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1

new girl

Dear . . . Wait a second. Am I supposed to start this thing with ‘Dear Diary?’ Or maybe ‘Dear Mrs Camden’ since you’re the one who’s gonna read this assignment thingy?

Okay, let’s do it that way.

Dear Mrs Camden,

So, you want two hundred words about my day? How is a day in my life gonna be interesting at all, when it’s the same every day? Please don’t give me bad grades because I’ll write about how I help get my cousins up and organised for their days, get myself to school, go to footy training, swim, come home and help with dinner, bath and bed for the kids before I do it all again the next day. Some days me and Loz go for a run after school too, depending on what shifts Aunty Pat’s working and who’s around to look after the kids.

Maybe it’ll be interesting for you to hear about the little kid stuff, ’cause I know you and Mr Camden don’t have kids yet. But do you even want them? Aunty Pat says it’s rude to ask people if they’re having babies, and I guess I understand why, but I honestly can’t imagine not wanting to have little ones around. They’re the best.

Okay, so that’s my two hundred words for today.

See ya,

Jamie Hunter

* * *

‘Oi, look at that,’ Loz says, pointing towards the teachers’ carpark.

I look up to see a flash red Mazda pulling to a stop. A funny feeling turns in my stomach; a feeling that Aunty Pat says is my ‘knowing’. How they’ve managed to keep the car so shiny and polished in the dust and sand that’s been flying around Parkerton since it’s been so dry, I don’t know. My guts churn and my knowing tells me that the red car means something is about to happen.

As we watch from the grass outside the A-Block demountables, a tall, skinny whitefulla and an equally skinny but not at all white girl get out of the car. They talk for a second and, even though the wind carries the murmur of their voices over to us, I can’t make out what they’re saying. It looks like the man’s gonna kiss the girl goodbye, but she dodges him and does this weird little walk away and disappears into the office. The man watches until she’s inside and then walks over to the primary school campus on the other side of the carpark.

‘New kid?’ Loz asks and I shrug, turning my attention back to my diary assignment for Mrs Camden’s English class.

‘Weren’t we supposed to do that yesterday?’ Loz asks. ‘She’s gonna check that we started.’

‘I know, but I couldn’t write last night, Aunty Pat had women’s group and I had to watch the kids. You ever tried writing a diary while a one-year-old crawls around the house getting into everything? And don’t get me started on Rudy; every time I put him into bed, he got up again five minutes later.’

Loz nods. ‘I’m so glad Ally’s grown out of that phase.’

Loz is lucky, her little sister is seven which is actually the perfect age—old enough that they can do stuff by themselves a bit, but still little enough to play with. Plus she still thinks that me and Loz are big kids. Loz’s got a bunch of cousins too, but she lives up in Parkerton’s new development suburb called Attison’s Ridge, while her cousins are down in town near my house, which means all the mob aren’t hanging out at her place all the time.

The bell for homeroom goes and we make our way to class. Mrs Camden is our homeroom teacher as well as our English teacher and on Mondays it means we stay in the same classroom until recess. She’s a no-nonsense sort of teacher and always checks off the roll without waiting for us to settle, reads the announcements in record time, and starts calling people up the front to check that they started their diary assignments before the bell has even rung to start English.

Just as the bell goes, Mrs Forster from the office comes in, leading the same girl we saw in the carpark into the classroom. Her posture is stiff, matching the newness of her school uniform.

There’s something about the way her little nose is turned up in the air. That and the way she was walking before when I seen her makes me think snob.

‘Mrs Camden, this is Stella Jones. She’s your new student,’ says Mrs Forster.

Everyone turns to stare at the new girl, but I know that looking too interested in her, or making eye contact with Mrs Camden means getting stuck with babysitting duty. Even though Stella Jones sounds like a wadjela name, with her long brown curls, dark eyes and brown skin, she’s definitely a Blakfulla. I hold my breath, knowing that she’ll be sent back to sit with us. Mrs Camden is nice enough, but she’s got a habit of grouping all us mob together.

I look down at my fingers, all the while my knowing is spinning around in my guts with the porridge I’d eaten for breakfast. Without even looking, I feel the moment Mrs Camden’s gaze falls on me.

‘Jamie,’ she says. I lace my fingers together and stare at them. ‘Jamie Hunter? Can you be Stella’s buddy?’

I chance a look up and the new kid lifts her posh neck a bit higher as though she can tell how much I don’t want to be her buddy.

‘I don’t need a buddy,’ she says, and Mrs Camden looks surprised. New kids are always shy and kind of desperate. But this one got attitude which makes me even more determined to have nothing to do with her.

‘Well, okay, take that desk there,’ Mrs Camden says, pointing to the empty one in front of me.

Stella walks to the desk doing that weird little walk again, lifting her legs high and bending her knees at a weird angle. She looks like old man emu as her toes hit the ground before her heels, her polished new school shoes smacking against the floorboards. I try not to watch, but it’s like she’s putting on a show. She’s totally weird, but kinda fascinating at the same time.

Definitely trouble, I think.
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mean girl

Apart from family, footy is probably the most important part of my life. There’s no actual local league so the school teams are it here in Parko. We suffer a bunch of stuff because we’re a small town in a small district, which means there’s only five other schools in our league—not enough to get a game in every week. Also, even though basically everyone in Parko is obsessed with footy, there aren’t enough girl players to have a full girls’ team, so me and Loz plus Grace Price and Larissa Collins, who are year tens, play on the middle school team with the boys.

Next year, Grace and Larissa are supposed to move up to the senior team, but I know Larissa doesn’t really want to play in year eleven and twelve. Apparently, she wants to concentrate on school—eww. I guess it makes sense though, since she’s my brother Poss’s girlfriend and all Poss does is talk about going to university over east one day.

Mr Maskell is trying his best to get Grace a place on the state team, so she’s got a better chance at being drafted to the AFLW. He wants to get her set up with a school scholarship and a boarding place. He’s sending me to camp too and says that even if I don’t get a place this year, once Grace has set an example, it’ll be easy for me to follow in her footsteps. He doesn’t talk about how my sister-cousin Treasure was the first out of any girl in Parko to get a footy scholarship to a city school, because all the teachers try not to talk about Treasure. I think they’re worried she isn’t a good one to look up to.

Anyways, just because we don’t get to play games every weekend, doesn’t mean we don’t train hard. I like to take every opportunity to work on my fitness and polish up my skills. Our next game is on Sunday, so at recess I pound handballs for the whole time with Mickey because he’s such a butterfingers. He dropped, like, twenty passes at the game over Easter and he asked me to help him get better at marking, which is cool. It’s nice when the boys admit that I’m a better player than them. But all that time spent on one skill means that by the time I get to French, my hand is stinging something chronic.

I drop my pen onto the desk, flexing my fingers. It hurts, but I like how I can feel all the bits inside loosening with the stretch. When the lesson starts, I’m going to have to spend the entire time writing, and I can’t help but think about how when Treasure used to come and visit—back before Little Pippa came along—she said her school in the city had done away with exercise books and everyone had to have iPads. She’d whinged about it ’cause she was a scholarship kid, so she had to use the ones supplied by the school. She said it was hella embarrassing because all the rich kids had fancy covers on theirs and a bunch of games and stuff loaded onto them. She said they spent their lunchbreaks making TikToks and sent Snaps all through class, but she couldn’t because the school ones had parental controls.

That would suck, but I wouldn’t mind if I had a school iPad, because I could at least save my aching fingers from having to write all the time.

‘Hey, where’s that new girl?’ Gus asks, sliding into the seat next to me just before the bell goes. His face is red from lunchtime footy and his hair is wet. He’s been dunking his head under the drink fountain again. I give him a blank look and he says, ‘You know, sis. The one Camden wanted you to buddy up with?’

I shrug. ‘Why would I know? She said she didn’t want a buddy.’

‘She’s cute though, ay?’ he says and I wrinkle my nose.

‘Ya reckon? She seemed a bit up herself to me.’

‘Here she is,’ Loz says from her seat next to me, nodding at the door. ‘What’s with that weird walk thing she does? She looks like a goose.’

‘Emu,’ I say, and Gus and Loz crack up. My cheeks heat a bit when I make eye contact with her though, and I look away quickly. Maybe she is a little bit cute . . .

I tell myself I don’t really have time to be into her. I’ve got bigger things to worry about, like getting in some extra footy training before our game this Sunday. I hope Mr Maskell has told the Lowood coach that our team is a mixed one, because some of the schools don’t like to play against girls.

I daydream for most of the class, looking out the window while the groundskeeper drags the big sprinkler out of the garden shed and sets it up in the middle of the oval. I think about what it would be like to race outside, take off my shoes and run around on the cool wet grass. It’s the only soft grass in the whole of Parkerton I reckon, since we’ve had barely any rain at all this year. The warm sun is coming through the window and Miss Murphy’s voice drones on, her French vowels feel like they’re trying to hypnotise me.

Next thing I know, my head slams onto the top of my desk and I hear everyone laughing. I proper went to sleep. Shame.

‘Jamie!’ Miss Murphy says. ‘I’m sorry you’re finding this lesson so tedious. Perhaps you’d like to come to the front and read these sentences aloud for the class?’

I try hard not to roll my eyes. Miss Murphy knows exactly what she’s doing, because I’m not too bad at French, not really. It’s just the pronunciation is real hard to get right. I can read the words and understand most of them, but when it comes to speaking, my tongue feels as though it’s turned into a big, clumsy wet slug in my mouth.

‘Come on.’

I sigh, pushing my chair back. ‘Miss M, why do we have to do French?’ I ask, sort of as a way of stalling, but also because it’s this thing that’s been playing on my mind a lot lately.

On the weekend, my older brother, Poss, goes down to the Community Centre to see Granny Gee, who is teaching him language. He’s a good talker and has a good ear for languages. He’s the top of his year in French and also has someone from the Aboriginal centre who comes in to teach him German too ’cause he wants to study languages at uni one day and French is the only one they teach at school in Parko. He doesn’t really care about French and German as much as our language, but he’s a clever one and he says that to do anything with Blakfulla culture at uni, he’s gotta play the game first.

Sometimes he teaches me words in our language and they roll off my tongue much easier, probably because I was born to speak it.

‘Because,’ answers Miss Murphy, ‘French is one of the most spoken languages in the world.’

‘Not in Parko,’ I say. ‘The only ones I ever heard actually having a conversation in French are you and Madame Beasley.’ Madame Beasley teaches the seniors and I’m so glad that French is optional in year ten, because she’s scary.

‘And the entire student body,’ she replies.

She’s wrong though. We’re all forced to take French but no one speaks it outside the classroom unless they’re practising for an exam or something, not even Poss.

‘But Miss M, you’re not even French, why did you learn to speak it?’ Gus calls out.

‘Parce que le français est romantique,’ Angela Mahoney calls out from the other side of the room. I roll my eyes. Of course all the white girls reckon French is romantic.

Angela Mahoney is probably the most popular girl in year eight. Angela and her group of followers take ballet down at the Community Centre, and they’ve been petitioning to get the school to put on a musical for years. There’s nothing wrong with any of that stuff, I guess, but it’s hard to get people in Parko to care about anything but footy. Even Loz, who loves to sing and dance, puts footy first and misses her Sunday ballet class whenever we’ve got a game.

Anyways, Angela and her friends might be popular, but she’s also a massive bully. I mean, she sort of leaves me alone, probably because of Poss, but she’s awful to Loz.

‘Oh yes, so romantic to learn yet another coloniser’s language,’ I say, turning to Angela and narrowing my eyes. I can tell she wants to say something rude, but Miss M is looking right at her, so she just gives a small, thin smile.

‘My point is,’ I continue, ‘half of us here are Blakfullas. Wouldn’t it make more sense to learn our language?’

‘Yeah, my granny says that our language is real important,’ Mickey says. Granny Gee is his actual grandma and she gives him lessons too, though everyone knows he’s not as good at picking it up as Poss is.

‘Yeah, but half of us aren’t Aboriginal,’ Angela says, looking stricken at the idea that she might have to give up her precious French in favour of Blakfulla language.

‘So? Absolutely none of us are French. The only actual French person in the whole of Parko is Madame Beasley,’ I shoot back.

‘What about Poss?’ interjects Sarah Coates, one of Angela’s minions. I roll my eyes again because half the bloody girls in the class turn all goo-goo-faced at the mention of my brother’s name. ‘Thought he wanted to study languages at uni one day?’

‘He does,’ I say. I don’t bother trying to explain the ins and outs of what he wants to do at uni ’cause it’s not worth it with this crowd, even though they’ve all got massive crushes on him.

‘Well, I don’t see why the rest of us should be punished, especially not when there are plenty of Aboriginal people teaching your stuff. You’ve got like sixty per cent of the Community Centre bookings, it’s time to make a bit of space for the rest of us here at this school,’ says Missy Robertson, the worst one of Angela’s group. Angela is a classic bully: snickering that Loz has a big bum when she’s on the barre in front of her at ballet, and making sure that Poss knows about anything embarrassing that happens to her because she knows Loz has a huge crush on him. But Missy is an entirely different type of bully—the properly racist type. Of course, lots of kids say stuff that’s pretty offensive all the time, but most of them don’t mean it or understand what they’re saying. Missy, on the other hand, says words that everyone knows are not okay.

‘Missy,’ I say, narrowing my eyes. ‘Tu es bête. Sale bête.’ My accent is terrible and I’m not sure if I’ve got the words in the right order, but I punctuate my sentence with a few piggy snorts and I can tell that Missy gets what I’ve said. It’s not even half as bad as some of the things she’s said to me and other mob at school either. Everyone laughs and Missy’s face falls, leaving me feeling guilty for being mean like her.

The classroom descends into madness, but instead of feeling satisfied with the burn, I actually burn with shame.

The bell goes and as I’m scooping my books into my bag, Miss M calls me over. Loz shoots me a sympathetic look as I walk to the teacher’s desk.

‘Jamie,’ she starts.

‘I know Miss, I shouldn’t have done that,’ I interrupt.

‘I want you to apologise to Missy at our next class,’ she says and I wrinkle my nose. Apologising to Missy is a bad idea. I can just imagine what it’ll be like: I’ll say sorry for calling her stupid and a dirty beast in class and she’ll make it all so much worse. But it’s as though Miss M reads my mind and she holds her index finger up to shoosh me.

‘No protests. You’ll stand up and apologise to Missy at the start of our next class. En français.’

I open my mouth to say something and the finger comes up again. I want to swear at her but I bite my tongue

‘Off you go,’ she says and I fling my bag over my shoulder and run out of the classroom.
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iPhone

I go down to the kindy after school and pick up Little Pippa and Rudy. We take our time walking home on the beach, and I let Pippa crawl along the sand while Rudy runs along the shoreline, filling his pockets with shells. I make him put them back before we head towards the house, telling him a story about not taking things you don’t need from Country that Aunty Pat has been telling me probably since I was Pippa’s age. At three years old I don’t think Rudy understands what I’m saying, but he does put the shells back without chucking a tantrum, which is a win in my book.

I’m surprised that Poss is there when we get back to the house, and even more surprised that he’s cut a stack of sandwiches for us and is getting a plate ready for Little Pippa. The sandwiches aren’t fancy—just polony and tomato sauce—but it’s nice when someone else makes food.

‘What’s up?’ I ask, passing Rudy a sandwich and then stuffing one into my gob. The bread is fresh which makes it taste even better.

‘I got something for you,’ he says, going over to where he’s chucked his schoolbag in the corner of the room. He retrieves his iPhone with the cracked screen and hands it to me.

‘You have to unlock it to show me,’ I say, thinking he means to show me something on the phone. But he just grins.

‘Nah sis, I reset it. For you.’

I turn it over in my hands. ‘What?’

‘I saved enough to get myself an upgrade. You can have this one. The screen’s a bit cracked, but it works good enough. I put some credit on it too.’

I grin. ‘You serious?’

He nods. ‘I figured you could use it to Snapchat with Treasure, see how she’s doing? If you use the Community Centre’s WiFi it won’t use up your credit, and I’ll try and get you some more when I save up.’

I am real lucky to have a brother like Poss. He’s got his job at the Macca’s at the service centre out on the highway and he could easily save all his money for himself, but he always makes sure I got what I need: new footy boots, lunch money, and now a phone. He knows how much I’ve been missing Treasure since she left, and how hard it is to find time around footy to get to the computers at school or the library to email her. Not to mention the fact that she’s bad at answering emails anyways. This phone will save me because I know Treasure is obsessed with Snapchat ’cause she can reply to stuff with videos and doesn’t have to worry about her spelling.

‘This is too deadly, Poss.’ I hold out my closed fist to him. He taps his knuckles against mine and then grabs another sandwich.

‘You okay with the littlies then? I got tutoring at the centre,’ he says.

‘Yeah, all good. Thanks again.’

I take the rest of the sandwiches and Pippa’s plastic snack plate to the loungeroom and put Little J and Big Cuz on the telly. They sit on their bums in front of the screen, cramming fistfuls of food into their mouths watching the show, while I set up the phone. I use a precious bit of credit to download Snapchat, set up an account, search for Treasure, and then turn the camera towards my face. I grin at the screen and hold the button down to record a video.

‘Hi Tee!’ I say. ‘Guess what? I’m sending this from a new iPhone and it’s mine!! Well, truth is it’s not actually new, it’s Poss’s old one, but it’s new to me. Anyways, that means we can send each other stuff and we can talk all the time. And look,’ I pan the camera around to the kids. ‘There’s Little Pippa and Rudy. Pips, say hi to Mummy!’

Pippa turns around and gives me a grin, her face smeared with tomato sauce.

‘She’s doin’ real good, Tee. Missing you, but she’s good. Snap me back okay?’

I blow a kiss to the camera and send the message, staring at the screen, waiting to see if she’s read it. An hour later, the bubs are cleaned up and playing happily and I’ve changed into running shorts, sneakers and a tank top and she still hasn’t read the message. Aunty Pat arrives home to take over baby duty while I go for a run with Loz, and I check the phone once more before I stick it in my pocket. Still no answer.

* * *

I sit on the wall at the Community Centre, digging my toes into the warm sand, as I swipe away on my phone while I wait for Loz. Even outside the centre I can connect to the free WiFi and I’ve sent Treasure another four or five snaps: some of me talking, a couple of the beach and a couple of silly memes. Each one delivers okay, but she doesn’t read them. I wonder if she lost her phone or something.

My finger snags on the fine crack on the screen with every scroll, but it’s not as bad as Gus’s phone, which has a screen so shattered that every time he uses it, he ends up getting splinters. He’s so gross, he spends a bunch of time picking them out of his skin with his teeth.

Loz is late, so I download TikTok and search for Treasure’s name, surprised to find that not only does she have an account, but that her page is full of videos—some posted recently—and she’s got thousands of followers. I sign up for my own account and then go through Treasure’s content, liking every video from ‘get ready with me’ to random dances, leaving a bunch of comments. I try to send a DM, but I can’t because she’s not following me back, so I go back to Snapchat and send her another message: Follow me on tiktok @Jamieeeee_x

A video pops up on Treasure’s TikTok and I feel a burst of excitement. She’s online now! I swipe back to my account and refresh my followers, but all that pops up is a follow from Gus. How he found my new, blank account so quickly I don’t understand, but I click follow back.

‘Oi! Where did that come from?’ Loz’s voice comes from behind.

‘Poss got it for me,’ I say, holding it up for her.

‘He’s so sweet,’ she says, sighing dreamily.

I give her a playful punch in the arm and slip the phone back into the pocket of my shorts. ‘Ready to run?’ I ask.

‘Ready.’

