy to dance and that he’d turned me down.
But I found I didn’t care about what Max said. I used to care. I used to be proud he was my brother. When he collected an armful of prizes at the end of every year, I always clapped the hardest.
I got to Davey’s school. He saw me and came running over. ‘Can I stay, Ruby? We’re playing.’
I sat on a bench and watched. He was with a group of about six boys. I looked for Cat, but she must have gone already.
I kept thinking about the social. I wanted a life. The old arguments started up in my head. You can’t read. You can’t write. Stick to what you’re good at. You’ll fall flat on your face if you try new things.
         
I shifted on the hard bench and watched Davey. They were playing four square. He was getting good.
For the very first time ever, I argued with the voice in my head. If I do fall flat on my face, at least I’ll know I’ve tried.
         
It blabbed back, It’s too scary. You can’t. You’re stupid, remember? They’ll all look at you.
         
Shut up. Just shut up. I’m the girl who stood up for herself with Mr Vine. Remember?
         
The social. I tried to picture it in my mind. Could I really walk up to a boy and ask him to dance? I swallowed. My gut tied itself in knots even thinking about it.
         
But I wouldn’t have to ask a boy. I could dance with my friends. Well, not Tia because she would definitely ask a boy to dance — probably a Brazilian boy.
By the time Davey and I went home, I’d made up my mind. I would go to the social. And I would try to have a good time.
The next day, when we were waiting for Mr W, I said to the girls, ‘Okay. I’ve changed my mind. I’ve got my ticket money.’
Megan cheered and hugged me. Carly said, ‘Good.’
Tia said, ‘Excellent! Come to my house and we’ll get ready together.’
I’d done it now. I would have to go.
There was a whole week to get through first. Six days of getting up at stupid o’clock, but sixty more dollars to put in the bank. The floor of the superette was changing colour now that it was getting washed regularly. It wasn’t dirty grey, it was a light blue. I finished wiping all the shelves, so I started at the beginning again.
Mr Vine never spoke to me, so I sang as I worked. Mick always said hello when we passed on the footpath. Sometimes we had time for a bit of a chat. He said his wife’s name was Sarah and they had two kids, a boy and a girl.
         
Max made sure he didn’t talk to any of us more than he had to. I waited for Mum to crack.
The girls and I stressed about what to wear to the social. I had a fight with Tia about the skirt she wanted to wear with the red top.
The Brazil kids arrived on Thursday morning. Tia was out of class because the kapa haka group had to be at the powhiri to welcome them. The sound of singing floated on the warm air, in through the art room windows. The song the Brazilian kids sang to respond to the waiata had a catchy rhythm. I hoped they’d sing it again that night at the concert.
They did, and they performed too. Some of them danced the salsa. Others did what their teacher said was capoeira. That was pretty freaky. Two of them did it together and it looked like they wanted to kick each other to death. But the flying feet never touched the other person. At the end they shook hands.
‘I sure hope I don’t have to learn that,’ Megan whispered. ‘I like the salsa though.’
The kapa haka kids were brilliant. We leapt to our feet and cheered when they finished. Tia had the biggest grin on her face. Mr T would be proud of them.
After the orchestra and the concert band and the choir, we had the speeches. I went into the daze I used for assemblies. Then a girl from Brazil stepped forward and took the microphone. She was gorgeous — long, dark hair and dark, snapping eyes. She wore the capoeira gear — white trousers and a white top. She smiled at us. We sat up. She demanded our attention and she hadn’t even said a word. How did you do that?
         
When she spoke, I didn’t understand anything she said. The words flowed in a twisting, turning ribbon of sounds I couldn’t begin to understand.
So much for the Portuguese CD lessons.
Megan and I left the hall. Tia and the other performers stayed for supper. I wondered if she’d decided yet which guy to dance with at the social.
Megan’s dad dropped me home.
The social was tomorrow. I ran inside the house. It would be okay. It really would. I hoped.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Fifteen

I was rushing around getting ready to go to Tia’s when Mum asked Max if he was going to the social.
He didn’t even look at her — just kept walking through the family room. ‘Not if she’s going.’
         
She growled at him. I kept my mouth shut and wished things were different. I was glad I was going — scared, but glad. It was good that all four of us would be at Tia’s to get ready. I wished I could go over there now, but it was too early.
Carly arrived at Tia’s in a dead heat with me. Megan was already there.
We had an hour before we had to leave. I didn’t have a chance to get nervous — what with doing our make-up and hair, arguing yet again with Tia over which skirt she should wear and laughing as we fell over each other.
         
To settle the skirt question, Tia put her choice on, then the one I said she should wear. ‘Which one?’ she demanded.
Carly waved her mascara brush at her. ‘Whichever you want — the black one makes you look like a pumpkin with legs, but suit yourself.’
That finished the argument. Tia put on the flirty skirt with the line of red sparkles above the hem. ‘Sensational,’ Megan said.
‘Humph,’ said Tia.
I wore white. It was all stuff I’d found in op shops and I’d altered it to give it class. The girls stared at me when I got dressed.
‘Where did you get that top?’ Carly yelped. ‘I want one.’
I grinned. ‘The Sally Army shop.’
‘The skirt too?’ Tia demanded.
I shook my head. ‘No, that was the hospice shop.’
‘It looks a million dollars,’ Megan sighed. ‘My stuff is all wrong — I should’ve asked you, Ruby.’
Tia snorted. ‘Lucky you didn’t. She’s so bossy. Get dressed and let’s see.’
We made Megan turn around so we could study her from all angles. ‘It’s not bad …’ Carly said.
‘More of a town skirt than a social skirt though,’ Tia said.
She was right. The denim mini made Megan’s blue halter top look casual and almost as if the two garments were a uniform. She looked ready to cry.
         
‘Wear Tia’s pumpkin skirt,’ I said. ‘It should look great on you, and the colour will be better too.’
Tia threw it at her. ‘Take it. Anything to get Ruby off my back!’
The skirt sat lower on Megan’s hips and the proportions were better on her because she was taller. The black looked great with her top.
Carly whistled. ‘Magic!’
I grinned, and Tia laughed. ‘Okay — keep it. You look fantastic.’
It was time to go. I didn’t have even one butterfly in my gut, but by the time Mr Manu dropped us at school, a whole herd of them were flapping around.
This was not a good idea. I could be at home, playing Twister with the kids. That stiffened my backbone — I didn’t want to always stay home and play with the kids. I held my head high and walked into the hall.
The Brazilian kids were already there. Nobody was dancing but the band was setting up. Tia said, ‘Come on — let’s go and talk to them.’ She charged off without waiting to see if we followed.
Carly said, ‘Not me. I like boys who can talk English.’ She darted off and joined Wiremu, Zeke and Niles.
Megan and I looked at each other. What now? ‘There’s chairs over there,’ Megan pointed to the wall. ‘Let’s go and sit down.’
         
We were almost across the hall when I stopped. ‘No, let’s not. If we sit there now, we’ll stay there all night.’ The music started and the floor filled with bodies. ‘Let’s find Carly, and we’ll all dance together.’ I started walking before I could chicken out. Megan followed me to where Carly was trying to talk the boys into dancing.
‘Look at them,’ she said, disgusted. ‘They’re too scared to dance!’
Megan’s face brightened. ‘It’s easy. Look — I’ll show you.’
And that was the start of my brilliant evening. I didn’t dance with a boy from Brazil. I didn’t ask any boy to dance. But I danced all night. I felt like Cinderella before midnight. I felt like those twelve princesses who danced holes in their shoes. The three of us danced in a group with Wiremu, Zeke and Niles. Sometimes Maisie and Amanda joined us. Even Tom managed to stand up and jiggle for a couple of songs. ‘Didn’t think you’d come,’ I shouted at him.
He pulled a face. ‘Mum made me. Said she’d sell my computer if I didn’t.’
Tia danced her way through our group every now and then. Always, she had a different Brazilian boy with her. Always, they were both laughing and looking as if they were having the best time.
         
I probably looked the same.
The hours flashed past. I couldn’t believe it when they announced the last dance. Now I understood how come Cinderella forgot to watch the clock.
Calvin was waiting outside to take us home. ‘Good dance?’ he asked.
‘The best,’ I sighed. ‘It was such fun.’
And tomorrow was Sunday. I didn’t have to get up at stupid o’clock.
The next week was the last one of the term. The Brazilian kids joined their billets for classes on Monday but we didn’t have any of them in our lessons because their billets were all Year 11 kids.
On Tuesday morning we waved them goodbye as the bus drove them off to visit Rotorua and the mountains. Tia looked very pleased with herself.
On Wednesday after school, Davey and I went into town so that I could take the Portuguese CDs back. I’d learnt a few words, though nothing that helped me understand anything the Brazilian kids said. But seeing them, watching them dance, watching them play capoeira and hearing them talk — all that had made me more determined to go to Brazil.
We dropped the CDs off at the library. Davey had brought his pocket money. He wanted another truck poster. We were wandering along the street when we saw Cat and her mum. Cat had her arms folded and she was leaning against a car. Her feet were jammed against the gutter. She shook her head. ‘No.’
         
Davey ran up. ‘Cat! I’m going to buy a truck poster.’
Cat jumped onto the footpath. ‘I go with Davey.’
Her mother ran her hands through her hair. ‘Catarina! You cannot do that. You must come with me. I’m sorry, but you have to.’ She smiled at me. ‘I have to go to the hairdresser. She won’t come.’
‘Boring,’ said Cat.
I smiled at her mum. ‘We’ll be in town for a bit. She can come with us, if you like.’
‘Good,’ said Cat.
Her mum glanced at me, then at Cat and then at her watch. ‘You are an angel! Thank you. I will finish in an hour — will that be all right? I can take you home.’
‘Cool!’ said Davey, admiring the car.
‘We’ll be back here in an hour,’ I said.
She handed me a twenty dollar note. ‘Please — buy yourselves something to eat. I don’t want any change.’ She pushed it at me and ran for the salon a couple of doors up the street.
‘Okay, troops,’ I said. ‘Davey’s poster first, and then food.’
When the hour was up, we went back to the car. Cat’s mum came out of the salon a few minutes later. She came straight to me and hugged me. ‘I was right — you are an angel.’
         
On the way home, she said, ‘Ruby — have you got time to stop at the park? The children can play and I have something I want to ask you.’
Even if we didn’t have time, I was too curious to refuse.
When the kids were making themselves dizzy on the round-about, Cat’s mum turned to me. ‘First, let me introduce myself. My name is Maria Oliveira. My husband, Lucas, is a wine maker and I work in town.’ She smiled at me. ‘My job is in IT — sometimes I cannot get away in time.’
I smiled back. She was going to ask me to stay with Cat if she was late. It wouldn’t be a problem.
She waved a hand at Cat. ‘You saw today how stubborn she is. She is to go to child care next week. I have to work in the holidays, you see. But she refuses to go.’ She sighed. ‘I could make her. But — when I saw you, and saw how happy she is when she is with you, I wondered …’ She paused to smile at me. ‘Would you come to our house, Ruby? Monday to Friday during the holidays?’ She told me what she would pay me.
I gasped. Such a lot of money! But I couldn’t. I shook my head. ‘I’d love to. I really would, but I have to look after Davey. Mum works too and we can’t afford child care for him as well as Theo — he’s nearly four and he goes to day care anyway.’ I tried not to think about the money I was saying goodbye to. I tried not to think that Max could look after Davey. He wouldn’t and Davey would be miserable if Mum made him do it.
         
Mrs Oliveira nodded at the kids. ‘They play happily together. Would your mother let you bring Davey too? I would like Catarina to have a friend here.’
And so it was arranged. Cat clapped her hands all the way to our house. Davey did too. Maria — she told me to call her that — laughed and said, ‘Are you sure about this, Ruby?’
But I was sure. I had a holiday job. My Brazil fund was about to get very fat.
Davey and I waved them goodbye. ‘Come on, buddy — we’d better motor. Calvin and Theo will be home in a few minutes.’
He raced me into the house.
There was a note on the table.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Sixteen

That was odd. I picked it up. It was from Max — I recognised his showy signature on the bottom. I sat down, trying to read it. It’s always harder for me to read handwriting. I worked out the first few words:
Mum. I’ve gone to
         
I jumped up and ran to his room. It was a mess. He’d thrown the bedclothes on the floor. Drawers were open. So was the wardrobe. All his clothes were gone.
I ran back to the kitchen. The thump of my heart was loud in my ears and it was hard to breathe. Where had he gone?
I heard Calvin and Theo arrive home. I tore out to meet them. ‘Calvin — read this! It’s from Max. I think … I think …’
He took the letter and read it. Then he looked at me, his face set. ‘He’s run off to Australia, Ruby. His father sent him the ticket. He went this morning.’
         
I groaned and collapsed onto the ground. This would kill Mum. How could he do this?
         
Calvin helped me up. ‘You hold the fort here, Ruby. I’ll go over to Alf’s. He’ll let me use his computer. I’ll see if I can find Hayden Yarrow in the Aussie phone book.’ He gripped my shoulder. ‘I’ll be back when Tessie gets home. Don’t worry.’
No. It was useless to worry. And this proved one thing — our father was definitely in Australia. It was small comfort.
Davey and Theo wanted to know where Calvin had gone. ‘Me too!’ Theo stamped his foot. ‘I want to go too.’
I took them inside and told them about Max. Davey said, ‘Will you sleep in his room now?’
I hugged him, laughing through my tears. ‘Let’s just see what happens.’
They weren’t worried. Max wasn’t really part of their lives.
We started preparing dinner. I knew Mum wouldn’t be able to eat any of it.
Calvin got back about fifteen minutes later. He put a list on the table. ‘It’s lucky Yarrow’s not a common name. And H Yarrow is even less common.’
I counted the names. There were six for the whole of Australia. That would still be a lot of phone calls.
         
Calvin rubbed a hand over his hair. ‘We’ll ask Tessie where she thinks Hayden is likely to have gone.’
I was dreading Mum getting home.
Calvin went out to meet her when we heard the car.
I heard her cry out. They came in ten minutes later and she was sobbing.
It wasn’t an evening I want to remember. I served dinner. Mum just stared at her food and couldn’t eat. The boys were very quiet. Every now and again, they’d glance at her, their faces upset.
I gave the boys their baths and put them to bed.
When I came back to the family room, Mum and Calvin were sitting on the sofa. The phone was in front of Mum. She picked it up. ‘I’d best get it over with.’
She rang the one H Yarrow in Western Australia. She thought Hayden would probably have gone there. I could hear the ring tone. Nobody was going to answer. Then a woman said, ‘Hello?’
Mum gasped. ‘I’m trying to ring Hayden Yarrow. Is that the right number?’
The woman’s voice was clear, even to Calvin and me. ‘Yes. Oh! You must be Tessie! Is that right?’
Mum whispered, ‘Yes, that’s right. Has my son — has Max arrived yet?’
         
‘He’s on the flight from Sydney. It lands in about three hours.’ She paused. ‘Shall I get him to call you?’
Mum gulped. ‘Thank you. That’s very kind. I didn’t know he was …’ She couldn’t go on.
The woman’s voice rose. ‘He didn’t tell you? Didn’t ask? Well now, isn’t that just like a Yarrow.’ When Mum didn’t reply, she went on, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make him ring the second he gets here. By the way — I’m Linda. Hayden’s wife.’
‘Thank you, Linda,’ Mum whispered. She put the phone down and burst into tears all over again.
I went to bed. I was too angry with Max to wait around for his phone call. I thought I’d still be awake when he rang, but I went to sleep and the phone didn’t wake me.
I didn’t sing in the morning while I cleaned the floors of the superette. I swept them with hard, furious sweeps. I mopped ferociously. It’s a wonder there were any bristles left on the brush after I’d cleaned the toilet.
Mr Grumble-guts paid me. I looked him straight in the eye and dared him to make a smart comment about me not singing. He just grunted and slapped the money on the counter. I picked it up. ‘I’ll see you on Tuesday.’
‘Saturday.’
‘It’s Easter. I’ll come on Saturday if you pay me penalty rates.’ I waited. He kept his mouth shut. ‘See you Tuesday.’
         
I reached a decision — I would tell Mum I was moving back into my old room.
When I got home, she was up. Calvin looked grim and Mum looked as if she hadn’t slept. We ate our breakfast in silence. Mum went through the morning routine but she was on automatic — her thoughts were somewhere else. No prizes, Ruby, for guessing where. My backbone crumbled. I couldn’t say anything about the room. Not today.
Calvin had left before I remembered Maria and Cat. ‘Mum! I’ve got a holiday job!’ I told her about it and finished with, ‘And I can take Davey with me.’
‘Oh. Good. That’s good, Ruby.’ Then she burst out with, ‘I only hope Hayden looks after Max.’
I helped Theo pack his bag. I could have told her I was running away to Brazil and she would have said That’s good. What was it with Mum and Max? ‘Mum, it’s after eight. You’d better go.’ And keep your mind on the road, not on bloody Max.
         
I told Tia the Max story. She just said, ‘Good riddance. Now you can have your room back.’
Yeah.
I told her about Maria, Cat and the job. She cheered. ‘Yay for you!’ She poked my arm. ‘You know what this means?’
‘Money,’ I said.
‘Yes, money. But you won’t be at home to be Mummy’s little helper.’ She swung back on her chair. ‘Bloody good, I say.’
         
I was glad it was the last day of term. Easter tomorrow and two weeks and one day off school. Davey and I bought Easter eggs from the superette on our way home.
I wondered if Mr Vine would give me a discount. He didn’t. I didn’t get the smiles and jokes either. The woman in front of me did. The kid behind me did.
I shrugged. Mr Vine wasn’t worth stressing about.
I hoped Mum would be more together by the time she got home. But one look at her blew that hope sky-high. Her eyes were dark hollows in her face. The worry lines were deeper on her forehead.
All the old arguments raged in my head. I can’t ask about the room. Not yet. I’ll wait till she feels better.
         
I wanted her to smile at me and tell me to move back into my old room. I wanted her to see me. But she’d feel better in the morning, and she could sleep in. I’d ask her tomorrow.
         
That night, it was me and Calvin who hid the Easter eggs for the kids to find in the morning. Always before, for as long as I could remember, Mum had done it. This time she sat on the couch and stared at the wall.
         
She looked better in the morning and she joined the kids in the Easter egg hunt. She didn’t say anything about the room but several times, she went in there and came out with her eyes red. Okay, she needed time. I could wait.
On Saturday, Wiremu rang up. ‘Hey, Ruby — want to come water-skiing? It’ll be the last chance before it gets too cold. Zeke and Niles are coming and can you ask your mates?’
I didn’t ask Mum if I could go — I just told her I was going. She managed to focus on me long enough to say, ‘That’ll be nice for you, Ruby. Have a good time.’
I was absolutely going to have a good time, and I wasn’t going to spend one second of it thinking about home.
I got up first time on the skis. Tia did too. None of the others did, not even Niles and Zeke who’d both done it before. Wiremu was a single-ski guy. Carly gave up and rode in the boat. Megan got up the second time, but was so surprised, she let go of the rope.
Easter zipped past.
Tuesday morning came. I set the alarm for stupid o’clock. I was tempted to let it ring till it woke the boys. Then I’d say Sorry, Mum. Wouldn’t happen if I had my own room. But I shut it off and dressed in the bathroom so I wouldn’t wake them.
         
