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Anna Pershall, age fourteen, and her mother, Mary K Pershall, live in Melbourne, where they like to write in their garden and then reward themselves with a trip to the mall for some retail therapy and a skinny latte.

Mary, who grew up on a farm in the middle of the United States, hated going back to school after the long prairie summers. She and Anna have had endless discussions about what goes on inside a group of kids: the shifting alliances, the jokes, the secrets, the hurtful words that can live in your heart for decades. Anna and Mary wanted to write this book to shine a light on what kids really learn in grade six … and have some fun doing it.

Mary has written eight other books, including the award-winning You Take the High Road as well as Too Much to Ask For, an Aussie Bite co-authored with daughter Katherine, and Stormy, which brings to life one of those hot prairie summers. Her latest novel, Asking for Trouble, was published by Penguin in 2001.

Anna intends to write eight other books. She has also won awards, including ‘Most Courageous Student’ at her karate club. Her favourite things are horse-riding at her godmother’s and watching ‘Buffy’ videos. Anna has a cat, five fish, a sister with heaps of friends, and a hermit crab named Kaitlin.







PUFFIN BOOKS


[image: image]

	

‘I’m not sitting at a table with them,’ Ashleigh protests. ‘They’re the top five losers at the school!’

It is third term, grade six and Kaitlin’s teacher has switched table groups around. Now Kaitlin’s on a table with stuck-up Ashleigh, Matthew the Mouth and Stephen, a curly-haired nerd who only cares about marine life.


Thank goodness she still has Shelley, her best and only friend, by her side. But when Ashleigh decides it would be fun to break up their friendship, Kaitlin could be in for the hardest two weeks of her life.







To all the kids who find it hard to fit in





 

Australians all let us rejoice,

 For we are young and free …

Australian National Anthem
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I’m lying in bed and Eve is bustling around, adjusting my blind, tucking my quilt in at the bottom of my bed, acting like it’s a great old night, like we’re a family on TV with heaps to look forward to.

‘Sure you’re all set for tomorrow?’ she asks cheerily.

‘Yeah,’ I say.

‘I know your uniform’s ready … have you got all your books in your bag?’

‘Yes.’ If I say it tiredly enough, maybe I’ll convince myself to fall asleep quickly.

‘And you made your lunch …’


‘Yes.’ She should know. She’s the one who insisted how efficient it was to do it the night before. She stood there and watched me make a sandwich, told me not to put too much peanut butter on because it’s mainly fat and sugar.

‘Okay then!’ She sounds like a netball coach. ‘You can sleep the undisturbed slumber of the fully prepared.’ She hesitates by my bed. Can’t decide whether to kiss me. And I can’t decide if I want her to. She’s my grandmother but we hardly know each other.

She settles on brushing my hair back with her hand. She says in a gentle voice, ‘Bet you’re looking forward to seeing your friends again.’

‘Sure am.’ I hope I sound convincing. She still thinks I’m normal.

She walks over to the door and twists the dimmer switch till the light’s barely on. ‘Good night, Kaitlin.’ Her tidy English accent floats across my room.

‘Night, Eve.’

I’m alone. I curl up around the cold rock in my stomach. Sunday night is the worst feeling in the whole week. The Sunday nights before a new term are the four worst feelings in the year. Bet you’re looking forward to seeing your friends again. Why didn’t Shelley ring me? I know she went to Queensland for the holidays, but she was supposed to get back this morning.

Maybe she was too tired to ring, or maybe her mother wouldn’t let her because they had a heap of unpacking and cleaning up to do. I know! I bet her answering machine was broken and it didn’t record my voice. I feel myself relax towards sleep because that would be a very good reason for Shelley not to ring. Maybe she’s lying in her bed wondering why I haven’t rung her.
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We’re on the asphalt at the front of the school, waiting for the beginning-of-term assembly to start. I’m up the back with the other grade sixes, pretending I’m not here. At least I’m pretending not to see what’s beside me: all the friends so happy to be together again.

‘Hi, Carly!’

‘Hi, Lisa!’

They give each other a hug. I turn away from them, hoping they’ll notice I’m peering around for someone. Where is she? What if my one friend doesn’t turn up? Maybe her plane crashed on the way back from Queensland.


‘That was such a cool party, Claire!’

‘Yeah, Claire, it was the best!’’

I pretend I can’t hear. I make it as obvious as possible that I’m looking towards the front gate. Come on, Shelley, walk in now! I glimpse a swish of blonde hair.

‘Ashleigh!’ Carly says.

‘Over here, Ash!’ Claire cries.

What would it be like to have your name called out like that, to stroll across the playground like a princess? My eyes are nearly worn out watching for the person I want to come through the gate. Wait … there she is, crossing the street! No. When she gets to the gate I can see it’s only a girl in grade five with hair a bit like hers. Followed by a mother in a hurry, dragging a howling prep boy by the hand.

‘Hi.’ It’s Shelley. Suddenly beside me. She must have come in the back way.

‘Hi!’ I can feel a smile spreading across my face. ‘How was your holiday?’ I shout above the clang of the bell.

‘Good!’ she shouts back. ‘I liked Dream World the most. How was yours?’

‘Great!’ I say happily. ‘Canberra was cool.’ That’s where I went, to stay with my dad. I take a deep breath and feel myself relax. With my friend beside me I don’t have to pretend not to be here. I can look around and see.

After the bell, the Principal takes her place on the front steps and the strains of our national anthem crackle through the loudspeaker. ‘Australians all let us rejoice, for we are young and free …’

I know all the words, but I don’t sing them. That hasn’t been a cool thing to do since about halfway through grade four.

‘With golden soil and wealth for toil, our home is girt by sea …’ The grade ones and twos belt it out down the front. Bet they haven’t got a clue what ‘toil’ or ‘girt’ means.

When I was in grade one and two we used to do three verses, but the tape has got pretty worn out now. These days they stop it after the first chorus. When the music ends, the principal gives us a big smile and says what she does at the beginning of every term, ‘Welcome back, children! How was your holiday?’

The preppies cry eagerly, ‘Good!’ So do the ones and twos, but by grade three some of the kids are pretending they can’t understand the way Mrs Jarvis speaks English. Back here, we don’t say anything. We look at our friends and kind of raise our eyebrows or roll our eyes, make some sign that says, ‘As if!’ meaning, ‘As if we’d tell her about our holidays!’

At least this assembly is short, just the ‘it’s a new term, do your best and don’t forget to put your names in your jumpers’ kind of stuff. No interschool sports or Students of the Week to report on yet.

When the Principal’s finished, having wished us another term full of the ingredients she always mentions (fun, hard work and success), our teacher appears in front of us. ‘Come on, grade six,’ Mr Callaghan says, ‘line up behind me.’

‘But we never line up!’ Ashleigh whines. It’s true. Now that we’re at the top of the school, after assembly we just make our way back to our room in a wandering bunch.

‘You’re lining up today,’ Mr Callaghan says firmly. ‘Come on, two neat lines.’

‘But why?’ More kids than just Ashleigh whine this time.

‘Because I’ve decided it would be a good idea, that’s why!’


We grumble, but eventually we line up and march behind Mr Callaghan. ‘What’s with him?’ Shelley asks me. ‘He’s treating us like we’re in preps.’

‘Less talking and more walking!’ Mr Callaghan bellows.

‘That’s really tight,’ Shelley mumbles.

When we get to our classroom door, it gets worse. Mr Callaghan stands in the corridor and announces, ‘When you go in, I don’t want you to sit in your old seats. I want you to line up against the back wall.’

‘What are you gonna do, shoot us?’ Matthew asks loudly.

‘It has crossed my mind,’ Mr Callaghan says as he unlocks the door, ‘but I understand it’s illegal.’

‘Even if you got permission from our parents?’ They don’t call Matthew ‘the Mouth’ for nothing.

With all of us at the back of the room, Mr Callaghan stands in front of us. Once he starts speaking, you can tell he’s carefully planned what he’s about to say. ‘I’ve been doing some thinking over the holidays. I’m sure that if you’re honest with yourselves, you’ll agree that by the end of last term there was more talking than working going on in this room.’


He stops and scans the class, looking very serious. We shift around nervously. This doesn’t sound good.

‘What I’ve decided to do,’ Mr Callaghan goes on, ‘is assign you to new table groups.’

The class explodes into moans.

‘No!’

‘You can’t do that!’

‘That’s so unfair!’

I don’t say anything, but inside I’m complaining with the loudest of them. I don’t want to be apart from Shelley!

Mr Callaghan taps his foot impatiently and yells, ‘If you want to go to recess today, you will listen!’

It takes a while for everyone to shut up. Even when it’s become totally silent, you can still feel resentment zinging around.

‘This is not a punishment,’ Mr Callaghan explains through the invisible buzz. ‘As I said, I’ve given this a lot of consideration. It’s not all bad news. I want to introduce some positive activities for you to look forward to …’

‘Like what?’ Carly demands before Mr Callaghan has a chance to finish his sentence. You can see him making an effort to keep cool.


‘Well, like a trivia quiz. Sort of like those shows on TV, where people get into teams and answer questions. I thought we’d have one once a fortnight, on a Friday, with prizes!’ He looks pleased with himself as he says that last word. It’s three of his other words that have sunk like hot metal into my brain. Get into teams.

‘What are the prizes?’ Ashleigh wants to know. She doesn’t have to worry about who will be in a team with her.

‘You’ll have to wait and see.’ Mr Callaghan’s starting to sound a bit irritated. ‘Let’s get back to the table groups. I knew you wouldn’t like changing, but I just don’t think there was enough learning going on with the arrangement you had last term.’

That’s too much. The class explodes again.

‘We learned heaps!’

‘We learned enough to last the rest of our lives!’

‘Can’t we choose at least one friend to be with?’

Mr Callaghan responds with a question of his own. A loud one. ‘Do you want recess?’

When the class has settled back to silent resenting, Mr Callaghan holds up a piece of paper with coloured squares on it and says, ‘This is the class map. I spent about twenty hours working this out. There will be no changes!’

Paper in hand, he walks around the room pointing to chairs and saying names. As for me, I wish as hard as I can. I close my eyes so tight my face squishes up. I cross my fingers and toes and say, ‘Please let him put me with Shelley. Please let him put me with Shelley!’ Of course I don’t do that, really. All the other kids can see me doing is standing and staring. Only in my mind, I do all that.

‘Shelley!’ My mental eyes snap open. Mr Callaghan is pointing to a chair. Shelley goes over to it.

‘Kaitlin.’ He points to the chair next to it.

Thank you, thank you! I want to run over and give Mr Callaghan a big hug. But I restrain myself.

Shelley and I are the first to be put at our table. Mr Callaghan tells us to sit beside each other on the long side. He touches the chair on the end nearest to me. Whose name is he going to call to go there? In the millisecond before he can say it, I scramble around in my mind, trying to decide who I want …


‘Matthew!’ Mr Callaghan says.

The Mouth. Thanks, Mr Callaghan. This time I have no desire to hug him. Matthew lumbers over. ‘Why’d you put me next to her? So I can copy her work?’

‘Just sit, Matthew.’

Mr Callaghan touches the chair on the long side across from me. ‘Stephen,’ he calls out. Stephen is the quietest boy in our class. He has a head-full of blonde curls.

‘I’m stuck between two brains!’ Matthew complains. ‘What are you tryin’ to do, make their smart rub off on me?’

Mr Callaghan ignores him and puts his hand on the back of the chair next to Stephen’s. ‘Jessica,’ he says. Jessica is pretty new in our class. She moved here halfway through last term. She’s small and skinny and I’ve never heard her say much. When she first got here I thought maybe Shelley and me could be friends with her, but Shelley says she’s weird.

Who will Mr Callaghan call for the last chair, the one on the end next to Shelley? I don’t have time to think who I do or don’t want. He puts his hand on it and says, ‘Ashleigh.’


‘No way!’ Ashleigh screeches. She has her arm firmly linked through Claire’s.

‘Ashleigh,’ Mr Callaghan says calmly, ‘I told you I’ve given this a lot of time and thought.’ He holds up his map. Somehow I think he knew he’d have to say this. ‘There will be no changes, remember?’

Ashleigh clamps Claire’s arm closer to her side. ‘I’m not sitting at a table with a bunch of losers!’

Acid boils in my stomach. Mr Callaghan’s face goes red. Looks like he wasn’t prepared for this. ‘Listen, young lady, who do you think is running this class?’

‘Uh-oh, not a good question,’ Matthew mumbles to me.

Ashleigh doesn’t answer. She still has her arm clamped to Claire, who is giggling nervously. Mr Callaghan walks over to Ashleigh. ‘I do not appreciate you putting down your classmates!’ His voice is shaking.

Ashleigh stares at him. Her voice is steady. ‘I only told the truth. They’re the five top losers at the school.’

‘Just sit!’ Mr Callaghan shouts, pointing towards the empty chair.


‘No!’

Claire’s giggles are getting close to crying.

‘You’ve got two choices, young lady!’ Mr Callaghan bellows in Ashleigh’s face. ‘You sit where I tell you or you go to the Principal’s office!’

Then, suddenly, Mr Callaghan falls silent and the expression on his face changes from anger to something like fear. He’s looking towards the door. I look, too … and see the Principal, Mrs Jarvis, standing there. ‘Is there a problem here?’ she asks politely.

‘No,’ Mr Callaghan says.

‘Yes!’ Ashleigh says. ‘A big problem!’

‘Nothing we can’t sort out,’ Mr Callaghan assures Mrs Jarvis.

‘What do you mean?’ Ashleigh screeches. ‘It won’t be sorted out till I’m sitting next to Claire!’

‘Ashleigh,’ Mrs Jarvis steps into the room. ‘That’s no way to speak to your teacher.’

‘But he wants me to move to a table group with … with them!’ She points to us, and I’m grateful she didn’t call us losers in front of the Principal.

‘Then that’s what you have to do,’ Mrs Jarvis tells Ashleigh.


‘No way! It’s not fair!’

‘Ashleigh …’ Mrs Jarvis manages to inject a stern warning into her voice without shouting. ‘You do what the teacher says, and you do it without backchat. If you honestly believe that a decision is unfair, you can make an appointment to see me out of class time.’

‘You bet I will!’ Ashleigh splutters.

‘That’s settled then. Sit where Mr Callaghan told you to.’

Ashleigh plonks down next to Jessica, with a scowl on her face that would scare away were-wolves.

Mrs Jarvis turns to the rest of us and says, ‘Have a great term, children,’ then waltzes off.

Mr Callaghan goes on to the other tables to assign seats there. No one else argues with him. In fact, nobody says anything. Everyone’s breathing as quietly as possible, so they don’t attract Mr Callaghan’s attention. It’s hard to know what a teacher will do after the Principal’s had to come into their room. I notice that the red in Mr Callaghan’s face has spread up his forehead over the bald part of his head. Better not to stare at that.

I look down at my new pencil case that Mum gave me at the airport the day she flew out. It’s really cool, a hot pink box with buttons that you press to make little drawers pop out, just the right shape for the ruler or rubber or pencil sharpener inside them. There’s an angel on the top of my pencil case and I pretend I’m floating with her, high in the sky in a hot air balloon, because I don’t want to see Ashleigh’s angry face.
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When the bell goes, Ashleigh rushes over to Claire. Claire grabs her arm and they head out the door, a chattering team.

I turn to Shelley, who’s taking her time putting her protractor and gel pens back in her pencil case. ‘You want to go to our spot?’ I ask her.

‘Yeah, okay,’ she says in a lukewarm voice. Why can’t my friend be ecstatic to be with me again? I want Shelley to grab me and say, ‘Jeez, Kaitlin, I missed you like anything when I was in Queensland!’

We stop at our bags hanging in the corridor and get out our play-lunches. Cheese and Bacon Balls for me. ‘Eve says we can’t get these any more,’ I tell Shelley as we walk across the playground.

‘Who’s Eve?’ Shelley asks.

‘My grandmother. She’s come out from England to look after me, remember?’

‘Not really. How come she needs to look after you?’

‘Because my mum’s gone to Perth on business.’

‘How long’s she staying over there?’

‘A month or so.’

Before the holidays, I told Shelley all this was going to happen. I guess Movie World and Wet ’n’ Wild have ejected the facts of my life from her brain. Actually, I don’t mind repeating them because it feels good to say, ‘My mum’s gone to Perth on business.’ She’s a freelance accountant and this is her first big interstate job. She’s worked really hard to get to this point.

Shelley and I are at our spot, a huge old gum tree right in the corner of the yard. We go around the tree to the fence. By stepping on that, we can reach the bottom branch, a smooth thick arm that sticks out parallel to the ground. Climbing trees is not allowed, but so far no one has caught us.

At last I start to relax. I love it up here. Gum leaves smell beautiful when you crush them between your fingers, and you can look across the creek valley to the big new houses clinging to the opposite bank. The air is cold, but the sun’s out, and my grade six windcheater with the signatures of my classmates on the back is nice and thick.

‘Ashleigh’s a cow,’ Shelley says, as she rips open her Mars Bar.

‘Is she ever!’ It’s a relief to talk about what’s really on our minds. Ashleigh didn’t speak to anybody at our table all morning, or even look at us. Just hunched over her maths book and fumed.

‘Who wants her?’ Shelley says. ‘The sooner she gets off our table the better, that’s what I reckon!’

‘Me, too.’ It feels good to agree. I watch Shelley as she takes a big bite of Mars Bar and chews it fiercely. She’s so skinny, she doesn’t have to worry about the fat content in her food.

‘Did you get my message on your phone?’ I ask her.

I hope she says no. Hope their machine was broken.

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Sorry I didn’t ring back. My auntie came over and I had to baby-sit my little cousins.’


‘That’s okay,’ I say. It is okay. Little cousins are a good reason not to ring. I smile at Shelley. She has sparkly green eyes and springy, shoulder-length hair. It’s copper-coloured with flecks of gold in it. My hair is shoulder-length, too, but it’s flat and limp, and plain old brown. I’m ordinary, while Shelley looks just like a friend on TV would.
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I have my own key to our front door. Mum gave it to me when I turned eleven, at the end of grade five, when she started getting more work that kept her away from the house. But today when I get home I don’t have to use the key. As I walk up the front steps, Eve opens the door. ‘G’day, Kaitlin!’ she says in a mock Aussie accent. She gives me a big grin. ‘I’ve got arvo tea ready.’

It’s kind of nice to have somebody here, looking glad to see me. On the other hand, normally I look forward to this time of day because I can grab a snack, plop myself in front of the TV and totally zombie out. Watch whatever junk I want till Mum gets home, which is usually around 4.30.


I give the TV a wistful glance and follow Eve out to the kitchen. There on the table is Mum’s white platter, her best one, that we only ever use when people come for dinner. Around the edge of the platter Eve’s arranged rings of red capsicum to make a border. Inside, there’s concentric circles of celery sticks, cheese cubes and black olives. In the very centre there’s a dozen sun-dried tomatoes.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say, ‘like a big flower.’

‘Glad you like it,’ Eve smiles. She owns her own cafe back in England, so I guess presentation is important to her.

I don’t have the heart to tell her that my idea of great after-school food is a packet of caramel Tim Tams. I suck in my stomach and look at it under my green windcheater. Wish it was a lot flatter. Mum tells me not to worry about it, that I’m beautiful just the way I am. That it’s taken trillions of years for humans to evolve a society where food is available 24/7, so we might as well indulge in a bit of comfort eating. ‘It’s safer than Prozac,’ I’ve heard her say more than once as she’s crunched through a handful of cream and onion Pringles.

‘Would you like some apple juice?’ Eve asks.


‘Okay. Yes, thanks.’ I’d prefer Fanta, but don’t like to say so.

As I drink the juice, Eve nibbles a capsicum ring and looks at me. Looks for so long that it begins to qualify as a stare. I squirm in my chair.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It’s just that I’ve waited so long for this.’

‘For what?’

‘To be with you. To really look at you. My only grand-daughter!’ What can I say? I roll my eyes and grab an olive.
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I try to soothe myself to sleep with beautiful words. It’s a trick I learned years ago, when I realised that counting sheep didn’t work for me. Doesn’t matter what the words mean, I just like collecting interesting ones and saying them to myself. Silver. Sapling. Pseudoephedrine.

It’s not working tonight! All the nice words collapse and shatter under the weight of the heavy, ugly one: loser.

I turn over and bury my face in my pillow but it doesn’t keep the syllables from pounding through my brain in Ashleigh’s angry voice. Loser, loser, loser!

I try to shut her out. Think of nice words, I tell myself. Mermaid. Baby’s breath. Lilac. Artichoke.

It’s impossible. I can’t stop thinking! In two more days I have to talk to my dad again. He rings every Wednesday night. From his fancy flat in Canberra where he lives with his wife and their little boy. I’m glad he keeps in touch with me and I like talking to Jake, even though it’s kind of hard to hold a conversation with a three-year-old. The thing is, Dad always asks about my friends. He thinks I’m a totally normal kid. Friends? I wish I could answer him: No problem! Every time I turn around there’s another friend, begging to do something with me. Go swimming, catch a movie, come horse riding … you name it, I’ve got somebody who wants to do it with me.

‘Loser!’ Ashleigh is next to my bed, leering.

