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It’s the start of the summer holidays and twelve-year-old Bertie is worried. Next year she’s going to a high school in the city, while all her friends stay behind in Merri, the small town she’s lived in all her life.

To help her feel better prepared for high school, her best friend, Claire, makes a list of tasks Bertie has to complete over the summer. They start working through the list together, only to find that some of the cracks in their friendship are beginning to show. Soon, Bertie’s not even sure she’ll have one friend by the end of the summer.

All the Little Tricky Things is a charming, heartfelt novel about a time when everything is changing, and a girl who’s trying to make sense of it all.
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For Adrian


 ‘Doing all the little tricky things it takes to grow up,

step by step, into an anxious and unsettling world.’

 SYLVIA PLATH
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‘I don’t think I’m ready for what’s next,’ I confess to the clouds as I lie in the long grass in the empty block at the end of my street.

The clouds keep drifting, not at all interested in my sad little story. I roll onto my belly and pick up my book. The grass, once green and lush, is beginning to dry out under the harsh summer sun, and crunches under my weight. It’s only seven a.m. but the day is already heating up. The freckles under my eyes, on my nose and on my shoulders are preparing to emerge from their hibernation.

Mum and Dad are still in bed. They say that once I’m a teenager I’ll stop getting up so early and they won’t be able to wake me before noon. But for now I am too restless to sleep past sunrise.

 I left my primary school the day before yesterday for the final time. Graduation was last night at the town hall. We sang an embarrassing song about friendship lasting forever and lined up to receive certificates with shiny blue and gold ribbons glued on the corners.

Now, summer stretches out ahead. For some it’s an eternity, but in my eyes it’s hardly any time at all. High school is just around the corner, like a marathon I forgot to train for.

Luckily, I still have six weeks to get in shape. I just need a plan.

My book is one I’ve read at least ten times and, although I know the words practically by heart, my eyes are stuck on the same sentence, reading it over and over. The thought of next year paralyses me.

I turn my head to the sky and whisper to the clouds, desperately.

‘Help.’

But still, they keep drifting.
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‘Alberta!’

My best friend Claire knows I go by Bertie; she just likes to be contrary. She’s a pain, but a mostly lovable one.

We’re the mismatched sisters that neither of us has for real.

She waves wildly from the bitumen below, and starts to walk up the steps of the grandstand towards the highest seats, where I’m sitting.

It’s our secret spot. Or one of them, anyway. Even when the local footy is on, hardly anyone comes all the way to the top.

Claire and I are unlikely friends in more ways than one. We’re not as different as the sun and the moon, but we have fewer things in common than would be expected from two girls joined at the hip.

 Firstly, we look nothing alike. She’s got lovely olive skin and long, dirty-blonde hair that she always wears in naturally messy waves. She’s bigger than most of the kids our age: taller, broader, but not pudgy. Just bigger. On a weekend not that long ago, someone mistook her for my babysitter.

My mum said Claire ‘matured early’.

Claire’s mum said she could have been an even better swimmer than her brother, Cooper, who is two years younger. His wide shoulders and flipper feet have propelled him to victory in swimming races for as long as I can remember. He’s still pretty short, but he’ll probably shoot up even taller than his sister soon enough.

Claire likes netball better, and is the best player in our town. She’s got the MVP every season except one, and that was only because the coach felt sorry for another girl on our team, whose parents announced their divorce just before the grand final.

Claire’s parents are also divorced, and her dad lives overseas so she only sees him once a year. He often forgets her birthday, or that he even has kids at all. It doesn’t seem to bother her, from what I can tell. I’ve never asked a lot of questions about it, though. I guess I wouldn’t know what to say.

 The way I look is on a different playing field to Claire. Or maybe a different planet. I’m pale and skinny, and of slightly under-average height. I did some research on it once, just to be sure.

I’m pretty much allergic to the sun. Claire calls my freckles ‘cute’ but I think they make me look even more like a little girl and I wish I could rub them off.

I always leave my fringe just a bit too long, so I have to peek out from under it to see properly. It’s my security blanket.

Claire takes up more space in the world than me. With her personality, too. Her laugh is loud and infectious. When she speaks, her hands flail around, and she doesn’t walk at a normal pace. She zips about, quickly and never in a straight line. She’s book smart and street smart. At least for a twelve-year-old from a small town. She doesn’t care about clothes but you wouldn’t tell from seeing what she wears.

The lady who runs the yoga place once looked her up and down and said Claire ‘has a good eye’. Which fluffed up her ego way more than necessary and quite frankly, since I was standing right next to Claire when the lady said it, made me feel like a dud.

I don’t want to be known as the frumpy one in our duo and I try my hardest not to be. On free-dress day last term I stayed up past midnight trying to find an outfit that looked cool. But it turns out looking cool is about not caring about looking cool. My desperation is clear and ruins everything. 

I also don’t want to be known as the quiet one. I’m not mute, just softly spoken in comparison to my larger-than-life best friend.

Claire can charm anyone but she also doesn’t have a lot of friends for some reason. Just me. My theory is it’s because she’s not really like anyone else. She doesn’t want to be.

Most of the time I prefer to fit in. It’s not always easy though. Talking to clouds and hiding behind a fringe probably doesn’t help.

Claire arrives at the top step of the grandstand, a little out of breath, but with a grin glued to her face. She’s wearing a denim bucket hat that would look ridiculous on anyone but her. At least she’s being sun smart. It’s hot again today. We might go to the pool later.

She does a twirl as she shimmies off her cherry-red backpack and plonks herself down next to me. It’s clear she doesn’t share my current state of nervousness about next year. It’s almost certainly the last thing on her mind.

 It’s easy for her. She’s going to the local school down the road, Merri High, with nearly everyone else from our primary school. Me on the other hand, my parents have been saving for years to send me to St Martin’s, a posh private school in the city.

They’ve talked about it for so long that I don’t remember a time when it wasn’t on the cards. It’s just that all of a sudden the cards are getting dealt, and everyone is ready to play except me.

It’s not fair that the more outgoing member of our friendship is the one staying in our comfort zone.

‘What are you looking so forlorn about?’ she asks, reaching over to give my ear a little flick.

‘Ouch!’ I say sulkily, rubbing it. ‘Is forlorn your word of the day?’

She rolls her eyes. She knows I’m making fun of her obsession from a few weeks ago, of reading the dictionary and using strange words like a pretentious twerp.

(Pretentious was one of her words. Twerp is one of mine.)

‘And anyway…’ I pause dramatically. ‘You know exactly what I’m forlorn about!’

‘Oh Alberta, stress less. We have nearly two months before you have to even start thinking about your high-school woes.’

 I wish she’d try a bit harder to understand what it’s like to be in my shoes.

‘It’s so different for you, Claire. Hardly anything will change. Just your timetable and your uniform,’ I say, filled with envy. ‘You don’t even have to make new friends.’

Our primary school didn’t have any rigid friendship cliques. Just the odd best-bud pair like me and Claire, and then a whole bunch of different kids who mingled together. Because Merri is so small, there were only about forty students in our year level and everyone knew everyone. We grew up together.

We all sat together to eat our lunch, and played silly games like Sardines across our bushland school grounds, even when we were too old to be stacked in an awkward pile behind a big, thick gum tree, trying not to giggle. I can’t believe I’ll never have another recess with them again. Let alone with Claire.

‘I feel so overwhelmed. And underprepared.’

My eyes start to water, and Claire’s flippant tone disappears instantly.

‘I’m sorry, Bert,’ she says, wrapping her long arm around my shoulder.

‘It’s okay. It’s fine. I just—’

‘You just need a dose of confidence.’ Usually her tendency to interrupt annoys me, but this time she’s onto something. 

‘Yeah. I could use a bit of that.’

She turns her head on an angle and purses her lips in exaggerated thought.

‘What you need is to be able to saunter through those school gates on the first day and feel like…like, you belong there! Like, you can do it! Like, you’re ready for whatever high school throws at you.’

‘Exactly,’ I agree. But I’m thinking, Easier said than done.

We both drift off into silence. I look down at the group of boys playing cricket on the pitch, and then my gaze moves to a bright bulletin board on the other side of the oval. It’s advertising the Merri Show at the end of January.

I wonder if someone will try to steal the fairy-floss machine again this year. Someone has tried for the past few years. Last time they got as far as just outside the oval gates before abandoning it, probably because it’s a hell of a thing to carry. But imagine—your own fairy-floss machine! I know stealing is wrong, but it might be worth it for the endless sugary goodness.

We’ve never found out who keeps attempting the theft. It’s Merri’s greatest mystery. Which says a lot about how we stay entertained around here. 

‘I’ve got it!’

‘Got what?’ I ask, thinking she means the fairy-floss culprit.

‘It didn’t take long because I’m basically a child genius,’ she says with just a hint of irony. ‘Gather round, everyone. I have an idea.’ She motions to our pretend audience among the benches. A pigeon perched on the awnings peers over at her, but only because her waving arm looks like it might be about to throw out biscuit crumbs.

‘An idea?’

‘Yep. An idea. For what we need to do to get you ready for high school.’ She nods encouragingly. ‘Or better yet, a whole list of ideas.’

I pull a face. Claire’s ideas are never straightforward.

‘Is this going to be like the time you wanted to get rich? And you made us pick all those flowers from people’s gardens and then go door to door, selling them in bunches back to the original owners?’

She throws her head back in glee. ‘Those fools!’

‘Yeah, right. Until Mrs Bianchi called my mum to complain that we’d dead-headed all her prized bougainvilleas.’

‘Okay. Yes. That was a bust in the end,’ she admits. ‘And I still have bougainvillea thorn scars to prove it.’ 

‘Is it going to be anything like the time you wanted to start a band and you forced me to watch hours of YouTube videos about how to play guitar? And you promised you’d do the same for drums but really you just watched makeup tutorials instead?’

‘No,’ she says shamelessly. ‘And besides, let me remind you that I did your eyeshadow for graduation the other day and you looked completely glamorous.’

I snort, remembering how I had to secretly scrub half of it off in the bathroom before we left the house, but she ignores me.

‘So maybe you should be thanking me for that one.’

I’m sure she thinks I should be thanking her for all our other wild adventures, courtesy of her short-lived obsessions with everything from making macaroons (disaster) to skydiving (never got off the ground… ha) and even that embarrassing vocabulary exercise (totally discombobulating).

She looks at me with her best ‘I’m serious this time’ face.

‘I’m serious this time.’

I’ve heard it all before. ‘You’re serious every time, until you get bored.’

She knows I’m right, but one thing Claire never does is give in. Or apologise. Or fall victim to negativity. She’s the most stubborn optimist I know. Grudgingly, I remember that’s why I love her. 

Plus, her rowdy ideas keep things pretty interesting. We live in the country, after all.

‘Have some faith, Alberta.’

She pulls out a notebook from her backpack.

‘Watch!’

Opening the first page with a flourish, she scrawls a headline, all in caps:

THE SUMMER LIST

And underneath in neat cursive, a subtitle:

The eleven things Bertie will do these holidays to be ready for what is sure to be her illustrious high-school career.
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At home that night, I’m setting the dinner table on the back verandah. Placemats, knives, forks. I arrange them for three.

We usually eat outside after a hot day. Which at the moment means every day. My dad says summer has been coming earlier and earlier. The large garden that surrounds our house is his pride and joy, but it’s been suffering.

‘Darling,’ Mum calls to me from the kitchen, through the flywire window. ‘Can you light a mozzie thingamajig please?’

I pick up the matches and pull a citronella coil from the packet, carefully lighting the end and placing it in a hanger under the table. The smoke that wafts up smells so good. Like cut grass and summer nights.

 ‘It’s getting dark, Sam!’ yells my mum, much louder than necessary. There are only three houses on our street, Rosella Lane, which is on a steep incline down to a green valley. Our house is at the top of the hill, followed by the two others and the empty block. There’s no breeze tonight, and I imagine Mum’s voice carrying down the street and into our neighbours’ living rooms. I’m sure they’re used to it. She’s a bit over the top, like Claire. It makes sense that I’m so quiet in comparison to all the loud women in my life.

Dad is further down from the table I’m setting, standing at the barbecue.

‘Got it, Jules,’ he says calmly. ‘Nearly done.’

My dad is always cool as a cucumber. It’s kind of his defining feature. But that’s where the differences between Mum and Dad end. Lots of my friends’ parents aren’t together anymore, but Mum and Dad are happy, as far as I can tell. They have all the same interests and friends, and even work together at the local hospital.

Dad is a physio, mainly working with the old people who seem to make up most of Merri’s population. Mum is a nurse. They met at uni, in the city. Dad says he was at the pub in his final year, and he heard her before he saw her. Love at first sound.

 Dad starts to whistle quietly as he works, willing the steaks to cook faster to appease Mum, whose salad and baked potatoes have been ready for a while.

I open the sliding door, careful to shake the dead leaves and bits of grass off my feet before I step inside. Mum is a total neat freak. I am too, though not as intense. My bedroom is clean but haphazard, filled with books and pictures and my collections of odd things: shells from the beach, cardboard coasters from pubs we’ve been to on family road trips, mismatched buttons in jars. There is always a decent-sized pile of discarded clothes on the velvet chair in the corner.

A little mess is okay sometimes. It makes things more cosy.

I curl up on the couch closest to the back door and flick through my phone. I’ve only had it for a few months, not because I begged for one but because it made sense.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not above having a phone. I completely understand the obsession with everything online. The things you can find! How did people live without the internet?

At school the teachers warn us about becoming screen zombies. That’s what they call the kids who are glued to their devices—even on tech-free Tuesdays and Thursdays, when we’re supposed to be out in the sunshine or whatever. 

The main things I use my phone for are texting Claire and reading my horoscope on this app I recently discovered. I know it’s all balderdash but sometimes it can be comforting. Or make me see things in a different way.

Today it says: Integrate new ideas with a hunger for transformation.

It takes me a while to understand. But when I do, I think: Ugh.

Somehow my app must have found out about The Summer List.

Mum comes round from the kitchen and sits beside me on the couch. She has long auburn hair that I did not inherit, to my great disappointment. She pulls out her scrunchie and lets her hair fall down her back. My mum is all soft edges and warm smiles. She’d say she’s lumpy but cheerful; I think she’s beautiful. Sometimes we drive each other nuts, but generally I feel like I got lucky in the mum department.

She puts her hand around my shoulder and shakes it.

‘You okay, Bert?’

Along with her loudness, Mum’s the kind of person who never stays still. She is always hustling and bustling, fixing things and tidying up, making phone calls while juggling at least two other tasks. For her to take a moment to sit down and ask me that question means she senses something is seriously up. 

‘I’m okay,’ I reply.

‘But…?’

‘But…you know I’m pretty nervous about high school, right?’

‘Of course. I expected that,’ she says. ‘Your father and I both did. Honestly, it would be strange if you weren’t nervous about starting high school.’

I think to myself: Why are you sending me away to a whole new place then?

‘But honey, you just finished primary school last week! High school is still a long way away.’

‘Not really. And besides, Claire thinks I need to do some preparation these holidays.’

‘Like homework?’ She looks confused.

‘No. More like things I could do to feel more ready for high school. For the challenges ahead.’

‘Such as?’ She sounds more intrigued now. ‘Give me an example.’

‘I’m not really sure. What do you think you need to know before starting high school?’

 She ponders for a moment, brushing her hair with her fingertips.

‘The thing is, Bert,’ she finally says, ‘you don’t really need to get ready for high school. Part of the fun is figuring it out as you go.’

That doesn’t sound fun to me.

‘Maybe you should spend these holidays enjoying yourself before all these big changes start to happen. Just get out there and climb trees and swim in the creek when it’s full enough, and be a kid. You know?’

I don’t. Or I do, but it’s not the answer I’m looking for right now. And I can’t remember the last time I climbed a tree. Which makes me feel kind of sad.

She doesn’t get it. Most adults don’t, even if they say they do. Which is funny because they’ve all been teenagers before. They just…forget, I guess. And even if they remember what it was like, they weren’t me. It’s lose-lose. I take a deep breath and sigh.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ calls Dad from outside.

Mum mimes pulling me up out of my slump, and I follow her without complaining.

I love my parents but this is something I need to do without them.
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Two days later, over a bowl of hot chips at Antonio’s, the second-best cafe in Merri, Claire tells me the list is ready.

‘Tah dah!’ cries Claire, waving her hands around frantically. ‘This is a masterpiece.’

‘Shhh!’ I stage-whisper, snatching the pen from her outstretched arm. ‘Tony will hear us.’

It’s no secret that we’ve both had a crush on Tony, the waiter, from the moment we saw him.

His dad owns the cafe, and Tony works on weekends and over the holidays.

The Busy Bean, which used to be the best cafe on Main Street, had been around since we were toddlers. It was where our mums met with us in prams, though we don’t remember it, of course. The unexpected beginning of our friendship. When the cafe closed for good in winter this year, we were heartbroken. We had to look elsewhere, not that we had a lot to choose from. There was only one other spot in town. 

The first time we were forced to come to Antonio’s, we stormed through the door in a bratty huff, and sipped our milkshakes in the tall stools by the front window. We were reluctant to admit they were pretty good. Lots of syrup and a good amount of frothiness. But still, we sulked.

That was until Tony came over to wipe the tables, and things started really looking up. We’ve been trying to think of a reason to talk to him ever since.

And we haven’t come up with anything. Until now. Though I’m not convinced it’s the right time, or the right topic.

‘Hey, Tony!’ cries Claire across the cafe, where our unrequited crush is checking himself out in the reflective part of the coffee machine.

‘What are you doing?’ I panic. My cheeks immediately flush bright red. It’s the thing that I hate most about myself. Blushing makes bad things way worse than they already are. I wish I could control it. I spent half a day researching it once. No cure.

Claire ignores me. ‘Can you come here for a sec?’ she says to Tony.

 He walks over, looking bored.

‘Hi. I’m Claire.’ She holds out her hand for a formal shake.

He looks at her suspiciously, but takes her hand. ‘How do you know my name?’

Busted.

‘We overheard your dad when he was speaking to you one day and I mean, duh, this place is named after you, right?’ She giggles.

I have never heard Claire say ‘duh’ before, or giggle like that. The things we do for love.

‘Yeah. I mean, nah. It’s my dad’s place. His name is Antonio. I’m also Antonio but like, not really? I’m To—’

‘Tony. We know.’ It’s not just me she interrupts. Even a cute boy isn’t immune from her impatience.

She gives him her biggest toothy smile, and her head is cocked to one side. She’s practically batting her eyelashes at him.

‘So, what’s up, Claire?’ he says, barely noticing her. ‘Need another milkshake?’

‘No thanks. What we need is some guidance from you.’ I give her a look. She sounds completely loopy, but continues. ‘What is the one piece of advice you’d give us for starting high school next year?’

 ‘High school?’ He shrugs, in the cutest way a sixteen-year-old boy could shrug. ‘Not much to it.’

‘Not much to it? Not much to it!’ I realise I sound shrill, but that doesn’t stop me. ‘Tony, there’s not much to it for you maybe, but for some of us it’s…it’s basically life or death!’ I’ve lost my cool. Not that I ever had it.

Claire raises an eyebrow at me.

‘Okay. Calm your farm, Bertie.’ She wouldn’t dare call me Alberta in front of Tony, even when I’m starting to hyperventilate. She turns back to him.

‘What we’re trying to say is, if you could, Tony, cast your mind back to your first day of high school. What do you wish you knew then that you know now?’

Tony gazes out the window, with a look of concentration that I didn’t think possible in his beautiful dark eyes.

Claire has that effect on people. She can get them to sit up and pay attention. I need to learn how to get people to hear me like that. It’s something that will probably come in handy in high school.

‘You know, something that took me a while to figure out was how to talk to hot chicks.’

‘How to? Talk to? Hot? Chicks?’ Claire repeats in staccato, horrified.

 I mirror her expression, but pull myself together far more quickly.

‘Tony, that’s…well that’s, erm, very helpful. Or at least, something to consider.’ I wave awkwardly. ‘Okay. Great. Thanks. Bye then.’

He shrugs again, this time far less cutely (is it just me?) and walks back to the front counter.

Claire is shattered. ‘I thought he had a bit more… charisma than that? Or, like, basic manners?’

‘He’s just a pretty face after all,’ I say, laughing.

That’s the thing about crushes, especially crushes on teenage boys: they’re just a fantasy. Dig a bit deeper and your crush is usually pretty disappointing.

