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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?
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Saturday 30 June

10.25 a.m.

‘Jeez, Mum,’ I yell, ‘you could have warned me before you decided to ruin my life!’

I’ve never been this mad at my mother before. I’ve never been this mad at anybody!

Heart hammering and fists clenched, I stare at her across the kitchen table. She stares back, her eyes glittery with tears. She’s made a special brunch for us: Weight Watchers pancakes with low-joule maple syrup. At least she could have let me enjoy it before she murdered my appetite with her plans for my future.

‘What are you so afraid of?’ Mum demands. ‘You’ve done fine at high school. Why doesn’t that prove that you can do it at another school?’

‘Because,’ I screech, ‘this other school is in an entirely different country, and unlike when I started high school I don’t know a single person who’s ever been to that stupid place you’re talking about!’

Mum closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. This is a method she’s learned to control her temper, but it makes me madder than ever. She takes another slow breath, then opens her eyes and looks at me. ‘I thought you’d be really thrilled,’ she says in a hurt voice. ‘I thought this was like the most wonderful gift I was giving you. That’s why I’ve been saving it up as a surprise. I didn’t want to tell you until I was sure I could make it work.’

She looks so disappointed that I can’t help feeling a little sorry for her. But I feel more sorry for me! I mean, for the first time in my life, I actually look forward to going to school. Even on Sunday night I’m all happy because I get to spend the next day with my friends. Real friends that I can trust. And now my mother wants to drag me to the other side of the world just so she can do some course that’ll further her career.

‘What about Rick?’ I ask. He and Mum have been seeing each other for nearly a year and a half now. Maybe my opinion doesn’t mean anything to her, but surely his does. ‘I guess you think it’s a fantastic idea to go off and leave the nicest guy you’ve ever dated?’

Mum sighs and prods her pancake, now stone-cold, with her fork. ‘Rick is a sweet guy,’ she says, ‘but I don’t want to rush into something I’ll regret later. That’s one of the reasons I want to do this trip. I need some time to think about him.’

‘Well that’s just stupid!’ I’m aware that my voice is loud enough for Will next door to hear if he still lived there, but I don’t care. ‘You don’t need to move to the middle of nowhere in America to think. You could do that in the backyard. Or in the toilet! You just want an adventure and you didn’t even bother asking me if I wanted to be involved in it!’

Mum’s eyes are flashing now. She’s forgotten her temper-controlling tool. She jumps up from her chair, dumps her pancakes in the bin, then turns to me. ‘Well, Missy,’ she snaps, ‘so what if I do want an adventure? I happen to think I deserve one. All I’ve done since your dad left is work. I want to live a little before you chuck me in a nursing home!’

Right now, chucking her somewhere stinky where they force you to watch talk shows all afternoon sounds like a pretty good idea. I mean, I know she deserves a life, but does it have to take priority over mine?
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Monday 2 July

9.05 a.m.

‘I’m gonna tell about you,’ Vi whispers, her black eyes dancing.

‘No!’ I protest.

‘Yes,’ she says, grinning, ‘I am!’ She raises her hand in her graceful but purposeful manner. I could make her put it back down if I really wanted to, but I don’t bother. I guess I’m curious to see how the other kids will take what she’s got to say.

We’re in home group. Vi used to be in the front row, but now she sits up the back with me and Matthew and Stephen.

A couple of months ago Mrs McBain started this thing where after she’s read the daily bulletin, we get to tell the class any good news we’ve got. The cool girls say it’s just like Show and Tell in primary school and they’d rather wear their hair in an afro than share bits of their superior lives with us mere mortals. But the rest of us think it’s pretty interesting. Right now, Billy’s telling us what he got up to over the weekend.

‘And then my uncle’s like, “Let’s put her pedal to the floor and see what she’s got in her.” So we’re tearin’ down the Wallan Road at like 160 k’s, and suddenly this giant roo jumps right out in front of us. My uncle brakes and we’re swerving around like anything.’ Billy jerks from side to side on his chair to demonstrate the motion. ‘My aunty smacks him with this can of Cougar and Coke she was drinking and said it was lucky he didn’t kill us all.’