Mr Vine greeted me with his usual grunt. The floor was pretty disgusting. He hadn’t even swept it. I rolled up my sleeves and got busy. I sang. I chose Alice the Camel and sang it over and over. With luck, it’d get stuck in his head all day. Mick gave me an Easter egg when he saw me. Old Grumble-guts didn’t even give me a smile.
         
Davey and I left the house at eight to walk to Cat’s place. It was three blocks away so didn’t take us long.
Maria beamed at us when she opened the door. ‘I was afraid you wouldn’t come!’
She showed us around the house. ‘This is so pretty!’ I loved the things she had on the walls — masks with ribbons hanging from them, big fans, paintings. The furniture had bright rugs thrown over it. There were patterned mats on the wooden floors.
She laughed. ‘I’m happy you like it. It reminds me of home.’ She pointed to a list on the fridge. ‘Our phone numbers are here. And this,’ she picked up a newspaper page, ‘is a list of things happening in town for kids.’
Here it was — the reading problem. I’d run slap bang into it before I’d even started. I would have to tell her. I felt sick.
‘Maria, I have to tell you something.’ I couldn’t look at her.
She grabbed my shoulders. ‘Ruby — what’s wrong? Are you ill?’
         
I shook my head. ‘No. It’s not that. It’s … I can’t read. Or write. Not very well.’ I pointed at the paper and the lists. ‘I can’t read those.’ I shook my head. ‘The numbers are fine — no problem, but the words … I just can’t read them.’ There. I’d done it.
Her fingers dug into my shoulders and she shook me. ‘Ruby — lift your head and look at me.’ She waited until I did. I thought my heart would choke me — it was beating high in my throat. ‘Now listen to me. We’re going to do that all again.’
What? Do what all again?
She smiled. ‘You are going to tell me again that you have a learning difficulty. You are going to hold your head high and you are going to say it calmly. You will say it the way you’d say …’ she paused to think, ‘the way you’d say, I can’t eat peanuts.’
Why? I didn’t want to say it again. Once was bad enough.
She pulled me to a chair and made me sit down. ‘Listen, Ruby. You have to stop being ashamed of it. People judge you on how you judge yourself. If you are sure about yourself, if you are confident — then people will say Ruby’s a great person. She’s an inspiration. She never lets that learning difficulty get in her way.’
         
I couldn’t. She didn’t understand. I looked at the clock. ‘You’d better go. You’ll be late.’
         
But I found out where Cat got her stubbornness from. Her mother. Maria said, ‘Say it, Ruby. I’ll sit here until you do. All day if I have to. And I’ll still pay you.’
Bloody hell! It was the threat to still pay me that did it. I took a deep breath. Then another two. ‘I have something to tell you. I have a learning problem and I can’t read or write.’ I gabbled the words and I looked at the wall behind her head.
She stood up, patted my shoulder and said, ‘That’s a start. We will practise again when I get home, and every day until I am satisfied.’
I glared at her and she laughed. I smiled — she was nice — but I wondered how she and Tia would get on, they were both so bossy. I said, ‘Would you read me what’s on today? I’ll remember.’
There were a couple of movies we could go to and a play called Jack Climbs the Beanstalk. That could be fun. ‘I think we’ll try and see the play today.’
         
She handed me a purse. ‘There’s fifty dollars in there, Ruby. Can you take the children somewhere each day? The money is for bus fares, tickets and food. Each day, you will have fifty dollars to spend.’
I gaped at her. ‘But Maria — that is way too much!’
She squeezed my hand. ‘My dear — we can afford it, and it’s worth it. Enjoy yourselves.’ She kissed Cat, waved to us and left.
         
Fifty dollars every day? To do what we liked with? Oh, yay! But I’d be careful with it and I’d keep all the receipts to show her.
I hoped she would forget about making me say the stuff about reading.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Seventeen

I turned on the telly so we could watch Fifi. I liked the fun stuff she showed kids how to make. Today, she had cardboard cartons and she painted them to look like houses and shops. We could do that on a wet day. I’d get the boxes from Mr Vine.
The day raced along. The three of us cooked pancakes for lunch, then we caught the bus into town. We got good seats for the play and the kids loved it. I couldn’t keep my mind on it, though. I kept thinking instead about what Maria had said. Hold your head high, Ruby.
         
I sighed. It was all very well for her — she was beautiful, she was rich. Life was easy for her in her lovely home. Holding my head high and saying I couldn’t read? She just had no idea how bad the whole thing made me feel.
The play ended and it was a relief to switch my mind back to the kids. Maria was home when we got back. Cat tore into the house, Davey behind her. She called to her mother in a stream of chatter. I couldn’t understand a word of it.
         
Maria laughed. ‘Gently, Catarina! Speak English, darling.’
Cat stamped her foot. ‘No! Not enough words. I need more words.’
I laughed and said to Maria, ‘Could she tell you all about it in her language and then we’ll go back to English? We had a great time.’
Maria smiled at me. ‘That’s very kind, Ruby. What do you say, Catarina?’
Cat had good manners when it suited her. She gave me brilliant smile and said, ‘Obrigada, Ruby.’ Then her tongue tumbled off into a torrent of strange words.
Obrigada. I glanced at Davey. He whispered, ‘She said thank you.’
         
Yes, she had. We waited while she told Maria the story of the play. Her eyes flashed, her voice rose and fell, she laughed and she waved her hands. I wanted to understand what she said. I didn’t catch one word that I’d learnt from the CD.
When she finished, Maria hugged her. ‘It sounds wonderful, darling.’
Davey broke in, ‘Cat — do you talk Portuguese?’
Cat said, ‘Yes, I do. I am from Brazil.’ She said it in Portuguese, and Davey and I understood her.
         
Davey said in Portuguese, ‘I am an American man.’
They laughed. ‘You are not! You are New Zealand boy,’ Cat said.
Maria asked, ‘How did you learn to say that, Davey?’
He puffed out his chest. ‘I can say more things too.’ He told them about the CDs and how I wanted to go to Brazil.
‘Hmm,’ said Maria. ‘That’s very interesting.’ She turned to me. ‘Ruby — would you like Catarina and me to teach you Portuguese?’
‘Me too!’ Davey said.
‘Yes, Davey. You too.’ She tipped her head on one side. ‘Well, Ruby?’
I found my voice. ‘Oh, yes! Yes — please.’ They laughed, because I said it in Portuguese.
‘Excellent!’ Maria clapped her hands. ‘We start as soon as you look me in the eye and tell me you can’t read or write.’
She hadn’t forgotten. Damn. And it wouldn’t be a blind bit of good trying to argue with her. Oh, to hell with it! I straightened my backbone. Bloody backbone. ‘I can’t read properly. And I can’t write properly.’
         
‘Better,’ she said. ‘Go out the door. Walk back in and say, Maria, there’s something I want you to know. Then tell me. I want you to believe in your heart that it’s not important. That you are a clever and competent person. Do it, and then we start the lessons.’
         
I didn’t want to but her determination felt like a wall of steel bricks.
I did it. Not once, but six times until she was happy. And even then she said, ‘We will practise every day these holidays.’
I glared at her and she laughed.
She and Cat taught us the words for table, chair, room, house, bedroom, bed, kitchen, wall, light and door. ‘That is enough to remember for one day,’ Maria said.
‘Tomorrow you have a test,’ Cat said, clapping her hands.
It was time to go home. Maria reminded me to bring my bank account number the next day. She was going to put my wages straight into my account.
We walked home and cooked the dinner. I did it by myself because Davey wanted to help Calvin and Theo fix the mower. I liked having the kitchen to myself. What a day! I was earning money and I was learning Portuguese. A voice at the back of my mind repeated Maria’s words: you are a clever and competent person. Yep. That was me.
         
I made up my mind to tell Mum I was going to have my old room back.
When she came home, she went straight to the room — my room. She didn’t smile or say hello. She didn’t say anything to Calvin.
         
Bloody Max! Even when he wasn’t here, he controlled my life. Well, I was sick of it. I marched into the room — my room. Mum was sitting on the bed, holding a T-shirt he’d left behind, and crying. ‘Mum. I’m moving back into this room. It’s my room and Max isn’t here.’
         
She looked up. ‘How can you be so heartless, Ruby Yarrow? He’s gone.’
         
I sat down beside her, took the T-shirt away and threw it on the floor. ‘Mum — he isn’t dead. He’s alive and having a ball in Australia. With our father.’
She hunched away from me. ‘You don’t understand.’
That was true. I stood up. ‘I have to check on the dinner.’
She didn’t say anything. I walked out. That was my room and I was moving into it tonight. She could stop using it as a shrine to Max the runaway.
I called to everyone to come and eat. Mum ate three mouthfuls before she said, ‘Ruby — you’re not moving into Max’s room. It has to be free for him if he wants to come home.’
Calvin shook his head at me. He put down his knife and fork and said, ‘Tessie — Ruby and I are going to move her stuff after dinner.’ He held up his hand. ‘No. Don’t say anything. I’ve heard it all. You need to listen. If Max does come back, he fits in with us. We don’t turn ourselves upside down for him.’ He took her hand. ‘He will need to be part of our family, Tessie, not king of it.’
         
She snatched her hand away, jumped up and ran from the room.
Oh, great. Max was so lucky he was across the Tasman. Right then I could have pulled all his hair off his head — one chunk at a time.
We finished eating. Calvin said, ‘Leave the dishes, Ruby. You and I have work to do.’ He looked at the boys. ‘Are you guys going to give us a hand?’
When we finished, we came back to find Mum doing the dishes and crying into the sink.
I shut myself in my very own room, rang Tia and had a moan to her. Bliss. And Tia had a new boyfriend. ‘Just for the holidays,’ she said. ‘He’ll be too high maintenance when I’m busy with school.’
His name was Aaron and he was one of the kids picked to go to Brazil next year. Huh! I bet he couldn’t say Where is the table? It’s over there in Portuguese.
         
Ruby Yarrow is a clever and competent person?
         



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Eighteen

Those were the best holidays ever. We went to two movies, we went skating and horse riding. We cooked, and ate what we made. On the last Thursday, Davey and I arrived in the pouring rain. Cat was glaring out the window. ‘Stupid rain. I hate stupid rain.’
‘Say it in Portuguese, Cat,’ said Davey — in Portuguese.
That cheered her up. They danced around the room chanting Stupid rain. We hate stupid rain in Portuguese.
         
Maria rolled her eyes. ‘Good luck,’ she said as she left.
But it was the perfect day for painting boxes and making a street of houses and shops. I’d brought the flattened boxes with me. We’d need to go into town for the paints and brushes. ‘Okay, kids — get the rain gear on. We’re on a mission.’
         
Cat made us say it again in Portuguese. ‘And we’ll sit on the bus,’ Davey said, ‘and we’ll talk in Portuguese and everyone will look at us. It’ll be cool.’
So we did, and it was. So were the houses we made, and the shops. We put newspaper on the floor of the garage and got to work. We learnt the words for the colours while we did it.
We lined all our houses up where they wouldn’t get squashed when Maria and Lucas came home.
Every day when she got home, Maria made me say the reading thing. Then we had a cup of tea and chatted in Portuguese. On the last Friday when she made me say it, I said, ‘Maria, I have something to tell you. It really isn’t a big deal any more. I don’t feel ashamed now. It’s just how things are. I’ll cope with it.’
She threw her arms around me and cheered.
I said, ‘Obrigada, Maria. Obrigada.’
Davey and I walked home. I was happy. Maria wanted me to pick Cat up after school each day and then walk home from our house with her at four. ‘We’ll sit and talk in Portuguese for half an hour each day,’ she said. And she insisted on paying me for picking Cat up.
My Brazil account was growing. Maria said they’d be back home in Brazil by the next April and that I was to come and stay with them. ‘It will make us very happy.’
         
That was good. But I didn’t seem to be able to make Mum happy. She tried to smile. She tried to be interested in what I was doing, but her heart wasn’t in it. She didn’t say anything about my room. She never laughed now. She wrote to Max every two or three days. He didn’t reply. Calvin and I worried about her, but she just shrugged. ‘I’m okay. Leave me alone.’
During the first week of school, her work went on strike. I thought that would totally break her, but instead, it perked her up. She threw herself into organising for the union. She stood on picket lines. She was interviewed on radio and on telly. We were proud of her. She spoke brilliantly.
But altogether she lost a week’s pay. Then, the day the strike ended, the car broke down. It cost a thousand dollars to get it fixed. Mum got a ride to work while it was in the garage but she couldn’t do that all the time. ‘I should get a job in Napier,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of the hospital, and it’s a drag having to drive to Hastings every day.’
But for now, she needed the car.
They went to the bank and got a loan.
Autumn faded into winter. Davey, Cat and I drank hot chocolate when we got home from school these days. Maria and I talked about snow, ice and cold. She gave me story CDs. ‘These are children’s stories we brought with us for Catarina. They are simple. Take the books too and the pictures will help you understand.’
         
The next day, we talked about the story I’d listened to. At the end of May, she said, ‘You are learning quickly, Ruby. You’ve got a good brain.’ She never missed a chance to tell me I was clever, smart and brainy. I felt clever, smart and brainy in her house.
Life in our house was much the same. Mum didn’t talk about Max often, but she kept writing to him. He hadn’t contacted her at all, except for the call to say he’d arrived. I refused to think about him.
His birthday was in June. Mum went into overdrive. She bought presents. She bought a huge card that sang Happy birthday when you opened it. She made Theo and Davey make him cards. ‘Ruby, you must get him a present. You can afford it with all the money you’re earning.’
         
She’d never asked what I wanted to do with my money. I shrugged. ‘Whatever.’ It wasn’t worth a fight. I took Cat and Davey into town to the secondhand bookshop. I bought him the first Harry Potter. It was cheap, it looked almost new, but I didn’t care if it had half the pages missing, or that he had probably read it. I hoped he had. I also found six fashion magazines. They were quite recent ones.
Mum posted the whole lot a week before his birthday. He didn’t ring, he didn’t write. Why did she expect anything different?
         
We had exams in the last week of June. The teachers kept telling us to study. They got manic about it during the week before. ‘It’s okay for you guys,’ I moaned to the girls. ‘You can study.’ Nobody ever explained to me how I was meant to do it.
         
‘At least you’ve got a cast-iron excuse,’ Carly said. ‘It’s the pits at my house — Mum nags, Dad yells. Jasmine swans around telling me how hard she worked when she was my age. Yeah, right!’
‘We all have our crosses to bear,’ said Tia — crossing her eyes.
‘It’s boring,’ Megan sighed. ‘And I hate it. But the olds have promised they’ll give me a hundred bucks for my Brazil fund for every subject I do well in.’
The bell went, but on the way into class, I had a blindingly brilliant idea. ‘Hey, guys! Listen — what if you all come over to my house on Saturday. Bring your books. You can read stuff to me. We’ll talk about it, and that way we’ll all revise it.’ I held my breath, scared they’d yell at me.
But Megan said, ‘That would be fantastic. I’m in.’
Carly shrugged. ‘Might as well. It’ll be better than being at home.’
‘Good,’ said Tia. ‘Aaron sent me a text. Wants me to go to his house to study.’ She keyed in a text as she spoke and read it out. ‘No, sorry. Have other plans.’
         
Carly grinned. ‘My bet is he gets dumped before the end of the weekend.’
She lost that bet. Tia dumped him between English and options.
Mum was surprised when I told her the girls were coming over to study. But she smiled and said, ‘That’s good, Ruby. How about I make lasagne for lunch for you all?’
I hugged her. Things were looking up.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Nineteen

My first exam was on the same day as Max’s birthday. When I got home from work in the morning Mum didn’t say anything about the exams. She started right in on the Max thing. Did I think she should phone him? Would Hayden do something special for him? She yelled for Theo, then said, ‘I only hope he’s going to a good school. It’s so important for him to get his education.’
Yeah.
She forgot to wish me luck.
I did the morning chores, dropped Davey at school and went to sit my English exam. I had a reader–writer and I had to go to the small office in the admin block. How to feel special in one easy lesson.
That exam was a struggle. But I thought I did better than the last time because I wasn’t scared to ask Mr Webb, my reader–writer, to read things several times until I understood.
         
Science was in the afternoon. Mr Webb pretended to roll up his sleeves. ‘Okay, Ruby — here we go again. Let’s blast off.’
When we finished, he took my papers and grinned at me. ‘You got about sixty per cent of that correct. Well done, Ruby.’
My mouth was still hanging open when he left.
We had maths the next day, and social studies in the afternoon. According to Mr Webb, I got about seventy per cent right for maths, but he said he hadn’t a clue about the social studies. I didn’t believe him. He’d been a school principal before he retired. He was clever — and nice.
We had health on Wednesday morning and option exams in the afternoon. I don’t think Mr Webb understood much of the fabric exam. My other option was art, and we didn’t have to do an exam for that.
I did think I’d done better in these exams, but not as well as Mr Webb said. We wouldn’t get the results back until after the holidays.
On the last day of term, our social studies teacher threw a real holiday-wrecker at us. ‘Okay, class. Your homework over the holidays …’ she paused while we groaned, ‘… is to organise your work-shadowing for next term.’ She wrote the date on the board for the day we would have to spend in a workplace. It was supposed to be somewhere we wanted to work when we left school.
         
I had a policy of never thinking about what I’d do when I left school. The choices weren’t great for a girl who couldn’t read or write. Mum expected me to work as a cleaner or a food worker at the hospital like she did. Calvin said I was so good with children — maybe I could work in early child care. But even if I wanted to, I still wouldn’t be able to do the exams.
We talked about it for the rest of the period. Everybody seemed to know what they wanted to do, although Tom said he wanted to be a professional game-player and the only place he needed to go to find out about that was his own computer. Miss Harris said, ‘Since you know so much about it already, Tom, you are to explore something else, thank you.’
Tia wanted to go to the X-ray department at the hospital. ‘I like bones,’ she said.
Megan wanted to go to a hair salon. ‘I want to train at the best salon I can. Then I’m going to travel the world and work at the same time.’
I thought Carly was having us on: ‘I’m going to a farm. One of the big ones up the Taihape road.’
‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Tia scoffed. ‘They have to get up early on farms, girl!’
Carly wasn’t known for getting out of bed early.
Wiremu was tossing up between physiotherapy, sports reporting and movie production.
         
I kept quiet and hoped nobody would ask me what I wanted to do.
On Saturday I talked to Mum about it. She hugged me and said, ‘Ruby, darling, there’s not a lot out there for a girl like you. It’ll be hard, but why don’t you try a clothes shop? You like fashion.’
Yes, I did. But I didn’t want to sell clothes. I could see what would happen: Mrs A comes in. She’s sixty. She tries on a dress that doesn’t do sixty. She loves it. It’s expensive — say five hundred dollars. She smiles at me and says, ‘Isn’t this gorgeous! Now, dear, tell me the truth — does my bum look big in it?’
I would smile and say, ‘Mrs A — it isn’t your bum. It’s your saggy arms, your scrawny neck. Your fat knees. You’re showing way too much skin, Mrs A. Don’t buy it.’
She’d walk out in a snit. The boss would yell at me. Then she’d fire me. And anyway, girls in shops needed to read stuff on the computers. They needed to write down names and addresses.
Calvin said, ‘Ruby — aim for the stars. Don’t settle for the obvious.’ Working with Mum as a cleaner was the obvious. ‘Don’t forget that computers can talk these days.’ He smiled at me and left. He was going to see about a weekend job pumping gas to earn some extra money.
Theo cried and wanted to go too. Mum said it was just till we caught up a bit with the money. Theo still cried.
         