When I get home and tell my mum this, she says I sound world-weary beyond my years. As usual, she’s forgotten what it’s like to be a twelve-year-old girl.
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 1. Shave your legs

 ‘Tell me again: why the flip is shaving my legs number one on the list?’ I whine. I realise I’ve been whining a lot lately. But that doesn’t stop me. ‘It’s so embarrassing.’

The next afternoon we’re sitting in the empty block at the end of my street, chewing bits of sour grass we’ve plucked out from the middle of the patch because they’re less likely to have dog pee on them.

Rosella Lane is only a five-minute bike ride from the middle of Merri. Claire lives a couple of streets away, even closer to town. Our parents are pretty happy to let us roam as long as we ‘use common sense’ and always keep our phones on. It’s not like we ever go anywhere other than the grandstand, the creek, the library, the pool or Antonio’s. And the op shop, though Claire says it smells funny. She usually waits outside. 

The empty block at the end of my street is probably the best hang-out spot of the lot. While these places aren’t that exciting, they’re all we’ve got, and we make the most of them. It only takes a little imagination to navigate Merri like it’s our own secret world and only we have the keys. The empty block isn’t just a dusty patch of land; it’s a meeting place, a safe haven to share secrets among the tall grass, a blank canvas for whatever projects Claire forces us into next. Most importantly, it’s all ours.

‘It’s number one because it’s important,’ Claire says. ‘But also, because it’s easy to do, like, right away. You’ll feel good if you can tick one off the list early on.’

‘Who cares if I have leg hair though?’

‘No one cares,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s not about that.’

I shrug, so she continues. ‘Look, if you decide you don’t want to remove your body hair then good for you. I’ll support it. But I feel like you need to try it at least once before high school. In order to make an informed choice down the line.’

‘The bikini line,’ I joke.

 She’s right, shaving my legs does feel like some kind of rite of passage into teenage girlhood. But in the back of my mind, something else niggles.

Earlier this year we had a class called Respectful Relationships, which is just a polite way of saying sex ed. Our teacher got kind of teary when she talked about learning this stuff when she was in school, and how different it was back then. She’s only been a teacher for a few years, so things must have changed a lot in a short time. She said there was nothing about people who identify as anything other than cis or straight. Of course a bunch of the ignorant kids in my class started laughing, but some of the others shushed them pretty quickly.

The biggest thing I learned was that it’s important for people to make their own decisions about their own bodies. That’s why it pains me to admit that, deep down, I am kind of scared someone will point at my hairy legs next year and laugh. I guess things are better now, but it’s still not perfect.

I decide to defer to Claire and just give it a go. Hair grows back, after all.

‘Okay then. First I’ve got to go home and check in on Cooper and Nonna, cos she told me she can’t keep him under control for any longer than an hour.’

 That’s a whole other story. Cooper is known for two things: his swimming prowess and his mischief-making.

Claire’s nonna lives on the same street and babysits them a lot, and while she makes an award-winning Nutella semifreddo (walking away with the gold ribbon two years running at the Merri Show), she’s no match for Cooper’s hijinks. He’s only ten, but he has been pushing boundaries way further than usual lately. First he started getting detention every other week for mucking around in class, and then on the last day of school he packed a bunch of water balloons and was caught throwing them at teachers’ cars as they pulled into the carpark. It was a pretty mild offence, and some of the teachers even laughed, but Claire’s mum was livid. Claire says he’s acting out to try and impress the group of older boys he hangs out with at the skate park. Nonna says the whole crowd ‘spells trouble’. I’m pretty sure Tony is one of them.

‘It won’t take long. I hope. I’ll get a razor and come round later.’ She motions towards the house. ‘Your parents’ big bathtub is the perfect location for kicking off The Summer List.’

‘All right,’ I say, giving in, and pretty easily at that. ‘See you in a bit.’
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 After Claire leaves, I sit around for a bit longer. I realise that I didn’t ask whether she has shaved before. I try to picture her long legs but can’t remember if they’re furry or not. She probably has without telling me.

Despite our closeness, there is a wall between Claire and me when it comes to a few things, and our bodies are one of them. It happened only about a year ago: one day we stopped getting changed in front of each other. I’m pretty sure it was around the same time Claire started growing tufts of underarm hair and wearing a soft bra under her school shirt. She hit puberty a good few months before anyone else at school, and one day some of the boys put their fists under their uniforms to mock her growing chest. I clenched my own fists so hard that they started to ache, but I didn’t tell anyone and neither did she. We just walked away and pretended it didn’t happen.

The thing is, we don’t grow up evenly. There are long stretches where nothing happens, and then all of a sudden everything is happening all at once. I want to talk to Claire about this stuff, but I don’t know how. Hey Claire, it’s fine that you have boobs and I don’t, it’s just part of life, we’re all on our own journey. Even saying it out loud in my head makes me cringe. 

Claire and I don’t have a very good origin story. There wasn’t some sweet moment where she saved me from bullies, or a friendship that blossomed after we got paired up on a school project, or anything else you might see at the start of some cutesy best-friend montage.

When we were about four, our mums started chatting while waiting for takeaway coffee. They became friendly over time, catching up when they ran into each other at the playground, or while waiting for us to finish kindergarten. These days, Claire and I are closer than they are. Ours was a friendship of convenience, and then of habit. And while I wouldn’t have it any other way, I’ve also never had the chance to try.

Feeling an uneasy loneliness creep in, the same sensation I always get in my belly when I think about these things, I decide to walk down to the op shop and visit Doris. She volunteers there for a couple of hours every weekday and is probably my closest friend besides Claire. It’s a bit weird to be friends with a seventy-five-year-old woman named Doris, but I don’t feel that bad about it.

For one, Doris is a deadset Merri legend. She’s lived in the town her whole life and has never left, even to go on holiday. She knows everything and everyone in the town, but only uses that knowledge for good. She’s never been married, and once told me she would have liked to, but never got the chance. She said love isn’t on the table for everyone. That made me feel sad, but I liked how matter-of-fact she was about it. 

Doris is lovely. She has tight grey curls and sturdy shoes, and she always matches her cardigans to her floral-print suits. She’s never dismissive, or grumpy. In fact, she has a wicked sense of humour.

She has worked in the op shop my whole life. She also helps coordinate the local Meals on Wheels program, and hosts the bingo night down at the retirement village. I went once with my grandma when she was visiting, and I nearly peed myself laughing at all of Doris’s lame jokes.

Everyone loves and admires Doris, and she’s friendly to everyone. But she’s selective about who her actual friends are. I feel pretty special to count myself as one.

I met her at the hospital one day after school. When Mum and Dad are both on the same shift, I sometimes hang around in the long-term patient lounge, watching old movies and stealing milk arrowroots from old ladies’ biscuit tins while waiting for my parents to finish work.

 It made me realise that it’s interesting to talk to old people sometimes. They have a completely different perspective and good stories, if you can get past the whole ‘things were better in my day’ speech that often crops up. Plus, I think they like to have young people around, even if they don’t always admit it. In any case, senior citizens have endless time and endless bickies.

I’ve met some nice people at the hospital, but none like Doris.

‘Welcome, Bertie!’ cries Doris across the store as I enter, the bell jingling loudly as it always does to signal the arrival and departure of a customer.

‘Doris! How’s your hip?’

‘Better every day, thanks. Your dad is sorting me right out!’

‘He’s the best.’

‘That he is. Now, what can I help you with? We’re having a sale on orange-ticket items today, love.’

‘Thanks. I’ll take a peek.’ The truth is I never really buy anything from the op shop, other than the odd second-hand book. I just like to look at the funny relics and chat with Doris. ‘But also, can I get your thoughts on something?’

‘Of course,’ she says, while continuing to fold donated doona covers. Doris is especially good at listening while folding. That’s why I’m going to talk to her about something I haven’t discussed with anyone else, not even Claire. Or especially not Claire. 

‘Do you think I’m going to become a different person because I’m leaving Merri?’

‘Leaving Merri? Where are you going?’

‘I thought you knew? Next year I’m going to St Martin’s in the city for school. I’ll still live here but it’s an hour train ride away. I’ll hardly ever be here.’

She picks up a patchwork quilt that looks handmade, with little pom-poms in the corners, and is clearly thinking before replying. Doris always gives insightful advice, but only if you ask for it.

‘I knew you were going away for school,’ she says, and I remember that there isn’t anything that gets past her. ‘And that’s not nothing, my dear. It sounds like it’ll be a challenge for you.’ She looks concerned. ‘But you’re not leaving Merri. This will always be your home.’

She continues. ‘What do you mean by a different person?’

‘I don’t know. I’m a country girl. And I’m going to the city. I’m going to see new things, learn new things. Meet new people. Maybe I’ll grow apart from Claire, even.’ I sigh. ‘I can’t stop thinking about whether I’d be happier just living my small-town life.’ 

‘Goodness, love. I never would have thought about those kinds of things when I was your age.’ She shakes her head. ‘All we cared about was playing with dolls and hiding from our mamas when it was time to help with tea.’

I laugh. ‘Claire and I still play with Barbies sometimes. I keep them hidden in a box under my bed. We lock the door and swear each other to secrecy, though.’

She smiles at me with her big blue eyes, wrinkles stretching outwards. ‘Love, you’re not going to be a different person because of where you go to school. And where you live doesn’t define you either,’ she says. ‘You are the person you are because you’re the person you are. And you and Claire, my dear, are the reason we oldies have hope for the future. Your generation is going to sort out the mess that my generation seems to have made. And that’ll happen whether you’re in the country or the city. I think it’s great you’re getting out of here for a bit, if I’m honest.’

‘But you never did.’ It comes out sounding more like an accusation than I meant it to.

‘No, I never did. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. My place is here. But maybe yours isn’t. You’ll go find out, and you can decide from there.

 ‘This is going to sound a little bit cheesy,’ she adds. ‘But all good stories start with a leap of faith. It’s great that you’re getting the chance to go on an adventure.’

Even though I’ve heard versions of that advice before, the way Doris frames it is different, and I can tell she really means it.

I feel instantly better, at least for now.
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Walking home from town only takes about fifteen minutes, unless I go the long way down past Kettle Creek.

I go the long way down past Kettle Creek.

In school we learned how it was an important place for the Aboriginal people in this area, and there was always plenty of food in the billabongs and banks. They used the reeds to weave mats and baskets. That was a long time ago now.

I love the smells of the creek, and the sense of darkness that the trees bring: still light but with shadows and softness, away from the harsh sun.

But mostly I love the sounds. The birds and the bugs, the trickling of water, and the whisper of the leaves in the wind. The branches creak with the breeze, and sometimes you can hear a car in the distance, but only faintly. It makes me feel like the real world is very far away, or maybe it’s even stopped altogether, and I can just breathe easy. 

Nothing makes me feel more like myself than when I’m down near my favourite part of the creek.

It’s strange because I’m not very outdoorsy. I don’t like hiking or camping, or activities out in the wild. I prefer to be inside, reading or making things or researching stuff or watching films.

My whole life feels very contradictory like that. I don’t fit neatly into any box. It makes me feel giddy if I think about it too much. Just like when I try to grasp how small I am in the vastness of the world, or the universe. Ugh.

The only thing that neatly defines me right now seems to be my friendship with Claire. And I hate leaning on that all the time.

I walk along the winding path that takes me up and down creek edges, alongside the water. There’s no one around, because the creek isn’t running fast enough. We haven’t had enough rain. It’s deep enough to swim in, but no one will in case they get sick. There are numerous urban legends about that one kid who got meningitis and died. Of course, it’s always a friend of a friend. I asked my parents about it once, figuring they would have heard about it at the hospital. They said it’s not true, but we still need to be careful. 

Eventually, as I turn a corner into the steepest incline, some bodies emerge in the distance. Up ahead there’s a cluster of kids sitting on the bench at the top. From there, you can see beyond the trees that grow from the embankment, and almost into town. It’s a good view.

As I get closer I realise it’s Molly, Lena and Georgia, sitting along the bench. Seth is crouched below them, looking at something on his phone. Dylan is next to him, daydreaming as always. And Lily and Otto are further along the path, sitting on the skirt, passing a phone back and forth, playing something. Their scooters and bikes are piled up in the bush behind.

We all went to primary school together, and they’re all going to Merri High with Claire.

‘Hey guys!’ I wave as I get near. They all look at me and either wave or say hello, except Seth, who has headphones in and doesn’t notice until I’m right beside him.

‘Bertie! Hey,’ he says, pressing pause on whatever he’s listening to. ‘How’s your holidays going?’

‘Oh, you know…uneventful.’ The list is a secret, clearly. These guys would think I was bonkers. 

‘What about yours?’

‘Just hanging around, mostly. We’ve been down at the pool a bit too. You and Claire should join us?’ He looks hopeful. Maybe he has a crush on Claire. She wouldn’t even humour the idea, I think.

Claire has no romantic interest in any of the boys from our year. She once described Seth as having overcrowded teeth and nothing interesting to say. She can be kind of scathing about…pretty much everyone. She’s not horrible to anyone’s face, just a bit judgmental behind their backs.

Which is one reason it’s always been just the two of us. Claire is extroverted and social, but her intelligence and smugness can put people off. The other kids used to comment on it more, but now our semi-isolated partnership is the norm.

‘Sure.’ I nod, smiling at him, because I’m not going to be rude.

‘And you two should come to Otto’s New Year’s Eve party, too!’ says Lena, stretching her legs out further into a sunny patch. I hope she has sunscreen on.

‘A party?’

Otto looks up from watching Lily take her turn on the game they’re playing. ‘Yeah, and not like a party for babies. A real party!’ 

I’ve known these kids since they were babies, since we were in nappies on our parents’ laps, singing songs at playgroup.

I know we’re all growing up, but no one talks to you about what that really means. The others seem to be moving on just fine, like everyone got a handbook in the mail explaining how to transition into teenage-hood, and there was a mix-up with my address. Which is odd, considering our Merri postie is generally very reliable. But still, a real party. More than one of the items on The Summer List needs a real party in order to be achieved.

‘Okay, text me the details then.’

Otto has stopped listening, but Molly nods kindly and smiles. ‘I will!’

I say thanks and goodbye, and move on. Down the other side of the steep hill and back into the shadows.

Nearing the bridge above the deepest bit of the creek, where people gather to swim when the water is flowing quickly enough, I see the rope swing. Someone strung it up years ago, before I was born. Maybe even before my parents were born.

Neither of them grew up in Merri. In fact, they only moved here three days before I came along. They were both sick of the city and needed a tree-change. 

Mum says she was grateful that my arrival meant she didn’t have to keep unpacking, even though I made my way into the world so traumatically that both of us had to stay at the hospital for longer than usual. Mum couldn’t have any more children after that, but she says she only needed me.

Mum and Dad both had difficult childhoods, which has worked out pretty well for me because they’ve always tried to make sure mine isn’t as bad. Mum’s mum didn’t know how to show affection properly. I don’t know the full details, but Mum has sad recollections of her parents’ divorce and being sent away to boarding school when she was really young. Her eyes got all misty once when she told me that she had to find a different friend to stay with each holidays because she didn’t feel welcome to go home. My grandma isn’t a bad person; I just don’t think she wanted to be a mother and then couldn’t work out how. Mum says they finally ‘had it out’ when I was born, and something must have clicked because she has been a pretty good grandma to me. Still, I know Mum has forgiven, not forgotten.

Dad’s parents were more loving, but too poor to give him an upbringing that he could look back on fondly. Whenever I complain about minor inconveniences in my own life, he can’t help but bring up how he had to go to eight different schools because his parents were always moving the family around while they tried to find work, or how he never had new clothes, only hand-me-downs from the neighbours. Once, when I cried over a tiny splinter in my foot, he just wiggled his pinky finger, which rests in a permanent right angle. He broke it playing basketball in the backyard when he was fourteen, and his parents didn’t have a car to get to the hospital for a few days. By the time they did, the bone had set in place. Dad had to overcome a lot to become the person he is and I don’t blame him for pointing out when I’m being a bit of a brat, since I’ve never been through anything quite as tough as that. 

My parents aren’t rich but they work hard. They started saving to send me to a private school years ago. Not because they’re snobs who think public schools aren’t any good, but because Merri High doesn’t have the best reputation. Actually, it has kind of a bad one when it comes to drugs and dropouts.

I’d probably have ended up in a boarding school if Mum didn’t have such miserable memories of her own. It’s only an hour on the train to the city from here, which is a decent slog, but Dad says it’ll be worth it for the doors that will open up for me. My new school has overseas camps and a beautiful library. Plus, I can do debating and robotics, if I want, or a million other fancy electives and after-school clubs. 

I don’t want to be ungrateful about being sent to a good school in the city. I know I’m lucky. It just adds to my weird tummy feelings about being an in-betweener. I won’t belong with the Merri kids anymore, but at the end of each day I’ll leave my new classmates and come back here. It’s a big change and nobody asked me if I was ready.

The path dips back down towards the water, and I spot a school of minnows feeding on bugs at the surface. I wonder if any of them feels like they don’t quite belong.
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Claire comes over just after five p.m. She doesn’t knock or offer any pleasantries, just walks round to the back and pulls open the sliding door.

My dad is in the garden somewhere, tending to his precious roses. He’s such a dork about them. I’ve had to spend more time than is acceptable waiting around for him at plant shops and nurseries, while he plots with the shop attendant about which fertiliser or pruning method will give him the perfect bloom. Dad is your typical blokey guy, tall and with a big bushy beard, so it’s hilarious to see him literally talking to his plants sometimes.

Mum popped round to her friend’s house to drop off something, but that was hours ago so it’s likely they’re on their third cup of tea and watching that show about the British royal family. Actually, I think the drop-off was a ruse because I don’t think she even had something in her hands when she left. 

The heat of the day has started to lift as a breeze settles in, and the temperature outside is a more tolerable level, so I turn off the aircon and tell Claire to leave the back door open.

‘All right, let’s get this over and done with.’ I motion for her to lead the way down the hall to my parents’ room.

‘For you, my dear,’ she says when we step into the en suite, pulling a bright pink razor from her pocket and removing the plastic protector at the top. ‘We’re good to go on Operation Alberta Determines Whether She Wants to Follow Society’s Expectations About Body Hair or Not.’

Adults think that tween girls are all sunshine and lollipops, but really we’re starting to figure things out.

We stick our legs over the edge of the tub and run some water. I look at Claire’s legs and confirm, but not out loud, that she has definitely shaved her legs before. They are silky smooth. And about a mile long.

I pray to the patron saint of plain girls with beautiful best friends, asking her to please bless me with long legs like Claire’s once puberty properly hits. Or, at the very least, teach me to love my own stubby pins. 

I lather up my legs in soap.

‘Okay, here goes noth—’

‘Wait!’

I look up, unsurprised by the interruption. Claire is holding her phone in front of her face. She grins and uses her other hand to do a cheesy thumbs-up. ‘Smile!’

‘No way!’ I go to cover the tiny lens just as she presses the button. She looks at the photo and covers her mouth to suppress an obnoxious laugh.

‘I’m sorry, Alberta, but that truly is one for the memory books.’

She turns the screen to show me, and I’m horrified to see a blurry photo of me, soapy legs and messy fringe, reaching wildly for the camera with utter mania plastered across my face.

‘That better not be used for anything other than your own sick entertainment,’ I threaten. ‘Otherwise you know what’s coming for you.’

Claire looks worried for a second, but then giggles and shakes her head. She knows I have a lifetime of mortifying secrets on her. She also knows I’d never break her trust like that and reveal any of them.

‘Well, now that we’ve documented things, you can go for it!’

 I pick up the razor from the side of the bath and get to work.

By the end, I’m feeling pretty pleased with my handiwork. The blonde fuzz that covered my shins and calves is long gone, save a couple of rogue wisps on my knees where I was nervous of nicks. I’m admiring my shiny, although still pale and pasty, legs in the wardrobe mirror when Mum bursts in.

‘Bloody hell, what are you two doing?’ She walks in on our leg-hair party with a suspicious look, like we’re up to no good.

‘Hi, Jules,’ says Claire sweetly. ‘We’re just…becoming women?’

‘You make it sound like we’re dancing in a circle and wailing at the full moon,’ I say. ‘No, Mum, we’re shaving our legs, that’s all.’

‘Oh, well that’s all right then.’ She seems relieved and I note that in future when I make a big change or try something new, I should soften the blow by first making her think it’s something bigger than what it really is.

‘But you know, girls, as soon as you start, you can’t stop. If I could have my time again, I’d put it off for as long as I could.’

