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Hey! What’s goin’ on? I’m 16 now. I love hip-hop and my hobbies are kickboxing and horse-riding. I have four guinea pigs. Their names are Annabelle, Katie, Sarah and Lu Ann. I also have a sister named Katie. I loved writing this book with my mum even though it was frustrating when she’d insist on deliberating for about five minutes in order to choose exactly the right word. It’s satisfying to think we might be helping kids like Kaitlin, who find it hard to fit in. If you’re one of those, I’d just like to say: don’t worry if you don’t have heaps of friends in school. You’re there to get an education so you can have a future! Don’t let other people tell you what to think or do. You are the only one who deserves that privilege!

I still don’t like school that much. I can’t wait to finish and become a detective in New York City and write novels about it.
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I vividly remember how scared I was to start high school. I was so terrified I might say the wrong thing that I hardly said anything at all! Maybe it’s my ability to recall the intense feelings of those days that makes me want to write for kids. It’s great making up stories with Anna, because she knows what’s happening inside classrooms these days.

Kaitlin is a braver girl than I was. She’s not afraid to figure out what she thinks about something and then act on it. That’s a wonderful thing about writing fiction: you can make your characters more admirable then you are. Although it’s true they do tend to take on a life of their own, especially when you’ve lived with them as long as Anna and I have with Kaitlin. If you heard Anna and me in a cafe, discussing what Kaitlin might do or say in a certain situation, you’d think she was a real girl.

Anna and I are working on a third novel about Kaitlin. If you have any questions or ideas about that, you could write to us at Penguin. We love to hear from our readers.
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Whatever happens at high school, I know what I don’t want to happen. I never want to be a loner or a loser or a dork ever again!

It’s the first day of Kaitlin’s first year in high school. Everything’s different, but her old friends from primary school are in her class, so at least she’s got someone to sit with.

Trouble is, they’re both boys, and Kaitlin’s pretty sure it’s dorky to have boys for best friends – specially one who’s in the chess club. The cool girls sure seem to think so, and Kaitlin wants to be in their group more than anything. But just how far is she prepared to go?
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What if I die on my first day at high school? People can die of fright: I read about it in one of Sarah’s abnormal psychology books.

I guess I have to find out tomorrow if nervousness will kill me. Right now I’m sitting on my bed, my back propped against the pillows, clutching the big, plush panda Eve sent me for my sixth birthday. I need to hug her close, even though it’s incredibly hot and stuffy in here.

I hardly thought about school the whole time I was staying with Dad and Sarah in Canberra. I flew up there the day after Christmas and I just got home yesterday. I didn’t want to leave! I mean I did want to see Mum again, but it was so hard saying goodbye to my little brother, Jake. At the airport he insisted on me carrying him, and when we got to the departure gate he held on so tight Sarah had to pry his arms and legs off me and of course that made her cry, too.

I hug my panda closer, squishing her softness against my chest. Eve bought her for me from the RSPCA shop at the London Zoo. She told me about it when she was sitting here on my bed, talking to me for ages the last night before she left. ‘Don’t you forget you’re my favourite granddaughter in the whole world,’ she said. Actually I’m her only granddaughter. But that didn’t keep her from flying back to England and her precious cafe.

Someone’s tapping on my door. That’ll be Mum, as she’s the only other person who lives in our house now.

‘Come in,’ I say, plopping the panda down beside my bed.

Mum opens the door, then stops a few centimetres into my room. She’s scared to come too near me till all of Sarah’s germs or vibes or whatever get rubbed off. Also, Mum is narky because Sarah took me to this posh hairdresser and got blonde streaks put through my hair. Me and Sarah think it looks great, and Dad says it goes good with my new slimmer figure. But Mum reckons Sarah should have got her permission before we did it.

‘Can I get an air-conditioner?’ I ask Mum, plucking at my sweaty T-shirt to make a point.

She gives me a look that says, ‘Is this ridiculous person really my daughter?’ My mother has to deliberate for about five hours before she spends a dollar. Could have something to do with her being an accountant.

There are ceiling fans in Dad and Sarah’s flat in Canberra. Way up high in the big, airy rooms. I remember how the light came in through the tree outside the lounge room window and danced across the polished floorboards on the morning my sister Alice was born. Four weeks ago today.

Mum frowns as though she too can see the picture in my mind. She doesn’t want to know anything about Dad’s family, and she especially doesn’t want to know about his new baby daughter. ‘Where’s your little window fan?’ she asks.

If we put a ceiling fan in this pokey room I’d slice my fingers off when I did star jumps, which I’ve started to do forty of every morning and night.

‘I don’t know,’ I say in answer to Mum’s question. ‘Maybe under the bed.’

She crosses the room with confidence now that she has a purpose. She kneels down, peers under the bed, fishes around and produces the small dusty fan. Her triumphant look makes me laugh. ‘Last of the big game hunters,’ I quip.

Mum laughs, too, for the first time since I’ve been back. Then she sits beside me on the bed and smooths the streaky hair she doesn’t approve of. ‘So,’ she says, ‘my little girl’s starting high school.’

‘Looks like it,’ I sigh.

‘Scared?’ she asks.

No more scared than if I had to descend into a cellar of snarling wolves, I think. I say, ‘A little.’

‘That’s only natural.’ Mum’s turned on her business voice, the one she uses when she talks to clients. ‘But think of it this way. It’s a great opportunity as well, starting out at a new place. It gives you a fresh chance to … to … well, to be what you want to be.’
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I can’t get to sleep. Surprise, surprise. Mum’s words keep going through my head. This is a fresh chance to be what you’d like to be … I don’t know what I’d like to be! But I sure know what I don’t want to be at high school. I never want to be a loner or a loser or a dork ever again!
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I’m walking to school. It’s about a kilometre from home, which is like five times further away than my primary school. I wish it was five million kilometres. Then I could keep walking and walking through the summer day and never have to get there.

Mum did offer to drive me. I was impressed that she got up so early, but she was in that pink dressing-gown that makes me feel like gagging and she didn’t seem to have any intention of getting dressed. I could just imagine everybody staring at her when she dropped me off. What if she decided to kiss me good luck for my first day?

‘I know how to walk to school,’ I told her.


‘You sure?’ she asked. ‘You won’t get lost?’

I’m not an idiot! I felt like saying. But Mum looked so worried, like I was setting off to India without a guide-book. I said, ‘Eve showed me how to walk there, remember?’

‘I know.’ She gave me a smile but she still looked sad. ‘It’s just that you’ve never had to go so far on your own before.’

The truth is, I’ve hardly gone anywhere on my own before. But I know I’m not lost, because I keep seeing things that Eve pointed out to me when we walked this way: a white house with all its window frames painted blue, a garden full of gnomes, a neatly lettered sign that says Len’s Plumbing Service stuck to a picket fence. Plus there are other kids walking in the same direction as me, dressed in the same maroon and grey as I am. I’m trying not to look at them too closely, in case they decide to inspect me back.
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I walk in through the gates. There’s dozens of kids streaming across the yard, all dressed in maroon and grey. And they all have at least one friend with them! How did this happen? There were some people walking on their own on the way here. But now everyone’s talking, laughing, acting like they’re thrilled to see one another. Boys are smacking each other on the shoulders, girls are checking out each other’s hair … I look around frantically but I can’t spot a single other person who’s alone. Maybe I should have called Matthew and Stephen and arranged to meet somewhere in the school-yard. But I’m not sure if it’d be good to be seen with them on my first morning. What if it’s dorky to hang around with boys? Especially boys like them.

There’s a bunch of huge guys slouching against the fence by the basketball court. They make me feel like a midget. I try not to look at them as I sidle past, but I can’t help noticing their goatees and pierced eyebrows. I have a sudden image of them yanking the legs off ferrets and sucking the blood as it spurts out.

Please, I beg them in my mind, don’t say anything to me. They don’t, thank goodness. In fact, I seem invisible to them. In my mind I hear two little voices screeching, ‘Kaitlin!’ Last year I was a big kid, and to the preps I was the most important person in school.

Does that mean I want to be back in grade six? I don’t think so! I just want to be on the couch in Canberra, reading Possum Magic to Jake as he scrunches up as close to me as he can. But that’s impossible.

Sarah says that when my thoughts start getting negative, I should replace them with positive ones. Well, I think as I fight my way up the steps into the building, at least Ashleigh isn’t here. Her mother made her go to a Catholic girls’ school. Boy, am I glad I don’t have to see her again!

She never picked on me after I stood up to her last year. Not to my face, anyway. But she hated me more than ever. In her view, when I started hanging around with Matthew and Stephen I went from being Number One Loner to Leader of the Losers.
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Where am I? These long grey corridors all look the same. I’m supposed to go straight to my home room. Our home group teacher told us on orientation day we didn’t have to bring all our stuff today. Just our diaries and pencil cases, and we’d be assigned a locker during the day. But I’ve forgotten where my home room is! All I can see are crowds of maroon and grey. Nothing looks familiar.

I’m so stupid! Jake has a better sense of direction than I do. I guess I’ll just walk along and pretend I know where I’m going until I stumble onto room B6.

‘Excuse me.’ Someone taps me on the shoulder. ‘Do you need some help?’

I turn and see a tall, skinny girl with a badge that says School Leader. So much for looking like I know where I’m going. I don’t want to start my high school career by admitting I’m lost. But she’s waiting so intently, as if she’ll be disappointed if I don’t need help. ‘Um … could you tell me where B6 is?’

‘Sure.’ A smile lights up her thin face. She begins to march through the crowd and I follow, feeling like a kindergartener who’s lost her mum.

‘Here you are,’ my School Leader announces cheerfully. She leaves me outside B6 and goes off to search for other lost souls. I want to go with her. But I can’t. I have to face my home group.

I step into the doorway. There’s our home-group teacher, sitting behind her desk at the front of the room. Mrs McBain is written on the whiteboard behind her. She reminds me of Eve. Suddenly that’s who I want. Eve! Why couldn’t she have stayed here? Or why couldn’t I have gone to England with her? I’m smart enough to work in her cafe. I’d love to make cappuccinos and hand out donuts to old ladies and never have to be judged by a whole room full of people my own age.

Mrs McBain smiles at me. ‘Sit anywhere you like,’ she says. ‘You can chat quietly till the bell goes, then I’ll take the roll.’

Sit anywhere I like? As I scan the room my heart clatters so loud I think the other kids must be able to hear it. These three girls in the second row sure are looking at me like they can. I may not be able to remember how to get anywhere, but I remember them from orientation day. They all went to the same primary school and they’re surrounded by this atmosphere that says, ‘No one in our lives ever called us losers. In any given situation we know exactly what to wear, do and say.’

They make my stomach hurt. I look away from them. Who else do I recognise from orientation day? There’s those two Asian girls in the front row, who stuck close together and didn’t talk to anybody but each other. I remember they had very short names that sounded like musical notes. Mi and La, something like that. Then there’s that fat boy who’s about as tall as the average grade two kid and managed to get a lunchtime detention for being cheeky to the teachers … can’t think of his name.

I scan to the back of the room and there he is. My heart lights up at the sight of those blond curls. And the shy smile he’s sending me. Stephen. My primary school friend. You might know he’d choose the seat in the furthest corner of the room. Should I go back there and sit with him? Or would that lump me together forever with the world’s greatest twelve-year-old expert on starfish in the Southern Ocean?

‘Katie!’ a familiar voice bellows behind me. Then suddenly he’s standing beside me in the doorway. Matthew. ‘You’re lookin’ good, Katie!’ he announces loudly. ‘Lost some weight, huh?’

The whole class is staring at us. They’ll think I used to be as fat as a hippo.

Matthew reaches over, picks up a strand of my hair and lets it fall back. ‘Blonde streaks!’ he observes. ‘You aren’t turnin’ bimbo on me, are you?’

He touched me. What if they think he’s my boyfriend?

‘Why don’t you two find a place to sit?’ Mrs McBain suggests.

‘Good idea,’ Matthew agrees enthusiastically. To me he says, ‘Is Mr Marine here yet?’

‘Back there.’ I wave weakly towards the corner.

‘Stevo!’ Matthew yells, marching through the class to claim the seat next to Stephen’s. Then he pats the chair beside him. ‘Come on, Katie, what’re you waitin’ for? We already had Christmas.’

I walk towards him. It seems to take five minutes to get to the back of the room. Past what seems like hundreds of pairs of X-ray eyes. I wish I was invisible, like the baby possum in Jake’s current favourite book.

At last I reach the chair next to Matthew, and sit. ‘Hi, Kaitlin,’ Stephen says over him, ‘how was Canberra?’

‘Okay.’ I can’t concentrate on that stuff now! A girl has appeared in the classroom doorway. She hesitates, like I did. She wasn’t in our class on orientation day. I’d definitely remember her if she had been: she’s nearly as tall as those guys I saw on the basketball court, and she has frizzy red hair that springs out from her head in a fiery halo.

I hope I didn’t look as scared as she does. She’s just standing there in the doorway, shoulders hunched over, peering at the class as if she was a wounded wildebeest and we were a pack of lions.

The seat next to me is empty. I want to call out to her, ‘Come sit with me.’ But I somehow I don’t think that would be a good thing to do.

‘Hey! Come sit here!’ a voice calls to her from the front row. The voice belongs to Chloe. I didn’t notice her when I came in. But I do remember her name because she was my partner for a getting-to-know-you activity on orientation day. The red-haired girl walks over to her, gratefulness in every step.

Why didn’t Chloe call out to me when I was standing in the doorway? My stomach burns with the most likely possibility: she’s already decided I’m someone to avoid.

‘Katie, Stevo, guess what?’ Matthew’s all excited. ‘I saw Phar Lap over the holidays.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. He’s not lookin’ bad, considering he’s been dead for fifty years.’

Stephen chuckles at that. So do I, which cools down the burning in my stomach a bit. Maybe Chloe wasn’t avoiding me after all. It could be that Matthew appeared beside me before she had a chance to call out.
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The bell goes. We have to leave our home room and go to our first proper high school class, which is drama. We know that because Mrs McBain handed out timetables for us to glue into our diaries. As we move through the crowd in the corridor, I stick close to Stephen so I won’t get lost. He’s as good at remembering directions as he is at mental maths.

He finds the drama room, which is big, with thick black curtains at the windows. We stand around just inside the door because there’s no tables or chairs. We have a new teacher for this class. We didn’t get a chance to really suss out our home-group teacher, and now here’s another one. This one looks really young. She’s skinny and she’s wearing a little white strappy top with flowers and a blue filmy skirt. She makes me think of ice-cubes in a tall, elegant glass.

Her voice, though, is warm and enthusiastic. ‘Welcome to drama!’ she says. ‘My name’s Miss Larsen …’

‘How come you’re holdin’ a tennis ball?’ interrupts the fat boy who got a detention on orientation day. ‘Are you a big-shot pro?’ He makes an exaggerated swing with an invisible racquet. Suddenly I remember his name, because the teachers kept using it on orientation day, as in, ‘Billy, would you please sit down?’ and, ‘Billy, that remark was inappropriate.’

I think Miss Larsen was still in drama-teacher school back then. Now, she laughs a little at Billy’s performance, but I notice her face has gone red. ‘I’ll tell you what the ball’s for in a minute,’ she says. ‘The first thing I’d like you to do is sit on the floor in a big circle.’

I have a flashback to last year, when our teacher, Mr Callaghan, made us sit at new table groups. Thank goodness this class is nicer than that one. It takes a while for everybody to shuffle around and decide where to sit, but no one complains about who they end up next to. Not even Billy, who’s on my left. Stephen’s on my other side, with Matthew beside him. We’re across the circle from the cool girls.

Miss Larsen lowers herself next to them, crosses her long legs and smooths her filmy skirt over her knees. ‘Now!’ she says brightly, holding up the ball, ‘this is a tool to help us get to know each other. I’m going to toss it to somebody. I want that person to tell us their name and three things about themselves. Then they toss it to somebody else.’

Wouldn’t you know it? She throws the ball across the circle, straight at Stephen. As I’m sending up a silent prayer for God to put three normal thoughts into Stephen’s head, Billy lunges across me, sticks his arm out in front of Stephen and catches the ball.

‘Watch it, mate,’ Matthew growls. Stephen looks stunned.

Billy resumes his place next to me, still clutching the ball, and announces loudly, ‘The first thing about me is, I like girls.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Miss Larsen protests.

‘What for?’ Billy asks sharply.


‘The person I aimed the ball at was supposed to catch it.’

‘You didn’t say that,’ Billy points out.

‘Well …’ You can see her deciding what to do. ‘Okay. But from now on, no one is to leap out of their place. And don’t forget to tell us your name.’

‘It’s Billy, silly,’ he says in a cheeky voice, ‘and the second thing about me is, I like girls a lot.’ With his hands, he draws a curvy female figure in the air.

Some of the girls giggle uncertainly.

‘And the third thing is, I like girls with great … big …’ he pauses for emphasis.

‘Billy …’ Miss Larsen warns.

‘Eyes!’ Now more people laugh, and not so uncertainly.

‘Class!’ Miss Larsen sounds dismayed. ‘Let’s focus. Billy, throw the ball to someone. Gently.’

Billy looks around the circle for ages, tossing the ball up and down in his hand, but eventually (of course) chooses one of the cool girls to throw it to.

She catches the ball neatly. Her back is as straight as a ballet dancer’s. ‘My name’s Olivia,’ she says, smoothing a strand of her long black hair behind her ear. ‘Three things about me are I’m a Pisces, I’m getting my belly button pierced for my birthday, and I’m a model.’

The class gasps, all at once. We could see with our own eyes that she was pretty, but now she has suddenly become officially beautiful.

‘A model!’ Miss Larsen says. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, really,’ Olivia laughs lightly. You can tell it’s not the first time she’s answered this question. She pats the cool girl next to her on the shoulder. ‘Me and Tiffany have been with an agency since we were six.’

Now the class looks at Tiffany. Yes, she’s beautiful as well. Perfect, slender figure. Long smooth hair like Olivia’s, only hers is white blonde.

‘Do you get much work?’ Miss Larsen asks Olivia.

‘Mostly catalogue stuff. Target and Myer, that sort of thing. Our parents don’t want us to do anything big till we’re older. But we did do a TV commercial when we were eight. For shampoo.’

It’s not fair that the first girl who got to talk had that kind of information to tell us. What am I going to say when it’s my turn? I hope she doesn’t throw the ball to me!

I needn’t have worried. Olivia tosses the ball on to her model friend, who cradles it gracefully in her slender hands. ‘Like Olivia said, I’m Tiffany.’ You might know she’d have a sparkly name like that. ‘When I grow up I want to join a really good modelling agency in New York. Also, I got a Labrador puppy for Christmas and she’s so gorgeous. And I have a cat named Candy.’

She’s so lucky. Mum says I can buy all the pets I want as soon as I get a high-powered job to pay for them. Tiffany’s my age and she already has a high-powered job. I assume she’ll pass the ball on to the third cool girl, but instead she throws it to that tall redhead who’s still sitting next to Chloe. How come everybody likes her so much?

She fumbles when she catches the ball, like I probably will. At least she doesn’t drop it. She mumbles something, staring down at her lap.

‘What’s that?’ Miss Larsen asks. ‘You’ll have to speak up.’

The girl gives Miss Larsen her wounded-wildebeest look. ‘I said my name’s Justine.’

‘That’s unusual.’

Justine looks stricken.

‘But very pretty. What three things can you tell us about yourself?’

Justine is staring at Tiffany like she wants to strangle her. Then, an entirely different expression comes over her face, as if she’d been eating chicken livers and suddenly switched to fudge-ripple ice-cream. ‘Well,’ she says dreamily, ‘last year my dad took me to the Show. First we had KFC and then we went to this big barn full of rabbits and cats. I mean they were in cages, they weren’t running all over the place or anything. We went to the horse judging and then we saw this really cool dog show where people had to make their dogs heel, sit and stay. Only this one dog, I think it was a poodle, wouldn’t stay. It jumped up and ran off into the audience and climbed on some guy’s lap and then …’

‘That’s nice, Justine.’ Miss Larsen looks alarmed. ‘You can throw the ball to someone else now.’

‘She never said three things about herself!’ Billy looks affronted.

‘I think she did,’ Miss Larsen asserts.

Billy says, in a slightly lowered tone, ‘Calls herself a teacher and she can’t even count.’

Meanwhile, Justine is looking around the circle and she’s decided to throw the ball to … oh, God, it’s heading straight towards me. I manage to catch it without too much fumbling. But what am I going to say? Anything would be a come-down after Olivia and Tiffany. Please, at least, don’t let it be something too loserish. ‘I’m Kaitlin,’ I say, hating the clunky sound of my name. ‘I’m a Leo. My favourite food is lemon meringue pie and my best holiday was when we went to the Gold Coast.’

I did it! I can tell by how the cool girls are looking at me that I didn’t say anything really stupid. With relief I toss the ball across Stephen and Matthew to one of the Asian girls. I’ve never actually been to the Gold Coast, but my ex (very ex) best friend told me all about it, plus I’ve seen about a million ads for Movie World, and Mum says that if I’m still speaking to her when I’m 16, she’ll take me there.
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Sweaty and bedraggled, feeling like I just trudged a hundred kilometres across the Simpson Desert, I unlock my front door. Mum’s not in the kitchen so I go out to the bungalow. While I was in Canberra she had it converted to an office. She’s been talking about doing that for years, and after her big job in Perth she finally decided she had enough money. Now she can invite clients here instead of always going to them.

As I open her flash new security screen door she swivels towards me on her gas-lift chair, looking so relieved you’d think I really had survived a trek across the desert.

‘You made it,’ she says.

‘Guess so.’ I head across her forest-green carpet to her cool little bar fridge which is cleverly disguised as a cupboard.

Mum watches me as I grab a can of Pepsi Max. ‘How was it?’ she asks.

‘Fine,’ I answer firmly. I have no desire to tell her that there are two models in my class or about Justine’s weird dog show or anything else. Luckily she’s not as nosy as Eve, but I’d better come up with at least one sentence to assure her of my normality. ‘I learned heaps,’ I say.

‘Well then, that’s your first day over with.’

‘Yep.’ The main thing is, I survived with no one looking at me like I was a dork. Now I’m safe at home, and I’m pretty sure there’ll be an e-mail from Eve waiting on my computer, the old one Mum left behind in the house. I’m saving that to read just before I go to bed.


Meanwhile, the Pepsi is cold as. The icy bubbles taste wonderful. Mum punches numbers into her large-display calculator. ‘Let’s see.’ She’s mumbling to herself. ‘Six years. Times approximately 180 days per year …’ She turns to me and announces gleefully, ‘Only 1,179 days of high school left to go!’

That’s what I get for having an accountant for a mother.
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I wander down to the bottom of our garden, where Will’s watering the herb and veggie patch that he and Eve planted early in the spring. Before she left to go back to England, Eve made Will promise that he’d keep the patch in good shape. She couldn’t stand to think of her basil and tomatoes withering away while Mum and I existed on junk food. Mum still exists on junk food anyway, but she’s happy for Will to look after the organic side of things whenever he wants to.

Will gives me a big smile and puts the hose down beside the cucumbers. ‘They can use a good soak,’ he says. Wiping his hands on the back of his jeans, he comes over to me. ‘Nice to have you home, love.’ This is the first time I’ve seen Will since I got back from Canberra.

‘Having a good summer?’ I ask him.

‘Can’t complain,’ he says, sitting down on the church pew that he and Eve got at a Brotherhood shop. ‘Missing your gran, though.’

‘Me, too,’ I say, sitting down beside him. I run my hand over the wood that Eve sanded and painted bright blue. She was so pleased with herself the day she and Will brought this home in his station wagon. ‘Do you think she’ll come back?’ I wonder.

‘I sure hope so,’ Will answers. Then he says in a confiding voice, ‘You know, it never entered my head that I could care about anybody else after Rebecca died. But your gran … I’ve never met a more intelligent, more alive woman than her.’

I give Will a sharp look. Can old people really fall in love? I mean I know I teased Eve about it, but Will actually sounds serious.







[image: image]

[image: image]


[image: image]

It’s our first English class. Since we have Mrs McBain, our home-group teacher, we get to stay in our home room. Yesterday we had classes in five different rooms. At least I’ll get more exercise walking around the corridors than I did at primary school. I tried to concentrate really hard on how to get back to each room because I don’t want to be directionally dependent on Stephen.

Mrs McBain’s telling us what we have to do this lesson. ‘I want you to write a page about the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to you.’ She has a kitchen timer on her desk which she sets in a decisive manner. ‘You can brainstorm quietly with those around you for five minutes,’ she explains, ‘then I expect complete silence while you’re actually writing.’

She pushes a button on her timer. She doesn’t have to tell the class twice to start talking.

‘What are you gonna write about, Stevo?’ Matthew asks.

‘I have to think,’ Stephen answers mysteriously. He’s never been one to give much away.

‘I know a wonderful thing that happened to you,’ Matthew prompts. ‘Remember when your water snail had thirty-three babies?’

Stephen smiles at the memory. It was cool when he brought the babies, some as small as rice grains, to school in a takeaway container and put them in with the tadpoles to eat the algae. Mr Callaghan thought it was great because he hardly had to clean the tank after that.