I cleaned Mr Vine’s floor on Monday morning. In between the sweeping and the mopping, I made one of those important promises. I would go somewhere good for work-shadowing. But where?
Davey and I walked round to Maria’s house. Cat tore out to meet us. ‘Ruby! Mama says we can go on the steam train. But only if you take us. Will you, Ruby? Please!’
She spoke quickly — all in Portuguese. I understood every word. ‘I’d love to go on a steam train. Is it today?’
Maria kissed me on both cheeks. She’d told me it was the Brazilian way. ‘No, not till next week. We booked tickets just in case — but are you sure? It’ll be a long day. The train goes from Napier to Gisborne and back.’
‘I’m sure. It’ll be an adventure.’ I’d never been to Gisborne.
Davey couldn’t speak. He gasped and his eyes shone. ‘Will I be able to drive it?’
It didn’t upset him when we told him he wouldn’t be able to.
The weather was wet for most of the holidays. All the time, the work-shadowing hung over my head. Where could I go? What could I do?
We watched Fifi and made insects from egg cartons. The next week, she made face masks from paper plates. Cat threw hers down when she finished it. ‘It’s stupid. It’s not a proper mask.’
         
Well, it wasn’t like the ones hanging on the walls of her house, but she’d had fun making it. I had too. I liked making things. Could I do a work placement where I got to make things?
The train ride was on the last day of the holidays. We’d have to be at the station by 7.30. I told Mr Vine I couldn’t work that day. He moaned. ‘Typical bloody kid! Unreliable. Swanning off when it suits you.’
I smiled at him. ‘Feel free to replace me.’
Lucas took the three of us to the station. ‘I wish I could go too.’ He handed me a camera. ‘Can you take lots of photos, Ruby?’ He showed me how to work it. ‘I’d like one of the railway line where it goes across Gisborne airport.’
We boarded the train. Lucas handed me the picnic basket Maria had packed. ‘Have fun!’
Cat loved every second of the trip — for the first half hour. Then she wanted to go home — right now. Davey yelled at her. ‘You’re stupid! Trains are not boring!’
         
Oh, fantastic. I told them both to be quiet. I said, ‘Cat — find something out the window and tell me the Portuguese word for it.’
She stuck out her lip. ‘No. Want to go home.’
Believe me, chicken — I’d send you home right now. If I could.
         
An old man, across from us, bowed to me. ‘I, too, am not so fond of long journeys.’ He smiled at me and took no notice of Cat or Davey. ‘I always bring my paper with me. Look.’ He took something out of his bag. It was a square of blue paper.
‘Stupid,’ said Cat.
I spoke to her in Portuguese. ‘Please be quiet, Cat. I want to listen to the man.’
Davey stayed glued to the window, watching the steam fly back.
The old man began folding the paper. He made a box and gave it to me. ‘Would you like to make one? It is too difficult for the little girl.’
Cat snarled, ‘It is not. You’re stupid.’ Luckily, she spoke in Portuguese.
The old man’s eyes twinkled. ‘You speak English very well. Where do you come from?’ He looked at me, not Cat.
I smiled back. ‘I’m a New Zealander. But Cat isn’t. She comes from …’
‘I will say!’ Cat said. She glared at him. ‘I come from Brazil. My name is Catarina.’
He bowed. ‘Greetings, Catarina. My name is Ishi. I come from Japan.’
‘I can so make a box,’ she said. ‘Show me.’
Before Mr Ishi could say anything, I said, ‘Cat — you will ask again. And be polite this time.’
She eyed me and I could see her tossing up whether to do as she was told. I eyed her right back. She’d better.
         
She gave in with one of her sunnier smiles. ‘Please, Mr Ishi, will you show me how to make the box?’
He showed us both. ‘Thank you, Mr Ishi. Thank you,’ I said.
He bowed again, and his eyes twinkled. ‘You are most welcome, Miss Ruby.’
He gave Cat another sheet. She made a box without his help. He gave her three more sheets in different colours. She made a pink box. Then she opened the picnic basket, took out a mandarin and put it into the box. ‘For you, Mr Ishi.’ She bowed to him.
She made boxes all the way to Gisborne.
Davey didn’t move from the window once.
Mr Ishi was the kindest man in the world. But he wasn’t coming back on the train.
We had two hours in Gisborne. We spent it running as fast as we could along the streets. I had a plan: make Cat so tired she’d sleep all the way home.
It mostly worked, but I wasn’t sorry when the train gave a final blast on the whistle and we came into Napier.
Lucas met us and I gave him the camera. He swung Cat into the air. ‘Was that exciting, my darling? Did you love it?’
‘Stupid,’ she said.
         
He put her down and pulled a face. ‘Oh dear! I’m so sorry, Ruby! Was it a dreadful day?’
I told him I’d forgotten to take the photo of the railway line going through the airport. And I told him about Mr Ishi, the boxes and the races in Gisborne. I smiled at him. ‘Mr Ishi is a saint.’
Lucas glanced at his daughter. ‘The same cannot be said for certain other people. I’m glad you can still smile, Ruby.’
It hadn’t been the best day of the holidays. But we all survived. And I’d been to Gisborne.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty

School started again. I hadn’t seen Tia all holidays. ‘How was Queenstown?’ I asked. We walked to school — it was easier to talk that way.
‘Fun. Cold. The winter festival — the best fun.’
Hmm, possibly better than going to Gisborne on a steam train with a grumpy child.
Megan had been away too. ‘Went to New Plymouth. It rained.’
Carly had worked at the old people’s home her aunt owned. ‘Not what I want to do when I leave school.’
Ah yes. The work thing.
We got our exams back. Every single one of my papers had Well done, Ruby. A great improvement, or a comment like that. Tia read each one to me with a huge grin on her face.
         
Miss Harris told us to have our work placements sorted by Wednesday. Tia asked, ‘What are you going to do?’
         
‘Dunno.’
I showed Mum my exam papers that night. She was pleased — gave me a hug — but then she said, ‘It’s such a pity about the reading, Ruby. You’d be able to be anything you wanted if it wasn’t for that.’
Thanks, Mum.
         
Tuesday came and I still had no work placement. In the end, I asked the dressmaker next door if I could work with her for the day. She made wedding gowns. It could be okay.
It wasn’t. She was nice enough, but she was stressed out. She had two weddings coming up on Saturday, and the brides kept changing their weight. One got skinny, the other got fatter. I wanted to tell her to swap the dresses over, but she looked too stressed to see the joke. She had me unpicking seams all day. ‘Ruby — you’re a blessing. If I get these finished, it’ll be because of you.’
She wanted me to go back for the rest of the week after school — in the evenings — any time I could. She’d pay me.
I said no. A girl can get tired of being a blessing.
At school we had to do a whole unit of work based on our placement. I did it as best I could, and thought about what I’d really like to do. In an ideal world.
         
I made a list:

     
    
                  
        
                     
            
                        	THINGS I’M GOOD AT
                        
            
                        	WOULD I LIKE TO

                DO THIS FOR A JOB?
                        
        
                     

        
                     
            
                        	Child care
            
                        	No
        
                     

        
                     
            
                        	Unpicking seams
            
                        	No
        
                     

        
                     
            
                        	Cooking
            
                        	No
        
                     

        
                     
            
                        	Speaking Portuguese
            
                        	No
        
                     

        
                     
            
                        	Water-skiing
            
                        	Dream on
        
                     

        
                     
            
                        	Making fashion posters
            
                        	Yeah, right
        
                     

    
                  

               


That took me two periods. I didn’t show it to Miss Harris.
The third week of term, and the winter turned cold and bitter. Cat, Davey and I ran home from school to keep warm. Maria came to our house to pick her up. She said it was too cold by four for us to walk. She stayed for our half-hour chat. ‘I look forward to it, Ruby. You are learning so fast.’
When she left, she gave me more books on CD. ‘This one is for adults, but I think you will understand much of it.’ She told me what it was about — a woman who worked with homeless children in the slums of São Paulo.
My birthday was on Friday in the last week of July. Megan came up with a bright idea. ‘Let’s have a midwinter feast for your birthday. Mum says she’ll cook us a turkey.’
         
‘Great idea,’ said Tia. She got out her phone. ‘I’ll just tell Callum he’s history.’ She looked at me. ‘What’s your mum planning?’
I shrugged. Nothing she’d told me about.
‘We can switch to Saturday if it’s a problem,’ Carly said. ‘Hey, let’s sleep over.’
‘And I can wake you all up when I go to work,’ I said.
I got up as usual on Friday morning. Calvin said good morning, but he didn’t say happy birthday. He’d probably remember during the day. I didn’t say anything.
At work, it was the same old, same old. I should ask old Grumble-guts for a raise now that I was fifteen. I didn’t bother.
I hurried back home. I hoped Mum had got me some new fashion mags, but I had no idea. Usually, I could guess what she’d give me, but she’d been very quiet about it all this time.
She looked up as I came in the door. ‘Oh, thank goodness you’re back, darling. Can you sort Theo out? He’s throwing a right wobbly.’
Okay. Theo first. Happy birthday, dear Ruby next.
But when I sat down for breakfast, she didn’t bring a present. Slowly, it dawned on me that she’d forgotten. I gave her a clue. ‘Mum — don’t forget I’m going to Megan’s tonight.’
She’d forgotten that too.
         
Bugger her. I was damned if I was going to remind her about my birthday. Bloody Max had got the full treatment. I should run away. Distance might make her heart grow fonder. I didn’t say goodbye to her when she raced out the door, dragging a screeching Theo with her. She didn’t notice.
School was better. The girls all wished me happy birthday. Wiremu stood up and sang happy birthday. The whole class joined in. My face burned, but it was nice.
At four, Maria came to my place with a present. ‘For your bedroom,’ she said.
I pulled off the paper. She’d given me one of the masks that hung in their lounge. ‘Oh, Maria! It’s my favourite! How did you know?’
Cat beamed. ‘I told her. You always look at that one.’
When she and Cat left, I packed the gear I’d need for the night and then prepared the dinner. Calvin and Theo got home at five. Calvin hadn’t remembered my birthday. I jumped on my bike and rode through the rain to Megan’s house. They all had presents for me. Tia gave me a bracelet, Megan’s present was a book on fashion. ‘It’s got lots of pictures,’ she said. ‘I thought it would be okay.’
I flicked through it. ‘It’s fabulous. Thank you!’
Carly gave me four new magazines. One of them was a British one I hadn’t seen before.
         
‘You guys are the best!’ I hugged them all. We didn’t talk about my family. Instead we ate, watched DVDs and laughed.
Megan’s mum came in to wish us goodnight. I ran and hugged her. ‘Thank you! This is a magic birthday!’ She looked pleased.
I made myself think about what a great evening we were having. I wouldn’t let thoughts of my family spoil things. But when we at last decided sleep might be a good idea, it was harder.
Every single member of my family had forgotten my birthday. Even when Maria gave me the mask, Davey hadn’t said anything.
Mum should have remembered. She didn’t forget Max’s birthday.
I was determined not to cry, but a couple of tears sneaked out. The girls had all dropped off to sleep.
My family. A girl with backbone would have said something.
No, bugger it! Other people remembered your birthday because they loved you, because they cared about you and because you mattered to them. Birthdays were something other people did for you. Birthdays shouldn’t need backbone. The tears vanished. There’s nothing like plain old fury for chasing tears away.
This was a turning point in my life. It was a time for another important promise. I, Ruby Diana Yarrow, would no longer let my family walk all over me.
         
I sighed. I seemed to remember making that same promise not so long ago.
I went to sleep. My alarm woke me much too soon. The girls all muttered and groaned as I got dressed.
I shoved my clothes in my bag and put my presents carefully on the top.
It was dark outside, and cold. I pedalled fast to warm up. The light on my bike looked thin and tiny in the darkness.
Old Grumble-guts greeted me with his usual grunt. I didn’t sing as I worked. I wanted to think. I wasn’t in a singing mood. He paid me and I went home.
Nobody was up. Good. I got into my bed and slept.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-one

I got up in time for lunch. Mum still hadn’t realised she’d forgotten my birthday. Well, bugger her, I wasn’t going to remind her.
We’d almost finished eating when the phone went. Mum answered it. ‘Max! Oh, darling — how wonderful to hear your voice!’
She was laughing and crying.
I wasn’t. I didn’t think he’d rung to wish me a late happy birthday.
‘Of course you can, darling! You don’t need to ask — this is your home. It always will be.’ She wiped her eyes and smiled at the rest of us.
Home. Max was coming home. Oh, lovely, fantastic, superb.
‘When will you be here, darling?’ Her eyes widened. ‘He won’t? Oh, Max — are you sure?’ She listened. We couldn’t hear his voice. ‘We’ll see if we can work something out. Money’s very tight right now … no, of course we want you home. Ring back this time tomorrow. We’ll see what we can do. Love you, darling. Talk soon.’
         
She put the phone down on the table.
Calvin said, ‘Hayden won’t pay?’
She shook her head. ‘He says he’s paid once. He says Max can’t keep flitting between there and here.’ She sank her head into her hands.
Calvin put an arm round her shoulders. ‘We’ll work something out, Tessie. We will.’
She lifted her head. ‘But the money, Calvin! How much does it cost to fly from Perth to New Zealand?’
He put on the jacket he had to wear when he worked at the service station. ‘Pop over and ask Alf to look it up for you. Then when I get home, we’ll decide what to do.’
‘I want to go to Alf’s! I do. I really do,’ Theo said.
‘Me too,’ Davey said. ‘Alf likes us.’
         
That left me, the dishes and my thoughts.
My thoughts were:
The bank wouldn’t lend them the money.
There was nothing we could sell to get the money.
I was the only one who had money.
I probably had enough.
I didn’t want to waste my money on Max.
         
I didn’t want Max home anyway.
When Mum and the boys got back, I was studying one of my new magazines. I looked up as they came in. Her face was pale and worried. ‘Oh, Ruby — it’ll cost about seven hundred dollars. Then he’ll have to get the bus from Auckland to Napier and he’ll need a few dollars to buy food.’ She stood at the bench, stared into space and tapped her fingers. ‘Seven hundred dollars! I hope Calvin can work something out.’
I bit back what I wanted to say. Tell Max to get a job and earn the money. Tell him to stay where he is and suck it up.
         
Calvin got home in the evening. He looked so tired. ‘Tessie, the only thing we can do is get a loan from one of those finance places.’
Mum sank onto the couch. ‘But the interest … they charge so much! We’ll never get out of debt.’ She told him how much the ticket was.
He sat down, stretched out and closed his eyes. ‘It’s the only way, honey. It’s the only way.’
They didn’t see me creep from the room. Before I could change my mind, I slipped from the house and biked to the money machine. It would only let me get out five hundred dollars per day.
I went back the next morning before Calvin left for work, and drew out the rest.
They were sitting at the table when I got back, the remains of breakfast around them. I put seven hundred dollars’ worth of twenty dollar bills on the table. ‘Don’t get a loan.’ It was all I could say. I ran from the room. I didn’t want to listen to the fuss. They’d say I shouldn’t have done it. Mum would cry. But in the end, they’d take it. So just take it and don’t go on about it.
         
Bloody Max. Being good was supposed to make you feel good in return. I felt bad. I felt as if the money had been stolen from me. I shut myself in my room.
After about ten minutes Mum knocked on the door. ‘Ruby? Can I come in?’
Best get it over with. I sat up. ‘Okay.’
She’d been crying. She sat on the bed and put her arms around me. ‘Thank you, darling. You are the best daughter in the world. But don’t worry — we’ll pay you back.’
Why don’t you make Max pay me back?
         
‘It’s okay, Mum.’ If I was the best daughter in the world, I’d tell her I was glad to help. But I wasn’t so I didn’t.
I wondered if they’d tell Max where the money came from, but when he rang again at lunchtime, Mum didn’t mention it. She was all excited and happy again by then. ‘Max, darling — we’ve booked you on a flight next Sunday.’ She gave him the details. ‘We’re sorry it can’t be sooner, but it costs a lot less if you wait a week.’
I watched her face. She kept smiling so he wasn’t pushing to come sooner.
         
‘I’ll meet you at the bus. Can’t wait! Love you, darling.’ She hung up and actually did a dance around the kitchen.
My last Max-free week passed quickly.
I went into town with Tia, Megan and Carly on Saturday. They all had stuff they wanted to buy. I left my bank card at home. Now that I’d dug such a big hole in my savings, it would be so easy to spend the rest. But I had backbone busting out all over — Max wasn’t going to stop me going to Brazil. I wouldn’t get the seven hundred back. I knew that. So I’d just have to save harder, work harder. Because I was going to go to Brazil.
We bumped into Wiremu and Niles in town and ended up going bowling with them. I bowled four strikes.
It had been a good day. I was still smiling when I got home. ‘Hi! I’m back!’ I ran down the hall and flung open the door to my room.
Mum was in there. She’d stripped my bed. She had the drawers open and held a pile of my undies in her hands.
‘Mum! What are you doing?’ I grabbed the stuff from her and shoved it back in the drawer. ‘And what have you done to my bed?’
She flapped a hand at me. ‘Calm down, Ruby. I’m just changing the rooms over. Max will be here tomorrow.’
         
As if I’d forgotten. I said carefully, ‘Mum, I know Max will be here tomorrow. But this is my room. It’s got nothing to do with Max.’
She clicked her tongue the way she does when she thinks I’m being particularly dense. ‘Don’t push, Ruby. We went through all this before. You and the little ones have the big room. Max has this one.’
I lost it. I completely lost it. ‘No, he bloody doesn’t!’ I yelled. ‘I never wanted to share with the kids. And I’m not going to do it again.’ I stamped my foot. ‘I’m not! You said at the start it was just till you sorted something out.’ I took a breath. ‘But you haven’t even tried. The deal’s off.’
         
She dragged the drawer open again. ‘Don’t be selfish, Ruby. And stop being difficult.’
That just about took my breath away — but not quite. I got very calm and I felt very dangerous. ‘Mum,’ I said quietly, ‘I’m not sharing with the boys. I’m a girl, and I’m fifteen. I need a room of my own.’
She snapped, ‘You’re not fifteen.’
I stared at her and raised my eyebrows. I watched her work it out — saw her realise she’d forgotten my birthday. ‘Please get out of my room, Mum.’
She sat back on her heels and gasped, ‘Ruby! I’m so sorry! I forgot!’
‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘You did. You didn’t forget Max’s birthday, and he wasn’t even here. But you forgot mine.’ I kept my voice even. ‘I am keeping my room. I am not going to share it. Now please go.’
         