I jerk wide awake. Must have been drifting off without realising it.

Mum cried for months after Dad left us, left with that woman he met at the university where he was teaching. That was when I was in grade two.

Finally Mum stopped crying so often, some time during grade three. That’s when her accounting books appeared on the kitchen table. ‘Looks like it’s you and me, kid,’ she said, after Dad and the Professor both got jobs at ANU. ‘You and me – we’re a team.’

‘The only team you’re on is the losing team.’ Ashleigh says this with a smile, sitting cross-legged on top of my bookshelf.

I snap awake again. Ashleigh disappears, but her voice continues, ‘Congratulations, you’re one of the top five losers in the school.’

I flop on to my back, grab my pillow and squash it over my face. I keep repeating the same word to myself – gazelle, gazelle, gazelle – until I finally go to sleep.
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At least there’s one person in my class who doesn’t think I’m a loser. I smile at Shelley, and I’m grateful that we’re still friends. She gives me a smile back, but she looks a bit nervous. Actually everybody at our table keeps glancing edgily at Ashleigh’s space. She isn’t here.

I don’t know about the others, but all last night, even after I finally got to sleep, and this morning while I was eating muesli with Eve, and while I was walking to school, I dreaded seeing Ashleigh.

Suddenly, I have a thought that fills my soul with light. Maybe she’ll never come back. Maybe she got so mad about having to sit with us losers that she’s transferred to another school!

We’re working on an English sheet. It’s a story that looks naked because it doesn’t have any punctuation. We have to put in all the full stops, talking marks and commas. I can’t concentrate on it. I keep looking over at Ashleigh’s chair and hoping that it’ll stay empty.

It doesn’t. At 9.15, the heavy door of our classroom slides savagely open and Ashleigh bursts in, scowling. She marches over to our table and plonks herself down.

‘Good morning, Mr Callaghan,’ Mr Callaghan says to Ashleigh in the voice of a polite little girl. ‘Sorry I’m late.’ He’s sitting with Claire’s table group. He’s been going over some work with Lisa because she missed a heap of school last term, but now he’s staring at Ashleigh, waiting for a reply to his witty imitation of her.

My stomach churns. Don’t tell me they’re going to start fighting again. Ashleigh stares at Mr Callaghan for several steely seconds, then shoots a ‘Sorry!’ at him.

He goes back to helping Lisa, so I guess that means he’s accepted her apology.


I pretend to be totally absorbed in my worksheet, but I’m watching Ashleigh out of the corner of my eye. There’s already a sheet at her place, ready for her to do. She snatches it up and starts to read it. ‘This is crap,’ she snarls, but in a low voice. ‘I’m not doing this!’

I’m not sure who she was speaking to, but that’s more than she said to us all day yesterday.

Mr Callaghan doesn’t tell her off. We’re allowed to talk quietly, as long as we keep it down to what Mr Callaghan calls an acceptable working level.

‘You came back, Ashleigh!’ Matthew observes in as close as he can get to a whisper. ‘I thought you were going to a higher authority.’

I feel Shelley tense up beside me. Matthew can be such an idiot! I give up acting like I’m working and watch to see what happens. It seems like Ashleigh didn’t hear Matthew – she’s searching through her huge pencil case for something. Then, suddenly, she turns on him. ‘As a matter of fact, Mr Mouth, I did go to a higher authority.’

‘Who?’

‘My mum!’

Matthew chuckles. ‘What did she do?’

‘She came and talked to the Principal. Mum told her to move me back with Claire, but the stupid cow said no. Kept on yakking, using these big words till my mum backed down. She said I had to try it at this table for two weeks and then we’d re-evaluate the situation.’ She says the last three words in a mock principal’s voice, then back to her own, ‘She said I have to give youse a chance.’

‘So,’ Matthew asks, ‘how are we doing so far?’

‘Hmph,’ she snorts, and goes back to looking through her pencil case.
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‘Okay!’ Mr Callaghan says brightly, getting up from Claire’s table and heading towards his desk at the front of the room. ‘Let’s get started!’

‘On what?’ several people groan.

‘On our first project for the term!’

‘Not another project!’ Matthew protests.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘What’s it on?’

‘Famous Australians.’

‘Why do we have to do that?’ someone calls out from across the room.


‘So you can learn about your history.’

‘That’s stupid!’ a couple of people moan.

‘Come on, it’s good for you to know something about your own history.’

‘We know enough already!’

‘Well, I think you need to know just a little more. Here are the ground rules: you can work independently or in pairs, but you have to stay at your table group. You can do any important Australian, but each person or pair has to do a different one. When you’ve picked somebody, run it past me. First come, first served. These books might help.’ He pats a stack in front of him.

‘Can I work with Claire?’ Ashleigh asks.

‘Ashleigh,’ Mr Callaghan says, and this time I’m relieved to hear him use his normal teacher voice on her, ‘you heard the rules. You may work in pairs, but within your own table group. Why would I have gone to all the trouble to assign you to new groups if I was going to let you run around the room willy-nilly?’

Ashleigh glowers, but she doesn’t protest further. Guess her visit to the Principal is still too clear in her mind. ‘Within your own table group,’ she mimics under her breath. She glances around at each of us in turn. We all looked scared, even Matthew. Her eyes settle on Jessica, who is sitting to her right. ‘You wanna be my partner?’ she asks sharply.

Jessica looks startled, then answers, ‘Yeah. I mean … sure.’ Her expression is changing to some kind of pleasure, because Ashleigh chose her ahead of us.

‘Let’s do Britney Spears,’ Ashleigh says.

Matthew butts in. ‘I hate to tell you this, Ash, but I think she’s American.’

Ashleigh gives him a scathing look, then turns back to Jessica. ‘Who else can we do that’s good?’

‘Uh … Cathy Freeman?’

Ashleigh’s eyes light up. ‘Cool!’ She waves her hand in the air. ‘Mr Callaghan! Me and Jessica want Cathy Freeman! Okay?’

‘Good choice,’ Mr Callaghan says, writing something on a sheet of paper. ‘Cathy Freeman’s taken then.’

When I look at Shelley, my stomach hurts. I know she’s my friend and I’m pretty sure she’ll work with me on the project, but this reminds me too much of all the times teachers have said we could choose a partner and there hasn’t been anyone who wanted to choose me.

‘You wanna work together?’ I say it to Shelley quickly, crossing the fingers of my left hand under the table.

‘Sure,’ she says, as though she’d never considered any other alternatives.

I hope I’m not showing how happy I am. Hope I look like it’s normal for people to want to do things with me.

Shelley whispers to me, ‘My dad said he’ll give me twenty bucks for every “A” I get this term.’

‘Great! Who should we do?’

‘I don’t know. You’re the one with all the ideas.’

‘I’ll think about it. I’ll come up with somebody really good.’

While I’m trying to think, Matthew complains. ‘There’s nobody interesting in here,’ he sulks, flipping through one of Mr Callaghan’s books. He takes that book back and brings another one to our table. Flips through it and says, ‘These guys are even more boring.’

Stephen gets up from beside Matthew, goes to Mr Callaghan and whispers something to him. Mr Callaghan nods enthusiastically and writes on his paper. Stephen comes back to our table and starts scribbling away in his tiny writing. Doesn’t use a book.

‘Who are you doing, Stevo?’ Matthew wants to know.

Stephen doesn’t answer.

‘Is it a man?’ Matthew persists.

Stephen scrunches closer to his paper. I bet somebody advised him to ignore whoever is bothering him.

‘Not a man then? A woman?’

A deep furrow appears in Stephen’s forehead.

‘Not a woman, either!’ Matthew looks perplexed. ‘How many famous Australian animals have there ever been?’

‘Only one that I can think of.’ I didn’t know I was going to say that. Ashleigh gives me this look like, ‘Oh, God!’

‘Who?’ Matthew wants to know. He’s looking at me in anticipation.

‘Phar Lap,’ I say.

Ashleigh rolls her eyes.

‘Mr Callaghan!’ Matthew bellows. He must have the loudest voice in the southern hemisphere. ‘Can I do an animal?’


Mr Callaghan looks up from some sheets he’s been correcting. ‘This is not a science assignment, Matthew.’

‘I know! But this is a really important Australian. Phar Lap.’

‘All right.’

‘What?’

‘That’s a good idea. Do Phar Lap.’

‘Yes!’ Matthew gives me the biggest grin. ‘Good on ya, Katie!’
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The bell goes for recess. ‘Come on!’ Ashleigh says to Jessica. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ Jessica gives her this soppy, grateful look and they rush off, taking Claire with them.

Shelley takes a long time getting her stuff together. ‘You coming?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, hang on.’ Not quite as enthused as when she was talking about us getting an ‘A’. I’m relieved that she does head out the door with me.

‘Will we go to our spot?’ I ask as we walk down the corridor.


Shelley shrugs. I don’t know what to do. ‘Did you want to go to the canteen?’ I ask.

‘Nah, I don’t have any money.’

Neither do I. Wish I did. I could buy her something to cheer her up. We wander over towards our tree. Something’s bothering her, I can tell. Finally she says, ‘Why’d you talk to Matthew?’

‘I don’t know. Why not?’

‘Because he’s like the dorkiest boy in the school.’

‘Ashleigh talked to him. She told him about her mum being a higher authority, remember?’

‘Ashleigh’s different.’

We reach the tree. I’ve got Burger Rings for my play lunch. They’re the last ones I’ll have while Eve’s in charge of the kitchen. I hold out the packet to Shelley. She shakes her head and opens her chips. Plain ones, and they’re Home Brand. I know she likes Burger Rings heaps better. I don’t feel like eating anything now. Nothing tastes good when Shelley’s mad at me.

She’s gazing across the creek, towards the new housing estate. But it doesn’t look like she’s really seeing it. She turns back to me.

‘Don’t you think Nathan’s hot?’ she asks me. He’s the tallest boy in our grade.


‘Sure,’ I say. I’ve never thought about Nathan one way or another, but I want to agree with her. And I’m so glad she doesn’t seem to be mad at me any more.

‘Do you think he likes me?’ she asks.

‘Definitely.’

‘Cool.’

Actually, I haven’t got a clue who Nathan likes.
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‘Well, how was your day?’ Eve asks over a plate of seaweed crackers with tzatziki.

‘It was okay.’

Eve doesn’t look at all satisfied. But I don’t want to think about school right now!

I remember back to when Mum used to be home when I’d get in from school. She’d have books scattered all over the kitchen table. ‘How was school?’ she’d say, and I’d say, ‘Good.’ And that would be the end of it. The school part of the day over, and the home part begun. I’d get a snack. ‘You want some?’ I’d ask her. If she was on a diet, she’d say no. If she said yes, I could tell her moods by how she ate. If she gobbled up Chicken-in-a-Biscuit one after another, I’d know she was nervous and I’d better watch out.

Eve persists, ‘You can do better than that. What did you learn today?’

Ashleigh’s decided Jessica is the best of us losers. That’s what springs into my mind.

‘Nothing,’ I say.

‘Oh, come on. Haven’t you heard that expression, you learn something new every day?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s really true. It’s doesn’t have to be a big thing.’ She’s looking at me expectantly.

‘Sorry,’ I mumble.

‘Sorry for what?’

‘That I didn’t learn anything.’

‘I’m sure you did. It’s a matter of noticing it. Here, I’ll give you an example. I learned something today. The man next door’s name is Will.’

‘I knew that.’

‘Well, I didn’t.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t do that, love,’

‘What?’

‘Say sorry when you don’t really mean it. Respect words. Say what you mean.’

‘Okay, I’ll try.’

I glance longingly at the cupboard. Mum keeps a stash of emergency comfort food in there. Sometimes we eat it as a reward, like if Mum’s finished a big job we might hire a video and crack open a big bag of M&M’s. If you’re tired of M&M’s, Mum likes to say, you’re tired of life.

‘Now, aren’t you curious to know how I learned that our next-door neighbour is called Will?’ Eve asks brightly.

Our next-door neighbour?

‘I guess.’

‘He came over. Brought a plate of brownies. He said, “Here’s some brownies to welcome you to Vincent Street.” Told me it was a tradition he’d learnt about from his daughter who lives in Kansas.’

‘Where are they?’

‘What?’

‘The brownies.’

I know for a fact that Will, apart from being a major sticky-beak, makes the chewiest, chocolatiest, yummiest brownies in the universe.

‘I put them in the freezer,’ Eve says. ‘We can have one after tea. A small one.’


I want a big one. Now.

I sigh as I munch a seaweed cracker.
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Mum calls. Her voice makes me feel funny, like there’s something sharp inside me that’s sweet at the same time. I’m glad to hear her voice, but it makes me miss her.

‘How’s life with Granny?’ she asks.

‘Mum! She wants me to call her Eve.’

‘Of course. No labels for my mum. How’s she doing?’

‘Good.’

‘Looking after you all right?’

‘Yeah. Will came over today to see her.’

‘Surprised it took him so long. Does she have her ears still, or did he talk them off?’

I giggle, which feels good.

We talk for a while longer. Mum gets all enthused about helping me choose a famous Australian for our project. She wants it to be a woman, of course.

I listen to her going through the possibilities, but at the same time my mind is coated with a greasy layer of worry. I keep seeing Shelley, shaking her head no when I held out my Burger Rings. Last term we always used to share our play-lunches. It was like a bit of color in the day to look forward to. On the weekends, Mum and I would be in Coles and I’d ask if I could get a packet of Skittles or Lifesavers or something and usually Mum would let me. Part of the fun of buying them would be thinking about how I’d share them with Shelley.

‘I guess there haven’t been any famous accountants,’ Mum is saying.

I manage a laugh, but mainly I’m wondering how I can get Shelley to like me as much as she did last term.
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‘Let’s do Lindy Chamberlain,’ I say to Shelley.

‘Who’s he?’

‘She. She got accused of killing her baby but really a dingo ate it. My mum said we should do her. I was talking to her last night and she reckons it was one of the most famous murder trials we’ve ever had in Australia.’

‘Sounds okay.’ Shelley shrugs and draws a line of love hearts on a page in her exercise book. Why doesn’t she look at me? Is she still mad at me for talking to Matthew? Yesterday she seemed all excited about our project. And last night I tried really hard to pick the person I thought she’d like best. We’ve got time to work on the project now – that’s what we’re going to do every day after recess for a while, Mr Callaghan said.

The other people at our table are certainly taking advantage of the opportunity: Stephen is hard at work on his mystery person, scrunched close to his paper, scribbling really quickly in his tiny writing. Matthew has a book on Phar Lap, and he actually seems to be reading it.

Ashleigh and Jessica are sitting close together, with a pile of magazines between them. Ashleigh told Mr Callaghan she brought them because her dad saved them from 2000 and they have lots of stuff in them about Cathy Freeman and the Olympics. The Dolly they’ve got open looks more recent than 2000 to me. They’re filling out a quiz, but they’re making sure we can’t see what it’s about. They’re giggling and whispering like they’ve been pals for years. Shelley’s stopped drawing love hearts. She’s staring dreamily at Ashleigh and Jessica, as if she’s longing to do the quiz with them. Sometimes I don’t understand her at all.

I pull Shelley’s exercise book over and write under the love hearts, Two days ago, didn’t Ashleigh call Jessica a loser?


I expect Shelley to write her answer but instead she says, ‘I don’t know!’ As if the question really irritated her.

I write, I’m sure Ashleigh said ‘the top five losers at the school …’

Before I can finish, Shelley snatches her book back, rips out the page, and scrunches it up as though she hates it.

Tears spring to my eyes. I don’t understand anything! ‘I’m going on the Internet,’ I say, keeping my voice steady, not looking at Shelley.

We have five computers in our room and the one over by the tank of tadpoles is free. Probably because it’s the coldest spot in the room. I’m glad I’m wearing my thick green windcheater with the signatures on the back.

I type ‘Lindy Chamberlain’ in the search box.

A few choices come up. I click on the one called A Cry in the Dark. It’s a whole on-line book divided into chapters. The first one, ‘Taken’, tells how Lindy was camping at Ayers Rock with her husband and their two little boys. It was evening and they were sitting in the barbeque area talking to another family when the husband, Michael, heard their baby cry. Her name was Azaria. She was only nine weeks old and Lindy had put her to sleep in their tent. When Lindy listened she couldn’t hear the baby crying, but she went to check on her anyway.

Suddenly, Matthew’s beside me. Leaning over the tadpole tank, rippling the water with his fingers. ‘Hello in there,’ he says to the tadpoles. ‘Got any legs yet?’

‘Leave them alone,’ I tell him.

‘They’re bored.’ He stirs the water with his fingers. ‘I’m giving ’em some stimulation.’

‘They don’t need stimulation.’

‘How do you know? You ever been a tadpole?’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘Got you there, haven’t I, Katie?’ He pokes me in the back with a wet finger.

‘Stop it!’ I say.

‘Hurry up, then,’ he whines, pointing to the computer. ‘I want a go.’

‘Hang on.’ I have to see what happened when Lindy checked on Azaria.

I turn back to the screen. It says that as Lindy was walking towards the tent, she saw a dingo run out. It was so dark she couldn’t see clearly. She rushed to the back of the tent … and the little white bassinet where she’d laid her baby was empty.


Now Matthew’s taking paper out of the recycling box and tearing it into tiny pieces. Being as annoying as possible. He drops some bits of paper into the tadpole tank, where they float on the top.

‘Don’t,’ I say. ‘That’ll hurt them.’

‘No it won’t. Paper’s a natural substance.’

‘Well, it’s not natural for tadpoles!’

‘Mr Callaghan!’ Matthew calls out, ‘Kaitlin’s hogging the computer!’

Mr Callaghan looks up from his desk, where he’s correcting our English work from yesterday. ‘Have you had your twenty minutes yet, Kaitlin?’

‘I don’t know, I forgot to time it.’

‘Why don’t you print out what you’ve got there and take it back to your table?’

‘All right.’ We’re allowed to download and print out two pages.

When I turn around from the printer and look at our table, what I see makes my heart lurch. Shelley isn’t where I left her. She’s pushed her chair way up to the end, next to Ashleigh. The two of them and Jessica have their heads bent over the Dolly magazine. Shelley glances up at me, then looks back really quickly. With a mental clunk, I realise who I’ve just been arguing with. Shelley hates me talking to Matthew! She saw me with him and now she’s getting back at me by making friends with them. I feel like I’m going to throw up. I have a sudden image of myself in the library at lunchtime, talking to Mrs Duke, helping her cover books. That’s what I did almost every lunchtime last year.

I trudge back to my chair. ‘You want to see this?’ I ask Shelley, holding up the stuff on Lindy Chamberlain. ‘It’s pretty interesting.’ I half expect her to snatch it off me and scrunch it up, like she did my note in her exercise book.

‘Cool!’ she says instead, sliding her chair over to mine.

My mind reels in confusion. Does she like me after all? She starts to read what I’ve printed out. ‘This is good,’ she says. Yes! Lunchtime in the library recedes to last year. A past life.

Before she’s had time to read the whole thing, Matthew sits back down at our table. ‘Nothing good on Phar Lap,’ he complains.

‘You didn’t have time to even …’ I suddenly realise who I’m talking to and stop. I look at Shelley.

‘Put up your hood,’ she says to me. She’s smiling. Doesn’t seem to be mad at all.

‘Why should I put up my hood?’ I ask, smiling back at her. It feels so good to know she isn’t angry with me.

‘Cause I wanna see how you look. Go on.’

‘But …’

‘I’ve never seen you with your hood up. I bet it goes good with your eyes.’

People do say that in the right light they can see green flecks in my blue eyes … so I put up my hood, looking at Shelley to see what she thinks. She erupts into laughter. For a second I don’t know why, but then I realise things are falling on my face, and shoulders. Little bits of paper! Matthew must have put a heap of them in my hood while he was standing behind me at the computer.

I look at Ashleigh. Her face is red from giggling at me. So is Jessica’s. Even Stephen’s grinning. I can hear laughter coming from the table next to us. It feels like my face is covered with tiny pieces of humiliation.

‘Nice confetti,’ Matthew splutters. ‘Who’s the lucky guy?’

‘Ashleigh’s table!’ Mr Callaghan shouts. ‘I don’t call that an acceptable level of working noise.’

I fight to keep from crying as I brush the bits of paper off my face and windcheater. I look at Shelley. How could she set me up like that? She whispers to me in an annoyed voice, ‘It was only a joke.’

I keep to myself, doing my own work. Don’t even say anything while we’re eating our lunch. When it’s time to go out, I don’t know if Shelley will want to come with me or not, so I pretend to be totally absorbed in gathering up my things. She stays with me. My head is still so full of everybody laughing at me that I don’t even know if I’m glad she wants to be with me. But I follow her as she walks down the corridor and then heads towards our spot. When we’re nearly at the tree, she turns to me and says, ‘You have to learn to take a joke, Kaitlin.’
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I need to use my key to get in the house this time. I go out to the kitchen expecting to find some health-food delicacies but the table and benches are clear. There’s no one here.

Wait … I hear voices out the back. I look out the window over the sink and see Eve and Will, our next-door neighbour who brought Eve brownies, like in Kansas. They’re inspecting something in the corner of the garden.