‘What about you, Katie? I bet you got a good idea in there.’ Matthew taps the side of my head with a forefinger.

‘Not yet,’ I say. I wish he wouldn’t touch me. ‘Give me a minute.’

I look around at the rest of the class. Matthew and Stephen and I are sitting in the back row, over in the corner like we did yesterday. Most of the others are in the same places as well. I’ve done some intensive listening and have sussed out more people’s names. The Asian girls, for example, are Vi and La. Vi said even though her name is spelled ‘Vi’, it rhymes with ‘me’. And the cool girl who isn’t a model is called Charlotte. They’re at the end of the second row, over by the door. Now that I’ve been around them for a day, I can see that Charlotte is not in the same league, looks-wise, as Olivia and Tiffany. But she’s still pretty. I wish I could be like them, sure of everything I did and said.

Billy’s in the second row again, right in front of us. Just as I’m thinking how quiet he’s been this morning, he calls out to Mrs McBain, ‘What if –’

‘Billy!’ Mrs McBain stops him. ‘Raise your hand if you have a question.’

He shoots up his hand, talking at the same time. ‘What if some people in here never had anything wonderful happen to them?’

‘Then they can come up to my desk and have a private conference.’ Mrs McBain is not as easily bamboozled as Miss Larsen. ‘Would you care to arrange that now, Billy?’


‘No, I never …’

Before he can get anything else out of his mouth, Mrs McBain says, ‘Then get back to quietly brainstorming, please.’

‘I don’t need no conference,’ Billy mumbles angrily, but too softly for the teacher to hear.

‘Hey, mate,’ Matthew says to him. Billy turns around, a ready-to-fight expression on his round, doughy face.

But Matthew only has a helpful suggestion for him. ‘You could write about one of those girls you told us about yesterday in drama.’

Billy snarls, ‘I never meant I never had nothin’ wonderful happen to me.’

‘Oh. Right.’

‘I meant other kids in here never did. Like her.’ He points to Justine, in the first row. Hopefully she didn’t hear that. I’m grateful he didn’t single me out as the least likely to have experienced something wonderful.

‘I know!’ Matthew has lost interest in Billy. ‘I’ll do when we won the first trivia quiz.’ He opens his exercise book and starts to write in his big, loopy scrawl.

Billy is still turned around in his seat, glaring at Matthew. ‘I’ve had thousands of wonderful things happen to me,’ he states.

Matthew looks up at him. ‘Me and Katie and the Fish Expert here, we won every quiz in our grade last year. We even got to go to an interschool competition. We would of won that, except the only question I knew was which famous Australian race horse died in America and people thought they poisoned him. Remember that, Katie? You were spewing when we came in second.’

‘No, I wasn’t.’ Why does he have to make me sound like a total nerd?

‘You sure acted like you were spewing,’ Matthew protests. ‘You wouldn’t talk to me for three days.’

‘Well, I don’t care about trivia any more.’

Stephen looks at me, shocked. ‘Why not?’ he asks.

‘Because … just because!’ I say irritably.

Why do I have a feeling that Olivia and her friends are listening to us? They don’t look like they are. They’re just sitting there, quietly chatting with each other, enveloped in their private cloud of coolness. Yet something tells me they’re evaluating everything I say.
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Of all the parts of high school I’ve been dreading, this is a bit I especially haven’t been looking forward to: changing my clothes for PE. We never had to do this in primary school, because our actual uniform consisted of tracky daks and runners.

We’re in the girls’ change room, off to the side of the gym. It’s big and echoey, made out of concrete. We’re all trying to hide from each other while we change. The cool girls are next to me.

As I’m attempting to wiggle out of my school dress and into my PE shirt without showing anything, I hear Olivia ask one of the other cool girls, ‘Do you like them?’

I wonder who she’s talking about. Surely it couldn’t include me since I’m standing right beside her.

‘I said, do you like them?’ Olivia asks louder, and I suddenly realise she’s talking to me.

‘Who?’ My voice squeaks like a surprised mouse.

‘Those boys you sit with.’

I knew they were watching me! What am I supposed to say?


‘I don’t exactly like them,’ I splutter as I bend over to put on my runners. Too bad Mum made me buy the cheapo brand from Pay-Less. I finish tying my shoes and straighten up. Olivia, with the other two cool girls behind her, is waiting for me to say more.

‘I mean I don’t like them like as in liking them. I know them because we went to the same primary school. Stephen’s shy but he knows everything about computers and marine animals and Matthew’s not as dumb as he seems. When you get to know him …’ I’m blathering like an idiot. Why don’t I just shut up?

‘Okay,’ Olivia says, and turns back to her friends. Okay what? Did she read my mind? Sometimes I can’t stand myself! My first chance to talk to the cool girls, and I carry on like a retarded parrot.
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The day’s barely started and I’m already hot. Peering into the bathroom mirror, I push my streaky hair back off my face with a thin silver band. It includes a tiny, fragile white butterfly which flutters at the side of my head. Definitely makes me feel less sweaty.

‘Does this look dorky?’ I wonder.

My mirror self gazes back at me with questioning eyes. Doesn’t have a clue!

I want to wear the band because Mum gave it to me last night. She spotted it in a shop in Williamstown after a business lunch with an important client. She didn’t come right out and say, ‘I’ve decided it’s great that Sarah got your hair lightened. I’ve completely changed my mind and I can see now she’s a good influence on you. No wonder your dad left me for her!’

What she did say when she handed me the band in its fancy purple bag was, ‘I thought this would bring out the highlights in your hair,’ which I reckon amounts to basically the same idea.

On the other hand, I explain to my uselessly blank image, I’m afraid to wear the band because I’ve gotten through two days of high school without any bitchy comments from anybody, especially the cool girls.

It’s not fair! I jerk the band off, savagely brush my hair back into a pony tail and secure it with an ordinary scrunchy. I know I can stand up to them if I have to, but I don’t want to have to. I want to be one of those girls who just fits in naturally.

How come some people have a built-in dorkometer and I totally lack one? Where did girls like Tiffany and Olivia get theirs? Were they born with it?

If dorkometers are handed out at birth, I tell the girl in the mirror, God must have run out of them before he got to you. I leave her, looking insulted, stomp off to my room and shove the headband in my underwear drawer.
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We’re in home group. Mrs McBain lets us chat for a few minutes before she takes the roll and reads the announcements from the daily bulletin. Matthew’s all excited because he watched a show last night on marine mammals.

‘Did you see it, Stevo?’

‘Sure did,’ Stephen nods.

‘Duh,’ I comment. ‘Is chocolate fattening?’

‘Huh? Oh, I get it!’ Matthew whacks me on the back in appreciation of my joke, then turns back to Stephen. ‘Did you get a load of that whale’s balls? They weighed a tonne each.’

‘Matthew!’ I look around nervously to see if anyone heard. Thank goodness Billy isn’t here yet. No one else seems to be paying any attention to us.

‘Katie!’ Matthew mimics my tone. ‘David Attenborough said it, so I guess I can mention it in school.’


Stephen chuckles. ‘I think they weighed a tonne together, not each.’

‘Could we drop this subject?’ I ask.

‘If you insist, Miss Prissy Pants.’

Blessed silence descends on our corner of the room. It’s then that I notice the cool girls are giggling. Of course they would have heard everything Matthew said. He’s got the loudest voice in the Southern Hemisphere. I strain my ears to catch what they’re talking about.

‘She thinks she’s so privileged,’ Tiffany says. My heart plummets to the soles of my school shoes. Why did I have to give such stupid answers when Olivia talked to me in PE? Obviously she thought I was bragging about having boys for friends.

It’s Tiffany’s turn to pipe up. ‘As if at our age you go to the Show with your dad.’

‘Or if you do,’ Charlotte laughs, ‘you don’t admit it in public. Could you believe how she went on about that dog show?’

My heart leaps out of my shoes and does somersaults around the room. They’re talking about Justine!
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It’s recess. The boys and I are wandering around the sweltering schoolyard, watching everyone wilt.

‘Let’s go to the library,’ Stephen suggests.

I make a cross with my forefingers and hold it in front of his face as if I’m warding off evil. I never want to see a library at lunchtime again in my life.

‘You’re missin’ Mrs Duke, eh, Stevo?’ Matthew teases.

Stephen frowns.

‘She loved you when you fixed her computers.’

‘This is boring,’ Stephen answers, ‘just walking around sweating.’

‘Yeah,’ I agree. ‘It is.’

Every recess and lunchtime last year, Erin and Bethany and some of the other preps would run up and beg me to play with them. Often Matthew would join in and sometimes even Stephen, if we could pry him away from Mrs Duke. We pretended we only went on the flying fox and the monkey bars to please the preps, but really we had heaps of fun.


Well, I tell myself firmly as the boys and I keep trudging through the heat, that was last year. You’re a grown-up high school kid now.

Suddenly, I spot the cool girls, standing in the shade beside the oval, licking icy-poles. I bet they never sweat. Suddenly, they spot me. They’re definitely looking at me. Charlotte whispers something to Tiffany. I bet she’s saying, ‘There’s that loser who hangs around with daggy boys from her primary school.’

‘Let’s get out of here,’ I say as I turn and head in the other direction.

‘Feel like going to the library now?’ Stephen asks hopefully.

‘No! I’d rather have lunch with an axe-murderer than go to the library!’

‘How about the chess club then? We could check that out.’

‘What chess club?’

‘The one Mrs McBain read us about in the announcements this morning. She said it meets in room 202.’

‘Sure,’ I say, ‘we could try the chess club. If we want to be total, irreversible nerds.’

Stephen looks affronted. Well, I can’t help it. My brain feels like a glob of hot porridge simmering inside my skull. Could the cool girls really see that I was a loser in primary school?
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We’re halfway through cookery class. This is one thing about high school that I’ve actually been looking forward to, but I haven’t mentioned it. What if it’s dorky to be interested in fiddling around with food? Which we aren’t actually doing yet. We’re in the theory room, copying out a bunch of boring rules.

‘When are we gonna cook?’ Billy yells. This is the third time he’s asked that question. We all want to see what the teacher will do. It’s funny to see how different ones handle Billy. This one, Mrs Parfett, looks at him like he’s an exasperating puppy and reminds him, ‘We’ll make something when the bell goes.’

Billy looks at her like she’s got an IQ of 55. ‘When the bell goes,’ he explains loudly, ‘that means the class is over.’

‘No, this is a double lesson.’ Her voice tells us her patience is wearing thin.

Billy stops arguing and murmurs to himself, ‘They call this cookery class and we can’t even cook.’

The bell’s going. Good.

‘Okay, class!’ Mrs Parfett’s sounding cheerful again. ‘Finish the sentence you’re working on and we’ll move into the prac. room. Get yourselves into groups of three or four and find a cooking station.’

We go into a room full of stoves, sinks and benches. The cool girls move fast and get the bench in the far corner. The boys and I take the one next to them. Matthew and Stephen are annoying sometimes, but right now I’m glad to have them. The sound of a teacher saying ‘get yourselves into groups’ used to freeze my heart into ice-cubes. I look around to see if anyone is in my former position, without a group, left to stand alone for everyone to gawk at.

Yes, there is someone. It’s Justine. She’s slumped over, looking scared, like when she arrived at our classroom door. How did this happen? I thought she was friends with Chloe! I scan the room and see Chloe happily giggling with Elise, who used to be Fatima’s friend. They’ve teamed up with Tristan and Jason to make a group. I can’t keep up with who likes who. I’m so stupid! Last year Mr Callahan told me I knew twice as many words as anyone else in the grade. But what good does that do me?

‘Hey, you!’ Matthew is saying. Who’s he talking to?

I realise with horror that he’s calling out to Justine.

‘Come on over here,’ he says to her.

‘Shut up!’ I hiss at him. Even I know enough not to ask the class weirdo to join our group! Matthew looks shocked, but he shuts up.

Oh, no. Justine’s heard him and she’s starting to walk towards us.

‘We can’t let her be with us.’

‘Why not?’ Matthew looks puzzled. ‘She needs a group and we only got three so far. Didn’t you hear that teacher? She said we could have four.’

‘It’s not that!’ I don’t want to tell him it’s that I heard the cool girls talking about her in home group.

‘Go with them,’ I say to Justine when she gets over to us. I point to the Asian girls, who are across the room. ‘They’ve only got two in their group. They need another person.’

Justine gives me a confused look, but she goes over to Vi and La. They appear a little surprised, but they don’t tell her to go away. Thank goodness. The god of dorkiness must have decided I deserved a break.
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At last I’m cool! Temperature-wise, I mean. That’s because only my head is sticking out of the sparkly water off Williamstown Beach. I’m not too good at swimming, nevertheless it feels delicious to glide around in liquid coldness after sweating all week.

‘I’m getting out now,’ Mum calls to me.

‘Okay.’

‘Don’t be too long, all right?’

‘I won’t.’

As if anything could happen to me in this flat bit of sea. She treats me like a toddler sometimes. I breaststroke a few metres in the opposite direction from her to prove a point. Still, I should be grateful she pried herself out of her bungalow office to spend some time with me.

I float around on my back for a while, my closed eyes filled with a rosy glow. Then I make my way up through the shallows, past naked babies and grannies with saggy skin and sandcastles draped with seaweed. I plonk myself down on my beach towel next to Mum’s. She’s slathering her arms with sunscreen.

‘You already put that on,’ I remind her.

‘That was before I went in the water. You’re supposed to reapply after swimming.’

‘I didn’t swim fast enough to wash mine off,’ I say, stretching out on my stomach. Already I can feel the sun heating up my back. Mum picks up one of the straw hats she brought and settles it on my head. Under the fringed brim, I can still watch her as she smooths sunscreen onto her thighs. Which are bulging out of her bather legs. Her stomach has got so big that the blue Lycra stretched across it looks in danger of popping open.

I turn onto my back and put the hat over my eyes. Inside my tiny straw room, I let my mind wander. It carries me away, to a place where I never had to worry if I was being a dork or not. It takes me through the sky, across the Murray River and the Snowy Mountains, to Canberra. It lowers me gently into a cloudy morning when Alice was eleven days old and we took her out of the flat for the first time. We went to the Botanical Gardens. Jake just wanted to run so Dad chased after him, leaving me and Sarah sitting on a blanket under some trees, with Alice between us. Her navy-blue eyes were wide open and she was wearing a doll-sized yellow dress with a white frill around the hem. People strolling by kept stopping to look at her. ‘She’s gorgeous,’ women crooned. One little boy about Jake’s age was so fascinated with Alice that Sarah let him sit down on our blanket and hold her. His mother knelt in front of him, ready to catch the baby if he let go, but he was very careful. ‘I hold on tight,’ he told us in a serious voice, not taking his eyes off Alice’s miniature face. My chest felt filled with light because she was my sister.

‘So how’s school going?’ Mum says. Her voice whizzes me back to hot, ordinary today.

‘Okay.’

Why’d she have to ask about school? I guess she reckons that’s what good mothers do when they’re spending time with their daughter. But I don’t want to think about it here. I take off my hat, turn on my side, prop myself on an elbow and take a deep breath full of salty, non-school air.

‘Got any homework yet?’ Mum persists.

‘I have to write something for English. It’s due on Monday.’

‘What about?’

I wish she’d desist with all this interest in me. Maybe next Saturday I’ll leave her in the bungalow. I don’t want to tell her I’m writing about the most wonderful thing that ever happened to me because she’ll ask what it is. And I know she won’t like the subject I chose. ‘We have to tell what we did on our summer holidays,’ I say.

‘Still handing out that hoary old subject, are they?’ Mum chuckles.

‘Afraid so,’ I sigh.
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‘Miss!’ Billy is waving his hand like he’s trying to flag down an aeroplane.

‘Yes, Billy?’ Mrs McBain says calmly. She never gets flustered with him like some of the other teachers do.

He announces loudly, ‘I wanna be a policeman when I leave school.’

‘That’s nice. Why exactly are you letting us know that now?’

‘Because I shouldn’t have to write poetry,’ Billy states emphatically. ‘Poetry’s got nothing to do with being a policeman.’

‘I don’t know, Billy.’ Mrs McBain gives him a little smile. ‘Even policemen need to express their sensitive side sometimes.’

‘I haven’t got no sensitive side,’ Billy growls.

‘I’m sure you do. You just need some help uncovering it. I’m not expecting a masterpiece. Just have a go.’

It’s obvious Billy would like to say more, but Mrs McBain ends the conversation by getting up from her desk and moving around the room to have a look at people’s work, which is making up acrostics. We’re supposed to take a word that’s important to us and write it down the left side of a page, then think of a word or phrase to go with each letter.

As usual, Stephen’s already engrossed in the task. He’s written Cetacean down the side of his page.

‘What’s that?’ Matthew asks, not even attempting to pronounce it.

‘Animal with a blowhole,’ Stephen tells him, impatient to get back to his work. ‘Limbs modified into flippers.’

‘Right,’ Matthew nods.

‘Stupid poetry!’ Billy is muttering to his blank page. ‘I can’t think of no important word.’

‘Do Policeman,’ I suggest.


‘Huh?’ He turns around and looks at me. At the same time, I realise that all three cool girls have turned their heads towards me as well. They heard me trying to help the class whacko! When will I learn to keep my mouth shut?

‘What’d you say?’ Billy persists.

‘She said you could do Policeman as your important word,’ Matthew explains.

‘Oh, yeah.’ You can see a light bulb switching on inside Billy’s head. He turns and writes the word in big, awkward letters.

‘For M,’ Stephen says without looking up from his own paper, ‘you could put May accept bribes.’

Billy doesn’t appear to hear that. But the cool girls are giggling. I just hope it’s Stephen’s joke they’re laughing at.

‘Look, Katie,’ Matthew nudges me. ‘Think this is good?’

He’s already finished. He can concentrate a lot better than he used to. His acrostic says:



Perfume of horse smell

Heart extra large

Acts like a gentleman

Runs really fast

Leaps tall buildings

Asks no hard questions

People love him



‘Leaps tall buildings?’ I ask. ‘Since when can a horse do that?’

‘She never said it had to be true,’ Matthew points out. ‘You can say anything you want in a poem. It makes it more poetic.’

‘I guess so.’

‘Anyway,’ he says, fluttering his eyelashes at me, ‘I’m expressing my sensitive side.’

I take a quick look at the cool girls to see what they think of that, but they aren’t paying any attention to us. Olivia and Tiffany have squashed their chairs close together and they’re reading a creased piece of paper they’ve got between them. They’ve got their hands over their mouths to suppress giggles. When they’ve finished reading, Tiffany folds the paper into a little square. She checks to make sure Mrs McBain’s back is turned, then hands the paper across to Billy. So he’s not totally untouchable after all.

Billy unfolds the paper importantly. It takes him a while to read it, but finally he figures out whatever it says. ‘Ha!’ he snorts at top volume. ‘That’s a good one.’

Mrs McBain turns away from Chloe, who she’s been helping, and looks sharply at Billy. I bet Tiffany won’t pass him any more notes now. But he saves himself by covering the paper with his hand and saying, ‘I thought of a good line for my poem, Miss!’

‘I’ll look forward to reading that, Billy. Now keep your voice down to a working level, all right?’

‘Aye, aye, Captain.’ Billy gives Mrs McBain a salute. She turns back to Chloe, and Billy refolds the note. He tosses it over his shoulder to land on my desk. I open it as silently as I can, and find an acrostic:


Just so

Ugly!

Sits there like she’s an actual person

Thinks she is one too

I don’t think so!

Never brushes her teeth or hair

Even a loser wouldn’t be her friend



Who wrote this? One of the cool girls? Or were they just passing it on from someone else? Even a loser … does that mean me?

Matthew pulls the note over in front of him, reads it, then crumples it up into a ball of rubbish.

‘What’d you do that for?’ I ask. He can be so infuriating sometimes.

He just gives me a look, the same one he gave me when I said Justine couldn’t be in our cookery group.
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The bell clangs, signalling the end of English and the beginning of lunch. As the class starts to crowd out the door, Mrs McBain calls, ‘Kaitlin, have you got a minute?’

Why does she want to see me? Does she think I wrote that poem about Justine? But she didn’t even see the note, did she?

‘We’ll meet you by the canteen,’ Matthew says as he and Stephen head for the door. We found out the canteen sells really good granitas. But the lines are like a kilometre long. If you don’t get there quick you have to wait ages, so they run out of the nice flavours and you get stuck with lemon.

I go up to Mrs McBain’s desk. She looks around to make sure everyone else is out of the room, then says, ‘I wanted to talk to you about the story you wrote.’

She must mean that ‘Most Wonderful Thing’ assignment we handed in yesterday. What was wrong with mine? Maybe she thought it was too gross.

‘I won’t be marking all the stories till Thursday or Friday,’ she says, ‘so I’ll wait till then to hand them back. I didn’t want to say this in front of the other kids …’ She sighs deeply, as if she’s looking for the words she wants to say. Then she continues in a stronger voice. ‘Last night I was feeling pretty fed up. I took home a stack of corrections as usual, and there I was at my kitchen table at ten o’clock, ploughing my way through them. Early retirement was looking like a pretty good option. Then I read your story and I …’

She looks down at her desk, like she’s embarrassed, or shy. I never thought a teacher would feel that way. Then she looks up at me, and her eyes are all shiny. ‘It’s just so exciting when I come across a piece of work like that. It’s like … I don’t know … it makes teaching seem worthwhile again.’


‘Gee,’ I say, ‘thanks.’ Maybe this is worth the granita time after all.

‘Is everything you wrote true?’ Mrs McBain asks.

‘Yeah.’

‘Wow. That’s so special you got to see your own sister born. I’ve always wanted to see a baby born. I mean I’ve had a baby, in fact I’ve had two, but I wasn’t in a state to do much looking.’

She smiles at her recollection, then says, ‘You’d better get out and have your lunch now. I just wanted you to know how much you brightened up my night.’

I don’t know what to say to that. Finally I decide on, ‘Uh … that’s okay.’
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Walking through the schoolyard by yourself at lunchtime is one of the worst feelings in the whole world. ‘I’ve got friends, too!’ I want to yell at the maroon-coloured pairs and groups I’m passing through. ‘They’re waiting for me by the canteen.’

They may be kind of strange friends, but they’re definitely better than nobody. I’ve reached the canteen now. Where are they? Don’t tell me they’ve let me down like every other so-called friend I’ve ever had …

‘Katie!’ Matthew’s standing in the shade cast by the building, holding two styrofoam cups. I go over to him, trying not to show how glad I am to see him. ‘I got blueberry,’ he says proudly as he hands me a granita. I fish a dollar coin out of my dress pocket and give it to him. Now that I’m in high school, Mum lets me have fifteen dollars a week because she reckons it’s time I started making my own financial decisions.

‘Where’s Stephen?’ I ask, taking a sip of the granita, feeling the icy sweetness slide down my dry throat.

‘He went to the chess club. He said it’s in room 202 and we can come if we want to.’

‘Yeah, sure, like I want to become a member of Nerd Association Incorporated.’

‘That’s what I thought you’d say,’ Matthew chuckles as we head towards the bench we discovered, under a big peppercorn over by the bike racks. I know it’s a peppercorn because Will and Eve taught me the names of different trees when we went for all those walks together.


As we walk, Matthew’s unwrapping the sandwich he brought from home. I left mine in my locker: it’s too hot out to eat. I’m saving the rest of my granita to savour once we get settled on our bench. I hope no one else got there first …

Suddenly, I feel someone bump into me from behind. And then they push my right arm, the one that’s holding the granita. It happens so fast it takes me a second to realize that a big blob of coldness has hit my chest and is sliding down my stomach.

‘Sorry!’ someone splutters. I turn and see Charlotte. The other cool girls are with her, watching as the stickiness begins to seep through the dress onto my skin.

‘I didn’t mean it!’ Charlotte yelps.

‘We have to get somewhere fast,’ Tiffany says, as if that explains everything. As suddenly as they appeared, they disappear into the crowd.

I can’t believe it. I stare down at the empty cup in my hand.

‘She did that on purpose,’ I say.

‘I don’t think so.’ Matthew shakes his head. ‘She said it was an accident.’

‘It wasn’t an accident!’ I can’t keep the stupid tears out of my voice.


‘Then we better go tell Mrs McBain.’

‘No,’ I answer.

‘Why not? She’s our home-group teacher …’

‘I don’t want to go running to a teacher!’ I snap. ‘I’ll handle this myself.’

I march off to the toilet, anger clenched in a fist around my heart. Why did she do that to me? Thank goodness I don’t see anyone from my class on the way to the toilet. Inside there’s only some older girls – Year 10 or 11 – sitting in the corner with their backs against the cement wall, smoking. I don’t want to stay in here with them watching me, but what else can I do? Hopefully they’re so engrossed in their conversation they won’t notice me.

Standing at a sink, I turn on the tap and look around for something to wipe the mess off my dress with. Of course there’s no paper towels! I go into a cubicle, unwind a heap of toilet paper, take it back to the sink and soak it with water. As I swipe at my dress with the sodden, disintegrating mass, I fight not to cry. Why did I ever think I could be different at high school? Why don’t I just have the word Loser tattooed across my forehead and forget it?


‘Are you right?’ one of the smokers calls over to me. They did notice me. They think I’m a sooky baby.