We run along the shoreline towards the rocks that mark the start of a special place that we call the women’s pool. Usually we gossip until we’re too puffed to talk, but today all Loz can talk about is the new girl and I can’t stop thinking about Treasure, so I don’t talk much. The phone is a new weight in my pocket and I’m itching to take it out to see if she’s replied yet. But I resist the urge and pick up my pace, feeling Loz dig in her heels next to me so she can keep up.

When we reach the two pale-orange-looking rocks that jut out into the ocean, we flop onto the sand, breathing hard.

‘Wow girl, you’re hard to keep pace with today,’ Loz says as she struggles to catch her breath. ‘What’s got your knickers in a twist?’

‘What? Oh nothing,’ I say. ‘I just don’t want to keep talking about the new girl all day. She has that weird walk, that stuck-up face, and who even starts at a new school halfway through the term? Like, what’s with that?’ Even though it’s not strange at all, especially not for mob.

‘You mean the new girl I stopped talking about like, ten minutes ago?’ Loz replies. ‘What’s with you and her; you like her or something?’

I bite my lip. I love Loz but she’s always like this. Ever since I told everyone on year six Aboriginal camp that I wanted to kiss girls as much as I want to kiss boys, Loz has assumed that I want to kiss every girl we come across who isn’t someone we’ve grown up with. She says it about girls on opposing footy teams, tourist girls who take over the beach in school holidays, and now new girls apparently.

But the truth is, it’s Loz who I’ve always wanted to kiss.

‘I don’t want to kiss her,’ I say, and she smirks.

‘Are you sure? I think she’s pretty. Those curls are gorgeous.’

‘You sound like you want to kiss her,’ I tease. But I know Loz well enough to know that the reason she’s so enamoured with Stella is because of the way that everyone knew from the second she walked into school that she’s a Blakfulla. Loz has creamy white skin, light brown hair that goes even lighter in the sun and sparkling blue eyes. She learned pretty early on when teachers tried to move her away from the mob in classes to say that she’s the ‘whitest Blakfulla in the world’ and whenever she introduces herself, she lists her family tree, right back to her great-great-grandmother.

Everyone is so used to Loz’s family tree that they mouth the words along with her, but I never do because I know that it hurts her to have to justify her connection over and over. I know all of Loz’s secrets and she knows most of mine.

‘So, I gotta tell you something,’ she says.

‘Shoot.’

‘I maybe sorta kissed Gus on Tuesday night.’

I sit up and fling a handful of sand at her. ‘What the heck, Loz?! Gus? Eww!’

Gus is my cousin and also one of my friends, but he’s so not the type of guy I’d have pictured Loz with. Well, to be fair, I haven’t ever pictured Loz with a guy, I always picture her with me. But anyways, I’ve always felt safe in my crush on her, like I wouldn’t get hurt, because she’s been in love with my brother for so long and I know he’s in love with Larissa, so I just felt like I was never actually going to have to deal with her getting on with some boy.

But now she’s kissing Gus and it’s like a little knife in my heart.

‘Well, you’re supposed to think that. He’s your cousin,’ she says.

‘I think he’s gross because he picks his nose in public.’

Loz makes a face. ‘He does not!’

‘He does too. Aunty Pat whopped him one the other day because she caught him flicking boogies at the wall while we were watching telly.’

‘Gross.’

We’re quiet for a second, and this picture creeps into my head of Gus and Loz kissing. Gus is a big awkward boofhead with a wide mouth, and a gob that’s chockas with shiny white teeth. He’d probably suck her brains right out of her head with his big mouth. I shake my head to get the movie to stop playing in my mind.

‘How did it even happen?’ I ask.

‘It was after ballet the other night. The boys had just finished up at group with Uncle Dave and we were hanging out after like we always do.’

I’ve heard about what goes on at the centre on Tuesday nights. All the Noongar boys were there to meet with Uncle Dave for their men’s group while a bunch of white girls, plus Loz, have ballet lessons in another room. After, when Unc and the ballet teacher have gone for the night, everyone hangs out in the carpark. Tuesday night muck-up was when Poss had first gotten on with Larissa Collins for the first time, back when they were in year eight, and Poss broke the hearts of all the girls in town.

‘But how was it that you ended up kissing Gus? I thought it was my gross brother you had the hots for.’

Loz shrugs. ‘Well, me and everyone else with a heartbeat,’ she says, and I love her for that. She might have had a crush on Poss since forever, but Loz knows she got no chance with him.

‘So,’ she continues, ‘we were playing spin the bottle and I thought . . . okay, so this is embarrassing, but I thought it was my chance to get to kiss Poss, just one time. But when I spun the bottle I got Gus. Oh, and get this, he was sitting next to Poss, so I really thought it was like, the Ancestors speaking or something.’

I flop back on the sand and let out a hoot of laughter. ‘Wait, wait! Do you mean to say you reckon the Ancestors set you up with Gus instead? You’re cracked, sis.’

‘Well, obviously not,’ she says, flicking a bit of sand at me. ‘Don’t tell anyone though, ay? It was embarrassing.’

‘Did you tell all the mob at muck-up that? And what about Angela and the blondes? You got no hope of them keeping their mouths shut.’

‘There’s rules about muck-up. What happens at muck-up, stays at muck-up.’

Loz is sort of mates with the ballet crew, which doesn’t make me feel great but I get that she needs to get along with the people she has to spend time with. And besides, she tells me everything that happens anyways.

‘So are youse going out now or something?’

She shakes her head. ‘No. But Jam, the kiss actually wasn’t that bad. He wasn’t that big boofy klutz he normally is at all.’

My insides go all weird then, kind of stretchy and funny. On the one hand, I’m glad that my nose-picking boofhead cousin was gentle with her, but on the other, I do not like how easily the picture of him pops into my head. It basically rubs out all the pictures I’ve had in my mind about kissing her. It’s also kinda gross that her first kiss was with a boy who she doesn’t really like during a game of spin the bottle, instead of the nice, romantic first kiss that she’d always talked about—after a date at the movies in the city, holding hands with some tall dark handsome boy. I reckon she reads too many romance books.

I have always told Loz that I hope my first kiss will be at the beach. She knows this is my special place and says that it’s nice that I think about inviting someone into it. What she doesn’t know is that I have pictured what it would be like to tell her that she’s my special person and that I’ve thought about—and like, literally had dreams about—kissing her right here where we’re sitting right now. I look over at her and her perfect, pretty face and bite my lip. Sometimes in my dreams I just tell her how I feel and that’s the moment before she kisses me.

‘Come on, sis, race you back to the centre?’ I say, getting to my feet. By the time Loz starts running, I have a huge head start and, as I run, I realise something that shakes the last of my fantasy away. Anger pours out of me in waves.

Loz feels it too because when she catches up to me, she huffs, ‘What’s up your bum now?’

I stop running.

‘Today’s Monday,’ I say.

‘And?’

‘I’ve seen you approximately forty-seven times since Tuesday night and this is the first time you’ve said anything.’

It’s probably mean of me, but there’s so much swirling around in my brain that I don’t really care, and I take off, leaving her staring after me. I go straight home instead of going to the centre to hang out like we usually do.
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Mum

Dear Mrs Camden,

Loz first came to Parko for primary school in year four and when she walked in the door of our class, my knowing started moving around in my belly. I didn’t know what it was, but there was a feeling that started right in the pit of my stomach and made me all warm. And then the thought popped into my head: ‘She’s special.’

I didn’t know why it felt like my voice had disappeared when she was around, and why I couldn’t stop staring at her pretty face, sparkling eyes and shiny hair. I’d never seen a girl so beautiful. Back then, she lived a couple of streets away from us and the first time she came round after school and she saw Poss, I saw her fall in love.

Since Poss has been with Larissa, Loz’s crush on Poss hasn’t bothered me, and she was never like annoying about it, the way other girls are when they ask me a billion questions about him. She just moons over him quietly, and I appreciate her for that.

But now she’s kissing my cousin and I wonder if it’s maybe time I let myself feel hurt so I can get over her? Is that how this works?

Oh wow, this got real personal, real quick. Is it too much, Mrs C? Do you reckon Anne Frank would have written about crushes and stuff if there hadn’t been a war? Sorry.

Jamie

* * *

‘Rise and shine, my beautiful girl.’

I keep my eyes closed for a moment in case it’s a dream. I breathe in deeply and there’s the scent of her: fresh and sweet, something like lemon myrtle and honey. Little Pippa is in the bed with me and she stirs, and then a second later she lets out a giggle, and I feel the weight of her being lifted out of the bed.

‘Look at you, Pippy love, you’ve gotten so big!’ the voice says, and I know then that it’s her.

I open my eyes and smile. ‘Hi Mum.’

She grins, and then all of a sudden she plops Pippa on top of me and leaps into the bed too, tickling me and covering my face with kisses. Pippa thinks it’s hilarious and claps her little hands together, squealing hysterically. I feel warm and happy. This is the best way to start a day.

I used to ask Mum where she’d been when she showed up like this, but I’d learned quickly that that was the way to darken her mood, and we all had a better time when she visited if we kept things happy.

‘What would you like to do today?’ Mum asks, putting Pippa on the floor and watching her crawl out the doorway.

I bite my lip. Last night, when I went to bed, I was thinking about how things would go with Loz at school today, and how I was definitely gonna get detention because I’d been too distracted by worrying about Loz and checking to see if Treasure had seen my Snaps to do my homework. Well, all of my homework except my diary. I definitely had not been thinking about what I’d do if I woke up and Mum was here, though in the past I’d gone to bed and imagined this exact situation.

Poss walks into my room, Pippa on his hip. ‘We gotta take the kids to kindy,’ he says. ‘But then we could go for a picnic? You gotta car, Mum?’

She grins and reaches into her pocket. ‘I don’t, but . . .’ she brings out a set of keys with an Australia: Drive it like you stole it keyring that I recognise as Aunty Pat’s. ‘Pat thought you might say picnic, so she said we can borrow it.’

I throw myself back against the pillow and grin. It’s going to be a good day.

* * *

We drive for an hour along the coast to get to the picnic spot. Poss sits in the front, me in the back, the radio blasting tunes. Mum loves to drive with the windows open and I love the way the wind whips around in her hair and gives her brown cheeks a nice flush.

She is the prettiest woman. Her skin is a little bit darker than mine and Poss’s and her hair is a wild, wavy mop that is always shiny and glossy. She’s lost some weight between visits, and I wonder if she’s been eating well and whether her gigs are paying enough money. I know Aunty Pat and Uncle Murray put money into her account when they get paid, but with all their kids plus me, Poss and Little Pippa that probably doesn’t stretch very far. As soon as Poss was old enough, he got his job at Macca’s and I know he tries to help out as much as he can—not just Aunty Pat and Uncle Murray but Mum too.

Mum’s name is Kayla and she’s a singer. She never did good at school except for in music, which is probably why she managed to stay as long as she did. Mr O’Shannessey, the music teacher, has been so disappointed in me and Poss since the day we each started high school. He’s about a hundred years old and was Mum’s teacher when she was at Parko. He was sure that me and Poss would be musical prodigies too but was disappointed to find out we took after our footy player dad.

‘So, you got a girlfriend, Possum?’ Mum asks, turning the stereo down so that Baker Boy is just a dull rumble of words and yidaki.

‘Yeah, I’m still goin’ out with Larissa.’

‘Aww deadly,’ Mum says. Then she glances up in the rear-view mirror, meeting my eyes. ‘What about you, bub? You got a fulla yet?’

Poss just about breaks his neck he turns around so hard in the front seat to make eyes at me. All the mob and some of the others at school know I’m bi but it’s not like there’s anyone else out at school. Penny, who is the school’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander support worker, pulled me into her office the day we got back from camp in year six to tell me it was good that I’d felt safe enough to be myself at such a young age, and I shouldn’t feel discouraged that my friends might be a long way behind me, especially given Parko is so bloody small.

Anyways, it’s not like Mum’s got it totally wrong, I do like boys too: I think Baker Boy is deadly, and Harry Styles has rizz, but my only real-life crush is Loz. I’ve wanted to tell Mum for a long time, and I think given her life—running around with musos—she’d probably be more understanding than a lot of people in Parko, but I also can’t be sure. Days with Mum are too precious to bugger up by coming out. And it’s not like I’ll have a girlfriend to introduce her to anytime soon, not if I keep pining after Loz for the rest of high school. And especially not if Loz gets on with Gus again.

‘Nyorn, Mum, too many of the mob are rellies,’ I say, using the old excuse. ‘And the white boys are all winyarn. How ’bout you?’

Mum doesn’t answer and Poss shoots me a look. Boyfriends are a tricky subject with Mum—she never has any that stick around or that either of us like. But, if she can ask me, then I can ask her.

We pull into Lowood, the town where our footy archrivals come from. It’s another seaside town that’s even smaller than home. Mum goes straight up to the fish ’n’ chip shop. She orders a big feed and we take it to the little stretch of sand under a tree to eat.

‘How long you visiting for?’ Poss asks and it’s my turn to shoot him a look.

‘I’ll head off early tomorrow,’ she says. ‘I got a gig in Perth. You remember my guitarist, Ash? He’s gonna stop in and pick me up at sparrow’s fart.’

I shove a piece of fish into my mouth to stop myself from protesting. The last time she visited she only hung out for a day, too. It feels like forever since we had her for a long stretch of time.

‘You can’t stay ’til the weekend?’ Poss asks. ‘We’ve got a game on Sunday—be good for you to see us play. Jamie’s got a real deadly kick on her now, ay.’

The compliment makes me feel happy.

‘You gonna try out for a pro team?’ Mum asks and I roll my eyes. She got no idea how it works.

‘Well, our coach is talking about sending a few of us girls to Perth for a camp in a couple of months. It’s a stepping stone to a state team until I’m old enough for the AFLW.’

‘You ever thought about doing something more . . . feminine?’ she asks. ‘You’d look so deadly on stage singing.’

Poss bursts out laughing. ‘Oh Mum, that’s a good one, ay. Have you heard her sing? She sounds like the cat when Rudy grabs its tail.’

‘Oi, get off,’ I say, flinging a chip at Poss’s head.

It only takes a second for him to get on his feet and then he’s scooped me up and is running towards the water. I scream and holler and even though I’m strong enough to get a few good licks in, he gets into the sea, and lets me go just as a wave breaks, dunking me.

We’re wrestling in the water when Mum joins us and, as I push my brother’s head underwater, I think that life’s pretty good.

On the way home, I sit in the front seat while Poss spreads himself over the back seat and dozes.

‘How’s school going, baby girl?’ Mum asks, glancing over at me.

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I’m not as good at it as Poss is. All the teachers love him.’

‘And a few of the girls, I hear.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Bloody all of them,’ I say. ‘Even Loz.’

‘You know, I was never that good at school either,’ she says. ‘I just wanted to stay in the music room and jam with the mob. Everything else just seemed like a waste of time.’

I’ve heard her talking about jamming with the mob a thousand times before but I never get sick of her stories. The school hasn’t changed much since she was there and I like to picture her walking through the same corridors that I do every day, hating every class except for one—for her, music; for me, PE—and living for lunchtime so she could practise. I might have gotten the sporty side from my dad, but everything else about me comes from her.

‘Most of the classes are a waste of time,’ I say. ‘What was it like when you were at school—the culture stuff?’

‘What do you mean, bub?’

‘I mean, like . . . The whole school’s doing French now, even the primary school kids. Did you know that?’

‘Poss mentioned it,’ she says. ‘He likes it.’

‘Yeah well, good for him. He’s the one who wants to go to university so ’course he likes it,’ I reply. ‘And like, it’s fine, but there are so many Blakfullas in Parko, I don’t understand why someone like Granny Gee can’t come up and teach our language. It’s like they don’t even realise that speaking English is not the language we’re supposed to be speaking. I just wish the teachers would think about who they’re teaching a bit more.’

Mum nods. ‘Yeah it was pretty bad when I was a kid,’ she says. ‘You know when I was in like, year five or six or something, we were doing a unit on the convicts, and it ended with a dress-up day. “Come as your convict relative” or some winyarn thing like that. And your nanna, oh bub, you shoulda seen her, she went wild. Went down the school and said what did they expect the fifteen Blak kids in the class to dress up in: mission garb?’

‘They had a convict parade in the primary school last year,’ I say, remembering the little kids walking across the yard that sat between the primary and high school campuses, dressed in their arrowed jumpsuits. There were suspiciously few Blak kids at school that day, I’d noticed.

‘You’re kidding?’ she replies. ‘Well, I guess that’s your answer, bub. Things don’t seem to be much better.’

‘Do you reckon we can make it better?’ I ask.

‘’Course, you can, sweetie, you can do anything you set your mind to. I don’t know how I feel about a woman football player, but if that’s what makes you happy, then go for it.’

She reaches out and pats my hand and, in my belly, my knowing sparks.
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sleepover

Dear Mrs Camden,

I know you told me not to address this diary to you when you checked it yesterday, but the thing is, I started it out that way and now it kinda feels right to keep going. I don’t like the idea of addressing this to the diary ’cause it feels better to address it to a person and you’re the only one who’s gonna read this.

So I’m home today, not at school, ’cause my mum’s here. I know there was parent–teacher interviews last term and you met my Aunty Pat, who’s my mum’s sister, and she probably told you that Mum lives in Perth. Truth is, that’s the story Aunty Pat tells whitefullas ’cause we don’t know for sure if Mum lives in Perth when she’s not in Parko. She’s a muso and she’s got this whole other life in other places. She goes where the gigs are and she drops in when she can.

Sometimes I don’t like that ’cause it’d be good to have Mum with us all the time: a mum who just has two kids, me and Poss, to look after, instead of Aunty Pat who’s got five of her own (although two of them live in their own places here in Parko, and Treasure is in Perth working), plus Little Pippa, not to mention all the cousins like Gus and them, who spend all their time at our house. I like our big chaotic messy family, but then I go to Loz’s place where there’s just her mum, dad, her, and her little sister and I think: I had that once.

But it’s also kinda special this way, having a mum who always shows up as a surprise. She smells good, and always gives lots of hugs and kisses and she always spends time with me and Poss, even if it is just one day.

I never know how long she’ll be in town for, so today, me and Poss stayed home with her.

This is the only homework I’ve done today, so you should maybe feel pleased.

Jamie

* * *

‘Bub, go down the shops for me will ya?’ Mum calls from the lounge. We’ve been home from our picnic for two hours and I’ve been trying to get a start on my homework. But Mum’s lying on the lounge watching TV and keeps requesting cups of tea, a biscuit, and now a trip to the shops.

‘Mum, I’ve got homework,’ I whinge.

‘If you want to eat tea you’ll go to the shops,’ she says, even though I know Aunty Pat will organise a feed for us tonight. We’ve got a system and it keeps on going whether or not Mum’s in town.

‘G’orn,’ she hands me a list. ‘Get ya brother, he can help ya.’

I close my journal and get up off the floor to take the list. ‘Okay, Mum.’

‘Thanks, love,’ Mum says, patting my hand. Warmth spreads through my body. It is nice to have her here. ‘You’re a good one,’ she says, her eyes closing.

* * *

When Poss and I get back from the shops, Mum is out the back with a load of her mates. She’s got a drink in her hand and Charley Pride going full-bore on the stereo.

‘My babies!’ Mum calls, her voice too loud.

Poss meets my eye. ‘You all right, sis? ’Cause I reckon I’ll stay at Gus’s place tonight, ay?’

I nod. ‘Yeah, I’ll get the bubs to bed and see how noisy it is by then.’

It’s normal routine when Mum’s here: we get her quiet and good for a few hours and then if she hasn’t caught a lift off to her next gig, all her mates from round town come and hang out until the sun comes up. Poss and I aren’t big fans of the parties, so we usually take it in turns making sure the bubs are okay and settled, and he goes off to one of his friends and I go up to Loz’s place.