Will’s pointing at a spot on the ground and Eve bends down to have a closer look. What are they so interested in? All I can see from here is a patch of grass. Not the neatest grass on our street – no one could accuse Mum of being a keen gardener.

Will and Eve have stopped pointing and bending and are standing face to face, talking. For old people, they look good together. Eve’s tall and slender, standing up very straight. She’s wearing cream-coloured slacks, a thick navy jumper and a cream beanie. Her hair is still mostly dark brown, with only a few flecks of grey.

Will is a bit older than her, but he stands straight, too. He’s got a lot of white hair which Mum admires. She says she puts up with him going on and on about stuff just so she can look at his hair. He’s wearing a tartan cap on top of it today, and he’s got on a green wool jacket.

I go through the laundry and open the back door. ‘What are you two doing?’ I call out.

Eve looks up, startled. ‘Is it that time already?’

‘We’re thinking of putting in a veggie garden out here,’ Will says. ‘Come have a look.’


We’re thinking? I wander over and look at the corner they are so geared up about. ‘I don’t know if Mum likes veggies,’ I say warily. ‘I mean I don’t know if she likes growing them.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Eve says, ‘we’ll make it low-maintenance. It’ll be good for Laura to have fresh herbs and things. You, too,’ she adds, patting me on the back. But I think she’s looking at my belly. She must be, because she says, ‘I haven’t even thought about afternoon tea.’

‘Come over to my place,’ Will offers grandly. ‘I baked a lemon slice.’

‘Can we?’ I ask Eve. ‘Will’s lemon slice is the best.’

‘I guess we’d better come,’ Eve says to Will. ‘That’s the most enthused she’s been since I got here.’

Will gives me a big grin and says, ‘That’s my specialty – enthusing the ladies.’

Over at Will’s kitchen table, once we’ve scoffed the slice, he and Eve get into a deep conversation about foot-and-mouth disease and other rotten things that happen to farm animals who spend their whole life locked up inside.

‘Can I watch TV?’ I ask.


‘Sure,’ Will says, barely glancing away from Eve, ‘go for your life.’

Eve gives me a concerned look. She thinks afternoon television is junk food for the brain. ‘Please, Eve,’ I wheedle. ‘I really need some mindless drivel. I’ll do heaps of homework after.’

She chuckles. ‘All right then. Off you go.’

In Will’s lounge room, with the curtains drawn against the winter sun, I concentrate as hard as I can on the TV. Because if I don’t, the same scene plays over and over again on the screen inside my head: Shelley, whispering and laughing with Ashleigh and Jessica, planning to make me look like an idiot.
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‘Jake searched everywhere for you after you left – under the bed, in the wardrobe … he even looked in the shower.’

It’s that time of the week again. I’m sitting on my bed, talking to my dad on the phone. I didn’t realise how much I missed my brother – well, half-brother technically – until Dad said his name. Jake’s so much fun now that he’s three, and he followed me around like a little shadow when I was staying with them. He only wanted me to read him his bedtime story, and he had to have the same one every night. The Owl and the Pussycat. I got pretty sick of reading about the land where the bong-tree grows.

‘Hey, Jake,’ I’d say, ‘how about we have Possum Magic tonight?’

‘Okay!’ he’d chirp, snuggling up under his Wiggles doona. And then when I’d finished he’d say, ‘Now The Owl and the Pussycat!’

Sarah trusted me to take Jake to the park near their place and down to the local shops. Once, after I’d been running around the back garden playing tiggy with him, I scooped him up in my arms and carried him on to the veranda where Sarah was having a cup of tea. She watched me tickling him, turning him into a hot flailing bundle of giggles. She said, ‘I can’t believe how much energy you have for him. In a perfect world, every toddler would have a teenager to look after them.’

Sarah knows I’m not a teenager yet, but it made me feel good to hear her call me one. She and Dad wanted me to stay on past the holidays, for the time Mum would be in Perth as well, but Mum made a big deal about how I couldn’t miss school, and anyway it was a good reason to entice Eve to come and visit us.

‘Eve settling in all right?’ Dad asks now.

‘Yeah.’ I never know what to say on the phone. Hey, Dad. This is what I really want to say. How do you learn to take a joke?

He’s going to ask about school next. I grit my teeth in anticipation.

‘School going okay?’ he asks.

I can’t just say ‘yeah’ again. A lecturer in the History of the English Language expects more than that from his daughter.

‘We have to do a project on a famous Australian,’ I tell him. ‘Me and Shelley chose Lindy Chamberlain.’

‘Ah,’ he says, ‘I remember her.’

It happened twenty years ago. He would have been a teenager then. He grew up in Melbourne – Mum met him when she came out here on a working holiday. Served him pots of beer at the Dan O’Connell and fell in love. Mum says if I ever do that, she’ll fly to whatever country I’m in and personally drag me home.


‘So what is it you remember about Lindy Chamberlain?’ I ask Dad.

‘The jokes, mainly. Everybody was telling them. How do you bring up a baby in the Northern Territory?’

‘How?’

‘Stick your finger down a dingo’s throat.’

‘That’s gross!’

I know its not nice to make fun of Lindy Chamberlain, but it feels good to be laughing with my dad.
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‘I changed my mind about Matthew being the dorkiest boy in the school,’ Shelley says. ‘It’s actually him.’

She means Stephen, who’s sitting on a bench over by the bike shed reading a book. A thick one. The sun seems to bounce off his sand-coloured curls.

Shelley and I are walking around the yard – she didn’t want to go to our spot today. I guess it could be kind of wet in the tree. It was raining earlier, before the sun came out. I’m just the right temperature inside my green windcheater with the signatures. But I don’t like it as much as I did before.


Shelley hasn’t mentioned what happened yesterday. She’s been extra nice to me, even shared her Menthos with me at recess, so I guess that’s her way of saying she’s sorry. Still, I can’t quite get the feeling of people laughing at me out of my head. Shelley has stopped so we can have a good stare at Stephen. ‘He just sits there reading,’ Shelley whispers to me, ‘advertising to everybody that he’s a total loner.’ He glances up and sees us. He doesn’t smile. He looks back at his book, and somehow I can feel his embarrassment inside my own stomach.

‘Come on,’ I say to Shelley. ‘We’re being rude.’

‘How come you’re all concerned about him?’ Shelley asks in an irritated voice. But at least she’s walking again. ‘He doesn’t have a clue! Bringing a boiled egg to school.’ We have to stay at our table group for the first fifteen minutes of lunch and eat. Today Stephen had a boiled egg, already peeled. He only had to take the cling wrap off. Then he sprinkled salt on it from a tiny shaker. It reminded me of a book I loved when I was a little kid, Bread and Jam for Frances.

I’ve always liked boiled eggs, myself. Not just the taste – their perfect oval shape makes me feel satisfied before I even eat it. And I like the word itself. Egg. Feels as sticky in your mouth as the thing it signifies. ‘Maybe his mother just put it in his lunch box for him,’ I say.

‘Then he should have just thrown it away, shouldn’t he?’

‘I guess so.’ Yes. That’s what a person with a clue would do. I think I’d rather be staked out in the Simpson Desert while ants slowly munched my flesh then tell Shelley the thoughts I just had about boiled eggs.

As it turns out, her mind is on something else entirely. She says, ‘Matthew’s kinda funny when you get to know him.’ Just the subject I wanted to hear about!

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘He was really funny yesterday when he stuck that stuff in my hood.’

‘Are you still cut about that?’ The irritation is back in her voice.

I shrug.

‘Jeez, Kaitlin, it was only paper.’

She’s right. It was only pieces of paper, so tiny they couldn’t hurt anybody.

We round the corner of the bike shed and there, over by the fence, about twenty meters away from us, are Ashleigh and Claire and Jessica. I want to turn and walk the other way, quickly, but Shelley’s in the mood to stop again. ‘Look, it’s them.’ She says this in an awe-struck voice, as if we were scientists and we’d just come across some fascinating animals we’d been searching for.

‘So?’ I say, which I know is rude, but it doesn’t matter because Shelley’s not listening to me. Her total focus is on them. Claire has her arms raised above her head. She takes a few running steps and launches into a cartwheel. Her legs aren’t really straight, but it’s a lot better than I could do.

‘Let’s go.’ I pull on Shelley’s arm in case she’s still not registering speech.

‘Wait!’ Shelley jerks her arm away, her eyes still glued to the girls by the fence. It’s Jessica’s turn. We can tell because the others move away to give her room. She looks tiny. As well as being the newest, she’s the shortest girl in our class. She raises her hands, leans over … and does the most perfect cartwheel I’ve ever seen. And then another. And another. She’s a neat little twirling star shape. She comes to a crisp standstill, and Claire and Ashleigh clap.

‘Wow,’ Shelley breathes, ‘she must do gymnastics.’ Now that Ashleigh’s chosen her, I guess she’s not so weird any more.


Ashleigh is looking around, checking out how many people have seen what her friend can do. She catches sight of us. I want to turn grey and melt into the bike shed, but Shelley doesn’t. ‘Hi, Ashleigh!’ She calls out. Ashleigh looks surprised, but she gives Shelley a wave.

‘Come on!’ I say. At last Shelley listens to me. We walk on.

‘Why did you say hi to her?’ I ask. I know it’s a dangerous question, but I can’t keep myself from asking it.

‘Why shouldn’t I?’

‘Because she definitely included us in the loser category.’

Shelley stops and looks at me. I see confusion in her eyes, and hurt. I try to chase away the hurt by telling her, ‘I didn’t say you’re a loser. Ashleigh did! Don’t you remember, the day Mr Callaghan made her sit at our table?’

‘I remember!’ There are tears in her voice. She turns and starts to walk away from me, fast.

‘Wait up!’ I call out. She doesn’t wait. I have to trot to catch up with her. ‘Who cares what Ashleigh thinks? You said yourself she’s a cow.’

We keep walking. We’re passing the library. I look the other way because the sight of it makes me feel sick. That’s where I got as good as an expert at covering books last year, before they mixed up the classes and I met Shelley and she started to be my friend.

‘Let’s just forget about Ashleigh,’ I say.

She turns to me again. There are still tears in her eyes. ‘Don’t you think people can change their minds?’

The bell is clanging, telling us recess is over. But Shelley isn’t budging. ‘Well,’ she says. ‘Don’t you think people can change?’

I don’t like the way she’s looking at me, her wet green eyes demanding an answer. What if I give the wrong one?

‘Yeah, I guess they can,’ I say at last.
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‘Can you imagine that?’ Mum asks. I’m on my bed again, phone to my ear. ‘The baby daughter you prayed for gets grabbed by a wild dog, and on top of that they send you to jail for life.’ Mum is really hyped about helping with this project.


‘Is Lindy Chamberlain still in jail?’ I ask.

‘No, they let her out after a couple of years. But by that time her marriage was wrecked, her husband’s career was shot … and the saddest thing is, Lindy had another baby girl while she was in jail. The authorities wouldn’t let her keep her.’

Mum goes on for a while longer. She was still in England when all this happened but she reckons it was in the papers over there. And later she saw a movie about it starring Meryl Streep.

‘So how are you going?’ Mum asks suddenly. Seems sudden to me anyway – guess my mind was drifting away again.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Eve get over her jet lag?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You sound kind of flat.’

‘No, I’m okay.’

I don’t want to tell Mum about Shelley, how she hardly spoke to me all afternoon.

‘Listen, kid,’ Mum says in her most upbeat voice, ‘just because I’m in Perth doesn’t mean we’re not still a team.’

‘I know.’ She thinks I’m sad because I’m missing her. Which I guess I am, but I know she’ll come back to me. ‘How’s your job going?’ I ask.

‘Great. I did a presentation today – PowerPoint, music, the whole works, to show the company what I’m doing. They loved it.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Yeah. Makes all those nights at the kitchen table seem worth it.’

‘Sure does,’ I agree. I say it as brightly as I can, and then add, ‘Maybe I’ll be an accountant when I grow up.’

‘I don’t think so!’ She laughs. Which is what I intended. I want her to think I’m happy and funny. I don’t want my own mother to think I’m a loser.
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‘Lindy Chamberlain never cried at her trial,’ I say to Shelley, ‘even when she was telling about how a dingo skins its prey before it eats it, and probably that’s why it took Azaria’s little jumpsuit off before it ate her.’

I watch closely to see how Shelley takes this. I’ve been saving it up for her, like a gift, to give to her at project working time.

‘That’s disgusting!’ Good. She’s interested. Last night when I couldn’t get to sleep, I kept going over and over plans for how I could keep Shelley’s mind off Ashleigh. This morning, before recess, it wasn’t too hard because we had sports: Ashleigh and the others did netball and Shelley and I did rounders. We went straight from sports to recess and I kept Shelley’s attention then by telling her if she came to our spot, I’d give her the hugest, chewiest, chocolatiest brownie in the universe. Eve doesn’t know I took a slab of Will’s brownies out of the freezer. It makes me feel guilty that I didn’t ask but I was afraid she’d say no, that they’re for after tea. I was afraid she wouldn’t understand how important it was to use the brownies today, because Shelley is a really dedicated chocolate freak.

While we sat on our branch overlooking the valley and munched away, neither of us mentioned what happened yesterday. Shelley didn’t seem really mad at me, although I noticed she didn’t look at me much. I kept talking to her, rattling on about anything I could think of, once in a while saying something like how she looks really nice today, just to show her that I would never, ever consider her a loser.

Now we’re back at our table, and I’m working hard to keep her fascinated. ‘My mum told me about the trial when I talked to her last night,’ I say. ‘She said a lot of people thought Lindy was guilty because she didn’t cry. Dad reckons jokes were going around all over the country, like, what do you call a pram on Ayers Rock?’

‘What?’

‘Meals on wheels.’

Shelley squinches up her nose, but she laughs a little.

‘Do you think we should put that in?’ I ask.

‘I guess so.’ Shelley twists a strand of her springy hair around her finger and gazes just where I don’t want her to, across the table at Jessica and Ashleigh, who are busily researching in their stack of magazines. What they call research, anyway.

‘Look,’ I say to Shelley, tapping a thick library book called Evil Angels. ‘Eve got this for me yesterday. It’s all about Lindy and the trial and everything. It’s got heaps of stuff we can use in our project.’

‘That’s good.’ Shelley cranes her neck, trying to see what Jessica and Ashleigh are reading. How can I capture her attention this time? The effort is getting exhausting. Plus, I also have to keep my eye on Matthew. No way I’m turning my back on him again. He seems to be absorbed in his Phar Lap book. But he’s almost at the end – it’s only thin with lots of pictures. I wish it was as thick as a dictionary.


At least I don’t have to worry about Stephen being sneaky. I look over at him as he jabs in a full stop at the end of a solid sheet of his miniature writing. He sighs with satisfaction, then gets a clean sheet out of his folder. He looks in his pencil case, and his satisfied look fades. He turns to Jessica, and speaks for the first time since he’s been at our table. He whispers, ‘Have you got a red texta?’

‘Hey,’ Matthews says, ‘keep it down, would you, Stephen?’

‘I only asked for a texta,’ Stephen mutters.

‘Listen,’ Matthew goes on, ‘you got to learn to concentrate. Focus!’

Jessica hands Stephen a texta, and he rules out a careful box. Must be some sort of diagram. A moment later he whispers to Jessica, ‘Have you got a green one?’

Matthews explodes, ‘You just can’t control yourself today! You got ADD, mate?’

‘Matthew, put a zip in it!’ Mr Callaghan yells.

‘Well,’ Matthew says, pointing at Stephen, ‘he shouldn’t be so distractible.’

Stephen looks annoyed, but he’s gone back to his usual tactic, concentrating very hard on his ignoring.


‘Come here, Matt,’ Mr Callaghan says.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Callaghan, I’ll be quiet now.’

‘I said to come here.’

‘Why? Do I have to?’

‘To answer your second question, yes. And as to why – I want to tell you some stuff about Phar Lap. And you can tell me some. Bring your book.’

Matthew huffs and mumbles as he gets out of his chair, picks up his book and goes up to Mr Callaghan’s desk. Mr Callaghan has started working with Matthew individually a fair bit. With him gone, I breathe a sigh of relief.

‘How do you think we should present our project?’ I ask Shelley. Mr Callaghan said we could do it on video or use PowerPoint, or make it like a radio interview if we want to.

‘I’m not sure,’ Shelley says dreamily. She is so obviously eavesdropping on Ashleigh and Jessica. When Matthew was still here they were hiding what they were reading but now they lower the magazine so we can see the heading, ‘How Far Would You Go with a Guy?’

Shelley is openly looking at them now. Ashleigh reads, ‘If the most gorgeous boy in your class asked you to hide out with him in the school darkroom, would you? Yes or no?’

‘No way,’ Jessica giggles.

Ashleigh drops her voice and whispers something to Jessica that we can’t hear, but that makes her giggle more. Shelley actually edges her chair closer to them. My stomach tightens. Any moment, Ashleigh is going to notice Shelley. What will she do then? Be nice like she was yesterday, when Shelley called out to her? Or yell at her to mind her own business and toddle back to Loser Land?

Sure enough, Ashleigh looks up and catches sight of Shelley’s sparkly green eyes. She shoots a look at me, then Stephen, then back to Shelley. ‘How about you, Shell?’ she asks. ‘Have you ever tongue-kissed a boy?’

‘Uh …’ Shelley looks flustered. And at the same time, like she just won a teddy bear at the Show. ‘I’ll tell you later, okay?’

‘Sure,’ Ashleigh smiles at her.

I feel sick. I can’t believe this. ‘She’s mine!’ I want to scream at Ashleigh. ‘You’ve got enough already!’ I have a sudden image of me tying a rope around Shelley’s middle and pulling her close to me.

‘Here,’ I say, shoving Evil Angels at her, ‘read this and write down some notes. We are gonna get an “A”, remember?’

Ashleigh and Jessica are watching Shelley now. Waiting to see what she’ll do. She pushes the book back to me. ‘You can,’ she says.

‘Can what?’ I ask. They’re looking at me now.

‘Read the book and write notes,’ she says.

Ashleigh sniggers, as if Shelley had said something clever. Shelley gives her this little grin back.

‘Aren’t you planning to do anything on this project?’ I snap at her. She looks at me now. Surprised. Hurt. When she’s the one who’s sucking up to Ashleigh. ‘I’ve done all the research so far. If you want that twenty bucks from your dad, you have to do something, too.’

‘I …’ Shelley looks confused.

‘Hey, Shell,’ Ashleigh says.

‘Yeah?’

‘Why don’t you work with us? Leave Katie to do the baby-killer on her own.’

‘She’s not a baby-killer!’ I say. ‘That’s the point! She was accused unfairly!’

‘Whatever.’ Ashleigh flips a stray strand of her blonde hair behind her ear and turns back to Shelley. ‘Come on, our topic’s a lot more interesting than hers.’

Shelley looks like the bear she won at the Show is the biggest one on the rack. ‘But … Mr Callaghan said we can only work in pairs.’

‘He won’t care. You go ask him. He likes you. You’re so polite.’

‘I don’t know …’ Shelley looks at me. ‘Would you mind working on your own?’

What can I say?

‘Come on, Shelley,’ Ashleigh says impatiently, ‘don’t be a wuss.’

My head pounds wildly as Shelley goes up to the front of the room where Mr Callaghan is working with Matthew. I can’t hear what she’s saying, but I see Mr Callaghan listening to her. Please say no. I cross my mental fingers and toes into knots. Please, Mr Callaghan, tell her she has to work with me.

‘Kaitlin?’ Mr Callaghan is saying.

‘Yes?’

‘Is this true? You want to do your project on your own?’

The whole class is looking at me and I can’t believe Shelley told him that. ‘Say yes,’ Ashleigh hisses under her breath.


‘I guess so,’ I mumble.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said yes!’

Shelley comes back to our table looking happy. ‘He said he expects a multimedia presentation about Cathy Freeman, with all three of us working on her.’

‘No worries!’ Ashleigh beams. ‘Scoot your chair over here and we’ll start our research straight away.’

Shelley reaches out for her chair, but before she moves it she says to me, ‘Your project’s gonna be really good. I bet you get an A-plus.’

If that’s supposed to make me feel better, it doesn’t work. There’s no way I can write a single word about Lindy Chamberlain, or even think about her. As Shelley giggles with Jessica and Ashleigh while they finish the quiz, my head throbs with hot, red worry. Will Shelley still spend lunchtime with me?
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The bell sends spikes through my stomach. I ask, too soon, even before Shelley’s had a chance to gather up her stuff, ‘You want to go to our spot, or just walk around or something?’

‘Uh …’ Shelley looks uncomfortable. ‘I actually … I thought I’d hang around with Ashleigh and Jessica today.’

I bite my bottom lip and make myself very busy scrunching up the paper bag that Eve put my wholegrain sandwich in.

What can I say? ‘Okay,’ I manage to get out. And then she’s gone.