‘Want a drag?’ another girl offers. I look over at her. She doesn’t seem to be making fun of me. She gives me a nice smile and holds out her cigarette invitingly.

‘No, thanks.’ I shake my head.

‘Good decision,’ the girl furthest in the corner says. ‘It’s a bitch tryin’ to give up.’

I go back to mopping at my dress. The blue is coming out pretty easily, thank goodness.

‘Me and Mum are gonna get patches,’ one of the girls tells her friends.

‘Your mum smokes like a chimney.’

‘Duh! That’s why she wants patches. Were not gonna get them till Simon moves out, though. Mum says till she gets rid of him she needs her nicotine big-time.’

I give my front a final swipe, toss the toilet-paper ball into the bin, splash some cold water onto my red face and head for the door.

‘Your dress’ll dry in no time in this weather,’ one of the girls assures me.

‘Just stay in the sun for five minutes,’ advises the one who told me not to start smoking. To them I must seem like the preps did to me last year.

I emerge into the light carefully, glancing around to see if any of my classmates are lurking. Instead I find Matthew waiting. Wasn’t he afraid he’d look like a pervert, standing right next to the girls’ toilet?

‘Here,’ he says, holding out a styrofoam cup.

I take a gulp of granita. It’s lemon. Sour as.

‘I don’t have any money to pay you back,’ I say. The dollar I spent on the blue granita was the only one I brought today.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he shrugs. ‘Mum gave me extra to get an icy-pole on the way home.’

‘Thanks,’ I answer. But at the moment I don’t feel like being thankful for anything.
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As I let myself into the house, the ache that’s been in my stomach since I drank that lemon granita eases a bit. Mum’s nowhere to be seen, so I wander out to the bungalow and open the door to its dim, cave-like atmosphere. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust and make out anything apart from the computer screen.

Finally I recognise Mum in the gloom. She says, ‘Hi, kid,’ while still peering at her work.

I go over to the fridge disguised as a cupboard and grab a vanilla Coke. ‘You want a Coke?’ I ask Mum.

‘Thanks,’ she answers distractedly. She manages to take the can I give her, drink from it, put it down, then reach into the travellers’ pack of M&M’s beside the keyboard … all without looking away from the screen.

‘You should open the curtains,’ I tell her. ‘It’s dark as a tomb in here.’

‘Too hot,’ she mumbles through a mouthful of M&M’s.

‘Then why don’t you get an air-conditioner? I bet a lot more customers would come if you did.’

She doesn’t bother to respond to that, just hunches closer to her precious computer. She’s working on some big project this week so she more or less lives out here. Sits there for hours on end, nibbling at Pizza Shapes and popcorn and anything else she can pick out of a bowl and pop into her mouth without looking at it. If she doesn’t watch out, her bum won’t fit on that gas-lift chair much longer.

I settle into the client’s seat, take a sip of Coke and think how Sarah got skinny again only a couple of weeks after Alice was born. Except for her boobs, which Dad teased her about, saying he wished she’d keep on breast-feeding till Alice was twenty.

‘So after that you won’t mind if I go back to having tiny boobs?’ Sarah asked him, smoothing her hand over Alice’s head as she fed her for about the tenth time that day.

Dad sighed dramatically. ‘By that time I’ll be too old to care.’

I remember how it feels to hold Alice in your arms and rest your hand on the top of her head. Her skull is hard, and hot, covered with the thinnest layer of wispy blonde hair. Under your fingers you can feel her soft spot throbbing, measuring out her heartbeats.

‘Get diet next time,’ I say.

Mum ignores me, frowns and taps something into her forest of numbers.

‘Hey!’ I use Billy’s volume level. ‘Earth to Mum! Next time we need diet!’


She swirls around on her fancy chair. ‘What are you talking about?’ she demands. At least now she’s frowning at me instead of her screen.

‘Next time you go shopping,’ I say only a few decibels lower, ‘get diet vanilla Coke.’

Her frown deepens. ‘Was that really worth interrupting me for?’

‘I don’t know!’ My voice comes out all choked up. ‘I guess nothing I say is worth interrupting anybody for.’

Mum’s face softens, and at last I can feel her attention disconnecting from her accounting program. ‘Did something bad happen at school?’ she asks.

Her question makes my stomach clench up again. Charlotte spilling that granita over me reminds me too much of when Shelley, my supposedly best friend, sprayed Impulse in my face. And I wanted this year to be really different from last year.

I stare down at the forest-green carpet, wishing I could tell Mum I’m sailing through, that I love every lesson and I’ve made at least three new friends. I take a deep breath and manage to keep my voice steady. ‘School’s fine.’


Mum doesn’t indicate whether or not she believes that. Instead she says in her I’ve-got-a-plan voice, ‘Listen, kid, I really need to concentrate on this job for the next few days. The deadline’s Friday at five o’clock and I’m going to have to make every hour count till then. But I could use something to spur me on. I’ll need to collapse on Friday night. How about we go out on Saturday? Maybe to the Vietnamese?’

She knows I love Vietnamese food. Right now I feel like I couldn’t ever look forward to anything, but I can’t say that to Mum.

‘Okay,’ I nod. ‘That sounds good.’
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‘Are you goin’ to the chess club again at lunchtime?’ Matthew asks.

‘Yeah.’ Stephen nods enthusiastically.

We’re in home group, the part where we get to chat before Mrs McBain takes the roll.

‘You guys should come, too,’ Stephen says. ‘202’s like this meeting room. It’s sort of part of the library. It’s air-conditioned.’

‘Uh,’ Matthew looks at me. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘I could teach you how to play. There’s some others who aren’t very good.’

I only half-listen to Matthew’s response, because I’m trying to tune in on what the cool girls are saying. I want to know if they’re talking about me, laughing over the granita Charlotte spilled on me and planning what they’ll do today. It’s not that easy training my right ear to focus one row ahead and over towards the door. At least Billy isn’t here to get in the way yet: he’s always late.

‘It’s gonna be so grouse!’ Olivia is bouncing on her chair. ‘Mum’s taking me to Coles on Friday night and we’re getting giant pizzas, a bunch of Doritos, stacks of lollies …’

‘I’ll bring Tim Tams,’ Charlotte interrupts. ‘Double choc and Tia Maria ones.’

‘Dad’s burnt me some more CDs,’ Tiffany says. ‘I’ll bring them.’

‘And we’ll walk up to the video shop, right?’ Charlotte asks.

‘Like we always do!’ the others chime.

They’re not talking about me. Sounds like they’re planning a sleepover at Olivia’s. Maybe yesterday really was an accident.

‘Miss!’ Up in the front row, Chloe has her hand in the air.

‘Yes, Chloe?’ Mrs McBain says.

‘After you do the roll, can I read the daily bulletin to the class?’


‘Well,’ Mrs McBain considers, ‘do you think you can read it slowly and clearly enough for everybody to understand?’

Chloe answers slowly and clearly, ‘Do I ever.’

‘Okay then,’ Mrs McBain smiles at her, ‘I’ll give you a chance.’

‘What a dork,’ Tiffany mumbles. I shouldn’t feel so good to hear them use the D-word on somebody else.

‘Yeah,’ Olivia agrees in a voice loud enough for at least the back half of the class to hear. ‘She’s such a T.P.’

‘What’s a T.P?’ I whisper to the boys.

‘Toilet paper?’ Stephen whispers back. Sometimes he knows things that surprise you, but I guess not this time.

‘Hey, you … uh … Olivia!’ Matthew calls in a voice loud enough for the whole class to hear.

Olivia looks at him like he’s a creepy thing she discovered under a rock.

‘What’s a T.P?’ Matthew asks her.

She gazes at her creepy discovery for a couple of seconds, then tells him in a quiet but scathing manner, ‘A teacher pleaser.’

When she turns back to her friends, I turn on Matthew. ‘How could you do that?’ I hiss.

‘Do what? What’d I do?’

‘Oh, never mind!’

He’s so dumb. He couldn’t develop a dorkometer if he tried for a hundred years. Even though mine’s severely disabled, I know you don’t come right out and display your total ignorance to the coolest kids in the class.
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I’m standing at our kitchen sink, looking out the window over the back garden, munching Corn Pops cereal straight out of the packet. Mum’s making every hour count at her computer and I couldn’t be bothered with a proper dinner. Will’s out there weeding his (our) veggie patch, taking advantage of the shade that spreads across it at this time of the evening. He straightens up, kneads the base of his spine with his hands, then notices me at the window, gives me a big smile and waves. I wave back, but I’m too jittery to go out and make conversation.

This has been my worst day of high school so far. In every lesson, I kept catching one or two of the cool girls looking over at me and the boys. Then they’d turn back to each other and start whispering and giggling.

I grab a big handful of Corn Pops and stuff them in my mouth. I need something to grind between my teeth. Every time I remember Matthew blurting out to the cool girls that we didn’t understand what they were talking about, I wish I had one of those torture apparatuses they used in medieval times. An iron maiden, preferably. I’d usher him in with pleasure and shut the door very slowly.

How could he have done that? Up till today the cool girls were ignoring me. Unless that wasn’t an accident yesterday and they were looking for me in the schoolyard. One thing’s for sure, now they’re watching me like anything. They’re waiting for me to say something really dorky, or to do something absolutely nerdy, then they’ll pounce. After that everybody will know they’re allowed to find things to laugh at me about. I’ll be in Justine’s position, the bottom girl in the class.

Suddenly, a scream rips through the kitchen so loudly that I drop the Corn Pops. They scatter across the floor as I realise it’s only the phone. I have a crazy premonition that it’ll be Ashleigh from my primary school, telling me she knew my downfall would only be a matter of time.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Sweetie!’

It’s Sarah. I’d forgot it’s Wednesday, her and Dad’s night to call.

‘Hi, Sarah.’ I watch a tiny yellow ball roll under the fridge.

‘Your dad sends his love. He had to cover for someone at a seminar tonight.’ Her voice is warm and comforting, like a soft multi-coloured blanket when you’re watching TV on a winter’s night.

‘Oh, right.’ My voice is a skinny grey thread compared to hers.

‘It was a last-minute thing. But you know how they are over at the uni. He couldn’t really get out of it.’

‘That’s okay. I can talk to him later.’

‘I thought you’d understand. Hang on a sec …’ I hear rustling, and some little baby whimpers, then Sarah says, ‘That’s better. Jake’s at my mum’s for the night, so it’s just me and Ali here. She’s slurping away as usual. You and I can have a nice long talk.’

Ali? I never heard them call her that before.


‘Kaitlin?’ Sarah says. ‘Are you still there?’

‘Yeah, I’m here.’

‘So! How’s your second week of high school going?’

‘Fine.’

‘Tell me some of the highlights.’

Pictures spring into my mind and collide with each other like bumper cars. A stream of blue granita. A scathing look from Tiffany. A mean acrostic crumpled in Matthew’s hand. I don’t want Sarah to know about those highlights!

But there was something I wanted to tell her, something I wanted to give her like a gift. ‘Uh,’ I say, ‘our English teacher got us to do a story on the most wonderful thing that ever happened to us.’

‘That sounds more interesting than the average assignment.’

‘I wrote about Alice being born.’

Sarah breathes in sharply. It takes a while for her to say, ‘It was quite a day, wasn’t it?’

‘Sure was,’ I agree. I’d never seen anyone like Sarah was when she was pushing Alice out. She was in so much pain, sweating and groaning, but between contractions she seemed … I don’t know … exalted is the word I used in my story.


‘You were pretty happy when Belinda put Alice on your chest,’ I say. Belinda is the midwife who stayed beside Sarah all that long New Year’s Day, coaching and encouraging her.

Sarah laughs lightly. ‘Happy doesn’t quite describe the moment.’

‘No,’ I agree. I remember the thick, pulsing cord that still connected Alice to Sarah as Sarah cuddled the baby in her arms. When the cord stopped throbbing Dad cut it, and I saw the very second my sister started her life as a separate person.

Belinda washed her and wrapped her in a bunny rug and handed her to Dad. After he had a good look at her, Dad gave her to me. I held my sister when she was ten minutes old and she stared at me with the darkest, most serious blue eyes you could imagine. Every day for the first twenty-seven days of her life I held her and sang to her and when she was crying too much I’d walk her up and down the street in a little pouch strapped to my chest so Sarah could have a break.

‘What’s she like now?’ I ask Sarah.

‘Ali? She’s great. Heaps easier than Jake was. She’s growing like a weed, and smiling. There’s nothing sweeter than those first smiles.’


‘She’s got a nickname,’ I say in a choked voice.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said you call her Ali now. Alice got a nickname and she’s smiling without me!’ I’m crying. I can’t believe it. I’m blubbering like anything into the phone.

‘Oh, honey,’ Sarah says, and she’s got tears in her voice.

‘I really miss her!’ I sob.

‘Of course you do.’ Sarah’s crying, too. I hear her blow her nose, and say in a steadier voice, ‘Listen. Let’s try and get you up here before the next holidays. Say for a long weekend?’

‘Okay.’ My voice is still watery.

‘You could take a Friday off school, couldn’t you? Or at least the afternoon?’

‘I guess so.’

‘Jake’ll be over the moon when I tell him you’re coming. I’ll talk to your dad and get back to you. We’ll make it happen, you can count on that.’

I don’t want to talk anymore. I’m exhausted. I just want to go to bed. ‘All right,’ I say. ‘Thanks, Sarah.’
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‘Sorry, Miss!’ As usual, Billy gallops into the room ages after everyone else has arrived.

‘Have you got a late pass?’ Mrs McBain has to shout to be heard over the bell.

‘I don’t need one!’ Billy yells back. ‘This time I made sure I got here when it was still home group. I had at least one of my feet in the door before the bell started.’

Mrs McBain shakes her head as the bell stops clanging. ‘Billy, you’re expected to be here at the beginning of home group.’

He gives her such a crestfallen look that Mrs McBain sighs and says, ‘Sit down, then. But you’ll need to make an even more valiant effort tomorrow morning.’

‘Valiant,’ Billy mutters as he trudges to his seat. ‘I wouldn’t drive a piece of crap like that if they gave me one for nothing.’

The cool girls giggle at him.

‘I’m savin’ up for a Commodore,’ Billy tells them.

They giggle harder. Which keeps their attention away from me for a few more seconds. I kept waiting for them to look over towards me during home group but they were too busy whispering about Justine, who’s got these blue and yellow comb things stuck in her wild red hair. She’s trying to keep her hair off her face because of the heat, I suppose, but it looks pretty weird. As soon as I saw how they stared at her when she came in, I was so glad I decided not to wear my silver headband last Friday.

‘Okay, 7C!’ Mrs McBain is standing at the front of the class. ‘Attention here, please!’

It’s time for English class. We have it in our home room, so we don’t have to move anywhere. As soon as everybody’s quiet, Mrs McBain says, ‘We’re going to start with something a little different this morning.’ She pats the stack of papers behind her on her desk. ‘I finished marking your acrostics, and the stories you wrote about the most wonderful thing that ever happened to you. I have to tell you, I’m really excited. You’re the most talented writers I’ve come across in many a year!’

Jealousy bites me like an annoying mosquito. I thought when she made me stay after class on Tuesday she meant it was just me who was the most talented writer she’d come across.

‘I’d like to read out some of your best pieces,’ Mrs McBain says. She goes behind her desk, opens a drawer, pulls out three chocolate bars and holds them up. ‘I’ve even got prizes to award.’

The chocolate bars cause a buzz of comments. With my sensitised right ear I hear Tiffany say, ‘She’d never give us one of those.’ Does that mean it’s good to win?

In my left ear Matthew says, ‘Bet you get one of them, Katie.’

‘Shush,’ I tell him. But it’s too late. I’ve lost the cool girls’ voices in the general din.

‘7C!’ Mrs McBain claps her hands. ‘Settle down!’

When we’ve settled down, she reaches back to pick up some papers from the top of her stack, then turns to us. ‘I put your acrostics and stories together for the purpose of this impromptu competition. I’ve awarded prizes to the three top pieces. Third prize goes to …’

She hesitates. The room is tense with wanting to know who she’ll say.

‘… Matthew, for his imaginative acrostic on Phar Lap.’

‘Whoopee!’ Matthew bellows.

‘Good on ya, Matt,’ Stephen says.

Billy applauds loudly and some of the other kids join in uncertainly. The cool girls don’t, so neither do I. But I remember all the extra help Mr Callaghan gave Matthew last year, and I think how proud he would be if he could see Matthew now.

Mrs McBain reads Matthew’s poem. It sounds better than I remembered. Maybe it’s how she emphasises certain words. As Matthew goes up to collect his Mars Bar, I glance over at the cool girls. Maybe this has redeemed him in their eyes. ‘Good thing he found out what a T.P. is,’ I hear Olivia say.

‘Now for second prize and a Kit Kat,’ Mrs McBain is announcing, ‘we have another acrostic. It’s very short, but very beautiful. It’s called Sky and it was written by Vi.’ Some of the teachers forget that ‘Vi’ rhymes with ‘me’, but not Mrs McBain.

Vi’s face grows redder with each line as Mrs McBain slowly reads:


So pure it makes your heart hurt

Kills sometimes when aeroplanes tear it

You want to stitch the perfect blue back together



My eyes sting with sudden tears. In three lines Vi made me see death dropping out of a calm summer sky. I could never write anything that good!

More kids clapped for Vi than they did for Matthew. Should I? I look at the cool girls and catch Tiffany rolling her eyes in a ‘Jeez, she’s pathetic’ gesture. Despite all my work, I guess my dorkometer is still set on zero.

Since Vi’s sitting in the front row, Mrs McBain takes her Kit Kat over to her desk. Vi gives her a grateful smile, so I guess she didn’t notice the cool girls. Mrs McBain walks back to the front of the room and says, ‘Now. First prize and a super-sized Bounty goes to …’

Say my name, part of my brain is clamouring. I love Bounties! I want to win!

‘Kaitlin,’ Mrs McBain announces.

‘I knew it!’ Matthew whacks me on the back.

‘Kaitlin’s story is a lot longer than Vi’s poem,’ Mrs McBain says, ‘but you’ll enjoy it just as much because …’

‘No!’ I interrupt her. ‘Don’t read it!’ The Bounty-loving part of my brain can take a leap. I don’t want everybody to hear how I felt when Alice was born. It would be like that dream I’ve had when I’m suddenly sitting in class wearing only my underpants.

‘This is a wonderful piece of writing,’ Mrs McBain coaxes. ‘You should be proud of it.’

‘You never said you might read it out!’

‘True. But good writing should be shared, not just read by one person.’

I take a quick glance at the cool girls. All three of them are looking at me, waiting to see what I’ll do.

‘I don’t want to share it. It’s stupid.’

‘Come on, Kaitlin, don’t be like that.’


She’s making me really mad. Can’t she take a hint? I don’t want to be a pathetic teacher pleaser!

‘I’m sure the class won’t think it’s stupid. The most wonderful thing that ever happened to Kaitlin was …’

No! I can’t stand for them to hear it. ‘It’s my property and I don’t want you to read it to the class!’ I yell at her. ‘Can’t you get that through your head, Mrs McPain?’

The class erupts in laughter. I can’t believe I said that. I’ve never talked back to a teacher before, let alone called one a name.

Mrs McBain just stands there. For an awful moment, I think she’s going to cry. Finally she says in a strained voice, ‘All right then. You can chat amongst yourselves while I prepare the next activity.’ She turns and lays my story gently on her desk, with the Bounty on top of it.

I can’t look at Matthew and Stephen. Now I know what people mean when they say they want the floor to open up and swallow them.

‘Kaitlin!’

Who said that? I glance around the room. Who wants to tell me I’ve been an idiot? I already know that!


‘Come sit here, Kaitlin.’ Now I can see who’s speaking. It’s Tiffany. She’s patting the empty chair beside her. Why’s she being so mean?

‘Come on.’ Olivia gives me her gorgeous smile. ‘We want you to sit with us.’

It’s a trick. A weaselly trick which I have no intention of falling for. But Tiffany looks so nice. She rolls her eyes towards Mrs McBain and makes the crazy sign beside her ear. As if she wants me to feel that what I did was the right thing. And Olivia’s smile seems genuine, too. Could they really want me to join them?

‘That was cool,’ Charlotte tells me, ‘what you said to her.’

I turn to Matthew and Stephen. ‘Is it okay if I go?’

Stephen looks at me like I just asked if I could stomp on his water snails. Matthew shrugs. Why can’t they understand how important this is? It’s not like I’m moving to another continent!

I go and sit beside Tiffany. She gives me the biggest grin. ‘We’ve been thinking you’re too good to be with those boys,’ she says.

‘Is that why you kept watching us yesterday?’

‘Definitely,’ Olivia confirms.


I turn to Charlotte. ‘How come you made me spill my granita?’

‘I told you!’ Her face turns red as she says it. ‘That was, like, a total accident!’
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As I trudge up towards the school, past the garden of gnomes and Len’s Plumbing Service, I wonder if I look any different from the other days I’ve walked this way. I wonder if I look just a teeny bit cooler than I did yesterday. Probably not. Probably Tiffany or Olivia or Charlotte or all three of them realised overnight that they made an idiotic mistake inviting me into their group.

And now Matthew and Stephen won’t like me either, because I abandoned them. Maybe I should just take the easy way out and team up with Justine.

‘Katie!’ I’m inside the gate now, and there are Matthew and Stephen, waiting for me just like they have since our second day of high school.

‘Hi, guys.’ I can’t help smiling at them.

‘See?’ Matthew says to Stephen. ‘I told you Katie’d still hang around with us.’

Stephen just looks at me, in that silent way he used to when he was first at our table in grade six and I hadn’t got to know him yet.

‘Kaitlin!’ A sparkly girl’s voice calls. ‘There you are!’ It’s Tiffany. With Olivia and Charlotte on either side of her.

‘Come on.’ Tiffany grabs my arm. ‘We’ll take you to where our spot is. My sister showed us this really cool place.’ She leads me away.

‘We meet there every morning,’ Olivia explains.

‘Sorry we forgot to tell you yesterday,’ Charlotte chimes in.

As we walk around to the back of the school, it feels so fantastic to be with these girls. I hope all the other year sevens who went to my primary school are watching. Thinking, ‘Gee, Kaitlin sure has changed!’

I wish I didn’t feel like something was pulling me to the front of the school. I want to run back to Matthew and Stephen and try to explain. But I can’t leave the cool girls now. I guess they didn’t notice that the boys were standing there with me.
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I walk through my front garden carrying six Anzac biscuits on a paper plate. I cross Will’s driveway, then go up the steps to his front veranda, just as he comes out the door with a cup of tea in his hand.

‘Hello, stranger!’ He greets me heartily, his eyes on the Anzacs. ‘This is good timing.’

‘I remembered you usually have a cuppa around now.’ When I was little and Rebecca was still alive, I used to come over here almost every night in the summer.

Will sits down on a green plastic chair, and with a wave of his hand invites me to take the other one. I put the biscuit plate down on the round table between us. ‘Remember those fairy cakes Rebecca used to make?’ I ask. ‘The ones with little wings and cream in the middle?’ Things like that used to make me so happy. Tiny wings stuck in a cloud of cream. A hug from Rebecca, who smelled like vanilla essence and icing sugar. That was before it mattered whether I had friends my own age or not.

Will is chuckling. ‘You loved Becky’s fairy cakes. You could eat a dozen at a time if I recall correctly.’

‘I never ate a dozen!’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Will teases. ‘Rebecca used to say, “Guess I’ll make a double batch of fairy cakes. No, better make that triple. Kaitlin’s looking hungry”.’

‘Try one of these,’ I say, shoving the Anzacs towards him, hoping they’ll take his mind off my former piglet habits. ‘I made them at school.’

He takes one and dunks it in his tea for ages.

‘It’s not that overcooked,’ I protest. They did come out a bit dark, but Anzacs are supposed to be crunchy.

‘I’ve got a tooth that’s playing up,’ Will explains as he takes a bite. He makes it obvious he’s judging the taste. ‘It’s delicious,’ he concludes.

‘Good.’

‘How is school, anyway?’

Adults have been asking me that question since I was five years old. So many times it’s made me feel sick inside, because I didn’t want to tell anybody how abnormal I was. But now I’m not abnormal. And here with Will, I don’t even have to wish that Matthew and Stephen would understand. ‘It’s great,’ I say. ‘My friends begged and pleaded with the teacher for me to be in their cookery group, but she said no. She’s so tight!’

‘That’s too bad.’ Will is holding the second half of his biscuit in his tea even longer than he did the first half. He doesn’t seem overly thrilled by the revelation that I have friends. But that’s nice, I think as I breathe in the scent of the citronella candle that Will lights at seven o’clock every summer evening. He doesn’t consider it unusual for me to be liked.

‘I’m going to a sleepover tomorrow night,’ I tell him. ‘All my friends’ll be there. I’m bringing four litres of vanilla Coke.’

‘Hmm,’ he says. I didn’t expect him to be very interested. But it was the best feeling in the world to say it.
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I’m in bed, but my mind is skipping and dancing and jumping so hard it feels like I’ll be awake for ever. I’ve never been this excited about a sleep-over before! Not that I’ve been to that many. I used to hate it when girls would bring their birthday invitations to school and make a big deal about handing them out. I knew the popular girls would never give me one, but in a little corner of my heart there was always hope. And then when all the invitations had been handed out and I was pretending I didn’t care in the least that I hadn’t got one, I’d hate the part of me that had hoped – even more than I hated the girls who were carefully opening their precious cards.