‘I’d say it’s lucky the police weren’t around,’ Mrs McBain comments.

‘Sure is,’ Billy agrees, ‘cos my uncle bought an electric guitar off this guy at the pub and my aunty thought it was a bit suss.’

‘Okay!’ Mrs McBain says cheerfully, scanning the room. ‘Who else has some news? Vi! What have you got to tell us?’

‘It’s about Kaitlin,’ Vi announces brightly.

‘You know you’re only supposed to tell your own news,’ Mrs McBain reminds her.

‘I know, but this is extenuating circumstances because Kaitlin’s going on a world trip and she’s gonna miss four months of school. She’s leaving in September.’

‘Really?’ Mrs McBain’s looking at me. A little worriedly, I think. They have this system at our school where we keep the same home group and English teacher for three years, so Mrs McBain has got to know me pretty well. She loves how I debate and she’s said a few times how anything I write for her cheers her up. I guess she’ll be sorry to have me gone from the class.

‘It’s not exactly a world trip,’ I explain. ‘It’s just that Mum found out that round-the-world tickets were the cheapest way to go. She’s signed up for this course in America, so I’m gonna go to school over there. Then we’re going to England for Christmas, to visit Eve and Will. That’s my grandmother and our ex-next-door neighbour.’

‘Wow,’ Justine says, twisting around in her seat to look at me, her green eyes glowing underneath her wild mass of red hair. ‘You’re so lucky!’

That’s exactly what Vi said when I called her on Saturday. I thought she’d be all cut because she wouldn’t get to see me for four months, but she was like, ‘You’re stopping in California? And Las Vegas? They’re two of the coolest places in the universe.’ I guess I started to get a little excited after that, not that I let Mum know. I’m still mad at her for planning my life without consulting me. And it’s not like we’re spending much time in those awesome places. From September till just before Christmas we’ll be in Iowa, this state nobody’s ever heard of. That’s where Mum’s doing her course and I’m going to school. About a million kilometres from the only real friends I ever managed to make.

‘Are you goin’ to Hollywood?’ Matthew asks. He used to be overweight, but now he’s the tallest kid in the class and he’s slim as. His voice is still as loud as ever, though. ‘You gonna see the house where Drew Barrymore lives?’

‘Kiss Paris Hilton for me!’ Billy screeches.

‘Send me a photo of Brad Pitt,’ Chloe chirps.

‘8B!’ Mrs McBain commands. ‘Settle down.’

The class stops talking, but everyone’s still looking at me. Except for the cool girls, of course. They’re pretending they can’t understand the word ‘Hollywood’ when it’s uttered by low-lives like us. As if we care! Olivia’s put on a few kilos since I left their group, and Tiffany’s got pimples sprouting all over her T-zone. I haven’t seen either of them in a Target catalogue for quite a while.

‘That’s fantastic news, Kaitlin,’ Mrs McBain says as the bell begins to clang. ‘You’ll have to tell us more about it later.’

As we get up and push our chairs in, I notice that Stephen’s looking at me in his old, lonely way. It cheers me up to see that at least one of my classmates is sad that I’m going to leave him behind and maybe die in a plane crash.

‘Hey, Stevo,’ I say as we head towards the door, ‘can you look after Annabel while I’m away?’ Annabel is the hermit crab he gave me last year.

‘Well,’ he says, ‘I don’t know if the other crabs will want her back. They might bite one or two of her legs off.’

‘What?’ I protest. ‘You can’t let her get murdered!’

He’s grinning at me now. Sometimes it’s hard to figure out whether Steven’s joking or not.

‘Don’t stress, Katie.’ Matthew, as usual, is happy to let us know his thoughts. ‘If anything happens to your crab, Stevo’ll have a different creature waitin’ for you when you get back.’
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Thursday 30 August

5.30 p.m.

‘Ah,’ Mum sighs, twisting the lid off a tiny bottle of gin, ‘this is the life.’ She pours the gin into a plastic glass of tonic and ice that’s on the tray table in front of her.