She went. I flopped down on my unmade bed. I was shaking but at the same time I wanted to cheer. So I did. I hoped she heard it.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-two

Mum didn’t say any more about forgetting my birthday. I don’t think she told Calvin, because he didn’t say anything either.
I sighed. I think I’d sort of hoped that when she found out, she’d make a fuss of me — cook a special dinner. Something. She couldn’t very well go out and buy me a huge present, not unless she borrowed the money from me. That would be funny — Ruby, can you lend me another couple of hundred? I want to buy you the best birthday present ever.
         
Oh, get over it, Ruby Yarrow.
Yeah. Good idea. I should think about Max instead. He’d be here mid-afternoon the next day. At dinner, Mum muttered, ‘I can’t believe Hayden. Does he realise Max will be travelling for two whole days to get home? Not that he’d care.’
Calvin gave her a sharp look. ‘Max is very lucky to be coming home at all, Tessie. Concentrate on that.’
         
She blinked, then rubbed a hand over her face. ‘Yes. You’re right. Of course.’ She smiled at me. ‘He’s very lucky.’
Davey asked, ‘Will he have to be in our room? We don’t want Max in our room. We want Ruby.’
Calvin ruffled his hair. ‘Max will share with you and Theo, buddy. But don’t worry — he’s going to be a much nicer Max this time.’ He looked at Mum as he said it.
She straightened her backbone. ‘Yes, he will be. Much nicer.’
I would believe that when I saw it.
‘Don’t you like us, Ruby?’ Theo asked — and his eyes were huge and tragic.
I jumped off my chair and hugged him. ‘I love you to bits. But I’m a girl and you’re not.’ I frowned at him. ‘At least, I don’t think you are?’
He giggled, but Davey wasn’t happy. ‘Max won’t talk to us. He’s mean.’
‘Max will talk to you. And he will be nice,’ Calvin said, his eyes on Mum.
She nodded. ‘I won’t let him get away with things this time. I really won’t.’
I stood up and cleared my dishes away. ‘I’m off, Mum.’
She looked at me in astonishment. ‘Where, Ruby?’
Okay, so maybe I hadn’t told her. ‘Megan’s. She’s got a couple of DVDs. Tia and Carly are coming too. See you later.’
         
She smiled. ‘Have a good time. And be home by eleven.’
I paused in the doorway. ‘Eleven-thirty, Mum. Remember? Half an hour longer with every birthday.’
She went a bit red. ‘Oh. Yes. I forgot. Be home by 11.30 then, darling.’
Calvin glanced at her, then at me. He was frowning. I grinned at him and shut the door.
I intended to enjoy my last Max-free moments, but 3.30 Sunday afternoon arrived much too quickly. I didn’t go with Mum and the boys to collect him from the bus station. I made sure I wasn’t home when he got back. I wanted Mum to get over the worst of her excitement before I saw him.
I turned up in time for dinner. She’d cooked his favourite meal — roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, gravy, roast vegetables, peas and a pavlova to follow.
‘Hello, Max,’ I said. That sounded a bit bare and unwelcoming. I made an effort. ‘You’ve got a tan. But you’d better not be taller than me.’
He made an attempt at an effort too. ‘I was taller than you before I went. But I reckon the boys are catching me up.’
That made everyone smile. It would be great if the happy family thing could last. I wasn’t holding my breath.
         
It seemed though, that he was okay with sharing his bedroom. He didn’t say anything about it. I didn’t trust him enough to relax my guard. He wouldn’t catch me again the way he’d done last time.
He said he was too tired to go to school. Mum gave him a hug. ‘It’ll be easier if you do go, Max. It’ll be all right. You’ll see. They’re expecting you.’
He grumbled, but she stayed firm. ‘You have to go, Max. No arguing, please.’
He was surprised. I was surprised. Wow! Maybe things would be different.
In the morning, she made him get up on time. She told him off when he snapped at her. She made him clear away his breakfast things and reminded him to do the dishes.
I kept my mouth shut. Davey and I left the house together.
‘How’s the Crown Prince?’ Tia asked when we met up.
‘Doing as he’s told,’ I said. ‘It’s scary.’ I gave her a full report. ‘And he was doing the dishes when Davey and I left.’
She laughed all the way to school. ‘Way to go, girl! Keep it up.’
I was worried that he’d come home in the middle of my Portuguese lesson with Maria, but he didn’t. He went straight back to his old habit of coming home, getting changed then racing out again. He always managed to come back just in time for dinner. That suited me fine.
         
Maria and I discussed the whole thing. I learnt quite a few new words during that discussion: fairness, equality, sibling, expectations.
She gave me another book to listen to. This one was a novel about a woman in an arranged marriage.
There was something I wanted to ask Max, but I waited for a few days. On Saturday, when Mum wasn’t around, I asked, ‘Max — what’s Hayden like?’
His face sort of closed down. ‘I don’t want to talk about him.’
I stared at him. Wow! Had our father beaten him up, bashed him or something?
Max shook his head and stormed out of the room.
Damn. That was a mistake. I should have asked him when Mum or Calvin were around. Funny — I’d never wondered before about our father. But now I was curious. I really wanted to know.
I discussed it with Maria on Monday. The word I learnt in that discussion was patience. She reckoned pieces of information would come out sooner or later and all I had to do was wait.
         
I waited. The good thing was that I had my own room to wait in.
Sure enough, a couple of weeks later, Mum asked, ‘Max, have Hayden and Linda got kids?’
I tried not to look as if I was busting to know too. I kept dishing up the dinner.
‘Yeah. Two girls.’
‘Oh,’ said Mum, all hearty and cheerful, ‘he must’ve liked having another male around the place.’
I sat down and helped Theo cut up his meat.
‘Max?’ Mum prodded.
‘Yeah. He did. At first.’ He put a huge load of food in his mouth.
‘Two girls,’ said Mum. ‘How old are they? And what’s Linda like? She sounded nice on the phone.’
Max chewed for ages. Then he swallowed and said, ‘Lilac’s ten and Shannon’s eight. Linda’s okay.’
Lilac and Shannon. I had two half-sisters. That was weird. Two girls over the sea and I hadn’t even known they existed.
Calvin changed the subject. ‘Tessie, do you know yet what’s happening with the strike? The boss was asking me if I want to do a late shift on Fridays as well. At the service station, I mean.’
Mum shook her head. ‘All the talks have stalled. We have to decide in the next couple of days if we’ll strike again.’
         
Calvin nodded. ‘Okay. I’ll tell him I’ll do it.’
Mum thumped the table. ‘It’s not fair! You shouldn’t have to work two jobs just so that we can survive.’
He shrugged. ‘There’s people worse off than us.’
I never found that a lot of comfort. And I didn’t think they’d be paying my money back any time soon.
Two half-sisters. How amazing.
I hoped Mum would ask the important question — the one that was driving me crazy: What made you want to come home? But she didn’t.
         
Maria said, ‘Be patient. You’ll find out. I predict that you’ll find out before the end of the holidays.’
Predict was a new word. The holidays were in two weeks. If she was right, I’d find out some time in the next four weeks. I guessed I could wait that long.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-three

I tried to put Hayden out of my mind.
At the end of that week, Mum found out that her work wasn’t going to strike. ‘They’ve reached an agreement. We stay working.’ She wasn’t happy, though. ‘It’s not enough. We shouldn’t have agreed.’
I made her a cup of tea and sat down with her while she drank it. ‘Get another job, Mum. You don’t have to stay there.’
She thumped a fist on the table. ‘Who’d employ me? I’ve got no qualifications. No computer skills. Nothing.’ She sighed, then patted my hand. ‘It’s hard for people like us, Ruby. Max will be fine, and it looks like Davey will be. I worry about Theo though.’
And Ruby will fall in the gutter. Great. How about a tiny wee little itsy bit of support, Mum? I jumped up and glared at her. ‘Do you know what I’d do? If it was me?’
         
She stared at me. I was angry and she wasn’t used to that.
‘I’d get qualifications. You can read. Go to night class. There’s nothing stopping you.’ I put my hands over my face and tried to calm down.
         
She laughed. ‘I couldn’t! You don’t understand!’
I leaned on the table and hissed the words into her face. ‘Mum, if I could read and write the way you can, I’d starve and wear rags if that meant I could learn.’ I was crying. I ran from the room, but turned in the doorway and faced her. ‘Do it, Mum. And stop moaning about your work.’
I shut myself in my room and bawled my eyes out. Mum didn’t believe in me. How lucky for her that she had Marvellous Max. I kicked my pillow off the bed. I shouldn’t be upset. I knew she didn’t think I’d do anything good with my life. It was different hearing her say it, though.
I thought about it while I swept and washed Mr Vine’s floor in the morning. I wanted to be able to be more than the girl who cleaned the floors. I dunked the mop up and down in the bucket. I wanted a job where I talked to people. A job where I had to think and that wasn’t the same thing every single day.
Mr Vine yelled, ‘Get on with it. I don’t pay you to stand there doing nothing.’
         
I got on with it. I didn’t want to have to work for horrible people like him, either.
Tia and I biked to school and talked about the holidays. I was working but so was she. Her Auckland brother was flying her up to help with the kids. ‘They’ll drive me crazy,’ she said. ‘I’m only going for the first week. A girl needs to have some time to herself.’
Megan and Carly were going to be away too. Megan was staying with her grandparents in Masterton, and Carly was going back to the farm where she’d done her work experience. ‘It’s a busy time of year,’ she said. ‘They’re going to pay me.’
Wiremu moaned, ‘The place will be empty. Who can I hang out with?’
‘Me,’ said Niles. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’
Wiremu thumped him on the back. ‘We’ll just have to find us some more chicks.’
We laughed, but I didn’t like the idea of Wiremu finding a chick.
That afternoon, when Maria came to pick Cat up, she asked me if I’d come with them to Wellington during the first week of the holidays. ‘We’ll fly down on Thursday night, stay in a hotel in town and fly back on Sunday morning.’ She held up both hands to show her crossed fingers. ‘We’re hoping you can come and that you’ll look after Catarina. We would pay you, of course. We have to go to a dinner party on Friday night and a wedding on Saturday.’
         
‘Oh, yay!’ I gasped. ‘Yes, please! I’d love to come. A plane! Wellington!’
Cat and Maria both laughed and Cat said, ‘We can go on the cable car and we’ll speak Portuguese and we’ll laugh.’
They left and Davey said, ‘I want to go too.’
I tugged his hair. ‘You can travel when you’re bigger, buddy. Where will you go?’
He bounced around the kitchen. ‘I’ll go to Brazil and I’ll talk Portuguese and everyone will be simply ’stonished.’
‘They will indeed.’ I threw him a potato. ‘Peel that and we’ll get this meal cooking.’
There would be nobody to look after him on Friday. Except Max. Poor Davey. I felt mean, but not enough for it to stop me going.
I told Mum about it at dinner. ‘Ruby — you lucky girl! That’ll be such fun.’ She smiled, then the smile faded. ‘Which days did you say?’
‘Thursday at 4.30 and I’ll be back Sunday.’
Calvin said, ‘If anyone deserves a break, you do, Ruby. I hope you have a great time.’
Mum said, ‘But what about Davey? Who’s going to look after him?’
Davey said, ‘I can stay by myself. I’m big.’ He looked at me and said in Portuguese, ‘I don’t want Max. He doesn’t like us.’
Max snapped back, ‘Don’t talk gibberish. And specially don’t talk gibberish about me.’
         
I grinned at Davey and replied in ‘gibberish’. ‘It’s only for one day. Ask him to take you to a movie.’
Mum said, ‘That’s enough, you two. It’s a funny game, but that’s enough.’
‘It’s not a game!’ Davey was cross. ‘It’s Portuguese.’
‘Yeah, right!’ Max scoffed.
Mum shushed him with a wave of her hand. She took a deep breath, straightened her backbone and said, ‘Max, please keep that Friday free. And Thursday afternoon. We’ll need you to look after Davey.’
He shoved his chair back and stood up. ‘I don’t do that.’
Calvin kept quiet but his eyes never left Mum’s face. She said, ‘Yes. You do. You belong in this family. You help.’
Max headed for the door.
‘Max! Stop,’ she said, and it was in her I mean it voice. ‘You have the dishes to do. And you will be responsible for Davey next Friday.’
         
Davey whimpered, ‘I don’t like Max. He’ll be mean. I want Ruby!’
Max kicked the door. ‘Ruby. Ruby. It’s all Ruby since I got home. She gets her own room. She doesn’t have to do the dishes. And now she’s swanning off to Wellington and I get to do her work. Again.’
         
Theo burst into tears. ‘I want Max to go away.’
Calvin picked him up and cuddled him. He stood up, still holding Theo. ‘Ruby will be working while she’s away, Max.’
‘So what?’ he snarled. ‘That’s her problem. It’s got nothing to do with me.’
Mum said, ‘It was her money — that she earned from working — that paid for you to come home. Now do the dishes and behave yourself. I’m ashamed of you.’
I got out of there. I went to my room that I didn’t have to share with anyone, and sat on the bed to think. Max hadn’t known about the money. That meant he hadn’t asked, but it also meant Mum hadn’t told him. He needed to know. She should stop protecting him.
I thought about the Portuguese stuff — now that was interesting. None of them believed Davey. Yeah, right Max had said, and what he’d meant was Dumb Ruby couldn’t learn to say boo in Portuguese or any other language.
         
I shrugged. He was wrong, which made him the stupid one. I had more important things to worry about, like what clothes I’d take to Wellington. I did a flick through my wardrobe. I’d wear my jeans and boots. The tops were trickier but in the end I decided to take a warm jersey and the long-sleeved T-shirt I’d got from the same garage sale as the boots. It had a stain on the front but I’d covered it with a bright green button, then sewn other buttons on to make it look as if it had been designed that way for an expensive shop. There was a smaller pink button with a sparkly edge, a square black one and two blue ones in different shades and shapes.
         
I’d ask Mrs Tapiri, my fabrics teacher, if I could finish my jacket at home. She might let me if I told her why I needed it.
In the morning I told Mr Vine I’d be away for three days. He glared at me. ‘You’re so unreliable.’
I smiled. ‘Feel free to find somebody else.’ I didn’t care if he did, but I was one hundred per cent certain that he wouldn’t even try.
There was a week of school to get through before the holidays. Max kept his head down. He was quiet but not sulky. He didn’t make any attempt to be nice to the kids, but he wasn’t horrible either.
I asked Mrs Tapiri about the jacket on Wednesday to give her time to think about it, but she just nodded. ‘You’ve nearly finished it anyway, Ruby. Take it into town to get the buttonholes done.’
I grinned at her. ‘I won’t need to — I’m going to do bound ones.’
She laughed. ‘You’re a tiger for punishment.’
But my real reason was that I didn’t want to trust somebody I didn’t know. They might muck it up and wreck the whole thing.
I showed Mum the jacket when she got home on Friday. She took it and looked at it carefully, then she smiled at me. ‘You could be a fashion designer, Ruby. This is fantastic.’ She gave it back and hugged me. ‘I’d love it if you could have a good career.’
         
‘I’ll think about it, Mum.’ But I only said that to make her happy. I didn’t want to be a fashion designer, the designs just weren’t in my head. I could make clothes and I could alter old ones that I bought, but I couldn’t design them and I didn’t want to. I grinned at her. ‘Have you thought about night class? They’ll be starting again next term.’
She frowned and swished her hand at me. ‘For goodness’ sake, Ruby! Don’t go on about it. It’s not possible.’
‘Why isn’t it possible?’
‘We can’t afford it, for a start. Leave it.’ She stomped off to change out of her work clothes. ‘Let’s eat. I’m starving.’
Max almost vanished for the weekend, and for the first few days of the holidays. I didn’t care. I’d be out of there on Thursday evening.
Mum told him to be home by four on Thursday. Maria and Lucas were picking me up at 4.30. He showed up at 4.15. I didn’t talk to him. I had my bag packed and I couldn’t keep still. I opened the bag and checked my gear — for the third time. Max made himself a huge sandwich and watched me. I was zipping the bag up again when he said, ‘Dad laughed at me when I did that.’
         
I closed the zip the rest of the way at half the speed, and looked up at him. ‘He did? Why?’ Keep talking, Max. Tell me things!
         
He shrugged. ‘It’s what he does. Makes you feel stupid.’ He flicked the telly on.
Davey sat beside him on the couch. They didn’t notice when I left. I jumped into Maria and Lucas’s car. Cat held out the seatbelt. ‘Put it on, Ruby.’
I grabbed it from her. ‘Okay, bossy britches.’ I leaned forward, ignoring her chant of Bossy britches. ‘Maria — you were right about patience.’ I told her what Max had just said.
         
She smiled at me over her shoulder. ‘So the picture builds. And you will find out more.’
‘With patience,’ I said, but right now we were heading for the airport, and a plane that would take us to Wellington. ‘I’m so excited!’
‘Mama’s not,’ Cat said. ‘She doesn’t like flying in to Wellington. She says if she wants to ride a roller coaster she’ll go to Disneyland.’
Lucas laughed. ‘Don’t be alarmed, Ruby. Maria gets dramatic when she flies.’
But the flight was smooth and the few bumps as we came into Wellington didn’t worry her. As for me, I was too excited to talk and too busy looking at everything. ‘This is one huge airport!’ I stared at the miles of corridor, the bustle of suit-wearing people all going somewhere fast.
         
Maria and Lucas just smiled and kept quiet. I saw Lucas shake his head at Cat as well. Okay, so I’d never seen a really big airport, but I would. I definitely would.
I’d never stayed in a hotel either. I thought we’d all be in the same room, but Cat and I had a room, and Maria and Lucas had one of their own.
‘We’re going out to eat,’ Maria called from the lounge. ‘Put something warm on, Ruby. It’s colder here than in Napier.’
She was right. The wind slapped at us but the night was bright with lights and busy with people. We ate at a Japanese restaurant. Maria smiled at the waiter. ‘What do you recommend?’
I could ask that instead of asking somebody to read the whole menu to me. What do you recommend? I would remember that.
         
They laughed at my attempts to use chopsticks, but it was kind laughter and they showed me how to do it. I wriggled my shoulders. We were lucky, Max and I, that Hayden had run away to Australia when we were little. I wondered if he laughed at Lilac and Shannon too.
I watched people as they came into the restaurant. Some had frumpy coats that kept them warm. Some had elegant coats of sleek, dark wool. A couple of men had jackets and scarves. They all shed their coats before they sat down and that’s when you could see what they were really like. The woman at the next table wore a charcoal skirt with layered tops of pink and grey, and she had knee-length boots. The girl behind her wore trousers with a shirt under a v-necked sweater. A necklace glinted when she moved. Everyone looked as if they’d come from working somewhere important.
         