Inside the house, Aunty Pat is mashing potatoes while Little Pippa sits in her highchair smooshing peas into her curly hair, and Rudy sits on his booster seat running a truck across the scratched wooden dining table.

‘Hey, Aunty,’ I say, going in and wrapping my arms around her.

‘Hey, bub,’ she says.

‘You feedin’ that lot out there?’ I ask and she shakes her head.

‘Nah, apparently one of them’s ordered p-i-z-z-a-s.’ She spells because Rudy’s got big ears and will not eat chicken and veggies for dinner if he knows there’s gonna be pizza. ‘Which is fine by me. I got enough mouths to feed without Kayla’s groupies hangin’ round.’

I shake my head. ‘She was on the couch nearly asleep like forty minutes ago,’ I say. ‘I dunno how she finds them so fast.’

‘Ahh, don’t worry, love. She’s only here tonight.’

Sometimes I don’t know why Aunty Pat puts up with it.

I sit at the table and eat with Aunty, Uncle Murray and the kids, help her clean up the kitchen and then the three of us tag team baths and bedtime. It’s my favourite time of the night, when the littlies are clean and snuggled into soft pyjamas. They’re ready to settle down for cuddles and stories. Uncle tells the best stories, ones about the trees and animals, about our Ancestors and Country. I love the way the kids listen, that old knowledge seeping into their bones right through their ears.

Once they’re asleep, I don’t bother trying to watch telly, instead I do my homework in my room, trying not to look at the empty single bed on the other side of the room that used to be Treasure’s. She’s sent me one Snapchat reply and has followed me on TikTok, but the short Hey sissy, miss you xxx message doesn’t ease the pain in my guts when I think of her. When I was little she’d one-up Uncle Murray’s stories with her own: at first she’d try to scare me with ones about warra wirrin bad spirits and whistling at night. But then she got a bit older and would tell me about parties at the beach, kissing boys and all the gossip from the high school.

At 1 am, I’m tossing and turning, listening to the needle scratching across the turntable as Mum’s mates scratch up the Charley Pride record and then start warbling along to ‘Kiss an Angel Good Morning’.

I give up trying to sleep, get out of bed and throw on some trackpants and a hoodie, and grab my schoolbag. I check on the kids, pulling their blankets over them and kissing their soft cheeks and then I leave the house. I walk up the bush track from town to Attison’s Ridge.

I feel safe walking up through the bush, knowing that this Country is watching out for me. It’s different when the track opens out into the newest suburb of town, Attison’s Ridge. All the houses are big, two storey and have similar fronts. They’re close to the street with grass nature strips, all neatly mowed because apparently there’s some rule about letting your grass get too long. It does make me laugh that while the lawns are mowed, they’re still just as bloody dry as every other bit of ground in Parko.

Loz’s family moved up the hill when her little sister was born. Even though the house is fancier than the one they lived in in town, it only has two bedrooms, so Loz sleeps in a downstairs room that would have been a family room. She’s lucky because it means she’s got her own door. She lets me in whatever time of night I arrive, and I can get in without causing a ruckus for her family.

There’s a tiny part of me that worries she won’t answer tonight though, since we had that sort of fight on the beach and then I wasn’t in school at all today. But she opens the door, looking sleepy but super cute in a t-shirt and cotton shorts. She gives me a little smile.

‘You okay?’ she asks as I step inside and dump my backpack on the ground.

‘Yeah, sorry. Just Mum’s lot are round home,’ I answer as I pull off my shoes.

‘I’ve got so much to tell you tomorrow,’ she says as we get into bed. ‘That new girl, Stella? With the weird walk? She came to ballet tonight and oh man, you should have seen the get-up she had on.’

I bite my lip. Here was me being worried Loz wouldn’t let me in, and now she’s just acting like nothing happened. I don’t know what’s worse.

‘Do we have to talk about her?’ I ask. ‘I’ve had a day. You know what it’s like when Mum’s here.’

She watches me for a second, then reaches over to turn off the lamp. ‘Whatever, Jam. Night.’ She rolls over so her back is facing me.

I lie there for a long time listening to my best friend take slow, steady breaths. I think about her kissing Gus instead of me and wonder if one day there will be a time where I won’t be able to sleep in bed with her like this. My thoughts run in a circle and I wonder if Loz can feel how much I love her when we’re close like this. I feel as though my body is radiating heat. I’m confused and angry, but still really, really want to reach out and hug her.

With a sigh, I turn away and try and put as much space between us as I can.




6

history

Dear Mrs Camden,

I know I said nothing interesting ever happens in my life, but of course I wrote that and then today was an interesting day. I’ve been thinking about how things are at school for a while now: about how all the Blak kids sit together in class and how most of my friends are Blak or immigrant kids, but all the whitefullas sit together. And even when we have friends and teammates who aren’t Blak, they say some gammin things.

And also how sometimes teachers, like even you and Miss M, group us together.

Anyways, my thoughts started bubbling up in French class on Monday and then they sort of trickled over into history today.

Jamie

* * *

Loz shakes me awake in the morning and I feel as though I’ve just gone to sleep. A dark cloud follows me to school and then from class to class all day.

The last lesson of the day is history and I almost gag when I turn to a new page in my tatty library copy of the textbook to see a picture of captain cook at Botany Bay. There’s a red flag behind him and in the background, two spear-wielding Blakfullas.

‘What in the goona is this?’ I say before I can stop myself. At the front of the classroom the teacher, Mrs Harris, stops talking and stares right at me. Gus lets out a snicker and, next to me, Mickey swears loudly about cook. I recognise what he’s said from one of Uncle Murray’s Invasion Day t-shirts, and Mickey gets another laugh from everyone.

Everyone except Mrs Harris.

Let’s just say, comparing colonisers to poo is not the right way to get on Mrs Harris’s good side.

‘Did you say something, Jamie?’ she asks, turning her beady gaze at me.

I think about what I’m gonna do next. On the one hand, she’s giving me an opportunity to say nothing and go back to the lesson without punishment. But I think back to the car trip with Mum yesterday and I picture my nanna marching down to school and growling the teachers about mission clothes and I feel sick.

‘Yes, Miss, I did. I said: “What in the goona is this?”’ I answer, louder this time. The air leaves the classroom and I actually hear Angela gulp. All the blondes turn to look at me, their blue eyes wide. They probably don’t know what goona is, but they can tell I’m about to get into trouble.

‘This is a very famous painting by Emanuel Phillips Fox depicting the landing of Captain Cook,’ Mrs Harris says. ‘Now, I know for some of you this is a bit of an uncomfortable subject, but it is part of this Country’s history after all, and we do need to learn it.’

‘Uncomfortable, Miss?’ I exclaim, and now I have twenty pairs of eyes on me. ‘Geeze, talk about the understatement of the century. You know, Miss, we’ve gone over this stuff every year since kindy, and us Blakfullas and the true history of this country always gets pushed to the background by you lot. I reckon we should be front and centre.’

I look around at everyone, making eyes at Mickey, Loz, Gus and the other mob in the room, hoping they’ll open their mouths and join in. But they all sit in stunned, open-mouthed silence like they have every year since kindy. My anger with Loz flares because she takes every opportunity to announce her bloody family tree, but when it comes to taking actual action, she’s sitting right there on the fence. All I can say is that I hope being a fence-sitter gives her an epic wedgie.

‘Jamie, in this classroom there’s a set curriculum. I’m sure your aunties and uncles can teach you the other side of the story at home.’

‘My aunties and uncles? So, what about all the other kids in here, ay? Not just the white ones but all you mob with parents from overseas. Isn’t it important that we all know that cook wasn’t a noble hero? Is it too uncomfortable for everyone here to know you don’t belong to this Country?’

At some point during my speech, I’ve stood up, my chair falling over behind me. My heart is thumping against my chest as though there’s a kangaroo inside trying to kick his way out and my hands are shaking. ‘Why have I never heard a thing about how our mob used to live from anyone but our Elders? Why aren’t youse teaching from books written by Blakfullas? Surely there are better books than this garbage?’

And I fling out my hand, the heavy textbook flying off the desk and landing on the floorboards with a loud thwack!

‘That’s enough now, Jamie, sit down!’ Mrs Harris says, and I can tell she’s trying real hard to keep herself under control.

I turn around and try to pick up my seat when a quiet voice comes from behind me. ‘You know what, Miss?’ the voice says, and we all turn to see who has spoken.

It’s the new girl and she’s standing up, looking stricken, but angry too.

‘Jamie’s right,’ she continues. ‘There are lots of books that do a better job at teaching history than this one, and it’s not fair that we have to sit here and listen to it.’

She meets my eye and offers a small smile, but all I can do is glare back. I don’t need no new fullas sticking up for me. But when I look at Loz and Mickey and everyone else, they’re all looking down at their books, not meeting my eyes. Shame job.

‘We don’t have to listen to it,’ I say after a second, and pick up my bag. I walk towards the door of the classroom and then turn back to look at the new girl. ‘You coming or what?’

She looks at me for a moment, and then she flings her own textbook off the desk, collects her bag, and follows me out of the room.
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Stella Jones

‘What now?’ Stella asks when we reach the end of the corridor.

I grin at her. ‘Beach. C’mon.’

I grab her by the elbow and drag her out of A-Block, and across the oval towards the Community Centre. I jump down off the centre’s wall onto the soft white sand and look up at Stella. She’s hesitating, looking back at the school and I can tell she’s wondering what’s happening in the classroom, now we’ve left. I wonder if she’s ever done anything like this before.

‘Where are we going?’ she asks.

‘Just down to the rocks,’ I say, nodding in their direction.

‘That’s far.’

‘Looks further than it is,’ I say. I slip my sneakers and socks off, stuffing the socks inside my shoes and set off down towards the firmer sand on the shoreline. I don’t look to see if Stella’s following. I don’t really care either way.

But then she’s beside me, not saying anything but walking quickly, without the weird-footed old man emu walk she does at school. She doesn’t say anything and there’s something nice about walking along the shore early in the afternoon with someone who doesn’t feel the need to fill every second with chatter. As much as I love Loz, even when we’re running, her mouth goes a million miles a minute.

Stella veers away from me for a second, dipping her feet in the water and I see her relax. I know that feeling: the one where even touching a toe to the water here feels as though it washes all the other stuff away. I follow her and feel the heat of my anger cool a little.

When we reach the rocks, I start climbing. It’s not far up really and there’s a smooth section of worn stones where women have climbed up to this special spot for thousands of years. I can tell Stella is relieved though, when the surface evens out and we stop right next to a rock pool that’s teeming with tiny white fish, anemones and other creatures.

‘This here is a women’s place,’ I say in case she doesn’t know. I toss my bag onto the rock and sit on the edge of the pool. I check for blue-ringed octopuses and then dip my feet in. ‘So that means don’t bring that wadjela dad of yours on these rocks, okay?’

She nods. ‘It’s okay for us to be here though?’

‘Yeah, it’s all good.’

She sits next to me, plunging her feet into the water without checking. She’s definitely not been raised on stories of people paddling in rock pools and feeling the sting of the blue ring, then lying paralysed but alive while all their organs shut down. I wonder who her mob is.

‘How much trouble will we be in, do you reckon?’ she asks.

I close my eyes and tilt my head up to the sun. ‘A bit, I reckon. Maybe detention. Don’t think it’s enough for suspension.’

She gulps. ‘I hope not.’

‘Well, Gus—my cousin—he been suspended before, and it was ’cause he punched some kid in the face. And Mickey’s been done for fighting at school too. But it’s not like we punched anyone.’

‘We threw our books though.’

I grin. ‘You reckon that was a throw?’

‘My dad’s a teacher,’ she says. ‘He’s gonna be so mad at me. And this is my first week here.’

‘Wow, a wadjela teacher for a dad. You gone and struck out on the parental front, didn’t ya?’ I say, smirking at her.

‘What about you?’

‘What? Is my dad a teacher or a whitefulla?’ I reply. ‘Well, he’s no teacher, but he is as white as. Where do you reckon this comes from?’ I touch my finger to my nose, feeling the small, turned up end and I think I catch a bit of colour in Stella’s cheeks. ‘Anyways, new girl, don’t be too stressed, you won’t get in as much trouble as me.’

‘How long will it take for you to stop calling me that?’

‘Probably until the next new girl comes along,’ I say, laughing. ‘Indela was the last newbie and she came last year. She came from Sri Lanka. Anyways you’re the first Noongar we’ve had come here new in ages. So maybe we’ll call you “new Noongar girl”.’

‘Murri,’ Stella says.

‘What?’

‘I’m from Queensland.’

‘Ahh right. Who’s your mob then?’

‘Wakka Wakka,’ she says. ‘What about you?’

‘This here’s my Country,’ I say, gesturing all around.

We fall back into silence then and I’m just thinking that I should get up and get organised to go back down to the centre for footy training when she says, ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘You just did. But I’ll give you another one for free.’

‘Why do you all hate me so much?’

I open my eyes and look at her. I take her in: the curly hair, big dark eyes, and long lashes that look like lash extensions. Her broad nose, brown skin. She is pretty when that nose isn’t lifted up into the sky, and when she’s meeting your eyes. I see her squirm and realise my staring is getting creepy. Inside my knowing flares and I swallow to try and push it away. It’s still telling me something is coming.

‘Who says we don’t like you?’

‘No one speaks to me,’ she says, looking down and I catch a tinge of sadness in her voice. ‘The only person other than a teacher I’ve spoken to is your friend Loz, who said “Hey” at ballet.’

I remember Loz saying something last night about Stella’s get-up in class. It figures that this one, with her old man emu walk and straight posture, would be a ballet dancer. She carries herself in a way that’s real similar to Angela, with the only difference being that Stella’s a Blakfulla. I wonder if she’ll end up in their group—Missy the racist would love that . . . not.

‘Well, that’s not no one,’ I say. ‘And you’ve been here three days, mate. Most of us have been here forever. It takes time to settle in.’

‘Okay, let me try that again,’ she replies. ‘Why don’t you like me?’ It’s her turn to make me uncomfortable with her staring now.

It’s true, I hadn’t wanted anything to do with her from the second she walked in the classroom, for no other reason but that gut feeling—my knowing. How was I going to explain that to her? Hi, I’m Jam, the weird girl who knows when stuff is coming because my guts tell me.

But then a movement along the beach catches my eye and I see a figure coming towards us.

‘I think someone from school’s coming,’ I say, grabbing my backpack and shoes and taking off over the other side of the rock, assuming Stella will follow me.

I’m a quarter of the way up the goat track to Attison’s Ridge when I realise Stella’s not behind me. A second later, the breeze carries the sound of Stella crying right to my ears. With a sigh, I turn and head back down and over to the women’s pool. My knowing churns and I wish it would give me a clearer answer. Am I doing the right thing by going to her, or the wrong thing?

The first time I felt my knowing was when Mum decided she was moving to Perth with her band. She’d been ducking in and out of home for a while before that. I was still in primary school and we lived in the same house we do now, still with Aunty Pat and Uncle Murray and my cousins Clinton, Luke, Wally and Treasure as well as my Nan Muriel. Anyways, I came home from school one day because I thought I had a tummy ache, to find Mum packing a suitcase and Aunty Pat standing in the kitchen with her arms crossed.

‘And what about them kids?’ Aunty Pat was asking. She hadn’t seen me come in the back door.

‘They can stay with you.’

‘I don’t mean where will they stay, Kayla, I mean what are you going to tell them?’

‘That Mum loves them but she can’t give them what they need. Not while I’m stuck here in Parko.’

‘But you got that gig down the pub? I thought you liked it?’ said Aunty Pat.

‘I did, until I got offered a better paying one in Perth. And if your next question is why don’t I take the kids with me, you know their lives are here. Can you imagine how much they’d screech if I told them we were going?’

‘I wouldn’t mind living in Perth,’ I said, because I wouldn’t. The Eagles played there and I could go to a heap of proper, actual games if we lived in a big city. Even though I was only eight when Mum moved, I knew that I’d have a better chance of playing on a state team when I was big enough too. There weren’t even professional women’s teams back then, but that didn’t stop me dreaming.

She’d scooped me into her arms and told me she loved me, but we had to stay here. Later, after she was gone, I told Aunty Pat that I’d known Mum was going because there’d been a feeling in my belly for a week before and that’s when she told me that the feeling was my knowing and I needed to learn how to listen to it.

Another time my knowing had come was just before Treasure came back home from her football scholarship with her belly full of Little Pippa.

Now, back at the rock pool I see Penny, the school support worker, passing a tissue to Stella. The new girl is hunching forward, her proud posture gone.

‘Jamie, nice of you to come back,’ Penny says. ‘Were you going to leave Stella to face the music alone?’

‘Aww, c’mon, Penny, we both know you aren’t allowed to dish out punishment anyways.’

‘And yet who bloody scarpered when ya saw me coming?’ she replies with a grin on her face. I like Penny a lot. She’s the first teacher-like person who talked to me about my coming out, and she’s pretty deadly. But she also has basically no authority with the school. Her job is to give us mob extra support, whatever that’s supposed to be.

‘Yeah well, I thought it was Harris and I didn’t feel like having another fight with her. Especially not when she’s in the wrong and we both know she’d never admit that.’

‘Mrs Harris knows it’s a sensitive topic,’ Penny replies, sitting down on the rock and patting the space next to her. Stella sits, but I stay on my feet.

‘Sensitive? It’s not sensitive, it’s gammin, that’s what it is. We all know that cook didn’t discover this Country.’

Penny opens her mouth to say something, then closes it again and I get the sense that I’ve won the battle.

‘Is it your job to make us Blak kids do what the wadjelas want or to make them mob do what’s right?’ I continue.

‘There are ways to fight these battles, sib,’ Penny says.

I take my phone out of my pocket and see the time. ‘Anyways, it’s been real ladies, but I gotta get to training.’

I turn to climb down the rocks to the beach when I hear Penny clearing her throat.

‘The thing is, Jamie, they’re not going to let you play this week.’

‘Nyorn you’re wrong,’ I say, feeling everything inside me clench. They can’t take the game away from me. I don’t wait for Stella or Penny to say anything else; I’ve already taken off down the beach towards the centre, my chest tight with worry.
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benched

Dear Mrs Camden,

Do you know what it’s like to get told you’re not allowed to do the only thing that makes you feel good?

I don’t mind my life. My mum doesn’t live with us but she’s a good mum and I love her. Aunty Pat and Uncle Murray are deadly. They work hard and love all us kids like they’re actually our parents. And Aunty Pat says that’s the way it would have been back in the day anyways: all the Aunties sharing the raising of the bubs. I love being around the kids, especially Little Pippa, who is growing into the spitting image of my cousin-sister, Treasure. Do you remember Treasure? She was the first girl Mr Maskell helped get a scholarship spot at a fancy private school in the city because she was a real deadly footy player.

But she only did half of year ten there because she got pregnant with Little Pippa. She was in town for a bit after Pip was born but she’s gone off to the city to work now. It’s a real shame the school was a religious one, ’cause I reckon they should have let her back in after she had the baby, especially since Aunty Pat and Uncle Murray took over as Pip’s guardians.

Anyways, I look after the bubs and help Aunty Pat with the house. I come to school most days and I try real hard even though I’m not always great at school work. But I do it all because that’s what Aunty Pat needs from me: for me to help out, finish school, and make her proud.

But all I actually want to do is play sport.

When I’m on the team, all that other stuff disappears—the stuff that Missy likes to tease me about. I’m not the girl who told everyone in year six that I liked girls and boys. No one knows that I’m the girl whose mum took off when she was little; the girl whose brother is the most popular boy in year ten—probably the school. No one sees that my textbooks come from the library, that my footy boots have a hole in the toe, and that my school uniform is getting shorter and shorter because it’s the same one I been wearing since primary school. No one is worried about who I’ve got a crush on, if I’ve got my period yet, or if my first kiss will be with a girl or a boy. None of it.