I turn my pillow over to the cool side, thinking how I wanted so much for high school to be different, and now it looks like it might be! But what if I say something totally dorky tomorrow night? What if I do something incredibly loserish in the first hour and I have to suffer through the whole sleepover knowing I’ve blown the best chance I ever had?

I grab my panda from the floor beside my bed and hug her tight. Maybe I should just cancel with the cool girls and see if Justine has any plans for Saturday night. But I don’t want to do that! Hey. Suddenly I remember this TV show I saw one time. It showed how people build new pathways in their brains after they’ve had terrible head injuries. Maybe even though I wasn’t born with a dorkometer, I could develop one. I could watch and listen to the cool girls really, really carefully and gradually learn what they know.

I let go of panda, push her over and put my hand over my belly button. That’s where my dorkometer is, a circular golden organ just under my skin. It’s thin as a tissue at the moment, but I think if I try very hard I can make it more substantial.
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It’s been two hours since I got dropped off at the sleepover, and so far I think I’m doing okay. Right now we’re walking to the video shop through the still-hot summer evening.

‘Do you like any of the boys in our class?’ Tiffany asks me as we pass by a front garden full of white roses. What should I say? Not Stephen or Matthew! She means a different kind of ‘like’. I could say nobody, but I don’t want them to think I’m a blob with no opinions. ‘Uh,’ I splutter, ‘I think Tristan’s pretty cute.’

Charlotte and Olivia, who are just ahead of us on the footpath, turn to look at me. Panic tightens my chest. Tristan is a tall boy who sits at the end of our row next to his friend Jason. What if there’s something wrong with him I haven’t noticed?

‘He’s a doll,’ Olivia says.

‘Yeah,’ Tiffany agrees, giving me a big grin, ‘he’s like gorgeous enough to be on Neighbours or something.’

Seems like my dorkometer is beginning to work already! Suddenly, the shadows lengthening across people’s grass look beautiful. I imagine a girl my age standing at a lounge-room window, looking out at me, who’s walking along with three cool friends. That lonely girl is so jealous she feels like throwing up. If only she knew that two of my friends are models! There’s a page from the Myer summer catalogue stuck on Olivia’s fridge, showing her and Tiffany in board shorts and singlet tops.

We’ve reached a Mobil service station now. I’ve never been to this shopping centre before, but it’s similar to the one near my house. We pass by a computer store, a pizza place and a Bakers Delight, then we’re at Video Ezy. Olivia’s already told us she’s got a coupon for a new release plus three weeklies, which works out perfectly. She gets to choose the new release because her parents are paying, and the rest of us each get to pick a weekly.

We walk into the shop. Olivia heads straight to the new release wall while Charlotte makes a beeline towards the horror section. What am I supposed to do? Follow them, or go somewhere else? Confusion marches in and shoves aside my happiness.

‘Want to look at the comedies with me?’ Tiffany asks.

‘Sure!’ I answer. Hope I didn’t sound too desperate.

We wander up and down the aisle. There are hundreds of movies here. How do I know which one to choose that won’t make me look stupid? I wish they had codes on them that labelled them, ‘Dork’, ‘Semi-Dork’ or ‘Cool’. There’s Muriel’s Wedding, my old favourite. Is that a safe choice, I wonder? I have to pick something. Maybe they’ll like it. I imagine the four of us dancing around to the Abba music that Muriel loves.

‘What did you choose?’ I ask Tiffany.

She answers by holding up a DVD. It’s Romy and Michelle’s High School Reunion.

‘You ready, guys?’ Suddenly, Charlotte and Olivia are beside us. Olivia reaches over and takes the DVD Tiffany is holding. ‘This movie is awesome!’ Olivia enthuses. ‘I’ve watched it like twenty times.’

I hold up Muriel’s Wedding. ‘Is this OK?’ I ask. My heart is beating faster than it ever has before at any video shop.

‘Sure,’ Charlotte answers. ‘My auntie loves it. She’s 42 and never had a boyfriend.’

I should have known. My time as a Cool Girl lasted two days.

‘Charlotte,’ Olivia says with a warning tone in her voice, ‘are you forgetting something?’

Forgetting what? What’s she talking about?

‘Muriel’s Wedding’s a good movie,’ Tiffany says. ‘It’s got great music.’
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We’re sitting on the floor in Olivia’s bedroom, which is about five times the size of mine. She’s got all this great stuff, including a hair crimper, which Tiffany is using on me. Charlotte is sticking tiny blue stars onto her silver fingernails, while Olivia is reading us an article called ‘How to Keep a Guy Interested’ from Girlfriend.

Charlotte hasn’t said anything to me since we left the video store. But she’s sending me vibes. Right now, as Olivia reads how you shouldn’t always be available when your boyfriend rings, Charlotte is looking at me out of the corner of her eye as if she’d like to obliterate me. What have I done to her? I just want to be happy! This is like the most normal-girl night of my entire life. We’ve watched Romy and Michelle, eaten two giant pizzas and drunk two bottles of vanilla Coke. Pretty soon we’re going to pop some popcorn, light candles and put on the latest Nightmare on Elm Street.

Olivia reaches the end of the article, shuts the magazine and takes a handful of lollies out of the big bowl that’s in the centre of our rough semi-circle. ‘Your hair’s lookin’ good, girl,’ she says to me. ‘You should wear it crimped more often.’

I can feel Tiffany’s fingers touching her handiwork. ‘It’s really silky,’ she says. ‘What kind of shampoo do you use?’

‘Uh …’ I don’t want to tell them about the giant economy bottles Mum buys from the discount hair place at the mall. Mentally, I do a scan through all the shampoo and conditioner commercials I can remember and announce, ‘Pantene Pro V.’

Olivia nods as though I’ve just said something extremely wise. ‘I’ve been trying to get my mum to buy that. She says it’s too expensive.’

‘I use it,’ Tiffany says, running her hands through the white-blonde hair that was once on a TV ad.

I glance over at Charlotte. She’s munching on jelly babies, looking as if she couldn’t care less what shampoo I use.
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‘This is the life.’ Mum holds her glass out towards me, over her bowl of seafood noodle soup. ‘A good chardonnay, nice food, a daughter to die for …’

‘I hope you don’t have to do that,’ I laugh, clinking my lemonade against her wine.

‘It’s just an expression, my dear,’ she says happily as she expertly lifts a prawn out of her soup with her chopsticks. She’s really pleased with herself for finishing that big project she’s been working on.

‘You look nice,’ I tell her. She’s wearing the dangly gold lightning-bolt earrings I got her for Christmas, and makeup. The table hides how much weight she’s put on her stomach and hips. From the chest up she still looks pretty.

‘Thanks, kid.’ She gives me a big smile.

We came to the Vietnamese tonight instead of last night like we intended, because I had the sleep-over. On Friday when I told Mum I needed to change our plans, I was afraid she might chuck a fit. But she understood. On the way to Olivia’s she took me to Coles to get the vanilla Coke, and she spotted some Dove chocolate on special and told me to buy a couple of bars of that as well. I feel a little sick when I think of the Dove. I kept it a secret till 1:00 a.m. when we were in our sleeping bags on the lounge room floor watching Nightmare on Elm Street on Olivia’s widescreen TV. When I produced the chocolate, Tiffany and Olivia jumped out of their sleeping bags and pounced on me, screeching, ‘Yum! Dove!’ But Charlotte stayed where she was.

‘Come on,’ Tiffany coaxed her, ‘have some.’

‘I don’t like that stuff,’ Charlotte said in a sulky voice. ‘Cadbury’s heaps better.’

I know what she meant. She meant she doesn’t like me. And I don’t know why! All the rest of the time, till we left on Sunday, I tried being super nice to her. But she acted like I was offering her a boxful of mouse turds. Mum picked me up first, so I have a feeling – actually it’s stronger than a feeling, I more or less know – that after I left, Charlotte tried to convince Tiffany and Olivia that I shouldn’t be in their group.

‘What’s wrong?’ Mum asks me.

‘Nothing!’ I say, savagely stabbing a snow pea with a chopstick. As if I could ask my mother the question that’s on my mind. Namely, what is it about me that kids my own age don’t like? I bet anything Charlotte has pointed it out to Tiffany and Olivia in gory detail. Maybe I should restrict my social life to people under six. I seem to be super popular with them. I never had to worry for a second whether Bethany or Erin liked me. Or Jake … I remember his hard little hands clinging to me at the airport.

‘You’re sure acting like there’s something bothering you,’ Mum persists. ‘Come on,’ she says gently, ‘you can tell me.’

I look up at her. She was in such a good mood a couple of minutes ago. I don’t want to wreck that. But there is something bothering me. Sooner or later, I have to bring up this subject that Mum won’t like. It’ll make her mad no matter when I mention it. Maybe I should try and keep her happy tonight? I’m still debating when I hear myself blurt out, ‘Can I go to Canberra again?’

‘When?’ Her gentle smile has vanished.

‘Maybe next weekend? Or the one after?’

‘You just got back from there!’ She winds some noodles around her chopsticks and pops them in her mouth, but I can tell she’s not tasting them. I don’t like being responsible for that sour look on her face. But I had to ask her some time!

‘Sarah and Dad’ll pay,’ I say.

‘It’s not that!’

‘What is it then?’

She doesn’t say anything, just frowns furiously at something over my left shoulder. But her silence doesn’t hide anything because I already know the answer to my question. She’s always hated sharing me with Dad, hated me being in the same room with the Home Wrecker who took her man. When I was little I wanted to stay away from Sarah because of how she hurt Mum. But since Jake was born I’ve got to know her really well, and I can’t help it if I like her!

‘I want to see Alice while she’s still little,’ I say, and then I turn to see what Mum’s staring at. It’s a painting of an Oriental lake with some pointy mountains behind it. When I turn back, there are tears in Mum’s eyes. Jeez. Why does she have to act like I’m betraying her if I mention Alice’s name?

‘She is my sister,’ I point out.

‘Your half-sister,’ she answers bitterly.

‘She’s not a half-sister to me!’ There are tears in my voice now. ‘She’s a whole gorgeous little baby. Just because you hate her!’

‘Stop shouting,’ Mum says, looking around nervously at the other customers. But I don’t care who hears me. Sometimes my mother goes too far.
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‘I hardly ate anything yesterday,’ Tiffany says.

‘Because you stuffed yourself stupid on Saturday night!’ Olivia giggles.

We’re in home group and I’m feeling fantastic. Last night I totally convinced myself that Charlotte would have persuaded Tiffany and Olivia to hate me. So it was like a miracle when I got to our spot this morning and they seemed really glad to see me. Even Charlotte smiled at me.

‘Hey, you …’ Billy bellows. ‘Kaitlin!’

‘What?’

‘How come you’re sittin’ over there now?’

‘Because I want to!’ I should ignore him, but as usual words shoot out of my mouth before I can stop them. ‘How come you’re not late for the first time ever?’

‘Cos I tried hard,’ he says proudly. ‘Mum got me an alarm clock at the Two Dollar Shop. It clanged in my ear like crazy. It’s pink.’

This time I do manage to not reply. But he keeps talking to me anyway. ‘How come you don’t wanna sit with them any more?’ He hooks his thumb over his shoulder to indicate Matthew and Stephen.

‘Shut up!’ Matthew mutters.

Stephen stares down at his desk.

I can’t believe this. The whole class is looking at us, waiting for my answer. Which Tiffany supplies. ‘She doesn’t want to sit with them because she’s decided to move up in the world.’
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‘Guess what I am!’ Billy stands up very straight with his mouth open as wide as possible.

The rest of us just look at him. I feel like smacking his gaping mouth instead of guessing what he’s pretending to be. Why did he have to bring me and Matthew and Stephen to everyone’s attention? Of course I wanted the class to notice I was with the cool girls, but not like this.

‘I’m a mail box!’ Billy announces in a wounded voice. ‘Youse must be stupider than I thought.’

Miss Larsen, our drama teacher, made us get into groups and she didn’t let us choose who we wanted to be with. We had to pull a coloured square out of a hat and then get together with the other people who had the same colour. This is so crap! All the times I needed teachers to use a method like this, they never did. Now that I have a group of my own, I get stuck with a bunch of randoms.

I watched Justine as she marched over to Olivia’s group, proudly holding up the purple square that would gain her admittance. Olivia looked about as pleased as if she’d spotted a daddy long legs, but she had to take her.

The other people who got gold like me are Vi, Billy and Tristan. At close range, Tristan’s green eyes sparkle like the sea on a sunny day. Which almost makes up for being with Billy. Plus I’m glad we’ve got Vi, because I know from the acrostic she wrote that she has good ideas. Miss Larsen said we had twenty minutes to make ourselves into inanimate objects, then we have to show our act to the class.

‘Hey, Bill,’ Tristan says, ‘what’s this?’ He snaps his hand open and closed in front of Billy’s face.

‘A flying bird?’

‘Nope. It’s your mouth!’ Tristan slaps Billy on the shoulder so he’ll know the joke’s not meant to be mean.

‘We have only sixteen minutes left,’ Vi points out in her careful way of speaking. She taps her watch.

‘Who’s counting?’ Tristan teases.

‘We are,’ Vi frowns, ‘if we want to do a good object.’ She peers around to see how much work the other groups are doing.

‘Let’s be an aeroplane!’ Matthew’s voice rises above everyone else’s in the class. Jason, Chloe and La ended up in his group. ‘You be the wings and I’ll be the fuselage,’ he shouts, flapping his arms wildly. La looks at Matthew with terror in her eyes.

‘How come you don’t hang around with him any more?’ Tristan asks me. Why’s everyone so interested?


‘Yeah,’ Billy chimes in, ‘you gave that big guy and the little nerd the flick pretty quick.’

‘I didn’t give them the flick!’ I explode. ‘I just got other friends!’

Tristan nods as though he understands. ‘So what happened with you and Mrs McPain?’ he wants to know. ‘Did you get in trouble?’

I wince to hear how quickly that nickname has caught on. Should I tell Tristan that I did get in trouble? When I told Olivia and the others, they acted like it was something to be proud of. ‘I have to do a detention tomorrow,’ I admit, ‘at lunch-time.’

Tristan looks sympathetic.

‘Jeez,’ Billy yells, ‘I thought I was gonna be the first to get one. Wait till I tell the olds!’

‘We have only fourteen minutes left,’ Vi says.

‘They grounded for me for a month after I got a detention on orientation day,’ Billy goes on. ‘Since then I’ve been tryin’ really hard to be good.’

‘We must start!’ Vi pronounces with authority. ‘I believe we could act as a toaster oven.’
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Sometimes Mum looks good to me. But other times, when I’m in a crap mood like I always am first thing in the morning, she looks disgusting. Especially in that pink dressing-gown that’s so old she must have brought it over with her from England. I try not to look at her as I sit at the kitchen table, eating my two Weet-Bix with sliced banana. I’d rather have chocolate Pop Tarts but I can hear Eve’s voice in my head telling me how important it is to have a healthy, low-fat breakfast.

The screech of the coffee grinder rips through my brain, making me look just where I don’t want to, at Mum’s stomach swelling beneath the tattered but tightly tied belt. The grinder is not a good sign. I wish she was still in bed like she usually is when I eat breakfast. When Mum’s in the kitchen this early making real coffee, it means she hasn’t been able to sleep. Maybe I can get out of the house without talking to her. But I need to talk to her about something.

‘Mum?’ I say as sweetly as I can manage.

‘What?’ Mum growls. She still hasn’t forgiven me for wanting to spend more time with the Home Wrecker. Which makes it hard for me to get over being mad at her for calling Alice half a sister.

I wish I didn’t have to ask her for anything, but Olivia’s come up with a plan and she’s going to want my answer as soon as I get to home group. ‘Can I go to the city with my friends on Saturday?’ I blurt out. ‘We wanna go on the train.’

‘By yourselves?’

‘Yeah. I mean there’s four of us. We’d stay together the whole time. We thought our mothers could drop us off at the station.’

‘I guess you’ve got it all figured out,’ Mum says sadly. She dumps the coffee into the plunger and pours in boiling water. Then she brings the plunger and her favourite sand-coloured mug over to the table and sits down across from me.

‘Don’t you want me to have friends?’ I ask.

‘Of course I do.’ She doesn’t sound mad any more. She just sounds tired. I stare at the blue sea-shells on Mum’s mug as she pours her coffee. She looks up at me and says, ‘Do you realise it’s my birthday next month?’

‘As if I’d forget that!’ Actually, I hadn’t given it a thought. ‘I’ve got a really good present picked out,’ I say. Maybe Sarah will help me choose something when I’m in Canberra. Assuming I get to go to Canberra.

‘I’m not concerned about presents.’ Mum sounds like she’s about to cry. Part of me wants to run around the table, give her a big hug and say, ‘It’s all right, I’ll never speak to Sarah again!’ But then I remember Alice on the day she was born, her face round and perfect as a new gold coin. I have to see her again, no matter what Mum thinks.

She’s thinking hard now, holding her mug in two hands, staring out the window behind me. She takes a drink and focuses on me. ‘Do you know how old I’m turning?’

‘Uh,’ I guess. ‘Thirty-eight?’

‘I wish,’ she says glumly. ‘I’ll be forty.’


‘Let’s have a big party,’ I suggest. I wouldn’t have said that last Tuesday, but now I have friends to invite.

‘Don’t you get it?’ she snaps. ‘I don’t feel like celebrating!’

‘Why not?’

‘Because …’ her voice wavers, ‘I never intended to hit forty and still be alone. I didn’t think you’d start getting your own life when you were only twelve. I mean I’m happy for you … could you hand me a tissue?’

I reach over and grab one from the far end of the table. Mum blows her nose and continues, ‘It’s just hard for me to think of you becoming all independent and I’m just, I don’t know, old! And fat! I feel like an ugly hippo but I just keep stuffing food in because it’s my only comfort!’

‘You’re not old,’ I protest. I ignore the fat part. ‘You and me are still a team.’

She smiles a little. ‘That’s good. But …’ Her voice erupts into anger. ‘I wanted another baby. It’s not fair he refused to have a second one with me and he went off and had two more with that … with her!’

I don’t know what to say. It never crossed my mind that Mum wanted another kid. She’s always been so obsessed with her work. It makes me feel funny to think my own mother might be full of wishes she never tells me about.
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When I get out of detention, my friends are waiting for me on the steps outside B corridor. Just like we agreed.

‘Were there are a bunch of bad kids in there?’ Tiffany asks eagerly.

‘Only one besides me. A year ten boy.’

‘Cool!’ Olivia smiles wickedly as we walk towards the canteen. ‘Was he cute?’

‘Yeah, he was hot.’

Mrs McBain was a little late for the detention so the year ten guy and I were waiting outside the door. He told me his name was James and asked me what year was I in and did I like high school.

‘What was he in for?’ Tiffany wants to know.

‘He didn’t do his homework. He said he worked too many shifts at Macca’s.’

‘She gave him a detention for that? What a cow.’


‘What’d she do to you?’ Charlotte asks hopefully. We’re nearly at the canteen now. At least the lines aren’t very long since we’ve come so late.

‘She just talked to me.’

‘For a half hour?’ Tiffany asks. ‘What is she, a yakking machine?’

‘She didn’t talk the whole time. She did some corrections, too.’

‘What’d she say?’

I don’t want to tell them how much Mrs McBain reminded me of Eve. I don’t want to describe the concerned way she looked at me when she told me year seven is very important because it’s when kids make a lot of decisions about who they want to be. I only tell them one thing. ‘She said she couldn’t let the rest of the class see me get away with being rude to her.’

‘God, she’s tight,’ Olivia declares. ‘Can’t she take a joke?’
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Nicole and Tom: Ten Secrets for a Blissful Marriage.

I’m at the dentist, leafing through a prehistoric copy of New Idea. It’s like a magazine museum in here. Probably if I dug deep enough into the pile on that little brown table, Princess Diana would come alive.

I don’t know why Mum bothered to drop me off on time. Dr Geraldine, who I’ve been coming to ever since I can remember, always makes me wait at least half an hour. I’ve got these teeth on each side of my mouth, the pointy ones, that used to stick out like fangs. She’s going to check them to see if I need braces. I’m pretty sure I don’t. That will be a relief for Mum, Dad and Sarah. One less bill to pay. When I was younger I kind of liked the idea of a sparkly smile, but now I’d be happier without a mouth full of metal. I’ve got enough invisible things that set me apart, without adding one people can see.

I’m flicking through the pages without really seeing them when suddenly an ad catches my eye. There’s a skinny woman in a pink leotard, her hand on her hip, smiling like she’s just won Tattslotto. To her left is a small blurry photo of a sour-looking fat woman bursting out of a floral dress. Underneath it is printed, From size twenty-eight to size eight: I lost half my body weight.

She’s advertising Weight Watchers. There’s a coupon which lets you join up and go to a first meeting free.

As I gaze down at the former fatty, I think of Mum. Yesterday she was so upset about turning forty that she took the afternoon off and went out for a long lunch with her friend Margaret. They must have discussed a lot of stuff about me because last night Mum was really nice. She said I could go to Canberra, that she understood why I need to see Alice. She even got on the Internet and booked a flight for March first, because it’s cheaper if you arrange it in advance. Then she called Olivia’s mother and they talked for ages about ‘testing the limits’. It was embarrassing but at least they agreed that we could go to the city by train on Saturday.

The woman in the leotard looks so pleased with herself. It says in the small print that she’s the leader of her own Weight Watchers group. Even though Mum said her lunch with Margaret was really good, she was still sad. I wish I could make her as happy as this grinning woman. Not that Mum needs to lose half her body weight! A quarter would do.

There’s only one other person in the waiting room, an old woman who’s only got about five teeth. Guess they’re so precious she wants to do anything humanly possible to keep them. I tear the coupon out as softly as possible, hoping she’s deaf. Just my luck. She raises her eyes from her own ancient Woman’s Weekly and gives me a disapproving look. But I can stand disapproval from a ninety-year-old. I keep on tearing.
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Every morning when I walk in the school gate I feel weird. I mean I’m so glad that I get to go to a nice spot around the back and meet up with my friends. Friends that other people look up to! And yet something makes me glance left along the fence, looking for Matthew and Stephen, even though I know they don’t wait for me here any longer.

I don’t want to think about them anymore! It’s not like I did anything really bad to them. I straighten my shoulders and head towards the cool spot that’s mine now, too. It’s way out past the portables and not many year sevens have discovered it. Tiffany knew about it because she’s got a sister in year ten.

The first time the cool girls took me there, I was really surprised. There was this veggie garden, all laid out in rows with a fence around it, a lot bigger than Will’s. ‘It belongs to the year eleven veggie class,’ Tiffany told me with a chuckle, ‘the ones who are too dumb to do VCE.’

‘Did they come here over the holidays to look after it?’ I asked.

The others gave me this look like, ‘Who cares?’ I thought they might kick me out of the group right then. Since that day I’ve tried harder to keep from blurting out my thoughts.

I’ve reached the spot now, and as usual the others are already here. Sitting in the shade of the toolshed. There’s this nice thick grass that’s really comfy, because I think it gets accidentally watered when the year elevens do the garden.

I sit down beside my friends. It’s obvious they’ve been talking about our trip to the city, because the first thing Olivia says is, ‘We thought we’d catch the 10:09. That okay with you?’

‘Sure.’ A train to the city with me and my friends! Fizzy excitement races through my brain.


‘What are you gonna wear?’ Tiffany asks me in an eager voice, ‘I’ve got this hot new top from Jetty Surf.’

‘Uh …’ what am I going to wear? Nobody who buys me clothes believes in brand names.

‘Hello, Kaitlin.’ I look up to where the deep voice came from. It’s the year ten boy I met in detention!

‘Hi, James.’ His eyes look even bluer in the sunlight. He gives me a wink and walks past.

‘He likes you!’ Olivia and Tiffany squeal at the same time.

‘You’re so lucky,’ Charlotte says wistfully.

Their words, and the way they’re looking at me, make me feel full of yellow light. If only I had something good to wear on Saturday, I’d be totally happy.
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As I trudge out the front gate of the school, my uniform dress is already stuck to my back with sweat, wedged between my burning skin and my ten-kilo backpack. They should have a rule that we don’t have to do homework if the temperature goes over thirty-five degrees! And why does it have to be uphill most of the way to my place? As I stick my thumbs under the straps to ease the weight on my shoulders, I wish one of my friends could walk with me. But Tiffany and Olivia live in the opposite direction, and Charlotte has to take a bus.

‘Katie! Wait!’

I turn, and there’s Matthew galumphing up the hill towards me. I’m so glad to see him! But I shouldn’t be. I remind myself severely that he belongs to my old, daggy, primary school world. My friends haven’t come right out and said that Matthew and Stephen are losers, but lately they’ve been dropping a few hints.

‘Hot, eh?’ Matthew pants as he draws up beside me. I don’t want to have to talk to him. I want him to disappear. But when I imagine that, I feel suddenly lonely. God, I’m stupid.

‘Where’s your schoolbag?’ I ask him crossly.

‘Too hot,’ he answers.