‘Right,’ Lucas said. ‘We need to plan what we’ll do tomorrow.’ He smiled at me. ‘What do you want to do, Ruby?’
‘Anything,’ I said. ‘Everything. Parliament. I’d like to see that. And Te Papa and the cable car and lots and lots of clothes shops.’
He groaned and shook his head. ‘Count me out on that one! The rest of it — yes. Clothes shops — no.’
We chatted and laughed, and all the time, my eyes were busy watching people. I looked at their clothes, I watched how they behaved in a restaurant. I thought about my own clothes. They weren’t smart enough — not really, but I looked okay. I bet I was the only person in the whole place who was wearing an outfit that had cost less than ten bucks. Well, the fabric for the jacket had cost more than that, but still a lot less than any of the jackets around me.
We walked back to the hotel. Lucas carried Cat and she was asleep before we got there.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-four

The morning was blue and sunny and chilly. We had breakfast at the hotel. Some people piled their plates with enough food to feed a whole school. Weren’t they going to eat again till breakfast time tomorrow? Sausages, bacon, tomatoes, scrambled eggs, baked beans, mushrooms, toast. And that was after they’d eaten fruit and cereal.
I was too excited to eat much, but Lucas said, ‘Eat up, Ruby. You’re going to need strength for the programme I’ve got worked out for you girls today.’
‘And I,’ said Maria, ‘am having a spa day. Bliss.’
Lucas bundled us out of the hotel in time for a tour of Parliament. Cat wanted to know if we’d see the Queen. ‘Possibly not,’ said Lucas.
We did see the Prime Minister, but Cat wasn’t impressed. ‘I want to see the Queen with a crown on her head.’ She got grumpy and bored towards the end.
         
Lucas piggy-backed her. ‘How about we have a drink?’
He led us across the road to where tables were set outside in the sun in a courtyard. We drank coffee while Cat chased the pigeons.
We were about to leave when the girl at the next table suddenly put her head in her hands and groaned.
Lucas sprang up and went over to her. ‘My dear young lady — are you ill?’
She looked up and shook her head. ‘No — not ill. Just stupid.’
He put his head on one side and considered her. ‘You don’t look stupid. How about you come and sit with us? Sometimes company helps.’
She smiled at him and looked across at us. I grinned at her. Cat said, ‘My name is Catarina. What’s yours?’
The girl got up. ‘I’m Georgia. Stupid Georgia.’
Lucas pulled out a chair for her. ‘Sit down, Georgia and tell us your troubles — if you’d like to. This is Ruby, and I’m Lucas.’
She flashed a brief, distracted smile at me. ‘Look at me!’ She spread out her arms. ‘Tell me what sort of person I am. I mean, what sort of job I do.’
We looked at her. She had her curly hair pulled into bunches at the sides of her head. She wore a sloppy jersey over what looked like a man’s work shirt. Her pants were three-quarter length and she wore light tramping boots and socks that came up to where her pants ended. She looked cool and trendy. ‘I think you work in a travel place,’ I said. ‘Or some edgy advertising place.’
         
Lucas laughed. ‘Don’t ask me! I know nothing.’
Georgia groaned again, but not as loudly this time. ‘I’ve been sitting here for half an hour, watching people, looking at what they’re wearing. I’ve got a job interview at one o’clock. It’s for a finance job — dealing with banks and businesses.’
‘Oh,’ I said.
‘Exactly.’ She tugged on one of her bunches of hair. ‘I’ve been a student so long — I just didn’t think! Such an idiot. I’ve prepared for this interview. Done all the homework. I know my stuff inside out. But they won’t even listen to me once they see me. I just didn’t think about how I looked.’
Lucas glanced at his watch. ‘You’ve got an hour and a half. Buy something.’
Her eyes filled with tears. ‘I’ve got no money.’
‘Credit card?’ he asked.
She nodded. ‘But it’s already got over a thousand owing on it.’
He stood up. ‘Desperate times call for desperate measures. If you don’t get this job, you’ll have to have other interviews. You need the right clothes.’ He zipped up Cat’s jacket. ‘Come on, troops. We have work to do.’
         
Georgia sat there, a miserable heap at the table. Lucas slapped his hand down in front of her. ‘Get your skates on, girl! You’re going shopping.’
She looked up. ‘You’ll come with me? All of you?’
‘Yes.’ He laughed. ‘I’ll be useless, but the girls might not be. Now — where to?’
She got to her feet. She looked winded, but she was smiling. ‘Back in town. Lambton Quay.’
Lucas said, ‘Wait here.’ He dashed off, leaving us staring after him. Two minutes later, a taxi tooted and there was Lucas, waving from inside it.
It didn’t take much more than two minutes to get to the shops Georgia could afford but I knew we’d do better without Lucas and Cat. I said, ‘Lucas — how about you and Cat go on the cable car. We’ll meet you at the bottom at 12.30.’ That gave us an hour. We’d have to do speed shopping.
Lucas and Cat headed off in the direction of the cable car. Georgia stared at the window display of a clothing shop and wailed, ‘I don’t know what to get. Where do I start? I’m no good at this stuff.’
I grabbed her arm. ‘I am. Come on. We’re going to get boots first. Which shop?’
She stopped wailing and started running. ‘Along here.’
We threaded our way through a river of people. She ran in front and I followed. ‘We’ll try here.’ She darted into a shop, stopped and stared around helplessly.
         
I marched straight up to an assistant. ‘Please — can you help?’ I explained the situation. ‘So we’re in a huge hurry. She needs knee-length boots. Black with a mid-heel height. And not too expensive.’
The assistant was great. She brought over three pairs. ‘Try these first. They’re the cheapest but the best.’
Georgia, looking rather dazed, pulled them on and zipped them up. She walked the length of the shop. ‘They fit.’
‘Great.’ I smiled at the assistant. ‘She’ll take them.’
We were out of there three minutes later and running back down the street. We had fifty minutes left.
She led me into a shop. I shook my head. We had one of these at home, and she wouldn’t find what she wanted here. ‘Come on. Back up the street again.’ I didn’t give her time to argue, but led her to a place that wouldn’t bankrupt her.
‘Okay. You’re going to get a dress.’
‘No!’ she said. ‘I don’t do dresses.’
‘You do now.’ I sorted through a rack of them. ‘It’ll be cheaper than buying separates and you’ll look elegant.’ I pulled one out. ‘This’ll look great on you. Try it on.’
While she was in the fitting room, I found a jacket and a pair of stockings that toned with the dress. I threw them over the door. ‘Don’t put the stockings on till I’ve seen you in the dress and boots.’
         
Georgia grumbled. It wasn’t loud, but I caught the word bossy. I laughed.
         
She came out — and she was a different person. Elegant and businesslike. Except for the bewildered look on her face. Her hair was a disaster too.
‘You look sensational,’ I said. ‘That dress makes you look taller because it’s all one colour. And the jacket’s good because it shows off your waist.’ I shooed her back into the fitting room. ‘Put the stockings on, and then we’ll fix your hair.’
She was out and dressed in a couple of minutes. We went up to the counter so she could pay. Georgia grinned at the woman. ‘Can you do all this without me getting undressed again?’ She told her why we were in a hurry.
‘It’ll be a challenge,’ the woman said. ‘But never let it be said that we can’t rise to a challenge. You’ll have to bend a lot though.’
Hmm, we probably should have done all that before she got dressed. She had to do a lot of bending, but she laughed about it.
I made her sit down in the fitting room while I fixed her hair. She handed over her brush and I pulled out the bands from her bunches. ‘You’ve got pretty hair.’ It was light brown and curly. ‘But if you want to look like a businesswoman, you’ll do better to tie it back and keep it smoother.’
         
She walked out of the fitting room when I’d finished and went to the mirror. She stared at herself, twisted one way and then the other, then she ran to me and hugged me. ‘I can’t believe it’s me! Thank you, Ruby! Thank you so much.’
I towed her out of the shop. ‘We haven’t finished yet. You need eyebrow pencil and lipstick.’
‘No! I don’t do make-up.’ She stopped in the middle of the footpath and glared at me.
I shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. But I’d say eyebrows and lips will just give you that professional edge. You don’t look quite finished at the moment.’
Georgia swore and stomped off down the street. ‘All right. But I’m not spending a fortune on it.’
         
We went to Farmers. I made her up, then dragged her to a mirror. ‘You’ll do.’
She frowned. ‘Humph.’ Then she laughed. ‘Oh, all right. You were right.’ She looked some more. ‘Actually — I look amazing.’
I handed her my phone. ‘Would you mind sending Lucas a text? Say we’ll meet them back where we met you. It seems silly to walk back up the street again.’
She took the phone, but looked puzzled.
‘Oh!’ I grinned at her. ‘I should have told you — I’ve got a learning problem. Can’t read or write.’
She keyed in the message and sent it. ‘You’ve got a learning problem. I’ve got a clothes problem. We should join up — together we’d be one awesome team.’
         
We still had half an hour before her interview. We wandered back to the table in the courtyard. Georgia pointed to a high building. ‘I have to go in there.’ She stretched up to her full height. ‘And I feel good. No — I feel fantastic!’
Lucas and Cat arrived five minutes later. Lucas made her stand up. He walked around her. ‘I’m impressed. Very impressed. Have to tell you, I didn’t think you’d be able to do it.’
‘Ruby did it,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t have done it by myself.’
I frowned. ‘You can’t take all those bags in with you.’ The clothes she’d been wearing were in them. ‘What’ll you do with them?’
Lucas scooped them up. ‘We’ll take them. We’re going to Te Papa and we can leave them in the cloak room there.’
We swapped mobile numbers so she could text us. She stood up. ‘Okay. Time to go.’
‘Good luck!’ we called, watching until she vanished into the tall building.
‘I’m hungry,’ Cat said.
While we ate, I thought about Georgia. It was weird. I could do clothes as easily as she could read and write.
Lucas broke in on my thoughts. ‘If she gets that job, it’ll be thanks to you, Ruby.’
         
I thought about that as we walked along the waterfront to go to the museum. I’d liked helping her. I knew Lucas was right, too. She wouldn’t have got a job like that if she’d turned up wearing the clothes we carried in the bags.
‘Lucas — do you think I could do that for a job? Help people to buy their clothes, I mean? Would people pay me?’
Lucas laughed. ‘You’re asking me? Ask Maria. She’ll know.’



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-five

We were exploring the wetlands at Te Papa when I got Georgia’s text. I handed my phone to Lucas.
‘She’s here.’ He gave me back my phone and pulled out his own. ‘I can’t be bothered with texts. I’ll call her and tell her to meet us here.’
Seconds later, Georgia came racing towards us over the bridge. She flung her arms around me, grabbed Cat and threw her up in the air, then she shook Lucas’s hand. ‘The interview was brilliant! Don’t know if I got the job — but I nailed the interview.’ She whirled around. ‘I felt good. I looked right. I walked tall.’ She laughed. ‘Sorry. It’s just such a buzz.’
We went with her so she could collect her clothes from the cloak room. She clutched them in her arms and smiled at us. ‘Thank you! You’ve been amazing.’ She promised to let us know if she got the job. ‘I’ll tell you even if I don’t get it.’
         
All afternoon as we explored the museum, I kept thinking about Georgia and her clothes. If I could do that for a career, if I could help people choose their clothes, it would be like a holiday every day. But could you get paid to help people shop? I wondered if Mum would think that was a proper job. How would you start doing a job like that anyway?
We left in time for Lucas to get ready for the dinner he and Maria were going to. Maria didn’t need help with her clothes. She looked elegant and beautiful. I decided to ask her about the shopping job idea when she had more time.
‘Are you hungry?’ she asked us.
‘We’re starving,’ Cat said. ‘We could eat a whale and whales are huge.’
Maria laughed. ‘You can eat here. There’s a good restaurant on the fourth floor.’ She smiled at me. ‘Just give them our room number and they’ll put it on our account.’
I could get used to this life, but I wasn’t used to it yet. Butterflies skidded around in my stomach. I had no idea what to do in a hotel restaurant.
Cat tugged my hand. ‘Come on, Ruby. My tummy is desperate!’
         
Well, there wasn’t a lot of choice. I took a deep breath, picked up the card that would let us back into our room, and we left.
         
We found the restaurant without any problems. I stopped in the doorway. It all looked so expensive — so posh. I wanted to run away, but Cat tugged on my hand again. ‘Come on.’
         
I took a step inside and stopped again. There were so many tables and most of them had people sitting at them.
A woman came up to us. She smiled and said, ‘A table for two?’
‘Oh, yes. Thank you.’ We followed her and I felt as though every single person was looking at me and thinking, She doesn’t know what to do. What an idiot.
         
We sat down and she handed us the menus. ‘Your waiter will be with you shortly.’ She smiled again and left.
I held the menu and stared at it. I hoped the words would make sense, but of course they didn’t. I put it down. I couldn’t ask the waiter what he’d recommend, because if Cat didn’t want it she’d make a huge fuss.
‘Can you read it, Ruby?’ she asked.
I shook my head and pulled a face. ‘I’ll have to ask the waiter.’
Right then, my phone rang. That was weird. All my friends sent texts, but only when they knew somebody else would read it for me. ‘Hello?’
It was Georgia. ‘Ruby — I got the job! I got it! Thank you thank you thank you!’
         
I grabbed Cat’s hand. ‘She got the job, Cat! Hey, Georgia, that’s awesome. Congratulations!’
I put the phone away and Cat and I grinned at each other and did high fives. So what if I couldn’t read? I could do other things.
The waiter came over. ‘Are you ready to order?’
I smiled at him. ‘No — I can’t read the menu. I have a learning problem, you see. Can you please help us?’
He said nothing for about ten seconds. Then he looked down his nose, and drawled, ‘May I suggest that madam eats at McDonald’s? Madam can then choose one of the pictures.’ And he walked away.
         
My face burned. I felt as small as my little finger and I wanted to run away and bawl my eyes out. He didn’t scare Cat though. She yelled at him in Portuguese, ‘You’re a horrible man. I hope all your teeth fall out and bite your bum!’
He kept walking. But her rage helped me find my backbone. I stood up. ‘Wait here, Cat.’ Before I could think about it and get too scared to move, I started walking. I felt the eyes on me again. I kept going. Cat had to eat. I couldn’t take her back to our room hungry.
I went up to the nice woman. She looked surprised to see me, but she smiled and said, ‘Can I help you?’
I nodded and pressed my hands together so she wouldn’t see that they were shaking. I told her what had happened.
         
Her eyebrows snapped together in a frown. ‘I shall deal with him.’ By the look on her face, he wouldn’t enjoy being dealt with. Good. ‘I’ll help you myself.’ She took me back to our table and helped us choose what to eat.
We didn’t see the horrible waiter again. Another man brought us our meals.
The woman came over when we were eating our desserts. She apologised again and then she said, ‘He won’t be bothering you again.’
I stared at her. ‘You’ve sacked him?’
She looked surprised. ‘Of course! You don’t treat customers like that.’
We went back to our room. I felt mixed up about the waiter. Sure, he’d been rude — very, very rude. But because I’d told on him, he’d lost his job. I felt bad about that.
I put Cat to bed and told her a couple of stories — Cinderella and then the story of Maui catching the sun. She went to sleep and I sat at the window in the lounge and watched the city. I felt battered. The meal I’d eaten was an uneasy lump in my stomach. It was so much easier not to have backbone. If Cat hadn’t been with me, I could have walked out of that restaurant and not said anything.
I should have felt good about standing up for myself. He hadn’t got away with being so rude. But all I felt was that I was an idiot who couldn’t read and would have to struggle for the rest of my life. My chest felt tight. I wanted to be at home in my own bed. I had to get through the next day as well.
         
I felt more cheerful in the morning. We didn’t have breakfast at the hotel. Maria and Lucas hired a taxi and took us to eat at a place where we sat outside beside the sea and the waiters carried our food across the road from the café. It was pretty and restful, sitting there by the sea. I could get to like this city, although after breakfast, Lucas had the bright idea of going for a walk. I thought a walk would be a gentle stroll, but it turned out to be a hard slog up the hugest hill.
‘This,’ said Maria, ‘is torture. I won’t be able to move tomorrow, I’ll be so stiff.’
‘Ah, but think how much more you’ll be able to eat at the wedding,’ Lucas said. ‘All these calories you’re burning off.’
In the afternoon, Cat and I were on our own. We wanted to go to the gardens. The man at the hotel desk said there was a nice play area there. He gave us a map, but I couldn’t read the street signs to check that we weren’t getting lost. I got the tight feeling in my throat and chest that always came when I just couldn’t work something out. In the end, I asked people. The first two were visitors like we were and didn’t know. Then a boy about the same age as Georgia grinned at us and told us to go up on the cable car. That way, we could walk down through the gardens.
         
‘I like the cable car,’ Cat said. ‘It’s not long and boring like the train.’
That had to be good. She was right, it was a short journey, but sitting there being pulled up the hill gave me time to relax. The tight feeling faded.
We spent all afternoon in the gardens. We played in the playground and I didn’t care that I was supposed to be too old. We ran around all the paths — Maria wouldn’t have liked it because they were all up steep hills. Cat climbed four trees. We fed the ducks. We ate ice creams. An old man with a dog growled at Cat for walking along a wall. She smiled at him sunnily and told him, in Portuguese, that she hoped his dog would bite his nose off.
I dragged her away and we ran up the hill, laughing.
Before we went back to the hotel, I wanted to buy presents for the boys. We found a toy shop and I chose a Matchbox truck for Davey and a train for Theo. Then it was time to go back and eat at the restaurant again. I looked for the nice woman, but she wasn’t there. Instead, a man came up to us, smiled and showed us to a table.
My heart sank. How many waiters would lose their jobs because of me? I smiled at Cat. ‘Do you want kebabs again?’ I could have the same as I’d had last night too and then there’d be no problem.
         
‘No,’ she said.
Of course. Nothing was ever simple with Cat. The waiter came over. He was young and looked bored. My heart sank. Backbone. I needed a whole crate of backbone. I straightened it and glanced at him. He had his pencil waiting to write, and he looked polite but bored.
I swallowed. Well, best get on with it. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but can you help us? I have a learning problem and I can’t read very well. I don’t know what to order.’
He didn’t sneer, but he didn’t look too stoked either. He read quickly through the menu. Cat waited till he finished. ‘I want sausages.’
‘Please,’ I said to her. They weren’t on the menu.
She flashed me a smile, looked at the waiter and said, ‘Obridaga.’
‘Can you do sausages?’ I asked.
‘I will enquire of the chef.’ He waited with his pencil poised. ‘What do you want, madam?’
Madam. I’d like not to be called madam in a tone that is only a whisker away from snooty. I chose the fish of the day.
         
When we finished eating, he came back and put a folder down in front of me. ‘Your account, madam.’
I pushed it away and stood up. ‘We’re staying in 724.’
         
I put Cat to bed then crawled into my own bed. I was so tired. It was hard work in a strange city when you couldn’t read. It would be harder in Brazil. I was dumb to think I could go to a strange country.
Like Mum was dumb to say she couldn’t go to night classes?
‘Oh, shut up,’ I muttered. I was too tired to think.
Georgia’s voice floated through my head. Thank you, Ruby. You’re amazing.
         
Amazing but dumb. I went to sleep.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-six

On the plane home I asked Maria if she thought there was a job where you helped people to buy their clothes.
‘Oh yes, there is,’ she said. ‘They’re called personal shoppers, or image consultants.’ She looked at me and her eyes were bright. ‘Would you like to do that, Ruby? Lucas told me about Georgia.’
I nodded. ‘I loved helping her. It was fun.’
‘She looked stunning when you’d finished with her,’ Lucas said. ‘I can’t imagine a worse job myself.’ He laughed and pulled a face. ‘But you’d be first rate. Go for it.’
We chatted in Portuguese all the way home, but in my head I was wondering if the whole language thing was a waste of time. Wellington had been hard work. The tight, helpless feeling had clamped down on me far more than it did at home.
         