When I’m out on the oval, all they care about is how fast I can run, how good I can handpass and mark the footy, and how many goals I can kick.

On the oval I’m part of the team and we all work together to get things done.

I wish we could work together to get things done in the classroom too, and that’s why I went off in history the other day . . . you probably heard all about it.

Hey, does Mrs Harris whinge about me in the staffroom? ’Cause I think she hates me—truegod.

Anyways, the worst punishment they could have given me for the stuff in history was to take me away from footy and, guess what? That’s what they did.

Sorry, Mrs C, I’ve gone on for too long today. Don’t mark me down, okay?

See ya,

Jamie

* * *

I sit on the beach and watch all the teams load into the buses to go to Lowood for the game. Mickey, Gus and Loz muck around together before they get on the bus and I watch, hoping they might notice me.

The principal, Mr Wozniak, didn’t say I couldn’t go to the game at all, and just about everyone in town would be driving in. I could catch a lift and go watch. But if watching my team play from the sidelines hurt even half as much as it did seeing my friends get on the bus without me, I can’t go, otherwise I might cry and embarrass myself.

Once the buses have pulled out of the carpark, I strip off my shorts and t-shirt, and I run out into the water in my bathers, duck diving under a wave and closing my eyes. My body protests against the cold, but I push through, slicing big strokes through the water. After a couple of minutes, I hit the point where my body doesn’t feel cold anymore. Actually, it doesn’t feel like a body anymore, it feels like I’m part of the water. It’s my second favourite feeling in the world, second only to the feeling I get when I sprint down the footy field, knowing I’m the fastest person on the oval.

I stay in the water for a long time and when I’m done, I flop down on my towel onto the sand letting the sun turn my limbs from liquid back to solid and breathe life back into me. Even though it’s almost wintertime, the sun is so warm I don’t feel cold at all. It’s peaceful as, and my body is floating towards sleep mode when a shadow falls over me, blocking the sun and causing goosebumps to prickle on my skin.

‘Hi.’ The voice is quiet, unsure, and I open my eyes to see Stella standing over me.

She’s wearing a black cap-sleeved leotard with a pair of hot pink trackpants over the top. Her hair is slicked back into a neat bun, revealing sticky-outie ears. On some people they would have been goofy, but on Stella it just adds to her general cuteness. I smile and then catch myself—I don’t have time to think she’s cute. She’s carrying a huge purple sports bag over her shoulder and has weird pink sock things on, that her trackpants are tucked into.

‘You’re blocking my sun,’ I say. I don’t know what it is about this girl that makes me feel so filthy angry all the time, but in an instant, the calm that I’d been given in the ocean slides away.

‘Sorry,’ she mutters, taking a step to the side. She still stands over me though, and I have to shield my eyes from the sun to be able to see her properly.

‘So, you didn’t go to the game?’ she says, and I roll my eyes. That’s got to be the thing that annoys me about her: she’s constantly stating the bloody obvious.

‘No, I’m there right now, kicking the winning goal. The person you see in front of you is my evil twin sister.’

‘Haha, very funny.’

‘They didn’t bar you from ballet, though, I see.’

At least she has the good grace to look shame. ‘I guess because it’s not a school-based team? But for what it’s worth, I’m grounded. Like, very grounded. I’m surprised my mum isn’t—’

‘Stella Maree Jones, get your little Blak mundi over here and in this car RIGHT NOW!’

Her voice is the exact tone and pitch that every Aunty’s is when they’re growling you, so both of us jump and look around. Up on the wall of the Community Centre, I see a short, round woman with a head full of tight curls standing with her hands on her hips, a stern look on her face.

‘Speak of the bloody devil,’ Stella says.

‘Stella!’

‘Coming, Mum, I’m just saying hi to Jamie,’ she calls back.

‘Jamie?’

I look over at her and wave.

‘You the one she walked out with, bub?’ Stella’s mum calls out.

‘Yeah,’ I answer.

‘I can’t hear you!’ she hollers.

‘You better come up and say hi,’ Stella says. ‘She can go on screaming like that forever if you let her.’

Reluctantly, I get up and shake out my towel, and slip my t-shirt over my bathers. I scrunch my shorts and shoes into a bundle inside the towel and follow Stella up to the carpark.

‘Hello Jamie, nice to meet you,’ Stella’s mum says. ‘I’m Michelle.’

‘Hi,’ I say. I feel like I should say sorry or something for getting Stella into trouble, but I didn’t exactly ask her to follow me out of history.

‘So, Stella says you don’t like the way they’re teachin’ history at the school?’

I shrug and Stella nudges me. A weird little spark shoots from my side where she connects, and I shake it off.

‘It is a bit gammin,’ I say.

‘So what, a bit gammin is worth you missing out on your footy game today?’

I shrug again.

‘She’s a talkative one, Stell,’ Michelle says and when I look at her, I see there’s a twinkle in her dark eyes. ‘So, Ray—Stella’s Dad—has organised for you two to make a presentation to Mr Wozniak with some suggestions for changing the curriculum. He’s set it as a special HASS assignment for you two, and I reckon, if you’re not busy this arvo, Jamie, you should come round ours for a feed and get started.’

‘Mum, it’s Sunday,’ Stella says in a whingey voice.

Ignoring Stella, she looks at me. ‘What do you reckon? Would your mum be okay with that? Are you grounded too? I can come to yours and talk to her if you like?’

‘Mum’s not around,’ I say, looking down at my feet. ‘I live with my Aunty and Uncle. They won’t mind.’

Michelle beams. ‘Great, well that’s settled. We can run you home and wait while you get some clothes.’

I look down at my long West Coast Eagles t-shirt and bare feet. Normally, I woulda just put my shorts and shoes back on and not worried about getting changed, but the way Michelle is looking at me, I think I better go home and find something else to wear.

‘Just tell me where youse live and I’ll walk there,’ I say.

‘We can run you there.’

This time, it’s her mum that Stella nudges and I feel another rush of that weird, happy feeling. Like bubbles are popping inside my stomach—sort of like the nerves I get waiting to run out onto the oval on game day.

‘We don’t have to come in, love, we’ll sit in the car and wait.’

I shrug and they seem to take that as a yes. I follow them over to the red Mazda that I’d seen in the carpark at school at the start of this long week. Stella chucks her bag in the boot and slides in the back seat. I get in next to her.

‘Why don’t you sit in the front?’ I ask.

‘Because I always sit in the back when I’ve got a friend coming over,’ she says like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

The car is nice, real clean and smells like something fresh. Uncle Murray’s car is always full of sand and footy socks and smells like the beach, and, when Mum’s had the car, like her sweet perfume.

I direct Michelle the couple of blocks to the house and run inside, looking back to make sure they don’t follow. As I get to the front door, I think about what they’re seeing, sitting in their new car out the front of our old place. The lawn hasn’t been mowed for a while and the paint is peeling off the front door revealing places where it was pink, back when Mum lived here all the time, then blue when Uncle Murray painted over it, and somewhere beneath those colours, a brown shows through in patches that looks a lot like what comes outta Little Pippa’s nappies. The kids’ plastic toys are strewn all over the cement out the front because it’s got the smoothest surface to ride their trikes or push toy cars. The garden is nice though: when she’s got time, Aunty Pat is a real green thumb and because the plants are all natives, they survive okay even when she’s too busy to water them.

Our house isn’t as messy out the front as some of the mob’s—places where cars sit where they break down and the weeds grow up around them; where there are so many parties that there’s no point in cleaning up where the beer cans and chip packets lie. Uncle Murray always says that the council makes it worse, not mowing the nature strip down here where all the mob lives until the grass is up as high as the front fences, and the bin trucks sometimes forget to come down our streets altogether.

Inside, I change out of my bathers, into a clean pair of shorts and a t-shirt and pull my runners on. I race down into the kitchen to check if Aunty Pat is home, but everything is quiet because they’re all still at the footy. Even her.

‘All good?’ Michelle asks, as I slide back into the car next to Stella.

‘Yeah, everyone’s at the footy. I’ll message Aunty later.’

‘Tell her I can run you home after tea.’

I’m not surprised when the car takes the road up the hill and into Attison’s Ridge. It does feel a bit weird when the car turns right instead of left, where I’m used to going to Loz’s place. New or not, Stella’s house looks almost exactly the same as Loz’s. The only difference is that when we go inside, the room on the right that’s Loz’s room is a study here. I glance in the sliding doors as we pass and see a huge, shiny computer and a whole bunch of books.

‘Ray’s not home yet, so why don’t you girls go upstairs to Stella’s room for a while and I’ll sing out when he’s here,’ says Michelle, dropping her keys into a dish on a table in the long hallway. Stella leads the way through the living room and up the stairs into her bedroom, the first one off the stairs.

I suck in a deep breath as we walk in the door into a pastel pink, white ruffle explosion.

‘Woah,’ I say, and Stella blushes.

‘It’s over the top, I know. My gran gave me all the stuff for my room. It was supposed to be a birthday present, but of course she didn’t actually ask me how I’d like it decorated.’

‘I mean, it’s kind of exactly what I pictured your room being like,’ I say.

‘I do like pink,’ she admits. ‘But the ruffles are a bit much. The doona cover is so scratchy to sleep under.’

I walk around the edge of the room and look at the pictures on the walls. There’s a bunch of pencil drawings of cute woodland animals that you sometimes see in a baby’s nursery framed in a slightly darker shade of pink, and then a tonne of ballet posters that look like they’ve been ripped out of magazines and stuck to the walls. It’s obvious that Stella put up the posters, and I wonder if the pretty Black dancer who features in more pictures than any other dancer is her favourite.

‘That’s Misty Copeland,’ Stella says, pointing at the picture I’m looking at of the Black dancer in a black leotard, leaping in the air in a split, her arms spread out while she stares into the camera. ‘She was the first African-American principal dancer at the American Ballet Theatre.’

‘No mob dancing heroes then?’ I ask, thinking about my own room with its footy posters of Adam Goodes and all the deadly fullas, as well as Kira Phillips, who was the first Blak woman to score in the AFLW.

‘Yeah there are,’ Stella answers, and skips over to a white bedside table where she picks up a fancy-looking double silver photo frame. She passes it over and on one side I see a picture of Stella, Michelle and her dad and in the other side a picture of a light-skinned Blak woman in a white lacy dress with a big skirt—not a floofy tutu like a lot of the dancers in Stella’s pictures. She’s got ballet shoes on, one hand on her hip and her dark hair hangs in loose curls. She actually looks a little bit like Stella.

‘This is Ella Havelka. She’s my all-time favourite and she was the first Aboriginal woman to dance in the Australian Ballet. That’s what I want to do: follow in her footsteps.’

‘Deadly,’ I say, because even though I know nothing about ballet, I always think it’s deadly as when we got mob to look up to.

‘What about you?’

‘What?’

‘You love football right, is that what you want to do after school?’

I nod. ‘Yeah. Maybe before I leave school. Mr Maskell—that’s our coach—wants to take a couple of us down to a camp in Perth. He’s hoping that Grace in year ten gets a spot on a school team there that comes with a boarding scholarship and stuff.’

‘So if you go, you might get picked up too?’

‘Well, Mr Maskell told me not to get my hopes up, and Grace is the priority because she’ll be in senior school next year, but there’s always a chance.’

She smiles at me and there’s something lovely and hopeful about the look that makes me feel warm inside. ‘I really hope they pick you too.’

‘So if you want to be a dancer, why did you move here? I haven’t been to the Community Centre dance school, but I don’t reckon it’s a proper pathway to the big ballet schools, is it?’

She sits on her bed and pulls off the pink booties. ‘It’s not exactly a pipeline class, no. We’re here because . . . Well, because Mum got a job at Aboriginal Health Services and we moved here. But I’m just here temporarily. I’m auditioning for the Australian Ballet School in July so hopefully I’ll only be here until the end of the year.’

‘Deadly,’ I say again.

She stands up and, to my surprise, strips off her trackpants, then leotard and tights until she’s standing in the middle of her room in a pair of undies. I feel myself blush as I take in her body and then I turn away. Has anyone at school told her about me? ’Cause I’m used to everyone turning away from me in the PE and footy changerooms. Even Loz, since her boobs came in, has taken to changing in a way that shows as little skin as possible. It makes me shame, ’cause as much as I love her, I wouldn’t stare at her like that without her saying it was okay, and I’m not interested in other girls like that.

‘Girls, Ray’s home!’ Michelle calls from downstairs.

‘Come on,’ Stella says tapping me on the shoulder. When I turn around, she’s back in the trackpants, but has a t-shirt on and her hair is out of its bun, her ears hidden away beneath her curls.

Stella is out the door and on her way down the stairs in a flash. I like this Stella—the self-assured girl who knows exactly what she’s doing and isn’t trying to be anything but herself in front of me. It’s different from the quiet girl I’ve seen at school for the last week.

‘Dad, this is Jamie,’ she says as I walk into the room.

‘Hi Jamie, nice to meet you. Even if you and Stella have been getting into trouble at school.’

I look down at my sneakers and realise how grey and dirty they look against the soft-beige tile floors. ‘Sorry, I guess I’m a bad influence,’ I say.

He laughs. ‘Oh Stella doesn’t get influenced,’ he replies. ‘And to be honest, we’re quite pleased that she said something.’

Stella pats the stool next to her at the breakfast bar and I sit down. In the kitchen, her mum opens the fridge and passes us each a can of cola.

‘Well, I guess I’m not sorry then?’ I say, smiling as I open my cola. ‘Um, Mrs Jones said something about a HASS project?’

‘Michelle is right,’ he says. ‘When I spoke to Mr Wozniak about what you were both trying to say, he mentioned that you need to do a social justice project as part of your HASS unit this term, and said he’d look forward to seeing your presentation.’

‘So, Mr Jones, are you saying that we spend the rest of the term writing about why Mrs Harris teaching us about the supposed discovery of this Country by a gammin whitefulla is wrong and do a presentation at the end of term?’

He nods. ‘Pretty much. And it’s Ray.’

‘And did Mr Woz say that they’d take any action from our proposal? Or are we just doing a social justice project as punishment and no actual social justice?’

In the kitchen Michelle grins. ‘I like this one,’ she says. ‘She got spunk.’

‘I’m just saying it’s all well and good to make us work on this as a project, but I don’t want to do it if I can’t make a difference,’ I say.

‘Same, Dad,’ says Stella.

‘And I also don’t want to just talk about Mrs Harris and the captain cook stuff; I think it’s worth bringing up the things we learn in other classes. Like how easy it would be for the school to offer Indigenous languages. Do you know Granny Gee?’ I ask.

Michelle nods. ‘Yeah I’ve seen her at the health services.’

‘Well, Granny Gee teaches some of the kids—like my brother and some of my cousins—language, and then they teach us words. But it would be deadly as if the school had Granny come in and do some proper classes. Like, pay her and stuff,’ I say.

‘That’s a really good idea,’ Ray says. ‘What if the girls spoke to people like Granny Gee and see if there’s a way local Indigenous perspectives could be integrated into the curriculum as well?’

‘Yeah, but love,’ Michelle says, ‘you know there are rules about how knowledges are passed on. Granny Gee would know them, but the girls need to be respectful—especially Stella. We’re visitors here, you know. It might not be appropriate for language to be taught at school to everyone, and if it can’t be taught to everyone then it might not be something the school can fund. It’s a small country school, you know.’

‘Yes, but if the girls look into it, and present all options, then perhaps we’ll find some middle ground.’ Ray turns to us, ‘I think that if you put together a really compelling presentation, then there’s no reason we can’t get Mr Wozniak to consider implementing some of your solutions.’

‘It sounds like a lot of work,’ Stella says, biting her lip.

‘I mean, it is, but you also have a chance of making a real difference at your school. You never know, it might put you in less of a hurry to run away from Parkerton next year too,’ Michelle says. Stella shoots her mum a warning look.

‘So girls, what do you think?’ Ray asks.

‘I’m in if Jamie’s in,’ Stella says, looking over at me.

‘I’m in if you can get Mr Wozniak to agree to make some actual changes.’

For the first time in ages, I find myself looking forward to something at school that’s not footy.




9

crush

Dear Mrs Camden,

Penny—do you know her? Well, in case you don’t, she’s the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander support worker at school. Anyways, Penny told me back in year six when I came out on camp, that it might be a long time before other kids in my class would come out too. She also said that statistically speaking, I would not be the only queer kid in the school or even my year.

I’m almost fourteen now, and I’m definitely like in the puberty phase (sorry if that’s TMI), and I know other girls are too, but everyone is still super hetero and it like gets me down.

My friends are deadly. None of them tease me or anything, but Missy says some gross stuff to me. And it would be real nice to not be alone. I don’t even mean that it would be good to have a girlfriend—it would just be real good if someone else in school would say that they’re queer and we could like be friends. ’Cause it’s kinda hard to be the only one. I know I got Penny and she’s good, but she’s also like 30 years old and married, and I really want some queer friends my age, not just someone older who will keep saying, ‘It gets better.’

I want it to be better now.

Jamie

* * *

When Stella arrives at the edge of the oval at lunch while I’m running laps with the team, my insides flutter. Not in the knowing kinda way, in the ‘something’s going on’ kinda way. There’s something about her—despite how posh she is and that weird, old man emu walk she does—that I like.

I think about breaking away from the pack: digging my heels in and showing off how fast I can run. But then I catch sight of Poss arriving after his doctor’s appointment, and I feel my good mood turn into something darker. I can see exactly what’s what with the new girl and my brother. It’s obvious in the way Stella twirls her curls around her fingers and smiles, her big doe eyes lowered.

Poss is, of course, oblivious to his charms.

‘What’s with you?’ Loz asks when the bell rings and Poss comes jogging over to us, stopping to high-five some of the older boys. Sometimes I hate the way she can read my mood.

‘Just Poss is all.’

Loz looks over at Stella and then back at me, a knowing smile on her face. ‘You sure you don’t wanna be kissing on the new girl? It’s not like you to get worried about girls having crushes on Poss. What happened with you and Stella anyways?’

I snort. ‘Nothin’,’ I say. ‘We just went down the rocks, then up to her house to talk about the HASS project we have to do for our punishment. Her place isn’t far from yours. Posher but.’

Loz snorts. ‘Figures. You should see her at ballet with her fancy outfits. She must have a whole wardrobe full of those lacy little skirts and leotards in every colour. Katie told her she could just wear leggings or whatever but every lesson, little posh one shows up in proper ballet class wear like we’re in the city or something.’

My stomach churns around a bit at Loz’s words. For some reason, I feel prickly at her razzing on Stella because she doesn’t know her at all. Sure, she’s posh but she proved the other day in class that she was much more staunch than all the others, including Loz.

‘Hey Loz, how come you never came with us when Harris showed us that picture? Do you like learning about cook?’ I ask, feeling mean as the smile slides from her face.

‘Don’t,’ she says. ‘I’m shame, truegod I am. But you know my dad will ground me if I get in trouble one more time and that means no footy. You don’t know what it’s like to have your parents on your back all the time.’

‘I get it. I might not have parents on my back, but I do know how much it sucked watching everyone get on the bus for footy on Sunday. And how much it hurt hearing that we lost to Lowood because the boys are too slow without me there!’ I say, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. I also can’t stop thinking about how Stella asked why everyone hated her, and how hurt she looked. I’m pretty sure no one has actually said anything mean to Stella’s face, but all this digging everyone’s doing behind her back must be having an effect.

‘I’m sorry,’ Loz says, but I don’t think it’s enough just to say sorry.

‘Whatever, Loz. I’m going to get a drink. I’ll see ya in homeroom in a minute.’

I pick up my bag from the oval’s edge and head for the locker rooms.