‘It’s a bit late now,’ I say, pointing down to my hairless skin.

 She laughs. ‘Just don’t do your pits or lady bits yet, okay?’

‘Okay, okay.’ I cringe. I’m glad Mum and I have the kind of relationship where we can talk about this, but I still don’t want to hear her say ‘lady bits’ like it’s no big deal. Most of the girls I know would never talk to their mum about puberty and all that.

Right on cue, Mum leans over to stroke the back of my head. ‘And don’t leave me out when you get your first period!’

I groan. It feels like I’m going to be one of the last girls my age to get my period, though only a few of the girls I know have it by now. I’m pretty happy about the delay, to be honest. Claire got hers this year and it seems like nothing but a huge hassle. Missed pool days and worries about leaks. Just before school ended, we were sitting near the playground at recess when she gave me a terrified look and started to go pale. She was so sure she’d soaked through her sports shorts that we had to initiate an intense rescue operation to get her to the bathroom without any of the boys seeing. And then I had to smuggle a pad to her like it was a bag of illegal drugs.

I don’t think my anxiety levels could handle periods.

‘Girls, should we go for a walk up to the falls before the sun sets?’ Mum leans down to untie her sandals and reaches for her runners. ‘Then we can pick up some fish and chips for tea.’ 

‘Yes!’ Two of my favourite things to do with two of my favourite people.

The falls are at the end of a path that starts in the valley at the end of our street, and winds deep into the bush on the outskirts of town. It’s about a fifty-minute walk there and back. I’m not allowed to go alone because of snakes, and the falls aren’t always running in the summer anyway, but the pretty scenery along the way is worth it.

‘I’m in,’ says Claire. ‘Alberta can feel the cool breeze of the summer evening on her leg skin for the first time!’

I laugh, and we head to the front door to put our shoes on.
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 2. Go into the city alone

 ‘I don’t think this is a good idea.’

I’m on the phone to Claire even though it’s just past eight a.m. She’s whispering because her mum and brother are still sleeping, but my parents are both on an early shift so I can talk louder than her for what feels like the first time ever.

‘Alberta!’ she hisses. ‘Don’t be such a child. This is good timing. It’ll be busy because of Christmas shoppers.’

‘But I am a child! And I didn’t tell my parents because I wasn’t sure what they’d say. And now no one knows where I’ll be. If something goes wrong, the crime won’t be solved for yonks. There will be no clues!’

 ‘Geez, Alberta, pull yourself together. You’re only going into the city alone, not hitchhiking through Thailand.’

I suppose I could use a bit of perspective to cut through my stress.

‘And besides, I know where you are. You can text or call anytime.’

‘Can’t you just come with me?’ I’m aware that I sound like a total baby. ‘It’ll be way more fun if—’

She interrupts me. ‘That kind of defies the point of going into the city alone?’ I can hear her sigh, quietly. ‘Bert, I hate to be the one to bring up the obvious… but you’re going to have to take the train into the city alone every day next year, yeah? To get to your posh new school. If you do this today, you’re going to feel a lot more confident when you have to do it at the start of next year.’

She’s right. She’s always right. And she knows it.

‘You’re right. Wish me luck, then.’ I bite on a fingernail. ‘I’ll text if I freak out?’

‘I’ll be here all day,’ she says with a yawn. I hear her jump back into bed. ‘Try and have fun. Bye!’

‘Bye.’
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 The train into the city takes about an hour.

I make it to the station with plenty of time. I buy a Twirl from the kiosk and make sure my travel card has money on it. The train pulls up and I take a deep breath and step on board.

So far, so good.

As I find a seat in the middle of the carriage, opposite an old man who has just sat down and started reading a battered library book, I try to imagine myself here on the first day of year seven. I’ll be wearing my private-school uniform, pleated skirt and tie, and I’ll be…absolutely bricking it. There’s no way around it. I take out my own library book from my bag to distract myself.

‘What are you reading?’

I glance up and my seat buddy is looking at me kindly.

I’m well aware of stranger danger, but I feel all right making some small talk on the train. He’s at Merri station, so the chances are he’s not a stranger anyway. At the very least, I’m sure he’s harmless. Maybe even a bit lonely.

Claire thinks it’s weird how nice I am to the old people in Merri. Doris, Ruth the librarian, the patients at the hospital. Our primary-school principal, Ms Mantle. Claire says old people smell strange and say annoying things. I agree they do sometimes, but I also like how much easier it is to talk to them. Dad says I’ve got an ‘old soul’. 

I hold up the cover, embarrassed. ‘It’s uh, a series called The Baby-sitters Club? About…some babysitters? And it’s a comic-book version?’ I don’t know why everything I say is a question.

‘Sounds lovely. Nice to see a young person reading a book for a change!’

As it turns out, Claire is spot on about the ‘saying annoying things’ this time. Young people still read. Most of my friends love books. We also love the internet. Some of us like gaming, or watching mindless videos online. Which is fine. Cut us a break. And don’t act so surprised when we still like getting off screens, too.

‘What are you reading?’

‘It’s a classic. War and Peace. Tolstoy.’ He holds up the cover. It looks terrible. ‘Have you read many classics?’

‘No.’

Claire reads classics. She’s read Austen and Hemingway and even a bit of James Joyce. She says they ‘enrich her life’.

 I couldn’t even get through Little Women. It was so boring.

‘That’s quite all right,’ the old man says.

Is it?

He continues. ‘When I was younger we were told what we had to read. It made me hate books, having to read what adults thought was any good. I stopped reading for a long time,’ he says, looking sad.

‘What made you start again?’

‘I decided I was going to read whatever I wanted. Corny spy novels, pulp fiction. And you should do the same. Don’t be ashamed of your baby-sitter books. Keep on reading!’

‘Thank you, I will.’ I smile. ‘And maybe one day I’ll read Tolstoy, too.’

He smiles back, and picks up his book with a friendly wink.

 When the train pulls up, I wave goodbye to the old man, and walk out into the city.

Now that I’m here, I’m not sure what all my fussing was about. I’ve been here plenty of times before, and alone I can focus on what I need to buy for Christmas.

I head up the street from the station, people-watching and window shopping along the way. I need to get Mum and Dad a present, plus Claire and my two grandmas, but I decide not to rush. I walk past a public library, a shop selling brightly coloured bath products, and a couple of buskers. At an intersection I check my phone and a lady dressed in red yells out, ‘Head up, phone down!’ 

She’s holding a placard with the same words. Cool your jets, I think to myself. People in the city are so aggressive.

I spend way too long in a bookshop, making lists of all the books I’d like to read and buying a couple as gifts. I peek in the door of a shop selling fifties-style dresses, but can’t get the courage to actually go in. The lady at the counter says, ‘Can I help you?’ I scuttle off awkwardly.

I find a cool shop selling only locally made products, and a fancy grocer. I spend a little time in both, finishing off the rest of my Christmas shopping. The tote that I brought with me is full and, even though I’m wearing my most comfy flat shoes, my feet are starting to get a bit sore.

It’s another hot day. Despite the aircon blasting in the shops, there is sweat running down my back from walking around.

I feel good, though. I’m in the city, by myself, and so far I’ve survived just fine. I look around and worry for a second that I stick out like a sore thumb, a country girl trying her best in the city, but no one gives me a second glance. Sometimes it’s good to be invisible. 

When I get to the mall, it’s bursting at the crossing with pedestrians swarming in both directions. I’m done with my shopping list, but I decide I deserve a treat before making my way back to the train station.

I head into a cafe to get something icy to drink. It’s only slightly cooler inside. The heat clings to everything, including the coins that pass from my sticky hand to the sticky hand of the waitress.

When my drink is ready, I jump onto a stool in the window overlooking the mall. Everyone around me is a million times cooler and focused on their own little worlds. Sometimes I feel like the only person who cares what other people think, over-analysing every single thing along the way.

I notice that there are a lot of families who look stressed. Christmas shopping seems to have that effect. I also see a few couples, sickly in love. I look away. The thought of being in a relationship is both thrilling and a nightmare. My hormones slightly tempt me but my brain says, Absolutely no way.

 The other people I notice are older teenagers. School has finished for them too, otherwise I’d be checking for any St Martin’s uniforms. My new classmates.

While people-watching, my eyes are drawn across the tram lines that cut through the mall, to a tiny shop with prehistoric-looking crystals in the front window. A woman in a slinky black dress with thick black lipstick is dusting them.

As I slurp my drink, I know I have one more stop before I head home.
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 3. Cast a spell

 ‘You’ll never believe what I got in the city,’ I say to Claire the second she steps into Antonio’s, where I’ve been perched in our favourite spot in the window, waiting for her for at least half an hour.

‘Am I…late?’ she asks, eyeing my nearly finished milkshake.

‘No, I got here early.’

‘So, you survived the city.’ It’s a statement, not a question.

‘And then some. I also ticked off several more items on the list.’

‘What? Which ones?’ She looks at me in shock. ‘And also, why are you suddenly way more into the list now? A few days ago you only sooked about it.’ 

I ignore the last question. She’s right, but I don’t want to admit that I’ve been riding the high of having the courage to go into the city by myself. Mum and Dad weren’t super happy when they found out, and they said I shouldn’t have done it without telling them where I was, but the whole escapade has worked a treat on my confidence and they seem glad about that, at least.

‘I made a new friend. On the train. We talked about Tolstoy.’

Claire stares at me for a second, then pulls out the notebook with the list. She adds a little asterisk after 4. Make a new friend and then at the bottom of the page writes, *Who is your age.

‘Hey!’ I argue. ‘You can’t change the list!’

‘And you can’t make up the rules by yourself. You clearly can’t be trusted. The point of making a new friend is to practise meeting new people at school. The last thing you need is another friend in their seventies.’

‘I didn’t even say how old they were!’

‘Like I don’t know you better than that.’

Fair call.

‘Fine. But you’ll be more satisfied with the other one I ticked off the list.’ I smile, feeling very pleased with myself. ‘Or at least, I’m halfway to ticking it off.’ 

I turn over the book that has been sitting on the bench in front of me, and Claire stares at the cover I’ve revealed.

‘Okay. Whoa. Not what I was expecting.’ She laughs. ‘In a good way,’ she adds.

The title reads: The Manual of Witchcraft: How to Raise Hell with Your Coven.

‘So, tonight we double, double, toil and trouble?’ asks Claire, genuinely surprised.

I nod. ‘When you wrote this one on the list, I thought it was a stupid joke.’

‘It was. It is.’

‘I know, I know. But teen witches are totally back, aren’t they? This could actually be the most fun item to tick off the list.’

 Later that night, we sit on the cool tiles of my kitchen floor.

‘It feels like we’re just making a foot scrub,’ Claire says, as she peers down into the mixing bowl that holds our ingredients. ‘Is that everything?’

‘Campfire ash, clay, Dead Sea salt, honey, rose geranium and hibiscus. That’s it.’

We raided my mum’s essential-oil collection and pantry, and then sneaked into my neighbour’s garden to scrounge around his old bonfire. 

‘Wait, what’s Dead Sea salt?’ she asks.

‘I don’t know. I just used salt! Surely that’s fine?’

‘Yeah,’ she says, as I read through the list again.

‘Oh, wait! We forgot the eyelashes.’

‘You’re joking,’ Claire says. ‘I barely have enough as it is. Can’t we put some false ones in there?’

‘Do you even have false eyelashes?’

‘No. But looks like I’m going to have to buy some after this.’ She frowns.

‘Just one little lash, it can’t hurt.’

We each pluck an eyelash gently and add it to the mix.

‘Okay, it’s ready. Let’s go outside.’ We head out into the back garden, under a bright moon. I bring the mixing bowl and tuck the book in the crook of my arm.

When we’re positioned on the grass, I clear my throat and try to sound serious. ‘Are you prepared to be silenced?’

The hex we decided on is called Mute Spell. It promises to silence your victims for up to sixty seconds. I figured I might need it if I happen to encounter any bullies or rogue teachers in high school.

 ‘I’m ready! Say the words and flick some of the potion on my chin and toes,’ says Claire, closing her eyes.

‘Flick it? Onto your chin and toes? Is that seriously what it says?’ I say, opening the book again to double check.

‘Just do it already.’

I take a deep breath and start the chant: ‘From your chin to your toes, a silence grows. From your chin to your toes, a silence grows. From your chin to your toes, a silence grows.’

Claire’s eyes widen. She opens her mouth and tries to speak. Nothing comes out.

‘Are you just mucking around?’

She tries to speak again, but only a croaky rasp comes from her lips.

I stare at her, incredulous. It’s enough to make her crack.

‘Damn!’ she says through giggles. She doubles over and falls onto the grass. ‘I had you for a second there, I just couldn’t keep a straight face.’

I kneel down and push her gently. ‘You did not!’

‘Did too. Come on, this is worse than the time we tried to do a ouija board.’

At school this year, Lena made a ouija board and we tried to summon the dead in the booth at the back of the library. That is, until Georgia got so scared she ran crying to the librarian and Otto admitted he was pushing the plastic cup (stolen from sick bay) the whole time. 

‘You’re right, it was silly. I should have known,’ I admit.

‘How come?’

‘My horoscope this morning said: Your sense of gullibility will pose problems today.’

‘That is too perfect!’ Claire laughs again, this time until tears form in the corners of her eyes. ‘That app is definitely listening to us. You should put tape over the microphone.’

I smile, but don’t join in the laughter. I know the spell idea was silly, but it would be nice to be able to have a bit more control over the potentially tough things that are going to happen next year.

Claire senses my disappointment.

‘You’re not going to need to mute anyone, Alberta,’ she says. ‘You just need to charm them, in the least witchy use of the word.’

She continues her pep talk. ‘I think we need to work on ticking off the friendship bit of the list. That’s the thing that’s going to help you most. Though if you use this concoction as a cleansing facial mask, pimples won’t be a problem either!’ 

I flick some of it on her and start the chant again: From your chin to your toes…

‘Stop, stoooooop!’ Her voice fades out as she dramatically mimes having her voice taken away by my spell, falling in a heap on top of me. We giggle together until I hear Dad get home, and he calls us inside for dinner.
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 4. Make a new friend

 It’s a Christmas Eve tradition for families in Merri to go to the local pool, so it’s packed by the time we get there around four p.m. Claire’s family has been there since noon but, in order to keep my freckles at bay, I need to stay out of the full sun until at least mid-afternoon.

Once we’ve found a spot in the shade near some of their friends, I leave Mum and Dad to set up and socialise, and go searching for Claire.

I see Tony with a group of the boys from the skate park playing volleyball on the nets alongside the pool. The cafe must have closed early for the day. Cooper isn’t with them, I note happily.

Some of the boys look redder than I thought was possible and I’m sure that behind their sunglasses hide white circles that will linger around their eyes for months. A group of girls the same age watch on, but don’t play. They are trying very hard to catch the boys’ eyes. It makes me feel a bit annoyed, but I’m not really sure why. 

The ground is hot. I should have left my sandals on. I move quickly and on tiptoes, looking for patches of shade.

Under a big paperbark tree I spot some kids from school. Claire isn’t there. Molly waves for me to come over but I motion that I’ll be back and keep walking.

Molly has always tried to be closer friends with me. Especially this past year. She has invited me to her house more than once, and often tried to have a deeper conversation than just asking about my weekend on Monday mornings. She even tried to get me to sign up to Enviro Club with her, because I mentioned one lunchtime that I really thought our canteen should stop handing out plastic cutlery. She got so excited and showed me all the posters they’d been working on for a protest in the city, but I never ended up going to a meeting. I just wasn’t sure.

I really like Molly, and I’ve been tempted to give her more time. But for whatever reason, it always feels like too much effort to make another close friend. Plus, Claire and I don’t seem to have any room to add to our duo. We are two slightly odd peas in a pod. Not total outcasts, but always speaking our own language that the other kids don’t quite understand. 

I head down the fence line, scanning the Olympic-size pool until I see a familiar face. Cooper is among the crowd in the deep end. ‘Hey, Coop!’

He whips around, spots me and waves wildly. He bounces on the surface, splashing everywhere. Over-the-top enthusiasm runs in their family.

‘Bertie! Claire has been waiting for you. She’s down in the shallow end doing handstands.’

Of course she is. I walk down, trying to stay out of the sun, and finally see her, or at least see her two legs poking out from the water and the bottom of her favourite navy-blue swimsuit. Her feet are all pruney from being submerged for too long.

I test the temperature of the water with my toes, and then carefully step in, sitting on the shallow ledge that runs down the entire side of the pool. It’s the perfect spot to cool down without being all the way in.

Before Claire notices me, someone else taps my shoulder.

‘Hey, this is a bit weird, but are you in high school?’ asks the girl when I turn around. 

Not if they don’t make me, I think.

‘Nearly. I start next year.’

‘Me too,’ she says, looking relieved. ‘I’m Shiny.’

She squats down next to me on the ledge.

Shiny lives up to her name with the longest, shiniest brown hair I’ve ever seen. It hangs down her back and dips into the water.

‘I’m Bertie.’ I nod awkwardly and smile in what I hope is a friendly way. We’re twelve years old; it’s not like we’re going to shake hands. ‘Are you new here or something?’

‘Yeah, my family moved just after school finished. My dad got a job here.’

‘Oh, cool. Welcome to Merri, in that case. Sorry about the…small-town-ness,’ I say. ‘Did you come from the city?’

‘Yeah but, like, the outer suburbs. So it’s not that much of a change.’

Claire finally stops dunking under the water long enough to see me and my new friend.

I realise with a little jolt that I’ve just done it: I’ve made a new friend. A new friend who is my age.

‘Claire!’ I wave her over. ‘This is Shiny. She just moved here.’

 ‘Shiny! Whoa. That’s the best name ever.’ Claire goes to shake her hand, which is totally like her. She’s not like other twelve-year-olds.

‘Thanks. It’s a Hindi name.’

‘It suits you!’ Claire points at Shiny’s bright yellow swimsuit.

‘I was thinking how shiny your hair is!’ I add, wanting my new friend’s attention back.

‘Thanks!’ She looks around, taking in the scene. ‘Sorry for just barging in on you guys like this. I haven’t met anyone here yet and I figured I could use a friend or two.’

I’m impressed. It’s easy for some. I should be taking notes.

‘I’m not actually going to Merri High,’ I admit. ‘But Claire is, so at least you’ll know one friendly face.’

The two grin at each other. I push down my swelling jealousy.

‘Are you going to school in the city?’ asks Shiny.

Claire answers for me. ‘Yeah, she is. A fancy one.’

‘That’s great. I went to a normal-ish primary school this year, but before that I was in an international school in Indonesia.’

‘Is that where you’re from?’ Claire asks. I frown at her. I don’t think you’re supposed to ask that.

 ‘No, I was born here. But we lived in Jakarta for a few years when my mum got a job there. And my parents are both from Sri Lanka.’

Merri is not known for its diversity. There are a few cars that have We’re Full stickers on their back windows. It took me a while to realise they mean Australia is full, and I’m pretty sure they mean we’re too full for anyone who doesn’t look like the owners of those cars.

It’s not something my parents have ever talked to me about, but I get a sense it’s not okay.

Before Claire can reply, her mum appears.

‘Claire! Time to go!’ her mum yells from the side of the pool. ‘And can you please go get Cooper, too?’

‘Oh shi…shivers.’ Claire eyes Shiny and I can see her deciding it’s best not to swear in front of someone new, at least not yet. Claire isn’t a total potty mouth, not like some of our year level. Some kids throw around the f-word like it’s a frisbee.

Claire looks at me, annoyed.

‘Your allergy to the sun meant we didn’t get to spend any time together on Christmas Eve, Alberta!’

‘Sorry that my precious pigmentation can’t handle the massive hole in the ozone.’

‘Wow, you guys are smart.’ Shiny sounds impressed. She was probably expecting small-town bogans. 

‘I’ll see you in a few days?’ I splash some water at Claire. ‘Once your gazillion relatives all go home and it’s safe to visit.’

In some ways, Claire is lucky to have a big extended family. It’s just her, her mum and Cooper most of the time, plus Nonna down the road. But for big occasions her six aunties and uncles and a million cousins descend on the household, plus three dogs. And that’s just from one side of the family. It’s all a bit much for me.

For our Christmas, it’s Mum and Dad, Grandma and Nan. One of the grandpas died just before I was born and the other one didn’t stick around long enough to spend much time with his daughter, let alone meet his granddaughter. Dad says having the lot of us all at once is lady-overload, but I know he secretly loves it.