We left Australia behind about half an hour ago. I got a window seat. Mum’s sitting next to me and beside her there’s this woman wearing a business suit and a frown, tapping away on her laptop. I’m still clutching the plastic card that tells you where all the exits are on a 747. I watched this show once that said the passengers who count the rows between them and the two nearest exits are much more likely to survive a crash.

Mum takes a sip of her gin and tonic, then tears open the little foil bag that came with the drink.

‘You’re not gonna eat those, are you?’ I ask.

‘What are you?’ she replies. ‘The peanut police?’

‘It’s just that you look so good! I don’t want you to start getting into bad habits again.’

‘Gee, I do love flattery,’ Mum says brightly. ‘But peanuts are an excellent source of antioxidants.’ She pops some nuts into her mouth and gives me the biggest grin. I’ve never seen her this excited before. And she really does look good in her blue shirt with long sleeves and delicate silver pinstripes. She’s also got on her size ten black pants. I know the size because she’s told me about fifteen times. Her hair’s a bit weird, though. She reckons the new cut makes her look younger, but I think it resembles a cockatoo’s crest.

I guess I’m pretty happy to be sitting here, too. Our first stop is California. Eve sent me some money to spend at Disneyland and Universal Studios and Las Vegas. ‘If you win big,’ she wrote in an email, ‘I expect a cut.’ I’m trying not to think about what’ll happen after that, when I’ll be the new kid in a classroom full of Americans.

Mum’s taken the glossy magazine out of her seat pocket. She’s engrossed in an article about Californian vineyards, so I plug in my earphones, tune into the rock channel, sip my Coke and stare down at the tops of clouds. This makes a change from the bands I’ve been listening to lately: the Wiggles and Hi-5. Mum let me leave school a week early so I could spend some time in Canberra with Dad and Sarah and the kids. Jake’s in kinder now, and Alice is one and a half. She’s so cute the way she walks around with her fat little tummy sticking out. She can say heaps of words, even sentences like ‘Kay-Kay read again,’ and ‘Push me high!’ It seems like she’s growing up faster than Jake did. It made me sad to look at her and know I won’t see her again till she’s two.

Sarah took me out one night to this hippy restaurant we like. That’s where me and her have our best talks. Over the roast pumpkin soup I told Sarah how Mum is calling this her midlife crisis trip. She laughed at that and then said, ‘This is such a wonderful opportunity for you, hon.’

I laughed at that. ‘Sarah, I bet you’d say to Schapelle Corby, “Sweetie, I know it’s tough in gaol, but this is still a fantastic opportunity for you to experience something totally different.”’

‘I don’t think so!’ Sarah spluttered.

I chuckle at how much fun it is to stir Sarah. I bet Mum’s happy I won’t be seeing her for four months. But Dad said they’d keep on ringing me every Wednesday, even though the call has to reach across the ocean and over the mountains to the middle of America, to this farmhouse where we’ll be living. Mum found it on the Internet. It’s only like a twenty-minute drive from the college she’s going to and the rent is really cheap.

The night she spotted it, Mum called me from her office on the phone intercom. ‘Hey, kid,’ she said, ‘come out and have a look at this!’ So I went out to her bungalow and there on her computer was a picture of a beautiful two-storey white house surrounded by a green lawn. Even though I was still pretty mad at Mum at that point, I thought the house looked like a present you might give to somebody you really loved.

A few people are wandering up and down the aisles now, trying not to get deep vein thrombosis. Something smells really good. Must be dinner heating up. Yum. I’m so hungry my stomach’s growling. I’m glad I didn’t waste my appetite on stupid peanuts like Mum did.

3.00 a.m. (Australian time)

They’ve turned off the lights and everybody on the plane except me is asleep. All I can see out the window now is my own reflection. I make a face, puffing out my cheeks till they’re round and full. By the time they brought us dinner, I was so hungry I ate everything on the tray, including the stale bread roll with a frozen-solid pat of butter. I was stuffed! A few hours later they brought around a midnight snack for anybody who wanted one, and even though I wasn’t hungry at all I had one because by then I was so bored I thought I was going to die. Of course Mum had to book us the cheapest possible flight, so we don’t have TVs at our seats. I had to strain my neck to watch a crappy movie that I’d already seen on DVD at Vi’s house.