* * *

I miss homeroom and go to the office for a late slip, using footy as an excuse. At the reception desk, Mrs Forster’s face only puckers about half as much as usual and I wonder what’s put her in a good mood today. Mickey and Gus reckon that whenever you do something wrong, Mrs Forster makes her mouth all puckered up like a dog’s bum.

The first class is English with Mrs Camden, in the same room as homeroom and she looks at me with an eyebrow raised as I pass her my late slip, but she doesn’t say anything. Instead of going up the back and sliding onto my usual table with Loz, Gus and Mickey, I pointedly take the seat next to Stella. I’m rewarded with a bright smile and knowing that I’ve done the right thing makes me feel warm and good.

We’re about halfway through the writing exercises that Mrs Camden makes us do at the start of class, when I hear snickering coming from up the back. I chance a look at my usual table, but it’s not coming from my friends. Or—if it is—they’re all pretty straight-faced.

After a few more minutes, there’s a whisper and then a burst of laughter. It’s coming from Angela Mahoney and her lot. This time, my looking around gets Stella’s attention and she turns too. It’s at that exact moment I hear the word and my heart sinks.

‘Lezzers.’

The word is unmistakable, even though Angela has done the lame old thing of disguising her insult under a cough.

Stella looks over at me. ‘Who is she saying that to?’ she whispers. I shake my head.

The cough comes again, and this time more kids in the class hear and start laughing, which draws Mrs Camden’s attention.

‘Do you think the new girl knows?’ Angela asks, and Stella swings around.

‘Knows what?’ Stella asks.

‘That Jamie Hunter’s a lezzer?’ Angela replies, smirking at her. ‘And if I were you, new girl, I’d watch out. She’s clearly got you on her radar.’

I feel Stella’s muscles tense and I can tell she’s about to push back her chair and say something else. Without really thinking, I reach out and touch my hand to her forearm.

‘Don’t, please!’ I say.

‘What is this, 1985?’ a voice pipes up from behind and we both turn to see Loz looking over at Angela and her tablemates, her eyes narrowed, expression firm.

‘I beg your pardon, Lauren?’ Mrs Camden asks, finally realising that no one is actually working anymore.

‘Miss, will you please tell these bigots that their homophobia is not welcome here?’ Loz replies.

Next to her, Gus nods. ‘Yeah, and technically, Miss, Jamie’s not a lesbian, she’s a bisexual and not only is that slur something you don’t say anymore, it’s biphobic as—’

‘All right, all right, enough of that,’ Mrs Camden says. ‘There’s no need for any of that in the classroom and there’s no place for bullying at this school. If I hear one more word, you’ll all be in detention and that means we’ll forfeit the next football game.’

The threat has the desired effect and everyone, including Angela, who couldn’t care less about football, returns to working silently. But next to me I can feel heat radiating off Stella. When I look up from my work, she’s staring at me with a weird look on her face.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ I whisper.

‘I waited for you this morning, you know? On the oval. We need to talk about the presentation,’ she says.

‘Yeah, sorry. It’s just I thought I saw you . . . oh, never mind. Sorry, I know we were supposed to talk.’

Stella shrugs. ‘It’s okay, I mean we already know we’re allowed to do the project, we just don’t know that he’s definitely going to make a change.’

‘Yeah well, if all goes according to plan next period, why don’t we meet after school to come up with a schedule?’

‘Don’t you have practice or something?’ Stella asks.

‘Nah. No training ’til Sunday. I’m supposed to go for a run with Loz after school, but who knows now.’

‘Did you two have a fight or something?’

‘It’s nothing, she just has a crush on my brother and it’s getting old.’

Stella chances a glance back at where Loz is sitting with Mickey and Gus. ‘Your brother? What year’s he in?’

‘Ten,’ I say. I could have told her it’s Poss but there’s part of me that doesn’t want to turn this almost-friendship thing that we have into her fishing for more information about my brother, like almost all the other girls. So, I keep my mouth shut. And then, as the knowing in my belly turns into a prod that tells me to speak up, Mrs Camden walks by our table and shoots us a warning look.

‘Girls, those worksheets are not going to finish themselves.’

‘Sorry, Miss,’ Stella says.

And in my stomach, knowing flutters.
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confession

Lozzie: U coming for a run? Im waiting

Lozzie: Helllllllloooo! UR nvr late

Lozzie: Ok, I’ll be at the rock pool if you want to catch up

Lozzie: RU still mad?

Lozzie: What’s going on wit u lately?

Jam2008: I got homework

I’m on the loungeroom floor building Duplo towers with Little Pippa and Rudy when Loz bursts in the front door. She’s sweaty from her run and I feel a bit guilty for ghosting her, but then she plops down on the floor and gives me a look that I know means I’m in for it.

‘Okay, so you and me,’ she says, her face like a storm cloud. ‘You and me are gonna have this out now.’

‘Not in front of the kids,’ I say, making a weak argument.

‘Ahh, don’t be winyarn, they don’t care.’ As if in agreement, Rudy picks up a Duplo block and throws it at my head. I dodge it and shoot him a warning look.

‘Righto then, say what you came here to say.’

She sighs. ‘I just want to know what I did wrong. You keep storming off on me, telling me you don’t like the new girl, next minute you sit with her in class and you’re doing a HASS project with her. You’re storming out of class and then missing runs so you can do homework?’

‘And you’re kissing Gus and sitting in class like a stone when I need you to speak up.’

She passes a block over to Pippa and I see her face go slightly pink. ‘Yeah, I know. I told you, I’m shame about that,’ she says. ‘But we spoke up today when Angela and Missy started on.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Deadly. Youse want a medal for doing the absolute bare minimum?’

‘Oh, come on, Jam. Look, it’s hard for everyone to speak up all the time. It hurts a lot when all that stuff happens at school, it really does. We all shoulda said something to Harris, you’re right. But everyone’s just trying to get by in their own way. You know what Granny Gee says, that we’ll all grow into ourselves. You just got there a lot faster than the rest of us.’

‘Well, with some things maybe. I’m still almost fourteen and never been kissed.’

‘Come to muck-up on Tuesday then, we might be able to change that. Tell the new girl to come too. I mean, she’s at ballet already.’

I’m surprised that my cheeks flush at the mention of Stella. It must show on my face, because Loz’s eyes widen, and she punches me in the arm.

‘Jam, come on. Tell me the truth, do you maybe have a little thing for her?’

I bite my lip and then laugh at myself—that’s exactly what Stella does when she’s trying to think of an answer.

‘You know what?’ I say, smiling at Loz. ‘I think maybe I do.’

And then laughing, Loz jumps on me, followed by Rudy and Pippa, who think we’re hilarious. It’s ridiculous and funny, and as Pippa brushes her plump, wet toddler lips over my cheeks leaving a smear of spit, I think it’s the lubliest moment I’ve had in a long time.
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interview

Dear Mrs Camden,

Do you think it’s possible to have a crush on two people at once? ’Cause I thought the moment I told Loz that I like Stella, that I’d stop being in love with her. But I feel like I like them both. It’s as though I’ve liked Loz for so long that I can’t turn the feelings off, even though somehow my heart has made room for Stella too.

But then of course there’s the small matter of my last diary entry—the whole thing where I’m the only queer kid in school (well, at the moment, I guess). I know Stella’s not into girls because I’ve seen her totally mooning over Poss. Sometimes I wish I could just develop a crush on one of the footy boys and get the first kiss out of the way. Because like, I know I like boys too. But the first person in real life I had actual feelings for was Loz and there’s never been anyone else as interesting to me. Until Stella came along, that is.

Anyways, I’m hoping that when I go to footy camp next month, I’ll get picked for the city school team as well as Grace so that I can go to a school that has a slightly bigger population and therefore more chance of having some people around who aren’t fully in love with my brother instead of me.

Jamie

* * *

‘Okay, so how did it make you feel seeing the picture of captain cook in the textbook the other day in history?’ Stella asks Loz.

We’re sitting on the grass outside A-Block, lunchboxes in front of us, and Stella is interviewing Loz. It’s been two weeks now, and Stella is super into our HASS assignment. She’s written a schedule of interviews, has arranged meetings with Penny, Granny Gee, and a phone interview with someone from the Education Department.

I don’t do any of the phone stuff. Uncle Murray is always saying that kids of our generation don’t answer the phone. Now that I’ve got a phone, he calls to get me to bring milk home or pick up the kids from kindy and I never answer, I just send him a text back that says: ‘Wot?’ and wait for him to reply.

But Stella is different. She has this phone voice that fully sounds like she’s a white lady working in an office when she calls the Education Department and asks to set a meeting with Mr Spencer—someone who her dad said has helped schools across the state start Indigenous language programs.

She marches into the Community Centre when Granny Gee has women’s group and then, confidently, introduces herself to Granny and the other ladies. They’re so taken by her that they ask the ‘Little Woman’ to address the group and she does without hesitation. She tells them about how gammin it was that Mrs Harris said that it was up to our Aunties and Uncles to teach us ‘the other side of the story’ while the teachers would do ‘the rest of this Country’s history’. Granny Gee sucked her teeth and put her hand on Stella’s shoulder, agreeing to chat to her about language, and I could tell that all the Aunties loved her.

Now that the interviews with the adults have been scheduled, she’s decided we need to get first-hand accounts from people in the class to use as evidence. I thought we’d just talk to Loz, Gus, Mickey and the other mob who were in our history class, but her dad had pointed out that if we only present the Blakfullas’ opinions, then teachers like Mrs Harris can use it as an excuse to ignore us. ‘You’re probably going to hear some not-so-nice things,’ Ray said, when we were talking about it. ‘But a good researcher collects all the data.’

We’d decided to start easy and go with Loz. It was funny, ever since I admitted I kinda like Stella, Loz has been really welcoming to her; inviting her to eat lunch with us and apparently they’ve been hanging out at ballet too. Loz says she still thinks Stella is weird and a bit stuck up, but it does make me feel happy to see them interacting. People have even stopped calling Stella the new girl.

‘It made me feel pretty sick,’ Loz says. ‘It wasn’t so much seeing cook and the other whitefullas in the picture, and it wasn’t even the guns—although they give me the heebie-jeebies. It was the Blakfullas in the picture. The way they were out of focus; the way they were standing. I don’t know, it just made them seem sinister and we know that’s not right and not what happened.’

‘Why didn’t you react when Jamie spoke up?’ Stella asks and I see something flash over Loz’s face. Obviously, she’s still sensitive about it.

‘I know we talked about it,’ I jump in. ‘But we need to be able to explain to Mrs Harris why it’s not always easy to speak out. It would really help us if you could explain.’

And so, with a deep breath, Loz starts to talk. She starts with the usual stuff: her family tree and where she fits in. But for the first time in a long while I really understand why she does that. She tells us it’s hard for her to stand up sometimes because she’s worried that people don’t believe that she’s really a Blakfulla. But deep down inside she knows it’s her job to use her privilege to make change. ‘Sometimes I don’t feel Blak enough to have an opinion,’ she says. ‘But I also know I got light skin and passing privilege so, like, it’s my job to stand up. I’m real shame I didn’t stand up to Harris with you.’

My heart hurts for her, and I go to reach out a reassuring hand, but Stella gets there first.

‘You know the old saying: it doesn’t matter how much milk you add to tea, it’s still tea. You’re just a bit milkier than some of us,’ Stella says. ‘No shame in that, sis. And sometimes it is hard to speak up. You’re doing your bit now, helping us.’

And then the hurt in my heart turns into something else. I feel like I might explode, I like them both so much.

‘What’s happening over here with the cool girls?’ Poss interrupts. He plonks down next to me and starts picking at Loz’s lunchbox.

‘Jam and Stella are interviewing me for their HASS assignment,’ Loz says, snatching her packet of chips off him.

‘Ahh, the great white teacher takedown,’ he says, winking at Loz and I see her struggle not to make full-on love heart eyes at him.

‘Youse should come do some language with Granny Gee, ay? You’d be good at it, I reckon.’

‘Actually, Poss, could we maybe schedule a time to interview you for our assignment? I know you’ve mentioned studying languages at uni and it might be a good idea to talk about how you’ve had to go outside of school to get the training you need,’ Stella says.

‘Sure thing,’ he says. ‘Why don’t you come over to ours tonight, Aunty Pat won’t mind, will she, Jam?’

Argh. So far I’ve managed to avoid inviting Stella round. I don’t think I’m shame about our house, ’cause like, I love our house even if it is a bit untidy. All the mob comes over all the time and it doesn’t matter, not even when Loz comes.

It’s more that if Stella comes over, especially when Poss is there, I’m going to have to sit on the sidelines while our friendship changes. When she works out he’s my brother, which, let’s be honest, is about 4.5 seconds away at this point, then I’ll become the girl she asks a million questions about him to.

It’s different with Loz because she has literally never done that to me, because she was both mine and Poss’s friend before she realised that she liked him.

‘Nah, she won’t mind,’ I say.

‘Wait a second, “yours”? You two live together?’ Stella asks.

Poss and Loz both snort but I feel my own face set in a hard line. Here we go.

‘Well yes,’ Poss says, putting on his whitefulla voice. ‘Our family situation is a little unusual to some perhaps, but it is the normal arrangement for brother and sister to live under the same roof, is it not?’

Stella looks at me, her mouth forming a little ‘o’ of surprise. ‘He’s your brother?’

I roll my eyes. ‘Unfortunately.’

‘Ahh, don’t be like that, sis,’ Poss says, throwing his arm around me. ‘You should feel blessed to have a big brother like me. I’ve basically paved your way to being popular at this school.’

Of course, Angela Mahoney and her posse pick that exact second to walk past.

‘Who’s popular, Poss?’ she asks. She does this weird thing where she rolls the ‘r’ at the end of ‘popular’. She probably thinks she sounds like she’s purring but she actually sounds like a deranged cockatoo.

‘Oh, you Angie,’ he says, springing to his feet, flicking his hand out and grabbing Loz’s chips as he moves. I look around the girls and feel like if I roll my eyes any harder, they’ll fall out of my head. They’re all practically panting watching him.

‘Ugh, you guys are gross as,’ I say, standing up and brushing the grass off my bum. I pick up the plastic wrap from my sandwich, and my schoolbag. I find myself hoping that Stella will get up with me since she wanted to get more interviews done, but when I look at her and the way she’s staring up at Poss, just as bloody in love with him as the rest of them, I know she’s a lost cause. With a sigh, I head off towards the oval, knowing that Mickey and Gus will be there having a kick.
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goldfish

Dear Mrs Camden,

Footy training was so good tonight. I was fast, I did good in my drills, and my hand-eye coordination is definitely the best on the team. When we had our scratch match, my side won. I kicked two goals and I got to take down my brother in a tackle. Of course, all the girls who came to watch us booed when I knocked him down but, hey, I can’t help it that I’m the better footy player.

Do you like hearing about footy? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at a game, actually, which is weird because basically everyone in Parko comes. Well, except for Stella, that is.

You should come sometime. Although, the way things are going in our district league, you might not get to see me play.

Jamie

* * *

We’re sitting in the stands waiting for the Auskick game to finish when I see the new coach from Wood Grove striding over to Mr Maskell. Loz nudges me and I see them look up at us, the new coach gesturing in a way that makes my heart sink.

‘This isn’t gonna be good,’ I say, just as Mr Maskell catches my eye and motions for us to go down to him. We stand there awkwardly for a second while Grace and Larissa come over too, and then we know exactly what’s coming.

‘So, girls,’ Mr Maskell says, ‘Mr Johns here is the new coach of the Wood Grove team.’

‘Hi sir,’ Loz says, and I bite my tongue. She’s doing that thing where she switches to her white girl voice. Poss says I haven’t mastered the art of sucking up to the wadjelas yet so I just smile at Mr Johns. He has a thin bottom lip and I reckon his top lip is even thinner, but it’s covered by a bushy grey moustache.

‘Hi girls,’ he says, his narrow grey eyes boring into mine. ‘So, we’ve got some concerns about you four playing today.’

‘You have some concerns,’ Mr Maskell says and far out, if it’s possible to love a teacher, I love him in that moment. I know what’s coming, it’s happened a few times. More times than it should’ve.

‘Well girls, you see, this technically isn’t a mixed league.’

‘We don’t care,’ I say. I want to say that me and Grace are the best players on the team, and Larissa and Loz go as good as any of the boys do too, but the last time this happened, Mr Maskell explained that he was pretty sure that’s why new coaches kept calling for us to be taken off the field. They’d say they were worried about the boys hurting us or not playing full out because we’d make them soft. What they were actually worried about was being trounced by a team that had four girls playing key positions.

My body is churning with all the nervous energy I get before a game. It had been building since I’d been benched for the Lowood game.

‘So Parkerton is going to forfeit,’ Mr Johns says and Mr Maskell shoots us an apologetic look.

‘Unless we bench ourselves, right?’ Grace says, and I feel sparks roaring up in my belly. First, I had to deal with that gammin stuff in class because I’m Blak, and now I have to get kicked off our team because I’m a girl.

‘Well, it would certainly make a difference to our position,’ Mr Johns says, as though this wasn’t exactly what he was aiming for.

‘We played against Wood Grove last season,’ Loz says.

‘Yeah and we won,’ I say. ‘That’s what this fulla is scared of. Doesn’t want to have his big boys beaten by four little girls.’

Mr Johns opens and closes his mouth, making a little ‘ptt ptt’ noise that kind of sounds like the one our old goldfish made when Rudy scooped him out of the tank to see if he could breathe out of water.

I know Mr Maskell won’t pull us voluntarily because he’s a good dude like that. But he also knows that us girls are team players.

‘This is rubbish, I missed Sunday ballet for this game,’ Loz says, and then I see her cringe.

Mr Johns jumps on it. ‘Maybe you should stick to ballet?’ he suggests, his moustache twisting up in a mean little grin. I hate him.

‘Fine, we’ll bench ourselves,’ Grace says, looking at the three of us. None of us wants to sit out, but we’re part of a team and being a team player means sacrificing yourself for the greater good sometimes.

‘But Mr Johns, I promise, you haven’t heard the last of this,’ Larissa says.

We all walk into the girls’ changerooms together.

‘So, Jam,’ Larissa says, turning her green, catlike eyes on me. She is one of the most popular, but also nicest, girls in year ten and it’s no wonder Poss likes her so much, even though she’s a whitefulla. ‘Poss says you’re going to pitch changes to the classes at the teachers’ meeting?’

‘Yeah, it’s about Indigenising the curriculum,’ I say, using the big words Stella’s dad had taught us. He said it sounded way better for the teachers than ‘Blaking up school’ like I’d wanted to say.

‘What about adding something about how girls are discriminated against in sport in our district too?’ she suggests.

‘I mean, you’re not wrong,’ I reply. ‘But the project is about Blakfulla stuff.’

‘Well, we’re Blakfullas,’ Grace says.

‘Yeah, but today they pushed us out because we’re girls, not because we’re Blak,’ Loz says. ‘That’s why you’re just as benched as we are, Riss.’

‘They pushed us out because me and Jam are gonna get selected for the state team and they’re quaking in their boots,’ Grace says.

We fall back into silence while we swap our footy boots for sneakers. Grace and Larissa start to change and say they’re going out to watch the game, but Loz and I decide to stay in our uniforms and go over to the Community Centre. The sparks in my guts are getting hotter and hotter by the second, and I know there’s no way I can sit in the stands and watch my team play—and probably get trounced—without me.

‘I can catch the last of my ballet class,’ Loz says as we skirt around the back of the changerooms and into the Community Centre. ‘I don’t have the right shoes but I can do it in my socks.’

When we get inside, I’m sure that everyone we pass can see the steam pouring out of my ears. It’s roaring up inside me and I start flinging open doors as we go down the corridor. I’m hoping to find Granny Gee or Aunty Pat here so I can go and cry on one of their shoulders. I need advice for how to deal with this feeling.