‘How come you going this way, anyway? You don’t live near me.’

‘Doesn’t matter. I wanna walk further than I have to. I’m tryin’ to get fit.’

‘You do look fitter then you did last year,’ I admit.

‘I do?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How?’

‘How what?’

‘How do I look fitter?’

Sweat is trickling down my sides and I’m sick of this topic, but Matthew is looking so eager that I have to reply. ‘You’re taller,’ I say, ‘and thinner. And you seem … I don’t know … firmer.’

‘So do you!’ he says admiringly, his eyes running from my head down to my feet.

‘Jeez, Matthew,’ I mumble.

‘Oh, sorry.’ He looks at the ground.

At least it’s impossible for my face to get any redder. We’re walking downhill now, through the little shopping centre that leads to the train station. As usual, there’s kids from school hanging around the milk bar. How do they get here so fast? They’re drinking Cokes and eating ice-creams. Some of the older ones are smoking. I want to say to them, ‘I do have friends who are girls. They just don’t walk this way.’

‘Here,’ Matthew says, tugging at my schoolbag. ‘Let me carry that.’

‘No, thanks.’

‘Why not?’ he asks in his wounded voice.

‘Because you said it was too hot to carry your own bag.’

‘But I wanna carry yours!’

I don’t want him to. I mean I’d like not to have to lug my bag under the tunnel to the other side of the railway line and then up the last hill to home, but it feels like if I let him carry it, I’ll be giving him something though I don’t even know what it is.

He pulls at my backpack again, really hard. I don’t want to make a scene, because we’re nearly at the station and there’s even more kids around. It’s easier just to slip my arms out of the straps and let him take it. I feel ten degrees cooler and so light I could fly. Matthew looks extremely satisfied as he settles the pack on his own back.

We walk down the station ramp and into the sudden dimness of the tunnel. Matthew says in a quiet voice, ‘I guess you need to do girlie stuff at school now.’

‘What?’

‘That’s what my mum said.’

‘You talked about me to your mum?’

‘Only a little.’ That makes me feel creepy, to think of Matthew telling his mother stuff about me. Like I used to tell my mum when Shelley hurt me.

We emerge from the tunnel, making the sun seem harsher than ever. Matthew turns to me and asks earnestly, ‘Is that why you don’t want to hang around with me and Stevo anymore? Cos you need to do girlie stuff?’

This isn’t fair. When people dumped me in primary school, I never followed them home and asked them why. Anyway, I haven’t even dumped Matthew and Stephen. Not really.

‘I don’t know. It’s just …’ I hesitate.

‘What?’ Matthew prompts, as though my answer is really important to him. Which makes me remember the times I would have liked to ask people why they dumped me.

I glance around quickly to make sure no one can hear us, then tell him, ‘I guess your mum’s right in a way. I do want to have girls as my best friends. But that doesn’t mean I hate you and Stephen.’

He looks a little relieved. But not happy.

‘Don’t you and Stephen still hang around together?’ I ask.

‘Yeah,’ he says, ‘but he goes to chess club every lunchtime.’

‘Why don’t you go, too?’

‘I’m no good at chess!’ He kicks a discarded Solo can into the distance. ‘I’m no good at nothin’ where you have to use your brain.’

Suddenly, an image pops into my head. Of Matthew sitting on a log, behind the canteen at our old school. I went to find him there, the morning of the first trivia quiz. When I invited him to be on my team, he insisted I have a bite of his Mars Bar. I can still remember how, when I took the chocolate, it was melting from the heat of his hand.

‘You knew which team in the AFL won four premierships in a row,’ I remind him.

‘Only cos it’s on my dad’s stubby holder.’

What can I do so he won’t look so sad? ‘Well,’ I say in an encouraging voice, giving him a little shove on the arm, ‘at least that proves you can read!’
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I can’t believe I’m up this early. Saturday’s when I sleep in till at least ten o’clock, but this morning my eyes popped open when the birds started chirping and every nerve was instantly awake. Now I’m at the kitchen window, staring out at the garden. I feel like there should be a huge banner hanging from the Hills Hoist proclaiming, KAITLIN IS BECOMING NORMAL. If I have to let go of a few things from primary school, I reckon it’s worth it. Who’d have thought I’d be heading off to the city with my three friends, all by ourselves in a big silver train?

I wonder if it’s too early to make Mum a cup of coffee. Probably. I heard her come in from her bungalow office at about two o’clock this morning. Bet she got through about ten bowls full of Barbecue Shapes and M&M’s. Which reminds me! I still haven’t given Mum that Weight Watchers coupon I pinched from the dentist. If I just hand it to her, she’ll give me this look like, ‘Gee, Kaitlin, you must think I’m about as attractive as a mother walrus.’

It’d be better if I hide it somewhere, a place where I know she’ll find it after I’ve left on the train. That way she’ll have time to think about it before I get back. I mean she’s the one that’s been moaning all week about how fat she is. I’m only trying to help.

I know where to put it! I’ll stuff it in with her M&M’s stash. She keeps an assortment of packets in an old shortbread tin on top of the fridge. I’ve told her she can just buy the bag with three kinds mixed up, but she likes to create her own ratios according to how she feels on the night. For example, if she’s in an angry mood she’d want three peanut ones to every plain so she’d feel that satisfying crunch between her molars.
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‘Call me as soon as you get to the city,’ Mum says as I get out of the car.

‘I will,’ I answer in a very patient voice considering it’s the fifth time she’s reminded me.

‘You remember the homelink number?’

‘Yes!’ I’m a tiny bit impatient now. ‘Probably Olivia will let me use her mobile anyway.’ If Mum wasn’t such a cheapskate, she could keep track of me on my own phone.

‘Okay then.’ Mum’s voice wavers a bit. ‘Have a great day.’

I will, I think as I walk up the ramp to the platform. At least I hope I will. If I can just keep my mouth from emitting any dork remarks.

‘Hello, Kaitlin!’ Two excited voices greet me. I’m wearing my plain black T-shirt and my jeans. It’s kind of hot but they were the best things I could find. I guess they’re ok because Tiffany and Olivia are looking at me approvingly. I feel like a girl on TV: out with her friends, no adults in sight.

‘Where’s Charlotte?’ I ask.


Olivia wrinkles her nose and sighs. ‘Her mum wouldn’t let her come. She called me this morning and she was crying like anything.’

‘She’s been trying to convince her parents all week, but I guess they’re just too tight,’ Tiffany says.

Charlotte was crying? It makes me feel funny to imagine that. Satisfied and guilty at the same time.

The train pulls into the station and we get on. Thank goodness it’s air-conditioned. Tiffany runs in front of an old lady to grab a window seat. ‘Sit here, Kaitlin,’ she calls out, pointing to the seat next to her. Olivia sits opposite us.

‘Charlotte’s such a baby,’ Tiffany says.

‘Yeah,’ Olivia agrees, ‘she’s gotta stand up to her parents sooner or later.’

I can’t believe they’re talking like that about another cool girl.

The train stops at the next station. An Italian nonna gets in, pushing a black shopping trolley that has a bunch of carnations and a breadstick poking out the top. Behind her there’s a slim guy with a skateboard, about fifteen. He sits way down the other end.


‘He’s hot,’ Tiffany whispers.

‘Not as cute as James,’ I say. I hope that wasn’t a stupid comment. But I can’t just sit here like a lump saying nothing.

‘You totally like him, don’t you?’ Tiffany nudges me with her elbow.

‘Maybe.’ I giggle.

‘Your taste has improved heaps since you started hanging around with us,’ Olivia says.

‘Yeah,’ Tiffany agrees. ‘How come you used to be friends with nerds anyway?’

For some reason that makes me giggle harder. ‘I found one behind the canteen and one in the library,’ I explain. ‘I felt sorry for them.’

Not a great joke, but Olivia and Tiffany are laughing. And I’ve got no reason to feel guilty, I tell myself. Matthew and Stephen don’t ever need to know I was making fun of them.
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‘That looks really good on you,’ Olivia says.

Tiffany is standing with her hand on her hip, just outside the change rooms at Espirit, trying on tight black jeans and a black tank top with a silver logo. The matching beret makes her blonde hair look paler than ever.

‘You could be a model,’ the sales girl tells her. Olivia and I exchange glances, and giggle because we know a secret.

I tried on a pink off-the-shoulder top before which they said looked good on me, but I know I’m not half as pretty as Tiffany.

‘Come on,’ Olivia says, ‘I’m starving.’

So am I. This is the sixth shop where we’ve tried on clothes, plus we walked through Myer and sampled every perfume, lip gloss and nail polish we could find. Olivia got a red jacket that looks gorgeous with her black hair, and Tiffany is seriously considering buying the jeans she’s got on. Mum only gave me fifteen dollars to spend, but that doesn’t matter. All morning, I’ve been imagining the thoughts of sales assistants and other shoppers, especially ones my age with their mothers: look at those three cool girls. I bet they’ve been best friends for years.

Tiffany puts her regular clothes back on and pays for the black jeans. As she stuffs her change into her Roxy wallet she turns to Olivia. ‘When should we tell her?’

I go cold inside. Is she talking about me?

‘Kaitlin,’ Olivia says with a serious look on her face, ‘we’ve got something important to tell you over lunch.’

We head up Swanston Street to Macca’s. The last thing I want to do is eat. I feel sick. How could people’s thinking have changed so fast? Now they’re smirking, that nerdy girl doesn’t belong in their group.

As we stand in line at McDonald’s, the others are engrossed in deciding what to order. My mind is whirling with all the stuff they might say to me. Kaitlin, we made a mistake with you. Kaitlin, you’ll always belong with the losers.

It’s my turn to order. I haven’t given it a thought. I look at the bright picture of the chicken foldover and say, ‘I’ll have one of those, and a Coke.’ We take our food upstairs and find a table overlooking Swanson Street. I want to scream WHAT IS IT YOU HAVE TO TELL ME? But the words remain icicles piercing my chest. Olivia takes ages carefully arranging her strawberry thick shake, chicken burger and fries.

Finally she looks across the table at me. ‘Charlotte was only on trial,’ she says.

‘On trial?’ I croak. I want to leap up and shout out the window, ‘It’s not about me! It’s about her!’

‘Yes,’ Tiffany says, taking a sip of her lemonade. ‘We prefer to have three people in our group at any one time. It’s a much more manageable number.’

Olivia explains, ‘Last year we had this other member, Alisha, but she moved to Tasmania. We had to choose somebody else and Charlotte really wanted to be in our group. She kept asking if she could hang around with us. She wasn’t actually that popular …’

‘You mean she was a loner?’ I’m embarrassed by the hope in my voice.

‘No way,’ Tiffany says, ‘as if we’d let a loner into our group.’

‘She was just like,’ Olivia explains, ‘not in the top layer of the class.’

Jeez. What if they find out the layer I was in?

Olivia sighs as she slowly stirs her straw through her thickshake. ‘We had our doubts about her, but we thought we’d give her a chance. We told her right from the start that if we found someone better at high school we might have to drop her.’


Tiffany nods in agreement. ‘We never tried to deceive her.’

‘Today’s been way more fun without her anyway,’ Olivia says.

‘That’s for sure.’ My voice is working again.

‘When we get to our spot on Monday morning,’ Olivia states, ‘we’re gonna tell her she hasn’t made it. Most people would do it with a note, but we’re not like that. We’re gonna do it properly, face to face.’

I can’t believe I’m in the group that has this kind of power. Then suddenly, a sharp and terrible thought slices through my excitement. ‘Does this mean I’m on trial, too?’

‘Well,’ Olivia says, popping a fry into her mouth, ‘yes. You’ve got to understand we’re choosing someone to be with us the whole way through high school.’

‘We’re pretty sure you’ll make it, though,’ Tiffany assures me. ‘You’re doing really well so far.’

‘We agreed we’d give you a month,’ Olivia tells me, ‘then we’ll make a final decision.’
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I can’t sleep. It’s too hot, plus thoughts are zinging back and fourth like crazy fish inside my head. I want so much to stay in Olivia’s group! I sent all these e-mails to Eve, describing my fantastic friends. I’d rather walk barefoot in our garden on a wet night when the snails are out than write to her and tell her they’ve dropped me. And all week I’ve been planning phrases to drop into conversations when I’m at Dad and Sarah’s. When me and my friends went to the city we tried on so many cool clothes … My friends are so jealous cos this guy in year ten talks to me … At the sleepover, my friends crimped my hair and they said it looked really good.

I turn over so violently that the Beanie Baby pterodactyl I keep on my bed plonks to the floor. You’ve got to understand we’re choosing someone to be with us the whole way through high school. Before I came to bed I looked at the calendar in the kitchen and figured out that a month from now is March 15th. If I can only get through till then without my dorkometer letting me down, I’ll have it made!
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‘Do you think she’ll yell at us when we tell her?’ I ask apprehensively.

‘So what if she does?’ Tiffany answers nonchalantly.

‘We made a decision,’ Olivia reminds us. ‘We’re gonna stick with it.’

We all got to our spot early this morning, so we could be here when Charlotte turns up. We wanted to present a united front.

‘Here she comes,’ Tiffany says.

I look over the cucumber vines and see Charlotte approaching from the other side of the veggie garden. I feel a little sick. At the same time I’m excited, because finally I’m in a position to dismiss somebody.

‘Hi, guys.’ Charlotte looks flustered from her hot walk through the school yard. I imagine how good she feels, sitting down with us on our shady grass. She won’t feel good for long.

‘Charlotte …’ Olivia is using an official voice. ‘Remember last year when we let you into our group? We said it was only on a trial basis?’

She looks scared, and angry. Like a gazelle on a nature show that’s about to be ripped apart by a pride of lionesses.

‘In the end we decided that Kaitlin’s a better …’

Charlotte jumps up, turns her back on us and runs like the gazelle that got away. As we watch her disappear around the back of E block, Olivia says with a frown, ‘How’s she ever gonna learn anything if she won’t listen to a person’s reasons?’
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‘Hey … I like your top, Miss!’ Billy’s eyes are wide with admiration. Miss Larsen has just removed her white jumper to reveal a clingy pink top that shows her stomach. It was actually a bit cool this morning. I guess Billy’s happy that it’s warming up again. Miss Larsen’s wearing a silver belly bar with two tiny blue butterflies nestled in her navel.

‘Do you work out?’ Billy squawks.

‘Sometimes.’ She sounds a little shy. ‘I go to the gym when I get the chance.’

‘Can I go with you next time?’

Miss Larsen’s face turns red. ‘Billy,’ she says, ‘let’s get back to business.’

We’re sitting in a circle like we did for our first drama class. But it seems like I’m in a different universe from that day. I’m between Olivia and Tiffany, with Charlotte way across the circle from us. She’s staring at the floor so no one can see her red eyes. She came to home group late this morning and it was obvious she’d been crying. There was an empty seat at the far side of the first row, so she had to let the whole class stare at her as she walked over there and sat down.

‘Now!’ Miss Larsen sounds as if she’s about to give us a good present. ‘We’re going to make up a continuing story. We used to do this when I was at Uni and it was heaps of fun. I’ll say three sentences to start the story, then I’ll choose someone to continue. They say three sentences and choose someone else.’

Choose. I used to hate that word. I imagined that if I was President of the World I’d make it illegal for teachers to tell kids to ‘choose someone.’ It exposes a loner as neatly as when jackals cut off a weak zebra from the herd.

‘Once there was a beautiful fairy named Celeste,’ Miss Larsen begins. ‘She had short spiky blonde hair and freckles. One day she was driving her BMW down Chapel Street, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the music on Triple J, when …’ She pauses and looks around the circle. ‘Justine, you take over now. Three sentences in a nice clear voice.’

I bet she had it planned all along that she’d choose Justine, because she knows nobody else would.

‘Well,’ Justine ponders. She looks worried. ‘Celeste shouldn’t really be driving because she just had like ten beers at the pub …’

Olivia and Tiffany and several others snicker. I actually thought the story was beginning to get more interesting. Just as well people can’t read my mind.

‘Class,’ Miss Larsen barks, ‘show the speaker respect, please.’


That makes the class snicker even harder. But Justine talks anyway. ‘Plus she was really angry at her boyfriend and she felt like killing him and suddenly she saw him and she speeded up to a hundred k’s an hour and slammed into him and squished him into a bloody blob and then she …’

‘Ah, Justine,’ Miss Larsen interrupts, ‘I think that’s three sentences.’

‘It was?’ Justine looks surprised.

‘Close enough. Choose another person now.’

Everyone looks at the floor. No one wants to be chosen by Justine.

‘Chloe,’ Justine announces. Trying to suck up to her because she used to be her friend for three days.

‘Uh,’ Chloe says. ‘This person saw the accident and called triple O on her mobile. She told the operator there had been an accident. They said they would send an ambulance. Is that enough?’

‘It was three sentences,’ Miss Larsen sighs.

‘Okay, I choose …’

Of course she’ll choose Elise. They’ve been inseparable ever since that first cookery class when I noticed she dumped Justine.

‘Kaitlin!’


I can’t believe it. Why did she say me? Suddenly the answer comes to me: I’m a cool girl. The opposite of what I was at the first home group, when she was too snobby to acknowledge me.

‘Kaitlin?’ Miss Larsen urges. ‘Do you have three sentences for us?’

‘Oh, yeah.’ I think for a minute then say, ‘By this time Celeste had calmed down and she was sorry for killing her boyfriend. She remembered she was a fairy with very strong magic. She snapped the antenna off her BMW and used it for a wand, to touch the bloody mess and make it turn back into her handsome boyfriend.’

I take a quick scan around the circle. No one seems to think that was too dorky. Matthew gives me the thumbs-up sign. Then Justine looks at me with a weird grin and says wistfully, ‘I wish that could really happen.’
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‘Look what I got,’ Olivia says, pulling a folded piece of paper out of the pocket of her maroon and grey dress. We’re back at our spot, sitting in a circle on the grass with our lunches on our laps. Olivia tosses the paper onto the ground in the middle of our circle. It has Olivia written on it in black texta, and underneath that there’s a drawing of a cow with huge udders and a sour expression on its face. I could never draw a cartoon that good.

‘I can guess who gave you that,’ I say.

‘Yeah. She pushed it through the slot in my locker. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of opening it in the locker room. She might have been watching.’

I glance around. ‘Can’t see her watching now.’

Tiffany snatches up the note, opens it and reads:


Dear Cow,

You think you’re so smart kicking me out but you’re not because I was going to leave anyway. You chose Kaitlin because she’s a total suck who would never stand up to anybody. Have fun with her because I don’t want to be friends with you or your herd of cows ever again.



‘Ha!’ Tiffany says, crumpling the note into a ball and throwing it in the air. ‘Who cares what she wants?’


‘As if she was gonna leave,’ Olivia scoffs. ‘If she thinks she can get by with calling me a cow, she’s even stupider than I thought.’

Anger is burning inside me. Charlotte doesn’t know one thing about whether I can stand up for myself! ‘I’m not a total suck,’ I say.

Tiffany takes a bite of her Vegemite sandwich. ‘No way. You’re the one who thought of Mrs McPain’s name.’

And right now I’m glad I did.

‘How are we gonna get back at her for this?’ Olivia asks viciously.

I bet I could think of a few choice names to call Charlotte. ‘We could stick a note through the slot in her locker,’ I suggest.

‘Yeah,’ Tiffany nods in agreement, ‘that’s a great idea.’
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‘Mum, what are you doing?’

I’ve just come into the kitchen after finishing my maths homework. Mum has her oven mitt on and she’s getting a bunch of little quiches out of the oven even though it must be at least forty degrees out. The table is absolutely groaning with food: a bowl of olives, a wheel of camembert, a loaf of cheese and bacon bread, boxes of Pizza and Barbecue and Cheddar Shapes. She shoves the mini quiches onto a plate and sets them amongst the forest of goodies.

‘Are we having visitors?’ I ask.

‘No.’

‘Then why the feast?’

‘Because I found that Weight Watchers coupon.’

‘So you decided to get out every bit of food in the house?’

‘Yes. I’m having a final fling, so I weigh as much as I can for the first meeting. I don’t want any fattening food around after this. You can have some, too.’

‘You mean you’re really going?’

‘Yep,’ she says in a resigned voice. ‘I figure there’s nothing I can do about turning forty, but I don’t have to go through middle age looking like a prize heifer. My first meeting’s tomorrow night.’

I can’t believe Mum took the advice I hid in the M&M’s. I don’t know what to say, so I go over and give her a big hug. She hugs me back. As she pats me on the shoulder she tells me, ‘By the way, that coupon was five years out of date. But I called the local club and they said they’d honour it anyway.’
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‘Do you think our parents would have had us if they’d had to get a licence first?’ I ask.

‘Who cares?’ Olivia yawns. ‘This is a stupid topic. I wish we would of got the one about reality TV.’

We’re in the library for English, researching our debating topics. Mrs McBain spent the whole of yesterday’s lesson explaining how to debate and then she showed us a sample video of a year ten team. I liked how the rules were spelled out really clearly, for example how long each speaker was allowed to talk, and who had the responsibility for introducing each bit of the argument. Just the opposite of life, where you never know how your words will be judged.

‘Let’s write that note to Charlotte,’ Tiffany says.

‘Now?’ I ask. I look over at Vi and La, who already have a heap of books in front of them and are busily scribbling down ideas. They’re our opposition. We’re the affirmative team for this subject and they, along with Justine, are the negative.

‘It’s a perfect time,’ Olivia says, ‘we’ll just put some books in front of us for camouflage.’

‘We’ve got like two weeks to get ready for the debate,’ Tiffany points out. As she gets up to grab some books, I think how Vi and La took Justine into their team as if she’s a normal kid. I guess they got to know her in cookery. Or maybe they don’t understand how the class works.

‘Here we are!’ Tiffany dumps the books on our table.

Tiffany rips a page out of her exercise book and shoves it in front of me. ‘You do the writing,’ she commands.

‘Me?’ I gasp. I seem to be specialising in one syllable sentences today.

‘You’re a good writer,’ Olivia reminds me.


‘Yeah,’ Tiffany agrees, ‘you won McPain’s competition.’

Every time they call her that, I feel a sharp pain between my eyes. In some ways, I wish I’d never thought of that name. But what better way could I have come up with to show I can stand up for myself?

Matthew’s voice rises in excitement. ‘We could say how Survivor teaches you what to do if you ever get stranded on a deserted island, or in the outback!’

‘Keep it down, Matthew,’ Mrs McBain cautions. ‘You want to keep your good points secret till it’s time to debate.’

Matthew and Stephen are a team with Tristan. Obviously they’ve started work on their topic. I suddenly feel wistful for the last term of grade six, when Mr Callaghan let the boys and I have extra time on the Internet so we could research for the interschool trivia challenges. He was so proud of us for getting to regional level.

‘Come on,’ Tiffany urges, shaking the paper in front of my face, ‘get started.’

‘What should I say?’

‘You should know, you’re the writer!’


Talk about pressure. I look around this library, four times bigger than the one we had at primary school, and I have a sudden vision of me and Matthew and Stephen, sitting at that desk beside the animal behaviour section. Researching our hearts out. The nerdiest trio this side of the Dividing Range. Ask us what the capital of Sweden is, or the name for a baby swan …

I can’t let that happen! I can’t blow the best chance I’ve ever had. We’re choosing someone to be with us the whole way through high school.

‘How about Dear Wildebeest?’

‘What’s a wildebeest?’ Tiffany’s perfect blond eyebrows are furrowed in confusion.

‘It’s one of those African animals, kind of like a deer, that gets eaten by lions.’

‘That sounds good.’ Olivia nods in approval. ‘Put in how she buys her clothes at Kmart.’

I take my green gel pen, my least favourite colour, out of my pencil case and begin to write:


Dear Wildebeest,

It’s a good thing you don’t want to be friends with us because you were never a permanent part of our group anyway. Did you forget that? Did you also forget you got your coolest top at Kmart and your idea of a great brand name is Black and Gold? And I wouldn’t talk about other people being sucks if I were you. Because you, if you haven’t noticed, are a slimy little bottom feeder. Go suck on some algae.

Worst wishes,
 the Lionesses



I push the paper into the middle of the table so the others can read it. Tiffany smirks gleefully, ‘That’s like the coolest note ever!’

‘Yeah!’ Olivia rubs her hands together. ‘Charlotte’s gonna love it.’

My future super-nerd self, over at that desk, has faded to a pale outline.

‘How’s this group going?’ It’s Mrs McBain. Thank goodness Tiffany has grabbed the note and shoved it in her pocket. Hope she hasn’t crumpled it too much.

Mrs McBain picks up one of our books and gazes at it with interest. ‘What has an atlas got to do with getting a parenting license?’

‘We’re researching parents in different parts of the world,’ Olivia quips.

Mrs McBain raises her eyebrows at that, then picks up another book. ‘Caring for your Kitten? What relevance might that have?’


‘Kittens are kind of like kids,’ I giggle.

Mrs McBain gives me a serious look. ‘That’s pretty funny, Kaitlin. But we’ll see who’s laughing on the day of the debate.’
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‘Were there a bunch of fatty boombas there?’

‘Kaitlin!’ Mum plops her handbag and some pieces of paper on the table. ‘There were several people struggling with obesity, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Yeah,’ I grin, ‘that’s what I meant.’