They dropped me at my house. ‘See you tomorrow?’ Maria said, crossing her fingers again.
I grinned. ‘Don’t worry. Davey and I will be on your doorstep at 8.30.’
She squeezed my hand. ‘You’re so reliable, Ruby. You’re wonderful.’
I ran inside.
The whole family was home, except Max. Mum hugged me, Calvin said, ‘Welcome home, Ruby. We missed you.’
Davey said, ‘Max was okay, Ruby. But I want you.’
Theo said, ‘You went away for a long time.’
I gave the boys their presents. They were a hit. I untangled myself from their kisses and took my bag into my room.
Max had moved into my bedroom.
I didn’t say anything, I just got to work and moved him out again. Mum heard me and came running. ‘Oh, Ruby — don’t start all that fuss again!’
I didn’t answer. Max was not going to have my room.
         
He came home in time to eat — as usual. He went into my room, and came out yelling.
I served up the dinner I’d cooked and ignored him.
Calvin said, ‘Max, sit down and be quiet. You’re not having Ruby’s room. But I think we need to work something out here.’
         
That surprised Max. He shut his mouth and gulped back a yell. He pulled out his chair, kicked it and plonked himself down. ‘What?’
Calvin gave him a very cool look. ‘I’ll tell you when you can be polite.’
Max pushed his knife and fork around and didn’t say anything.
Mum went to say something, but Calvin shook his head at her. We ate the meal. It was fish but cooked without the delicious sauce I’d had at the hotel. Mum put on her bright voice. ‘What did you do in Wellington, Ruby?’
I helped a girl get the job of her dreams. I got a waiter sacked. I had a hard time finding my way around. I wondered if it’s a stupid idea to want to go to Brazil. I told them about the cable car and the museum.
         
When we’d finished the meal, Max said, ‘Please tell me your idea about the rooms, Calvin.’
Calvin stood up. ‘I’ll help you with the dishes and we’ll talk.’
His idea was to build a sleep-out. ‘If we use recycled timber it won’t cost too much. If we build it onto the side of the garage we can run the electricity from there.’
I glanced at Mum. She was smiling. But this would cost money, and they hadn’t paid me back yet.
Max said, ‘How long before you get it finished?’
         
Calvin put a hand on his shoulder. ‘We, Max. It’s a joint project. You and I work on it together.’
Max didn’t look at him. He washed two more plates before he said, ‘When do we start?’
‘As soon as we’ve paid Ruby back.’
Max splashed a pot into the sink. I could almost hear his teeth grinding. ‘When will that be?’
Calvin shrugged. ‘A month. Maybe two. It depends on how things go.’
I went to bed that night in my own room. Bloody Max. Mum had let him take my room. He was never going to change while she supported him like that. He knew he only had to wait till Calvin wasn’t around and she’d agree to anything he asked.
I found out just how true that was a few days later, when Calvin left to do the late shift at the garage. Max was hanging about for once too. He was reading a book so I wasn’t suspicious, but as soon as the car turned onto the road, he said, ‘Mum, did you talk to her yet?’ He glanced at me.
That got my attention. Mum closed her eyes, put her hands up to her face and rubbed her forehead. For a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to say anything.
So did Max. ‘Mum? You said you’d talk to her!’
Mum gave in. ‘Ruby,’ she said, ‘I’ve got something to ask you.’
         
I put down a skirt I was hemming. ‘Okay. Ask away.’
Max went back to pretending to read.
‘Well, I’ve been thinking about the room Calvin’s going to build for Max.’ She rushed through the next bit. ‘Max really needs that room, darling. He needs to be able to do his study away from the kids.’
I broke in. ‘I know — isn’t that why they’re both going to build it?’
         
‘But he — they — can’t start until we’ve got the money. We’ve got $400 saved to pay you back with. But it’d make sense to use that money for the room.’ She couldn’t look at me. She knew it didn’t make sense, and she knew it wasn’t fair. I guess that was progress.
It was Max’s idea. Of course. ‘Why does it make sense?’
She gave me a pleading look. ‘Don’t be difficult, darling. Please.’
I folded my stuff and stood up. ‘The answer’s no, Mum. That’s my money.’ I pointed my scissors at Max. ‘If you want the room that badly, get a job and earn the money yourself.’
I took myself off to my room and shut the door on them. I was shaking. Max. She still couldn’t say no to him.
I wondered if Hayden was like him. They might be so much alike that they hated each other. Not that I was going to find out. There was no way Max would tell me anything now.
         
I don’t know if Mum said anything to Calvin, but a couple of days later he gave me a cheque for four hundred dollars and all he said was, ‘The rest will come as soon as we can, Ruby. Don’t worry.’
On the last day of the holidays, Max turned up at dinner time. ‘I’ve got a job. After school at the computer place in the shopping centre.’ He glared at me. ‘So you can stop nagging about your stupid money.’
I yelled, ‘You take that back and apologise.’
Mum frowned at me.
I ignored her. ‘How many times have I said anything about the money?’ He didn’t answer. I slapped a hand down on the table so that the cutlery rattled. ‘Well? Answer me, damn you!’
The kids watched with wide eyes.
Max kept eating. Mum went to say something, but Calvin spoke first. ‘That’s a fair question, Max. Answer it, please.’
Max glanced up, clamped his mouth shut then went right back to eating.
‘I’m waiting, Max,’ Calvin said.
Mum burst in with, ‘Calvin! I’ll discipline my children, thank you.’ She glared at him.
         
Calvin stood up, leaving his meal half eaten. He spoke quietly, the way he always did, but with such an edge in his voice that I shivered. ‘In that case, now would be an excellent time to start.’ He walked out, into the rain.
         
Theo burst into tears. Mum yelled at me, ‘If you’d just be reasonable, Ruby! It’s too much, it really is.’
I gaped at her. This was my fault? The unfairness of it choked me. I shoved my chair back and ran to my room.
         
Max kept his head down and went right on eating.
I slammed my bedroom door shut. It was my money that had brought him home. I should have left him there. I threw my pillow onto the floor and kicked it around the room. Bloody Max. Kick. Getting away with it again. Two kicks. No, make that three.
I sank down onto the floor and hugged my poor pillow. I could go on strike again — refuse to cook him any meals till he apologised. The pillow got another thump. Life was such a huge battle. Home wasn’t meant to be a battleground.
I grabbed the pillow again and held it close. If I went out there now and did what Mum wanted — said Sorry I made such a fuss, it’ll never happen again — then everything would be sweet.
         
And I might as well give them my backbone to hang their hats on.
I sat for a long time, thinking about it. But it seemed that my backbone didn’t want to get lost again. I sighed. I’d keep fighting. Mum would keep yelling at me. Max would keep getting what he wanted. Calvin? I didn’t know what he would do, but I was glad he was on my side. I could think of that when I wondered if I was making a huge fuss about nothing.
         
I got up off the floor and sat at my table. Going to Brazil had to be easier than this. I shrugged. I didn’t have the strength to think about that yet, and I didn’t have to decide yet either. Right now, everything felt too hard and there was school tomorrow. Well, I knew what the hard bits were there. They were easy to handle compared to this.
Bugger Max.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-seven

I didn’t speak to Max in the morning, but that was no different from normal. When Davey and I left the house, he slid his hand into mine. ‘I don’t like Max — he’s so mean.’ He sniffed and wiped a hand across his nose. ‘He says it’s his room, but it’s not, is it, Ruby? It’s our room too. Can you come back?’
I crouched down and hugged him. ‘Don’t cry, buddy. He’ll be moving out as soon as they build the sleep-out. It won’t be long, you’ll see.’
He didn’t say anything else all the way to school, and when I said goodbye, he trudged into class instead of running the way he usually did.
I watched him. It broke my heart. I could move into their room, just until the sleep-out was built. I thought about it as I rode to Tia’s house. I thought about telling her the whole drama, and I thought about how she’d yell at me. Yeah, she’d be right too. Max shouldn’t behave like that. It was Mum’s fault for letting him. He was probably being horrible to the kids just so that I’d swap rooms again. Why couldn’t Mum see it?
         
I ran up Tia’s path and bashed on the door. She tumbled out and we danced around, hugging each other — talking crazily at the same time. How was Wellington? Meet any hot guys? What’s the goss?
         
She was up with the latest gossip because she’d been texting all holidays. ‘Wiremu reckons they’ve been fighting off the chicks. He says a feisty redhead has been after his body all holidays.’
‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Well. Lucky Wiremu.’
Tia laughed at me. ‘He wishes!’ She prodded my arm. ‘You like him, don’t you?’
I sighed. ‘Yeah, but don’t you tell him.’
Megan and Carly were waiting when we got to school. ‘Promise you won’t say anything, Tia!’
She patted my shoulder. ‘Your secret’s safe with me.’
The four of us talked non-stop all the way to our form room. Wiremu, Niles and Zeke strolled in a couple of minutes later, looked around then came over and sat with us.
‘Good holiday?’ Tia asked. ‘Plenty of chicks?’
Niles whistled. ‘Chicks for Africa.’
‘Had to fight them off,’ Wiremu said.
‘They hung out with me all holidays,’ said Zeke. ‘No chicks.’
         
We laughed and Tia gave me a ha! I was right look.
         
It was good to be back at school, even with Mr W grumbling at us to stop talking, shut up and listen.
All day, the question of what to do about Max worried away in the back of my mind.
I talked about it with Maria that afternoon while Davey and Cat climbed the apple trees. I wanted to talk in English, but Maria said in Portuguese, ‘No, we will speak Portuguese. It’s the way to learn more words. You have to stretch yourself.’ She smiled but she was determined too.
I learnt the words for unfair, apology, support, splitting our family, strike, confused.
         
She shook her head and frowned when I’d finally managed to tell her the whole story. ‘How about you save the strike action for the moment? Tonight, when he sits down to dinner, tell him he owes you an apology. You say it calmly, and when he doesn’t reply you leave it. Do the same tomorrow, but that’s when you say you don’t cook for him until he apologises.’
I thought about it. Yes, I liked it. I liked that he wasn’t going to get away with walking all over me.
I wondered if Calvin would say anything when he got home with Theo, but he didn’t.
         
Mum got home five minutes before Max did. She didn’t say anything either. Well, too bad, Mum. If you think the whole nasty mess from yesterday has gone away, you can think again.
         
Max arrived, looking pleased with himself. Mum just about leapt on him. ‘Max, darling! How was your work? How much are they paying you? You must make sure you’ve still got time for your homework.’
He brushed her away. ‘It’s sweet, Mum. What’s for dinner? I’m starving.’
‘Go and have a wash, darling. I’ll set the table. Is dinner ready, Ruby? It smells great!’ She smiled at me, but I wasn’t in a smiling-back mood.
I served up the food and we all sat down to play happy families. Max, as usual, shoved food in his mouth, kept his eyes on his plate and said nothing.
I chopped my meat loaf into tiny pieces. I couldn’t made a fuss again, I just couldn’t. My gut ached. When Maria and I had discussed all this, it had seemed so easy to ask him to apologise. Backbone — where are you when I need you?
         
Mum said, ‘Ruby, you’re not eating. Are you sick?’
Yeah. I put my cutlery down. ‘Mum — what Max said yesterday. He’s got to take it back. He’s got to say sorry.’
Mum shook her head at me. ‘Leave it, Ruby. It doesn’t matter.’
         
It doesn’t matter? How could she say that? Calvin looked at her. ‘Yes, it does matter, Tessie.’ He spoke to Max before Mum could butt in. ‘Max, your mother doesn’t want me to discipline you. Fair enough. But I will not work with you if you’re going to behave the way you did to your sister yesterday. It’s your choice. If you want the sleep-out, then I suggest you take back what you said, apologise — and while you’re about it, you might like to thank her for getting you home.’
         
I gulped. ‘Oh, Calvin! Thank you! Thank you so much.’
Theo burst into tears. Davey was crying too. ‘Max is mean! Please build the sleep-out, Daddy. We don’t want him in our bedroom. He’s horrible.’
Calvin put his knife and fork on the table. ‘Max will be nice to you. That’s a promise.’ He looked at Mum. ‘This is crunch time, Tessie. Your son is not going to be nasty to our sons. I will not allow it.’ His face was bleak. ‘If I have to move us out, then I’ll do it.’
         
He would leave? Take the kids and leave? Mum stared at him, her face white. The kids sobbed harder. My throat and chest hurt.
Max wasn’t stupid. ‘Sorry.’ He shot a brief glance at Calvin, who watched him with a face of granite, and mumbled, ‘The kids will be okay. Don’t worry.’
         
Mum had tears running down her face too, as she tried to comfort Theo. Calvin had his arm around Davey. He said, ‘Max, I’m not worrying — but I’ll be watching. You’d better know this: if I see any signs that you’ve been abusing my children then it’s all over. We leave.’
None of us ate much dinner that night — not even Max, I was surprised to note. Mum kept crying. Calvin put the kids to bed and read to them. Max vanished — without doing the dishes. I started clearing the table, but then I stopped. That was Max’s job. Mum had let him go, so she could do it herself.
I shut myself away in my bedroom and tried not to think about her tragic face. She’d think this was all my fault. I sat there, going over and over the whole drama. I didn’t think it was my fault, I really didn’t. But whichever way I looked at it, it was me upsetting the whole family. If Calvin split with Mum, it’d be because of me.
Was it worth it? Tia would say Yes, don’t let them walk all over you. Maria would say yes. I rubbed my eyes. They didn’t have to live here though, with the whole family falling apart around them.
         



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-eight

Calvin was up before I left for work in the morning. He looked as if he hadn’t slept much.
‘Calvin …’ I stopped. I didn’t know what I wanted to say.
He rubbed his eyes. ‘I don’t know if things will be okay, Ruby.’ He sighed. ‘I hope they will be, but it’s not up to you and me.’
I went to work. Mr Vine was a snake, but I could leave any time I wanted to. Calvin. He was my dad — he couldn’t leave us, he just couldn’t. I chained my bike up outside the shop and went in to face Vinegar Vine. He moaned. I cleaned. Situation normal.
Calvin had left for work when I got home. Mum rushed around getting herself and Theo ready. The kids bounced out of their bedroom. Davey shouted, ‘Mum! Max was good this morning.’
         
‘He didn’t swear at me,’ Theo said, his eyes wide, ‘not even when I fell over his bag.’
Mum put her arms around both of them. ‘He loves you, darlings. He’s your big brother.’
Davey wriggled away. ‘Ruby loves us.’
Mum didn’t talk to me, except for the usual Do this, get that will you, darling? Max gloomed his way out to the kitchen, and what did she do? Smile at him and tell him how lovely that he was getting on well with the kids now, Thank you, darling.
         
Maybe he heard — he sure didn’t look like he did. I wished I hadn’t. Nothing was going to change. Max would do just enough not to push Calvin into leaving. Mum would keep up the King Max treatment. A rush of pure anger raced through me. My backbone zapped back. If they split, then they split. It wouldn’t be my fault; it would be hers. If Calvin did take the kids and leave, I would go with them. Mum and Max could have their own little party all to themselves.
Mum did the usual goodbye have a good day routine. Usually I said, ‘Bye Mum, see you tonight.’ Today, I turned my back on her and kept my mouth shut. I felt bad about that all day. What if she dropped down dead on the way home and I’d been mean to her?
         
She didn’t drop down dead, but she and Calvin were cool to each other. I don’t know if Max noticed. I swung between fury and back to where it all felt like my fault.
         
A couple of weeks passed. Things crept back to how they’d always been. On Friday, Max slapped a hundred dollars into my hand. He looked like it was killing him to keep his mouth shut while he did it, but Calvin was there, watching him. Bugger Max, no way was I going to thank him. Instead, I asked, ‘What’s your job like?’
He shrugged. ‘Better than sweeping floors.’
How would he know? He’d never swept a floor in his life. I ignored him and thanked Calvin when he gave me the remaining two hundred.
That weekend, Calvin was working the afternoon shifts. He told Max they’d start digging the foundations for the sleep-out as soon as Max got up in the morning.
On Saturday when I got home from work at seven, Max was up and eating breakfast. Calvin sat at the table too. He glanced at me, raised an eyebrow and grinned. The kids came tumbling out. ‘We’ll help,’ Davey said. ‘We can dig big holes.’
Max didn’t look thrilled by that, but he kept his mouth shut. All morning, I heard the thunk of spades in the dirt, the kids shouting and racing around, Calvin whistling — and nothing much from Max.
At lunch though, Max talked. He and Calvin actually had an entire conversation. It was about the timber they’d need and what Max would do to look for it.
         
Mum went around with a smile on her face for the rest of the day. She looked happy again. ‘I knew things would work out. All Max needed was his own space. He’s being very good about it.’
I stared at her. ‘You are unreal, Mum.’ So much for her making progress about Max. I headed for the door.
‘Ruby, where are you going?’
‘I’m running away. Not that you’d care.’ I ran out, slamming the door behind me.
I should run away. I went to my room and shut myself in. Two minutes later, she knocked and came in before I said she could. I looked up from the skirt I was working on, but didn’t say anything.
         
She perched on the edge of my bed. ‘I’m trying, Ruby. I’m really trying to be firm with Max. I know I’ve spoilt him. But it’s hard.’
‘Yeah? You try it from where I’m sitting.’ I was sick of the whole thing.
‘He’ll go to uni,’ she said. ‘You must see how important that is.’
I put down my work, swivelled in my chair and faced her. ‘But what about me, Mum? Don’t you care about me?’
She was shocked. ‘Of course I do! But it’s different for you. You have to be realistic about your future, darling — you haven’t got an option.’ She stretched out a hand. ‘I’d do anything for things to be different, but they’re not and we have to accept it.’
         
I felt hollow inside. ‘Go away. Just go away. Think about Max since that makes you so happy.’
It was mean. I felt mean. She tried to keep talking. I picked up the skirt and ripped open a seam. After an age, she left.
I dropped the skirt. I could burst into tears, or … I leapt up and stormed from the room. ‘Mum!’
She whipped around, her face shocked.
‘Mum, listen to me! You always think I’m useless, and I’m not. I’m not!’ I stamped my foot, thumping it hard on the floor. ‘I. Am. Not. Useless. And I’m sick of you telling me I am.’ I went right up to her and yelled in her face, ‘You’re the useless one. You hate your job but you won’t get a new one. I’m not going to be like that. I’m not.’ I stamped my foot again and ran back to my bedroom.
         
I was panting, as if somebody had winded me. But I wouldn’t be like her, I absolutely would not. Which meant I would go to Brazil by myself, and I’d bloody well see if I could work there too. Just for a while. I could help with street kids in São Paulo.
Mum left me alone.
Calvin and Max, helped by the kids, finished digging the foundations on Sunday morning. Mum kept glancing at me as if I was a huge puzzle. I wanted her to worry about me. I wanted to ask her why Max was important and I wasn’t. But what was the use? She just didn’t get it.
         