‘Come say hi to Stella after? Maybe we could all hang out?’ Loz suggests when we get to the door of the ballet studio.

I shrug and continue down the corridor, but my door flinging has a lot less steam now that I’m on my own with my rage. The last door I open has one person sitting inside at a trestle table covered in papers.

She looks up as the door bangs back against the wall and I realise it’s not my Aunty or Granny Gee, but Stella’s mum, Michelle. She’s wearing her Deadly Choices shirt from the Health Centre, and I realise she’s arranging flyers on the table.

‘Oh, Jamie!’ she says. ‘Nice to see you.’

‘Hi,’ I say.

‘Well, there’s a face like a thunder cloud. What’s happened, bub?’

‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Setting up for the vaccination drive this arvo. Trying to get all the mob to come over for a sausage sizzle and a jab after the game.’ She looks me up and down and I see her putting everything together. ‘You’re supposed to be playing right now.’

From out on the oval, I hear cheering start and then the whistle which functions as our starting siren. It hits me right in my heart and, with some sort of Mum or Aunty magic, Michelle crosses the room and pulls me against her big soft bazoomas, into a hug. Even though my mum is skinny and her hugs feel different, it reminds me of how safe I feel when she’s around and I get a bit teary.

‘They’ve benched you?’ she asks, and I start to proper cry. I feel my nose start to run and try to hock it back. I never cry and now I’m turning into a blubbery, snotty mess.

‘They’ve benched us because we’re girls,’ I say. ‘It sucks, this is a footy town, and all the girls are more interested in ballet, so we don’t have enough players for a girls’ team. And even if we did, the other towns don’t have enough girls for us to have a league. And besides that, I play better than any of those bloody boys out there.’

Michelle pats me on the back. ‘I bet you do, love. I bet you do.’

‘I’m just so sick of being pushed out of stuff: for being a Blakfulla, for being a girl, and for being queer. I’m always at the bloody bottom of the heap.’ I realise that I’ve probably said too much to an adult I don’t know very well, and I spring back out of her arms in case she’s one of that lot who don’t like queers. But she just smiles and nods.

‘You’ve got a lot of things about you that people will try and push you down for,’ she says. ‘But all those things about you are deadly. You get to be a part of strong, fierce communities that get to do really cool things too, bub. It’ll be hard, but it was even harder for people who came before you. But,’ she reaches out and pats my arm, ‘that doesn’t mean today doesn’t completely suck for you. Do you want me to go out there and growl your coach? I’m pretty good at it, you know.’

I laugh. I’m just about to be as gross as Gus and wipe my nose on my arm, but Michelle thrusts out a tissue before I can. ‘Nah, it’s okay. It’s not Mr Maskell’s fault and he would have forfeited if the girls had wanted to,’ I reply. ‘Can I help you with those?’

She gives me a job unpacking bundles of flyers from boxes and setting them up on the table. We’re almost finished when Stella and Loz tumble into the room, red-faced from their ballet class.

Stella comes over and gives me a hug. ‘Loz told me about your game. That sucks, I’m sorry, I know how much you were looking forward to it. We can take on the district school league too in our project if you want?’

Michelle laughs. ‘That’s my girl, activist right down to her bones.’

‘Nah, it’s okay. But it just makes me feel all the more determined to go to that training camp down in Perth and get a boarding spot. That’ll show that winyarn Wood Grove coach!’

* * *

Even without playing footy, the day turns out great. Stella, Loz and I help Michelle and some of the health services staff with the sausage sizzle and we get a chance to talk to Granny Gee and some of the Aunties and Uncles at the centre about our HASS project.

‘You young ones make me proud,’ Granny Gee says. ‘I’ve been saying all along that you won’t wear their stories anymore. There are too many mob out there leading the way for you kids not to stand up and take notice. That’s my advice, bub,’ she turns to Stella. ‘Don’t just tell them you want them teaching the proper history and our language, get them to think about the writers they’re teaching you about, the musicians, the sportspeople.’

‘What about the scientists, Granny?’ Loz pipes up.

Granny smiles her big grin at Loz. ‘Oh yes, bub, our mob were the first astronomers and scientists. You’re Nancy King’s daughter, aren’t you?’

Loz beams at Granny, and I can feel how happy it makes her to be recognised that way. ‘Yes.’

‘Your mum was a good one at science, I remember.’

‘She did a science degree at uni,’ Loz replies. ‘But she met my dad while she was in the city and then they got married and moved back here.’

Granny smiles again. ‘Well, science is in your blood, bub. You study up good and maybe you can go down to the city and study like your mum did.’

‘Thanks, Granny,’ Loz grins.

Later, Michelle drives us all up to Stella’s place and makes us snacks while we sit in the loungeroom.

‘So, would you both mind if I do my HASS assignment as an extension of yours?’ Loz asks, her voice quiet and tentative.

Stella grins. ‘What did you have in mind?’

‘Well, it’s been on my mind, since before we saw Granny Gee today. Last year in science, Mr Gregory mentioned something about a program this Kamilaroi fulla Corey runs. It’s called Deadly Science, where he sends books and stuff to regional schools and tries to encourage Indigenous kids to go into science careers and that. And I kept wondering if we could do something like that for our school, ’cause I would love to go to uni and do more science. But it would also be deadly if Mr Gregory taught us more about how our mob were the first scientists. You know, like Granny Gee said.’

Stella sits up a bit straighter and I can see that Loz has made her all excited. ‘Yes! I love this!’ she says, her voice going super high pitched. ‘Because when Granny Gee said that thing about getting our teachers not to just think about the obvious stuff like language and history, but English and science too, my brain just started going ping ping ping. Like, what if we don’t just make this our project for HASS, what if we got people who are passionate about different things, like you are about science, Loz, to deal with each different subject? Jamie, maybe you could do the sport side? I’ll do dance, maybe drama if no one else wants it. We could get Poss to do language. I know he’s in year ten but he’s the one who wants to study languages.’

‘How are you going to get him to do a year eight project?’ I ask.

‘I have my ways,’ Stella says, waggling her eyebrows. ‘Seriously though, Dad reckons we could present this to the teachers as a serious proposition. He helped me find a bunch of resources the teachers can use to Indigenise their curriculum that one of the universities has put together. Look.’

She gets up and grabs an iPad off the coffee table and comes back over to us. With a few swipes she pulls up a page and scrolls through to show us a website with a lot of stuff with information about astronomy, animals, songs, weaving and so much more.

‘There’s a whole section on science!’ Loz exclaims, grabbing the iPad off Stella and reading.

‘What do you reckon, Jamie? We don’t have to do all the work for the teachers, but if we show them it’s there, plus give the results of our surveys, they can’t turn us down.’

I have to admit, it all sounds pretty good. I don’t love the idea of presenting our ideas to the teachers, but if it’s a chance to make a change at school so at least one part of me doesn’t feel pressed down and pushed away by other people . . .

‘Yeah, let’s do it,’ I agree.

‘There’s just one problem,’ she says. ‘We’ve got to get the non-Indigenous kids’ opinions for the survey.’

‘Well, I talked to Duc Phan last week and he thought it was ridiculous that we weren’t learning Indigenous history,’ I say. ‘And Indela Konar thinks we should learn more about Indigenous history. She’s super interested in it because Sri Lanka is a colonised country too. And come to think of it, why aren’t we learning about that stuff in school too? There are First Nations people all over the world who we should be learning about,’ I say.

Stella nods. ‘That’s all really good, Jam,’ she says and my insides flutter a bit at the compliment. ‘But we need to talk to the white kids too.’

Loz rolls her eyes. ‘Which means, urgh, Angela.’

‘Yeah, and Missy,’ I say.

‘Do we have to talk to them?’ Loz asks. ‘You know they’re just going to say something racist.’

Stella nods. ‘Well, here’s the thing,’ she says. ‘We do have to talk to them because we told Mr Wozniak we’d get a fully rounded set of opinions. But I’ve been thinking about it a lot and I reckon that it’s kind of okay if they do say something racist.’

‘Are you kidding?’ I reply.

‘Hey, hey, calm down,’ she says, placing her hand over my arm. Her fingers are warm and it makes my skin jump a little bit. I bite my tongue because I can feel myself going all gooey.

‘What I mean,’ Stella continues, ‘is if they say something overtly racist or have a gammin opinion then the teachers should hear that because it just helps strengthen our case.’

‘I think I get what you mean.’

‘Okay, so should we divide and conquer tomorrow? Angela, Sarah and Missy,’ Loz says.

‘Three of them, three of us,’ Stella says.

‘Yeah, but who gets Missy?’ I ask.

‘Let’s rock, paper, scissors for it?’ Stella suggests.

We turn towards each other and make fists, pumping them up and down three times. Loz wins the first hand with a paper to me and Stella both making rock.

‘Great, I bags Sarah,’ she says. ‘You two can duke it out for Angela and Missy.’

I look at Stella and she bites her lip in that infuriatingly cute way she has. ‘Winner gets Angela?’

‘Agreed,’ she says, and we both make fists.
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interview with a bully

Dear Mrs Camden,

Missy Robertson is the last person who made me cry.

I know she’s in this class and like, you’ll be reading these diaries and you have to be impartial or whatever, but when you read this, I am begging you to consider maybe subtracting at least one or two marks from her assignment. And also, please forgive me for talking so much about periods here.

So anyways, Loz is the first to do everything and she got her period while we were on Aboriginal camp over summer in year six (and if you’re keeping track, that’s the same camp where I told everyone I like girls and boys). We were twelve.

I know for a fact that Angela, Sarah and Missy all got their periods last year because, and this is so cringe, Sarah’s mum had a ‘becoming a woman’ party for her which my Aunty Pat made me go to because she thought that the whitefullas had finally got some culture and that the party would be as important as women’s business. But it was really just an excuse for a sleepover and for Angela, Sarah, Missy and even Loz to press every other girl there into saying if they’d got theirs or not yet. And that’s how I found out I was the last one in our year.

Anyways, the week after that sleepover, we were in science class and we were sitting on those uncomfortable stools listening to Mr Gregory talk about the experiment we were going to be doing. We did the experiment and then had to sit down to write out our findings, and when I went back to my seat, I could feel something seeping through my school skirt. When I stood up, there was blood everywhere. I tried to put my jumper around my waist, but Missy saw first and yelled out, at the top of her voice: ‘Oh my God, Jamie Hunter’s finally got her period!’ and everyone, and I mean everyone turned around to look at me. It was everywhere: all over my skirt and the stool and the white lino floor in the science room. You probably heard about it.

But the worst part was, when I got to the loos to clean myself up, I realised it wasn’t blood at all. Turns out Missy had found some recipe for fake blood on the internet and put it on my seat while I was doing the experiment. And so I cried because I’d been pranked, and because everyone in school thought I’d bled everywhere in class, and because after all that, I still wasn’t a woman.

Surely, that’s got to be worth at least ten marks off her diary, right? Or ten marks on mine for the humiliation?

Jamie

* * *

‘Hey Missy, you got a second?’ I ask, jogging to catch up to her as she walks away from the canteen at recess on Monday.

She looks me up and down. ‘What could you possibly want from me?’

‘I need to ask you some questions for the HASS assignment. About Indigenising the curriculum.’

‘That social justice thing? Why do you need interviews? Me and the girls just wrote our report, I didn’t know there had to be a presentation.’

‘There isn’t. It’s just that Mr Wozniak asked if we could pitch our idea to the teachers’ meeting and we need to get everyone’s opinion on it.’ There’s nothing Missy loves more than sharing her opinion so I hope I’ll get her with that line. She does look a bit more interested and stops walking.

‘You’re talking with everyone?’

‘Yep.’

‘Poss?’

I have to bite my tongue at this. ‘Yep. He’s actually part of the presentation now.’

‘But he’s in year ten.’

‘Yeah, but he’s the one with the most information about languages in the school. Our project is all about Indigenising each aspect of the school’s curriculum,’ I say, parroting the spiel Stella has been giving people for the last couple of weeks. ‘And we have a chance to actually get some of our changes put through. Which means we’d be learning more Aboriginal history and stuff in school. Anyways, because it’s more than just a project now, some people from other year groups are helping out. Like Poss.’

‘And what does Indigenising entail exactly? A unit on Aboriginal stuff in each subject? How are you going to do that in IT?’

‘Well, IT is about technology, and you know Gus, he’s a huge computer nerd.’

‘Yeah, but he wouldn’t be a huge computer nerd if white people hadn’t come here. It’s not like there were computers when you were all living in tribes and stuff.’

‘There weren’t computers when your ancestors were prisoners on ships either,’ I say. Missy has always been very proud of the fact that her ancestors came over as convicts.

‘Yes, but white people brought that innovation here.’

‘Actually, Aboriginal people always have been the first innovators. And you’d get to learn about that if we were able to Indigenise the curriculum.’

‘And it wouldn’t take away from the actual subjects like, computers and stuff?’

I shake my head. ‘Nope, it just gets put into what we’re already learning.’

‘So, we’d get it in every subject?’

I nod. ‘Yeah. What do you think about that?’

‘Can I ask you something?’ she replies, and I want to scream at her to just tell me what she thinks so I can stop talking to her. I can see Gus and Mickey on the oval with Mr Maskell and I want to go and run around and get rid of some of my nervous energy.

‘Sure.’

‘So, you’re like queer, right?’

‘Missy, what does this have to do with the HASS project?’

‘Well, it’s just that I’m wondering what you’re going to do for other minority students in the curriculum? Like, cool, there are a bunch of Aboriginal kids here who probably deserve to hear about your stuff too in class, but there are also other queer kids. And what about like, the immigrant kids? I know there’s only Duc and Indela in our year, but there’s Ahmed in year ten and I think there are some little kids in the primary school. And as far as we know, you’re the only queer kid here, but like, do you reckon that’s true? Shouldn’t we be making sure that our Health and Phys. Ed. classes look at queer issues too?’

I’d had the thought about teaching a wider range of world events, history and other stuff, but I have to admit that I hadn’t even thought about queer issues. Missy was actually right. Penny had told me all along that I likely wouldn’t be the only queer kid all the way through school, so shouldn’t our education be preparing us that way? And what about separating us by gender for Health and Phys. Ed. talks—what if there were kids who were transitioning? Or kids who weren’t boys or girls?

‘Wow Missy, that’s actually a really good point,’ I say, surprised.

‘Yeah well, you might not be the only one who isn’t exactly straight around here,’ she says, and she does something weird with her face.

‘Wait, are you trying to tell me . . .’

‘I said nothing,’ she replies, reaching out a hand and pinching me on the arm, hard. ‘And if you tell anyone, you’ll regret it. We’re not friends, but I do not want to hear about how I should be getting married to a special boy when I’m old enough or I might vomit everywhere.’

I want to say something meaningful to her in that moment, to show her that I’ll be here if she does decide to properly come out one day, but she ruins it by pinching me again and flouncing off to her friends.
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dream big

Between interviews, the lunchtime scratch match and classes, Stella and I don’t get any time to talk about our project for the rest of the day. We try to grab time at the start of English, but we’re reading The Diary of Anne Frank and Mrs Camden says it’s not a time for chatting, even though our project is all about equality and we think Anne Frank would have supported it.

‘Can we talk after school?’ Stella whispers and I shake my head.

‘Footy,’ I say. ‘Mr Maskell is telling us if we can go to the training camp today, so I can’t miss out.’

‘Girls!’ Mrs Camden says. ‘Save your ground-breaking insights for your diary projects.’

Stella smiles and holds up her diary, waving it at Mrs Camden. As she puts it down, I can see that the pages of her book are bulging.

‘Woah, why are your pages so full?’ I whisper, when Mrs Camden has turned her back.

‘I like junk journalling,’ Stella whispers back. ‘I write my entries and then stick in things I collect during the day like lolly packets, and feathers, and leaves. And then my mum gets me cool stickers and paper. It just gives me something else to look back on as well as my words.’

She flips through the pages and I see that as well as her neat chunky handwriting there are pages of pretty paper, butterfly and heart stickers, ballet-themed pages, and even one that’s got a bunch of Blak protest stickers about abolishing the date and respecting the Blak matriarchy. Her diary looks amazing and she’s definitely going to get an A for her assignment.

‘It looks awesome,’ I say, trying to subtly close my own diary, which is just a plain school exercise book that Aunty Pat got from the supermarket the last time she did an online order. All I’ve done with my diary is write entries in it, and even though Stella flipped too quickly for me to read hers, I could tell that not one of them was a weird letter addressed to our teacher. She’s the sort of girl who writes in a diary all the time, not just for school assignments.

After school I go straight to the beach and do a run with Loz and then we go up to the centre, pull on our footy boots and go out onto the oval for practice. We do a bunch of drills and then draw spots for a scratch match. Grace and I play against each other and it’s so fun to play on her, because even though she’s older and a tiny bit faster than me, we’re pretty evenly matched. Her side takes the win, but only because Gus gets in my way when he’s supposed to be on my team, and trips me up so I drop the ball, allowing Grace to kick the winning goal.

While we’re cooling down, Mr Maskell stands with his clipboard and talks through improvements he wants to see at our next training session. Inside my belly, my knowing is mixing around with my nerves and I feel like I’m going to be sick. Grace and I already know that he wants us to go to the camp, but the big thing for both of us is whether or not he has managed to get the funding.

‘Okay, so we’ve all been waiting for the news on the training camps,’ Mr Maskell says. He starts by talking through the seniors who will be going, then the boys from the middle school team. We cheer when Mickey’s name is read out because he didn’t even know he was up for it, and Mr Maskell has found him funding to go. And then finally, he gets to the girls.

‘I’m pleased to say that thanks to a generous donation from a local family, both Grace and Jamie will be off to the girls’ camp.’

Everyone erupts into cheers and Grace and I jump up and hug each other. It’s the best moment of my entire life. We’re both going on camp and the state team spotters will be there. If we make it and get scholarships, then it’s bye bye Parko.

* * *

When Poss and I get home, Aunty Pat spins me around in a hug and Uncle Murray goes all quiet and pats me on the back, before he disappears outside to his shed.

‘He’s proud of you, bub,’ Aunty Pat says, as she dishes up my dinner and slides it across the kitchen bench to me. ‘It’s just hard for him to go through this again.’

I look down at my food. ‘I know, Aunty, but I’m not Treasure. I want to play footy more than anything. And actually, I think I might also want to go to uni someday. Like Poss. Do you reckon it’s possible to be in the AFLW and go to uni?’

She gives me a sad smile. ‘Of course I do, bub. Dream big.’

‘Only one problem,’ Poss says, and he’s grinning so I know something gammin is about to come out of his mouth. ‘You gotta be smart to go to uni, not a massive jock.’

‘You’re a massive jock,’ I say.

‘But I’m not the one going on footy camp,’ he replies. But we both know that he’s not going on footy camp because, as much as he loves the game, it’s just a hobby for him. Mr Maskell has picked him for camp every year since he was in middle school, but every year he’s given up his spot for someone who really, really wanted it. He’s a good guy, my brother, even if he is a stirrer.

After dinner, I read Rudy and Little Pippa bedtime stories, and kiss their sweet little faces. When I walk into the loungeroom, I ask if I can go round to Stella’s place. Aunty Pat is on the couch watching The Point.

‘We’ve got homework,’ I say.

‘This big presentation you’re working on?’ she asks.

‘I’m so proud of you, daught,’ she says. ‘I worry we don’t tell you that enough, but you’re a good kid. Smart, grown up, responsible. If you want to play footy and go to uni, I reckon you can do it.’

‘Aunty, did you think Treasure would make it to the state team?’

She mutes the TV and pats the couch next to her. I sit down and lean against her shoulder. ‘Yeah, bub, we thought she’d go all the way. Reckon she still could actually. But the city is different for kids like you. You’ve grown up here with certain expectations and when you get down to those schools the work is different, the expectations are different and there’s more opportunity to muck up. We love Treasure, and we love Little Pippa and there’s always a place for her here, but some kids gotta work that out themselves. Her path is different from yours.’