Mum grabs a serviette from the dispenser we have on the table and wipes her face with it. ‘They could use some air-conditioning,’ she says, ‘but the people are really nice. Could you get me a … glass of water?’

My mother never drinks water. She says she knows what fish do in it. Weight Watchers must be having an influence already. I put the glass in front of her and sit down. She taps a shiny brochure and says, ‘See this guy? I met him tonight. He’s the regional winner for last year.’


I pull the brochure over and have a look. A man about Mum’s age is wearing this huge pair of jeans that are like twenty sizes too big for him. He’s holding the waistband way out in front of him, grinning like he just won an Olympic medal.

‘He’s kept the weight off for six months,’ Mum says proudly. ‘He told me he feels normal for the first time in his life.’

I can relate to that, even without standing in a giant pair of pants.

‘Could you get me the scissors, please?’ Mum asks me.

‘What for?’

‘I want to put his picture on the fridge, for inspiration.’
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‘Listen up, 7C!’ Mrs McBain is standing at the front of our home group, like she does every morning when it’s time to read the announcements. ‘I’ve got some good news. Our class has been mentioned in the Daily Bulletin.’

Vi and La and other people in the front row seat sit up straighter, looking pleased and interested. I know enough to keep my face blank.

‘What’d we do?’ Billy demands. ‘Rack up the most number of detentions?’

‘I said it was good news. Now kindly keep your witty comments to yourself for two minutes, Billy.’


He makes a big show of looking at his watch while Mrs McBain reads, ‘The chess club, led by Mr Bellview, continues to compete ferociously in the Games Room every lunchtime. First on the year seven and eight ladder is Hahn Chi of 8D …’ Mrs McBain pauses for effect. ‘Followed closely by Stephen Daley of 7C.’

A few people, including Mrs McBain, applaud. I don’t know if I should or not. Tiffany and Olivia aren’t clapping, so I don’t. But part of me wants to really badly. I want to cheer for Stephen, to show him I’m glad he’s making it at high school. Why did he have to choose such a nerdy thing to be good at?

As the applause dies down, Olivia looks over her shoulder at Stephen and asks me, ‘Where’d you say you found him? In a hole behind the bike shed?’

A few people giggle.

‘I never said that!’

‘Yes, you did,’ Tiffany insists. ‘You told us at the sleepover. You said you dug him up. He’s a zombie, risen from the dead!’

Stephen didn’t hear that, did he? It’s not like we’re the only ones talking.

‘Class!’ Mrs McBain says, ‘Settle down! We still have the rest of the announcements to get through.’

I glance back at Stephen. If he didn’t hear, how come he’s not looking happy?
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‘What’s wrong with your chicken burger?’ Tiffany asks. ‘Is it off or something?’

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I guess I’m not hungry.’

‘I’ll have it,’ Olivia volunteers. For a skinny person, she sure can wolf down the kilojoules. I hand her my lunch.

We’re sitting at our spot by the toolshed. I splurged on a chicken burger from the canteen because I thought it might make me feel better, but now I can’t choke down a bite. Ever since home group yesterday, my stomach has been clenched up like anything. I want to say to Tiffany and Olivia, ‘How come you let Stephen know I made fun of him at the sleepover? And why did you have to exaggerate what I said?’


But I already know their answer. ‘We were just kidding. God, Kaitlin, can’t you take a joke?’

I know it was a joke, but Stephen didn’t laugh at home group this morning when Billy turned around and asked him, ‘Did you find any good blood to suck last night?’

Matthew told him to shut up, and he did. I wanted to point out he’s too stupid to know the difference between zombies and vampires, but I didn’t. Kaitlin would never stand up to anybody. Charlotte’s note is gone, but I can still see her words.

I stand up now. ‘I have to go somewhere,’ I say.

‘Where?’ Tiffany wants to know, delicately licking her rainbow Paddle Pop.

‘Want us to come with you?’ Olivia offers.

‘No! Thanks, but …’

‘You keeping a secret from us?’ Tiffany asks.

‘I just really need to see somebody. On my own.’ I wish they’d stop giving me a hard time.

Tiffany’s blue eyes widen. ‘I bet I know who that somebody is.’

Olivia’s black eyes widen. ‘Could his initial be J?’

With that I head off. I take the long way around so Tiffany and Olivia won’t know I’m going to the library. I’d forgotten how many kids are at this school. Since I got my own group, I haven’t really been looking at anybody else. Now I see hundreds of faces above maroon and grey uniforms. I pass groups of girls talking together, big boys kicking a soccer ball, some younger boys pushing each other around and swearing. I reach a clump of trees that smell of smoke.

‘Hello, sweetie,’ a friendly voice calls out. ‘Do you want that drag now?’

It’s the girl from the toilet, the one who offered me her cigarette the day Charlotte spilled blue granita on my dress.

‘Uh,’ I say, ‘no, thanks. I’m just looking for somebody.’ I turn and walk on. Why did I have to see that girl on the one day when I’m by myself? I want to run back and tell her, I have friends! I have the coolest friends in our class! But I keep going.

Stephen was right about one thing. When I step into the library, the cold air that wraps around me feels like a present. As I head towards the Games Room, I spot Vi and La and Justine over by the computers, busily researching. Collecting points to use against us in the debate!

If they look like nerds, it’s nothing compared to what I find when I gingerly open the door to the Games Room. There’s about 30 people in here, paired up opposite each other, their heads bent over chessboards. It doesn’t take me long to spot the curly, blond head I’m looking for. Stephen is concentrating so hard he doesn’t notice me.

The teacher in charge looks up from the Age he’s reading and asks me, ‘You interested in joining?’

‘Uh, no thanks. I just wondered if I could talk to Stephen for a second.’

At the sound of my voice, Stephen does look up. And gives me the biggest smile. Which makes my stomach hurt even worse.

‘Mind breaking your concentration for a minute?’ the teacher asks him.

Stephen’s partner, a tall girl with a lot of pimples, looks annoyed. But Stephen says happily, ‘Okay.’

He follows me out into the main part of the library. I lead him behind a tall set of bookshelves where no one can see us. I need to talk to him alone, without even Matthew around.

‘Sure you don’t want to learn how to play?’ There’s a sparkle in Stephen’s eyes that tells me he’s teasing. He’s a lot more confident and grown-up when he’s in the library.

‘I’m not ready for Nerdsville yet,’ I tease back.

‘I just …’ I take a deep breath. I have to say this! ‘I just wanted to tell you, I didn’t say that stuff about you at the sleepover. The stuff Tiffany and Olivia said.’

He looks at me. And smiles again. ‘I knew you didn’t.’

‘You did?’

‘Sure.’

‘How’d you know?’

He shrugs. ‘Because you’re not like that.’

How can he be so nice to me? I thought I’d feel better if I could make him understand. But I don’t. I say, ‘I’m glad you’re doing so good at chess. I’m proud of you.’ Now I know I sound like a prize dork. But it doesn’t matter, since there’s no one to hear except Stephen.

‘Thanks,’ he says.

‘Well … I guess you should get back to your game.’

‘Yeah,’ he agrees, ‘I should.’

As I’m walking back to our spot, taking the long way again, I hear a voice call out, ‘Hey, Kaitlin, alone already?’


I whirl around. It’s Charlotte. She has a girl with her, somebody from another form. ‘They sure did finish with you quick,’ she smirks.

‘No, they didn’t!’ I want to shake her till she understands. ‘I just needed to do something on my own.’

‘Really?’ she asks knowingly.

‘Yes! Really!’

She looks at me like I’m a pathetic little loser. ‘They’ll dump you soon enough. They’re just using you, like they did me.’

‘You don’t know anything!’ I’m so mad I want to rip a handful of hair out of her head. ‘You’re nothing but a low-class, white-trash wildebeest!’

Now I feel better.

I turn and march off.

‘I’m saving that note you wrote,’ Charlotte yells after me. ‘For evidence!’
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‘I’ve lost a kilo already, but I did gorge myself stupid before I went to the first weigh-in.’

Mum is on the phone, sitting at the kitchen table, doodling on the message pad like she always does. She must be talking to Margaret, but there’s something about her voice that sounds a bit different. I wish she’d get off because Tiffany’s supposed to call me tonight.

‘Are you kidding?’ Mum giggles in a way I’ve never heard before. ‘If I could look half as good as her I’d be happy.’ She listens for a minute, then says, ‘I know what you mean. My daughter’s been nagging me for ages to lose weight, but I had to wait till I was ready.’

I turn away from the low-fat ice-cream I’ve been scooping into a bowl. ‘I did not nag you!’

She covers the mouthpiece with her hand. ‘Every time you rolled your eyes heavenward at what I was eating, that was nagging.’

I catch myself rolling my eyes and stop. Mum says into the phone, ‘She’s twelve. Just started high school.’

She’s definitely not talking to Margaret, who’s known me since before I was born.

‘Well,’ Mum says, ‘she likes talking on the phone and watching DVDs.’

‘You make me sound like a bimbo! Can’t you wait till I’m out of the room to talk about me?’

Mum isn’t paying any attention to me. ‘Seven would be great,’ she says to the phone in a syrupy voice. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

‘Who were you talking to?’ I ask as she hangs up.

‘Rick.’

‘Who’s Rick?’

She points to the photo of the giant-pants man on the fridge. ‘Him,’ she smiles.
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‘Do you think we’ll still be friends in 2030?’ Olivia asks with a dreamy look on her face.

‘Probably,’ Tiffany says, ‘but I’ll be with an international agency by then. I’ll be living in New York, with my hot husband and my two poodles.’

We’re millions of miles from New York right now. We’re back in the library, working on our debate. Supposedly working. At least I found a few books that have something to do with parents for us to hide behind.

Mrs McBain is sitting with Vi and La and Justine’s group. She’s telling them stuff and they’re looking at her like she’s Encarta come to life. Every once in a while they write down a point on a palm card and look extremely satisfied.

Our team hasn’t got a single point yet, let alone a palm card. ‘Don’t you think we should start working on our debate?’ I ask.

‘Nah,’ Olivia says with a swish of her black hair, ‘we can do that at home. Let’s not waste time when we’re together.’

‘We have been talking about a parent,’ Tiffany points out. She’s been telling us about some good friends that her mother’s known since high school. They’re getting together this Saturday night at her place. She reckons they’re nice, but it gets embarrassing after they’ve drunk a few bottles of champagne and start dancing around to 80s music.

‘Hey!’ Tiffany’s eyes light up. ‘I’ve got a great idea.’

‘What?’ Olivia gets a little purple brush out of her pencil case and runs it through her long black hair, which unlike most people’s never gets frizzy. She seems a bit sleepy this morning.

‘You could both come over on Saturday night.’ Tiffany is so excited she bounces on her chair. ‘We could have our own party. Mum always has heaps of yummy food at those things.’


Olivia suddenly wakes up. ‘Now you’re talkin’, girl!’ She turns to me. ‘Wait till you see Tiffany’s pool! It’s so fun swimming in there when it’s dark. It’s only an above-ground, but it’s got these cool lights.’

All I can do is smile. It’s only two weeks and three days till they make their final decision about me, and for just a second I let myself imagine that their answer will be a definite yes. Things have been going really well between us this week.

Charlotte’s avoided me and the rest of the group since the day I yelled at her, so I guess that thing she said about keeping my note was just an empty threat. She’s at the table furthest from us right now, with Elise and Chloe. I noticed she’s been hanging around with them outside class, too. It makes me mad how easy it is for her to make new friends. But I guess I shouldn’t care. As long as she leaves me alone.

‘Why don’t you come over about six,’ Tiffany says.

‘Are you sure it’ll be okay with your mum?’ I ask.

‘It’ll be fine! She’ll be rapt to have me out of her hair.’

‘Her mum’s so cool,’ Olivia says to me, ‘She lets us do anything we want.’


I love the way they totally expect me to be there. Maybe we will still be friends in 2030: I imagine us all strolling through Central Park with Tiffany. Her poodles are those elegant, tall ones that look like they’re walking on high heels …

Suddenly, I remember. ‘I can’t come!’

‘Why not?’ they both ask at once.

‘I have to go to Canberra.’

‘Canberra. What for?’

‘My dad lives there. I have to go and see him.’

‘Can’t you make it another weekend?’ Tiffany asks.

‘Yeah,’ Olivia says, ‘this is more important than a dad.’

‘But Mum spent ages on the Internet looking for the cheapest flight!’ I can hear the whine in my voice.

They just look at me like I’ve made a really, really bad choice.
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The doorbell rings. ‘Oh, god,’ Mum says, ‘he’s not here already, is he?’


She’s just come into the kitchen from her office. She’s wearing one of her working outfits: grey tracky daks splotched with paint from when she renovated the bungalow, teamed with a tight blue T-shirt that says Make Love not War and shows her stomach rolls. Her hair is straggling out of a loose ponytail and it’s really greasy.

‘You better not let him see you like that!’

‘I know!’ The doorbell rings again. ‘Could you let him in and get him a drink while I have a shower?’ She disappears down the corridor.

She didn’t give me much choice. I open the door to see a tall, slim man holding a bunch of flowers.

‘Gee,’ I say, ‘you look heaps better than in the picture.’

Rick smiles at me. ‘You must be Kaitlin.’

‘Yeah … uh, Mum’s in the shower. She never leaves enough time for anything.’

‘That’s the opposite of me. I’m always early.’

‘Do you wanna come in?’

‘Sure, thanks.’

I lead him into the kitchen and motion for him to sit at the table. Then I think maybe I should have taken him to the lounge room. ‘Me and Mum never go in the lounge room except for when we watch TV,’ I tell him.

‘I like it here,’ he says as though he really means it. ‘Do you have a vase for these?’

‘Oh, yeah, sorry.’ It’s a big bunch of flowers – purple and yellow and pink – so I get out our biggest vase. ‘Do you want a drink?’ I ask him. ‘Glass of wine? Vanilla Coke? It’s diet.’

He smiles again. His eyes are grey with flecks of blue. ‘A glass of water would be great.’

After I’ve got his water and put the flowers in the middle of the table, I sit down opposite him. When Mum was talking to Rick on the phone, I thought they’d arranged a hot date, but then she told me he was only picking her up for the Weight Watchers meeting.

He looks at me like he’s trying to think what to say. Some adults have trouble with that. I hope he asks me about school. I like saying the word ‘friends’.

‘I love this table,’ he says.

‘You do?’ I never think about it myself. It’s just a big wooden table that occupies the middle of the kitchen.

He runs his hand over the wood. ‘It’s a lovely grain, and beautifully finished. Walnut, isn’t it?’


‘Uh … I guess so.’ I wish Mum would hurry up and get out here.

He puts his hand under the edge of the table and tries to lift it. ‘Nice and heavy,’ he says approvingly, ‘and I like how it’s big enough to have your things on it without looking messy.’

I look around at the phone, my school books, the china teapot that Eve used while she was here, Mum’s pamphlets from Weight Watchers … ‘It is a bit messy.’

‘You ain’t seen nothin’!’ he says. ‘After my mother died and I moved into my own apartment, I was so anxious to get rid of her clutter that I gave nearly everything to St V’s. My place is kind of bare now. Yours looks like a home.’

‘You should have seen it when Eve was here. She kept everything really neat. She’s my grandmother.’

‘Hello, there!’ Mum breezes in. She’s wearing her nice black pants and rose-pink silk shirt. Her hair is clean and fluffy. She spots the flowers. ‘Did you bring those, Rick? They’re gorgeous.’

‘I am a florist,’ he admits.

‘We’ve just been talking about the table,’ I tell Mum.


‘That’s nice,’ she says in the politest voice I’ve ever heard. She turns to Rick. ‘We may as well go now.’

He downs the last of his water and stands up. ‘Nice to meet you, Kaitlin,’ he says.

‘You, too,’ I answer.

‘You sure you’ll be all right?’ Mum’s reverted to her concerned-mother voice.

This is the second time I’ve ever stayed by myself at night. Mum talked to Will to make sure he’s there if I need him. ‘I’ll be fine,’ I assure her.

I say to Rick, ‘If I get scared I’ll ring Olivia. She’s my friend.’

He nods, as though it doesn’t surprise him.

‘She’s not scared of anything,’ I add.
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‘This thing is so povo,’ Matthew says, sticking his finger through a hole in his maroon apron. We all have to wear them in cookery class, as if our uniforms were really precious.

‘When Dad does a barbie,’ he goes on, ‘he’s got this grouse apron with Homer Simpson on it that says, Kiss the Cook.’

‘I’ve seen that,’ Stephen reminds him.

‘Oh, yeah.’ Matthew’s eyes light up. ‘When youse came over to my place.’

It was a warm night early in December, a few days before Eve flew back to England, when our three families got together at Matthew’s house. His dad was telling silly dad jokes while he ran around getting everyone drinks. At first he made Matthew and Stephen and me sit with the adults, in canvas chairs with beer holders, but then we escaped and jumped on Matthew’s trampoline. Matthew imitated a gymnast, but he looked more like a trained bear. Me and Stephen couldn’t stop laughing.

‘You were so funny on the trampoline,’ I say.

‘Youse could come over again,’ Matthew beams. ‘Maybe on the weekend. Dad got another apron for Christmas that’s got this naked woman …’

Beep, beep, beep. My dorkometer, which at last is beginning to develop, has gone off. I look over at my other group, I mean my real group, to see if they heard that. Thank goodness it doesn’t seem like they did. They’re further along with their warm chicken salad than we are, gathered around their stove, absorbed in sautéing their fillets. They’re still stuck with Charlotte, and I have to be with Matthew and Stephen because Mrs Parfett made us stay with our original groups. It makes me feel really nervous, being with the boys while my new group is right beside me. Matthew must have guessed I’m not in the best mood because he enquires, ‘You get up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Katie?’

‘My bed’s shoved up against the wall,’ I tell him, remembering Olivia’s spacious room. ‘I don’t have a choice which side I get out of.’

My dorkometer’s beeping again, warning me to shut up about beds. I look over at my other group. Charlotte’s alone at the stove now. She gives me a greasy as she flips a fillet. The other two are huddled over their salads, giggling like anything. I wonder what’s so funny about lettuce and cucumbers.

Then Olivia picks up her plate, carries it over to our area and plonks it on our bench. ‘Look at this, Kaitlin,’ she says, still giggling. There’s no lettuce on her plate. Just a couple of cucumber slices in the middle, some carrot curls above them and … ‘Oh,’ I say, ‘it’s a face.’ She’s used the pointy end of the carrot for a nose, and a tomato wedge for the grinning red mouth.

‘It looks just like her!’ Tiffany crows.

‘Is it supposed to be Justine?’ I hope so. What if it’s meant to be me?

‘It’s Charlotte!’ Olivia announces. They’re both laughing more than ever. If Charlotte’s real eyes could shoot bullets, we’d be dead. She hasn’t got orangey red hair like Justine, but she does have curls. She was going on at the sleepover about how much she hates them, but her parents won’t let her get them straightened.

‘Girls,’ Miss Parfett calls over, ‘go back to your own bench. You know the rules.’

I watch Charlotte as her ex-friends move back into her space. If she hadn’t been so mean to me, I might feel sorry for her.
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I hold a tiny square of paper that Mr Ryan, our science teacher, has just given out.

‘Do we have to eat this?’ Billy sounds alarmed.

‘No.’ Mr Ryan, standing at the front of the class, uses his talking-to-Billy voice. ‘When I say so, I want everyone to gently lick their paper.’

‘This is gross,’ Olivia mutters to us. She raises her hand.

Mr Ryan gives her a nod.

‘Do you use new papers for every class?’ she demands.

‘Yes, Olivia. I can assure you, you will not contract AIDS from this experiment.’

Before he handed them out, Mr Ryan explained to us that the papers taste bitter to some people and just like paper to others. It’s got something to do with our genes.

‘All right, class,’ Mr Ryan announces dramatically, ‘the time has come to separate the can-tastes from the can-nots. You don’t need to saturate the paper, just lick it like you would a stamp.’

‘I don’t lick stamps!’ Olivia calls out. ‘My mother owns a post office and she says it’s an unsanitary practice.’

‘Your mother owns a post office?’ Mr Ryan inquires.

‘Well, she’s the manager of one.’

‘I bet if the paper said Billabong or Roxy she’d lick it!’ The whole class turns to look at Charlotte. ‘I bet she’d suck it like anything.’

The class laughs.

‘Excuse me!’ Mr Ryan says to Charlotte. ‘Did you forget the rule about raising your hand?’

‘Miss Prissy didn’t raise her hand. How come she got to tell everybody how rich her mother is?’

Mr Ryan looks flustered, ‘From now on, anybody who wants to say something raises their hand first.’

‘I’m gonna try this now … oops, I forgot.’ Billy waves his hand frantically. Then he licks his paper. ‘Yuck!’ he screeches.

‘Ah …’ Mr Ryan exclaims, ‘looks like we got ourselves a taster.’

The rest of us, except for Olivia, lick our papers. Tiffany’s face screws up in disgust but I can’t taste anything. I feel a sliver of envy at being left out.

After the cries of ‘eew’ and ‘blerk’ die down Mr Ryan gets everyone who could taste the paper to raise their hands. ‘Around fifty percent,’ Mr Ryan says in a satisfied voice, ‘a statistically normal group.’

That’s a relief, I think grumpily. Don’t know why it’s made me so narky, that I can’t taste bitterness.

‘Now,’ Mr Ryan says, turning to the white-board, ‘I want you to copy down this information. It’s all about genetics, and yes, you will be tested on it.’ He begins to scribble about a million words a minute in green marker.

‘Write another note,’ Olivia whispers to me.

‘What for?’ I’ve only managed to copy about half a dozen of Mr Ryan’s green words and he’s already got a paragraph on the board.

‘That bitch isn’t gonna get away with making fun of me in front of the whole class.’

‘Yeah,’ Tiffany says, ‘your notes are the best.’

‘Go on, Kaitlin, we gotta teach her a lesson.’

‘But …’ I feel like crying. It’s true we can research our debate at home, but this is different. ‘He said we were gonna be tested on this,’ I say. ‘We better write it down.’

‘Girls!’ Mr Ryan turns from the board, green marker poised, ‘are you copying this down, or planning your social lives?’

‘I guess we’d better do it.’ Tiffany begins to write. Olivia does, too, but after one sentence she pushes her exercise book in front of me. It says, Do the note at lunchtime.

I write back, I can’t. I have to leave then. Mum is picking me up to go to Canberra.

Olivia sighs. Then she writes in an exasperated way, Have it done by MONDAY.
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I’m dozing off in the big, comfy chair in the corner of Dad and Sarah’s light-filled lounge room. A copy of The Tar Baby, which I just read to Jake, is still in my lap. Sarah’s gone off to have a nap, leaving Alice in her bassinette under the tall window across the room. Dad’s clattering in the kitchen, clearing up our lunch stuff.

‘Alith!’ Jake’s reedy voice slices through my sleepiness. ‘Wake up!’

‘Jake, no!’ I’m supposed to be watching him and look what he’s done. He’s pushed his little stool over next to Alice’s bassinette and he’s reaching in …


I bound over just in time to see him gently pry open Alice’s left eyelid.

‘Jake,’ I scold, grabbing his hand, ‘you’re not supposed to touch babies’ eyes.’

‘She sleeped enough!’

‘No, she didn’t. Sarah just put her down a few minutes ago. She’ll be really grumpy if you wake her up now.’

‘See,’ Jake says calmly, ‘she isn’t grumpy.’

I look into the bassinette. Alice, dressed only in a nappy and a tiny singlet that shows her fat tummy, grins up at me like anything. She waves her miniature fists, kicks her legs and makes these gorgeous little noises she didn’t know how to do when I was here before.

‘I guess you’re right,’ I say to Jake. ‘She isn’t grumpy.’

‘What’s up?’ Dad comes out of the kitchen, drying his hands on a tea towel.

‘I think they’re too excited to have a nap,’ I say. ‘Naps are for nerds!’ Jake yells.

‘I wish we’d never read him that particular book,’ Dad comments.

‘Let’s go to the playground,’ Jake suggests.


Dad looks resigned as he tickles Alice’s stomach. ‘She’s not likely to go back to sleep now,’ he says.

I know how much Dad likes his rests on Saturday afternoons. ‘I could take them,’ I volunteer.

‘Yeah!’ Jake dances around like a happy dog about to go for a walk. ‘Kaitlin can take me on the flying fox and we can climb the fort and Alith can go on the see-saw!’

Dad puts on the front pack that he carries Alice in. ‘I’ll come, too,’ he says, his voice more awake now. He reaches into the bassinette and picks Alice up. ‘It’s not every day I get to go to the park with both of my beautiful daughters.’

[image: image]

‘At least your dad won’t have any trouble getting Jake to sleep,’ Sarah says.

‘Yeah,’ I agree, ‘he ran around like a maniac all afternoon.’ My head is still ringing with, Kaitlin, look at me! And Kaitlin, watch this! Not to mention I’m the king of the castle and you’re the dirty rascal!

It’s very peaceful here in comparison. Sarah brought me and Alice to this vegetarian restaurant near the university for what she calls a girls’ night out. It’s kind of a hippie place, with beaded curtains and notices for rooms to rent and books about spirituality. Sarah likes it because there’s a sign on the front window that says, Breastfeeding Welcome. Plus the food is delicious. I’m having a chickpea curry with a lot of little side-dishes and Sarah’s got veggie lasagne.