I go to the library. I’m the first one there. ‘Hello, stranger,’ Mrs Duke calls from her perch behind the desk. She says she has a new book she knows I’ll like. I feel like I’m barely stuck together inside – if I don’t talk to anybody, I won’t break. I take Mrs Duke’s book and go into a corner. But I don’t read it. What good is a story like this? Books are full of girls with friends!
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‘Kaitlin!’ Shelley calls, ‘Come on.’ She waves her movie ticket at me. ‘It’s about to start!’ In her other hand she’s got a giant box of popcorn. It smells delicious. A flute is playing a classical piece that sounds familiar …

I open my eyes and see my bedroom. I groan, turn over, and try to get back into the dream. I can still hear the flute music. I can still smell something warm and buttery …

I get up, grab my dressing gown and wander out to the kitchen. Eve is standing at the bench, flipping a pancake in the electric frypan, humming along with the radio, which is tuned to the classical station.


‘Hello!’ she says, ‘How’s my favourite granddaughter on this beautiful morning?’

‘Okay.’

Eve waves her spatula towards the big window over the sink, where the sunlight dances through gum leaves onto our table, and fridge, and lino. ‘Bit different from winter in Kent!’

‘Yeah.’ I sit at the table.

I can see with my eyes that she’s right, it is a gorgeous morning, but I can’t feel it. I’m empty, jagged empty. It felt so good in my dream when Shelley called out to me. Now I’m awake and I know she doesn’t want me.

Eve scoops the pancake out of the frypan and on to a plate. ‘What would you like on your first one? Lemon and sugar? Maple syrup?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ I say grumpily. ‘Whatever.’

I see hurt in Eve’s eyes, and for a second that feels good. The next second, I’m ashamed. ‘Maple syrup would be great,’ I say as cheerfully as I can. The effort makes me tired. I want to be back in bed. I wonder what movie we were going to see.

The phone rings. My heart leaps – I bet it’s Shelley! But in the moment it takes me to reach out and pick up the receiver, I know it won’t be her. Mum, most likely. ‘Hello?’ I say, wearily.

‘Good morning!’ answers a happy male voice. ‘Would that be the lovely young lady next door? The younger lovely young lady, I mean?’

‘Hi, Will. You want to speak to Eve?’

‘Yes, if it’s convenient.’

I take a bite of the breakfast that Eve made me. I can taste that it’s nice, the pancake warm and light, the syrup dark and sweet, yet it hurts as I swallow it. Eve’s been in the country a little over a week, and she’s already got a good friend. As she chats to him I have this sudden urge to grab the electric frypan and hurl it through the window, to watch glass fly into tiny pieces in the sparkly sunshine.

‘What do you think, Kaitlin?’ Eve is asking me, her hand over the receiver.

‘Sorry?’

‘Will wants to take us into – where is it again?’ She consults Will, then turns back to me. ‘He wants to take us to Southbank this afternoon. What do you think?’

‘Sounds okay.’

‘We don’t have to.’ She looks at me in a worried way. ‘If there’s something else you’d rather do …’

I’d rather go to a movie with Shelley. I’m suddenly tired again, the energy to throw a frypan has drained away. ‘No, let’s go to Southbank. That sounds nice.’ I manage a smile.

Eve makes another pancake and sits across the table from me to eat it. ‘If you want to bring a friend, Will said that would be fine.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘He said he wouldn’t mind stopping to pick somebody up.’

‘No, I’d rather just go with you.’
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We’re walking along the river in the afternoon light, me and Eve and Will. Up ahead of us there’s another couple walking. They’ve got a girl about my age with them. Only she’s skinny, with long legs and a flat belly, just like I’d like to look. And she’s got a friend with her. I can tell they’re friends, not sisters, because they’re talking to each other a mile a minute, and laughing, and you can see by the way they walk close together that they’d rather be with each other than with anybody else in the world.


‘Look at the little steamer,’ Eve says, pointing to a boat chugging past. ‘It’s gorgeous.’

‘You can go for cruises on that,’ Will answers. ‘We’ll have to try it some time … hey, have a gander at the juggler. She’s not bad, is she?’

‘I love buskers,’ Eve enthuses. ‘They really brighten up a city.’

They notice everything. While I only see girls my age, and they’re all in pairs. Or older ones, teenagers, in groups. With shiny eyes. Licking ice-creams, talking, eyeing off the boys, laughing.

We’re almost at the Casino. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the hotel,’ Will says. He presents the foyer to Eve like a gift, the spouts of water leaping in the fountains, the points of light dancing on the ceiling. Like I gave Shelley gifts, of words and jokes and Burger Rings. Only she didn’t want mine.

I can see the hotel is beautiful, just as I could see the juggler was good. But I can’t feel it. It’s like there’s a slimy film of sadness between my eyes and the world.

‘Who needs a coffee?’ Will asks.

‘Me!’ Eve admits gratefully.

We go back to where the sidewalk cafes are, and sit at a table overlooking the river. It’s a bit nippy when you stop walking, with the breeze off the water, but neither Will or I mention it because Eve keeps saying how much she likes being outside in the middle of winter.
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Eve and I are in the lounge room watching TV. Actually, she’s reading and I’m flipping through the channels – there’s nothing good on Saturday night. But I keep flipping anyway, trying to find something, even ads, that will distract my stupid mind for a few seconds. I flip to a forest of grinning kids on a McDonald’s commercial.

‘That’s getting a bit annoying, Kaitlin,’ Eve says. ‘If you can’t find anything worth watching, why don’t you just turn it off?’

I click the power button, plunging the room into sudden silence.

‘Don’t you have homework?’ Eve asks me over her book.

‘Not really. I just have to observe some clouds for science. I can do that tomorrow.’

Eve picks up her bookmark from the coffee table, inserts it carefully, closes the book and lowers it to her lap. ‘Kaitlin,’ she says in a measured way, ‘is there something wrong?’

I feel my face go red. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well …’ She looks uncomfortable, too. She takes off her reading glasses. ‘It’s just … you seem sort of depressed.’ Depressed in an ugly word. Sounds like a giant smelly shoe squashing something disgusting.

‘I’m not depressed!’ It comes out in a whine. I don’t want Eve to think of me like that.

‘I know you must be missing your mother,’ Eve goes on. ‘I mean, you hardly know me. It’d only be natural if you resent the way I do things, coming in and taking over …’

‘No!’ I interrupt, ‘I like you!’ I didn’t plan to say that. But now that it’s out, I know it’s true.

Eve’s giving me a big, relieved smile. ‘Well, that’s good,’ she says. ‘Because I like you!’ Her smile slowly fades and gets replaced by a little frown between her eyes. ‘I would like to get to know you a little better, though.’

My eyes sting with sudden tears. What’s to know? I’m a loner who can’t keep a single friend!
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I’ve closed the drapes tight and turned the lounge room into a dark, safe cave. It’s raining like anything which makes it seems even nicer in here. The only lights are the glow from the heater and the TV. This morning I convinced Eve to take me up to the video shop and get this special we had a coupon for: five weeklies for $5.50.

The fourth video is playing now. Muriel’s Wedding. I’ve seen it heaps of times, but I still love the music and the way things turn out good for Muriel in the end.

Eve also took me to Safeway and let me choose anything I wanted. So far I’ve crunched my way through a bag of Light and Tangy chips, a box of Cheezels and a family-sized packet of M&M’s. All washed down by a giant bottle of wildberry drinking yogurt. At least that’s healthy.

I made the M&M’s last ages, all the way through The Parent Trap. The way I eat M&M’s is, I put them into my mouth one by one, suck off the shell, then let the chocolate melt on my tongue. That takes a lot of self-discipline.

I’m saving my giant Chuppa Chup for the fifth video.

‘Kaitlin!’ The lounge room door opens and Eve comes in. ‘It’s your mum,’ she says, handing me the cordless phone.

She switches off the video and mutters, ‘It’s stuffy in here,’ before leaving.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I say, as I close the door behind Eve.

‘Hi, kid. How are you?’

I walk over to the big window that overlooks our front garden and open the drapes enough to see out. ‘I’m okay,’ I say. ‘How are you?’

‘Great.’ She tells me a bit about how she’s starting to get the company’s accounts under control. She says, ‘It’s really satisfying, sort of like the feeling you get when you clean up a messy house. Should only take me a couple more weeks.’

I’m looking at the naked black branches of our liquid amber reaching up to the grey sky. Liquid amber. That’s not how the dictionary spells it, but it’s how I spell it, because I love those two words.

‘As soon as I get back,’ Mum is saying, ‘we’ll go somewhere for a long weekend, you and me and Mum. Maybe down to Wilsons Prom?’

I just want to stay in here and watch more videos, all the videos in the shop. Maybe they’d deliver them, along with pizzas and Coke, so I’d never have to leave.

‘Kaitlin?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Wouldn’t you like that? If we did some walking with Mum at the Prom?’

‘Sure. Sounds good.’

I can hear Mum hesitate, as if she doesn’t know what to say next. ‘Listen,’ she says, finally, in a voice that doesn’t sound so sure of itself, ‘if you want me to come home earlier …’

‘No,’ I say, ‘I want you to finish the job.’ I hope I sound sure of myself, because on this subject I am. Ever since preps Mum has talked to me about running her own business, and this is the best job that’s come up so far.

Mum says, ‘It’s just that Mum – I mean Eve – said you didn’t seem very happy.’

The rain has started to ease. I look at the droplets hanging from the ends of the liquid amber twigs and I bite my lip. I wish Eve hadn’t told her that.

‘I’m missing you pretty bad myself,’ Mum says. ‘We’ve never really been apart before.’

‘It’s not that!’ My voice comes out all choky. ‘I mean I do miss you, but …’

‘But what? Go on, baby.’

I take a deep breath. ‘I don’t think Shelley wants to be my friend anymore.’

I hear Mum sigh. ‘That’s too bad.’

Now she knows. I’m a loner.

‘What happened?’

‘Well, I kinda yelled at her because she wasn’t helping with our project. You know the one on Lindy Chamberlain?’

‘Oh, yeah, how’s that going?’ She sounds happy to ask about something that won’t make me cry.

‘All right.’

‘About Shelley …’ I can hear Mum thinking. ‘Can’t you just tell her you’re sorry?’


‘I guess I could.’

‘I bet she was just having a bad hair day. I bet by tomorrow she’ll have forgotten all about it.’ Mum’s all cheerful now she’s solved my problem.
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I’m tossing and turning worse than ever with all that junk food rolling around in my stomach. It feels like the M&M’s have made themselves back into little circles and they’re leaping from one side of my belly to the other. About three hundred of them.

I didn’t have the heart to tell Mum that Shelley’s springy hair always looks gorgeous. But maybe she was right about me apologising. I could make Shelley see that I really am sorry …

As the M&M’s stomp up and down on Light and Tangy chip pulp, I plan exactly what I’ll say. I’ll remind Shelley how Ashleigh’s never got an ‘A’ in her life. I’ll offer to change to a different famous Australian.

Clutching my stomach and groaning softly, I imagine telling Shelley, ‘We can do somebody else if you want to. Anybody, really.’ It makes me feel kind of guilty towards Lindy Chamberlain, but I hope she’ll understand.
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Exactly when should I tell Shelley I’m sorry? I forgot to plan that bit.

As usual, Shelley got here just as the bell was going so I didn’t have a chance to talk to her before school. She hasn’t looked at me much since then – she’s got her chair pretty far from me. We’re doing maths. Mr Callaghan is sitting with another table group, helping them and looking over their notebooks.

As always, Stephen is working away. Matthew’s fidgeting. ‘Mr Callaghan, I don’t get this!’

‘Hang on, other people need help sometimes, too.’


Ashleigh is drawing a woman wearing a low-cut dress in her maths notebook. She’s a good drawer. She keeps stopping to show her lady to Jessica and they whisper comments. I’m relieved to see Ashleigh isn’t sharing it with Shelley. But Shelley’s looking anyway. She scoots her chair over so she can look more closely. I still don’t think they really want her. Can’t she see I really do?

I want to tell her I’m sorry before recess, so she’ll hang around with me. But how can I say it here? And if Shelley tags along with Ashleigh and Jessica like she did on Friday, I can’t say it in front of them.

Suddenly, I have an idea. Why didn’t I think of it before? I open my maths notebook to a clean page. I’ve thought it out in my head so thoroughly it doesn’t take me long to figure out what to write.



Dear Shelley, I print out in my best writing, using my second favourite gel pen, the purple one.

I’m really sorry I was mean to you on Friday. I know you will do your share of the work on our project and I shouldn’t have said you wouldn’t. Ashleigh isn’t a good person for you to work with. She isn’t very smart and you know she could never get an ‘A’. Please be my partner again and if you don’t want to do Lindy Chamberlain, we can choose somebody else.


Yours faithfully,

Kaitlin


PS I miss you.



I didn’t intend to do the PS. It sort of appeared out of my pen. But when I see it there, I know it’s true.

I glance over at Ashleigh. She’s drawing a necklace and earrings on her lady. I’m not a good drawer at all, but I can do stars and love hearts. I make a border of those around the note to Shelley, using my equal favourite gel pens, the metallic gold and the metallic silver ones. It looks nice. I pop open a drawer of my angel pencil case and get the tiny pair of scissors out. Don’t want to make the note messy by tearing it out of my book.

I’m concentrating on making a neat cut, which is a bit hard because the scissors are so small. I’ve just snipped the note free when … a hand appears and grabs it. I look up. Matthew! He must have been watching, waiting just for the moment when I finished. ‘Give it back!’ I say. My first thought is that he’ll crumple it up when it looked so nice, but then I realise with a thud in my heart that it’s going to be much worse.


He starts to read, not very loud, but loud enough for the people on our table to hear. ‘Dear Shelley, I’m really sorry I was mean to you on Friday …’

I lunge across the table at him, try to grab the note, but he holds it at arm’s length the other way and reads, ‘Ashleigh isn’t a good person for you to work with. She isn’t very smart and you know she could never get an “A” …’

‘No!’ I yell, thrashing my arms, trying to reach him.

‘Please be my partner again,’ he reads in a high, girly voice.

‘Shut up, you retard!’ Shelley shouts.

‘If you don’t want to do Lindy Chamberlain, we can choose somebody else,’ he goes on in his fakey voice.

I grab the air. I have to stop him reading!

‘Hey, what’s going on here?’

Mr Callaghan is suddenly standing beside me. I wriggle off the table and as I drop back into my chair I realise with a horrible feeling in my stomach that my track suit pants got scrunched down while I was thrashing around. I pull them up. I feel like I’m in a nightmare.

Matthew shoves my note in his pocket while Mr Callaghan is looking at me, waiting for an explanation. ‘Matthew took my …’ I start to say, then remember we’re not allowed to write notes. Mr Callaghan would confiscate it and I don’t want him to see it. ‘Matthew took my work.’

It’s then that I notice Ashleigh, Shelley, Jessica and Stephen all staring at me. Ashleigh’s drawing has disappeared.

‘Matthew?’ Mr Callaghan is saying, ‘have you got Kaitlin’s work?’

‘Sorry. Sorry, Mr Callaghan,’ Matthew babbles. ‘I’ll give it back.’

‘You have to learn not to create disturbances just because you want attention, Matthew.’

‘Yes, Mr Callaghan.’

‘I will get to you, but you have to wait your turn just like anybody else.’

‘Okay. I’m sorry, Mr Callaghan.’

Mr Callaghan turns to me. ‘Next time something like this happens, come to me straight away, all right?’

‘All right.’

‘And do it quietly.’

‘Okay.’

‘Give Kaitlin’s work back,’ Mr Callaghan says to Matthew.


Matthew shoves his own notebook at me, and without checking to see if it’s mine, Mr Callaghan goes back to the other group.

I want to die. But that would be too easy a way out. ‘Hey, Katie,’ Matthew whispers, ‘you looked pretty funny up there on the table, flapping around like a fish.’

I can’t help looking at Shelley to see how she has taken all this. She looks back at me as if I’m a naughty toddler she’s ashamed of. ‘We could see your underpants,’ she says.

Suddenly, I catch sight of Ashleigh. She’s fuming. So mad she won’t say a word to me. She turns to Shelley and asks, ‘Do you still want to work with us dummies?’

‘She never said Jessica was a dummy,’ Matthew points out, patting his pocket.

‘Well?’ Ashleigh demands, staring at Shelley. ‘Are you going to work with us?’

Shelley glances at me. Her green eyes are wet with tears.

‘Make up your mind!’ Ashleigh says. Her face is pale.

‘Yes!’ Shelley blurts out. ‘I want to work with you!’


‘Good decision,’ Ashleigh says to Shelley. But she’s looking at me.
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I’m not in a hurry to get out at recess. In fact, I stay till all the kids are gone and only Mr Callaghan and the tadpoles are left in the room. ‘Looking forward to the trivia quiz on Friday?’ Mr Callaghan asks me.

Something inside me clunks. I’d forgotten about the quiz. Shelley and I were going to be a team. ‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I’m not very good at that kind of stuff.’

‘I’m sure you’ll do fine.’ I can hear impatience in his voice. He’s standing by the door with his keys in his hand. He wants to have his cup of tea.

I wander down the corridor and out into the chilly, grey schoolyard. I don’t feel like eating anything. I start to go to our spot by myself. Matthew steps in front of me and bends on one knee. ‘Please forgive me!’ he pleads.

I hate him. I hate him so much. I step around him and head on towards the tree. He follows me. ‘It was only a joke!’ he says. In a voice that sounds like he’s about to cry.

I don’t even look at him, let alone answer him. But he keeps lumbering along beside me. He clears his throat. ‘They’re a bunch of bimbos!’ he says. ‘Who cares what they think?’

I can’t believe he said that. I walk faster. So does he. ‘You could hang around with me,’ he says.

As if!

‘No thanks,’ I answer, still without looking at him. At last he gives up and lets me walk away.

As I get near our tree, even without Shelley I start to feel a little better. Up among the gum leaves, it’ll be safe. I give the waist of my tracky daks a tug, step onto the fence, turn to hoist myself onto the branch … and look straight into Ashleigh’s face. She’s sitting on our branch! Beside her are Jessica, and Shelley, and Claire. They’ve got their lips all bunched up, trying like anything to stay silent. Shelley clamps her hand over her mouth.

‘Nice underpants, Katie,’ Ashleigh says in a voice choked with giggles. And then all four explode into laughter.


‘Where’d you get them?’

‘Only the best for Katie,’ Claire says. ‘She shops at Targét.’ She pronounces it so it sounds French.

‘Didn’t her mum take you there for lunch one time?’ Ashleigh asks Shelley.

‘That was Safeway,’ Shelley giggles.

My mum never took me and Shelley to Safeway for lunch. She took us to some really good places.

‘Hey, Katie, can I have another look at those undies?’ Ashleigh asks.

I want to cry. I swallow hard and beg my body not to let me down. I turn and walk back to the school as quickly as I can, looking at the ground, praying that Matthew will stay away from me. Thank goodness he does.

I go to the general office and say to the secretary, ‘Ms Johnson, I don’t feel so good.’

She peers at me. ‘You do look a bit green around the gills.’

‘I think I’m gonna throw up.’

She looks alarmed and points across the hall. ‘Use the staff toilet!’

‘Not right this minute. I mean … I feel sick.’ I clutch my stomach.

‘That’s okay then. It’s just that I didn’t want to take a chance. Last week I accused a kid of faking it and he vomited all over me.’

‘I won’t do that.’

‘Just as well. It’s only the second time I’ve worn this shirt. You think you need to go home?’

I nod.

‘Should I ring Mum and ask if she can pick you up?’

‘Mum’s in Perth. But my grandmother, Eve, she could maybe come.’ Hope she’s not gardening with Will.

Ms Johnson rings, then says to me, ‘She’ll be here in twenty minutes.’

Ms Johnson takes me to the sick bay. I lie down and stare at the faded poster of a kid eating an apple. Last time I was in here was when Shelley sprained her ankle in PE and I got to sit with her while she held ice on it. Usually they let one friend come in if you need to be here.

I shove my fist against my mouth. Somebody might get hurt during recess and get sent in here. Could be a boy. I don’t want them to find me bawling. I grab a pamphlet about what to do if somebody has an asthma attack, and concentrate on that really hard.


Finally, I hear Ms Johnson’s voice, ‘No, she’s never been one of our regular customers. She’s very pale.’

Eve appears in the doorway. I’m so glad to see her. I don’t say anything because I’m afraid if I speak I’ll start blubbering.

As we drive home, I take deep breaths of non-school air. I never want to go back there. How could Shelley have shown them our spot? How could she have told them that Mum took us to Safeway for lunch? Now I remember. One Saturday we had lunch at a shopping centre, at a cafe just outside Safeway. But it was yummy, and expensive. I still remember what I had: garlic prawn risotto.

I stare out the car window and try to concentrate totally on the newsagency we pass, then the chemist, the greengrocer’s, Cash Converters … and then houses. I remember how when I was little I used to imagine it was the shops and houses that were moving. If Mum and I were driving slowly, things walked past our car, but when we sped up they started to run. I wish I could go back to those days.

Thankfully, Eve isn’t saying anything. She’s humming along with the golden-oldies station on the radio, tapping the steering wheel with her fingers at red lights.

When we get home, Eve unlocks our front door and we walk into the lounge room. It’s cold in here. At recess the sun was out, but now black clouds have rolled in and it’s even darker than yesterday. What am I going to do with the rest of the day? Maybe Eve will let me get some more videos.

Eve switches on the gas wall heater, but not the lamps. Instead, she lights the tall candles on the mantelpiece that we keep on either side of the goldfish bowl. Seems strange to have candles glowing in the middle of the day.