‘Nice to meet you, Claire!’ says Shiny.

Claire heads off but then doubles back before I can say anything else to Shiny.

‘Shoot, look where Cooper is, yet again!’ she exclaims.

I follow her glance, and see Cooper is sitting with Tony and some other boys. They’re whispering quietly. Scheming.

 ‘What do you think they’re talking about?’ I ask.

‘Who has better bearings on their skateboard wheels?’ she suggests. ‘I’m going to go humiliate him somehow so those boys never want to hang out with him again. I wish he’d get himself some better friends than the local loser gang.’

Yikes. ‘Can we help?’ I ask. Shiny looks nervous.

‘Nah, just wish me luck,’ Claire says, heading towards them with sheer determination on her face. I turn away. I can’t handle the carnage.

‘I actually better get back to my parents,’ I say to Shiny, standing up on the ledge and stepping out of the pool. ‘It was nice to meet you.’

‘You too. Maybe I’ll see you around?’

I feel like she’s hinting we should swap numbers or make plans, but I make a split-second decision that it’s not worth it. It feels harsh, but I need new friends at my new school, not in Merri, where I’ll hardly be anymore.

‘Yeah, maybe. Bye!’
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 5. Read Forever

 On Christmas morning, after we’ve opened our presents and eaten a big cooked breakfast, Mum and I sit around waiting for Grandma and Nan to arrive, while Dad starts to prepare the late lunch feast. I get out my phone and text Claire.

Bertie: happy christmas!!!!!!!! I hope santa got you everything on your list

Claire: good tidings to you! Did you get some goodies?

Bertie: Yep. sunscreen, of course. Some deluxe brand that mum says all the beauty blogs raved about. she did her research!

Bertie: and also a new basket for my bike and some other bits and pieces and heaps of books so I can work on #5 for the next few days! 

Claire: omg

Claire: Did you seriously ask your mum for that book?

Bertie: what? #5 on the list is: read forever. I’m always reading so it’s not a problem. I’ll keep reading forever.

Claire: Noooo. You crack me up. It’s not read forever. It’s read Forever. The Judy Blume novel. The one my cousin said is what every teenage girl needs to read to understand boys and love and S. E. X.

Bertie: WHAT!!!?

Bertie: This better be a joke.

Bertie: I’m 12 years old!!!! I don’t need to read a book about…that!!!!

Claire: Don’t worry, I’ll get you a copy when the library opens again.

Bertie: I did not agree to this!!!!

Claire: xxxxxx

 Christmas Day passes uneventfully. I play the role of the good daughter and granddaughter. We pull Christmas crackers and try to figure out the punchlines of the bad jokes inside. We eat all the food, although I avoid my grandma’s homemade fruit pudding because it is truly disgusting. It is laced with so much brandy that it’s a fire hazard. 

I listen half-heartedly to my nan’s bad advice about not getting mugged on the train next year. How am I supposed to put a lock on my school bag? And who is going to try to steal my textbooks and Vegemite sandwiches anyway?

Eventually, as the sun sets on another Christmas, the adults drink too much wine to notice me slip away. The mozzies come out in full flight so I slather myself in repellent and lie under the stars on the back grass, cooling down and having some quiet time to myself.

I hardly ever wish for a sibling. In fact, most of the time I prefer not having to share my parents’ love and affection, or a bathroom for that matter. But every now and then it hits me that it might be comforting to look across at someone while Dad makes a lame pun, and know they’re thinking the exact same thing. Someone to take the blame when Mum discovers all her favourite chips are gone from the pantry, or to stay up past bedtime with, whispering secrets in the dark. Maybe having a sibling isn’t like that at all, and I’m just longing for something that doesn’t exist. I guess I’ll never know either way.

 As I lie alone on Christmas night, I wonder if having a brother or sister might make things a bit livelier. Maybe I wouldn’t have such an ‘old soul’ if there was another kid around. I don’t feel too sad about it, but there’s a small part of me that thinks it might be nice to have someone lying next to me right now, even if they’re as quiet as I am. At least I have Claire, most of the time.

There should be a word to describe the feeling of not being lonely, exactly, but also not wanting to be alone. Maybe there is in German, or something.

 On Boxing Day, we eat leftovers until our bellies hurt. Dad flicks between TV channels playing cricket and the big sailing race, and Mum potters around doing strange chores. I got her a new calendar for Christmas and I see her happily filling in appointments and dates for the following year. At one point I find her sorting out the bathroom cupboard while also talking to her friend on the phone and painting her toenails, shifting bottles of shampoo around while waiting for each coat to dry. Her multitasking gives me a headache. We all have our own brand of weird, and this is just hers.

The day after that we do pretty much the same. I get slightly burnt from falling asleep in the sun in the hammock that Dad got Mum for Christmas, and later that night I pick at the flaky skin that starts to form on my shoulders, where the sun has bled into my skin and stained it pink. All my freckles are out in full force. 

Mum says it’s time to trim my fringe, and I relent. At first I protest that she’s cut it too short but, after staring in the mirror for a bit, I get used to it and decide it looks cool. I spend an hour researching celebrities with short fringes and create a folder full of pictures to refer back to when I’m feeling unsure.

 When the library opens back up again on the twenty-eighth, Claire goes to borrow Forever, despite my pleas for her to remove that task from the list. She refuses and, as usual, I do as I’m told.

I read it in one sitting and reluctantly admit to Claire that it was good. It’s old-fashioned and a bit out of touch, but also explains a lot. I tell Mum I read it and she laughs and laughs until her eyes fill with tears and I regret telling her at all.

‘I read it when I was your age, too! One of the only books I actually finished because it was so damn raunchy!’ We’re sitting at the kitchen bench and she has to reach over to grab a tissue to blow her nose, which has started to run with the hilarity of it all. ‘I used to keep it hidden under all my folded knickers so my own mother didn’t know I was reading such filth!’ 

‘Okay, calm down, it’s not even that bad.’ I try to act cool about it, especially in the face of her meltdown.

‘The bit with Ralph! I can’t believe you read that!’

Now the blood starts to rush to my cheeks and forehead. She’s talking about the part of the book where the main character starts fooling around with her boyfriend. ‘Mum, stop!’ I groan, trying to stop myself from getting flustered. ‘It’s really not a big deal. I know…about these things. And I also know that stuff is a long way off. It’s just…good to know about, that’s all.’ I feel like I’m the adult in the room, and I sit up straight to prove it.

She turns serious all of a sudden. ‘You’re right. And I’m so proud of you. Things were different for me. Sometimes it seems like young people these days know everything they need to know.’

Nowhere near, I think. But the internet has helped a bit.

She continues. ‘I sound so old, don’t I? Young people these days!’

I smile and mimic her. ‘Back in my day, we didn’t have the internet!’

‘We didn’t. Judy Blume was as good as it got.’ She scrunches her eyes. ‘But now that I think about it, good ol’ Judy had a great message for teenagers in that book: grow up in your own time frame.’ She puts her hand on my shoulder and nods to herself, satisfied. ‘I’m glad you read it.’ 

I don’t say anything, hoping the conversation has come to its end.

‘And it’s clearly a timeless work of art! But maybe we could also find you some other books to round out your knowledge on this stuff? Something from this century, maybe?’ She laughs at her own joke.

‘Okay, I think that’s enough mother-daughter book club for one day,’ I say. ‘Can we talk about something else now?’ Literally, anything else.

Dad drives me back to the library the next day to slide the copy in the returns chute, but at the last minute I pop my head back through the passenger window and ask if I can go in quickly.

‘Sure,’ says Dad. ‘Take your time.’

No one else in my family loves reading, but I think they like that I’m a reader. Mum gives me money for the bookshop and Dad never complains when I take too long at the library.

Inside, I pick out two more Judy Blume books as well as a couple of others from the middle-grade section, and take them to the front desk. 

The librarian, Ruth, gives me a knowing smile as she scans my library card.

‘How was Christmas, Bertie?’

Ruth has been the local librarian for as long as I can remember. She never comments on my book choices, not even when I borrow something for the seventeenth time. But she’s super friendly and when she asks me how I am, I know she actually cares.

‘Good, thanks. Lots of food. No fights. Some tears.’ I shrug. ‘But that was just my mum when her pavlova came out of the oven too flat.’

Ruth laughs. ‘Sometimes I can’t believe you’re only twelve. My family always fights at Christmas. It’s tradition!’

‘It’s a thing, isn’t it? Family drama at Christmas? Claire says that spotfires always flare up over the holidays. This year her mum poured the dregs of the punch bowl over her sister’s dress because she said something about how kids of single parents miss out.’

I probably shouldn’t have told anyone that. I’m not very good at keeping secrets.

‘Oh dear,’ says Ruth, shaking her head. ‘But no fighting at your house, so you’re in luck.’

‘No,’ I say, somewhat disappointedly. Maybe some drama would have made it more interesting. ‘Everyone got along perfectly well. My dad didn’t even say anything when my grandma told everyone the prawns were overcooked.’ 

Ruth laughs again. She prints out my receipt and tucks it into the front of the top book on the stack.

‘Well, if I don’t see you before, have a very happy New Year!’

‘You too,’ I reply. ‘Thank you.’

Shoving my books into my tote, I head back into the street. Dad has the aircon running at full blast.

I slide into the passenger seat.

‘Do you want to go into the city and see a movie?’ he asks. ‘There’s a new one that looks terrible. Starring our favourite: Tom Cruise.’

I don’t love cricket or gardening, and Dad isn’t much of a reader, but we’ve found other hobbies to share. One of them is bad disaster movies. The worse the CGI and the more cringeworthy the dialogue, the better.

‘Okay. Should we wait for Mum to finish work?’

‘She won’t want to see this film!’

Mum and I are much more drawn to watching teen rom-coms. She’s shown me all the classics but my favourite is Clueless. It’s funny that I see teenagers dressing like that again now. The nineties are back on trend. My mum is horrified by it. 

‘I think we need a bit of father–daughter time,’ he adds.

On the drive, Dad plays the radio loudly, and I wonder how my relationship with my parents is going to change next year and even after that. As always, I compare myself with other people. I’m closer to my parents than other kids my age, but I think it might be an only-child thing. I have a feeling it’s also a bit of a politeness thing. We’re all nice to each other, we all keep the peace.

I wonder if I’ll become a rebellious, ratty teenager and then all hell will break loose.

I wonder why I’m wondering about what kind of teenager I will be, and then I wonder if that is normal. Surely no one else thinks like this. I could ask Claire about it, but I’m afraid I’ll muddle my words and just end up sounding like I’ve lost the plot.

‘You’re quiet, Bert,’ says Dad, nudging me with his elbow. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. I don’t need to share all my lunatic worries all the time, especially not with my dad. ‘I’m just wondering if Tom Cruise is going to be able to save the world in time?’

‘I’m counting on it,’ says Dad, laughing.
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 6. Learn a party trick

 On New Year’s Eve morning, Claire calls and tells me to meet her at the grandstand.

‘It’s time,’ she says, sounding like the host of a cheesy game show. ‘Time for you to really shine!’

‘Oh dear.’ I sigh. ‘Which one are we working on now?’

‘The party trick. You need to learn something today to use tonight. At Otto’s party.’

‘You’re going to need to explain this one to me.’

‘A party trick is, like, something you can do to impress people at a party.’

‘Claire…I know what a party trick is. I want to know why this is on the list.’

 She pauses, and I can practically hear her preparing a pitch.

‘Look, the kids at your new school are going to love you once they get to know you.’

‘But…?’

‘But, you’re not very good at making the first move, or putting yourself out there.’

Sometimes it feels like Claire knows me too well. It makes me feel like everything I do is so obvious. Even though it’s just Claire, my oldest and best friend, it makes me feel exposed. And the worst thing a nearly-teenager can feel is exposed. Or invisible. We’re complicated like that.

She doesn’t sense my anxiety spiral and continues, ‘If you can do something kind of snazzy, you’ll hook people in.’

‘Right.’ I still don’t really get it, but let it go. ‘At least after this we’re over halfway through the list,’ I add.

‘Exactly. Perfect. Half this year, half next.’

‘See you in a few minutes then.’

‘Okay.’

 By the time I arrive, panting and sweating from cycling the five minutes into town in what feels like a hundred degrees, Claire is already there.

 ‘I have some news,’ she says, putting her head in her hands. From her tone, it feels like she’s going to tell me something terrible, but I know her well enough to be sure she’s just going to tell me her nail polish chipped. Which actually would be a shame, because I know she only painted them yesterday.

I sit cross-legged on the bench next to her and fake a serious face. ‘I’m ready for it.’

‘So, I know we’re keeping adults out of this whole list thing, but I had a hunch and I spoke to Mum as I was leaving the house. I told her about the party trick.’

‘Okay. Go on…’

‘She—well, she laughed pretty hard.’ Claire looks unsettled.

‘Of course she did!’ I say dramatically, throwing my hands up in exasperation. ‘Because no one goes to a party ready to show off the severed-thumb trick or, like, apple and knife in hand, ready to peel it in one long piece.’

‘Hey, my uncle can do that and it’s actually quite impressive.’

I raise my eyebrows and she continues. ‘I was wrong, okay? There, I said it. I. Was. Wrong.’

I look at her in shock. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard her admit she was wrong.

 ‘Can you say that again and I’ll record it?’ I joke, pretending to pull my phone from my pocket.

She ignores me. ‘Look, the good news is we don’t need to scrap that one from the list. It just needs editing.’

I look at Claire sceptically, but wait for her to elaborate.

‘Mum says what you really need is a dinner-party story.’

‘A dinner-party story?’ I grimace. ‘That sounds so much worse. I don’t plan to go to dinner parties until I’m at least, like, forty or something.’

Or maybe never. When my parents have dinner parties, I’m bored and then embarrassed. Bored at the start of the night when the conversation sucks and then embarrassed later when all the adults drink too much. Which reminds me never to drink alcohol. Even when I am forty.

‘It’s just a turn of phrase, dummy. It means a great story that will spark a conversation and draw a crowd. The effect of a party trick, without the weirdness.’

‘Okay,’ I admit. ‘I’m definitely more on board with this.’

But then I think again. ‘Just one problem. Nothing interesting has ever happened to me or anyone I know. I have no material.’

 When I read books or watch films with teenage characters, they’re always off on some adventure. The adults are hopeless or missing or blinded by their adultness and the kids always have to step in to save the day.

Otherwise, the kids have been through some intense hardship. Someone is dead or dying. Or something else terrible is happening to them, or to their loved ones.

Everyone I know is fine. The worst I know is a few amicable divorces or some reluctance from parents to get a pet.

And Merri hasn’t been overrun by vampires. There aren’t any Russian scientists in a secret-tunnel lab under the town. Not that I know of, anyway.

I know I should be grateful, but all this peacefulness is not helpful for my dinner-party story.

‘We just need to do some research. Then you can be like, did you hear about that guy who… insert crazy story here.’ She looks satisfied with her problem-solving.

And she’s convinced me, one hundred per cent. I never topped my class in maths or spelling. I don’t have a good memory and I hated when we had to learn the periodic table in science. What I do love is a project. Give me a topic and I’ll spend hours working on a slide presentation, a poster or an essay. Some of the other kids made fun of my project on African elephants in year five because it was so elaborate. And yes, I was a bit self-conscious after that. But I also know they were just jealous. 

But then I remember: something has happened. ‘What about the fairy-floss thief?’

‘What about it?’ Claire asks.

‘We could try and solve it,’ I say. ‘And that could be my dinner-party story.’

‘Alberta,’ she says, exasperated. ‘No one cares about the fairy-floss machine.’

She’s wrong. Everyone wants to know the culprit, including her.

But she’s on a mission and she’s not going to listen to me.

‘Think big,’ she adds. ‘Bigger than fairy floss!’

I relent. The research is what entices me.

‘Library, then?’

‘Library. Let’s go.’

 An hour and a half later, we’re set. On our arrival at the library, I immediately fessed up to Ruth about our project, and she said our best bet was to scour the newspapers for an old column that used to be written by a reporter obsessed with strange news. 

‘We all used to love it,’ she tells us. ‘He wrote about the most absurd stories happening in and around Merri, following leads on mini-scandals or town gossip. All anonymous, but some caused a real uproar. Everyone denied it, but when he passed away a few years ago, we really missed his writing.’

She sets us up with a couple of giant copies of bound old newspapers.

‘Look for the headline “Dennis Digs”. That’s what it was called,’ she says. ‘Usually on page two or three.’

Eventually, after pouring through Dennis Digs’ work and uncovering more transgressions and oddities from Merri locals than I could have ever imagined, I locate exactly what we’re looking for. Claire agrees it’s perfect.

‘To use one of my dictionary words,’ she says, ‘this is fantabulous.’

‘That’s not a real word,’ I say.

‘It is! Look it up.’

I don’t, because I have work to do. I make notes about all the key points from the story, a timeline with the dates and a mind map with some key quotes from newspaper articles. I think about emailing it to my year six teacher to get her to mark it, but Claire says I need to practise actually telling it in an interesting way, rather than getting grades for a non-existent assignment. 

This is the story: in the late eighties, on a farm just outside town, there was a UFO sighting at the end of summer, just after the Merri Show. The international news started getting involved and some people claimed there was a massive cover-up operation by the state government, as well as the cops. Claire knew nothing about it, and neither did I. It’s the best story I’ve ever heard.

I just hope a bunch of twelve-year-olds trying to be cool at their first party will feel the same way.
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 7. Kiss someone

 At home that afternoon, I’m lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling and waiting for Claire to come over so we can get ready together for our first real party. Mum and Dad are going to their friends’ farm to ring in the new year with a big bonfire so I’m sleeping over at Claire’s. This will be the first time I haven’t spent New Year’s Eve with them, and for a moment I’m hurt by how excited they look at the prospect of being kid-free for the whole night.

Claire texts me to say she’s running late. The three little dots show up afterwards, as if she’s writing something else. They disappear. Then reappear. A couple of seconds later I get another text to say Shiny is coming too.

I immediately hit the call button at the top of the screen. It rings six times before Claire picks up. I count them all, biting my nails.

‘Hey. Why did you invite Shiny?’ I get straight to the point.

‘What’s the big deal?’

‘Nothing. I’m just wondering why you did it.’

‘Well,’ she says, then pauses. ‘I don’t know. I just did it.’

I don’t say anything, so she continues. ‘You’re the one who made friends with her at the pool. I thought you liked her?’

‘I do. But how did you even get her number?’

‘I saw her on Main Street yesterday.’

‘You didn’t tell me that.’

‘Why would I tell you?’

‘I don’t know. Because, like you said, I was the one who made friends with her.’

‘Grow up, Alberta. Shiny doesn’t belong to you.’

Ouch.

‘And besides, I thought it would be good for her to meet some of the kids she’ll be at school with next year.’

This makes me squirm. As bad as it is to admit, meeting Shiny had made me feel better about being the new kid next year. I was pleased to know someone else would be in the same position as mine. Even if she was better at it than me, it wasn’t going to be a walk in the park for anyone. 

Honestly, I hoped Shiny was going to struggle a bit. It made me feel less alone. I looked this up once and it’s called schadenfreude. Taking pleasure in the misfortune of others. See? The Germans have a word for everything.

That was a not-nice bit of me that comes up every now and then. Usually, I try to push those kinds of feelings back down.

‘Okay, fine. See you later.’ I hang up without waiting for a response.

I spend the next half hour trying to find something to wear, tidying up my room, and then giving up on both. I lie on my bed and go back to staring at the ceiling for way longer than would be considered normal.

Just before the girls arrive, I decide to stop being such a sook and try and put myself in a better mood. I want to have a good time tonight.

When they knock on the front door, I overcompensate by being sickly sweet to Shiny as I show her through the house, until Claire pulls me aside outside the bathroom and tells me to stop being so weird. 

‘You’re overdoing it, Alberta,’ she says with an air of arrogance that makes me want to grind my teeth.

In my room, we pull out our clothes to decide what to wear. Claire sits in front of my mirror and puts on eyeliner. I don’t want to tell her it looks like she’s outlined her eyes with a thick black marker, the type that are locked up in the art room at school because they can cause so much damage to unsuspecting desk surfaces. I’ve seen her wear makeup before, but she appears to be pulling out all the stops to look much older than she is. Which she does normally, anyway. I try on at least fifteen different combinations of shirts and skirts, leaving the room each time so no one can see my bare body, before settling for the first one I put on, a stripy top tucked into some high-waisted white shorts. I’m hoping it says, I’m not trying too hard, but it’s difficult to hide all those outfit changes, even once they’re over. After I come back from getting changed, I close the wardrobe door, hiding the mirror. When we take some photos together, I don’t ask to see them. I don’t need to see how I look in comparison to Claire.