‘Yum,’ Sarah says, closing her eyes in appreciation as she bites into a slice of warm garlic bread. ‘I wish Ali would take pity on me and stay asleep until we finish eating.’

‘She looks pretty zonked,’ I say. We’re in a wooden booth with high backs. I’m sitting across from Sarah. Ali’s still strapped into her car capsule, perched on the seat next to Sarah. There’s a candle in the middle of the table, flickering against the dark wood, making it seem like the three of us are enclosed in our own little world.

‘She’s the picture of peace now.’ Sarah reaches over to pinch a forkful of my curry. ‘But babies have special radar that wakes them up when their mothers begin a nice meal.’

‘Maybe she got so exhausted at the playground it’ll override the radar.’


‘Let’s hope so!’

Sarah savours several bites of her lasagne, then takes a sip of her iced tea and says, ‘Tell me about these new friends of yours.’ She looks at me as if there’s nothing she’d rather do than listen to my answer.

‘Well,’ I say, feeling warm with pride as well as good food, ‘Olivia’s sort of the leader of our group. She’s got long black hair and she’s really pretty. Her room is huge with all this cool stuff in it. Tiffany’s the prettiest. She’s got a bunch of pets and she’s interested in animal rights.’

I take some cucumber slices from one of my side dishes, thinking how it was the greatest feeling in the universe to describe those cool girls who are actually my friends. And I saved the best till last. ‘Olivia and Tiffany are models,’ I say.

I wait for Sarah to comment on that, but instead she says, ‘I thought there were three of them. Isn’t that what you told me on the phone?’

Sometimes I wish she wouldn’t listen quite so well. ‘Umm … Charlotte kind of decided to drop out of our group.’

‘Oh? Why is that?’

‘Because she, well, she … she got these other two friends.’


‘That happens sometimes,’ Sarah says sympathetically.

I don’t feel so great anymore. What if I end up like Charlotte? Right now they could be sitting beside Tiffany’s pool, saying how I’ve failed the trial because I chose this over their party. I’d better write Charlotte an exceptional note to make up for it.

‘Kaitlin?’

‘Yeah?’ I look at Sarah in the candlelight.

‘Just remember they’re lucky to have you, too.’

Alice begins to stir. It’s a good thing Sarah managed to finish most of her lasagne while I was talking about my friends. She swallows the last bit as Alice starts to howl. ‘Okay, possum,’ Sarah says, pulling the velcro strap off Ali’s middle and lifting her out of the capsule, ‘it’s your turn now.’

Sarah takes Alice in her arms, unbuttons her shirt and Alice’s cries turn to quiet little sucking noises. I love watching her drink.

‘Want some dessert?’ Sarah asks me.

‘I shouldn’t.’

‘Oh, come on. They make the yummiest blackberry cobbler. I’m still hungry, but then I’m always hungry with this little vampire gorging herself.’

‘Okay, I guess I used up a few kilojules running after Jake.’

Sarah takes a scarlet serviette out of the chunky wood dispenser and wipes her eyes.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

‘I’ve got too many hormones!’ Sarah smiles even as more tears form. ‘It’s just … sometimes I feel guilty about your dad leaving you and your mum. But,’ she blows her nose, ‘at the same time I feel so blessed to have him. I can’t imagine a better soulmate than him. And I’m so lucky to have you, too!’

Now I feel like crying. Sarah goes on, ‘It’s such a bonus that my children get to have you as their big sister.’
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‘Of all the past, present and future fatheads, idiots, imbeciles, mushrooms, morons, hare-brains and chipmunk-cheeks …’ Tiffany’s laughing so much that her porcelain complexion has turned to the colour of strawberry jelly.

Olivia grabs the silver book off Tiffany. ‘Look at this one,’ she giggles. ‘Hit your head on a corner of tofu and DIE!’

‘That’s stupid,’ I say, but I’m still grinning. Now that we’re back in our spot beside the veggie garden, I’m not so scared that I’ll fail the trial. Last night when Dad took me to the airport, we had some time to spare so we looked around the shops. He said I could choose a book to read on the plane home. It must have been fate that led me to The Insult and Curse Book.

When Dad saw it he said, ‘Wouldn’t you rather have a novel?’ I didn’t like to tell him that insults and curses were just what I needed.

‘Did you get that note written?’ Olivia asks me.

‘Sure did. I wrote it on the plane. I used some stuff from the book but I kind of changed it around and added bits.’

‘Let’s see it!’ Tiffany holds out her hand.

I carefully extract the folded sheet of purple paper from my pocket and give it to her. She reads:


‘Dear Farting Insect,

How dare you make fun of Olivia, you low-life trapeze artist! You seem to have taken a few whacks from the stupid stick. It’s a good thing you didn’t say it directly to us, as more of your conversation would infect our brains. You are the rankest sow in town, and your eyebrows look like African caterpillars. Don’t mention any of us in front of the class again or we will have you stuffed and mounted.

From You Know Who

PS We have seen better-looking faces on pirate flags.’




Tiffany stops reading, and both of my friends are silent. My heart feels like a cold stone. They don’t like the note. It’s too old-fashioned. It’s just plain stupid. Then Olivia throws her arms around me and cries, ‘Kaitlin, you’re the best writer I’ve ever read!’
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I never knew a school corridor could be this empty, and this scary. Charlotte dobbed us in! Specifically she dobbed me in, because both notes are in my hand-writing. I’m walking behind a skinny, pimply boy who looks like he’s in year eight. He came to our English class a couple of minutes ago and said to Mrs McBain, ‘I have to take Kaitlin Williams to the co-ordinators’ office.’

I feel like I’m watching a TV show about a school where a girl’s in trouble. How could this be me? I never went into my primary school office except to help out. Mainly to make sure I’m still real, I catch up to the boy and say, ‘How come they sent you to get me?’

‘I’m an Administrative Assistant.’

‘How’d you get to be that?’

He shrugs. ‘It’s our class’s turn. Two people have to do it every day.’

He made me sound like I was dumb for asking. ‘I know where the co-ordinators’ office is,’ I point out.

‘They said I had to take you there.’

‘You afraid I might escape?’

This boy has no sense of humour. I think of a phrase from my silver book: As bright as a bump on a log.

‘You’re supposed to wait here,’ he tells me solemnly. He points to an alcove outside the coordinators’ office. There’s four padded chairs, two on one side of a coffee table and two on the other side. I sit down and wait. And wait some more. I still can’t believe I’m in trouble and I’ve only been in high school for a month. How long is that co-ordinator going to keep me sitting out here? There aren’t even any magazines here from 1990 to distract me like at the dentist’s office.

I want to be back in Dad and Sarah’s apartment, with the high ceilings and the tall windows. I wish I was back there in that big, comfy chair with Jake in my lap, reading him The Tar Baby for the twenty-fifth time. Which reminds me. How could Charlotte be such a big dibber-dobber baby?
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‘I must admit these have some literary merit.’ The co-ordinator, Miss Southwell, is looking at the two notes I wrote. She’s a bit older than Mum, with black glasses and shoulder-length brown hair. ‘You have mixed your metaphors here,’ she says, peering at the first note. ‘You start out addressing Charlotte as a wildebeest, but by the end she’s changed to a fish.’ She quotes, ‘Go suck on some algae.’

I squirm in my chair. Maybe I shouldn’t have confessed I wrote that. She picks up the other note. ‘More of your conversation would infect my brain,’ she says in a posh accent. ‘Shakespeare, I believe?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say, ‘I think so.’ I got that bit out of the silver book

‘Young lady!’ Miss Southwell bellows. ‘We will not tolerate bullying at this school!’

I’m so surprised by her yelling and her mean face that I almost start crying. ‘Charlotte sent us a nasty note first,’ I say in a wavery voice.

‘Oh? Where might that be?’

I remember Tiffany crunching it into a ball and tossing it into the air. ‘We threw it away,’ I tell her.

‘Hmm …’ Miss Southwell ponders, her voice level back to normal. ‘Do you have any idea how much these notes hurt Charlotte?’

I wasn’t really thinking about Charlotte when I made up the notes. ‘I wrote them because …’ I stop myself from saying more.

‘Yes?’

‘Nothing.’ I was going to say, because my friends wanted me to. But I won’t dob them in. No matter what she says, I won’t be a dobber to my own friends.

‘Well,’ Miss Southwell says, ‘if you’re not going to discuss this, I’ll have to think of a suitable punishment.’

What if she gives me an after-school detention? I won’t be able to keep that a secret from Mum like I did the lunchtime one. ‘Don’t tell my mother. Please!’ My voice is even more wavery. ‘She’s just started Weight Watchers and I don’t want her to have a relapse!’


I’m crying for real now. Miss Southwell shoves a box of tissues across her desk. ‘I’m sorry,’ I sob. I remember all the times in primary school when Mum made me feel better after some girls had snobbed me off or left me out. She never made me talk about it, but she knew. She’d rent a video and we’d sit next to each other on the couch while we ate Chinese take-away. I couldn’t stand it if she found out I’d been mean to someone else. Even if she did deserve it!

‘I really am sorry,’ I say to Miss Southwell, blowing my nose.

‘Charlotte did say the others would have put you up to it.’

‘What? They were all my own ideas in those notes.’

Miss Southwell just looks at me.

‘But I won’t write her any more notes,’ I say quickly.

‘Are you sure? You’re not just saying that to get off the hook?’

‘No, I promise!’

Miss Southwell picks up the notes, tears them into tiny bits and drops them in the bin. ‘We’ll just forget about these then. Everybody makes mistakes. Let’s hope you’ve learned from yours. You’ll be much better off if you save your literary skills for English class.’

I’m surprised at how relieved I am to see the evidence destroyed.

‘I don’t expect you to be friends with Charlotte,’ Miss Southwell says, ‘that’s your decision. Just don’t pick on her any more.’

‘I won’t.’

‘And I think you and your friends should do some environmental duty around the school.’

‘Okay.’

‘You can start with that sticker on Charlotte’s locker. She tore it off, but there’s still a mess left. Come to my office at the beginning of lunchtime and get some cleaning things.’

‘What sticker?’

‘The one that says …’ Miss Southwell consults a handwritten page in front of her, ‘You have killed a baboon and stolen his face.’

I didn’t say Olivia could take that! She asked if she could borrow my book, but she didn’t say anything about ripping out a sticker. There’s a special section in the middle with twenty stickers and I might have had plans for them.


Miss Southwell is waiting for an answer. I won’t dob in my friends. ‘Oh, that sticker,’ I say as if I suddenly remembered its existence, ‘sure, we’ll get it off.’
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‘You look nice, Mum. Your stomach’s flatter already.’

‘Thanks, I must have looked pretty gross two weeks ago.’

‘That’s not what I meant!’ I laugh.

She does look good. She got a new yellow shirt to wear with her black skirt and she’s done her hair up in a bun fastened with golden chopsticks. She and Rick are going out for dinner after the Weight Watchers meeting. ‘Won’t you be starving by then?’ I ask.

‘Well I can’t eat before I get weighed.’

‘You could come back and have dinner here. I learned how to make warm chicken salad in cookery class. Have we got any chicken fillets?’

Mum gives me a concerned look. ‘Are you scared to stay alone that long?’


‘No, it’s just …’ I don’t know. I just want her to be here. My brain has felt bruised ever since Miss Southwell yelled at me. But I want Mum to have a good time.

‘I’ll be fine.’ I give her a big smile. ‘I’ve got to work on my speech for the debate, anyway.’

‘How about we come back here for coffee? We could have those little tubs of low fat ice-cream that I bought for an astronomical price.’

‘That’d be good. I can ask Rick whether he thinks people should get a licence before they have kids.’
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Olivia and I have the front half of the school for environmental duty. Tiffany is doing the back along with Billy, who got in trouble for drawing a picture of our Italian teacher on his desk with white-out. They have more litter to pick up because that’s where the smokers and big kids with smirks on their faces hang out. But I bet we have more gawkers because people out here are bigger sticky-beaks.

‘This sucks,’ Olivia says, plucking up a gum wrapper with her tongs and dropping it into the plastic bag she’s carrying. ‘Little baby dibber dobber Charlotte! Let’s put that sticker on her locker that says she’s a foul, filthy cabbage-head.’


‘I don’t really think we should,’ I say weakly.

‘Just kidding!’ Olivia pokes my shoulder with her tongs. ‘We’ll think of something more inventive next time.’

Yesterday I was kind of mad at Olivia for taking that sticker without asking, but at least she gave me back my book before she ripped out any more.

‘Hey!’ An older boy standing with his mates waves an empty pie wrapper at Olivia. ‘You can pick up my papers anytime.’ He’s muscly and tanned, as if he spent the summer on the beach playing volleyball.

‘Forget about the papers,’ his friend says. ‘Pick me up!’ The third one just grins.

Olivia ignores them. She walks up to a group of chubby year nine or ten girls sitting next to a flowerbed and holds out her plastic bag. They drop in their wadded-up cling wrap and chip packets, their eyes narrowing as they take in Olivia’s perfect figure, her long legs and silky hair.

It’s fun walking around with her, but it makes me feel kind of invisible. While everyone notices Olivia, they ignore me. Not many people out here would know she’s a model, but somehow they still sense she’s special. It’s like she’s surrounded by a silvery light.

‘There’s your ex-boyfriend.’ Olivia points her tongs towards the basketball court. Matthew catches the ball from Billy, dribbles a few paces and shoots. It sails through the basket, barely touching the ring. Seeing him unexpectedly, I realise how much taller and slimmer Matthew’s grown. He looks our way. At last someone is going to call out to me.

But he doesn’t. I’m sure he saw me, but he turns back to his game without even a wave.

‘Kaitlin!’ a boy’s voice calls out.

Olivia grabs my arm, ‘It’s him! It’s James!’

Olivia drags me over to where James is leaning against a tree. He’s with another boy, and a girl wearing a diamond stud in her nose.

‘What name did you think of to call the teacher this time?’ James asks me.

Olivia and I laugh. ‘We called another girl a name,’ I say.

‘Yeah,’ Olivia adds, ‘we called her a farting insect, a slimy bottom-feeder and a filthy cabbage head.’

‘Whew,’ James whistles. ‘I hope you never get mad at me.’


‘We’d only call you good names,’ I say over my shoulder as we walk away. James is like a bazillion times cooler than Matthew, anyway.

‘Hey, Kaitlin,’ Olivia says, ‘how do you know when a Vietnamese kid’s been to your house?’

‘How?’

‘The dog’s gone and your homework’s done.’

‘That’s racist,’ I giggle.

‘Only half of it,’ Olivia argues. ‘The homework part is true.’

I look around and see who prompted her joke. Vi and La are sitting on the front steps of the school. ‘I bet they’re working on their debate right now, scheming how to beat us.’ Olivia picks up a Mars Bar wrapper. ‘They never waste a minute having fun.’

‘Have you done anything on your speech yet?’ I ask her.

‘Nah, maybe I will tonight.’

‘I talked to my dad about it when I was in Canberra. And my stepmother. She teaches psychology at ANU so I reckon we can quote her as an expert.’

‘I’ve got an idea!’ Olivia takes my hand and leads me towards the steps. ‘Vi and Va!’ She plonks down beside them. ‘How ya goin’?’


‘Vi and La,’ I correct her.

‘Oh, sorry.’ Olivia claps her hand over her mouth. Vi and La look at her like she’s a TV character that’s just dropped into their lives. I feel awkward just standing here with my plastic bag of garbage dangling from my hand. I look around and don’t see any yard-duty teachers to order us back to work, so I sit down. Olivia says, ‘You guys have done heaps of research on parent licences, huh?’

Vi and La nod warily.

‘So could we borrow it?’ Olivia asks brightly.

Vi and La look confused. The way I feel.

‘We only need the research,’ she explains. ‘We’ll make up our own points. Won’t we, Kaitlin?’

I see. She wants to use their work to find arguments for our side. Not a bad idea, except …

‘No,’ La says.

‘Oh, come on,’ Olivia wheedles, ‘you guys are so smart, you can afford to lend us a little information.’

‘You do your own work,’ Vi frowns.

‘But we haven’t had time to read all those books and go on the Internet like you have.’

‘Because you talk too much,’ La states.


Olivia’s beautiful eyes cloud with anger. ‘Don’t get snappy with us,’ she orders, ‘just because we’re not super nerds like you!’

Olivia’s icy voice makes my heart pound. La looks startled, but not scared. Neither does Vi. She stares at Olivia and says evenly, ‘You know nothing. My mother stuffs crackers.’

‘Huh?’ Olivia smirks. ‘Your mother stuffs what?’

‘My mother stuffs Christmas crackers with riddles and little toys and paper hats!’

‘She should get a real job,’ Olivia suggests casually.

‘She doesn’t speak English. She’s afraid to leave our house!’ I see with alarm that there are tears in Vi’s eyes. And her even voice is cracking. ‘My mother sits at the table till three in the morning, stuffing and stuffing and stuffing. They pay her three cents for one cracker. Her fingers hurt. But she keeps working, so my sister and I can have a future!’

‘Gee, she sure stuffs around a lot.’ Olivia’s making Vi sound ridiculous, but I think of the poem she wrote for English. The image has stayed with me all this time: a ball of death ripping apart the summer sky. You want to stitch the perfect blue back together.

‘Olivia,’ I say, ‘let’s just leave them alone.’

‘That’s exactly what I was intending to do.’ Olivia gets up. ‘Leave them alone in Nerd World where they belong!’ She marches off, swinging her plastic bag in one hand and her tongs in the other.

I stand up, but something keeps me from walking away. I reach into my dress pocket, take out a tissue and hand it to Vi. She takes it. As she wipes her eyes, hiding her face, I say to the top of her head, ‘Sorry. Olivia’s kind of used to getting her own way.’ Then I head off to catch up with her.
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‘This is just as good as your black forest cake,’ Mum says as she takes another bite of zucchini slice.

‘You can’t really compare them,’ Will says rather gruffly. But I can tell by the look on his face that he’s pleased.


‘I mean they’re in the same league,’ Mum clarifies.

‘The League of Will’s Fine Foods,’ I say.

Will gives me a big wink of appreciation. We’re at his place for dinner, sampling the veggies he’s grown in our back garden.

‘Hey, I’ve got an idea,’ I say. ‘If you convince Eve to come back here, you two could open up a restaurant together.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he huffs. ‘I don’t fancy washing dishes at midnight.’

‘You can make it a daytime café, like Eve has in England.’

‘That reminds me,’ Mum says to Will. ‘How’s your computer going?’

‘Pretty darn good. Uses up a lot of time, but I guess I’ve got plenty of that.’ He taps the top of his slice. ‘I found this recipe on the internet.’

Will finally bought a computer, partly so he could send e-mails to Eve. Mum helped him decide on the components.

‘Which ISP did you end up signing on with?’ Mum asks.

I wish they would keep talking about food, which keeps my interest better than computers. Ever since lunchtime, if my brain’s not occupied enough, it keeps showing me the picture of Matthew on the basketball court. Looking at me but not saying anything. Not even waving. Snobbing me off like I was the worst person in the world!

Mum and Will are going on about hard drives and patches and the cost of extra memory. They aren’t even making a tiny little effort to include me. Suddenly I recall what Eve told me about how conversations work. You don’t have to wait to be asked a question, you can just plunge in. ‘Listen, you guys,’ I interrupt, ‘do you think people should have to get a licence before they have a baby?’

Mum looks at me like she just remembered she had a daughter. ‘Sorry?’ she says.

Will chuckles. ‘Can you imagine the kind of test you’d have to take?’

‘It is pretty weird when you think about it.’ Mum takes up my conversation topic and runs with it. ‘You have to get a licence to drive a car, or operate a forklift, or go scuba diving, but anybody’s allowed to pop out a new life.’

‘Slow down!’ I don’t want to forget this stuff. ‘Wait till I go home and get some index cards.’
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Mrs McBain is reading the daily bulletin but I’m not really listening. As soon as home group’s over, English class starts, and we have to do our debate. Lucky us, getting picked to go first. My speech is playing over and over again inside my head. I stayed up half the night working on it. Just like Mum! Too bad she threw away her stash of M&M’s. I had to munch on cucumber slices to stay awake.

‘Now!’ Mrs McBain announces, in such a loud and clear voice that it jolts aside my speech. ‘I saved the best till last.’

She’s looking really happy. What could be that good on the daily bulletin?


‘A person in our home group has achieved his goal,’ she says proudly. ‘Stephen has reached the top of the ladder in the chess competition!’

Most of the class applauds as Mrs McBain beams.

‘Good on ya, Stevo!’ Matthew shouts.

Without thinking, I turn to Stephen, catch his eye and give him a thumbs-up. He really has got a great smile.

And Matthew’s looking at me. He’s not smiling, but at least he’s looking.

And so are Tiffany and Olivia, I realise as I turn back to them. They don’t seem too pleased.
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The debate’s over. We got wrecked. But we have to keep sitting here, out the front of the class, which is where we gave our debate. Mrs McBain is delivering her adjudication. ‘Tiffany,’ she’s saying, ‘as third speaker you should have concentrated on rebuttal and summary of …’

Blah, blah, blah. She could put what she’s got to say in a lot fewer words. What it basically boils down to is, the negative team was brilliant and the affirmative team was crap. Actually, Mrs McBain said I had heaps of good points, but I didn’t deliver them with passion, and I forgot the team line and the team split.

Bloody Justine remembered everything as their first speaker. I bet Vi and La wrote her speech, and then coached her within an inch of her life on how to say it. Talk about rebuttal! Vi was their third speaker, and she ripped our arguments to shreds. Not that Olivia and Tiffany had many. They mostly giggled and looked beautiful through their speeches. They could have put a bit of effort into finding some points at home, like they said they would.

‘Kaitlin,’ Olivia leans over and whispers to me, ‘we should have said, your mother has a protruding navel. That would have been a good rebuttal.’

I can’t help smiling. She’s practically memorised my insult and curse book. Suddenly I catch Chloe staring at us from the audience. She looks so jealous. Ha, ha! She was too good for me on the first day, but now I’ve got the top girl in the class whispering jokes in my ear.
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I think I’m going crazy.

‘Bye, Kaitlin,’ Tiffany calls over her shoulder as she heads out of the locker room. She turns and blows me a kiss, then she’s gone. Out the door, where Olivia already went. It feels so good to know that all the kids in here saw those cool girls say goodbye to me. It feels so bad to still be mad at them! It’s like there’s a deranged wolf snarling inside me.

I slam my locker shut, wishing I could trap the wolf in there with my Italian workbook and my PE runners. I imagine the whole block of lockers shaking as frantic howls emit from number 102. Maybe I’ve gone spazzo from lack of sleep, from working my brain to a frazzle trying single-handedly to save our debating team from defeat!

The room is nearly empty. Everybody with a normal mind has rushed off home. There is one person near me, shoving stuff into his schoolbag, running late as usual.

‘Hey, Matthew,’ I say, ‘do you wanna walk home with me?’ I want him to turn and give me a huge grin, like he always used to do. He does turn to me, but he doesn’t smile. He looks at me for a second, then says, ‘Uh, not today. I’m kinda busy.’

Busy! What’s he got to be busy about? The wolf is back inside me. ‘You just don’t want to walk with me,’ I snarl. ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ he says quietly.

‘Why not?’ The words come out so loud they echo amongst the lockers.

‘Because …’ His voice is shaking. ‘Because you’re not the same any more. You used to be … I don’t know … you used to be you!’

I turn and march out the door. I don’t want to see him ever again!
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‘Have another cardboard cracker with Clag?’ Mum holds out a platter of fat-free biscuits with low-calorie dip.

It’s a tradition of ours to have a picnic at the Botanical Gardens on Labour Day. This year Rick came with us. We got here early so we could stake out our favourite spot: the island of shade underneath a Morton Bay fig, near the top of a hill that slopes down to the lake.

‘We used to bring a big fat chook from the Chicken Machine,’ I tell him, ‘with this really yummy potato salad. And then later we’d have mud cake.’

‘That’s nothing,’ Rick grins, taking a cracker from Mum. ‘When my mother and I used to go on a picnic with her brothers and sisters, we’d start chomping at noon and we’d still be going when night fell.’

‘What did you eat all that time?’ I ask.

‘Well …’ Rick smiles like I’ve just asked him to speak about something important. ‘First we’d have a whole roast goat stuffed with baby rats, then we’d bring on the pickled pigs’ trotters and … let’s see, what was it … sautéed sharks’ livers! Finally we’d finish off the meal with about forty of my mother’s home-made cookies.’ He pauses for effect, ‘Each.’

Mum laughs. ‘Where did you grow up? Transylvania?’

‘No, Templestowe. But Weight Watchers came as such a shock, I can tell you. I didn’t know a zucchini from a zygote till I joined up.’

‘What kind of cookies did your mum make?’ I ask.

‘Every kind! Macadamia nut, chocolate chip, cherry shortbread …’

‘Stop it!’ I clutch my stomach. ‘You’re making me hungry for real food.’

‘Remind me when we get home and I’ll fry you up a shark’s liver,’ he offers.

‘I said real food. With chocolate.’