‘Now,’ Eve turns to me, ‘what exactly is it that’s wrong?’

I stare at her. What is wrong? I see myself at school, scrabbling across the table, grabbing for that note, my pants scrunching off me … just how far did they slide down? My chest tightens as I imagine what might have showed.

‘Is it your stomach? Does your head hurt?’ Eve puts her hand on my forehead.

I hear myself asking Shelley, ‘Do you want to go to our spot?’

‘Kaitlin,’ Eve says gently, ‘there’s not much I can do unless you tell me what’s wrong.’

Our spot. She showed Ashleigh our secret spot. Ashleigh and her precious friends.

‘I don’t know what to do if you won’t talk to me …’

They sat on our branch and laughed at me!

‘Maybe we should have stopped at a doctor’s.’ Eve’s sounding worried.

‘I just wanna be normal!’ I yell.

‘Sorry?’ Eve looks shocked. I’m surprised myself at how loud my voice came out.

‘I just want …’ I’m talking more softly now, but I’m starting to cry. ‘I just want to be a normal girl!’

‘So what’s not normal?’ Eve sounds genuinely puzzled.

‘I want a friend who really likes me!’ I’m blubbering big-time now. I doubt if Eve can understand me so I might as well say what I want to. ‘I tried so hard to be nice to Shelley. So did Mum! But it didn’t work. Nothing I do works!’

Eve hands me a tissue. I can’t tell for sure in the candlelight, but I think there are tears in her eyes, too. ‘Come over here,’ she says, putting her arm around my shoulders and giving me a little push.


‘Where?’

‘Here.’ She sits down in the big rocking chair in the corner and holds out both arms to me.

‘I’m too big!’ I sob.

‘Piffle. I can handle a lot heavier weights than you.’

I go over and sit in her lap. It feels weird, like candles in the daytime. She pulls me close to her chest. ‘I’ve waited a long time for this,’ she murmurs into my hair.

I lean my head against her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ I sniffle.

‘Sorry for what?’

‘For crying.’

She holds me tighter. ‘You don’t need to be sorry for showing what you feel. You cry as long as you want to.’

So I do.

Finally, the sobs stop. I just lie against Eve’s shoulder and feel her breathe, and listen to the rain which has started outside. At last she says, ‘Of course I’ve got the boys back home. Funny little rascals.’ She strokes my hair. ‘But your own granddaughter … there’s something extra special about that.’


There’s something special about your own grandmother, too. I want Eve to know that but I’m too shy and washed-out to say it.

‘I shouldn’t have let six years go by without seeing you,’ Eve murmurs. ‘It’s just that I’m always so busy with the cafe … I wish I was better at getting my priorities right.’

Mum and I went to England when I was five. I remember quite a lot. Mum gets out the photo albums pretty often. My cousins were little babies then, twins in a double pram.

‘Anyway,’ Eve says in a businesslike tone, ‘we’re together now. So tell me about these gross abnormalities you’re afflicted with.’
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‘Couldn’t you at least ring Mr Callaghan and get him to move me to a different table group?’

Eve looks at me over our grainy toast with orange-blossom honey.

‘I could,’ she says carefully, ‘but I don’t think it’d be wise. Like we discussed last night, it’s not a good idea to run away from your problems.’

‘I wouldn’t be running very far – only across the room,’ I point out.

She makes an amused little sound and pours more coffee from the glass plunger she bought on Saturday afternoon. Will took us to Myer after Southbank.


We discussed a lot of things last night. Ended up talking for ages. It was good, but my head feels sore from all the thinking Eve made me do.

‘Believe me, Kaitlin,’ she says now, ‘you’ll thank yourself later if you deal with Shelley and the dreaded Ashleigh now. Today. It’s something you can look back on for the rest of your life – every time you’re in a tough situation you can tell yourself, “Well, I dealt with that one. I can handle this one, too.”’

‘That’s good,’ I sigh. First I have to handle this situation. I wish I could fast-forward to a place where I’d already done it a long time ago.
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I take as long as I can to walk up the corridor and put my bag on my hook. Why couldn’t Eve have let me stay home? ‘The longer you put it off, the harder it’ll be to go back,’ she said. I suggested I could take the rest of the year off because I’ve learned enough, but she said I still have plenty to learn, and some of it might even be on the sheets Mr Callaghan gives us, or what he writes on the board.


So I go in and walk over to our table just as the bell rings. Everybody else is already here. ‘I bet it’ll be easier than you think,’ Eve said.

For once even Shelley has made it before me. She has moved her chair right up to the end of the table next to Ashleigh.

‘Whew,’ Ashleigh says to Shelley as I sit down. ‘Do you smell something?’

Shelley gives me a quick look, then giggles at Ashleigh. A band tightens around my chest. It’s not going to be easy.

Mr Callaghan has put the maths exercises on the board. ‘Come on, Matt,’ he says, ‘I’ll give you some help first off, while your brain’s still fresh.’

At least that keeps him out of the way for a while.

‘Jess,’ Ashleigh asks in a stagy voice, ‘did you bring your Impulse today?’

‘No.’ She gives me a glance. ‘I used it all.’

‘I’ve got some,’ Shelley says. ‘It’s in my bag.’

‘Good. I hope it’s full, because we’re gonna need a lot to cover up the smell around here.’

Ignore them if you can. That’s what Eve said to do. Concentrate on your work.

I get out my maths notebook and start to copy down the problems from the board. My hand is shaking. Hope they don’t notice.

‘Feeling a little nervous today, are we, Katie?’ Ashleigh asks in a fake-nice voice.

Ignore them. Do your work. That’s what you’re actually at school for. When you’re an executive with a corner office and they’re cleaners, they’ll be sorry.

I copy the next problem. Long division. I try to picture myself in a business suit, dividing 2,007 by 15.

‘Katie,’ Ashleigh says pointedly, and loudly, ‘are you ignoring us?’ Jessica and Shelley giggle as if that’s the funniest thing they’ve ever heard.

‘Ashleigh’s table!’ Mr Callaghan yells. ‘Keep it quiet or you’ll be staying in at recess.’

3,786 divided by 13…

Ashleigh’s decided to leave me alone for the moment. She’s drawing in her notebook. I can see this out of the corner of my eye, while trying not to appear to look in their direction … 92,388 divided by 332. Like yesterday, Shelley and Jessica watch Ashleigh’s hand as it moves. I can’t see the actual drawing.

‘Time for art!’ Mr Callaghan calls. ‘Line up by the door.’


As we’re gathering up our stuff, Ashleigh says, ‘Hey, Katie, I’ve already done some art. Have a look.’ She holds up her maths notebook. It’s the back view of a girl scrabbling across a table, grabbing wildly at something. You can see her underpants, and the crack in her bum.

‘It’s not finished. Shelley’s gonna colour in the flowers on the undies, aren’t you?’

Shelley shrugs. She keeps her face turned away from me, so all I can really see is her coppery hair with the golden highlights. All Eve’s advice has vanished from my head. All I can think is: I wish so much that Shelley was still my friend.
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Art class is over. It was better than maths, because I worked as far from Ashleigh and her group as I could. I sat up by the teacher and concentrated on my collage. We don’t have to draw, just stick bits of coloured paper and buttons and stuff down in a pattern. Miss Merret said my collage was coming along really well. Now we’re back in the corridor outside our classroom, taking our play-lunches out of our bags. I’ve got a juice box in here somewhere, and a blueberry bar. It must have fallen to the bottom …

‘Kaitlin, look!’ It’s Shelley’s voice. Friendly, like it used to be. I spin around, suddenly full of light and hope. And something hisses all over me, up my nose and into my eyes. It smells like deodorant. Shelley’s sprayed her Impulse right in my face!

They’re gone, giggling, leaving me to gasp and wipe my eyes. ‘Smells better now!’ Ashleigh calls up the corridor.

My mouth tastes awful.

If they do something really bad you’ll have to tell a teacher. Eve’s voice is back. But only as a last resort. They’ll respect you more in the long run if you handle it yourself.

I’m not hungry anymore. I leave my play-lunch in my bag and wander up the empty corridor. My eyes are burning, and so is something inside my chest. But I won’t let myself cry. They might be spying on me. Or maybe they went to our tree, so I can’t go there. I walk over to the far end of the bike shed, on the opposite side of the schoolyard from our tree. I sit down on the ground, which is a little damp, but I don’t care. I pull my legs up to my chest and lean my head on my knees. My stomach hurts, and my mouth tastes like it’s full of metal. Eve says it’s boring to be normal, that I’m an individual thinker and one day I’ll find a soul mate. But I just want so much to be able to keep a friend now!

‘What’s wrong with you?’ a reedy little voice asks.

I look up. There are two prep girls peering down at me. Already more normal than me, because they have each other.

‘Are you sick?’ the second girl asks.

‘Sort of,’ I admit.

‘My cat’s sick!’ the first prep says, with such enthusiasm that the wings of her butterfly hairclips bob and wiggle.

‘Can we sit with you?’ the first prep asks.

‘I guess so. If you want to.’

They plop down on the damp grass, one on each side of me, and they both look at me as if they expect something fascinating to come out of my mouth. I remember when I was their age, when grade sixes seemed impossibly mature.

‘What’s wrong with your cat?’ I say to the one with the butterfly clips.

‘Well, I don’t know. She’s really old.’ Her cheerful voice has suddenly gone sad and her little face scrunches up. ‘We might have to have her put down!’ She’s crying. Great. What do I do with a sobbing five-year-old? The other prep is looking at me as if I should know.

I give the crying girl a pat on the shoulder. ‘How old is she? Your cat, I mean.’

‘Nineteen!’ She wails.

‘Jeepers,’ I say, ‘that’s really old! You should be glad she’s lasted that long. And you know what?’

‘What?’

‘You could get a kitten!’

‘What kind of kitten?’ She’s sobbing less now.

‘Well …’ I often look at kittens in the windows of pet shops. ‘A tortoiseshell, that’s what you should get. A long-haired, fluffy one. With a white tummy.’ I fish a tissue out of my pocket and give it to her. She blows her nose, then leans against me. I bet she’s seeing that kitten in her mind. ‘She’s got white paws,’ I say, ‘all four of them, like she’s wearing little shoes. And she loves to chase a red ball with a bell in it across the floor.’

The second prep snuggles up to me on the other side. ‘You’re nice,’ she tells me.
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‘GUILTY!’ I stare at the headline in the Sun from the 30th of October, 1982. ‘LINDY GETS LIFE.’

Yesterday, Will and Eve went on an excursion to the State Library and looked up old newspapers on microfilm. They got some of the pages printed out for me.

The Age has a picture of Lindy in a car being driven to prison. Underneath, it says, ‘Head high until the end, then tears.’ So at last she did cry, after the jury sentenced her to life in jail for murdering her baby.

Not fair, I think. The words pound through my head. Not fair!

Ashleigh has her drawing out again. Jessica and Shelley are her bookends. I’m trying to pretend they’re not here. I study the front page of the Herald. You could buy a brand new Laser for $6,691 in those days. Hardly any really successful people had easy childhoods, Eve said. Have you ever heard a famous artist say, ‘I loved primary school. I breezed through without a problem?’

‘Come on, do it,’ Ashleigh is saying.

Shelley murmurs something I can’t make out.


‘Just ask her!’ Ashleigh insists.

‘Uh, Kaitlin,’ Shelley says, ‘can I borrow your coloured pencils?’ I don’t look. Ignore them if you can.

‘Hey, Katie, we’re talking to you!’ Ashleigh snarls. But sometimes ignoring doesn’t work. I look at Ashleigh. And I look at Shelley. The drawing is in front of her now.

‘She needs your Derwents so she can colour in the flowers on your underpants.’ Ashleigh explains this politely, now that she has my attention.

The burning thing in my chest is getting bigger. But I won’t cry! If ignoring them doesn’t work, you’ll have to stand up for yourself. I don’t want to go home tonight and tell Eve that all I did was snivel in front of them. I look at Shelley. My eyes still hurt from the deodorant she sprayed into them. She doesn’t seem so pretty anymore. ‘You want my coloured pencils?’ I ask her. She glances at Ashleigh, giggles, then looks down at the desk. ‘Yeah,’ she says.

I make no move to get the pencils.

‘So give us them,’ Ashleigh says, a little less patiently than before. I still don’t make a move. ‘Looks like Katie can’t hear very well today,’ Ashleigh says. ‘Too bad her ears aren’t as big as her bum.’

Tears sting the inside of my eyelids. I stare down at the headline: ‘GUILTY!’ I should stand up to Ashleigh. I should say something to her, but if I open my mouth I’ll start to blubber.

‘Why don’t you shut up?’ Everybody at the table looks at Stephen in shock. We can’t believe he said that. His face is red and his eyes are scared, but he’s staring at Ashleigh. ‘Just leave her alone!’ he says in a choked voice, then returns to his tiny, furious writing. Ashleigh has her mouth open as if an answer were stuck in her throat like an olive pip.

‘So,’ Mr Callaghan says in his jovial voice, pulling up a chair between Shelley and me, ‘how’s this table going with your projects?’
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‘Well,’ Eve says, looking at me anxiously, ‘how did it go?’ We’re sitting at the kitchen table, eating the muffins she just took out of the oven. She’s waited fifteen minutes after I got home to ask how my day went. I don’t want to tell her. I don’t want her to know that I couldn’t stand up for myself, that the dorkiest boy in the school did it for me. A boy who eats a boiled egg for lunch!


‘It was okay,’ I say. The muffins smelled beautiful when I opened the front door. They’re bran ones, with white chocolate chips.

‘Okay?’ Eve has pushed her glasses down to the end of her nose and is peering at me over the top of the rims. ‘Is that all the information I get?’

I sigh and wriggle a chocolate chip out of my muffin. I don’t want to tell Eve that Shelley sprayed Impulse in my face. It makes my chest hurt to remember that.

My chest only hurts on the outside. Inside it feels like there is a huge hollow space where Shelley used to be. My friend Shelley, with the springy hair and the sparkly green eyes. I keep my own eyes on my plate. Sometimes, on Saturday mornings, Mum and I go to Muffin Break at the mall for breakfast. We put a pat of butter on each warm muffin half, and while that’s soaking in, Mum gives me a spoonful of froth from her cappuccino. It’s lovely and creamy. Mum says life’s too short to drink skinny milk cappuccino.

‘It’s just …’ I say, ‘I’ve got heaps of homework. I need to get started.’

Eve looks worried, but she says, ‘All right then.’
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‘Those of you who are involved in the netball team need to meet in the hall after school on Thursday for a special practice …’

Mr Callaghan’s voice drones on. I’m concentrating on not looking at them. I’ve got my chair pushed way down to the end of my side of the table.

Too close to Matthew, but maybe if I don’t look at him he’ll leave me alone. I feel like I’m boxed in because I don’t want to look across the table at Stephen either. I keep remembering how he stood up for me yesterday. In a way I guess I’m glad he did, but I don’t know … it makes me feel weird.


Mr Callaghan is going through a heap of announcements before he gives us our maths test, which I completely forgot we were going to have.

‘Remember your project on a famous Australian is due on August sixth. I know that sounds like a long way off, but I’m expecting really good work. If you’re doing a PowerPoint presentation or a play, something that requires a lot of planning, be sure to budget your time carefully. And, last but not least, don’t forget about the trivia quiz on Friday.’

‘As if we could forget,’ Matthew mutters. He’s talking to me but I pretend not to notice. He’s right, though. Mr Callaghan’s reminded us every day about his precious trivia quiz and how there’ll be prizes for first place. ‘I expect you to have your teams sorted out by nine o’clock on Friday,’ he says now. ‘I don’t want you wasting any time squabbling. Remember, two or three on a team. No more, and that’s final.’

When he says that I look at Shelley. I didn’t mean to! I look away quickly and bite my lip. Hope Shelley didn’t see me. We were planning to be a team. Now she’s with them, way down there, as far away as Fiji. Eve will have to let me stay away on Friday. I can’t face the trivia quiz alone. But I’m getting to know her well enough to know she’ll expect me to. I’ll have to think of some way to make myself really sick. I’ve heard of people sticking their fingers down their throats to make themselves throw up. Maybe I could try that.

Mr Callaghan is handing out the tests. I scan over my page to see how hard the problems are. Not too bad. I think I can do them.

‘We never had these problems before!’ Matthew moans.

‘Yes we did,’ I say.

He looks suddenly happy. ‘We did?’

‘Yes, not the very same ones maybe, but the same idea.’

‘Oh, right.’ He peers at his sheet intently.

What’s wrong with me today? I didn’t mean to talk to Matthew.

Ashleigh is muttering something. Bet it’s about me. I won’t look. Ignore her. I study the first problem.

‘Mr Callaghan!’ Matthew’s waving his hand in the air.

‘Hang on. Let me hand out the rest of the tests.’

I’m just starting to multiply 1,698 by 14 when Mr Callaghan appears at Matthew’s side. ‘What is it, mate?’


I think Matthew’s going to complain some more about how hard the problems are but instead he whispers, ‘Ashleigh’s cheating. Her and Shelley are gonna work together.’

Mr Callaghan sighs, then walks around to Ashleigh’s end of the table. ‘Ashleigh,’ he says, ‘come with me.’

‘Why?’

‘I’d like you to do your test beside my desk.’

‘I wasn’t cheating!’

‘I didn’t say you were.’ He sounds determined to stay calm.

‘So if I wasn’t cheating I get to stay here!’

‘Not if I tell you to move.’

‘I don’t want to move!’ I think it’s safe for me to look at her now, because her attention is totally not focused in my direction. She’s staring at Mr Callaghan. Jessica and Shelley, on either side of her, are looking nervous.

‘What do you want then?’ Mr Callaghan’s calm voice has begun to thicken with anger. ‘You want your mum to come to the school and have another conference with the Principal?’

Ashleigh stands up so suddenly that Mr Callaghan has to back up to get out of her way. She marches up to his desk, leaving Mr Callaghan to follow behind, bringing her maths test and pencil.

I look at Matthew. Don’t know whether to like him because he got Ashleigh into trouble or hate him for being a dobber. He gives me a big innocent grin. I look away. It’s true what Eve said, people respect you more if you handle your problems yourself and don’t go squealing to the teacher. Stephen, who seems to have gone back to ignoring everybody, already has half his page filled up. I turn to my own test.

‘This isn’t fair!’ Evidently Ashleigh isn’t finished with the show Matthew started. And now she’s got the whole class for an audience. ‘You can’t just accuse me of cheating with no evidence!’

‘I never said you were cheating, Ashleigh.’ Mr Callaghan’s voice is light again. He tries to make a joke. ‘I just wanted you near me!’

Ashleigh makes a face like she smelled something dead.

The class, who have been pretending to work, can’t help laughing. ‘Better take it to a higher authority than Mum this time, Ashleigh!’ Matthew calls out.


‘I will,’ Ashleigh says.

‘Matthew,’ Mr Callaghan warns, ‘stay out of this.’

‘Aye, aye, sir!’ Matthew gives him a salute. To me he whispers, ‘Who’s higher than Mum?’

‘The Prime Minister,’ I answer. Jeez, why am I talking to him? I can’t control my mouth today. Back to 2,008 divided by 13.

‘I saw an Avon book when I was on staff-room duty,’ Ashleigh says to Mr Callaghan. ‘I noticed there’s a special on shower gel.’

Mr Callaghan’s face is red. We all watch because he’s pretty bald, with only a fringe at the back. When he gets really mad, the top of his head goes red as well. At the moment it’s still flesh-coloured and his voice is even. ‘Every smart remark earns you five more minutes up here with me.’

‘I think they had a two-for-one offer on deodorant as well.’

‘That’s five more minutes.’ He makes a note in his diary.

‘You mean even after the test? That’s not fair!’

‘Make that five more.’

‘That wasn’t a smart remark!’

‘It was a deliberate attempt to distract the class.’

‘No, it wasn’t. You should order some glasses from Avon, then you’d recognise an attempt.’ She looks around to see if the class got the joke. They did.

‘Five more.’ Mr Callaghan makes another note as the class titters.

Matthew leans over to me and says, ‘She’ll be there for the rest of her life at this rate.’

I can’t help laughing a little at that. Which was a mistake, because it encourages him to think of something else. ‘Look at those two.’ He rolls his eyes towards Shelley and Jessica. ‘They’re lost without Miss Dolly.’ I don’t want to look at them.

‘If the lot of you don’t quieten down now,’ Mr Callaghan is bellowing, ‘you’ll all be spending recess with me!’ I check the top of his head. It’s red now.
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‘As a matter of fact, young lady, I can keep you in. I’m entitled to keep you in for half of every break.’

We’ve eaten our lunch and everybody but Ashleigh is allowed to go out. She and Mr Callaghan have been fighting off and on all morning. Lucky for me, in a way. Because it’s kept her away from our table. Jessica and Shelley didn’t say anything to me in the maths test, and at recess I got out of the room without even glancing at them. Didn’t bother with my play-lunch, just went to the General Office because it was my turn on phone duty.

As soon as we got back from recess, I headed for a computer. It’s a luckier day than yesterday because nobody nagged me to get off. I read some more chapters of the e-book on Lindy Chamberlain. I kept expecting Shelley to come over and say something mean or do something, but she didn’t. As more and more minutes went by, I started to wonder if maybe she didn’t hate me after all.