She couldn’t even see that Max could behave himself — like he was doing right now — if only she’d make him. He was talking to Calvin, even saying the odd thing to the kids. The four of them talked timber and hammers and wiring during dinner these days. Mum’s eyes got misty when she looked at her men, all busy, happy and doing things together.
I felt sick, small and unimportant. Ruby the servant.
I talked to Maria. She said, ‘You’ve done all you can, Ruby. Try not to think about it. Think about your dreams instead.’ She gave me a quick hug. ‘Come to our house on Saturday. We’ll look on the computer for image consultants.’
There weren’t many. I was disappointed, but Maria said, ‘That’s good. You will be all the more valuable. Stay true to your dreams, Ruby. You’ll get through this if you keep your mind on where you’re going.’
I thought about Mum as I walked home. She had no dreams left. No, that wasn’t right. She did — and they were all about Max.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Twenty-nine

Life was easier while the sleep-out was being built. I didn’t have to fight — it was hard to get used to. I felt all the time that I needed to look over my shoulder to keep alert for what might happen next.
Nothing did. Max even joined in the chat at dinner time and he didn’t make any nasty comments the way he’d always done before the great sleep-out project. I hoped it would last. I didn’t think it would. I kept my guard up.
School was going okay too. Wiremu, Niles and Zeke hung out with the four of us and we usually met up in the weekends. Tia said, ‘Tell Wiremu you like him.’
I shook my head. ‘I like having him for a friend.’ I jabbed her in the ribs. ‘Look at you — how long do you go out with a guy before you get sick of him and dump him?’
         
It’d be great to go out with Wiremu. My heart thudded just thinking about it, but if we broke up that would split the seven of us, and it was so great having a social life. It stopped the whole Max thing going round and round in my head.
I still wished he’d tell me more about Hayden, but he never mentioned Australia. Sometimes, I thought about using my money to go over and visit Hayden and my half-sisters. But that was dumb when Max was right here and I could ask him.
If I asked him, he’d walk away like he did last time.
… Not if I asked him at dinner.
I chose an evening when he and Calvin had laughed a lot as they worked. I waited until we’d started eating before I said, ‘Max, what’s Hayden like? I’d really like to know.’
I thought he wouldn’t say anything, but Mum and Calvin were both looking at him. He shrugged. ‘He was okay. For about a week.’ He stopped. That was it?
But Mum leapt in. ‘What happened after a week?’ Her voice was urgent. ‘Max — he didn’t hit you, did he?’
He shifted on his chair. He looked like he’d rather be back in Perth than talking about this. I should have kept my mouth shut.
He shook his head.
         
‘What, then?’ Mum demanded.
Max kept his eyes on his plate, chopping the broccoli through and through with his knife. ‘Hayden yelled — all the time. He was great, until …’
‘Well?’ Mum leaned towards him. ‘Tell us, Max.’
I kept quiet. I didn’t want to miss a word.
He shoved his plate away, and shouted at me, ‘It’s all your fault! You muck up my life all the time.’ He jumped up to rush from the room.
Calvin grabbed him and pulled him back down onto his chair. ‘If you’re going to say things like that, Max, at least have the courage to explain yourself.’
Mum shouted, ‘Calvin! Let him go!’
Calvin ignored her. He kept his eyes on Max — and his hand on his arm. ‘Explain yourself, Max.’
Max shook his arm. Calvin let him go but didn’t relax back into his chair. ‘You owe us an explanation. Your sister most of all.’
‘I didn’t have anything to do with you in Australia,’ I yelled. I lowered my voice. ‘How could I muck up your life over there? And by the way, you muck up your own life here so you probably did it over there too.’
‘Ruby. That’ll do,’ Calvin said.
I shut up, astonished.
Mum said, ‘Max you have to tell us what happened. Tell me the truth — did he hit you?’
         
Well, if he did, that couldn’t possibly be my fault.
Max thumped his hands on the table. ‘No. That would have been better.’ He grabbed for a breath. ‘He went on and on — nothing was right, nothing was good enough.’ The words came tumbling out as if a dam had broken. ‘When I got there, he was all over me. I was his son. He said he’d always wanted a son but instead he got a pack of moaning girls. He said he was proud of me because I was clever. I had to sit a test at the school and they put me in the top class.’ He stopped and covered his face with his hands.
And exactly how did I come into this?
Calvin put an arm round Theo. He kept watching Max, but didn’t say anything.
Mum said, ‘That was good, Max. I’m proud of you too. What went wrong?’
Max stabbed a finger at me. ‘She did. She messed it up. Like she always does.’ The look he gave me was filled with hate.
         
‘That doesn’t make sense, Max.’ Calvin kept his voice calm, but there was an edge to it.
‘Oh yeah? Well listen to this!’ He was almost stuttering with rage. ‘Lilac couldn’t do her homework. He yelled at her and told her she was dumb, even an idiot could read by the time they were ten. Then he yelled at Linda and said it was her fault. She had bad genes and he shouldn’t have married her.’
         
It suddenly made sense — crazy, twisted sense. ‘You told him about me. You told him I couldn’t read either.’
He shoved his cutlery so that it skittered after the plate. ‘Yes, I did. And after that he hated me. Linda wouldn’t shut up about how he’d always blamed her but it was his fault all along. And it’s all your fault, you stupid, dumb …’
‘Max!’ Calvin snapped. ‘Control yourself.’
But Max was sobbing and yelling things that would stay in my head forever. Calvin picked up a glass and threw cold water in his face. ‘That’s enough. Calm down and don’t say another word.’
The kids were howling, I was shivering and I felt sick. I glanced at Mum, but she was staring at Max and her face was dead white. She looked as if somebody had socked her over the head. ‘Mum? What’s wrong? Mum!’ I grabbed her arm.
She couldn’t speak, just shook her head and fluttered a hand. She gulped in some air, then another breath and some colour came back into her face. ‘I thought — all these years, I thought it was my fault you can’t read, Ruby. I thought it was my punishment for getting pregnant so young.’ She leaned back in her chair and laughed and laughed. ‘And it’s not my fault after all.’
Calvin said sharply, ‘You’re scaring the kids, Tessie.’
         
I sat stunned. There was too much to take in. Max, Mum …
All sorts of thoughts whirled in my head — scattered, broken pieces of ideas. But they all joined up to the same thing in the end: this was why she didn’t love me. I sat there, shivering. Where had that come from? But it was true, and somewhere in the depths of my soul, I’d always known it. She didn’t love me. She tried. She did the best she could, but it didn’t work.
Max got up and left the room. Neither of them tried to stop him. Davey slid from his chair to go and lean against Calvin. Calvin held both his kids tight, speaking softly to them, comforting them.
There was no comfort for me. It was all too much. I left them sitting there and ran to my room. It got dark. I didn’t turn the light on. I felt dark right through to my backbone which had kicked off this whole mess.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Thirty

Mum came creeping into my room. I didn’t know what the time was. It felt like the deep of the night when ghosts and vampires were out to get you. She sat on my bed, scooped me into her arms and said, ‘Ruby — you’re the sanest Yarrow in the family. I’m so sorry, darling. So very sorry.’ She brushed her hand over my hair. ‘Calvin says Max and I need to get our heads sorted. We’ll go to counselling.’
I didn’t say anything.
‘Are you okay, Ruby? Talk to me, darling. Tell me you’re all right.’
I told her the truth. ‘I’m not all right, Mum. I feel like I’ve been punched in the guts by experts. Max — and you …’ I tried to stop but the words came anyway. ‘You don’t love me. You try, but you don’t.’
She held me tighter. ‘I do love you. I absolutely do. Turn the light on, Ruby, and I’ll tell you.’
         
I didn’t want to. I just shook my head.
‘Close your eyes,’ she said and she flicked it on.
I didn’t want to listen. I’d heard it all before. I’d tried to believe it for so long that I was tired out from trying.
She settled herself more comfortably on the bed and kept hold of my hand. I turned my head away. ‘I guess the story starts when I got pregnant with you.’ Yeah. Heard it all before.
         
I could have recited it: parents furious, wanted her to have an abortion, she wouldn’t. Then they told her to adopt me out. She always said They’d have had to kill me to take you from me.
         
She sighed. ‘Now for the parts I haven’t told you.’ I turned my head and looked at her. ‘You know how I always say I had a fight with them and that’s why we never see them?’
I nodded.
‘It wasn’t quite like that.’ She let my hand go and hugged her arms around her body. ‘It was them. They wouldn’t have anything to do with me. They didn’t come to see you. They hung up when I rang them. I wrote letters but they returned them unopened.’
It was hard for her to say, even after fifteen years.
I huddled under my duvet. ‘How could they do that?’ My voice sounded as if it hadn’t been used for a hundred years.
         
Mum shrugged. ‘I’d been their pride and joy. I let them down.’
‘Like Max is your pride and joy.’ It sounded like an accusation. It was meant to.
‘Yes,’ she sighed. ‘I did the exact same thing they did — except that I would never turn my back on a child of mine.’
I hadn’t heard anything that eased the ache in my chest.
She stared into the past for long seconds before she went on with the story. ‘Hayden was great.’ I knew all this. I didn’t want to hear it again. She kept talking. ‘He packed us up and we moved here. He said we didn’t need them and he’d love us forever and I didn’t need to worry. But Max was three days old when he left.’
She told me he hadn’t said he was leaving — he just went. I didn’t know that. No wonder it had freaked her out when Max left.
‘It took me a year before I realised I was a lot happier without him.’
I snatched my hand back. ‘You always say he was a good father. You always say he left because he married too young. You always say …’
‘I know, Ruby. I know!’ She looked at me, leaning forward to make me understand. ‘I thought you needed to believe he was a good person. And he was. Sometimes.’ She stopped. ‘No, he wasn’t. Not really. He had to have things his own way. I hated the fights, so I gave in.’
         
She smiled at me but it was a sad smile. ‘When you couldn’t read or write, I kept hearing my parents’ voices telling me no good would come of it if I kept my baby. They said I was being selfish. That it wouldn’t be fair to my baby to keep her.’ She was quiet a moment. ‘I do love you, Ruby. I love you fiercely — but all the time, I kept thinking your problems were all my fault.’
They were, but I didn’t say so. ‘Max made up for everything.’ I was so tired — felt sick to my stomach.
She didn’t deny it. ‘Yes, I thought he did.’ She hugged me again. ‘You need to go to sleep now. Will you be okay?’
I nodded. I didn’t know if I would or not. There was so much to take in.
Mum stood up. ‘Don’t get up for work in the morning. I’ll ring Mr Vine for you.’ She kissed my forehead and tiptoed out.
I did sleep and Mum had to wake me. I felt like shit. Max came into the kitchen the same time I did. He looked at the floor and muttered, ‘Sorry.’
An apology. Whoop-de-doo. I wasn’t going to break open the champagne.
I dropped Davey off at school. He didn’t say anything about last night. Oh hell, probably I should. I crouched down. ‘Listen, Davey. Mum’s going to take Max to a kind of doctor. She says she’s spoilt him and now he’s got to be unspoilt. Okay?’
         
He just about strangled me with his hug. ‘I don’t like him.’
I kissed his cheek. ‘I’m glad I’ve got you and Theo for brothers.’
He ran into school. I hoped he was okay.
I told Tia the whole story. She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe it! Yes, I can. He’s an idiot. And your mum — wow, that’s heavy!’
We were late for school.
It was hard telling Maria about it in Portuguese, but I didn’t even try asking if we could talk in English. I learnt the words for blame, and history repeating itself. When I’d finished, she said, ‘Your mother’s right. You are the only well-balanced member of the Yarrow family.’
         
She had to explain the words for well-balanced.
When Calvin came home, the first thing he did was hug me. ‘Are you okay, my jewel girl?’
It made me want to cry. ‘Shaky, but okay.’ I hugged him back as hard as I could. ‘I’m so glad you’re my dad.’
That made his eyes get wet too. We ended up laughing. Max came in. My gut clenched. The words he’d hurled at me last night crashed around in my head. I didn’t want to talk to him. I didn’t want to be in the same room with him.
         
Calvin said, ‘Okay lads. Put on your work clothes. Building time.’
At dinner, Mum said, ‘Max, I’ve arranged the counselling. We go from six to seven on a Tuesday night so that I don’t have to miss any work.’
He stabbed a potato. ‘I don’t need to see a shrink.’
‘Well, you’re going to whether you need to or not.’ She was calm but she meant business.
He stabbed the potato in half.
Their first counselling session was during the last week of term. Max came home furious. He slammed into his room and yelled at the kids to stay out of his way.
‘It went well, then?’ Calvin asked.
Mum dropped her head in her hands. ‘George — the counsellor — said it would be absolutely the wrong thing for Max to move into the sleep-out. He said on no account must he remove himself from the family at this stage.’ She looked at me. ‘If you don’t want to sleep out there, Ruby, I don’t know what we’re going to do.’
Calvin made her a cup of tea.
‘I don’t want Max,’ Davey said. ‘I don’t want him, so there.’
Theo ran to Calvin, grabbed his legs and howled.
I got out of there before Mum could ask me to swap rooms right now because darling Max was so upset.
         
Did I want to live in the sleep-out? Was there really any choice? But actually, it would have to be better than being in the house. Max was a toxic storm. Mum was a wobbly mess. The kids picked at each other and cried. Even Calvin’s temper cracked now and then.
I thought Max would refuse to work on the sleep-out now, but Wednesday afternoon he turned up. Judging by his furious face, Calvin or Mum had made him. I waited for him to pull the money card. I wasn’t going to pay him back. I had a speech all ready if he told me I had to. It’s all your own fault. Get lost. He didn’t say anything to me — not one word.
         
They worked on it on Thursday too, but Calvin had the evening shift at the service station on Friday, and Max didn’t come home till dinner time.
When Maria came to pick Cat up, I asked her if she’d come and look at it with me and tell me what she thought.
They had the door on and it was locked. I took the key from the garage and we went inside. It was almost finished — just one wall to be lined. I liked it. The window was big and the sun would come in. The room was about the same size as mine, but longer and skinnier.
Maria asked, ‘Do you think you could be happy here?’
         
I wandered around the space, working out where I’d put things. The bed would go at the end, the table near the door, I’d ask Calvin to put up a notice board on the wall opposite the window. I laughed. ‘I think I’ve moved in already. It’ll be great.’ I could have my friends over and we could shut out Max and the rest of the putrid world.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Thirty-one

I moved into the sleep-out on the first weekend of the holidays. Max didn’t show up.
He came home half an hour before dinner to move into my old room.
At dinner he looked at Mum. ‘I need a computer. The sleep-out’s finished so we can afford one now.’
But Calvin answered. ‘Sorry mate, I’m quitting the job at the garage.’ He reached out and tweaked Davey’s ear. ‘I’ve hardly seen the boys lately.’
Max muttered, ‘Dad bought me my own computer.’
Save up and go back there then.
         
Mum said, ‘You could have stayed there, Max. It might be a good idea to think about why you came home again.’
That shocked me. She sounded pissed off.
         
I looked after Cat and Davey during the holidays. Tia and Wiremu came over one afternoon and the five of us played crazy games of snap and Twister.
My friends came back home with me. ‘I want to see the kingdom Max didn’t get,’ Tia said.
Lucky I’d made the bed. I unlocked my door. ‘Please enter!’ I bowed them inside.
‘Way cool!’ Wiremu said. ‘This place rocks!’
Tia bounced on the bed. ‘Better than being squashed up with the kids, then?’
‘Just a bit,’ I said.
Wiremu joined Tia on the bed. ‘You need a room-warming party. Saturday night.’
I shook my head. ‘It’s cramped already just with us three in here. We’d never fit.’
He jumped up and patted me soothingly. ‘Come on, girl — what’s wrong with the floor?’
We looked at it. ‘It would work,’ Tia said. ‘We’ll warn the others it’s a no-chairs party.’
I fussed around all Saturday making food and worrying that the whole idea was dumb. If the others didn’t come I was going to feel so stupid.
They turned up together at 7.30 with grins on their faces and each of them carried a cushion.
I burst out laughing. ‘Hey, great idea!’
Tia struck a pose. ‘Happy room warming, to our friend Ruby. In honour of this amazing event, we present you with .…’ she waited while Niles strummed ta DA on his guitar — ‘… your room-warming presents!’ Which was the signal to throw the cushions at me.
         
They were for me. Presents for me. Wiremu’s was ruby red velvet with beaded tassels on the corners.
‘You guys are the best!’
Niles settled down with his guitar. It’s brilliant sitting on your own floor in a candle-lit room with six friends and you’re all singing your hearts out.
Wiremu sat beside me. We had to sit close together to give Niles enough room to play the guitar. Tia grinned at me and I grinned right back.
A magic evening. I was so glad I’d done it. I walked with them out to the road to say goodbye, watching till they vanished around the corner.
Life was sweet.
I went to bed and lay looking around my own little world. All my things fitted perfectly — Calvin had made a set of shelves and a notice board. The walls were a rich, restful cream and the curtains a medley of golds, browns and ruby red. And now I had six new cushions.
Stupid Max. He could have been out here, king of his very own castle. I lay still, trying to pick up the hate vibes. Nothing. Didn’t mean there weren’t any.
I felt as if he was waiting, and that at any second he could leap up and attack. He was the log in the swamp that you step on, and crunch, it turns out to be a crocodile.
         
School started again and the term rolled on. Max stayed toxic. Mum switched between looking sad and looking mad. The kids were cheerful now that Max was out of their room. Calvin didn’t say much.
I couldn’t believe I’d ever wondered if I’d wanted to live in the sleep-out. It was perfect. Cat and Davey hung out there after school on wet days. ‘It’s pretty,’ Cat said. ‘The mask is happy here.’
The weather warmed up. We went water-skiing the weekend after Labour Weekend. Wiremu had a new wakeboard. We all tried it out. I came off — hurt my leg but it was worth it.
At school, Wiremu and Megan had to go to meetings about the Brazil trip. ‘You should ask if you can come,’ Megan said. ‘You’re the only one who knows any Portuguese.’
Carly prodded me. ‘They might squeeze you into Mr Parks’s suitcase.’
I laughed and shook my head. ‘Don’t want to waste the money. When I go, it’s going to be for longer.’
Tia and I rode home together. She grinned at me. ‘You’ve changed — you know that? The start of the year you were all Oh no I couldn’t possibly go to Brazil. And now you’re planning on going there by yourself.’
         
Yes, I was. It felt like an adventure. It felt exciting — except when I thought of how hard it would really be. So I didn’t think about that if I could possibly help it.
         
‘When are you going to go?’ she asked.
I took a deep breath. ‘This time next year. Well, when school finishes.’
She nearly fell off her bike. ‘Ruby! That’s only a year away!’
Yeah. That’s why it was so scary.
‘But you’ll come back? For the start of school, I mean?’
I shook my head. ‘Don’t think so. Face it, Tia — what’s the point? Next year’s going to be bad enough.’
We arrived at her house. I held on to the fence so that I could stay on my bike. ‘It’s not so bad now — you guys help me. But next year we’ll all be in different classes.’ I didn’t want to think about next year either. ‘Better go. The kids will be waiting.’
Next year. It scared me worse than going to Brazil did, but that might be because next year was closer than Brazil. Whatever, I was going to spend the year feeling dumb most of the time.
If only Max would help me study at home. But I wouldn’t even ask.
November came and with it reminders from our teachers that exams were just around the corner. In assembly, the principal droned on about how these exams were important. ‘How well you do in these will impact on what subjects you can do next year.’ And on what classes they’d stick us in — not that he said that. I was doomed unless they suddenly had an exam for speaking Portuguese, but I couldn’t see that happening any time soon.
         