‘You two,’ Mum scolds, ‘you carry on like pork chops.’

‘Yum …’ Rick licks his lips. ‘I love pork chops.’

‘I could bake you some,’ Mum says shyly, ‘with the fat cut off.’

‘Wow,’ I say to Rick, ‘that’s the first time Mum’s offered to cook for anybody.’

‘Kaitlin!’ she protests. But she’s looking happy in a way I’ve never seen her before.

‘Usually your idea of entertaining,’ I tease, ‘is to open a box of Pizza Shapes.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ she counters in a posh voice, ‘I can be gourmet when I choose. On those occasions I provide the finest cracked-pepper water crackers with Camembert and pâté.’
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Mum is stretched out on the picnic blanket, her eyes closed. I nudge her with my bare foot and she doesn’t respond. ‘Yep,’ I say to Rick, ‘she’s out cold.’


‘Does she do this often?’ Rick looks worried. Two seconds ago, Mum was still saying ‘hmmm’ in response to Rick’s description of different types of roses.

‘She always falls asleep in the afternoon. She’s an owl. She works at night.’

‘Well …’ I can see he’s wondering what to do next.

‘Let’s take these crackers and feed them to the ducks,’ I suggest. ‘Maybe they like cardboard.’

‘Good idea. Do you think they want the dip as well?’

‘I don’t think so,’ I say as I put my shoes on. ‘They do have some pride.’ I take my time tying the bows, even though Rick probably won’t notice I’m wearing Converse. Dad bought them for me when I was in Canberra.

We walk down the slope to the lake. ‘So how’s high school treating you?’ Rick asks me. With Mum asleep, he’s become a normal, serious adult.

‘Okay.’ I wish we were still talking about roasted goats and baby rats. Now that he’s put the word ‘school’ in my mind, I see the locker room on Thursday: Tiffany blowing me a kiss, Matthew saying he’s too busy. My locker shaking and howling with rage. I can’t tell him about that! He’d never go out with Mum again if he knew her daughter was bonkers.

‘I hated high school,’ Rick says. He spits the words out with such bitterness that I look up at him sharply.

‘How come?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know …’ I can tell he does know, he just needs time to choose his words. ‘Especially the first few years … looking back, they seem like the worst time to be human.’

We’ve reached the edge of the lake. Some brown and green ducks are paddling around lazily. I toss them a cracker and they watch it half-heartedly as it sinks. ‘Hey,’ I chide them, ‘you could have at least tasted it.’

‘Overfed,’ Rick pronounces, ‘that’s my diagnosis.’

‘There are a lot of people here to give them stuff,’ I agree. Little kids are scampering around while their parents munch on scones and cream at the outdoor cafe. I look up at Rick again. ‘Why was it the worst time?’ I ask him.

He sighs. ‘I was gross, Kaitlin. And I just didn’t seem to have the protective mechanisms that the others did. I wasn’t confident enough to be the funny fat guy, and I didn’t have the strength to fight them off physically. I just took it, whatever they decided to dish out.’

Should I tell him about my dorkometer, how I’m trying to develop it? Maybe if I get to know him better, I will. Right now he’s in another world. His high-school world. ‘Home was my refuge,’ he says. ‘I couldn’t wait to get back there every afternoon. Mum would have a feast waiting for me, then I’d work in the garden. Even then I loved growing flowers.’

That would have gone over great with the other guys, I think.

‘What’s your name?’ A stray toddler has her head tilted right back so she can look up at Rick.

‘Golem,’ he answers, handing the kid a cracker.

‘Melissa, get back here now!’ a scone-eater cries.

‘It took me a long time,’ Rick goes on, ‘to work out that it didn’t matter what they thought. My mother said it, too, when she was dying. Ignore the crap, she said, or words to that effect. What matters is what’s important to you.’


He said that as if it’s the number one Rule for Life. I wander further around the lake, to where a pair of swans are gliding in a slow circle with their noses in the air like royalty. It’s obvious they wouldn’t be interested in a cracker. They’d demand watercress sandwiches.

Is it really that simple, I ask Queen Swan. I should just do what’s important to me?

I look back and see Melissa the Toddler leading Rick by the hand, over to show her mother. Hope she doesn’t pinch him off Mum!

I turn to King Swan, who looks like he knows everything. What is important to me? I have a little think as I kick some fallen leaves into the water. And then I answer myself.

Ever since I can remember, I’ve wanted friends. Girl friends. Now I have two that I can be super proud of. What could be more important than that? I’ve been stupid, worrying about that debate. What good would winning a debate do me in the long run? And if Matthew wants to snob me off, that’s his problem. He and Stephen were like an interlude in my life. They were nice while they lasted, but now it’s time for me to grow up. What’s really important is that I get through the trial period and become a permanent member of Olivia’s group. And the trial ends this Friday.

‘Whew!’ Rick has appeared by my side, having left Melissa with her mum. ‘That’s one upfront baby.’

I give him a shove, pretending to try and push him into the lake. I don’t feel quite so crazy anymore.







[image: image]

[image: image]


[image: image]

She writes her name on the whiteboard. Mrs Vascaris. She’s our emergency teacher for maths.

‘Good morning, class,’ she says, turning away from the board. She’s tall and plump, with long brown hair. A bit younger than Mum. ‘I … uh … this is my first time at your school. I’ve been on family leave for a few years. But I’ve decided to come back a couple of days a week and be with you big kids.’ She gives us a smile bright with pink lipstick.

Olivia whispers to me, ‘What’s she telling us that for?’

I shrug and roll my eyes. My dorkometer warns me not to say that I was wondering how many children Mrs Vascaris has, and how old they are. When I was in Canberra, Sarah kept agonising over child care, feeling guilty about when she’d have to go back to work.

‘Okay,’ Mrs Vascaris says. ‘I’ll take the roll and then you can get started on your work.’ She nods towards the board, where she’s written the exercises we’re supposed to do from our textbook. ‘If you need any help,’ she says cheerfully, ‘that’s what I’m here for.’

She picks up the roll. ‘Lisa Avenal,’ she calls out.

‘Here.’

‘Tiffany Foster.’

‘Here!’ Olivia says loudly.

Some of the kids turn and look at Olivia, but nobody says anything. Mrs Vascaris keeps calling out names, and everyone answers correctly until she gets to, ‘Olivia Hunter.’

Olivia nudges me. ‘Here!’ bursts out of my mouth.

Tiffany and Olivia giggle. Mrs Vascaris glances at them briefly, then keeps on taking the roll. She calls the next name. But more people are laughing now.


‘Am I missing something?’ Mrs Vascaris asks.

‘A teacher’s licence, I reckon,’ Billy mumbles, too low for her to hear.

‘Sorry, Miss,’ Olivia says.

Mrs Vascaris continues down the roll to the last name, which is mine. ‘Kaitlin Williams.’

‘I’m here, Miss!’ Billy says in a high, ultra-girlie voice. This time the whole class laughs.

‘I’ve had enough of this!’ Mrs Vascaris explodes. ‘Who is Kaitlin?’

‘I am, Miss,’ Tiffany says seriously.

You can feel the class trying not to laugh anymore, so they won’t give the secret away. ‘All right.’ Mrs Vascaris looks she doesn’t quite know what to do. ‘You can get on with your work now.’

The class relaxes. Time to chat.

‘Miss.’ Vi’s hand is already up. ‘Can you help us with something?’

‘I’ll try.’ The happy look Mrs Vascaris wore when she came into our class returns.

I open my maths books and find the right page, even though I suspect I won’t be getting much work done this period.

‘She looks like a little mouse,’ Olivia says, glaring across the room at Vi, who is listening intently to Mrs Vascaris. ‘But she acts like a feral sow.’ I knew Vi wouldn’t get by with talking back to Olivia.

‘Squeak, squeak,’ Tiffany says without moving her lips. Billy must have been listening to Olivia because he joins in with a snort like a pig. Mrs Vascaris turns sharply and stares at our corner of the room. Tiffany is writing neatly in her exercise book. Billy thumbs noisily through his text. ‘What page are we doing, Miss?’

‘Have a look at the board,’ she says crossly. It’s obvious she can’t work out who squeaked or oinked. She sighs and goes back to helping Vi.

‘You do one now,’ Tiffany whispers to me.

What if I get caught? I bet if I get another detention they’ll tell Mum for sure. Olivia and Tiffany are both looking at me, waiting. They make their decision in two days’ time. I hear Rick’s voice: What matters is what’s important to you. And their decision is what’s important right now.

‘Meooow.’ I try to be like Tiffany and not move my lips.

They look a bit confused, then Chloe shrieks, ‘I get it! Cats eat mice.’


The class starts laughing and talking all at once.

‘What’s your name?’ Mrs Vascaris barks at Chloe.

‘Elise.’

‘Well, Elise, if you want to earn yourself a detention, just keep on acting like you have been!’
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‘You’d have to have boobs as big as watermelons to wear that!’ Tiffany screeches. We’re in the underwear department at Target, and she’s holding up what must be the hugest bra in Victoria.

‘Look at this.’ Olivia pulls a see-through purple bra off a rack and dangles it by one strap.

An old woman pawing through a stack of humongous cotton underpants snorts at us in disgust.

‘I think she goes to my dentist,’ I whisper.

The others laugh as though I’d cracked the best joke.

We’ve been planning to come to the mall together ever since we heard that Target is having a fifteen-percent-off sale today. Olivia said she’d rather drape a python around her neck than buy actual clothes here, but they do have good underwear and makeup. Her mum dropped us off after school. Tiffany’s dad is picking us up at 5:30, and we’re going to their place to wait for our mums.

‘Let’s go to the food court,’ Tiffany says, folding up the size thirty-eight bra and putting it back on the shelf. ‘I’m starving.’

‘I wanted to try on some stuff,’ Olivia reminds us.

Tiffany and I look at each other. Somehow I get the feeling she’s not keen to try on bras either. What if Olivia insisted on seeing how they looked on us?

‘I’m hungry, too,’ I say. ‘I’ve had a craving for a smoothie all day. We can come back here later.’

Olivia looks a bit put out, but she follows us into the mall. We walk past Strand Bags, Colorado and a book shop. Olivia points at Best & Less. ‘I bet that’s where that old underpants woman buys her clothes.’

‘Only if she’s feeling really extravagant,’ I say.

My friends giggle, and I feel so lucky to have them. Tomorrow it will be exactly a month since we went to the city together and they told me I’m on trial. Tomorrow they tell me their decision! I stick my left hand in my pocket and cross my fingers, wishing with all my might that their answer will be yes.

‘That skirt would totally look good on you, Kaitlin.’ Tiffany gestures towards Jay Jays.

A thought flies into my mind. Maybe they’re going to tell me today. That could be why Olivia was so keen to come to the mall. That could be why they haven’t mentioned The Decision. I’ll bet they’ve been planning a surprise for me!

‘Kaitlin!’ It’s a child’s voice. And then a different one. ‘Kaitlin!’

Suddenly, I’m being hugged on each side by two small girls. ‘Erin,’ I say. ‘Bethany.’ It’s like they popped out of another world.

Erin stops clutching me and chirps, ‘We haven’t seen you for a long time. We miss you!’

Bethany looks up at me. ‘Remember when we played What’s the Time Mister Wolf every day?’

My friends look at the girls, and then back to me, as if they can’t believe what they’re hearing. I can’t believe it, either. It feels so good to see my little friends. But it feels so bad to have Olivia and Tiffany see how I was in primary school.

‘We didn’t play that every day,’ I protest to Erin and Bethany.

‘Yes, we did!’

‘No,’ Erin says primly to Bethany, ‘sometimes we played Giant’s Treasure, or tiggy.’

I want to clamp a hand over each of their mouths.

‘There’s no good big kids at school anymore,’ Bethany pouts. No loners who want to hang around with prep kids. I bet that’s what Olivia and Tiffany are thinking.

A tall, pretty woman walks up to us. She holds out her hand to me. ‘You must be Kaitlin, I’m Christine, Erin’s mother.’

I take her hand and shake it, ‘Uh …’ I mumble. ‘Hi.’

‘I wanted to meet you last year. Erin was always going on about some game you’d taught them, or what you said. I never got to thank you for all the time you spent with her and Bethany. Not many girls your age would have done that.’

I feel like I’m standing in front of an X-ray machine and everybody in the mall can see what’s inside me.

‘Can’t you come and visit us?’ Erin has grown taller since I last saw her. But her eager little face hasn’t changed.

‘I don’t know …’ I hesitate. I want to visit them! But I don’t want Olivia and Tiffany to know that.

‘Come on, girls,’ Christine says. ‘Let’s let Kaitlin get on with what she was doing.’ She drags them off, one little hand in each of hers.

‘Bye, Kaitlin!’ Erin and Bethany call back.

‘Bye.’

‘Who were they?’ Olivia asks.

‘Our teacher made us have prep buddies last year,’ I say. I feel like I’m betraying Erin and Bethany and Mr Callaghan. But it was still a good answer.

‘They’re so cute,’ Tiffany says as we resume our walk to the food court.

‘You think so?’

‘Sure.’

My head aches. I hope I didn’t hurt Erin and Bethany’s feelings. If only I’d known Tiffany thought they were cute, I could have shown them how glad I was to see them.
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I walk through the school gate feeling like I’m heading into the doctor’s office to find out if I’ve got terminal cancer. Maybe I should have tried harder to convince Mum to let me stay home. But then I would have had to wait all weekend to hear their verdict and lost even more sleep.

I take a deep breath and set out for our spot, but I’ve only taken a few steps when somebody reaches out and grabs my arm.

‘Stephen!’ I instinctively look around to see if anybody saw him touch me. ‘What are you doing?’ This is where we used to meet, when we were first in high school.


‘I got something for you,’ he says.

‘Huh?’

‘I named it after you. Hold out your hand.’

I do what he says, feeling crazy. Maybe I finally got to sleep after all and I’m dreaming this. Stephen gently places a small, rounded sea shell on my palm. ‘You named a shell after me?’

‘Wait a minute,’ he smiles. Then he addresses the pink shell. ‘You can come out, Kaitlin. It’s all right.’

He’s watching the shell intently, so I do, too. Suddenly, two thread-like things poke out and wave around. Followed by two stalks with tiny beads on the ends. White beads with black in the middle.

‘Are those eyes?’ I ask.

‘Uh-huh. She’s a hermit crab. My bravest one.’

Two pointy grey legs fold out from under the shell. Followed by two more. And then two more. She starts to walk sideways across my hand.

‘Be careful she doesn’t fall off,’ Stephen says.

I close my hand around her.

‘She’s not too good with edges,’ Stephen explains.

I can still feel her moving. There are more kids coming through the gate now, but I don’t see anybody I know.

‘Do you like her?’ Stephen asks hopefully.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘She’s cute.’

‘I thought you’d think that.’

I hold my hand out to give him back his crab but he says, ‘No, she’s yours.’

That demented wolf is back inside my chest, snarling and leaping. Stephen has been nice to me all this time! Back at the Botanical gardens, when I decided what was important to me, I thought he’d have to go. But it’s so hard to keep remembering what’s important to me. I shake my head. ‘I shouldn’t take her.’

‘Yes you should.’

I guess I’ll only make him feel worse if I don’t. ‘What do I do with her?’

‘Put her in your pocket. She likes it in there.’

‘All day?’

‘Sure. When you get home you can put her in a shoebox.’

‘What’s she eat?’

‘Just give her a bit of apple with peanut butter on it. And make sure she has water.’

I take a look at her through my fingers. One of her eyes waves at me. I put her in the pocket that has a zipper so she won’t fall out. Funny, I only met her two minutes ago and I didn’t really have the right to accept her. But now I want to keep her.
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The debating unit’s over, thank goodness. Yesterday we read a story in our English Links book and now we’re answering the questions that go with it. Mrs McBain said we could discuss them with our neighbours as long as we keep the talk down to a reasonable level.

My mind is totally not able to focus on what motivated the main character. All I can think about is the future of my high school life. They didn’t mention their decision when we were at our spot before school. That could be because Olivia was running late and didn’t get here till home group. Maybe they’ll tell me at recess. If they don’t tell me at recess, I think I’ll explode and pieces of me will fly all over the veggie class’s veggie garden.

‘What’s that?’ Tiffany asks me. She’s crowded up close to me, so her and me and Olivia will all fit at one table.

‘What’s what?’

‘There’s something moving in your dress.’

Should I tell her? I don’t know what else to say it is, and besides I’d like to show her off, so I unzip my pocket and take Kaitlin out. She hides all her bits and becomes a shell again. I put her into Tiffany’s hand. Her antennae and then her eyes come out. Tiffany looks disgusted. Too late I realise that my crab is a perfect symbol of dorkiness. Of course I should have known Tiffany wouldn’t like her. Of all times, my dorkometer had to decide to die today!

‘Look what Kaitlin’s got,’ Tiffany says.

‘What is it? Let me see that,’ Olivia demands. She’s sitting on the other side of Tiffany. If only I could turn time back one minute, I’d keep the crab in my pocket. Just one minute …

‘Yuck!’ Olivia squeals. ‘It’s a snail!’ She drops Kaitlin onto our table. The shell lands with a clack.

‘Girls!’ Mrs McBain looks up from her desk. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing,’ Tiffany says. ‘We’ll be quiet now, Miss.’


Mrs McBain goes back to concentrating on what she’s writing. From the look on her face, I’d say it’s important.

Kaitlin has emerged from her shell and is walking across the table. Away from me.

‘Why’d you bring a snail to school?’ Olivia asks. The wolf is back inside me, howling louder than ever. I want to tell Olivia that Stephen gave Kaitlin to me and I took her because he has the most gorgeous smile, and he loves marine animals and last year when he was the shyest boy in the whole grade, he stood up for me. But I can’t tell her that. I can’t tell her anything I really think!

‘How can she be a snail?’ I hear myself say to Olivia, loudly. ‘Do snails have six legs?’

‘Jeez, Kaitlin,’ Olivia says, ‘you don’t have to yell.’

‘Give her back to me!’

I can’t believe it. I yelled at Olivia. This can’t be me.

‘I’m not touching that thing.’ Olivia draws back as if she might catch a disease.

Kaitlin is nearing the far end of the table. Be careful she doesn’t fall off, Stephen said. She’s not too good with edges.


‘Quick!’ I say to Tiffany. ‘Grab her.’

‘No way! It’s probably full of germs.’

The inside of my head is glowing red. How can I be arguing with them in front of the whole class? They’ll never let me be a cool girl now! But my mouth has a mind of its own. ‘She’s not germy,’ I splutter.

‘Yes, it is. It’s a spider-snail!’ Tiffany giggles as though she made a great joke. I can’t stand it. She giggles at everything. Nothing’s important to her.

‘Well, I like my hermit crab!’ I shout. How can I be doing this? Why doesn’t Mrs McBain stop me? She’s gazing at me and my friends as though we’re really interesting.

I want my crab back! I lunge across Tiffany and onto the table. I reach across Olivia and grab Kaitlin just as she’s starting to fall.

I sit back, Kaitlin safe in my hand. Tiffany and Olivia are looking at me like I’m insane. I knew they would, sooner or later. In my heart, I’ve always known what their decision would be. I am just not cool-girl material. I wish I could drop into a hole and disappear. But my mouth has different ideas. ‘You thought your stupid pool party was more important than my baby sister!’


Olivia looks mystified. ‘We didn’t know you had a baby sister.’

‘Well, I do. And I like her a lot! And I like Stephen!’ I blurt. ‘And Matthew! And I thought Vi’s poem was the greatest three lines I ever heard!’ My head is throbbing as though it’s about to die. But my mouth still works. ‘And I like the prep girls. I mean grade one!’

‘Good on ya, Katie,’ I hear from the back row.

‘Do you like me?’ Billy asks.

‘Yes!’ I yell at him. ‘I mean, sort of!’

Mrs McBain is smiling. I’ve just chucked a fit at the most important people in my life and she’s pleased.

‘You don’t need to tell me your decision,’ I spit the words out at Olivia. ‘I already know what it is.’

‘What decision?’

‘The month is up since I’ve been on trial.’

‘Gee,’ Tiffany says, ‘that went quick. I guess we lost track.’

The class is silent. I suddenly feel very, very tired. They weren’t even thinking about the decision. And yet, somehow, I’m not sorry for what I said. It felt good to say it. It felt true. But what am I going to do now?


‘Mrs McBain,’ I say without raising my hand, ‘can I go and sit with somebody else?’

Mrs McBain nods. ‘I think that would be an excellent idea, Kaitlin.’

The class starts chattering loudly, and Mrs McBain doesn’t stop them. I go to the front row and sit down next to Vi. Maybe she doesn’t want me. In that case I’ll definitely have to find a way to sink through the floor. But Vi gives me a big smile. ‘You’re a smart girl,’ she says. ‘Not like them.’

‘How do you know?’ I splutter.

‘I listened very hard to your debate speech.’

‘Did you ever. You picked it to pieces.’

She grins. ‘But you had the idea to be popcorn.’

‘Oh, yeah.’ That was when we were on the same team in drama class. Miss Larsen said we did the best act, even though popcorn isn’t strictly an inanimate object.
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‘Last one there’s a rotten spring roll!’ I take off and run across the park. So does Vi, her black hair flying out behind her, her skinny arms pumping like anything. She loves to win, this girl. And she reaches our tree two seconds before I do. I shove her aside and grab the lowest branch before she can. ‘That’s not fair!’ she shrieks. But I’ve already hoisted myself up, and I’m climbing through the shimmery leaves of the huge peppercorn.

There’s a branch about three quarters of the way up that’s just right for the two of us to sit on. ‘Beat you!’ I gloat as she settles down beside me.

‘I should push you out of the tree,’ she says with an evil look. But I know she never would. I check my jeans pocket to make sure my crab is still there. She is, but she’s pretending to be just a shell. I’ve changed her name to Annabel.

‘Did you talk to your grandma last night?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ Vi says seriously. Her grandma’s been dead for three years, but she still talks to her every Friday night.

‘What did she have to say?’

‘She said that one day I will be a good doctor. But first I must learn how to make a seafood hot pot.’ Vi takes two fun-size packets of M&M’s out of her shorts pocket and hands me one. I pop a yellow M&M on my tongue and look up through the feathery green to the incredible blue of the autumn sky. The air, cool at last, tingles against my skin.

I’ve never had a friend like Vi before. It’s as if when I’m with her the rest of the world falls away and I don’t even remember to wonder what anybody else thinks. We spend every lunch time together now. La has joined the chess club, and she’s already second on the ladder after Stephen. Vi and I tried it for a couple of days but we decided it was about as much fun as maths homework on a Friday night, so we started playing basketball with Matthew and Billy. Sometimes James joins in.

Just like with Shelly last year, Olivia and Tiffany haven’t said a word to me since our fight. I’m sure they say plenty behind my back.

Chloe’s started hanging out with them and last week she was giving me these looks like ‘Ha, ha, I’m a cool girl now!’ so I said to her, ‘Wow, aren’t you special? You get to follow them around and be their little lap dog!’ She keeps her eyes on the ground when she walks past me now.

‘Did you remember to ask your grandma about Tiffany and Olivia?’ I say to Vi.

‘Yes, she said when Tiffany grows up, she will have five children and become very fat. Olivia will become the owner of her mother’s post office, and no one will ever marry her because she is too good for anybody.’

‘You made that up!’

‘I didn’t!’ No one can sound more indignant than Vi.

‘Okay, did she say anything about what I’ll be?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Vi’s black eyes are full of mystery.


‘Well? What?’

‘A writer, of course.’

That’s the only thing I’m better at than Vi: I know more words. English ones, anyway. I wouldn’t like to bet how much longer that will last. But me and Vi and La make a mean debating team. Mrs McBain coaches us after school some days, and we’re going up against the best debaters in 7B after the holidays.

‘Am I gonna be a famous writer?’ I ask as I crunch my last M&M.

‘Grandmother didn’t mention that.’

‘Oh, well, I guess Mum can help me with my money management.’ I can just imagine me knocking on the door of her bungalow when I’m thirty, a stack of papers balanced in my arms. Or maybe she’ll have a posh office in the city by then, and be married to Rick.

‘Hey, Vi, do you think old people can fall in love?’

‘Maybe. How old?’

‘Really old. You know Will, the guy that lives next door to me?’

‘Yes, I remember.’

‘He’s bought a ticket to go and see my grandmother in England. He came over yesterday and showed it to us. He was all excited. He says it’s never too late to go after what you want.’

‘That’s sweet,’ Vi says. She’s finished her M&M’s now, too. ‘Last one down’s a rotten meat pie!’

As I scramble down the tree and run after my friend, I almost forget to wonder what could go wrong.










Also by the Authors

Escape from Year Eight
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‘Jeez, Mum,’ I yell, ‘you could have warned me before you decided to ruin my life!


When Kaitlin’s mum tells her they’re going to live in America for three months, Kaitlin is furious. She finally has a group of friends at school – real friends she can trust – and now she’s going to move a million kilometres away.

But when they get to Iowa, even Kaitlin has to admit it’s not a total disaster. Amy and Jazz in her eighth grade class seem extra friendly. But what’s with that weird kid Leon who won’t talk to anyone? And what’s his problem with Kaitlin?


 


Two Weeks in Grade Six
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‘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.
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