I’m back at our table now, gathering up my stuff, and I let myself sneak a look at her. She’s shoving together some sheets of paper to put them in her folder. She has her head bent over so I can’t see her face, only her springy, copper-coloured hair. I feel so hungry and empty. What would I do if she stopped by my spot at the table and said, ‘I’m sick of Ashleigh. You want to hang around with me again?’ What would I do if she said she was really sorry for spraying deodorant in my eyes?

It would feel so good to walk to our spot and have lunch together. I keep my head down, too, gathering up my stuff … and suddenly I realise something is missing. My pencil case! The one with the angel on top and the little drawers that pop out.

I turn to Matthew. ‘Did you take my pencil case?’

I see hurt in his eyes. ‘No way,’ he says, and somehow I know he’s telling the truth. I look up at Shelley and Jessica … they’ve already gone.

Mr Callaghan is still lecturing Ashleigh, though in a low voice, and she’s pretending to listen because she wants to get out for lunch. Jessica is hovering in the doorway waiting for her, along with Claire.

I consider telling Mr Callaghan, ‘Somebody took my pencil case.’ Then I hear Eve’s voice, they’ll respect you more if you deal with it yourself.

I go out to the corridor and scrabble through my bag in a panic. I know it won’t be there. I remember using it before I went on the Internet, when I started the cover of my project with my gel pens. But I go through my bag anyway. I want my pencil case!

Shelley is getting something out of her bag – she still hangs hers next to mine. Out of habit, I guess. My heart is hammering but I take a deep breath and force myself to say, ‘What did you do with my pencil case?’


She looks at me as though I’m a hazardous chemical. ‘I didn’t do anything with it,’ she says.

I hate her looking at me like that. ‘But you must have.’ Even to myself I sound weak. ‘Ashleigh wasn’t there …’

‘Why would I want your pencil case? I’ve got my own.’

‘Come on, girls, no loitering in the corridor!’ It’s Mrs Nunn, the sports teacher.

‘But …’

‘You know the rules. Out!’ She waves towards the door. And waits to make sure we’ve obeyed her. Shelley takes the opportunity to sprint away. ‘Hey,’ Mrs Nunn calls after her, ‘no running!’ But Shelley’s already gone, leaving me to wander behind, out into the schoolyard, thinking, ‘Gee, Kaitlin, you did a great job standing up for yourself.’

‘There she is!’ a little voice cries. They come running up to me. Prep one and prep two.

‘We looked for you at recess!’ the one with the old cat says, grabbing my left hand.

‘I had to go to the office,’ I say.

‘Why?’ they both demand at once.

‘Because it was my turn on duty. I had to answer the phones and write down messages.’


‘Why?’

‘So the secretary could have a cup of tea.’

‘Wow.’ Prep two gazes up at me like I’m really important. They’re pulling me along, leading me towards the bike shed where we met yesterday.

‘I know a really long word,’ prep one announces. Today she’s wearing flower clips in her blonde hair. One pink, one purple. ‘My dad told me. Antidisestablishmentarianism.’

‘I know a longer one,’ prep two counters. ‘Supercalifragilisticexpiallidocious.’

I figure this line of conversation has gone far enough. ‘What’s your name?’ I ask the prep attached to my left hand.

‘Erin,’ she says, ‘and that’s Bethany.’

‘What’s your name?’ Bethany wants to know.

‘Kaitlin.’

‘That’s a cool name!’ Bethany is skipping along with excitement, as if me telling her my name was a really good present.

Another little girl suddenly appears from around the corner of the bike shed, and stops to face us. She looks at Erin, then Bethany, and then up at me. She looks at me longest. It’s like she thinks if she just stands there, I might give her a present, too.


Finally Erin speaks to her. ‘Go away!’ she says roughly.

‘Yeah,’ Bethany agrees, clutching my hand harder and moving in closer to me. ‘She’s ours!’

‘We found her first!’ Erin points out.

The third little girl starts to turn away, staring at the ground, without having said anything. Still in preps and already a loner.

‘No,’ I say to her, ‘don’t go.’

She turns back to me, with a look of … what? Hope, I think.

‘But we don’t like her,’ Bethany says.

‘Well, I do,’ I answer firmly. Prep three gives me a smile. Now Erin and Bethany will probably ditch us. I don’t want them to. Even though I only just acquired them, already I don’t want to lose them. I tighten both my hands. ‘Let’s all play a game together,’ I suggest.

‘What game?’ Erin asks sulkily.

I try to remember a game I liked when I was little. ‘How about “What’s the Time, Mr Wolf?”’ I suggest.

‘Well,’ Erin says, brightening up, ‘I guess we could.’

We all get a chance to be the wolf before the music starts. Then the preps scamper and flutter away, calling out, ‘Bye, Kaitlin!’

‘See you tomorrow, Kaitlin!’

Walking back towards the school, I feel good, filled up inside with the warmth of their voices saying my name. Until I remember with a cold clunk that I’ve lost my best friend … and she’s taken the best pencil case I ever had.
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‘I wish Dad would hurry up and ring,’ I say, surfing through the channels on the remote. I can’t find anything good. Eve and I are in the lounge room, digesting the marinated tofu we had for tea. A good source of oestrogen, Eve reckons. She said I should think of nutrition not only for my own sake, but also as a foundation I’m laying for any future babies I might have. It made me feel creepy, swallowing squishy white stuff to help build the bones of a kid who might grow inside me.

‘Why?’ Eve asks.

‘Why what?’


‘Why are you so anxious about your dad ringing?’

She’s sitting in the big rocking chair, book on her lap, her finger marking the place she’s up to.

‘I just want to get it over with,’ I say.

I’m scared he’ll ask about my friends. I don’t want to tell him anything about what’s happened between me and Shelley. Don’t want to tell Eve any more about it, either.

‘Instead of waiting,’ Eve suggests, ‘why don’t you ring him for once?’

‘Do I have to?’

‘No, you don’t have to.’ Eve looks at me over the top of her reading glasses. ‘I just thought it might be nice for you to make the first move for a change.’

Eve obviously expects a response. But I feel too crappy to oblige.

‘It might mean a lot to your dad,’ she says anyway. Thanks, Eve. Now I’ll look completely selfish if I don’t do it. I have a sudden urge to say something mean. ‘Know what Mum calls Dad’s wife?’

‘What?’

‘The HW.’


‘The who?’

‘The HW. Short for home wrecker.’

I think I see the corners of Eve’s mouth twitch, which is not what I intended. Nevertheless, she shakes her head and gives me a serious look. ‘I love your mother dearly,’ she says, ‘but I have to tell you, Kaitlin, there’s no such thing as a home wrecker.’

‘Why not?’

‘Spouses don’t get winkled out of their cozy little houses like shellfish being pried from a rock.’

I think of the tiny black shell creatures I’ve seen clinging to boulders at the beach. If you try to pull them off, they just hang on harder. But I don’t feel like agreeing with Eve. ‘You could pour petrol on them,’ I say.

‘Sorry?’

‘I bet if you poured petrol on the rock, all the little black shellfish would let go.’

‘Well,’ Eve points out, ‘you could argue that in that case they wanted to go.’

‘Maybe.’

This conversation is making me grumpy. Eve must notice this, because she says in a placating tone, ‘I guess it’s not fair to compare your father to a crustacean. But I still think you should call him.’


As I listen to the ringing in the Canberra flat, I imagine my dad crouching between two big wet rocks and Sarah trying to prod him out. With one of those silver pick things the dentist uses, only huge.

‘Hello?’ It’s a woman’s voice. The home wrecker.

‘Hi, Sarah. It’s Kaitlin.’

‘Oh!’ She sounds surprised, but then recovers. ‘Hi, sweetie!’

‘I thought … I just thought I’d ring first and save Dad some money.’

‘That’s so nice of you!’ Mum says Sarah is a gusher. ‘But your dad’s not home yet.’

‘Oh.’ I hadn’t thought of that.

‘We could have a chat till he gets here,’ Sarah says.

‘Yeah, I guess so.’

‘I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something anyway.’

‘You have?’

‘Yes. But first let’s hear about you. How’s school?’

‘It’s okay,’ I say, and pray she’ll leave it at that.

‘How are you getting along with Grandma?’

‘Fine.’ Can’t be bothered saying that Eve hates being labelled Grandma. ‘What’s Jake up to these days?’ I get in before Sarah can ask me anything else.

‘What isn’t he up to!’ She answers with conviction. I knew Jake’d take Sarah’s mind off me. ‘His latest thing is, he hates clothes. Stripped down to his Superman underpants at the supermarket the other day.’

‘How’d he manage that?’ I laugh.

‘Well, I was all involved in figuring out whether it would be cheaper to buy a litre of Listerine instead of the usual size I get. And he’s quick. He won’t ride in the trolley anymore. He’s too big for that.’

I remember a phrase I’ve heard Mum use about little kids. ‘He sounds like a handful.’ A handful of what, I wonder?

‘Is he ever! He’s asleep now, conked out on the couch, otherwise he’d be pestering me to let him talk to you.’

‘He would?’ I have spoken to him a few times on the phone, but it’s kind of hard to make conversation with a toddler.

‘Absolutely. He talks about you a lot,’ Sarah says.

‘He does?’


‘Yeah. He keeps saying, “When’s Kay Kay coming back?”’

I smile at Jake’s name for me. ‘That’s nice.’

‘Yes, it is. Which brings me to what I wanted to ask you. Since you can’t come up next holidays – we know you want to do some sightseeing with your grandma – we were wondering if you could stay longer than usual at Christmas. Right through January, we were thinking.’

‘Um …’ I say. ‘I don’t know if Mum would like it.’ In fact, I know she wouldn’t. She’s never liked sharing me with Dad and the home wrecker. I decide I might as well be honest. ‘She’s kind of funny about me staying with you.’

‘Well maybe,’ Sarah’s voice has suddenly gone icy, ‘it’s time your mother admitted that your father is a major stakeholder in your life.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. So much for honesty.

‘Oh, sweetie, it’s not your fault!’ Her voice is warm again. ‘It’s just that I’m a bit fragile at the moment. Your dad and I want you to be part of us, too. I did all that research on extended families – I wrote a book on it, for goodness sake – so I know how important they are for kids. We want Jake to grow up knowing you as his sister. And there’s something else … there’s another reason we want you here in January.’

‘There is? What?’

‘Well … I really should let your dad tell you … but I can’t wait. We’re having another baby!’

‘Wow.’

‘Yeah. Due January third.’

‘Gee. Congratulations.’

‘Thanks. We’re planning to have a home birth. I’ve got an excellent midwife and we’d really like you to be here. It’d be such a great bonding experience for you and us and Jake … and the baby, of course.’

Me? Watch a baby being born? I saw a wildebeest pop out on a David Attenborough documentary last week … but an actual human baby?

‘Kaitlin, you still there?’ Sarah asks.

‘Yeah.’

‘A bit stunned, huh?’

‘That’s for sure.’

‘Well, give it some thought. If you want to come we’ll make it happen somehow.’

‘Okay.’


‘It looks like your dad’s going to be a while longer. I’ll get him to give you a call when he gets in.’

‘Sure.’

‘Talk to you soon.’

‘Okay. Bye.’

I hang up and go back to the lounge room. ‘How is he?’ Eve asks, lowering her book to her lap.

‘I only talked to Sarah. Dad’s not home yet.’

‘Well, how’s Sarah?’ She has to know everything!

‘Fine. She invited me to her birth.’

Eve’s eyebrows form question marks above her reading glasses.

‘Her baby’s birth, I mean.’
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Mummification. This is so dumb. But what else have I got to do with my time? My yellow highlighter hovers over the sheet, searching for three M’s close together.

Mr Callaghan said since we tried so hard on the maths test yesterday, we deserve to give our brains a break and do a word find this morning. That’s a teacher’s idea of fun work. I mean, I didn’t mind the first 350 of these things I did, starting with words two centimetres high in grade one, but now I’m getting kind of bored with them.

This one’s on Ancient Egypt and it’s been photocopied so many times that the letters have faded till you can barely read them. It adds an extra challenge, I guess.

The real reason Mr Callaghan gave us this is to keep us busy because he’s got something he has to get done. He’s got his laptop going on his desk and he’s frowning at it like anything, punching the keys with his two forefingers. Ashleigh’s beside him because she still has a heap of minutes to make up from yesterday. I look at the two of them and feel a giant fist close around my middle. It might be a couple of hours before she gets to leave his side, but eventually she’ll come back to our table. I can see by the way she’s concentrating on her word find and looking nowhere else that she’s trying not to make smart remarks today. Otherwise, as Matthew said, she’ll have more minutes to sit beside Mr Callaghan then there are school days. Maybe Mr Callaghan could take her home with him and make her sit beside him while he eats his dinner. I bet he still lives with his mother. I imagine an old lady – she’s balding with a red face, too – serving him pea soup and saying, ‘Eat this all up now, sonny.’

Ashleigh wouldn’t be able to resist a smart remark. ‘I hope this doesn’t make him fart,’ she’d say to the old mother. ‘He stinks enough already!’


‘What’s so funny?’ Matthew wants to know.

‘Nothing!’ Now my face is red. I didn’t realise, till Matthew spoke to me, that I was laughing at the image of Mr Callaghan and his mum.

‘Come on, Katie, tell us the joke,’ Matthew pleads.

I look at him. ‘My name is not Katie,’ I say, crossly.

‘Sorry!’ He looks genuinely wounded.

I go back to my word find. Guess I’ll look for Tutankhamen next, or hieroglyphics. Often they put long words like that in diagonally. Yep, there it is: hieroglyphics. It does feel satisfying to run my highlighter through it.

I glance down to the other end of the table. Jessica’s all alone down there. Shelley didn’t show up this morning. Convinced her mum she’s sick, I bet. Couldn’t face another day without Ashleigh glued to her side. Probably she’s home writing letters and drawing pictures with my gel pens. Cutting out pictures from magazines with my tiny scissors …

‘Katie!’ Matthew whispers. ‘I mean Kaitlin!’

‘What?’


‘You wanna see something?’ He’s got his hand in his pocket.

‘Not really.’

‘Oh, I think you might want to see this.’

Why did I talk to him? I should have ignored him, which I go back to doing now.

Sphinx suddenly springs up at me from the first line of my word find. I highlight it before it can get away. Jessica hasn’t found a single word yet. I’ve got my folders and library books positioned between me and her so she can’t look at my sheet. Even from that distance she’d be able to see which lines I found words in. Matthew can see my work but it doesn’t matter, because he can’t concentrate on anything long enough to finish it, even if it is right under his nose.

Stephen is, as usual, hunched over his work, guarding it with his arms. Suddenly he looks up at me. ‘Hi!’ he says brightly.

Was I looking at him? I didn’t mean to!

‘Hey,’ Matthew observes grumpily, ‘the human computer’s said its word for the day.’

Stephen ignores him and keeps gazing at me. He taps his word find. ‘They should call this a phrase find,’ he says.


‘Yeah?’ What if somebody sees me talking to the dorkiest boy in the school?

‘Yeah, ’cause they put the Valley of the Kings and Queen Nefertiti in it. Those aren’t words, are they? Not single words, I mean.’

‘No, I guess not.’

‘Kaitlin!’ It’s the desperation in Matthew’s voice that makes me turn to him.

‘Don’t you want to see it just a little?’ He’s wiggling his fingers in his pocket.

‘Oh, all right,’ I snap. It’s obvious he’s not going to give up till I have a look. Stephen has gone back to hunching and watching.

With a big grin, Matthew pulls something out of his pocket and shoves it at me. It’s a crumpled piece of paper. I know I should just leave it on the table but I can’t resist … I smooth it out and see that it’s a note. In my handwriting.

‘It’s your sorry note to Shelley.’ Matthew suddenly sounds shy. ‘Sorry I stole it.’

I don’t have to read it to know what it says. I don’t have to look at it to see the golden stars and silver flowers. I squeeze the wadded-up note so hard that it hurts my palm.

But not as much as it hurts inside my chest. Angry sparks of gold and silver crash together, and suddenly this word find seems too incredibly stupid. I shoot a look at Mr Callaghan but he’s totally engrossed in his laptop. Must have to finish a report for the Principal that was due yesterday. And Ashleigh appears to be totally engrossed in her word find. It’s the most interested she’s been in any school work so far this year.

I get up and shove my chair over next to Jessica, then I sit down beside her. She’s the smallest, newest girl in our class. Surely even I can stand up to her.

‘Who took my pencil case?’ I ask her. It’s a stupid question, because I already know the answer. But I want to hear her say it. I want somebody to admit it.

‘What pencil case?’ she asks.

‘Mine,’ I say. ‘The one with little drawers and the angel on top. Who took it?’

‘I don’t know,’ she giggles, looking around for support. But her supporters aren’t here. She checks out Stephen and Matthew, but they’re both hunched over their work now.

‘Shelley took it, didn’t she?’

‘I said I don’t know!’ She’s still giggling, but they’re not the sort of giggles that mean something is funny.

I’ve never been this close to Jessica before. She smells musty, and sour at the same time, as if she hasn’t washed her hair or brushed her teeth in a long while. How come she can get friends and I can’t? Just because she can turn good cartwheels?

‘That pencil case cost a lot of money,’ I tell her. ‘My mother got it for me at the airport. At the good gift shop, not the junkie one. I think whoever knows where it is should help pay for it.’

She’s stopped giggling now. She looks scared. Suddenly, she reminds me of that prep girl who came up to me yesterday, the one who was going to walk away till I told her to stay.

I don’t understand why Jessica reminds me of her. I don’t understand anything!

Jessica’s looking down at her word find. It isn’t only her hair that needs washing. There’s a big grease spot on the front of her windcheater. Yet Shelley wants to spend time with her! I whisper, ‘Hasn’t your mother ever heard of a washing machine?’

She doesn’t answer. She’s staring at her word find. I hear a tiny plop, and see that a tear has fallen onto an ‘N’.

What’s she got to sook about? I don’t know. I only know that my anger has drained away, leaving me feeling grey and tired.

‘Look,’ I say, pointing to the ‘N’ on Jessica’s word find. ‘That’s the first letter of Nile Delta.’
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I wish the bell would hurry up and ring. We just got back from PE and Mr Callaghan said we could use the last few minutes of the day as catch-up time. Which really means he’s desperate to get that report done on his laptop, so he’s letting us talk till school’s over.

Matthew and Stephen both dived on to computers as soon as we got back to the room. The other three are taken as well, which leaves me sitting at our table with Jessica and Ashleigh, who’s finally made up all her smart-remark minutes. I’ve got Evil Angels open in front of me but I can’t make out a single word. All my brain space is taken up with hoping Ashleigh will leave me alone.


‘Hey, Katie,’ she says, as if she’d seen the hope shining through my skull like a laser, ‘come up here with us.’

‘No,’ I say. Stand up for yourself, Kaitlin.

‘You look kind of lonely down there.’ She says it so sweetly. Jessica giggles. All smiles again, now that she’s got Ashleigh back.

‘I’ll cope,’ I say. Not bad, Kaitlin, I congratulate myself.

Ashleigh shoves her chair next to mine. ‘Then I’ll come and see you!’ Still sweet. I consider getting up and walking down to Jessica’s end. Or going over to inspect the tadpoles. But that wouldn’t be standing up to her.

‘Know why Shelley isn’t here today?’ Ashleigh asks me.

‘No,’ I say, ‘and I don’t care.’ My heart soars. Tonight I’ll be able to tell Eve that I stood up to Ashleigh!

‘Because she’s sick. Sick of you!’ She laughs. She made sure she said it loud enough for Jessica to hear. But it wasn’t that funny.

‘Bet you don’t come tomorrow,’ Ashleigh says brightly.

‘Why shouldn’t I?’ Not the cleverest comeback, but at least I haven’t resorted to sooking like her little friend Jessica.

‘Because we’re having the trivia quiz.’ She makes it sounds like any moron would know this. ‘And you don’t have any friends to be on a team with.’

My heart falls to earth with a thud.

‘Oh, wait,’ Ashleigh says, as if she’s suddenly remembered, ‘you do have friends. I saw you with them at lunch.’

She saw me with Erin and Bethany. And I can see in her eyes her opinion of that: only the dorkiest of dorks would hang around with preps.

‘Too bad you can’t bring them in to be on your team,’ Ashleigh goes on. ‘But you should come for the quiz, anyway.’

I feel sick. I can’t say anything.

‘Because probably if you sucked up to Mr Callaghan,’ Ashleigh points out in a fakey kind voice, ‘he’d let you keep score.’
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I could swallow this fish bone. I push it around my plate with my fork and imagine it getting stuck in my throat.


‘Have you ever been on the train between Montreux and Zweisimmen?’ Will asks Eve. ‘They say it’s the most beautiful train ride in the world.’

Eve asked Will over for dinner tonight to say thanks for all the stuff he’s done for us since she’s been here. We’re sitting at the lounge room table, using the good plates and the long-stemmed glasses. We’re having salmon cutlets, which they bought together at the Victoria Market this morning. That’s another thing Will has done – introduced Eve to the market, which she absolutely loves.