The girls came over to my house for a study session the Saturday before the exams started. Mum brought us food. Max kept well clear the entire day.
But one day of studying wasn’t going to be enough to get me good results. I asked Mum to help me. She did her best, but my notes had lots of gaps. She frowned. ‘This isn’t working, Ruby. We need Max’s help here.’
I shook my head. ‘He won’t, Mum. Don’t even ask.’ I didn’t want to work with him. He felt like an enemy.
She took no notice and headed for Max’s room. I heard the murmur of her voice as she spoke to him. His reply was loud and clear. ‘She’s got my room. She’s not getting my books.’
I got up and went out to my room. I worked on a pair of shorts I was making. It was good to work with things I could understand.
Mum surprised me. When I was helping her with dinner, she said, ‘I’m very disappointed with Max. I thought we were getting somewhere with the counselling. I’m sorry, Ruby. You know it’s not his room, don’t you?’
         
I had a spud in one hand and the peeler in the other, but I hugged her anyway. She wouldn’t have said that a few months back.
The exams were foul. I had a different reader–writer from last time. This woman tapped her finger while I thought about the answers and sighed when I asked her to read things again.
I didn’t pass a single subject. Max blitzed the whole of Year 10. Next year didn’t look like being a bundle of laughs.
Mum read our reports. ‘Never mind, Ruby. I know you did your best.’ Max’s made tears come to her eyes. ‘Max, I’m so proud of you.’
He gave me a suck on that look.
         
School finished. Prize giving was for other people, not for me. Wiremu got the prize for public speaking and he was the junior swimming champion. Tia came top in our class for science. But Max was the star. He went up five times to collect silver cups, books and certificates. The principal beamed at him and said, ‘We’re delighted you didn’t stay in Australia, Max.’
‘Speak for yourself,’ I muttered. Beside me, Carly choked back a laugh.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Thirty-two

I looked after Cat for most of the summer holidays. Maria and Lucas took her to the Coromandel for a week, and they didn’t need me over Christmas week — but apart from that, I was busy every day.
Two weeks before school started again, Wiremu and Megan came over to my house. ‘Teach us some Portuguese,’ Wiremu said, giving me his heartbreaker smile.
‘Please,’ added Megan.
He laughed. ‘Pretty please, Ruby. Teach me to say You are the most beautiful babe in the world.’
         
I taught him You are very ugly.
         
Then we did hello, thank you and goodbye. Wiremu kept repeating You are very ugly. Megan bashed him with the cushion she’d given me. ‘Shut up! You’re turning into a dork.’
         
I couldn’t help it, I collapsed in a heap of giggles.
‘What?’ he demanded. Then he groaned, ‘Oh no! I fell for the oldest trick in the world! What did you teach me?’
He leapt at me and wrestled me to the ground, tickling me. I could hardly speak for laughing. ‘You are very ugly! And you say it so perfectly.’
         
Megan shrieked with laughter. ‘Serves you right.’
Tia and I caught up on Monday evening. ‘So how did it go with lover boy?’
‘We are just good friends,’ I said, doing the celebrity voice. The trouble was, it was true. I liked him, he liked me — but we were friends and that was about as far as it was going to go.
‘Not to worry,’ Tia said. ‘Those hot Brazilian guys will be here again soon. Make him jealous.’
‘He’ll get one of the girls,’ I grumbled. ‘I’ll be the jealous one.’
Any time anyone said Brazil I got shivers down my spine. It didn’t help to remind myself that my spine was my backbone. Brazil at the end of the year? Could I do it? Even thinking about it terrified me.
         
School started. It was bad. I had a teacher aid who helped me for three mornings but that left a lot of the week where I had to do the best I could. Fabric and art weren’t too bad, but the rest sucked. English was the worst — none of my friends was in the class, but Max was. He never sat with me, never spoke to me, never looked at me. He was the star of the class. I wished I wasn’t impressed by his answers, but he was good. Mrs Bentley did her best to help me, but she asked Max to help me only once. ‘We don’t get on,’ he said, and walked away.
         
Fine. Be like that.
The first unit of the year was speeches. Max gave a brilliant one about the differences between Australia and New Zealand. I wanted to give mine about having him for a brother, but instead I talked about the history of Brazil. I tried not to look at Max. I was nervous and forgot the middle part, then stumbled over the ending.
I slunk back to my seat. Delia muttered, ‘Lucky you — I wish mine was over.’
Max’s speech was the best in the class. He had to give it again at the finals. Wiremu beat him. I tried not to look too pleased about that. I failed. I thought Max would get in a mood but he didn’t. He even congratulated Wiremu.
I told Mum. She was pleased — more pleased than if he’d come first. Maybe he was turning into a reasonable human being — except around me. Mum touched my shoulder. ‘He’ll come round, Ruby. George says he’s just using you as a focus. It’s not about you — it’s about him. He has to learn that the world doesn’t revolve around him.’
         
Yeah, well. I wished he wasn’t such a slow learner. Max — a slow learner! That made me laugh.
The Brazil kids were due to arrive at the beginning of March. Tia and Wiremu had kapa haka practices most days. Megan stressed about what her billet would be like. ‘What if I don’t like her? What if she can’t speak English?’
Carly threw a ball of paper at her. ‘Shut it! If she’s a cow, then she’s a cow. Deal with it!’
I grinned at Megan. ‘Tell her she’s very ugly.’
Megan groaned. ‘That stupid sentence goes round and round in my head.’
The Brazilian kids arrived at school on a Thursday. Tia and Wiremu were in the welcoming party. The day was hot, like it had been last year. The maths room where Carly and I were was close to the wharenui. The windows were open and we could hear Tia’s voice calling the visitors on to the marae.
‘She’s good,’ I whispered.
Carly muttered, ‘What’s the bet that Megan’s really freaking out by now?’
Yes, she would be — she’d be standing with the welcoming tangata whenua and wishing she’d never even thought of going to Brazil.
We wouldn’t catch up with her till school finished because she had to spend interval and lunchtime with her billet. Carly sent her a text: wats she like?
         
nice. shy. no englsh
         
Carly groaned. ‘She’ll have to sit with us in science. How the hell am I meant to be nice to her if she can’t talk to me?’
I laughed at her. ‘Who’s stressing now?’
There would be Brazilian kids in my English class because Caleb and Shane were both going on the trip and would have their billets with them. I hoped Max wouldn’t try anything. I could really do without him telling the whole class I could speak Portuguese. Then I relaxed. He didn’t know I could — at least, I didn’t think he did.
Shane and Caleb came into class a few minutes late. Every girl in the room — me included — stared at the boys with them. ‘Oh, man!’ Delia whispered.
Yeah. Better than last year. But I couldn’t imagine talking to them. Babe magnets. I slumped down in my seat.
Mrs Bentley smiled at them. She picked up a piece of paper and read from it. I winced. She was welcoming them in Portuguese but she said it all wrong. She laughed and gave up. ‘Caleb, Shane — introduce your guests please.’
Shane said, ‘This is Fernando. He speaks English.’
Fernando killed us with a smile. ‘Good afternoon. I am happy to be here.’
‘We’re happy too,’ Rosemary muttered. Mrs Bentley gave her the look.
         
Caleb introduced his guy. ‘This is Bento and he doesn’t speak English.’
Mrs Bentley smiled at the boys. ‘Bento, perhaps you could talk to us in Portuguese?’ She looked at Fernando. ‘Will you ask him for me? It’s good for us to hear other languages.’
Fernando flashed her a dazzling smile and repeated her request in Portuguese for Bento.
Bento stepped forward. I settled back to enjoy myself — how cool to be the only kid in the class who’d know what he was saying.
It didn’t take long before I stopped enjoying myself. That low-life, smarmy up-himself idiot smiled — and totally trashed us. We were ugly. We were dumb. We were unsophisticated. Our music was awful. He hoped he wouldn’t go to sleep during the concert tonight. He wasn’t going to dance with any New Zealand girls at the social. He could tell by looking at us that we’d step all over his feet and anyway, we were ugly.
         
I glanced at Fernando. He stared at the floor, half turning away from Bento. Bento finished, beamed a huge, false smile at all of us poor suckers and grinned while everyone — except me — clapped.
Mrs Bentley said, ‘Thank you, Bento.’ She smiled at Max. ‘Will you please reply, Max?’
‘Ask Ruby, Mrs Bentley. She’s been learning Portuguese.’
I felt the heat rush into my cheeks. Bloody Max.
         
Mrs Bentley looked stunned. ‘Ruby! That’s wonderful! Please — will you reply on our behalf?’
I swear I could feel the smugness oozing out of Max, but I was too mad with Bento to worry about that. I jumped up and walked to the front.



    

  
    
      
         
Chapter Thirty-three

Poor Fernando watched me. He looked terrified of what I’d say.
I forgot about Max. I forgot about the other kids in my class, and about Mrs Bentley.
I took a deep breath. I caught sight of Max out of the corner of my eye. He was smirking.
I smiled at Fernando and spoke in English. ‘Thank you, Fernando. We are happy you are here.’
The poor guy. He looked so ashamed.
I turned to Bento. He flashed me a cocky grin. What could I say? I wanted to yell at him — tell him exactly what I thought of him, but there was Fernando looking like he’d cry at any second. Mrs Bentley was looking at me, her face worried. I started talking. The Portuguese words felt good. ‘Bento, I’m sorry you don’t like us. I’m sorry you don’t like our country.’
         
He stared at me, his mouth gaping. I struggled not to laugh. He looked stunned, guilty, sulky. He reminded me of Max. I glanced at my brother. He looked stunned too.
I said more. ‘You think we are ugly, but your words to us are ugly. We welcome you but you don’t want our songs and our welcome. You say horrible things about us, but we still welcome you. We hope you enjoy staying with us. We hope you learn about us. We hope that when you go home, you will understand us better than you do now.’
I stopped. Fernando rushed to me, grabbed my hands and kissed me first on one cheek, then on the other. He spoke quickly in his own language. ‘I am ashamed of him. You are generous. Thank you. Thank you very much.’ He let me go and snapped at Bento, ‘You have shamed our country.’
Bento kept his eyes on the floor and muttered an apology.
Mrs Bentley rubbed her head. ‘Ruby — what was all that about? Is something wrong?’
Fernando sent me a look that shouted out Please don’t tell her!
         
I said, ‘It’s okay. It’s sorted.’
She looked like she wanted to say more, but instead she told the boys to sit down. ‘Ruby, would you mind sitting with them? I’m most impressed. Your speech sounded amazing.’ Then she smiled at Max. ‘Thank you for telling us Ruby could speak Portuguese, Max. I have a feeling she wouldn’t have told us herself.’
         
I spent the rest of the period trying not to laugh.
I told Tia the whole drama as we rode home from school. ‘Which one’s Bento?’ she demanded. ‘The rat! Show me tonight. I’ll dance with him tomorrow and I’ll smile and tell him what a drop-dead loser he is.’
         
Maria’s eyes flashed fire when I told her. ‘That boy must be spoken to,’ she said. ‘I shall phone Mr Parks. He will not tolerate such appalling behaviour.’
I wondered if Max would say anything about it at dinner the way he always did when he wanted to get at me. But when Mum and Calvin asked the usual What happened at school today questions, he shrugged. ‘Nothing.’
         
Davey had got a gold star for maths.
Theo told about the clown who’d come to the day-care centre.
‘Ruby?’ Mum asked.
I usually said something pathetic like how I’d mucked up a painting, or finished one. Tonight I told them about Bento. Davey bounced in his seat. ‘What did you say, Ruby? Say it again!’
I grinned at him and said it all again in Portuguese. I used words he’d be able to understand.
         
Davey answered in the same language. ‘He’s a bad person. I don’t like him.’
Mum and Calvin sat there, mouths open, staring at the pair of us. Then Mum jumped up and threw her arms around me. ‘Ruby! I didn’t realise! You can speak it. You’re amazing! I’m so proud of you.’ She was crying, hugging me and laughing as well.
         
Calvin put a hand on Davey’s shoulder. ‘Both of you. You’re a couple of surprise packets. We’re proud of both of you.’
Max looked as if the log in the swamp had just bitten him.
 

I had a ball at the concert that night. One of the teachers with the Brazilian kids asked if I could stay for supper. ‘I have heard about Bento’s speech,’ he said. ‘I thank you for your gracious reply. We are honoured that you have come tonight.’
I made what I hoped was a gracious reply. It was only because of Fernando that I’d been gracious.
What an evening. I didn’t stop talking — swapping from English to Portuguese and back again. Only a few of the Brazilian kids could speak English. I was yabbering away to Vidonia — Megan’s billet — telling her how Megan had stressed about meeting her. Then I looked up and saw Mrs Swann standing there, staring at me with her mouth gaping.
         
Vidonia glanced at her. ‘Why does she look as if somebody has hit her on the head?’
I laughed. ‘It’s because she thinks I’m dumb.’ I looked Mrs Swann in the eye as I said it. Damn, it felt good!
I didn’t feel dumb or stupid once during that whole evening. Fernando brought me a plate of food and a drink. He sat beside me and wouldn’t let anyone talk to me until I’d had some supper.
I caught Wiremu looking at me several times, but he didn’t come over. He stayed close to his billet, which he had to do, but there was no rule saying he had to keep any of the girls glued to his side. Every time I looked at him, he was gazing into the eyes of the most gorgeous girl in the room. I asked Fernando what her name was. ‘She’s so beautiful,’ I sighed.
‘She is called Rosa,’ he said. ‘But you are beautiful too and tomorrow I will teach you to tango.’
I thought he was joking, but the next night at the social, he grabbed me as soon as I walked through the door. I don’t think we ended up doing the tango, but I had the very best evening ever. Wiremu danced with Rosa, but only once. Tia asked me which one Bento was and danced with him first. Fernando and I danced past her several times. I caught snatches of talk. ‘… loser. Ugly bastard … put you in a blender … feed you to the gannets except I don’t want to kill them …’
         
Fernando said, ‘I’m glad she is angry with him. He deserves it.’
When the music stopped, she trod on his foot — hard, turned her back and stalked off. She dragged Wiremu’s billet onto the floor for the next dance and then another of the Brazilian boys.
But I didn’t pay too much attention to Tia. Fernando wanted to know all about me. How did I learn his language? Why wasn’t I coming to Brazil next month? He put a hand over his heart. ‘I am so sad about that, Ruby.’
It was a magic evening. I felt like Cinderella — it would all stop at midnight and I would turn back into Ruby who couldn’t read, but for now the magic carried me along.
‘Will you email me?’ Fernando asked. He gazed into my eyes — I could drown in those eyes.
I shook my head. ‘I can’t.’ I told him why and that we didn’t have a computer anyway. With his head close to mine, he murmured, ‘No matter. You have a telephone? I will call you.’
It was lovely of him to say that, but I knew he wouldn’t. I told him about my plan to go to Brazil.
‘You will stay with my family,’ he said. ‘There will be no argument. We will meet you at the airport. It is arranged.’
‘Thank you!’ I didn’t believe that would happen either, but it made me happy. Brazil suddenly seemed much less scary. I would know somebody there my own age.
         
The Brazilian party left on Sunday. Fernando kissed me goodbye, and not the polite air-kiss to one cheek then the other. He wrapped me up in his arms and gave me a kiss to die for.
‘Ruby,’ he murmured, ‘I have your phone number. When I get home, the first thing I will do is call you.’
Tia, Megan, Carly — and Wiremu — all gaped at us. I didn’t care. I kissed Fernando back and waved until the bus turned the corner.
‘So,’ said Tia. ‘Had a good time, did we?’
‘Don’t know about you,’ I said dreamily, ‘but I did.’ And now he was gone and I would probably never see him again.
Wiremu didn’t speak to me. He jumped on his bike and headed for home.
‘Tut tut,’ Carly said. ‘Who’s jealous, then?’
I shook my head. ‘He doesn’t need to be.’ Damn. Fernando had blown any chance I had of going out with Wiremu. But that kiss! I would treasure it for always.
After the Brazilian kids had gone, life felt flat. School was hard. The only halfway interesting thing was that Max started talking to me. Not often and not a lot, but every two or three days, he’d say something to me. Ordinary things, not nasty stuff. Mum was over the moon, but I didn’t really care any more. It would take more than that before I trusted him.
         
Two weeks after the Brazilian kids left, Wiremu asked me to go to the movies with him. We had a good time and he didn’t say anything about Fernando.
A week after that, Fernando called me. ‘Wow! I didn’t think you meant it!’ I gasped.
‘Of course I meant it. And my parents say you will come and stay with us when you arrive in Brazil.’
We talked for nearly an hour. ‘This will be so expensive!’ I protested.
‘You are worth it,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you to forget me.’
As if I could.
I didn’t tell Wiremu that Fernando had rung. He rang again before Wiremu, Megan and the others left to go to Brazil. I didn’t tell Wiremu about that either. We went out the night before he left. He held my hand on the way home. He walked me to my house, put his arms around me and kissed me. ‘I wish you were coming on the trip,’ he whispered. ‘I’m going to miss you.’
I let myself into my room, my head spinning. Wiremu and Fernando. Two boys liked me. I sat on my bed. Which one did I like? Both of them. I really liked both of them.
         
I couldn’t wave Wiremu and Megan goodbye the next day because I was working. As soon as I finished, I rushed over to Tia’s. ‘What’ll I do? Tell me! This is crazy.’
         
She got the stitch she laughed so hard. ‘Ruby Yarrow! You’re priceless! But why stress? One of them lives in Brazil and the other one lives here. No problem!’
No problem? It was all right for her, she wouldn’t be the one juggling two of them. Then I laughed. Why worry about it? So much could happen in a year.
I shivered. It was less than a year now till I went to Brazil. Much less than a year. The shiver went through me again. I laughed out loud — that shiver was an excited one, not a scared one. Tia was probably wrong — there probably would be problems, but I’d deal with them.
On Monday, I took Davey and Cat into town on the bus. We went to a travel agent. ‘I want to go to Brazil at the end of November. I want to fly into São Paulo.’
The agent booked it for me. ‘You’ll need to pay before the end of the month,’ she told me. She printed out an itinerary. I took it. It would go on my notice board.
At home, there was a postcard waiting for me from Wiremu.
He’d written To Ruby from Wiremu XXXXXX and drawn a heart around it.
         
I pinned that on my notice board beside the itinerary. I could be like Tia — have a short romance that would end when I left the country. And then there was Fernando. He might want me to stay in São Paulo all the time, but I wouldn’t. I had to follow my dreams — and my dreams didn’t include having a serious boyfriend, not for years and years.
When I came home from Brazil, I would train to become a personal shopper — an image consultant. That was my dream. The future looked bright.
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