‘Your bedroom is really nice,’ says Shiny after we’ve finished getting ready and are sitting on my floor with a packet of chips and some pink lemonade in silly crystal glasses. ‘I love all your posters and the bunting.’ 

‘Thanks. Claire and I made it in the last summer holidays from a pattern we found online.’

Actually, it was one of Claire’s ideas. I went along with it until we both realised we couldn’t sew, and with bleeding fingers we asked her mum to fix it up for us. The bunting hangs as a sad reminder of how Claire’s fleeting ideas often end in tears, and always in abandonment. I wonder for a moment if The Summer List will be the same.

‘It’s great how creative you guys are. And you’ve obviously been friends for a long time. Next year is going to suck without each other!’

I look over at Claire but she picks up her phone, pretending she got a text message. I smile at Shiny. ‘Yeah.’

There’s an awkward pause.

‘So, what extracurricular stuff are you going to do at high school?’ I ask, changing the subject slightly.

‘She’s going to join the netball team with me!’ says Claire, rejoining the conversation.

‘Oh, cool.’ I feel sick. Claire made me play netball for most of primary school, but I know my low skill level has always been a source of embarrassment for her.

 ‘Nah, actually I don’t love netball,’ says Shiny. ‘Sorry!’

I’m so relieved.

She continues. ‘I like footy! I hope there’s a girls’ team, and if not we should start one.’

‘That’d be so great,’ replies Claire, nodding enthusiastically. ‘I’m sick of netball anyway.’

‘No you’re not,’ I blurt out. ‘You love netball. And you’ve never ever shown any interest in football.’

‘So?’ she challenges me. ‘High school is a chance to break out of old habits and try new things.’

It doesn’t take any effort to read between the lines. Break out of old friendships and try new things, more like it.

Shiny looks at us both, clearly uncomfortable. It’s not her fault, but I’m mad at her. If she wasn’t here, I could ask Claire what her problem was and we could work through this weirdness.

Claire feels it too, and tries to bring things back to normal. ‘Hey, show Shiny your stupid horoscope app!’

‘It’s not stupid!’ I protest.

‘You don’t really believe that stuff, do you?’ asks Shiny. I glare at Claire for trying to humiliate me.

‘No. I just think it’s insightful sometimes. Or can make you realise things you haven’t thought of. I don’t know,’ I stammer. ‘I just like it!’ 

‘Can you show me?’ asks Shiny.

I pick up my phone and open the app. Shiny reads it aloud: ‘Be slow and strategic like a mushroom.’

Claire and Shiny fall over each other, cackling wildly.

‘That’s so strange. What does that even mean?’ Shiny snorts.

‘Told you,’ says Claire.

I say nothing, feeling foolish. I try to stop my bottom lip from quivering. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I should just laugh along. Everything would be so much worse if I started crying right now. The more I try not to cry, the harder it is to stop the tears.

I sniffle and Claire notices. She changes the subject again. ‘Are you guys excited for the party?’

‘Yeah,’ says Shiny. ‘I don’t really know what to expect though. I’ve never been to a proper party, just ones for kids.’

‘This one won’t be like that. And hopefully something outrageous will happen that we can talk about for years,’ says Claire, with a glint in her eye.

I sniffle again, and try to wipe my nose subtly. I gulp back the last of my lemonade. As long as it has absolutely nothing to do with me, I think.
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 Mum drops us at Otto’s house, on the outskirts of town, and we say a polite hello to his parents in the kitchen. They point us through to the back shed, Otto’s dad’s music room, and tell us to have fun. Inside the heavy sliding doors, most of our classmates are sitting on couches or chairs, or standing in groups. There’s a table with platters of snacks and bottles of soft drink, and Seth is shuffling through music on his phone, which is connected to a speaker.

Claire and Shiny move away from me, and I find myself near the food table with Lena and Georgia. We talk about holidays for a bit, but we’re all doing the same boring things as always.

I decide to tell them about the UFO sighting.

They smile politely but look bored. I nearly lose my nerve, but then Molly walks over and asks what we’re talking about. I rehash the story for her.

‘Wow,’ is all she says, before turning away from me.

I think I’ve lost her but then she motions to Seth and some others. ‘Hey guys, come here, listen to this.’

They walk over and I’ve got a crowd. Someone pulls out their phone to do a search online, and confirms the story to be true.

‘How come we don’t know about this?’

 From there, everyone starts swapping stories about weird sightings, ghosts and other strange incidents. Seth tells us about the time he thought he saw his grandma hanging washing in his backyard, only to find out a few hours later that she’d died early that morning. I get chills up my spine.

‘Psst.’ Claire whispers in my ear. I didn’t notice her join in, but she taps me on the shoulder and motions a little thumbs-up. ‘You started this! That’s really, really cool.’

I glow with pride.

 An hour or so into the party, I’m losing to Lily on some old PlayStation game when Claire taps me on the shoulder again and says she needs me. I hand the controller to Dylan, who is sitting beside me waiting to have a go, and follow her into the garden.

‘I just realised something.’

‘What?’

‘You should tick something else off the list tonight.’

‘Which one?’

‘Kiss someone.’

She’s right, although my hands suddenly feel clammy and my throat closes over. My first proper party, my first proper kiss.

 ‘Who?’

Claire scans the room. ‘I think Dylan likes you.’

He definitely doesn’t.

‘No, he doesn’t.’

‘He does, maybe he just doesn’t know it yet. I saw him watching you when you were playing that game.’

‘He was just waiting for his turn. It doesn’t mean he wants to swap spit with me.’

I shudder. I’ve disgusted myself thinking about it. But if I’m honest, I’m also intrigued. What is all the fuss about? I’d love to enquire whether kissing is fun, but what a mortifying thing to ask someone. And it’s something I couldn’t even ask Claire if I gathered the nerve: I know for a fact she’s never kissed anyone either.

‘Let me work on it.’ She strides off inside.

I follow her and take my seat back on the floor, bracing myself. But nothing comes. I watch Claire mingle and laugh and listen.

She knows how to have fun at parties. She’s going to be fine. And I’m not.

I feel weird and sad for even thinking the thought. And then as usual, I feel weird and sad for thinking how weird and sad my thoughts are. Be cool, Bertie. Stop overthinking every tiny thing. I turn my attention back to the screen, and the kids cheering on Dylan to beat Lily at the game. 

 A while later, I’m chatting with Otto’s older sister who has stopped in to ‘check up on us’, as well as Lily and Molly. I’m distracted, trying to make eye contact with Claire, but she is deliberately not catching my gaze. She has stuck close to Shiny for most of the night, introducing her around. Together, they’re fluorescent. They look like a natural pair, more similar than Claire and I have ever been.

An hour or so ago, the plan was for her to help me work on the list. She seems to have forgotten it almost as quickly as she suggested it. Maybe this is just another of Claire’s ideas gone bust too soon.

I overhear her loudly ask if Shiny wants to stay over. The plan was for it to be just the two of us tonight.

Hearing it at the same time as me, Lily asks if I have been replaced by Shiny. My throat starts to sting with the hurt of hearing that word out loud: replaced.

Molly tells her to stop being so mean and glances at me, checking to see if I’m upset. Otto’s sister looks at all of us, excited at the unravelling drama, and asks what’s going on.

I ignore them all, changing the topic with impressive speed, and not winning myself any points for maturity. I don’t have it in me to pretend that I’m fine with my whole world crumbling down, or with unpacking it in detail with these girls, who will probably spread the gossip as soon as they can. 

I have been worried about my friendship with Claire changing, but I actually didn’t consider the possibility that I would be traded in for a shinier (ha) version before I even left.

Eventually, Shiny comes over.

‘Where’s Claire?’ I ask her.

‘Dunno. I think she’s talking to Seth somewhere.’

I turn and go back to talking to Molly, dismissing Shiny. She gets the hint and leaves. I feel slightly bad yet again, but she’s made me even more resolved to not bother being her friend. Especially not if she ends up stealing my only friend.

I finally spot Claire, just in time for her to walk into the middle of the room and cup her hands around her mouth.

‘Let’s play truth or dare!’ she shouts.

Someone whistles, everyone murmurs excitedly. Kids gather in a circle in front of the couches. I feel queasy.

Claire pulls no punches. ‘Okay, I’m first.’

 ‘Says who?’ says Otto. ‘It’s my house!’

‘And it was my brilliant idea,’ retorts Claire. ‘So… Dylan.’ She turns and looks him dead in the eye. He’s been lost in thought until this moment, when he hears his name. ‘I dare you to kiss Bertie.’

Everyone spins to look at me, and I stare at Claire in disbelief.

I don’t say anything, just drop my jaw slightly in shock, so all the attention turns to Dylan.

‘What, like right here?’ The colour drains from his face.

‘I mean, if you want some privacy then go in there.’ Claire points to the kitchenette, with the small walk-in pantry off the side.

Dylan visibly gulps. ‘Uh, okay.’ He stands up and shuffles over.

Claire turns to me. ‘Bertie, you’re going to need to follow Dylan so he doesn’t end up kissing the tinned tomatoes?’ She grins conspiratorially at me. I start to plot her murder, and the ways to make it look like an accident.

She gives me a shove and I awkwardly stand.

When I make it to the pantry, Dylan holds the door open for me and we step inside. I can hear giggles from outside. Molly tells Claire that I’ll probably never forgive her. What she doesn’t know is that I agreed to let Claire orchestrate this. It’s my own stupid fault. 

I look at Dylan, but he’s not meeting my eye. Which is a pretty good effort considering we’re jammed between little jars of spices and rolls of paper towel. His face is nearly touching mine anyway.

‘We don’t have to do this if you don’t want,’ he says, giving me an out. Or is it because he’s just as nervous as me? ‘We can just say we did and no one will ever know.’

‘No, I want to,’ I say, surprising both of us. ‘Let’s just get it over with.’

Wow, romantic.

He leans in slightly, so our lips touch, very lightly. Immediately, I start to panic. What in the world do I do next? I’m not ready for this. It’s not right.

With a strength I didn’t know I had, I push Dylan back. It’s a reflex, and I didn’t mean for it to be so hard. One leg tangles with another and he loses his balance, falling backwards.

When he hits the door, it opens, hitting the front of the open cutlery drawer behind it and jerking it back into place with a loud crash of all the knives, forks and spoons.

 ‘Holy moly,’ says Claire. Everyone is looking at us. I help Dylan up, whispering sorry.

‘It’s okay,’ he mutters.

‘That obviously went well,’ says Claire. Everyone laughs. I look over at her with disappointment, but I can see she’s just trying to lighten the mood and move on. I’m thankful for it.

‘Okay, I’m next,’ says Otto. ‘Come back guys, you are definitely done for the night after that excitement.’

We take our spots in the circle, my cheeks fire-truck red. I don’t hear anything anyone else says for at least ten minutes, my mind in overdrive from how humiliated I feel. I realise that there’s no way I’ll tick that one off the list before the end of summer. Or for a while yet.

 A couple of rounds later, Seth has sculled a 1.25-litre bottle of lemonade and nearly drowned in the process, and Claire has rightly turned down a dare to run through the orchard behind Otto’s house…in her undies.

Someone shouts, ‘Two minutes until midnight!’

Saved by the new year.

As we head outside, Claire whispers in my ear.

‘Did you kiss?’

 I shake my head. She rolls her eyes. No sympathy from her: she did her best to help. I hang my head in shame. Half of me is mad and half of me thinks it’s all my own fault.

We light sparklers. As someone’s phone splutters a countdown, we cheer into the vast night sky, our hoots echoing around the orange trees. I hug Claire, and then Shiny, a bit reluctantly. I hope no one notices what a cow I’m being. I’m glad we’re outside because I keep blushing involuntarily every time I think about Dylan leaning towards me.

It’s going to have to be a new me in this new year, because the old me is a disaster.
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I wake up to Claire nudging my cheek with her elbow.

She’s lying on her belly with her arms bent out above her head, which is squished into the pillow so I can only see one crusty eye smudged with black. I’m no expert but I think she should have taken all that gunk off her face before she went to bed.

On the way home last night, in the backseat of the car, Claire put her hand on top of mine like we used to do across her twin beds during sleepovers—when we were much younger and both a little bit scared of the dark.

She squeezed my hand and whispered sorry. I wanted to ask her what for, but not in front of her mum, who picked up just the two of us as planned. Shiny went home to her own house, unable to get permission to stay over. 

This morning, Claire seems to be almost back to her normal self.

‘Well, that was a bust,’ she says quietly.

I roll over onto my back and groan.

‘Claaaire,’ I say, dragging out the sound of her name in a croaky morning voice. ‘How am I supposed to face Dylan ever again?’

‘I don’t know. He should have just kissed you properly. And you should have kissed him back properly. Either way, you both made it into a way bigger deal than you needed to. I don’t get you sometimes.’

‘I don’t get me either. I’m so abnormal.’

‘Calm down, you’re not abnormal. Or you are, but, like, everyone else is too. What does normal even mean?’

This conversation is way too deep for this early in the morning.

‘Hey, at least your dinner-party story was a success.’

I don’t say anything. I’m not ready to celebrate when I stuffed up so royally with the other way more important thing from The Summer List. I know I’m not ready to kiss someone but, for some reason, this felt like the most momentous experience to get over and done with before high school. It’s stupid, I know. Other things in life are bigger than kissing. It just seems like being a teenager comes down to hormones and firsts. 

I never realised it was going to be that way, until very recently when we stopped climbing trees (much to my mum’s apparent disapproval) and started behaving differently in front of each other. I overheard the librarian joke that two kids were found ‘discovering each other’ in between the shelves at recess. At camp this year—last year, now—I noticed for the first time that the girls’ rooms were patrolled by the teachers, to make sure we didn’t sneak into any of the boys’ rooms. Which is ridiculous, because what about the girls who might like girls?

I feel like screaming, I’m twelve years old! I’m not ready for any of this!

Claire flicks some sleep from her eye and pushes the pillow against the bed frame, propping herself up. ‘Sometimes you just need to get out of your own head. What was the worst thing that could have happened if you kissed him back?’

She continues. ‘And not like a full-on pash or anything. Just a lovely little peck on his lovely puckers.’

‘Gross!’

 I bite my thumbnail, thinking. Numerous worst-case scenarios come to mind and start to stack up in my head. I feel panicked, but also kind of flat.

‘He could get the wrong idea and think I like him. Which I do. I mean, not really. Not like that. Or maybe I do. I don’t know.’ I put my hands over my face. ‘Or I could have really stuffed up the kiss and, like, slobbered all over him. Or he could have slobbered all over me. Or had bad breath.’

‘Geez, okay. I get it. A lot of things could have gone wrong. But who cares if it’s not the perfect first kiss?’

I look at her incredulously. Has she momentarily forgotten what a control freak I am? And how many rom-coms I’ve watched and hoped I could match one day? Would Drew Barrymore have accepted a pantry kiss with a boy who still sleeps in superhero sheets? No, she would not.

‘Me! I care! And besides, at the last minute I just realised I didn’t want my first kiss to be in front of a whole group of people. As a part of a stupid game!’

‘You’re right, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pressured you. That wasn’t very nice.’

I’m so grateful for the apology, and the hope that we can just get back to our usual friendship dynamic, that I decide to let it go without any resentment.

 ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I guess we’ll just both go to high school having never been kissed.’

‘Erm…about that…’ A mischievous grin grows on her face, which is looking down into the doona.

‘You’re joking, right?’ I stare at her. ‘Who did you kiss?’

‘Last night, while you were freaking out and acting kind of mean to Shiny—which we need to talk about, by the way—Seth might have asked me to come look at the stars with him?’ She laughs, covering her mouth.

‘Oh my god. That’s so corny.’

‘I know! But he’s kind of cute, right? And it was like you said, a bit romantic? Or not in front of everyone, at least.’

‘Tell me exactly what happened,’ I demand.

‘We walked out past the back fence into the orchard, and he was kind of fidgeting a lot and bouncing on the spot. There was this horrible long awkward pause, and as I was about to tell him we should go back, he laid one on me!’

I look at her, still in shock.

‘You had your first kiss! At a party! With Seth!’ I pick up the pillow from behind my head and hit her with it until she yells at me to stop.

‘It doesn’t mean anything, don’t get excited.’

 Claire is destined to hit all the milestones before me. It’s the nature of our friendship. It makes me wish I had a younger sibling like she does so I could be the one to pass on information to at least one person.

‘Wait. What do you mean it doesn’t mean anything?’

‘He’s not my boyfriend now, or whatever. I don’t know. It was just a spur-of-the-moment thing. I didn’t plan it.’

‘So, you don’t like him?’

‘No! I don’t think so. He was just the only boy at the party who wasn’t shorter than me.’

‘I hate to burst your bubble, but I think Seth is shorter than you.’

‘I know, okay. But only slightly?’

I laugh, and she doesn’t. So I add, ‘All the boys are shorter than you.’

She cracks a smile.

‘Because they’ve barely hit puberty,’ I continue.

We laugh together, knowingly.

‘And besides, who cares if he’s shorter than you?’

Claire looks uncomfortable. I know what she’s thinking. It’s some unspoken decision that boys have to be taller than girls. I don’t get it.

‘So, tell me,’ she says, changing the subject. ‘Are you jealous that I’m friends with Shiny now?’

Yes, I think. But I don’t know how to say that without sounding like a complete psychopath.

‘No,’ I lie.

‘I know you are.’

‘Is that why you apologised in the car?’

‘Yes. And I meant it. I’m not trying to replace you. You’re my best friend.’

‘But?’

‘What do you mean, but?’

‘I just feel a “but” coming.’

‘Fine. But…I kind of do need to replace you?’

‘Claire!’

‘No, that came out wrong. I mean, I do need to have some new friends for this year. It’s always been you and me. And it always will be. But I can’t walk the corridors of high school alone. I need back-up.’

I sigh. ‘I get it. It’s just—’

‘It’s just hard. I know.’

There’s nothing else to say, so I change the subject back.

‘I guess we can tick “kiss someone” off the list, right? I lived vicariously through you. That’s close enough.’

I say this only half-heartedly. The truth is, it’s been nice having a bit more recognition so far this summer. I’m not allowed to say that out loud because it makes me sound like an attention-seeker, but it is a change, that’s for sure. I have always felt like the supporting character in Claire’s life. I’ve been pretty content with playing that role so I don’t blame anyone, least of all Claire. Having the tables turned has made me realise that I can be my own person, too. I don’t always have to live on her terms. 

I hate to admit it, but The Summer List is a move in the right direction for me, not completely away from Claire but forging my own path a little bit. I wonder if she saw it that way when she wrote it? Probably not.

‘Fat chance!’ She picks up her pillow and swipes me this time. I duck, but not in time. I’d got so caught up in my thoughts, I’d forgotten what we were talking about.

Right: the kiss. And she’s not going to tick it off my list just because she did it.

‘Okay, I really gotta pee,’ she says. ‘We’ll plan your next snog when I’m back.’

I hope she’s kidding.

She leaps off the side of the bed and jogs out, down the hallway. I hear the bathroom door slam behind her.

I look around her room and question for the millionth time how we’ve managed to stay friends for this long. Claire’s room is as loud and messy as she is. Mine is far from perfect, but it’s a museum compared to this. In one corner I spot our history project from six months ago, a huge diorama of an Ancient Greek town. The little cardboard amphitheatre that I cut out with extreme precision has been squashed by a bag filled with Claire’s school sports uniform and sneakers. I see the edge of a lunchbox and hope there isn’t leftover lunch in there from a few weeks ago. 

Next to that are a couple of library books on photography that I’m sure are very overdue. For a while, Claire decided she wanted to be a famous photographer and dragged us around town, forcing me to pose in all different spots. I was glad that obsession only lasted a week.

There are posters and photos stuck to nearly every surface of every wall, and a huge stack of magazines in lieu of a bedside table. It looks very structurally unsound. I lean over and pluck off the top one, flicking to a page somewhere in the middle. It’s an article with different friendship problems that come from readers, and answers from ‘experts’. My eyes are drawn to one:

MY BEST FRIEND ALWAYS STEALS THE SPOTLIGHT

Oof. I close the magazine without reading past the headline and toss it back towards the pile. 