Shelley’s sick. Ashleigh’s voice floats up from under our table. Sick of you!

It’s a sharp bone I’ve got here, with a round bit in the middle. Just the right size to make me choke.

‘Who’s this “they” that claim it’s the most beautiful train ride?’ Eve asks.

‘Good question,’ Will chuckles. ‘I think it was on the brochure I picked up at tourist information. But I must admit it was pretty spectacular.’

‘I’ve been to Switzerland,’ Eve says, ‘but not that particular part.’

We’re at the stage of the evening where they’ve stopped paying attention to me. I’ve noticed that often happens when adults get to the bottom of their second glass of wine. Halfway through the first is when they ask you the most questions. Tonight, that was the point when Will wanted to know how my project on Lindy Chamberlain is going. But I’m sick of thinking about her so I didn’t feel like answering. Well, actually, that’s not totally true. It’s more that with every question, my throat tightened up and let less words through, because I figured Will was getting closer to asking about school. But then Eve poured him a second glass of wine and they started talking about travelling and forgot all about me.

Which is why I should choke on this bone. Or partly why. If I fell on the floor with my hands clutched around my neck I’d get their attention. They’d have to call an ambulance and rush me to hospital and there’d be a frantic attempt to save my life. I’d be in a coma, and then there’s no way Eve could make me go to school tomorrow!
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‘I couldn’t believe the variety of vegetables you can get at the market. Kent’s supposed to be the garden of England, but I’ve never seen anything like that.’

Will has gone home, and Eve and I are doing the washing up. We don’t have a dishwasher, because Mum thinks it would be a waste of money for two people. As I dry a wine goblet, I don’t tell Eve that I was considering becoming a vegetable myself. Life would be so much easier, hooked up to a machine.

‘You’d have to pay three times that much for salmon at home,’ Eve says.

Nobody asks a person who has a breathing apparatus clamped over their face whose team they’re going to be on for trivia quiz.

‘I thought the coriander was a nice touch. Will suggested it. That’s the first time in my life I’ve used fresh coriander.’

If I was lying in Intensive Care, I wonder who would come and visit me? Maybe Shelley would. Maybe if Mr Callaghan told them during morning announcements that I had little chance of recovery, it would make her realise how badly she’s treated me.

Eve is still talking, but I’ve tuned out. There’s a limit to how long I can stay interested in herbs.


Shelley would come to my bedside day after day. Even if I never woke up, she wouldn’t give up on me. She’d play music for me, plugging her own Walkman into my ears. She’d talk to me, and hold my hand, and watch my heart beat beep along on the computer screen. The nurses would stop and smile and say, ‘What a devoted friend!’

‘Kaitlin?’ Eve’s voice cuts through my fantasy.

‘What?’

‘I wish you’d answer when I speak to you.’ She doesn’t sound too pleased with me.

‘Sorry. What’d you say?’

‘It’s doesn’t matter. It’s not important. But it’s annoying how you seem to think it’s clever to pretend you’re somewhere else.’ She rips off her rubber gloves and throws them onto the table even though she hasn’t finished the dishes.

‘I don’t think that.’

‘Well, you seem to. You sat there like a lump all through dinner, staring into space.’

‘You never asked me anything!’

‘Do you think that’s how a conversation works?’

I don’t answer. I just look at her. And feel hollowed-out inside. My own grandmother called me a lump. She looks back at me, hard. I think she’s going to call me another name. But then … but then I see her eyes fill with tears.

She drops into a chair, props her elbows on the table, and hides her head in her hands. Her shoulders are shaking and I hear awful, adult sobs coming from between her fingers.

I’m scared. I don’t know what to do. Maybe I should ring Mum. She called around 6.30 and told us she was going out for dinner with some people from the company, but she said she’d take her mobile. No … Eve is crying harder now … I think I need to do something quick. I grab the box of tissues from on top of the microwave and shove it between Eve’s elbows. Then I stand beside her … all I can think of to do is pat her shoulder, the one closest to me. I should say something. But what?

Eve takes a tissue, wipes her eyes and blows her nose. She says something but her words are too waterlogged to make out.

‘Sorry?’

She blows again. ‘I guess I was just expecting too much!’

‘What do you mean?’ I sit in a chair next to her. I’m not so scared now that she’s talking.


‘I thought I could …’ She takes a deep, jagged breath. ‘I thought I could come out here and be … I don’t know … your mentor or something. I thought you’d be old enough now to want to branch out a bit. I imagined how we’d get close and when I went home you’d start to write to me. We’d send each other e-mails … I thought in a couple of years, when you were thirteen or fourteen maybe, you’d want to come to England and stay with me for a while!’

She’s crying harder again. I pat her shoulder some more. When her sobbing eases up she goes on, ‘I even thought that when you finished school, you might like to work over there. I had all these dreams about taking you to Europe, sitting at some sidewalk cafe with you while you tasted your first Italian coffee … I thought we could use this time while your mum’s away to really get to know each other … but now my visit’s nearly a third over and you’ve hardly said a word to me! Last Monday when I picked you up from school you opened up a bit but then … then you clamped shut tighter than a clam.’ Her sobs are back.

I feel more hollowed-out than ever. But in the empty space inside me, a little light has been turned on. I never knew I was that important to Eve. Important enough to make plans for, to dream about … as important as my friend Shelley was to me.

She’s still sobbing. When Mum used to sit and cry here, at this table, after Dad left, there was nothing I could do to get him back. And when I cried in the lounge room on Monday, because Shelley’d ditched me, there was nothing Eve could do to get her back. But now there’s something I can do for Eve. I get up and put my arm around her shoulders. ‘I …’My heart is hammering. What is it I should say? ‘I do want to come to England!’ I blurt out.

She doesn’t answer, but her sobbing starts to calm down. I keep on standing beside her with my arm around her shoulders. It’s kind of embarrassing, treating her like a kid who needs comfort, but at the same time it feels good. Her breathing is nearly back to normal. I give her shoulder a squeeze. ‘You want some more cake?’ Will brought over the most scrumptious caramel mud cake, and we had some for dessert. Eve hasn’t had a chance to freeze the rest of it yet.

She shakes her head, no, she doesn’t want any. ‘I wouldn’t mind a cuppa, though.’ Her voice is still a little sodden, but somehow I know that she’s finished crying.

As I run water into the kettle, Eve says, ‘You shouldn’t say something just because you think it’s what a person wants to hear.’

I put the kettle down on the bench, plug it in and turn it on, keeping my back to Eve. When I said I wanted to come to England, I did know that was what she’d like to hear. But also … I really do want to go. I don’t know exactly why. It’s like a painting full of light has appeared inside my head. I can’t see any details in it, but it makes me happy to look at it.

I turn to Eve. ‘It’s true,’ I say, quietly. ‘When I’m older, I do want to come and stay with you.’

She gives me a smile. And I cut myself a big slice of mud cake.
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I wish I could fly to England now, tonight, instead of waiting till I’m thirteen or fourteen. That would solve my problem about tomorrow! While Eve was drinking her cup of tea and I was eating my mud cake, I volunteered to stay home from school. I told Eve I’d talk to her all day long. But she said no, I have to go. I didn’t tell her about the Impulse spray or the pencil case or anything, but I did say Shelley doesn’t want to be on my team for the trivia quiz, and nobody else does either.

Eve wouldn’t believe that nobody likes me. She said that before I go to sleep I should walk around the class in my mind and she bets I’ll find someone who’s just waiting for me to ask them to be on my team.

‘You’re a bright girl,’ Eve insisted. ‘They might not want your undying friendship, but surely somebody will want to be on your team so they can win.’

I try her idea now, since I can’t sleep anyway. Mentally, I cruise around all the tables in our room and look into the face of every girl. They all have a best friend. Most have a second best one. And some even have a third best.

I don’t want to do this! I turn over and punch my pillow. It’s bad enough to have to look at them at school.

I want to look into the green painting that I saw when Eve was talking about me in the future. What is there? I see myself holding a newborn baby. My sister. Mum won’t like that. She cried when Jake was born.

But wait. In my own painting, I don’t need to include anything I don’t want. I close my eyes tighter, and look deeper. But this picture has a mind of its own. I see something moving. Way down in the corner, there is a hand waving at me. Then another one appears. A pair of hands. Nagging, insistent. Begging me to pay attention to them.
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I find him behind the canteen, where I’ve seen him hanging around before. He’s sitting on the very log where I thought he’d be, eating a Mars Bar.

‘Do you know anything about anything?’ I ask him.

‘Huh?’ Matthew looks confused. But not displeased to see me. ‘Want a bite?’ He holds the Mars Bar out to me.

I shake my head impatiently. I have to get this sorted out before the bell goes. ‘Do you want to be on my team?’ I ask him.

‘What team?’

‘For the trivia quiz.’


‘Oh, that,’ says Matthew, his eyes lighting up. ‘Sure!’

‘You know some stuff about sports, don’t you?’

‘A little.’ I don’t like the worried look on his face. But his eyes brighten again. ‘I know a whole heap about Phar Lap.’

‘That should come in handy,’ I say, trying not to sound too sarcastic. ‘Do you know where Stephen’d be?’

‘Yeah, he helps Mrs Duke in the library before school.’

‘He does?’

‘Yep, she loves him.’

‘She does?’

‘’Cause he knows everything in the world about computers.’

‘I’m gonna ask him to be on our team, too.’ I start towards the library.

Matthew gets up from his log. ‘Can I come?’

‘All right,’ I say. I don’t know whether to be pleased or aggravated.

As we head towards the library, he holds out the end of his Mars Bar to me. ‘I broke it off,’ he tells me. ‘It hasn’t got my germs. Well, not my mouth germs.’


The chocolate looks a bit melted at the corners, but I take it so he won’t go on about it anymore. It tastes pretty good, actually.

We’re not really supposed to go to the library before school, so I just open the door a little and call out, ‘Mrs Duke, is Stephen in there?’

‘Stephen!’ We hear Mrs Duke say. She sounds all happy. ‘You’ve got a visitor.’

Stephen appears at the door, looking startled.

‘Hey, Stevo,’ Matthew says to him, ‘you know everything, don’t you, mate?’

‘What?’

‘You want to be on a trivia team with me and Miss Brain?’

‘Well, I didn’t know this question on TV last night about what you call beer that’s bottom fermented and stored in the bottle for eighteen months.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Matthew says. ‘Mr Callaghan isn’t gonna ask us nothin’ about beer.’

The music starts and we head towards the spot where the grade fives and sixes line up. I walk very fast without looking behind me, but the boys manage to keep up. Most of the other kids are already in the alcove outside the side entrance, the goody-goodies standing at attention by the steps, the popular girls lounging around by the taps up the back.

‘Just go and be with them then!’ I hear Ashleigh screech. ‘See if I care!’ I can’t believe it. She’s yelling at Claire.

I join the end of the line so I’m close enough to listen to Claire trying to be reasonable. ‘It’s only for this one thing,’ she says.

‘What do you mean one thing?! I have to sit at that table of dorks and this is our one chance to be together!’

‘Well … ’Claire is looking very uncomfortable. ‘It’s just … I just want to be with Bianca and Carly for the quiz.’

‘Yeah, because they know every country in South America, including Geeksville, Mexico.’

‘Mexico’s not in South America,’ Claire points out.

‘Well, who cares?’ Ashleigh shrieks.

‘Fine then,’ Claire says, ‘so it’s not important.’

‘Yeah, well,’ Ashleigh shouts over the bell, ‘Maddie’s party’s not important either. Find your own ride there!’


‘Good morning, boys and girls.’ Mrs Nunn has opened the door and is standing at the top of the steps.

‘Good morning,’ we mumble.

‘Beautiful Friday like this, you can do better than that! Come on, in your lines, stand up straight. Deep breath. Try again.’

‘Good morning, Mrs Nunn!’ We’re afraid she’ll make us do aerobics if we don’t cooperate, since she’s the sports teacher.

‘That’s more like it! Enjoy your lessons and learn a lot.’ Finally, she lets us in.

When the boys and I go into the classroom, Jessica and Shelley are already at our table. They had to have heard Ashleigh’s comments about us misfits – people in the housing estate across the creek must have heard it. But when Ashleigh flounces in and flops onto her chair, neither Jessica or Shelley mentions it. They just look at her, nervously.

‘Well,’ she snaps at them, ‘I hope youse still want to be on my team.’

‘Sure!’ Shelley gushes. Jessica giggles.

‘Right, let’s get started!’ Mr Callaghan’s on the ball this morning. ‘Three to a team, no more. Everybody on a team? Hands up if you’re not.’


I look at Matthew and Stephen, and wonder if they’re as glad as I am not to have to put up their hand. I glance around the room, and I’m kind of disappointed when nobody else’s hand goes up.

Mr Callaghan told us not to bring anything with us for the quiz, just ourselves. Now he’s going around the room and handing an envelope to each team, plus a pencil. ‘There’s bits of paper in the envelope for you to write your answers on,’ he explains. ‘Each team gets a different colour. There will be five questions in each category and you’re to use one piece of paper for each category.’

‘What?’ Ashley protests. ‘I don’t get it.’

‘Don’t worry. It’ll all become clear as we play.’

‘We want purple!’ The team with Claire in it whines. ‘Purple’s our lucky colour!’

‘Find the team who’s got purple and swap.’ Mr Callaghan’s trying to stay patient.

‘We want to keep it!’ protests the team that’s got purple.

Mr Callaghan plops an envelope in front of our team. Both the boys look at me – they seem to think it’s my job to open it. So I do. We got yellow.

‘First category,’ Mr Callaghan announces. ‘Marine biology.’


‘Cool!’ says Stephen. I’ve never seen him look so happy. He grins at me. ‘That’s what I want to be when I grow up.’

‘You wanna be a marine?’ Matthew asks. ‘Aren’t they American?’

‘Have you all got your papers ready? Pens poised for action?’ Mr Callaghan asks.

‘Yes!’

‘Okay, then, number them one to five.’

A busy buzz hovers over the room as the papers are numbered.

‘First question! Which is bigger, a blue whale or a Tyrannosaurus Rex?’

‘That’s easy!’ Ashleigh crows. ‘A Tyrannosaurus Rex is like the biggest thing that ever lived.’

Mr Callaghan frowns at her. ‘This is a competition, remember. Discuss it with your team mates, but don’t let the other teams hear you.’

Hushed little conversations spring up all over the room. Stephen and Matthew and I put our heads together. It feels weird to be so close to two boys. ‘It’s the whale,’ Stephen whispers.

‘You sure?’ Matthew asks.

‘I’m doing my project on Valerie Taylor,’ he states, ‘the shark woman,’ as if this proves it beyond a doubt. He puts down blue whale in his tiny writing.

‘Next question!’ Mr Callaghan calls. ‘What’s the difference between a dolphin and a porpoise?’

‘That’s stupid!’ Ashleigh says.

‘Ashleigh, please don’t ruin this.’

‘But that’s a trick question. There’s no difference between a dolphin and a porpoise.’

‘Then write that down.’

‘Is it a trick?’ Matthew asks Stephen.

‘Nah.’ He’s already writing: Dolphins have beaks and more noticeable dorsal fins than porpoises. They are also smaller with spade-shaped teeth, not pointed like a dolphin’s.

Stephen doesn’t have any trouble with the other three questions in this category, either. Straight away he writes down the name for a group of dolphins, he says that sharks do have ears, and he lists the six types of seahorses.

‘Gee,’ Matthew says, gazing at Stephen’s curls, ‘you sure have got a lot of stuff stored up under there.’

‘Right!’ Mr Callaghan says, ‘it’s reckoning time.’ He collects the papers from each team and corrects them at his desk, then stands up and writes our scores on the board. He identifies each team by the colour of their paper. Purple got three right, and so did green. Then he writes pink. ‘Yes!’ The members of Claire’s team screech as he writes a large four under their team colour. Yellow, he writes next. That’s us. I hold my breath. Maybe Stephen didn’t know as much as he seemed to. ‘And our winner for this round is …’Mr Callaghan says as he puts a five under our team colour, ‘… the only team who knew how many kinds of seahorses there are!’

‘The only team made up entirely of nerds!’ Ashleigh adds.

I think I see satisfaction in Mr Callaghan’s movements as he writes one under blue, the colour of Ashleigh’s team.

The second category is other countries. I actually know the first two answers: the capital of Greece and where the Alps are, thanks to the conversation Will and Eve had last night over dinner.

‘Who cares what language they speak in Holland?’ Ashleigh groans. ‘We live in Australia!’

‘Just the sort of attitude I’d expect from you, Miss Crocker,’ Mr Callaghan says.

‘Do you know?’ Matthew looks expectantly at Stephen and then me.

‘I think it’s Dutch,’ Stephen says.


‘That sounds right,’ I agree.

Together we figure out which continent Columbia is in, and have a guess at the capital of Switzerland.

‘You guys should go on TV,’ Matthew says in a voice full of admiration. ‘You could win a lot of money.’

‘Hey!’ We hear a hiss coming up from the other end of the table. It’s Ashleigh, looking at us. ‘Give us the answers,’ she whispers.

Matthew and Stephen exchange alarmed glances.

‘Come on!’ she snarls, but not loud enough to draw Mr Callaghan’s attention. ‘Use your nerdiness for a good cause for once.’

‘Yeah,’ Jessica agrees, and Shelley smiles, but you can’t tell who it’s aimed at.

The boys look very worried. I feel my chest fill up with something unfamiliar. Something big and hot. Why should Ashleigh benefit from the thing she always makes fun of us for?

‘Hurry up!’ she says. Mr Callaghan is already starting to gather up the papers for this category.

‘No!’ I answer, and I’m amazed at the strength in my voice.


Ashleigh sounds equally strong as she says, ‘You don’t have to totally spaz out, Miss Lard Bum.’

My heart is hammering as Mr Callaghan writes the scores for this category on the board. We got four. Missed the capital of Switzerland. Mr Callaghan tells us it’s Berne. But Ashleigh’s team didn’t get a single answer right. I don’t know whether to feel exalted or scared when Mr Callaghan plants a big fat zero under blue. Jessica and Shelley giggle as though that number is really funny. Pink must have known about Berne, because they get five. We’re even!

The next category is food.

‘You should know everything about this,’ Ashleigh declares, staring at me as if I was a bowl of mouldy custard.

‘Question one!’ Mr Callaghan says. ‘What are the two main ingredients in a pavlova?’

‘Egg whites and sugar,’ I whisper to Stephen. He gives me a smile and writes it down.

‘Yeah,’ Ashleigh says, ‘you would know that. Bet you’ve eaten a few hundred pavs in your life.’

I try to ignore her. Concentrate on the next question: what is caviar?

I wait for a smart remark from Ashleigh, but she and Jessica and Shelley have their heads over their paper, scribbling something. I think I hear Ashleigh mention the word liver, which makes me chuckle in spite of my nervous mood.

‘I wouldn’t laugh at anybody if I looked like you!’ Ashleigh says. Guess she was paying attention to our team after all. The hot thing in my chest has shrunk down to a burning fist.

What are elbows, rigatoni, bow ties and vermicelli?

‘They must be something you wear to a wedding,’ we hear Ashleigh whisper to Jessica, who’s acting as the secretary for their team. Evidently Ashleigh’s volume doesn’t go low enough to be inaudible.

‘Something to wear!’ Matthew hoots. ‘The category is food, Ash!’

‘Yeah, well, you should know!’ Ashleigh’s face is screwed up in rage. ‘You’re almost as fat as Miss Butter Bottom!’

I see the hurt in Matthew’s face. I feel the fist burning in my chest. ‘I’ll tell you one thing!’ I yell at Ashleigh. ‘I’d rather be fat than have lip gloss for brains!’

For a second there is total silence. As luck would have it, I shouted at Ashleigh during a quiet moment, when everybody was trying to figure out what vermicelli is. Every eye is looking at me. And then, suddenly, the whole room erupts into laughter.

‘Good one, Katie!’ Matthew slaps me on the back.

I’m waiting for Mr Callaghan to yell at me. But he just gives me a look, then says to the class, ‘Okay, you’ve had your laugh. Let’s get on with it. No more personal remarks, please.’

I don’t let myself even glance at Ashleigh. She’ll think of something really bad to do to me now.

‘Question four,’ Mr Callaghan is saying. ‘You get a point for every herb you can name.’

‘I’ll do this one,’ I say. Stephen pushes the paper over to me and gives me the pencil. I write the herbs from a song that Sarah likes to play on the piano. Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme. I remember some of the herbs that Eve has planted in the garden for Mum. Basil, mint, bay leaf, lemongrass… then there’s that one that Eve was going on about last night. What is it? She said it was the first time she’d ever used it. I didn’t want to think about it then. How was I to know I’d need it today?

As I frantically search through my brain for what Eve put in the salmon cutlets, Shelley’s voice comes faintly through: ‘salt, cinnamon, nutmeg …’

‘Write those down,’ Matthew says to me.

‘They’re not herbs,’ I say.

‘They’re not?’

‘No! Cinnamon and nutmeg are spices.’

‘Hey, lip gloss girls,’ Matthew calls down to the blue team, ‘cinnamon and nutmeg are spices, not herbs!’

Ashleigh looks at us with an expression on her face that I’ve never seen before. Then she turns to Jessica and Shelley. ‘Youse are so dumb.’