‘I just wonder if what happened with Treasure happened because of the way people treat us?’

She takes a big breath, her chest rising and falling. ‘Yeah, bub, you’re probably right about that. But we all make the changes we can. So, you should go up to Stella’s place and make that presentation the best you can and get the school to make some changes and then, by the time Rudy and Little Pip get there, there won’t be no problems.’

I grin at her. ‘Well, that’s the dream.’

‘Like I said, daught, dream big.’

I give her a big hug. I love it when she calls me daught. ‘Love you, Mum Pat,’ I say and she gives me a smack, but I know she loves it too.

* * *

I’m used to going up to Loz’s place and just barging in because of her bedroom situation, but at Stella’s her room is upstairs and there’s really no way to get there without going through the main part of the house. So, I knock on the door and wonder if Stella’s parents will tell me to go home. It’s not late, but it’s weird when you don’t know what to expect at someone’s house.

‘Jamie!’ Ray opens the door and beams at me. ‘We were just talking about the presentation. Come in!’

He steps aside to let me in and I follow him down the hall and into the kitchen where Stella is sitting at the breakfast bar. Michelle is in the kitchen too. There are big bowls of ice-cream on the counter and Stella’s got her notes from the project spread out in front of her.

Stella leaps off her stool to give me a hug. ‘I’m so glad you came, I was just about to text and see if you wanted to sleep over and work on this? Can you stay?’

‘I know it’s a school night,’ Michelle says. ‘But between ballet and football, Stella’s a bit worried you won’t have time to pull the last pieces together. I can run you back home so you can get your things?’

‘It’s okay,’ I say, slipping my backpack off. ‘I stay at Loz’s place all the time so I’ve got things in my schoolbag.’

‘A toothbrush?’

I grin. ‘Even a toothbrush.’

‘Okay, well we’ll call your Aunty then.’

‘She’ll be in bed,’ I say, glancing at the time. ‘She goes to bed after The Point finishes ’cause she has early shift. Uncle Murray’s up though, I’ll send him a text.’

I pull out my phone and flick a text to Poss: Staying at Stella’s if anyone’s looking for me.

Poss: [image: No image description]

‘Done, all good,’ I reply, accepting the bowl of ice-cream that Michelle slides across to me.

‘We should write up a draft of our presentation tonight, if we can,’ Stella says. ‘I think we’ve got everything we need and everyone else is taking on their individual parts. You and I just need to write the start and the end, and introductions for each of our speakers.’

‘So I’ve been thinking about our project,’ I say, putting the spoon back in the bowl and looking down at the swirl of vanilla.

She grins. ‘I can’t stop thinking about it either. It’s so cool that we might have the chance to make some real change at school.’

‘Well . . . about that,’ I say, glancing up and seeing Michelle smiling at me. I think maybe she knows what I’m going to say. ‘I wonder what you think about adding a section at the end to say that it’s not just us Blakfullas who don’t see ourselves represented in what we’re learning.’

‘Oh, like how?’ Stella asks.

‘Like how even though girls are allowed to play on the football team, we get benched half the time because of . . .’

‘The patriarchy,’ interjects Michelle, and Stella’s dad laughs.

‘This man knows where he’s not wanted,’ Ray says, picking up his bowl and retreating to the study.

‘Well yeah, that,’ I reply. ‘And also how they separate boys and girls for health class when we’re talking about reproduction.’

Stella wrinkles her nose. ‘They do? We haven’t done that since I’ve been here, but far out, there’re all kinds of issues with that.’

‘Exactly. And also there’s no . . . consideration for all the kids at school who might be queer. Penny says that there’s no way I’m the only one and I just keep thinking about how important it is for our teachers to remember that.’

Stella’s eyes dart to her mum and I see something pass over her face. My knowing starts up its churning in my belly and I remember that on the day Angela, Missy and Sarah had teased me in class, Stella had the same weird look on her face. She never said anything to me about being queer and didn’t ask me any questions, so I wonder if maybe the girl I’ve got a crush on might be queerphobic.

As though she’s sensed the change in the room, Michelle jumps in. ‘I think you could put those points at the end of your presentation, Jamie. When I was at uni, they always said that we should mention further areas for research or improvement in assignments like this, and I reckon your teachers would be real impressed with how much thought you’ve put into it.’

I look at Stella. ‘What do you reckon?’

She puts a smile on that doesn’t quite reach her eyes and nods. ‘Sure, let’s do it. You can write that section, if you like?’

I put on a smile of my own. ‘Sure. No worries.’

* * *

We work on our presentation until after ten when Michelle tells us it’s time for bed. In Stella’s room she’s made up a mattress on the floor for me with a soft cotton doona and crisp sheets.

‘Well, goodnight,’ Stella says once we’re settled.

‘Night,’ I reply as she shuts off the light.

I lie in the unfamiliar darkness for a long time listening to her breathing. I’ve shared a room with enough people to tell that she’s not asleep and I can practically hear her thoughts whirling around in her brain.

‘Jamie?’ she asks finally, her voice soft.

‘Yeah?’

‘How long have Poss and Larissa been going out?’ she asks and I sigh.

‘A long time,’ I say.

‘Oh,’ she replies.

‘Look, it’s cool if you’ve got a crush on him, but it’s super weird when my friends ask me stuff about my brother.’

She takes a deep breath and I hear her moving around in the bed. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I won’t ask anymore.’

‘Night,’ I say again and roll onto my side. It takes me a long time to fall asleep.

* * *

Both of us act like nothing has happened when we get up the next morning. Tuesday is my lunchtime football training day, so we don’t really talk to each other until English later in the day.

‘Okay class, you’ve got until the end of the week to finish off your diary project,’ Mrs Camden says. ‘You should have at least three entries a week in there. If you’re looking for an A, I’m expecting much more than just two hundred words per day—remember, we’re looking at how ordinary diaries can turn into something extraordinary.’

I see Mickey grab out his diary, which is an exercise book like mine, and I realise he’s only got a couple of very short entries in it—definitely not two hundred words three days a week, and I think that maybe I’ve got a chance of getting a good mark in this class.

‘You can have half of this class to catch up if you need it, or to write me an extra entry which talks about how you’ve found this project and if you think you’ll continue journalling when it’s over. I certainly hope some of you do.’

I reach into my bag for my diary and when my fingers don’t brush against it, I lean over and haul my bag onto the desk. I try not to panic as I shake out my books, unroll my clothes from the bottom of the bag and paw through it frantically, hoping it will magically appear.

‘What’s wrong, Jam?’ Loz asks.

‘My diary—it’s not here!’ I say, trying to search my mind for where it could be.

‘It’s probably at my place,’ Stella says, and there’s a gentleness to her voice that I appreciate. ‘I’ll look after school and text you.’

‘Jamie?’ Mrs Camden says, stopping at our table and looking at the contents of my bag spread across my desk.

‘Sorry, Mrs C, I think my diary fell out of my bag at Stella’s house last night. We were working on the HASS project.’

Mrs Camden presses her lips together. She’s one of the nicest teachers, but she really hates it when we don’t come to class prepared. ‘Okay, Jamie, just put your extension piece on notepaper and stick it in your diary when you find it.’ Then she turns to the rest of the class. ‘Don’t forget, these are due on Friday at the end of class.’

I think about all the things written in my diary. If I’ve left it at Stella’s house and she reads it, then nothing is safe.
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k-i-s-s-i-n-g

Jam2008: Hey sis, I know u r busy but I really miss having you to talk to.

HiddenTreasure: Miss u 2 sissy girl xxx

Jam2008: Can we FaceTime or something?

Jam2008: T? You there?

Stella doesn’t find my diary at her house. For two days I look everywhere: I tear my room apart, and then go through the kids’ room just in case Rudy or Little Pippa has decided to steal it for a drawing book. At school I go through my locker and at the Community Centre I search my sport locker. I feel like I’m going to be sick, not only am I going to fail the assignment, but when it’s found, all my secrets will be out.

I need to talk to Treasure, she’d know what to do. But she’s so hard to catch online and she barely replies to my texts.

‘You okay?’ Loz asks as she arrives at our table at lunchtime on Thursday with two brown paper bags from the tuckshop. She slides one over and I open it to find a meat pie and sauce—my favourite. ‘You worried about your diary?’

‘Ugh, among other things,’ I say, pocketing my phone. ‘That and Treasure. When she went back to Perth she said we’d talk all the time but then she didn’t have time for phone calls or emails. Since Poss gave me his old phone, I’ve tried Snapchatting her and I’ve sent TikTok messages. She just . . . we’ve never not been close, you know.’

She nods. ‘But you can talk to me,’ she replies.

I wonder if I really can talk to her. Can I tell her that I’ve had a crush on her for years and that the way I felt about her was how I knew that I liked girls? Could I tell her that stuff and have her still be there for me when I needed her or would it make things weird?

‘I know,’ I say, but I also cross my fingers under the table.

‘Is it the presentation? Or like, girl stuff?’ she asks with a grin.

‘Both?’ I munch on my pie for a second. ‘So Stella likes Poss, if you hadn’t already guessed.’

‘Did you tell her to get in line?’

I laugh. ‘Look, if she decides to take on Larissa, I’ll definitely make sure she knows you’ve got first dibs.’

‘Well,’ Loz says, ‘the thing is, I don’t think I actually like him anymore. I mean he’s still deadly as and probably one of the hottest boys I’ve ever seen, but I kinda like someone else.’ She looks down shyly and I see there’s a touch of red in her cheeks.

My heart does a flip flop. Missy has already kinda come out to me recently, so what if Loz is about to . . . ?

‘Oh?’ I say, trying to tamp my feelings down.

‘Yeah, I kinda sorta can’t stop thinking about kissing Gus again. And I was going to ask him if he wanted to maybe go out with me at Tuesday muck-up.’

I take a breath and wait for the punch to come inside my guts, but instead everything just kind of levels out. I don’t feel jealous or sad the way I did on the beach when she told me they’d kissed, I just feel happy for her.

‘Really? That’s kinda cute,’ I say.

She looks surprised. ‘You reckon?’

‘Well, I still think Gus is gross as,’ I reply with a grin so she’ll know I’m joking. ‘But I’m happy for you. And at least you’ve actually got a chance with Gus.’

‘Exactly,’ she says. ‘So, is Stella liking Poss a problem?’

I shrug. ‘I mean it’s probably not going to happen since him and Larissa are so in love.’

We both glance over to where Poss and his friends sit. His arms are wrapped around Larissa.

‘But if she likes him, she doesn’t like you.’

‘Do you think she’s queerphobic?’ I ask, but before Loz has a chance to answer, Stella comes racing around the corner, carrying the bulging folder that’s full of our project stuff.

‘Hi you mob!’ she says brightly. ‘Ready to finish this off? One more day to go!’

With the moment gone, we settle in and run through our presentation. Tomorrow is the big day: the day we hand in our HASS assignment, do our presentation, and the day I fail the English assignment because of my missing diary.
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60,000 years

Most days, I wake up with Little Pippa stroking her fingers down my face and talking to herself in a mix of baby words and real words. She’s not gentle or quiet, but I don’t mind because opening my eyes to her chubby, delicious little face always makes me happy. And when Mum comes to visit, she wakes me with gentleness, and I always know that it’s going to be a good day.

Treasure has only been back twice. The first time, she woke me up by tipping a bottle of water over my head and I chased her around the house; mad at first but then we dissolved into giggles and it ended up being the best time. The second visit was when she was pregnant. Too far gone to hide, she didn’t wake me at all. Instead, I woke to the sound of the entire house shocked into silence. Treasure, the shining gem of everyone’s hopes; the first girl in Parko to get a full scholarship to a school with an AFL team, had fallen in love with a boy and was going to have a baby. No one had expected it.

Today is not a normal day. Pippa has managed to stay in her bed all night and I wake as beams of sunlight hit me in the face. I sit up in a panic, thinking I’m late. Today is the big one, and not only Stella but the entire year eight class will kill me if I’m not there.

‘Morning, sis,’ a voice comes from the twin bed on the other side of the room. I look over to see Treasure sitting there with a duffel bag on the floor. She grins at me.

‘Tee?’

‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Of course, it’s me.’ She launches herself at the bed and wraps her arms around me. ‘Right, let me look at ya.’

She pushes me back a little and studies my face. It makes me uncomfortable. ‘You look good. Strong. Still flat as a bloody pancake though. You done ya women’s business yet?’

I feel my cheeks turn pink and pull the doona over my sleepshirt. ‘Noneya,’ I reply. ‘What are you doing here?’

I’m torn between being super excited that she’s here at home and in our bedroom, and being mad about how much she’s ignored me these last few months.

‘Just needed to see Mum,’ she says, but the way she looks down at the bedspread tells me there’s more to her story than just coming for a visit.

‘You look skinny,’ I say. ‘You getting a feed?’

‘Yeah, I’m all good,’ she replies. ‘Just lost the baby weight is all.’

‘Well, okay.’

‘You seem aggro,’ she says, climbing off the bed and going over to her duffel.

‘Well, I mean we used to talk all the time and now I can barely get one message from you,’ I reply and she looks down. ‘Anyways, I gotta get ready for school.’

‘Wag?’ she suggests. ‘We can talk. Kick the footy around and tell me all the Parko goss.’

‘Just ’cause you don’t give a rat’s about school anymore, doesn’t mean I don’t,’ I say, throwing the doona back and getting out of bed.

‘Yeah, righto, you don’t have to be all kartwarra about it,’ she says, and stalks out of the room.

I sigh. Yesterday, all I wanted was my big cousin-sister to talk to and now she’s right here, in the flesh, and all I can do is be snappy. It’s a bad start to the day.

* * *

I arrive at school full of nervous energy. I go over to A-Block looking for Stella, Loz and the others to see if we can practise the presentation, but no one is there. The oval is the next logical place to check, and I head in that direction. But when I get to C-Block, I find a commotion. Stella is standing on top of the picnic table that Angela, Sarah and Missy eat at, clutching a book to her chest while Missy grabs at her and half of our class looks on. Mickey turns to me as I get there.

‘You don’t wanna be here, cuz,’ he says.

‘Why, what’s going on?’ I ask. Inside my stomach, my knowing flares again.

He reaches out a hand and pushes me back. ‘Just take my word for it.’

‘Oh look, Stella, your little lezzer girlfriend is here,’ Missy yells, spotting me from her spot next to the table. ‘Or should I say your girlfriend, Loz?’

Loz looks from Missy back to me, confused.

‘Must be a surprise, ay? To find out your bestie has secretly been thinking about pashing you. All those nights we’ve shared a bed, I wonder if she can feel how much I love her,’ Missy’s voice goes high and at the same time that I recognise that she’s parroting my own words, I realise that the book Stella is clutching is my diary.

‘Dear Mrs Camden,’ Angela Mahoney says, mimicking Missy’s high-pitched voice.

‘Is it possible to be in love with two people at once?’ Sarah finishes.

My heart feels as though it stops beating. Stella’s got my diary and the worst girls in school know all my secrets.

She’s had it all along.

I can’t speak.

I leap forward, pushing my way through the crowd and sprinting off. I can hear them calling after me and I know we’ve got the presentation, but I don’t stop, my schoolbag bashing against my back as I go. I run across the schoolyard, down to the oval and out onto the sand. I don’t stop as I sprint up the beach, wet sand flicking up all over my school skirt and water splashing into my shoes. I scramble up the rocks to the women’s pool and flop down at the side, pulling off my shoes and socks and plunging my feet into the water.

‘Thought you had a big day at school,’ a voice comes from the other side of the pool. It’s Treasure, her long brown legs stretched out on the rock. She’s got a towel and a takeaway coffee cup next to her and she looks relaxed, like she’s on holiday.

‘Everything’s falling apart,’ I say.

‘Oh yeah? I bet I could beat you,’ she says, and I shake my head.

‘Does it have to be a competition?’ I ask, and she shrugs. ‘What’s been happening?’

‘You don’t want to know,’ she says. ‘It’s grown-up stuff.’

I pull my feet out of the pool, knowing that we shouldn’t be sitting here in this special spot fighting, and we will if I stay and hear any more of this ‘you’re just a little kid’ stuff from her.

‘Forget it,’ I say, grabbing my shoes and bag and heading back off down the beach towards the centre feeling as though my entire world is crumbling. Everyone in school knows about my crushes, everyone’s read my diary. Normally Treasure would be the one I’d talk to about all this stuff: the four years she has on me had always made her the wise one with good advice. But now the four years feels like a million years separating us.

At the last minute I realise that if people are looking for me for taking off, they’ll check the centre first and the women’s pool second, so I turn and head up the street towards the shops. It’s risky walking down Parko’s main street at 11am on a Friday, there are lots of people around doing their groceries at the supermarket, picking up prescriptions in the chemist and getting their hair done in the salon—people who will recognise me. I walk past the doctor’s surgery, the op shop and the bookstore, and cross the street to avoid the Aboriginal Health Services where Stella’s mum works.

When I get to the service station, I go around the back to Uncle Murray’s workshop and go in before I can stop myself. He’s sitting at the lunch table in the back room eating a sandwich that I made and packed into his lunchbox last night.

He frowns when he sees me. ‘Why aren’t you at school?’ he asks.

‘Something happened,’ I say. ‘Can I just hang with you for a bit please, Unc?’

He sucks his teeth the way he always does when he’s not happy with one of us kids but he doesn’t say anything. Honestly, that’s why I came up here. Uncle Murray is the strong silent type while Aunty Pat is the one who does all the growling. I’ll be in trouble tonight for sure, but for now, Uncle Murray will suck his teeth and let me be.

‘You had a feed?’ he asks, offering me the uneaten half of his sandwich.

‘Too early,’ I say. Uncle leaves home early since people who get their cars serviced always want to drop them off before they have to get to work.

He chews in silence for a bit and I close my eyes, breathing in the smell of cars. It’s the smell of Uncle Murray and it makes me feel safe and home.

‘This about Treasure?’ he asks and I open my eyes.

‘Sorta. Not really. Why’s she back, do you know?’

He sighs. ‘Why d’ya reckon?’

‘Money?’ He doesn’t answer but the look on his face tells me I’m right. ‘She okay?’

‘I don’t know, bub. She’s a lot like your mum you know?’

I frown. ‘But she’s not a muso.’

He laughs. ‘I don’t mean in terms of talents. I mean in terms of spirit. They’re both free ones. Chomping to get outta town as soon as they’re able and not being able to settle down once they’re out.’

‘Does Mum ask for money when she comes back?’ I ask, dreading the answer.

‘Sometimes,’ he says. ‘Not all the time. We help her when we can.’

‘You’re helping her by having me and Poss.’

‘It’s just our way, daught,’ he says. ‘Same way you just help out with the bubs every day.’

‘Am I like them—Mum and Treasure?’

He sucks his teeth again, but this time in a thinking way not a disappointed way. ‘Sorta,’ he says. ‘You take after all of us and none of us. You’ve got your mum’s temper and habit of running away from problems.’ Shame burns in me at this. ‘We hope you’ll get to live out all your dreams regardless of how this presentation at school goes today, or the footy camp goes. The only thing that’s certain is that you always have us: me, Aunty Pat and your mum. And Poss too.’

‘I don’t think I can do the presentation,’ I say.

‘Why not?’

‘I can’t say.’

‘Can’t or don’t wanna?’

‘It’s girl stuff,’ I say, hoping he’ll think it’s about periods or boobs or something and leave it alone.

‘Loz work out you’ve got a crush on her then?’

I nearly fall off my chair in shock and he laughs, a big booming laugh. ‘What, you think you’re not obvious? We see ya making eyes at her while she’s busy mooning over bloody Poss.’