I wish my mother would control herself! I know she’s asleep, but she could still exercise some self-restraint. She insisted on pushing up the armrest between us, and now she’s got her arm splayed across my chest. Her feet are sticking into my space and her mouth is hanging open. Why can’t she sleep neatly, like the business woman? She has an unwrinkled blanket pulled up to her chin, with her hands folded tidily on top of it. She’s wearing a little mask over her eyes and her mouth is firmly closed.

I’m glad they’ve finally turned off the screen that shows a giant map of the Pacific, with our plane, three centimetres long, inching across. When it was on I couldn’t stop looking at it, even though it made me feel panicky because I couldn’t see the little plane moving at all. Maybe something’s gone terribly wrong with this flight and I’ll be stuck forever on my way to Los Angeles with my mother’s arm across me. Unless of course we crash. Which reminds me: that show I watched with hints on how to survive a plane crash was pretty stupid when you think about it. The passengers who died might have counted the rows between them and their two nearest exits a thousand times, and it wouldn’t show up on anybody’s survey because they’d be dead, wouldn’t they?

Oh, no! Mum’s starting to snore. It’s pretty soft at the moment, but I know from staying with her in motels that she can build up to bagpipe volume. Maybe if I nudge her a bit she’ll ease off. Nope. She just shifts a little and gets louder. I think the business woman is giving her a disapproving look from behind her sleep mask. Which Mum is obviously not aware of, since she snores more blissfully with every breath.

The baby in front of us only went to sleep half an hour ago. I know because he played peekaboo over the seat with me for so long that I got sick of the sight of his sweet little face. When his mother finally held him down in her arms, he bawled like anything for ages. If Mum wakes him up, we’ll all be sorry. And she’s snoring so lustily now that she’s in danger of rousing the entire economy section.

‘Mum!’ I give her a good prod in the side. ‘Wake up!’

‘What?’ She answers groggily. ‘Are we there?’

‘No.’ I push her arm back onto her own seat. ‘You were snoring.’

‘You woke me up for that?’

‘You sounded like a stranded elephant seal.’

‘Thanks a lot! That’s really considerate, Kaitlin.’

‘Jeez, you don’t have to be so grumpy.’

‘Of course I’m going to be grumpy if you wake me up out of a sound sleep! I bet I’m not the only one who was snoring.’

‘You were the only one I could hear.’

‘Well, I hope you’re satisfied. I hope you’re not embarrassed any more. Now I’ll never get back to sleep.’

‘I don’t know how Rick puts up with you at night.’

The last few months, Rick has stayed over two or three times a week.

‘He’s never complained,’ Mum says sourly.

‘Then he must wear earplugs. Either that or he’s some sort of saint.’

‘Well, I’m glad you like him so much!’ Mum’s voice has reached almost the same volume level as her snoring. ‘Too bad you’re not the one he’s pressuring to marry him.’

I turn on my reading light and stare at Mum. ‘Rick asked you to marry him?’

‘Yes,’ she says, her voice a bit softer now, ‘about fifty times.’

‘What?!’ I say, loud enough to wake up a good few rows. ‘How come you never told me?’

This makes her think. She looks a bit guilty, then says quietly, ‘I know how much you like him, and he’s been really great with you. But… I need to make this decision for myself. You’ll be off at uni or gallivanting around the world in a few years’ time. If I do get married again, this time I want it to last. Does that make sense?’

I nod absently. At least it sounds like she’s given it some thought. But what other secrets has she got stored away underneath that silky blue shirt?
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Wednesday 5 September

9.55 p.m. (Nevada time)

‘That was awesome!’

‘Sure was,’ Mum says, clutching her stomach. ‘I haven’t had so much fun since I had morning sickness twenty-four-seven. And both things were both your fault!’

‘I guess I did kind of force you into going on the roller-coaster,’ I laugh. ‘But I don’t think I had anything to do with you getting pregnant. Let’s go on the Laser Blast!’