They both stare at her. ‘You don’t know anything!’ Ashleigh hisses.

‘I’ll white it out,’ Shelley says tearfully.

‘Don’t bother!’ Ashleigh snaps. ‘This is stupid anyway. Who cares if we win?’ It makes my heart glow with guilty gladness to hear the hurt in her voice.

We have one more food question to go. What is a Bomb Alaska?

‘That’s not fair!’ Ashleigh’s voice is still wounded. ‘You said we finished with the countries category.’

The class laughs again. At Ashleigh.


The smile is wiped off my face soon enough, because I don’t know what a Bomb Alaska is, and neither do the boys.

Mr Callaghan says we have to hand in our papers. I hold my breath as his whiteboard marker zooms into the pink column. He writes ten. They must have known a lot of herbs, too. Our team is next. Eleven! We’re one point ahead! One is also the score that blue gets for this category.

‘Okay!’ Mr Callaghan says. ‘Second-to-last category. Sports.’

‘Here is where you come in,’ I whisper to Matthew.

He gives me a smile, but it’s kind of sick-looking. And I soon find out why. He doesn’t know how many players there are in a soccer team, or what sort of transport you would be taking to win the America’s Cup, or where the 1992 Olympic games were held.

‘Can’t you answer any of them?’ Matthew asks miserably, peering at Stephen’s curls. ‘The information must be in there somewhere.’

Stephen looks at me, and his face is almost as sad as Matthew’s. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I should have looked up stuff about sports on the Internet.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say. But I don’t really mean it. All three of us look at the pink team, who are eagerly writing their answers. Claire is a sports nut.

What is the name of the object which is batted back and forth in badminton?

‘I know this!’ Matthew says.

‘You do?’ Stephen has his pencil poised.

‘Yeah, but I just can’t think of it.’

‘Me, either,’ says Stephen. ‘It’s like a little ball with plastic feathery things.’

I’ve heard the word, too. What is it? My brain is full of static. Suddenly it comes to me. ‘Coriander!’

The boys stare at me. ‘I don’t think that’s what it’s called,’ Matthew says. ‘It’s kind of … I think the badminton thing sounds kind of rude.’

‘I know coriander’s not for badminton! It’s the herb I was trying to think of, that Eve put in with the salmon.’

‘It’s too late for that now,’ Stephen says. A little impatiently, I think.

‘Last question! Which is the only AFL team to win four premierships in a row?’

‘I know this one!’ Matthew is bouncing up and down in his seat. ‘I really do know this one!’

‘What?’ Stephen sounds sceptical.


Matthew pulls the paper over in front of him and writes his answer so Ashleigh’s team won’t hear. Collingwood.

‘Are you sure?’ Stephen wants to know.

‘They couldn’t have won four premierships in a row,’ I say.

‘Yes, they did! It’s on the stubby holder my dad uses every night. 1927, 1928, 1929 and 1930.’

‘Mr Callaghan does barrack for them,’ Stephen points out.

We have to hand in our papers again. I need more time. The name for that badminton thing with feathers might surface through the static in my mind, like coriander did.

I don’t want to watch Mr Callaghan put the scores up this time, but I can’t help myself. His whiteboard marker heads toward pink. He writes four. And then he writes one under yellow. So Matthew was right about Collingwood. That’s makes twenty-three for pink and twenty-one for us. I was stupid to hope I could ever win anything!

‘Last category,’ Mr Callaghan announces, ‘science and technology.’

‘Yes!’ Stephen says. His face is so bright and eager under his curls. It makes me feel funny inside to see that he hasn’t given up yet. He grabs a bit of paper and answers every question as soon as Mr Callaghan asks it. What are microchips made of? Who invented the telephone? What do you call the winding ridges on a screw? Scribbles in his tiny writing with his head bent over. Doesn’t consult Matthew or me. Doesn’t even look at us. Which planet has the most moons? I know the answer to that! But Stephen doesn’t give me a chance to say it. Which planet is closest to the sun?

‘Mercury!’ I blurt out before he can write it.

‘Thanks, Kaitlin!’ several people call out.

I expect Stephen to scowl at me, but he just looks up and shrugs. Guess he’s still feeling guilty about the sports category.

‘All right!’ Mr Callaghan says happily. ‘That’s it. Let’s see who the winner is.’

Everyone seems to be holding their breath as Mr Callaghan gets to pink. He takes his time, grinning at us, keeping us in suspense, just like the hosts do on those TV quiz shows.

‘Come on, write it down!’ we beg. Finally he does. Three.

‘Final score for pink,’ Mr Callaghan announces, ‘is twenty-six.’

‘What did yellow get?’ Claire asks urgently.


‘Let’s see …’Mr Callaghan is enjoying this. He uses his whiteboard marker and under our team writes five.

‘And the final score for yellow is … twenty-six!’

‘It’s a draw!’ Matthew bellows. ‘What are we gonna do now?’

‘Give us both first prize,’ Claire suggests.

‘No way,’ Mr Callaghan says. ‘Believe it or not, I have a contingency plan ready.’

‘Do we get an extra point if we know what that means?’ Matthew asks.

Mr Callaghan laughs. ‘No. Here’s the deal. Yellow and pink each choose a representative to come up the front.’

‘You go, Kaitlin,’ Stephen says.

‘But you’re the computer brain!’ Matthew protests to Stephen.

‘I don’t care, I want Kaitlin to do it,’ Stephen says firmly. His face is fiery red. Guess even Matthew must realise that Stephen is too shy to handle the job.

‘Go on then, Katie,’ Matthew says heartily, ‘kick butt!’

Before I know exactly how it happened, I’m at the front of the room next to Claire, facing the class.


‘I’m going to ask one question,’ Mr Callaghan says to Claire and me. ‘Whichever of you answers first, your team wins. Assuming you give the correct answer, of course. Understand?’

‘Yes!’ Claire says impatiently. I’m too nervous to know if I understand or not, but I nod anyway.

‘Okay, then,’ Mr Callaghan says. ‘Here’s the question. In the poem ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’, what did the newlyweds dine on at their wedding feast?’

‘That’s not fair!’ Matthew cries. ‘Nobody knows that!’

Shuttlecock. That’s the word for that badminton thing.

‘Can’t we have a question about music?’ Claire whines. ‘Or about TV?’

‘No, they’re too easy for you. Come on, what did the Owl and the Pussycat dine on?’

I know this! I read that book to Jake every night for two weeks! Sometimes I read it to him at nap-time as well. It has to be in my brain somewhere, but where? All I can find in there is flying snow, with ‘Coriander’ and ‘Shuttlecock’ written in large black letters.

Dine … dine …


Come on, brain …

I open my mouth and words come out. ‘They dined on mince, and slices of quince, which they ate with a runcible spoon.’

I can’t believe it. I don’t even know for sure what I said. But it must have been right, because Mr Callaghan is grinning at me like anything. And the whole class – well, the whole class except for the pink and the blue team – is clapping.
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‘Hey, Kaitlin,’ Stephen says as the bell rings for recess. Matthew bolts out the door because – as he told us several times – he has money for the canteen. Stephen looks at me intently. ‘You wanna go to the library?’

It takes me a while to compute his question. I’m still in a daze. Hard to believe the boys and I won first place, a Whitman’s Sampler each. I can’t wait to show Eve!

‘Well?’ Stephen persists. ‘You wanna come?’ He makes the question sound very urgent.

‘Why?’ I’ve got my eye on Ashleigh. She’s been too quiet since that quiz finished. She’s refused to speak to Jessica or Shelley. She blames them for coming last by about twenty points.

‘So I can …’ Stephen is saying, ‘so we can look up stuff for the next one. We need a lot of time to put things in our brains about sport.’

‘We can’t go into the library at recess,’ I say. ‘We’re only allowed in at lunchtime.’

‘No, it’s okay,’ Stephen beams at me as Ashleigh flounces out, followed by a bedraggled-looking Jessica and Shelley. ‘Me and Mrs Duke have an arrangement.’

Stephen looks good when he smiles. I’d never really noticed that before. I have a sudden urge to stretch one of his curls out to its full length and watch it pop back. Bet it would make a ‘sproing!’ sound.

‘Well,’ I say, ‘all right.’ It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.

Stephen stops in the corridor outside our room and takes his bag off its peg. He carefully puts his Whitman’s Sampler inside, then shoulders the bag. ‘I’m not leaving it here,’ he explains. ‘Somebody might pinch it. You want me to look after yours for you?’


His brown eyes say my answer is crucial to him. ‘Okay.’ I hand over the box and he sticks it importantly into his bag.

‘All right if I bring Kaitlin in with me today?’ Stephen asks Mrs Duke when we get to the library.

She gives us a curious look, but says ‘that’ll be fine,’ in a friendly enough voice.

‘I just want to show Kaitlin something, then I’ll give you a hand,’ Stephen promises. Now Mrs Duke looks even more curious.

‘Over here,’ Stephen says to me. I follow him into the far corner of the library, to where there’s a display board for Children’s Book Week and behind that, a couple of beanbags. ‘Sit down,’ he invites.

‘I thought we were gonna look up stuff.’

‘In a minute. First I have to show you something.’

He sure intends to accomplish a lot in one recess.

I sit on a beanbag, and he sits beside me on the other one. It’s a nice private space here, the display board like a barrier between us and the rest of the school.

Stephen just looks at me. Stares, more like it. Makes me feel weird. ‘Well,’ I say, ‘what is it you’re gonna show me?’

‘Oh, yeah.’ He starts rummaging through his bag. You’d think somebody with all those facts in his head would have a more organised bag. He pulls out a bruised apple and sets it on the floor, followed by a dog-eared paperback.

‘I’ve got plenty of those,’ I tease.

He laughs softly. ‘I know it’s here somewhere … here it is!’ He produces a blue plastic bag with a lacker band around it. He puts it in my lap.

‘A present?’

‘Sort of.’

I take the band off and look inside the bag. I can’t believe what I see. I pull it out, and there’s the angel I thought I’d never lay eyes on again. ‘My pencil case,’ I murmur.

‘Yeah,’ Stephen agrees.

I look at him. ‘You took it?’

He shrugs. Doesn’t deny it.

‘How come?’

He shrugs again. And smiles. ‘Open the drawers,’ he says. ‘See if I pinched anything.’

Good idea. I’d have been too embarrassed to do that if he hadn’t suggested it.


I open the pen drawer, and they’re still there: the metallic gold and silver, the purple …

‘Check where the rubber goes,’ Stephen says. He’s looking worried. But if he pinched my rubber, why would he tell me to look for it?

‘Go on,’ he says.

I press the button that makes the rubber compartment pop out. The rubber isn’t there. Something else is. It’s green. It’s incredibly small, but it has a head, and four legs. It’s a turtle. Not much bigger than a marble, only flatter. I take it out and hold it in the palm of my hand. It’s heavier than you’d think it would be. Under the library lights, I can see that it’s different sorts of green, from dark jade through emerald to a pale milky shade that’s almost white. It’s not plastic – it’s carved out of some sort of stone. I touch its shell with the tip of my finger and feel the bumps someone made there. I feel the claws at the end of the miniature legs. It’s so tiny and so perfect, it makes a lump in my throat that feels like a jagged pebble.

I look at Stephen. He grins at me. ‘It’s a sea turtle.’

‘It’s … I mean …’ I don’t know what I mean.

‘It’s for you,’ he says emphatically.


‘Mrs Duke!’ We hear a plaintive voice calling from the front door. ‘Can I talk to Kaitlin and Stephen?’

‘All right,’ Mrs Duke says, a little more abruptly than before. ‘Come in, Matthew. They’re over in the corner. But from now on maybe you three had better conduct your social club somewhere else.’

Social club? Stephen and I exchange a look before Matthew appears from around the display board. ‘Are you guys gettin’ smarter without me?’ he asks accusingly.

‘No,’ Stephen says. ‘I just had to give something to Kate.’

I close my fingers around the turtle. For some reason I don’t want anyone else to see it.

Matthew is standing awkwardly, looking down at us. ‘I still get to be with you for the next quiz, don’t I?’

Stephen is waiting for me to answer. It feels strange, being the one who can say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to somebody asking to be included. It’s like holding a tiny piece of Matthew’s heart in the curled-up fingers of my hand.

‘What do you think?’ I say to him. ‘We wouldn’t dump you. We’re a team.’


‘Cool!’ His smile makes him look almost completely normal.

‘I bet Mr Callaghan asks something about Phar Lap in the next round,’ Stephen says.

‘Hope so,’ he laughs. ‘And I’ll try to learn some stuff about sports … Oh, Kaitlin, I almost forgot.’

‘What?’

‘There’s a fan club waiting for you outside.’

‘What do you mean, a fan club?’

‘They’re about this high.’ He holds his hand out at waist level.

‘Oh, them.’

‘Yeah. They really want to talk to you. They’re twitterin’ like a flock of budgies.’

‘Guess I’d better go see them, then.’ As I’m hoisting myself out of the beanbag Stephen says, ‘You want to come back at lunch? When the library’s officially open? We could look up stuff for the quiz for real.’

I glance at Matthew.

‘All three of us, I mean,’ Stephen says.

‘You want to, Matt?’ I ask.

‘Sure! My mum won’t believe how smart I’ve got in one day.’

When I step out the library door, Erin and Bethany and about half a dozen other preps rush up and surround me. ‘Are you gonna play with us at lunch?’ Bethany demands.

‘We want to do that game like we did yesterday,’ says the little girl who I insisted could join us.

‘Well, I don’t know …’

‘We saw you go in the library with that boy!’ Erin announces.

Stephen and Matthew are walking towards the school. Hope they didn’t hear.

‘Is he your boyfriend?’ Bethany asks loudly.

‘No!’ I feel my face go red.

‘Well, you should have him for your boyfriend,’ Bethany chirps, ‘’cause he’s got cool hair!’

‘Kaitlin!’ Erin is pulling on my arm. ‘Are you gonna play with us at lunch or not?’

I more or less promised Matthew and Stephen that I’d look up trivia stuff with them. But I didn’t say for how long. ‘How about you meet me here at one o’clock?’ I suggest.

‘But we don’t have a watch,’ Erin whines, her little face scrunched up like when she told me about her sick cat.

‘Ask a yard-duty teacher,’ I say, as the music begins. Unlike us older kids, the preppies react to the music straight away and start to run towards their entrance.

‘See you at one o’clock!’ Bethany calls back over her shoulder.

‘On the dot!’ Erin yells at me.

‘Kaitlin …’ It’s an older kid’s voice this time. A familiar one. I turn to see Shelley standing there. ‘You want to hang around with me at lunch?’ she asks me.

I can’t believe it. She’s beside me, saying the words I’ve wanted to hear most. I just look at her. I remember how it felt last time she called out my name in a friendly way, and then sprayed Impulse in my face.

As if she’s read my mind, Shelley says, ‘Ashleigh made me do all that stuff.’ And then she adds, half crying, ‘Now she doesn’t even like me.’

I tighten my hand around my tiny turtle. I think of how Stephen grinned when he gave it to me. And I think of Matthew’s smile when I said we were a team. I think of Erin’s blue eyes peering out at me from her worried little face, and how the wings of Bethany’s butterfly clips flutter when she talks to me.

The bell is clanging now, but Shelley doesn’t move. She’s waiting for my answer. She didn’t say she’s sorry for anything she did. She didn’t even say she’d like to be my friend again. She only said she wants to hang around with me because Ashleigh doesn’t like her anymore.

‘Um …’ I say, and it’s hard to do, but I look straight at her and I know Eve will be proud of me when I tell her about it tonight. ‘I’m kind of busy at lunchtime today.’
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‘Guess what me and Will got for our project on Lindy Chamberlain?’

‘You and Will? You mean Will from next door?’ Mum’s looking puzzled, like I intended. Eve and I just picked her up from the airport, and now I’m snuggled beside her in the back seat while Eve drives us home. There’s quite a few things I’ve been saving to tell Mum in person, instead of over the phone.

‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘that Will. He helped me heaps. Got me newspapers from the State Library, brought the video over … and Mr Callaghan wanted us to do something different for our projects instead of just write them, so on the day I was supposed to do mine I brought Will to school with me.’

‘That sounds different, all right.’

‘Sure was. I interviewed Will and he pretended to be different people from the trial: a dingo expert, a forensic scientist, Michael Chamberlain, even Lindy! So guess what we got.’

‘A “B”.’

‘No.’

Mum pretends to look tragic. ‘A “C”?’

‘No! An “A-plus”!’

‘You’re kidding. I didn’t know Will was an actor.’

‘Well, he is. He’s got the assessment sheet stuck to his fridge.’

Eve is chuckling. ‘He claims it’s his greatest accomplishment since the Black Forest cake he made for the street’s Millennium party.’

‘I remember that,’ Mum says. ‘It was pretty spectacular.’

We drive in silence for a while, down the freeway under a grey winter sky. Mum is staring at me like she hasn’t seen me in four years instead of four weeks. ‘I can’t believe how much more grown-up you look,’ she says.

‘It’s the hair,’ Eve announces. ‘It suits her short, don’t you think?’


Eve convinced me to get it cut at the hair-dressing academy she discovered near the Victoria Market. It’s what they call jaw-line length. It does look a lot thicker now, and I like the way the ends turn under if I brush it that way when it’s wet.

‘It’s not just the hair …’ Mum is studying me. ‘Your face is thinner, that’s it. Hey!’ she says, patting my tummy, ‘You’re thinner all over, you stinker.’

It makes me feel good to hear the pleasure in Mum’s voice.

‘Eve doesn’t cook anything with even a speck of fat in it,’ I explain.

‘Hope it has the same effect on me,’ Mum sighs. ‘A month of restaurants and room service hasn’t done anything for my figure. Or should I say it’s done plenty.’ She pats her own stomach.

‘You look good to me,’ I assure her.

‘And me,’ Eve echoes.

We’ve turned off the freeway now and we’re heading up the main road that leads to our place. Mum gazes out the window as we pass McDonald’s, Bunnings, and Blockbuster Video. Then she turns back to me. ‘So did you ever work it out with Shelley?’


‘Not really. I don’t hate her. We just don’t hang around together. But …’ This is something else I’ve been saving up to tell Mum in person. ‘I sort of have a different friend.’

‘Great! What’s her name?’

‘Stephen.’

The look Mum gives me makes me giggle.

‘Have you met him?’ Eve asks Mum. ‘He’s the most gorgeous little boy.’

‘Eve!’ I protest, ‘You make him sound like he’s in grade one.’

‘Piffle. They’re little boys to me till their voices break.’

‘And a long time after that in some cases,’ Mum adds dryly.

‘Yes, well. I don’t think that’ll be true for this one. Will and I took him and Kaitlin to a film last night. His manners were impeccable. He and Will had a long conversation about the state of the world’s oceans.’

I lean against Mum. It feels so good to talk about my friend. Mum doesn’t know he’s a dork. Eve doesn’t even know it, and she spent an evening with him.

‘The movie was good,’ I tell Mum. ‘And Will got us a box of popcorn and a large Coke and one of those chocolate-covered ice-creams each.’

Mum whistles appreciatively. ‘He must have been feeling rich.’

‘He says he wants to use his money now instead of saving it up for when his daughters put him in a nursing home.’

‘Hopefully that won’t be for quite a few more years,’ Eve says decisively.

I lean over and whisper in Mum’s ear, ‘Eve’s in love with him.’

‘What?’ Mum splutters.

‘Don’t you go telling tales, Kaitlin Jane!’ Eve appears to know exactly what I said.

‘Well,’ I challenge, ‘you are thinking of changing your airline ticket and staying longer, aren’t you?’

‘Who told you that?’ Eve glares at me in the rear-vision mirror.

‘A little bird,’ I tease.

Actually, I overheard her talking about it with Will. Funny how if you stay quiet, adults think you can’t hear what they’re saying in the next room.

‘It’s only a thought,’ Eve says. I hear apprehension in her voice. Maybe I said too much.


We’ve turned off the main road now, on to our street. ‘That’d be wonderful,’ Mum reaches forward and pats Eve’s shoulder, ‘if you could stay longer.’

‘We’ll see,’ Eve answers, a little gruffly.

‘I want you to, too!’ I say.

We’re pulling into our driveway. Will just happens to be out on his front veranda, watering his pot plants, even though it rained this morning. He gives us a big wave. Eve and I did invite him to come to the airport, but he said it’d be better for us to have some private time with Mum. Guess he thinks we’ve had enough because, as we get out of the car he calls over, ‘I’ve got the kettle on! Feel like some afternoon tea?’

‘Did you bake a cake?’ I call back to him.

‘Kaitlin,’ Mum says, ‘don’t be rude!’

‘Sorry, kid,’ Will puts down his watering can and walks towards us, wiping his hands on his pants. ‘No cake. But I did whip up a lemon meringue pie.’

‘Cool!’ Will makes his meringue come out in toasty swirls, and it’s about fifteen centimetres high. I grab Mum’s hand and drag her towards next door.

‘I guess I can unpack later,’ Mum says doubtfully.


‘Sure you can,’ I agree, loud enough for Will and Eve to hear. ‘Life’s too short to wait for Will’s lemon meringue pie!’
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