‘Well that. And also that I like Stella too.’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Oh to be young and in love with a million people,’ he says, grinning.

‘Two, just two,’ I say. ‘And Loz is going out with Gus now so really it’s just one.’

‘Ahhh, okay. And what does Stella think of you?’

‘She’s in love with Poss too,’ I say.

‘Ahh, I see. And this is why you’ve left school today?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Girl, do you ever give a straight bloody answer?’ he replies but he’s grinning at me still.

‘Nah, Unc, but it’s just that everyone’s found out some stuff about me from my diary—even worse than who I like. It’s been hard for me since Treasure left, so I kinda poured out all my stuff into that diary. So it was more than just everyone in school knowing about my crushes, it was like—it was like I’d rocked up to school in the nuddy. I can’t do the presentation now everyone knows that stuff.’

He leans across the table and puts his hand over mine. ‘You can do it, bub. You’ve got sixty-thousand years of Ancestors behind you. And if it’s about being in the nude, well, a body’s just a body, we all got them, just like we all got those innermost thoughts.’

‘I thought for a second there you were gonna tell me that the Ancestors walked around in the nuddy.’ He laughs that big belly laugh again, throwing back his head and grinning widely.

‘Well, you’re not completely wrong. But what I mean is you’ve got a chance to make a change and all them up there,’ he points to the ceiling, but I know he means the Ancestors around us, ‘they are proud of you, daught. Like I am.’

‘It’s just making a small change at our tiny little school, it’s not like it’s making anything better for us mob.’

‘You know better than that, love. Your small change here will have a ripple effect.’

In the pit of my stomach, knowing flares again. It’s not angry or fizzing, but it’s pressing—telling me to move.

‘You feel it, don’tcha?’ Uncle Murray says. ‘There’s a little sparkle deep in ya guts?’

‘My knowing,’ I whisper.

‘That’s it. What’s it saying to you?’

I put my hands on my tummy and close my eyes for a second. ‘Move,’ I whisper.

‘Well then, bub, you better do what it says then. Come on, I’ll give you a lift.’
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the presentation

Uncle Murray and I arrive at school just after the lunch bell goes. I’m surprised when he stops the car and comes with me to the meeting room next to Mr Wozniak’s office.

‘Stella’s mum called and invited us,’ he says, shrugging.

‘Us?’

‘You’ll see,’ he says as he holds the door open for me.

At the front of the room Stella, Loz, Mickey, Gus and Poss are standing in their rehearsed line with Stella’s iPad propped up in front of them and a big screen showing the start of our PowerPoint behind them. They don’t look like they’re missing part of their team at all, and I hesitate at the doorway, thinking that I should just quit while I’m ahead, but then Stella sees me and her face brightens.

‘Here’s Jamie,’ she says and all the adults turn to look at me. I recognise Mrs Camden, Miss Murphy and Madame Beasley. Then there’s Mrs Harris who has a pinched look on her face, as though she’d rather be anywhere else. Mr Gregory and Mr Vid, who take the science and tech classes, Stella’s dad, and a whole bunch of other teachers from both the primary and high schools. Granny Gee, some of the Elders and Penny, our student support worker, sit in the front row, and a woman and a man who I don’t know are next to Mr Wozniak in the second row. My heart leaps as I see Aunty Pat and Treasure sitting with Stella’s mum in the front row. They beam at me.

Stella smiles and I feel sick. How am I supposed to go and stand next to her after what she did? She told me she hadn’t seen my diary and helped me look for it. When all this time she had it.

‘I’m glad you came back,’ she says as I get to the front. ‘Ready?’

I give a weak nod and then meet Uncle Murray’s gaze. I take a deep breath. This is about more than my diary and Stella. I can do this.

‘Mr Wozniak, valued teachers, special guests,’ Stella starts. ‘We’re here today to talk to you about an important issue: Indigenising School Curriculum. But first, I would like to invite Granny Gee to Welcome us to Country.’

Once Granny Gee is finished, Stella and I do the first part of the presentation then while Gus, Mickey, Loz and Poss do their sections, I look out at the audience. Ray smiles and nods at each presenter and Mr Wozniak looks enthralled, which I think is a good sign. One of the visitors, a woman, who looks about Mum’s age, scribbles furiously on a notepad while the man next to her looks like he’s fighting the urge to yawn.

I wonder where they’re from. They’re a lot more dressed up than our teachers – they usually wear jeans, t-shirts or jumpers. Mrs Camden is always the best-dressed teacher, and today she’s wearing a bright pink dress with an art print on it that looks like it’s a Blakfulla design. She catches my eye and gives me an encouraging smile. There’s nothing in her expression that says she’s mad at me for skipping out on English and not handing in my diary.

‘Ahem, Jamie?’ My attention is brought back to the room as Stella clears her throat and nudges me in the side. ‘Jamie is going to talk about the importance of the project to her and also give some suggestions of ways we could expand it,’ she says.

‘Um, hi everyone,’ I say. ‘I’m a Noongar girl, born and raised here in Parkerton. Before colonisation, us kids would have been brought up with our Elders, parents, Aunties and Uncles doing all the teaching. From what they all tell us now, and from what the mob here today has told you, hopefully you can tell that Blakfullas are smart. We were the first scientists, engineers, writers, artists, farmers, teachers. Our people understand this Country because we are part of this Country, and all we’re asking for today is to have this included in what we’re taught at school, and what little kids, like my brother and cousin-sister Rudy and Pippa, will learn when they get to school.

‘I probably went the wrong way about asking for this in the first place, so I’m sorry. Mrs Harris, I’m sorry I chucked the textbook and ran out of class. It was really hard to be confronted by that image though, and I hope the presentation we’ve done will help you consider approaching history lessons in a different way.

‘I won’t go over all the specific suggestions everyone’s given in their sections. But I do want to say that there are some areas where I reckon we do well: Mrs Camden always has us reading Blakfulla books, and Mr Maskell helps create opportunities for everyone—like he’s organised sponsorship to get me and Grace Price to Perth for some footy training camps in the holidays coming up.

‘Okay, so the last thing I wanna say is that Indigenising the curriculum isn’t the only area where Parkerton School has the chance to make an impact on marginalised students.’ I look over and see Penny nodding at me, as though she knows what I’m going to say. I take a deep breath and then glance over at Stella. I put my notes in my pocket. ‘Our football team is deadly, and it’s so good that Mr Maskell isn’t afraid of having girls in the team on the field. But other schools in the district are, and they keep forcing us to forfeit or be benched and it’s unfair. I reckon we could encourage more girls across the district to play if we could get the message out that there are no girl sports and boy sports, just sport. I know that some of the city schools think we’re all backward here, but we actually have a chance to show them how progressive and cool we are—none of them has mixed teams.’

‘Yeah, and Jamie and the other girls are the best players on our team. Jamie always helps me train for games and then she gets scratched. It’s real unfair,’ Mickey pipes up, earning a nudge from Loz for his interruption. But hearing it gives me a boost of confidence.

‘We’d also like to make sure that Health and Phys. Ed. lessons do a better job of including everyone. So that means it’s important that we’re not separated during talks: boys need to learn about periods too and I know there’s boy stuff we probably should know. But my point is, separating us only creates stigma around what we all go through when we should be trying to be more open and honest and not shame. Everyone has a body,’ I say and Uncle Murray gives me a wink at this.

Mr Wozniak shifts uncomfortably in his chair. ‘There’s more to it than this, Mr Woz,’ I say. ‘But there’s shame around stuff that happens to all genders, and the only way to break that down is to make sure we’re all learning about everything. I think it’ll reduce bullying at school right now and I also think that it sets us all up for better relationships in the future.’

Mr Wozniak puts his hand up. ‘While I appreciate that there are potential extensions to your project, Jamie, I think the conversation is getting off topic here.’

‘Um, with respect, Mr Wozniak,’ Stella says. ‘We’re running under time and Jamie’s got one more thing she wants to cover.’

I look out at the audience, straight at Treasure, who is smiling and nodding. I remember what it was like coming home from year six camp and telling her what had happened and she’d hugged me and said she was proud that I was who I was. I take a deep breath and hold on to the fact that I know my family is proud of me, and that as messy as things are, I’ve got their love.

‘I came out when I was in year six, at Aboriginal camp,’ I start. ‘I told people that I’m bisexual—well, at the time I said that I like boys and girls because I didn’t have the proper words to say what I am. But the point is, I did it at camp because it was a good space. I felt safe because of how the leaders made us feel, and no one there made me feel bad about it. It’s different at school though. My friends are deadly, but it’s really hard being the only one who is out, and it’s really hard when there are kids at school who get away with teasing and bullying. Anyways, I think that if our teachers were able to use more inclusive language, and maybe put things like queer issues—not just health stuff, but history too—into what we are learning it might feel like less of a big deal. I reckon it would stop some of the teasing; and it would help show the kids who haven’t come out yet to be able to. And honestly, if there was even one other person who was out here at school, I’d feel so much less alone.’

I feel Stella’s hand grab mine and she squeezes it hard. Part of me wants to drop it straight away, but it would be so obvious in front of everyone, so I just let her keep holding it.

‘Before we conclude our presentation,’ Stella says, ‘I’d like to add that I felt the same way Jamie did at my old school. We know our teachers work really hard and that you have a hard job, but sometimes the things you say can have a huge impact on our lives. In Brisbane I went to an all-girls’ school where we were taught that marriage was for men and women, and that liking girls was wrong. They made me so shame to be who I was, until I couldn’t get out of bed in the morning.’

I see Stella’s dad nodding in the front row, and when I look closely, I can see there are tears shining in his eyes.

‘I told everyone I moved here because my mum got a job at the Aboriginal Health Services, but the truth is that we moved here so I could have a fresh start. And the first time I felt normal in a long time was being around Jamie, because she is the only person I’ve ever met who is exactly who she says she is. And teachers, just imagine, if you could help more queer kids like us feel normal and safe? How deadly would that be?’

I look over at Stella and this time it’s my turn to squeeze her hand.
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Stella ♥s Poss

It turns out Miss King—the woman with the notepad—and Mr Beck are from the Education Department’s district office.

Mr Wozniak introduces them after the applause has died down at the end of our presentation, and Miss King stands up and absolutely beams at us. ‘Well, that was deadly,’ she says, and I realise that though she is as fair-skinned as Loz, she’s a Blakfulla through and through. ‘I’m Kyrah King and I’m a Bigambul woman, but I was born and raised in Lowood.’

Gus hisses through his teeth at this because Lowood trounced our team a few weeks ago when I was benched for walking out of history. But next to him, Loz gives him a nudge.

‘We love what you mob have done here. And you’ve made some great points. Our colleagues in other districts see a lot of these things working in city schools,’ she looks at Stella, ‘—public schools—and we’ve got some resources here that we’re going to pass on to your teachers. It takes time to incorporate all the changes, but you have my word, we’ll work with your teachers and parents to start integrating things like languages, and some more inclusive content.’

‘What about history?’ Stella asks, looking at Mrs Harris whose expression hasn’t softened at all. In fact, she looks like she’s sucking on a lemon when Miss King turns to look at her, and I get the feeling that the adults have already been talking about this before we even started our presentation.

With a sigh, Mrs Harris nods. ‘I suppose I’m prepared to work with the department,’ she says.

Everyone erupts into cheers, and I’m suddenly glomped by Loz throwing her arms around me. I let go of Stella’s hand then, while Gus and Mickey take turns high-fiving me, and I turn and see Poss pull Stella into a hug. My heart lurches.

Was I wrong? Did she not five minutes ago come out in front of our friends and the teachers, only to get a ridiculous goo-goo expression on her face as soon as my brother touched her.

I make eye contact with Miss King and see that she has something else to say, so I try to shoosh the others.

‘And in terms of Health and Phys. Ed., both your sports teams and health class, Mr Maskell had already contacted us at the start of the term about the issue with other teams in the division forfeiting and some concerns about the way health education is delivered. He especially wanted to acknowledge that it’s harder for LGBTQIA+ kids to feel safe in regional towns.’

‘Thank you, Miss King,’ I say in a quiet voice.

Mr Wozniak dismisses us so the teachers can talk, and we manage to get out of the building and onto the oval before we start making noise. I hang back a bit, not able to leave the thought of Poss and Stella, the diary, and everything else that’s happened today behind to celebrate, even though I feel happy with what we’ve done.

‘We did great!’ Loz says, coming over and pulling me into a hug. My body goes stiff and she pulls away frowning. ‘I know what people are saying, and it’s okay. We can still be friends right?’

‘As long as I haven’t made it weird,’ I say, looking down.

‘You make everything weird,’ she replies. ‘But it’s okay, if I liked girls, I’d like me too.’

I give her a punch in the arm and then she hugs me again, this time a proper one and I hug her back.

‘Can I get one of those?’ I look away from Loz to see Stella standing in front of me. She’s holding my diary and a brown paper gift bag. ‘I didn’t give it to Missy,’ she says, holding it out.

I snatch it away in shaking hands and she looks hurt.

‘I swear. I got to school and she was standing on the table reading it out to Angela and Sarah. She said she’d found it in the locker room. I snatched it off her, which is why the cover’s torn. I tried to fix it.’

I gulp, looking down at the cover and seeing that a section of the cardboard has been taped back on with pretty flower-print sticky tape like I’d seen in Stella’s diary.

‘Did you read it?’

‘No,’ she says and then bites her lip.

I try again. ‘What did you hear?’

She sighs. ‘They said that you were writing to Mrs Camden and that it was weird. And then there was something about getting your period in science in year seven. I swear that was all. But when I snatched it off her, she yelled something to me about you being in a love triangle with me and Loz. So then we got in a tussle and that’s when you arrived. The rest you know.’

I gulp.

‘I noticed, after you left, that it’s just in an exercise book, and I know that you saw how I’d decorated mine. So I got my mum to bring some stuff for you.’ She hands out the bag and I take it, looking inside to see rolls of tape and sheets of stickers, tubes of glue, packets of brand-new markers and pens in fancy pastel colours. ‘There’s a new notebook in there too—one with a hard cover—in case you want to keep writing while Mrs Camden is marking your school one.’

My heart flutters inside my chest. She was defending me against Missy.

‘Thank you,’ I say, quietly.

‘You’re welcome.’

The Elders and parents have started coming out of the building now and are making their way over to us.

‘So, in there you said something about your old school,’ I say. ‘Does that mean you’re . . . ?’

‘I’m still figuring things out, but yeah, I’m bi. But at the moment I just like one person.’

‘Poss,’ I say, and she giggles.

‘Poss is cute,’ she says. ‘But did you just hear me like come out in front of all our teachers? And again to you just now? He’s a boy.’

‘Yes and you said you’re bi.’

‘I said that I’m figuring things out. And I like one person.’

My heart is thudding hopefully in my chest and my fingers are doing a weird tingly thing like I’ve got pins and needles. ‘Who?’ I ask, barely even daring to hope that she might say . . .

Stella bites her lip in that way she does and I can barely breathe as she steps forward, closes her eyes and presses her lips against mine.

Her mouth is soft and she smells like coconut lotion. I reach my tingling hand up to brush her curls back behind her ear and her skin is soft and warm. We might not be at the beach in my special spot, but the whole world seems to stop as she puts her arms around me and draws me in close.

This is real and it’s much, much better than anything I could have dreamed up.
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good trouble

Dear Mrs Camden,

Thank you for letting me hand this assignment in a few days late, after all that happened on Friday. It honestly looks a lot nicer now that I’ve used the stickers and things Stella gave me to decorate it.

I think this is the last time I’ll address a diary entry to you, but I reckon you’d be pleased to know that I’m going to keep writing one. It’s been helpful to write my thoughts and feelings down, though I don’t know if my diary shows that my life is as extraordinary as someone like Anne Frank’s, but it did help me. I don’t think I’ll bring my new diary to school EVER after the incident with Missy and her friends, but thank you for not punishing her too hard. It was horrible what she did, but I know she’s got stuff going on with her too, and maybe one day she’ll apologise to me.

So anyway, this is what’s happened since Friday.

The big BIG news is that I had my first kiss. It was really nice, though it was in front of my Aunty, Uncle, cousin, her parents, our Elders and a bunch of teachers. Loz thinks that the only reason we didn’t get into trouble was because Treasure started whooping and hollering and then Stella’s parents clapped. It was embarrassing, but also kinda nice that everyone knows we like each other and everyone was nice about it, which has made me feel so much less lonely than I had been.

Me and Loz slept over at Stella’s house on Friday night and it was so much fun, even if Loz did think she’d be a third wheel. She’s also officially dating Gus now, so I guess that’s cute.

The other stuff you know: Missy, Angela, Sarah and Stella got detentions for the incident with my diary. Though Stella shouldn’t have because she was only defending my honour, but she took it like a champ.

Mr Maskell has organised a scratch match with a bunch of girls from across the district for next weekend, and then the week after that Grace and I go to Perth for camp. Stella is going to her Australian Ballet School audition in Perth in the holidays too so her mum is going to come and let us have a few days extra after camp to go to some shows and stuff while we’re there. It’ll be great, though there is part of me that’s scared about what happens next year when we both go off to different schools (because of course we’re gonna do amazing and get selected), but that’s a problem for year nine and we’ve got two whole terms left at Parko yet.

The other news is that Treasure got a job as a youth worker in Sydney and she’s moving. Uncle Murray went to help her get set up and even though it makes me sad to think about, it looks like once she’s settled in, Little Pippa might go and live with her full-time. We got to spend some proper time together and talk. She hadn’t realised things were so hard for me without her and that she hadn’t wanted to tell me what was going on with her, not because she didn’t think I was old enough for her stuff, but because she thought I wouldn’t be interested now she’s not playing footy and stuff anymore.

And of course, you know all the stuff about the curriculum. Granny Gee is coming in to teach language and the district is going to pay her. We helped do sign-up at recess today and I thought that only mob would sign up for the classes, but actually, more than half our year signed up. That’s a big deal because obviously it can’t fit into school this late in the year as an actual subject so if people are taking it, they have to give up one lunch hour a week. Oh, and Mrs Harris swapped our history textbook for something newer that didn’t include gammin pictures of cook and his mates. There’s still a ways to go, but she told me that Miss King is working with her to revise the curriculum and help the other history teachers do it too.

So that’s it.

Jamie

* * *

I’m flying down the oval with my eye on the ball as a girl from Lowood fumbles a pass. Her teammate lunges for it, but I’m too fast and flick it out from under her. I glance at the goals, and from the stands I can hear people screaming at me to kick it. I take a deep breath, centre myself and then kick, watching as it sails high over the ground and through the posts.

The crowd erupts and my teammates tackle me in a hug. I’ve kicked the winning goal at the first all-girls’ AFL game in our district and the feeling is magic.

Loz collects me in a hug and it feels good to wrap my arms around her and know that she’s still my friend. Nothing has changed between us since she found out about my crush, maybe because she’s busy timing how long she can kiss Gus for at Tuesday muck-up.

The crowd sweeps out onto the field and Loz breaks away with Gus for a kiss. Mickey slaps me on the back. ‘That was bloody brilliant,’ he says. ‘But don’t think you get to ditch our team for this one.’

‘I won’t,’ I say. ‘Until I get drafted of course.’

And then, Stella is there.

‘I don’t know much about football,’ she says. ‘But you look like magic when you’re out there.’

I look up at the sky and think about what Uncle Murray said that day before the presentation and I say, ‘That’s what happens when you got Ancestors back to the dawn of time standing in your corner.’

‘Too right,’ she says.

‘Too deadly,’ I reply, grabbing her hand and leading her off the field. With her hand in mine, I remember how when she first came to Parko that I thought she was going to be trouble, and smile to myself.

Sometimes, trouble is a good thing.

The End
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