‘No,’ Mum groans, ‘I’m not going on that.’ But she follows me anyway, through the indoor theme park that’s part of this humungous hotel we’re staying in. Circus Circus, it’s called. Which reminds me…

‘Hey,’ I say, consulting the purple digital watch I won in the Claw Machine, ‘it’s time for the next act. We’ll go on the Blast later.’

‘I’ll look forward to it,’ Mum replies in her ironic voice as we pass by gift shops, restaurants and a pharmacy, which the Americans call a drug store. It’s like there’s a whole city inside this hotel. Finally we get to the Big Top. They do a live circus act here every hour, on the hour, twenty-four hours a day. At 8 p.m. we saw a magician who did the best tricks I’ve ever seen, and at 9 p.m. there were some amazing trapeze artists. Vi was right: Las Vegas is cool!

There are quite a few people sitting in the bleachers that surround the circus ring, but Mum and I manage to find a spot in the fourth row. Just as we’ve settled into our seats, loud jazzy music starts up and a woman in a spangly silver jumpsuit comes riding into the ring on a unicycle. Every time she completes a circuit of the ring, a guy in a gold jumpsuit holds something up to her on the end of a pole: a dinner plate, a book, then the American flag. She balances all the stuff on her head and keeps riding.

As the silver woman swoops by to grab a fruit bowl from the golden guy, I turn to Mum and say, ‘Let’s spend our whole time here and forget about going to school in the middle of nowhere.’

Mum looks at me like she’s pleased and apprehensive at the same time. ‘I think your education might suffer a bit if we did that.’

‘No it wouldn’t. I could learn heaps here.’ The uni-cycle woman has now added a posy of flowers to the stack on her head. ‘Maybe she could teach me how she does that,’ I suggest as she glides past us.

‘Like balancing flowers on your head is really useful.’

‘More useful than some of the stuff they make us do at school!’

When the act’s over, we follow the crowd out to a huge foyer. Most of the adults disappear into the dim rooms beyond, where fairy lights blink and pokies clatter. I’m not allowed to go in there because I’m underage. And even though we’ve been here for two days, Mum hasn’t done any gambling either.

‘Why don’t you have a go?’ I suggest, gesturing towards the enticing semi-darkness. ‘I can look after myself for a couple of hours.’

‘I don’t know…’ Mum hesitates. I can tell she wants to. She and Rick have been to the casino back in Melbourne a few times. They take a certain amount of cash, like twenty dollars each, and when that’s gone they leave. Sometimes they’ve only had a few minutes of fun, but there’ve been other nights where they’ve stayed for hours and come home with more money than when they left. Rick says Mum is corrupting him. Mum says it doesn’t take much to corrupt a man whose former main entertainment was growing native orchids.

‘Go on,’ I urge. ‘I am fourteen years old.’

‘Only since three weeks ago,’ Mum points out, as if that proves something.

‘You’ve got to let me do stuff on my own sooner or later,’ I protest. ‘I’ll just look around for a while and then go back to the room.’ Even doing that is fun in this place. There are so many rooms and they’re so far from the main attractions that you get to ride to your bed on a train. Well, not quite to your bed, but near enough. And inside the rooms, the walls are covered with pictures of circus stuff: clowns and balloons and bunches of fairy floss. I wish Jake and Ali could see it.

‘What if a stranger talks to you?’ Mum wants to know.

‘Jeez, Mum, I’m not five years old!’

That answer doesn’t impress her, so I say, ‘I’ll assess the situation. If the person who’s so desperate to talk to me seems like a serial killer, I’ll pretend I don’t speak English. And then I’ll run over to the nearest grandmother.’

Mum still looks doubtful.

‘I know,’ I say, ‘grandmothers can be serial killers, too. They didn’t teach us self-defence in PE for nothing.’

That makes her smile. ‘All right,’ she says. ‘I’ll only be an hour or so. Promise you won’t leave the hotel?’

I roll my eyes. ‘No, I thought I’d go down to Caesars Palace and sell myself into white slavery.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ Her ironic tone makes it sound like she partly means it.