I hear Claire clomping back down the hall.

‘Come on then,’ says Claire as she re-enters the bedroom, and pushes me until I roll to the edge of the bed and nearly off it entirely. ‘Let’s go see if Mum will make us pancakes for our first breakfast of the year.’

 We walk into the kitchen just as Claire’s mum starts whipping blueberries into batter, one step ahead of us. Cooper is sitting at the table next to her.

‘A pinch and a punch for the first of the month,’ I say, while grabbing one of his cheeks.

He swipes my hand away. ‘Hey, stop it!’

‘You didn’t even make it to midnight, did you?’ asks Claire.

‘No, he’s grounded.’ Claire’s mum answers for Cooper. ‘Which meant I had to stay in as well.’ She doesn’t sound pleased.

‘What did you do?’ I whisper to Cooper. Claire starts to fill her mum in about the antics of our party. I’m sure she’ll leave out her kiss and I’m hopeful she’ll also leave out my near-miss. Claire’s mum would surely mention it to my mum in passing, and I’d rather not start this year with another awkward chat about ‘the birds and the bees’.

 ‘Nothing.’

‘Rubbish, you must have done something.’

‘All I did was hang out with my friends.’ He rolls his eyes.

‘The skate-park crew? What did you do, sneak out to see them when you weren’t supposed to?’ He nods. ‘Well, that’s dumb. Of course you were going to get caught. Why do you even like them, anyway? They’re too old for you.’

‘You sound like Claire. And my mum. And Nonna.’ He rolls his eyes again. I wonder if all the eye-rolling is giving him a headache. He’s only just turned double figures and he’s already acting like a teenager, I think. And then I laugh at how much I sound like an old lady. Maybe I am like Nonna after all.

‘They’re just worried about you,’ I reply. ‘And I am too!’

‘You don’t get it,’ he says with a sneer. I’m about to ask him what I don’t get when Claire sits down next to us and the conversation turns to new year’s resolutions. Claire and her mum decide they’ll do yoga every day, and I wonder how long that will last. They affectionately bicker over the details and try to get me to help them decide on which app to use, but my mind is stuck on Cooper.

 I wonder if anyone has really gotten to the bottom of why he’s been trying to impress those older guys. Maybe he doesn’t think he fits in with the kids his age, or maybe it’s something to do with his dad being on the other side of the world. I consider talking to Claire about it, but I’m sure she’ll brush it off, or tell me I’m overthinking it. I guess it’s just not my place.

 After munching our way through a big stack of pancakes, I head home. Mum and Dad have been up for a cooked breakfast, and they’ve both gone back to bed for a nap. They obviously had a big night at their own party.

Now that Christmas and New Year’s are over, I know the holidays will start to drag until the first day back at school, which when it arrives will feel too soon. But this part of the summer always feels strange. Don’t get me wrong; I like having a break from classes and studying. It’s just that time gets all wobbly and the hours and days all blend into one without the school bell keeping us alert.

Trying not to think back to Claire and Shiny laughing at me, I read my horoscope for the day. It says: Notice how you fit into the world.

 How do I fit into the world? Quietly, I think. Almost undetectable, sometimes. Maybe it’s time to make a bit more of a mark.
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I wake up having no clue what day it is. I look at the clock on my bedside table. Nine forty-seven a.m. Whoa.

I jump out of bed and race out my bedroom door, through the lounge room and into the kitchen. Mum is sitting at the kitchen bench, scrolling on her laptop and sipping a cup of tea.

‘Morning, sleepy,’ she says.

‘I slept in! Until nearly ten!’ I shout, pumping my fist like I’ve just won some kind of epic race.

Mum looks at me, a confused smile on her face. She puts her tea down and ushers me onto the stool next to hers.

‘Are you—is this…something you’ve been working on?’ she asks, pushing a bowl of chopped-up peaches in front of me. ‘To get ready for school?’

 I sit down and pick up a slice. The combination of sweetness and tartness wakes up my woolly brain. I have to admit I don’t love the feeling of fogginess that I immediately realise is a symptom of oversleeping.

‘No, no,’ I explain. ‘It’s just, my body clock usually wakes me up so early. Or my worries do.’

‘Maybe it’s a sign you’re starting to feel less stressed about this year, Bert.’

I shrug. ‘Maybe.’

‘Or that you’re stretching!’

‘Stretching?’

‘Stretching out! Growing!’ she says, pepping up. ‘You’re due for a nice growth spurt, my little snow pea, and your body is going to need a heck of a lot of sleep when it starts to do that.’

‘So that’s why teenagers sleep in?’

‘Yep. Plus they’re very very lazy.’

We both laugh and settle into silence. She opens her laptop back up and I stare out the kitchen window into the garden, munching on bits of peach until there’s none left.

A few minutes later, Mum starts talking without looking up at me.

‘I’m pretty scared to have a teenage daughter, you know?’ Her eyes widen.

 I feel bad, but I wish she wouldn’t make it about her. It’s hard enough dealing with it myself, let alone squashing my mum’s fears too.

‘Mum, it’s okay.’ I realise what she might be afraid of, so I console her. ‘I solemnly swear not to become one of those grumpy, mean, selfish teenagers who just grunt.’

She laughs and wipes at her eyes.

‘Oh, I don’t care about that. I’m more stressed about how old it’s making me feel!’

I realise that both of us wish we could stop getting older, in quite different ways, but those kinds of things don’t change just because you want them to. Time is a pain in the butt sometimes.

‘All right then. I’ll be sleeping past noon, addicted to my phone, and I’ll pop all my pimples in the bathroom mirror.’

‘You stirrer,’ she says. She stands up and starts to fill the kettle, probably for the third or fourth time already today. ‘Cup of tea for my late riser, then?’

 Later that day, tired of lounging around, I get my bike from the back shed and clip on my helmet. I wheel it round the side of the house, and hop on, riding slowly down the path into town.

 I stop at the op shop to say hello to Doris. She can’t chat because they just got a new delivery that she has a feeling is going to be a goldmine. She tells me she likes my dress, and I tell her I’ll come back another time to investigate the treasures she finds. The little bell on the door signals my departure.

Next, I drop off my library books and pick up some new ones. I put them in my new bike basket. Then I go into the small local supermarket, wave to Richmond behind the counter and fill up a paper bag from the pick-a-mix wall. There are nuts and dried fruit on display, but I only dig into the plastic tubs with lollies, avoiding the licorice allsorts, not because I dislike them, but because almost everyone else does and they’ve probably been sitting there for millennia.

As I leave the shop, I poke around in my purse and count out my remaining pocket money. Mum and Dad give me a bit each week that I can spend on what I like. I have just enough to buy a milkshake at Antonio’s. The first thing I think is, You’ve never been there without Claire. And the second thing: You’re going to have to start doing a lot of things without Claire, so here’s a good chance to practise.

I walk in and see that our usual spot, on the high stools facing out the window, is free. I pause for a second, then head to a different spot on the other side, still near the window but in a booth. 

There, I think smugly. I can make my own decisions.

I realise I haven’t ordered. Claire usually does that. I leave my bag in my spot and go to the counter.

‘Hey,’ says Tony. ‘It’s the other nervous high-schooler.’

‘Ha ha,’ I respond, dryly. He thinks he’s so funny. He looks at me, bored, waiting for me to order.

‘A milkshake, pl—Wait. What do you mean other?’

‘Your friend came in earlier. I’ve never seen you apart before, it was quite a shock.’ He clutches his chest and then laughs at his second unfunny joke.

‘Did she really?’

‘Yeah, with a dweeby little guy.’

‘A guy?’

‘Yeah, a guy. Red cap, eyebrows too big for his face.’

Seth.

Was it…a date? Is Claire going on dates with Seth now? And if so, did she not feel the need to tell me about it?

I pull myself together.

‘Interesting. I know where to come when I need the town gossip. You’re the new Dennis Digs.’

 ‘What?’ he asks, confused.

‘Nothing.’

He wipes a spot on the front counter with a disgustingly dirty cloth, then slings it over his shoulder. I shudder.

‘Spearmint milkshake then?’

‘That’s Claire. I’m vanilla.’

‘Cool. That’s six bucks.’

I hand him the money and he opens the till. ‘I’ll bring it over, yeah?’

‘Ta.’

I head back to the booth. Will Claire lie if I ask her about Seth? I wonder what else she’s keeping from me. I wonder why it’s such a struggle to exist in the world without her when it’s so easy for her without me. My brain hurts from all the wondering.

Tony brings over my milkshake and I sip it, staring out the window.

The main street is pretty run down, past its heyday. A few years ago they painted a big mural of the green valleys and vineyards of Merri across the side of the supermarket building, but now it’s chipping away. The nature strips have huge, twisted jacaranda trees that have recently finished their bloom, but clusters of purple linger on, dried up and half dead.

 The video shop closed down a couple of years after I was born, but the middle-aged guy who used to run it still cleans the windows of the empty shop meticulously, and sits on a plastic chair outside most mornings. It’s like he’s considering what kind of business to open next, but it’s taking him a while to decide what our strange little town needs. A while as in, a decade or so.

We have the supermarket, and the chemist. A post office, a newsagency, two pubs and the op shop. A takeaway fish and chips, and a hairdresser. The cafe, the bank and the library. Police station, hospital, and a servo right at the end of the main street on the way to the highway. Those are the staples. Then there are the places that come and go. A florist, for a while. Turns out no one really needs bunches of flowers, unless they’re from their own garden. A Chinese restaurant was around for years, then it became a Vietnamese restaurant for a few months, then nothing. Some city people tried to open a trendy pub with a garden out the back, but customers were too loyal to abandon the two that have existed side by side for nearly a hundred years, and it didn’t last long.

I look out at my town and I feel a struggle of loving the familiarity of it all, but also wanting to be a part of something bigger.

 St Martin’s could be my little escape hatch to the rest of the world, like Doris says.

I’m daydreaming so intensely that it takes me a few seconds to realise someone is waving at me from the footpath.

It’s Shiny.

I wave back and she takes it as a cue to come in.

‘Hey Bertie!’

She leans in for a hug and shuffles into the seat opposite. I smile at her and offer a sip of my milkshake. She shakes her head.

‘So, what are you up to?’ I ask.

‘Just running errands with my mum. She’s picking up a prescription but I spotted you from across the street and thought I’d come say hi.’

‘That’s nice.’

I feel a bit awkward because of the New Year’s Eve party. I decide to bring it up, though my usual tactic would be to deny anything ever happened.

‘I’m sorry about last week.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘At the party. And at my house before. I was kind of rude.’

‘Oh, that’s okay. I feel like it was my fault for bringing up high school and you being separated from Claire in the first place?’ 

I screw up my mouth. ‘No. You didn’t do anything wrong. Things between me and Claire have just been a bit weird. We’re figuring it out. Sorry you got caught in the middle of our bickering.’ I add, ‘Not that it was a fight or anything. Just a rough patch.’

‘You guys are best friends. That stuff doesn’t change because you’re being separated.’

She pauses.

‘Or because new people come along.’

I look at her suspiciously.

Then I repeat what I said to Claire on New Year’s Day. ‘It’s just hard.’

‘I know.’ She pauses again, clearly trying not to say the wrong thing. ‘But I would never get between you and Claire.’

‘Thanks. That’s nice of you to say.’ I realise that I haven’t given Shiny a fair go. I try to open up a bit more. ‘Also, to be honest with you, it’s not just that. Did Claire tell you about The Summer List?’

‘Yeah! She said it’s going really well.’

I try not to be annoyed that Claire already told her about the list.

‘It is. For the most part. I’m just not sure it’s going to solve all my problems, you know?’

 ‘Of course not. But the list isn’t just about starting high school, is it?’

‘What?’

‘I can tell that you and Claire are close. You’re practically sisters.’

I don’t know where she’s going with this, but she’s right. We’re sisters in every way you can be, minus having the same parents.

She goes on. ‘And it must be pretty full on to be leaving her behind, given the way you shadow her.’

‘Excuse me?’ I don’t mean to sound sharp, but I feel immediately offended. Though, deep down, part of me knows it’s because she’s identified something I try to brush aside.

‘Sorry, that was a bit harsh. I just mean…when she’s around you seem to follow her lead? She calls the shots. It’s kind of hard to get away from that.’

I’m scared by how visible it is to an outsider.

‘Yeah,’ I concede. ‘So, you’re saying that the list is like…training wheels? Preparing me to do stuff without her.’

‘Exactly. And you can still stay friends and everything. But I think it’s great that you seem to be untangling yourself a bit so you can be your own person.’

 She’s spot on. I’d been thinking the same thing. Being my own person sounds appealing. It’s also a lot easier said than done. I’m not sure the list has all the answers.

‘Anyway, like I said, the Claire stuff is one thing,’ I admit. ‘But it’s about high school, too. I’m going to a whole new school. It’s three public transport zones away from my comfort zone.’ Which reminds me I need to change my travel card to a yearly pass in the next few weeks.

‘I’ve never been the new kid before,’ I continue, and look at her shyly. ‘It’s scary. You get it, right? You’re going to be the new kid too.’

‘It’s tough,’ she says, shrugging. ‘But you can’t overthink these things too much. Otherwise the suspense will kill you!’

‘You’re right.’ I’m embarrassed. I’m perpetually embarrassed. I’m beginning to realise it’s what being a teenager is going to be like. A string of humiliations, one after the other. And I’m only at the start. ‘That’s good advice. Thank you.’

‘I mean, I do get it. High school is a big deal. But sometimes you just have to cross that bridge when you get there.’

‘Yeah.’

 We both notice Shiny’s mum come out of the chemist and hold her hand over her eyes, shielding herself from the sun as she peers over the street, looking for Shiny.

‘Speaking of bridges,’ I say, lightening the mood. ‘We’re going to the creek on Saturday. They’re forecasting a summer storm on Friday, which means the creek might finally be safe to swim in. Wanna come with us?’

‘Sure, text me what time. See you in a few days.’ She scoots out of the booth.

‘Thanks for coming to say hi. Bye!’

I sip my milkshake and go back to daydreaming.

Sometimes it does feel like I am my own worst enemy. If I could just stop worrying about high school and be a bit more carefree, all this change might not seem so momentous. Shiny’s voice swims into my thoughts. Must not overthink. Must not be scared. It feels like I need another list, this time of all the things I shouldn’t do before high school.

Either way, it seems like Shiny is a good person to know. I like her a lot. She’s smart and tells me what I need to hear, but in a more sensitive way than Claire. I guess that’s why you need more than one friend. Every now and then you need a second opinion, or a third, or a fourth. I used to think that all I needed was Claire, but as I grow up, I’m starting to realise that not every friend is right for every moment. I just hope this discovery doesn’t ruin everything with Claire, because I still need my original friend, now more than ever. 
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 8. Jump into Kettle Creek

 ‘I’ve always thought the people who do this are crazy.’

Claire and I are sitting on the bridge, only a couple of metres from the sides, with our legs hanging off into the abyss. Or at least, the long drop into the creek.

‘Maybe they are,’ she replies. And then quickly adds, ‘In a good way!’

The creek is a completely different place when it’s safe to swim. Heaps of people crowd round, mostly kids. The air still smells like rain from the day before, and the splashes and chatter drown out my thoughts. Which is probably a good thing because my thoughts are screaming, DON’T JUMP INTO THE CREEK!

Some kids from the year above us are sitting in the water close to the riverbank, the bottom halves of their bodies submerged. 

‘I hope those guys have sunscreen on.’

Claire doesn’t say anything. She hates my nagging but she also remembers last summer when we were allowed to come to the creek by ourselves for the first time. Without our parents watching over us, we were no longer captives to all the rules. We also both got terrifically burnt that day.

In the city, I know we’d probably have less freedom than we do in Merri. When one of Claire’s cousins was hanging out with us last holidays, she said she couldn’t believe we’re allowed to roam the streets like we do. It’s just different here. Or at least, it feels that way.

We watch Shiny walk down the path and wave until she spots us.

‘Hey!’ says Claire as Shiny approaches and sits down alongside us on the bridge. ‘How’d you get here?’

‘My dad dropped me off. And he said under no circumstances am I to jump off the bridge.’

‘Good thing he didn’t say anything about Alberta doing it.’

I groan. ‘All right, better get it over with.’

‘We’ll watch from here,’ says Claire, as I stand up and move towards the middle of the bridge. When I get there, I hesitate. 

‘YOU CAN DO IT!’ screams Claire at the top of her lungs.

‘That was so loud it hurt my feelings,’ I yell back, though not quite as loud.

I watch someone else walk up beside me, and they jump off without thinking. They must have a switch they can turn off in their brain. I try to turn mine off, too.

I squeeze my eyes shut for a couple of seconds, clear my mind from any and all thoughts (including the one that is saying, You might die) and then finally hold my nose and leap into the water below.

 By the time I swim over to the riverbank, Claire and Shiny have walked down the path to meet me.

‘I can’t believe you actually did it,’ says Claire.

‘Me neither!’ adds Shiny. ‘That was so cool.’

‘I would totally do it again,’ I admit. The exhilaration has sped up my pulse in a thrilling way, like a weirdly joyful panic attack.

‘Bungee jumping next!’ says Shiny, laughing.

Claire suddenly looks bored. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ she says. ‘Alberta is still the biggest scaredy-cat I know.’ She crosses her arms and tilts her chin up. 

‘Hey!’ I reply. ‘I did what you told me to do! Aren’t you impressed?’

‘You only jumped off a bridge. What do you want? A medal?’

‘Or a hairy chest to pin it on?’ I say, repeating my dad’s worst dad joke, which usually makes Claire laugh.

She ignores me and pulls out her phone. ‘Oh, Seth is nearly here.’

Shiny and I share a glance.

‘We’re going out now,’ she adds.

‘That’s great, Claire. I’m happy for you.’

She looks like she doesn’t believe me. ‘I’m just going to go say hi, I’ll be back in a sec.’

Wait, I think to myself, are we having a fight? Claire and I have never really fought before. Mostly because I’ve never dug in my heels and I’ve generally just gone along with whatever she wants, but she’s also never been this cold to me. It came on so quickly, too. I feel completely thrown, like I’m trying to stand still after spinning round and round in circles. What did I miss? I rack my brains.

‘Someone’s in a bad mood,’ says Shiny, watching Claire bound off towards the path.

 ‘You’re telling me,’ I reply. But for some reason it feels way bigger than just that.

 Shiny and I head back to where Claire and I left our towels and bags, and settle in the shade. We both look on our phones for a minute, then lie on our backs, breathing in the cool creek air. We talk about Merri, and I try to fill her in on some of the local wisdom.

‘Don’t ever pick mandarins from the trees outside that big old house—you know the one, near the servo?’

‘I’ve seen it! They’re hanging off into the street! And they look so good. Why can’t you pick them?’

‘Last year someone did, and the guy pulled a knife on them!’

‘Whoa,’ she says. ‘But no one got hurt?’

‘No, but it sure livened things up a bit. I swear, I was at the supermarket six months later and I still overheard some people discussing where they were when it happened!’

We laugh, and I tell her what the other kids are like, what there is to do on the weekends (not much) and then I hype up the Merri Show, which is just around the corner.

After a while, she asks me if jumping off the bridge has made me feel better about high school.

 ‘It’s silly, but it kind of has!’ Or maybe it’s just the adrenaline talking. ‘At the very least, I’m proud of myself for being brave.’

‘It was ace,’ she says. ‘I’m sure high school is nothing compared to jumping off into murky water from a wobbly bridge!’

‘Right. High school won’t know what hit it.’ As I finish my sentence, some boy belly-flops off the bridge, his body giving a sickening slap on impact with the water. ‘Kind of like the creek just then.’

‘Ouch,’ says Shiny.

I don’t notice Claire return until she chips in.

‘Are you talking about high school again, Alberta?’ She rolls her eyes and plonks herself down near us.

Her words sting, because it’s something I’ve already thought about myself.

‘Yeah.’

‘Lame,’ is all she says in response.

‘I know I talk about it all the time, and I’m sorry,’ I say sheepishly. ‘It’s just the most important thing happening to me right now.’

‘It’s not the most important thing happening to the rest of us,’ says Claire. ‘So maybe lay off a bit and stop bringing everyone else down your anxiety spiral for once.’

 Wow. She’s going for the throat all of a sudden.

‘You’ve been gone for ages, Claire,’ I say. ‘What could you possibly have been talking about with Seth for so long? I remember when you told me he was the most boring kid in our class.’

‘Talking to him is more interesting than listening to you drone on,’ she says.

‘Claire, don’t say that,’ says Shiny, defending me.

‘It’s fine,’ I say, shushing her. ‘I’m going to go. See you guys at the Show?’

‘Yeah. It’ll be a good chance for you to tick off the most exciting item on the list.’

I know exactly the one she’s talking about, and I’ve been hesitant about it from the beginning. She continues. ‘Maybe we can actually have some fun around here for once.’

‘Jumping off the bridge was fun,’ I offer. ‘I’m glad you put it on there.’

‘Kids jump off the bridge all the time. Look, there goes one now,’ she replies, pointing over to the creek as someone else splashes into the depths.

I shrug. I’m not going to fight back when I have no idea what we’re fighting about. ‘All right, we can talk about it tomorrow.’

Claire says nothing. As I pack up my things, I can see her grappling with something, almost like she wants to apologise but can’t bring herself to do it. I can tell she knows she’s being mean, but she’s not going to back down now. It’s infuriating. 

I leave without either of us saying another word.
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 9. Break a law

 The Merri Show has been the highlight of the summer for as long as I can remember. Bigger than Christmas, or New Year, or any other celebration you can possibly think of.

The morning of the Show, the town is buzzing. Kids race up the streets towards the oval, fuelled by the smell of the toffee apples and other sugary offerings. The farmers can’t wait to show off their prized animals, and the months’ worth of preservation and chutney-making by the Country Women’s Association is finally going to be on sale at the stalls.

The older kids look bored by it all, but deep down they can’t wait to ride the Gravitron in Sideshow Alley, and try not to spew. 

My favourite part is the exhibition hall. Heaps of locals come in the day before to put their best cakes and flower arrangements on show to be judged. There’s a whole section for creatures made out of bits of fruit. Honestly I’ve never understood the point, but it feels like the epitome of Merri kookiness. I like to go in and make my own judgments on which ones should have won, and applaud the judges when they get it spot on.

I also love the wood-chopping competition and the fireworks at the end of the night. And the showbags, of course. My favourite one is Bertie Beetle, for obvious reasons.

I get myself into a tizzy just thinking about it all.

Mum drops me off at the front gates around noon. Her and Dad will come in a bit later, but I need longer to explore the show to its fullest.

I pay my entrance fee to the old guy behind the window.

‘Have a great afternoon!’ he says with a big yellow-toothed grin.

I smile and wave, slinging my small shoulder bag over my side as I slide in through the old-fashioned metal gates.

I survey it all. The oval with farm machinery and the petting zoo are straight ahead, with Sideshow Alley to the right. Beyond it all is the big hall that houses all the exhibits. 

To my left, the grandstand looms. Its flurry of activity catches my eye before I take off into the thick of it. It’s filled with people for once, vying for the best seats in the house, and eagerly anticipating the midday motocross show.

Claire and I haven’t been up there since New Year’s Eve. Last year we were there nearly every weekend, as well as sometimes after school when she didn’t have netball, or when she had time to kill before going to the pool to meet Cooper after swimming.

I wonder if anyone spots the bench where she wrote our names in permanent marker. I told her not to, but she did it anyway. I laughed when she drew a tiny heart around our names.

‘It’s like we’re in love,’ I said.

‘Aren’t we?’ she shot back.

My heart had swelled. It wasn’t romantic or anything like that, but our friendship has always seemed deeper than average. I liked it when she confirmed she felt the same.

Things have changed so quickly, I think. Surely it’s not too late to fix it all.

 I didn’t tell Mum or Dad about how uncharacteristically mean Claire was at the creek yesterday. They just assumed I was meeting her at the Show, as per usual, and didn’t even ask.

Deep down, I hope the way she was acting was just another passing phase, like at the New Year’s Eve party. She probably really was fed up with me talking about high school—and fair enough. I’ve become fixated on it. Everything comes back to high school, even the little things.

I figure everything will be resolved today when I see her. I can tell her she was right, and she can tell me she was too harsh. She probably won’t apologise, but I’ll forgive her anyway, like I always do.

We look forward to going to the Show together every year and I know we’ll work it out so we can have a good day. My last one until high school starts.

Whoops, there I go again.

In that moment, as if my thoughts have made Claire materialise, I spot her by the Ferris wheel. I knew I’d see her, despite the show drawing out all the people of Merri, because she’s hard to miss.

I head over. She doesn’t even say hi.

‘Have you decided which law to break today?’

She has her hand on her hip and an irritatingly sassy look on her face. I hate this mood of hers. It has been surfacing more and more often. Like Cooper and his mischief. I suddenly realise I should ask if something is up with her mum, or maybe even her dad. There has to be a good reason for this. I just haven’t worked it out yet. 

I sigh. ‘I thought about it,’ I say. ‘And I decided I’m not doing that, Claire. It’s a silly teenage cliché to, like, shoplift for fun or swig from a bottle of something.’

‘Having a sip of booze from your mum’s liquor cabinet doesn’t count as breaking a law, idiot.’

Claire has been acting stranger as the summer has dragged on, up and down so I can barely keep track. But I haven’t heard such malice in her voice until now.

I can’t take it for much longer. The quiet, complacent part of me would usually just let it slide in order to avoid confrontation. But something inside me pushes through the urge to let her do what she wants even when she’s treating me badly.

‘Why are you acting like this?’

‘Because I’m mad.’

‘Mad about what?’ I don’t understand.

‘Just mad, okay. I feel what I feel when I feel it. And I don’t have to explain myself to you.’

I’m shocked. But I’m not going to let her see it.

 ‘Fine,’ I say. ‘I’ll see you later then.’

I turn and walk away, not looking back. Part of me thinks she’ll run and catch up, maybe even explain herself. But she doesn’t. My hands start to shake.

I keep walking until I’m sure she can’t see me. Then I slip into a gap between the Ferris-wheel ticket booth and the rubber-duck fishing game, sit down in the muddy grass, and start crying.

 About two minutes later, though it feels much longer, a head appears beside me. Someone is peeking in between the gap, where I was sure I was completely hidden.

I look up in surprise.

It’s Molly.

‘Bertie? I thought I heard someone in here.’

I keep staring, trying to think of a good cover story.

‘What are you doing down here?’

‘Oh, nothing. Just having a rest.’

She gives me a sceptical look. She doesn’t believe me and I don’t blame her. I’m not a very good actor.

‘Are you…are you crying?’

‘No,’ I reply, very clearly crying.

She squeezes her body through the gap and sits down next to me.

 ‘Oh yuck, it’s all dirty down here,’ she says, grimacing. ‘Something must really be up for you to plonk down and get your nice overalls all gross.’

‘Yeah. You got me.’

‘So, tell me. Maybe I can help?’

‘I don’t think so. But I’ll tell you anyway.’ I wipe my eyes and say the words out loud for the first time. ‘Claire has done a full one-eighty on our friendship.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry, Bert. You guys have never fought before, have you?’

‘Never.’

‘Well, maybe it’s just that, a fight. You two are invincible. You’ll work it out. She’s probably jealous that you’re going to the city for school.’

‘No she’s not.’

‘You don’t know for sure. We’re all pretty jealous if I’m honest.’

I don’t know what to say to that. I hadn’t even considered it.

Molly puts her hand on my shoulder and we sit in silence for a second. I stretch out my legs, which are starting to cramp.

The next thing I know, someone makes a mad dash through the gap where we’re sitting. Their foot clips mine and they trip, tumbling and falling flat on their face. 

‘Owww!’ the figure says, in a low-pitched cry.

‘Tony?’ I say in disbelief.

He looks up, his face covered in bits of grass. It’s him, all right.

Just when Molly and I are collecting our thoughts, someone else follows quickly behind and lands on top of Tony in a stack.

‘Cooper?’ I ask, even more confused.

‘Damn. Get off me!’ whispers Tony loudly. Cooper rolls over and tucks into the fetal position. He lets out a small, sad sound.

‘Oh, calm down, you wuss,’ Tony says. Forgetting that a moment earlier he let out a sob of his own. He looks back at us. ‘Sorry, can’t chat, ladies, we gotta hide.’

Cooper looks at me, his eyes full of terror.

‘Hide from who?’

They don’t need to answer my question. From our view through the gap, we all watch as two burly guys with shaved heads and tattoos go barrelling past the rides and games. They stop a couple of metres past where we are, and I can hear them talking.

‘Where’d they go?’ says one, puffing and leaning over to catch his breath.

 ‘This way,’ says the other. ‘Come on!’ The two men head off, muttering some colourful words, and not under their breath.

‘What was that about?’ says Molly, now mirroring Cooper’s terror.

‘Why are they chasing you?’ I add. ‘And what are you going to do now?’

‘Too many questions,’ groans Tony. Cooper says nothing.

‘So start answering them.’

‘Okay, okay,’ he says. But nothing follows.

Cooper unravels himself and sits up. ‘You can’t tell Claire or my mum about this. Please don’t rat.’ Tony puts his head in his hands. ‘Tony and his mates have been trying to steal the fairy-floss machine for three years in a row. Last year, Mack got it all the way to the main street.’

‘Oh. My. God.’ Molly and I stare with mouths agape.

Tony continues for him. ‘This year, I thought it was my chance. I had a plan.’ He motions towards Cooper. ‘Coop here is strong but short, perfect for lifting the machine out of its place without being detected by the security mirror that reflects into the back of the stall, where those guys sit. See, I did my research.’

 ‘So impressive,’ I say, my words dripping with sarcasm.

‘But this little brat overpromised.’ Tony points at Cooper. ‘He couldn’t even get it unplugged! Then those guys spotted him and took chase.’

Cooper hangs his head. ‘I tried, at least!’

I ignore him. ‘Tony, that’s insane. What if Cooper got caught? What if he got arrested? What if your dad found out you’ve been forcing ten-year-old kids to commit theft?’

He shudders at the last question, but gives us no further answers.

‘Hey!’ says Cooper. ‘He didn’t force me. I wanted to be part of the fun.’

I bristle with self-righteousness and ask them both the only sensible question left. ‘Why would you want to steal a fairy-floss machine?’

‘I don’t know,’ replies Tony. ‘Nothing else to do in this stupid town.’ It comes out mockingly, but I detect a hint of sadness in his eyes. Cooper just shrugs.

And then it hits me. Tony and his mates aren’t bad, they’re bored. Like most of the teenagers around here.

Molly softens too. ‘I get it. Merri is boring. But you can’t go around stealing things just for something to do.’

‘Plus, aren’t you just buying into that whole small-town thing of doing rebellious things for no reason?’ I say. ‘We already have a bad rap without you and your friends making it worse.’ 

‘Aren’t there better things to do with your time?’ Molly asks.

‘Like what?’ Tony says.

‘Molly’s right,’ I add. ‘You could start a band? Protest climate change? Build something? Volunteer at the retirement village?’

I can see Molly trying not to laugh.

‘Those ideas suck,’ he says. ‘But you’re right. Probably better things I could be doing.’

He’s not going to come out and admit he’s been a dropkick, but I’m amazed that he’s relenting a bit.

‘Never thought I’d take advice from a kid scared of high school,’ he adds.

‘Hey!’

‘Sorry. But do me a favour, yeah? Bring back some stories from the big city to entertain us.’

This shocks me. I’ve never told Tony I’m going away to school. He must eavesdrop in the cafe more than I realised.

‘Will do,’ I say, then turn to Cooper. ‘You’d better get home and never put a toe out of line again. Otherwise this little secret of ours is going to come out.’

 ‘You’re scary when you’re mad,’ he says. ‘I didn’t know you had it in you to be as bossy as Claire!’

‘Hey! Remember.’ I repeat myself slowly: ‘Not a toe out of line.’

‘I don’t even know what that means. You’re so weird,’ he says, before jogging off and keeping his head down to avoid being spotted. Tony heads off in the opposite direction.

I turn to Molly. ‘I guess we uncovered Merri’s greatest mystery, then?’

She laughs. ‘I don’t know if we can take much credit. It just kind of fell into our laps!’

‘Literally!’

She laughs again. It feels nice to have a buddy, someone to share something with, who isn’t always so judgmental.

Molly stands up and reaches down to help me up. ‘Let’s get out of this mud patch and actually enjoy the Show. Especially since we can still get some fairy floss.’

 We find some of the others from school, as well as Shiny, and spend the afternoon racing around, spending our pocket money on games and rides. I don’t see Claire, not that I’m looking. At one stage I duck away to trawl through the exhibits.

 Mum and Dad come after dark and we have a sausage sizzle at the Lions Club barbecue, with fried onions and too much mustard.

The fireworks display is the best one yet, and I hold Mum’s hand without feeling like a baby. It’s too dark and, anyway, everyone is looking upwards into the bursts of colour that fill the night sky. Afterwards, the smoke drifts slowly towards the ground, in the shape of a low-hanging UFO. I wonder if that was what those people saw back in the eighties. I have to remember to tell Ruth.

As we’re leaving, I see Claire for the first time since I arrived at the Show. She’s standing with Seth. I tell Mum and Dad I’ll just be a second, and they let me go.

I march over to her. ‘Just wanted to let you know I didn’t break a law.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Surprise, surprise.’

‘I did one better.’

She looks confused.

‘I solved a crime.’

I can tell she wants to ask for more details, but it doesn’t match her new snide attitude.

‘Doesn’t count,’ she says eventually. Seth stays silent.

‘Yes, it does. Change that one on the list. I’ve made your hare-brained idea better and that’s that.’

 ‘Whatever. We’re going on another ride.’ They walk away, back towards Sideshow Alley without even saying goodbye. It is completely unlike Claire not to want the whole story: she always wants to know everything about everyone. But I let it go.

Maybe this is the end of our inevitable drift.

I realise it doesn’t hurt as much as I thought it would. I always had an inkling that Claire would outgrow me, but maybe it’s become a little bit the other way around.

Not caring doesn’t make you cool.
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 10. Get a new look

 I decide to continue with the list without Claire. It was her idea, but the truth is, it’s grown on me. I can do it without her.

I ask Mum if she can take me to the big shopping centre just outside the city to buy some new clothes. She’s thrilled.

Three hours in, she’s less thrilled.

‘I look awful in everything,’ I call out to her from inside a change room, surrounded by piles of discarded clothes. She’s sitting right outside, getting more fed up by the minute.

‘That’s just not true,’ she says. ‘Some things haven’t been that great. That dress with the shoulder and waist cutouts is going to give me nightmares. But lots of them have been lovely, Bert! You’ve become too self-conscious lately.’ 

‘Can you get me some more things to try?’

‘No,’ she says, firmly. ‘You’ve tried on almost everything in here already. And we’ve been to nearly every shop.’ She sighs. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

‘I can’t,’ I say.

‘And why not? You already got a new pair of swimmers and some sandals. Isn’t that enough for now? You have a school uniform, for goodness sake!’

I say nothing.

‘If I’d known you were going to be this fussy, I would have given you my credit card and stayed at home!’

To be fair, waiting around and keeping still are not her favourite things to do. Earlier on our shopping trip, she attempted to slip away to try on some perfumes and bronzers, but I wouldn’t let her. We’re on a mission. And we don’t have time for small talk with the people at the makeup counter.

‘You don’t understand,’ I say with exasperation. ‘I’m busy in here trying to become who I’m supposed to be!’

I hear Mum laugh, then sigh deeply again.

 ‘I didn’t realise that was our goal,’ she says, peeking her head through the curtain. I’m sitting on the bench in front of the mirror, feeling dejected.

She slides all the way in and sits next to me. ‘Let’s change tack, then.’

‘Only one person in the change room at a time,’ calls the shop assistant.

Mum ignores her. ‘What exactly are you looking for?’ she asks me. ‘Tell me what you want to express through your outfit, and we’ll go from there.’

‘I want people to see me and think, Wow, she’s cool. She’s cooler than all the other twelve-year-olds around here!’

‘Really?’ she asks. ‘That doesn’t sound like you at all. Since when do you care about what other people think? And why are you comparing yourself to everyone else all of a sudden?’

I shrug.

‘This isn’t one of those rom-com scenes where you can completely change your personality by dancing through an outfit montage, Bert.’

‘I know,’ I say, though that would have been a good outcome. ‘This wasn’t even my idea. It was Claire’s. She was the one who said I need a new look before high school.’

 ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ I admit.

‘Okay, let’s leave Claire out of it for once. What do you want?’

I think about it for a couple of seconds.

‘I just want to feel comfortable and look nice, but not like I’m trying too hard. I want to feel like myself.’

‘Hate to break it to you, kiddo,’ she says, putting her arm around my shoulder. ‘But that’s already the case. You don’t need a new look.’

My mum doesn’t always get it. Sometimes she dismisses my feelings too quickly, or tries to focus on solutions and positivity rather than listening to me, or just letting me have a whinge. This time, though, I think she might be right.

The Summer List wasn’t perfect. It needed editing along the way.

‘Can’t I at least get the dress with the cutouts?’ I ask, finally.

‘God, no!’ she says, pretending to throw up into her hand and laughing at herself.

 At home that night, while I’m setting the table for dinner, I think of another part of the list that I need to resolve before the summer is up. I get out my phone.

Bertie: Hey. I hope your holidays are going okay

Dylan: hi. Yeah they are. How are yours?

Bertie: Good thanks. Sad it’s nearly over.

Bertie: I wanted to say sorry for what happened at NYE. Really sorry.

Dylan: That’s ok. It wasn’t ur fault

Bertie: it kind of was. I’m sorry. I hope we’re still friends.

Dylan: Yeah of course

Good, I think to myself. That was easier than I thought. But then my phone buzzes again.

Dylan: can you do me a favour?

Bertie: sure

Dylan: Can we just pretend that we did kiss? I’ve kind of been telling people we did

Bertie: What! No!

Dylan: It’s just easier than explaining what really happened

Bertie: All right. Fine.

Bertie: But you better tell everyone it was the best kiss of your life

Dylan: :)
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In the last week of holidays, I’m at the pool with Molly and the primary-school gang, when Shiny and Claire walk in. Claire and I haven’t spoken in six days, breaking our record of no contact by about five and three-quarter days. Claire spots me and hesitates, but they walk over.

‘Hey,’ I say as she approaches. ‘Can we talk? Over there?’ I point at a spot away from the group.

‘Sure,’ she says casually, like there’s nothing wrong. The others watch us as we walk over to the back edge of the fence, out of earshot.

Neither of us says anything for a beat, so I jump in.

‘Do you like my new swimmers?’ I ask.

‘They’re all right.’ Hardly high praise, but I’ll take it.

 ‘Thanks. I went shopping and got some new stuff. You know…get a new look?’

She nods, looking past me.

I decide I don’t need to explain the whole story, especially the part where Mum helped me realise I don’t need to become a whole new person before high school. ‘So, that means I’m nearly done with the list.’

Claire keeps looking beyond me, and doesn’t reply. I know she’s grown tired of talking about it, but I don’t know what else to say. Our focus for the past few weeks has been pretty squarely on me getting through the list.

The thought hits me for the first time that maybe that’s why she’s mad. Claire has been my supporting character for once. It’s been a big change for her. Just because the pendulum has swung the other way, it doesn’t mean everything is now fair. I wish we could just be equals.

I continue, although it’s becoming more apparent she doesn’t care. ‘Everything except the last one, and year seven orientation is next week so I’ll tick that off, hopefully.’

‘What about the other one?’ She raises her eyebrows.

‘Which one?’

‘Kiss someone.’

 ‘Really, Claire?’ I furrow my brow. ‘I told you I’m not ready for that one. I don’t like anyone. When I kiss someone, it needs to be for the right reasons. Not just to tick off the list.’

‘That’s stupid and you know it.’

‘Can you please stop?’ I’m genuinely angry now. ‘I’m not kidding. Change that one, or erase it completely. It’s not okay to treat me like this. This isn’t a game. I’m not your pet. I’m your best friend.’

‘I don’t even care about the list anymore. I’m over it.’

Knew it.

‘But the moral of the story is that you’re going to end up living a sad, small life if you don’t take a few more risks, Alberta.’ She shakes her head as though she’s disappointed in me.

‘Stop calling me Alberta, you know I hate it!’ I whip around. ‘And also…screw you! You’re the one staying in this hick town, going to school with the same kids and doing the same old boring stuff you’ve always been doing.’

Her cheeks flush, which I’ve never seen in my life, and she stutters.

‘Don’t even try to tell me that’s not the truth,’ I continue. ‘At least I’m the one getting out of here and going on an adventure!’

 For a moment her face is flooded with sadness. She takes a few steps in the opposite direction, before turning back to me.

‘Yeah, and you’re going to waste the opportunity we all wish we had, dummy.’

Before I can think of something to shout back, she walks away. She whispers into Shiny’s ear, picks up her things and leaves the pool without looking back.

 After our argument, I can’t relax. I wait a few minutes, then also leave the pool. I’m reeling as I ride back through town, trying to shake off my anger. But everything reminds me of Claire. I can’t go to the grandstand, or the library, or even down to the creek.

I head to the op shop. Claire never goes there, so it won’t make me think of her.

The second I step through the door, Doris can tell something’s up. She stops dusting teacups. ‘What’s wrong, love?’

I sit on a stepladder in a huff.

‘Claire and I had a fight,’ I say. ‘A big one.’

‘Oh dear. What happened?’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘I’ve got time,’ she says, turning back to her dusting.

I don’t know where to start, so I tell her the thing that is playing in my mind on repeat. Every time I hear it again, I see red. 

‘She said if I’m not careful, I’m going to end up living a small life.’

Doris snorts. ‘What a load of bullshit.’

I’m shocked: I’ve never heard an old lady swear. Especially one in a floral skirt suit. But I guess she felt the need to in this case, which is saying something.

‘You don’t think I’m going to live a small life?’ I ask.

‘Honestly, love, what exactly does that mean? All kinds of things make people happy,’ she says, sitting on a stool next to me. ‘Do you know who is the happiest person in this town?’

‘Who?’

‘Richmond.’

‘The guy who works at the supermarket?’

‘The guy who works at the supermarket,’ she repeats with a nod. ‘Some people might consider him leading a small life. He gets up every day, he sweeps the shop, he stocks the shelves, he gives you your change. And that’s it. Or so we think.’

She looks at me conspiratorially. ‘He’s actually the happiest person I know. He’s living a life that he loves. Have you ever seen him with anything other than a huge smile on his face? No.’

 Come to think of it, she’s right. Richmond never stops looking happy. He’s kind to all the local kids, and the oldies, and everyone in between.

But that smile could be hiding how he really feels. I know that feeling all too well.

As if reading my mind, Doris continues. ‘His smile is so fixed that I wasn’t sure if it was genuine all the time. So, I asked him myself once.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘He said it’s for real. He said he loves his job and his life. He said he figured out what makes him happy, and started doing it. And he hasn’t stopped.’

I look up at her. She winks.

‘And that’s all that matters, love.’

She’s right.

I know what will make me happy right now. Finishing the list, starting high school on the right foot, and feeling proud of myself.

The stuff with Claire will just have to wait.
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 11. Make a good first impression at your new school

 With high school starting in less than a week, I’m determined to do just one more thing. Of everything on The Summer List, this is the most important to me. None of the others matter if I don’t get this one right. The pressure pounds away inside my head like a dull toothache.

I’m going to make a good first impression at the year seven orientation at my new school.

The only thing is…I don’t know how to do high school. I don’t know how a locker lock works and I don’t want to look stupid in front of everyone as I try to figure it out. I don’t know how to move between classes in only four minutes. I’m horrible at directions and the school is sprawling.

 Most importantly, I don’t know how to find my place in this strange, big world. What if no one likes me? What if all my classes are too hard, or too boring? During my interview last year the assistant principal explained to me all the fun new things we’d get to do at high school, like photography and performing arts and design lab and making podcasts. But what if I faint on stage or get my finger stuck in a 3D printer?

In the backseat of the car, hurtling towards orientation, I take a few deep breaths. I think about telling Mum, who is driving and listening to breakfast radio, blissfully unaware of my meltdown right behind her. But I know what she’ll say. The natural answer to all my concerns is pretty straightforward: everyone else is in the same boat.

I kick myself (metaphorically) for not including ‘watch YouTube video of how to use a locker lock’ on The Summer List.

As we pass through the elaborate front gates, the golden-plated school motto is etched onto my vision: Be all that you can be. It’s corny, but I decide to try and give it a go.

‘Don’t come in,’ I say to Mum, uncharacteristically treating her like she’s cramping my style, but she seems to understand.

 ‘I know, I wouldn’t dream of it,’ she says, giving me a warm smile in return. One of her legs is wiggling back and forth under the steering wheel, and I can’t tell if it’s because she’s nervous for me, or just sick of sitting in the car for so long. ‘I’ll be back here at three p.m. to collect you, all right?’

‘Got it, thanks Mum.’ I pause, thinking she’s going to offer some last-minute advice or encouragement, but she just keeps smiling and wiggling. I get out, shut the door, and give her my best confident wave.

The moment I walk down the brick path into the grassy quad just past the front office, I realise that not everyone is in the same boat after all. The year sevens fill the area, waiting for further direction. There are about a hundred kids all up, dressed in casual clothes, and it seems like everyone already has a friend, a group, someone they know. Very few students stand alone. I am clearly inside an ecosystem where I don’t belong.

I know most of them went to the primary school that is connected to St Martin’s, and most of them already have their little cliques. I’m hoping someone will adopt me into their group of friends. Either that, or my back-up plan: find another lone wolf.

Scanning the area, I walk over and perch near a boy with curly ginger hair. He notices immediately, shoots me a nervous look and takes a few steps away. Tough crowd. 

Trying to keep calm, I instead move a bit closer towards a large group. They look completely unruffled, and seem to be scanning the other students, possibly looking to take someone under their wings. I make hopeful eye contact with one of them. She turns back to her friends.

‘Like I said,’ she says, and not quietly. ‘We have to be careful who we let into our group today. We could end up with a bunch of losers.’

Drats. I’m not interested in mean girls, so I pretend I haven’t heard, and go sit on the big red-brick steps instead.

So much for a good first impression.

Finally, a bunch of teachers emerge from the front office. One of them steps forward and introduces herself as our year-level coordinator. Ms Thunder. Excellent surname, I think.

She starts to read out lists of our names, putting us into groups of twenty with a different teacher to lead, and directing us to stand with one another. When my name gets called, I move over to my designated spot and see that I’m with the unfriendly ginger and the loud mean girl. Just my luck. 

We go round the circle and introduce ourselves. I’m the only one who didn’t go to the primary school next door, so it’s basically just me getting introduced to everyone else.

‘Hi, I’m Bertie. I mean, my real name is Alberta. Like, the province in Canada? Or the daughter of Queen Victoria,’ I say, and a couple of them give me a strange look. ‘But—actually, I don’t know why I said that. Everyone calls me Bertie. So…yeah…you guys can do that too. If you like.’

Oof. I am stuffing this up at every turn. My cheeks burn. A few of the kids laugh quietly.

‘Great, thanks, Bertie!’ says Mr Dale, the sports teacher who is in charge of our group. He gives me an encouraging thumbs-up, and I turn a darker shade of red. I cast my eyes downwards, glad my fringe has grown out enough to shield my face a bit.

As the rest of the kids introduce themselves, I stop listening and turn inwards, like I’m folding in on myself. My self-consciousness grows bigger and bigger, taking over my whole body.

The next thing we have to do is admit the thing we’re most nervous about when it comes to starting high school.

 ‘Let’s all confess our worst-case scenarios,’ explains Mr Dale, as if this is some fun game rather than a form of torture. ‘What are we most afraid of?’

The ginger kid says he’s worried about getting to class on time. Phew, I’m not the only one. Some girl with cute round specs says she doesn’t understand how to unlock her locker. Things are looking up all of a sudden.

And then of course, I ruin it all.

‘What about you, Bertie?’

My mind goes blank. I was sure I had a great answer only seconds earlier?

‘Uh, I—I’m worried…I won’t remember where the toilets are?’

Everyone bursts out laughing.

‘Scared you might pee your pants?’ says the mean girl, taunting me.

God, I’m such an embarrassment. I don’t hear a single thing anyone says after that.

Eventually we start moving, presumably for our tour of the school, but at this stage my lack of listening has rendered me clueless. I’m simultaneously focusing on my stupid answers, while concentrating on what I look like when I move, which must be ridiculous like everything else about me. I don’t even notice I’m being flanked by two students, whose names I didn’t catch.

 ‘Hey,’ says the boy on my left. ‘Pretty funny that we have the same name.’

‘What?’ I say, completely oblivious.

‘I’m Albert, you’re Alberta. I’ve never met someone else with the same name! Let alone a girl. It’s weird. And kind of cool.’

‘Yeah, and Al just said he’s thinking of copying you and switching his nickname to Bertie,’ says the girl on my right, laughing.

‘Oh!’ I say, understanding just a beat too slowly. ‘That is weird. And also cool.’

They both smile. ‘Sorry,’ I admit to the girl. ‘I’m so ashamed about my stupid answers back there, and then I was too nervous to listen to anyone else. What’s your name again?’

‘I’m Penny,’ she says. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘You too.’ I brush my fringe out of my face so I can see them properly. Penny is the girl with the cute round specs. She also has a straight bob that frames her face. Al is shorter than both of us and is wearing purple sneakers.

‘Don’t worry, I totally get the nerves thing,’ says Penny. ‘But I can’t really relate. Me and Al went to the primary school here, so we know nearly everyone already.’

 ‘We’re excited to have some new people around to shake things up a bit,’ adds Al.

Up ahead, Mr Dale is showing us the entrance to the gym, and describing all the different sports we’ll be doing in health and PE.

‘I think the groups we’ve been put in are our forms,’ continues Al. ‘So we’ll be together every morning at the start of school!’

‘That’s great,’ I reply. ‘Uh, and thanks for talking to me. I was thinking for a second I’d have to spend every lunchtime in the library by myself or something,’

Penny laughs. ‘Actually the library is pretty great, so that wouldn’t have been the worst thing ever.’

My people found me.

‘Exactly,’ says Al. ‘But anyway, let’s stick together.’

‘Consider yourself adopted!’ adds Penny.

Well, that was easy after all.

 The tour lasts forever and I try to concentrate, but Penny and Al tell me not to stress too much, I’ll figure out where everything is eventually and we can help each other find the classrooms. I decide they’re right, and getting the friendship thing down is more important than making notes about where the humanities classes are held.

 When we go to the library, it becomes clear that I will be spending a lot of time there. Mr Dale explains (looking bored, though maybe I’m pigeonholing the sports teacher) that it was renovated last year, and I gasp in awe at the wide shelves and soft couches.

‘The only thing is we don’t have a librarian,’ whispers Al.

‘What?’ I exclaim.

‘Shhh,’ says Penny, eyeing Mr Dale, who is still speaking. ‘It’s all self-checkout now. My dad called up the school to complain when it happened, and they told him we don’t need a librarian when we have all these high-tech new computers. It makes no sense, but I guess at least we still have this beautiful space and all the books.’

On the surface, this library is a long way from the beaten-down Merri public library, which hasn’t had even a lick of paint for as long as I’ve been alive. But nothing could beat having someone like Ruth behind the desk. Saying you don’t need a librarian because you have the internet is like saying you don’t need a maths teacher because you have a calculator.

(Ruth told me that once and, even though she’s obviously biased, she’s right.)

After the trauma of a librarian-free library, we have a snack break. The teachers lay out fruit and biscuits and all one hundred new year sevens descend on the table like it’s a feast, not some unevenly cut apple slices and stale Scotch fingers. Some tall skinny boy tries to stuff a whole row of biscuits in his mouth while his friends watch on, and eventually Ms Thunder notices and has to come save him from nearly choking. Everyone laughs or cringes. 

I head to the bathroom, which turns out to be easy to find, and sneak a look at my phone. I check if there’s a text from Claire. Nothing. I open my horoscope app instead just in case. It says: Vulnerability creates friendship.

I didn’t need an app to teach me that today.

On my way back out, before I reach Penny and Al, I notice two or three kids who must have sat alone for the whole recess. I think about suggesting we go chat to them, just as Ms Thunder calls us back into groups for our next activity. I let the thought go, but feel guilty and hope they each find someone to talk to soon.

The next few hours are a round robin of different classes, though more fun versions of them, says the cynic in me. We play theatre sports in the performing arts centre, and make collaborative portraits in the art room. I surprise myself by winning a game of foursquare, and look away as the science teacher stands at the front of the lab and cuts open a sheep’s eyeball with a sharp scalpel. At lunch, Penny, Al and I munch our sandwiches and play with some cards that Al had tucked in his pocket. They talk about all the clubs we can join this year, and Penny generously says I can stay at her house any night I don’t feel like going all the way back to Merri. 

At two-thirty we all go back to the quad for a final debrief and questions. Someone asks where the toilets are again, and I feel less nutty about asking it earlier. What if I actually just said what everyone else was thinking after all?

When it’s all done, Penny and Al give me their numbers, and we plan to meet up on the quad before the bell on the first day of school next week.

‘It was so nice to meet you!’ says Penny. I feel like I made a good impression, or at least some kind of impression, with the bonus of having some semblance of friends to see next week.

When I spot Mum in the pickup queue, I jump into the backseat.

She turns around to look at me. ‘Well, that big grin is the answer to every question I had!’

On the way home, I realise the person I really want to talk to about today is Claire. I keep checking my phone, and even though there is probing from Shiny and Molly, both asking me how it all went, it’s not the same. For a while there I thought the loneliest feeling in the world must be waiting for your phone to ping. Now I know it’s when you have a whole bunch of texts but none of them are from the person you’d hoped. 

I don’t even want to brag to Claire about how well orientation went. I just want to tell her I finished the list, and that I’m glad she came up with the idea. I wonder if I’ll get the chance.
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On Saturday, two days before school starts, my chance to talk to Claire arrives unexpectedly.

I’m lying in the empty block at the end of my street, staring at the clouds. This time I don’t ask them for help. They can’t help me now. This summer I lost a friend and embarrassed myself more than once. But it wasn’t all bad. I try not to feel too sad about it.

I have The Summer List with me, and I read through it one last time. I cringe a bit, and wonder for the millionth time if I’m the only one who overthinks absolutely everything in this way. Did any of the other new year sevens have a list like this one? Or am I just a complete freak?

Shaking off that shadow, I pick up my book and start to read, this time actually concentrating on the pages. That is, until my phone pings. Maybe I’m turning into one of the screen zombies after all, because I pick it up straight away and read the message. 

Claire: Can I come over?

 I don’t have to think about it; I reply and tell her where I am.

She cycles over in record time, and plonks down next to me on the blanket.

Neither of us says anything. The atmosphere feels tense. I actually feel a bit nauseous.

She sighs, and picks at the sour grass. It’s like she knows what she wants to say, but doesn’t know how.

‘I’m sorry, Bert,’ she says finally. ‘I’ve been acting like a nincompoop.’

I wasn’t expecting her to just come out and say that. It takes me a second to think of how I want to reply. I decide to go for honesty.

‘Thanks for saying that,’ I say. ‘You really have. Or to use another one of your words, a real ignoramus.’

She laughs quietly, and lies on her back. I do the same.

‘I’m sorry too,’ I say.

‘What for?’

 ‘For being too self-conscious and too scared and too selfish to have a proper conversation with you about pretty much everything. And for not realising how you feel about me going to school in the city. And some other stuff, too.’

‘It’s okay,’ she says, looking a bit nervous. ‘I forgive you.’

‘And I forgive you, too.’

‘What other stuff, though?’

I tell her the things that I have never said to her before, and it feels good. I tell her that I think she’s beautiful. She blushes, for only the second time in her whole life. I admit that I feel awful for not asking how she feels about never seeing her dad, for just brushing aside that big part of her life because it seemed too hard to bring it up. I let her know we can talk about her dad, if she ever wants to, or when she’s ready. I say that I’ve never forgotten how the boys made fun of her last year. I tell her I’m sorry I never stood up for her, or even asked her how it felt.

‘Maybe talking about it would have helped,’ I admit.

She tells me she doesn’t really like Seth, she was just trying it on for size. She’s not sure who she likes, maybe it’s not even a boy, or anyone for that matter, and she says I was right not to rush things. She apologises again for the pantry kiss with Dylan. 

‘That wasn’t your fault,’ I say. ‘You were only trying to help!’

I also tell her that I let my worries get in the way of everything.

She says it isn’t true.

‘I think it might be,’ I say. ‘You know what my horoscope app said today?’

‘You and that bloody app!’

‘I know, but this is a good one. Feelings aren’t facts.’

‘I don’t get it,’ she says, furrowing her brow.

‘I think it means that just because I feel something, it doesn’t mean it’s the truth. Like, when I felt like there was stuff I shouldn’t bring up with you because it would cause awkwardness. That was me feeling a certain way and then acting like that thought was a fact.’

‘You’re right. And maybe that app is okay after all,’ she admits.

In the end, we’ve said everything we needed to say. Nearly everything, anyway.

‘Alberta, our friendship is going to survive!’ She smiles at me. ‘It might even get stronger.’

I don’t know if she’s right. I’m glad we’re friends again, but I still feel uncertain about the future. I can feel it in my stretching bones that we’re both going to change a lot over the next year, and the ones after that. We may still grow apart. 

I don’t say anything, though. I don’t want to ruin the moment.

We stay lying on our backs for a bit in silence, and just when I’m feeling like I need to get out of the sun or at least go get some SPF50, she jerks up, scaring me.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

‘Just had another idea,’ she says. ‘And it could be one of my best ones yet.’

Some things never change.

‘Do you have the list?’ she adds.

I pick up the notebook and hand it to her. She pulls out a pen from her bag, flicks to the right page, and starts writing.

‘Eleven was a bad number anyway. Here, I’ve made it twelve.’

She hands back the notebook. She’s written:

12. Never forget where you come from

‘It’s perfect,’ I say.

Because she’s right. Even if our friendship doesn’t last forever, even if this year changes everything, Merri will always be my home. Just like Doris said.

I won’t forget it.

I ask to borrow her pen, and tick it off the list.
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The night before school starts, I sit at the kitchen bench and watch my mum peel a potato in seven perfect strokes. She’s making my favourite dinner as a last-day-of-holidays treat.

It’s just starting to get dark when Dad comes in from outside. He’s been pruning and pottering around the garden for most of the day. He leans over and kisses me on the head.

‘Feeling good, Bert?’

‘As good as can be expected,’ I say.

I realise for the first time that Mum and Dad really want the best for me, even if they don’t always get it right, or I can’t always see it. As I watch them weave around each other in front of the sink, I have an out-of-body feeling that I am genuinely very lucky. You can’t choose your family, but if you could, I would still choose this one. 

We sit on the couch to eat dinner, watching some silly soapie set in a beach town. It feels like any other Sunday night. Tomorrow looms, but every time I think about it, I take a couple of deep breaths and the flicker of unease fades away. I think about seeing Penny and Al in the morning, and actually smile at the thought.

After tea, Mum says I should have a nice relaxing bath. I fill the giant tub in my parents’ en suite, and spray in a strange concoction of body wash and essential oils. Almost like the Mute Spell all over again. Giant lilac-hued bubbles stream over the sides and, as I watch them disappear down the drain in the middle of the tiled floor, I inhale the soapy smells and feel sleepy.

At one stage I spot a razor on the vanity, and I look up at my legs resting on the taps. Little blonde tufts have grown back, but you can hardly see them. I decide to wait a bit longer, if at all, to shave my legs again.

Later that night when I’m getting into bed, Mum and Dad peek their heads through my doorway.

‘Goodnight, darling,’ says Mum. ‘You might be bursting with all kinds of angst tonight, but try and get as much sleep as you can.’

 ‘Thanks Mum, I will.’ I give her a little wave and wriggle under my sheets.

‘Sweet dreams!’ adds Dad.

‘Night.’

I switch off my lamp and settle in. This summer hasn’t exactly gone as I expected. But despite the hiccups along the way, my worries do feel a little less weighty. Claire and I made it through our worst moments and will keep trying to stay close, even when we’re far. Shiny and Molly will be there to hang out with us on weekends, and my new friends have my back at high school. I might not fully belong in one place, but maybe being somewhere between two is twice as good.

If someone told me at the start of the holidays that I’d be saying this now, I wouldn’t have believed it: I feel okay about tomorrow. I think I’ve got the list to thank for that, at least partly.


THE SUMMER LIST

1. Shave your legs

2. Go into the city alone

3. Cast a spell

4. Make a new friend*

5. Read Forever**

6. Learn a party trick Learn a dinner-party story

7. Kiss someone

8. Jump into Kettle Creek

9. Break a law Solve a crime

10. Get a new look

11. Make a good first impression at your new school

12. Never forget where you come from

*Who is your age

**The Judy Blume novel
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