‘Go!’ I give her a shove. ‘The blackjack tables are in that direction.’

She goes, at last. And I’m on my own in the great United States of America. I scan the people walking through the foyer, to see if I can spot any rapists or perverts.

‘Excuse me?’ a voice inquires above my left ear.

I turn and see a tall boy, about sixteen or seventeen. I’ve only been alone for thirty seconds and already a stranger’s talking to me! And he’s gorgeous.

‘Howdy. Ya got the time?’ he asks in a way I’ve only heard in the movies.

I consult my purple watch and read, ‘10.27 p.m.’ Jeez, that was dorky. I sound like a member of the chess club. Why didn’t I just say it was nearly 10.30? Maybe if I distract him quick enough he’ll let it pass. ‘Where’s your accent from?’ I ask.

‘I haven’t got an accent.’ He says ‘ack-sent’, emphasising the second syllable. He grins at me and says in his slow drawl, ‘You’re the one with the accent.’

‘No, I’m not! I’m the only one here who doesn’t have an accent. Everybody else has an American accent. Yours is kind of a different American accent, though.’ Why do I always talk so much when I’m nervous? Why can’t I be one of those girls who’s all tongue-tied and charming?

The boy doesn’t seem to mind too much. He’s still smiling at me. ‘I’m from Tennessee,’ he says. ‘And you’re from Australia, aren’t you?’

‘How’d you know?’

‘I heard you and your mom talkin’. You sounded like the crocodile hunter that used to be on TV.’

‘Oh, right.’ That’s better, Kaitlin. Two words will do. No need to tell him how you tasted a crocodile burger when that guest speaker on native foods came to school.

The boy holds out his hand for me to shake, at the same time saying, ‘My name’s Evan.’

‘Hi, I’m Kaitlin.’ I hope I’m exerting the right amount of pressure as I shake his hand. Mum’s always going on about what a big deal it is not to have a limp handshake.

I guess my pressure level was okay because Evan asks, ‘You wanna get a cup of coffee?’

Is he trying to pick me up? His eyes are bluey-green and his hair is wavy brown. He reminds me a little of James, the guy I met in detention last year. I say, ‘Sure.’

We go into the cafe that opens off the foyer. Evan leads me to one of the bright-blue booths. A waitress brings us glasses of iced water and giant plastic menus with pictures of the food you can get. ‘That looks so good,’ I moan, pointing to the hot fudge sundae on the front. ‘Too bad it’s got a million megagrams of fat.’

‘You don’t need to worry,’ Evan says, looking at me as if he likes what he sees.

I open my menu and hold it in front of my face before he can notice how red it’s gone. ‘I could have a salad,’ I say. ‘Hey, they reckon they serve them in bowls you can eat!’

‘They don’t have those in Australia?’ he chuckles.

Is he making fun of me? I lower my menu just enough to look at him. ‘We’re such an uncivilized country, we only eat what’s in the bowls.’

Evan laughs. He looks really nice, not mean at all.

‘They make them out of breadsticks,’ he explains. ‘They twist them together before they bake them.’

The waitress has appeared that our table. ‘Ready to order, doll?’ she asks Evan.

Without even looking at his menu he says, ‘I’ll have apple pie à la mode, thanks. And black coffee.’

The waitress writes down Evan’s order and turns to me. ‘How about you, honey? You decided yet?’

‘I’ll have the same as him,’ I say, even though I don’t have a clue what a ‘mode’ is. Hope I like it. And come to think of it, how am I going to pay for it? Guess I’ll put it on the room tab, like Mum did last night when we went to the all-you-can-eat restaurant and stuffed ourselves silly. Mum moaned and complained for two hours afterwards and swore she’d rather share a cell with Sarah than set foot in one of those places again.

‘So,’ Evan says after the waitress has collected our menus and gone, ‘how long are you in Vegas for?’

‘Only a couple of days. How about you?’

‘Just for the weekend. My parents come out here a couple times a year, when the airlines are runnin’ cheap deals.’

I love hearing him talk – and looking at him. It’s like sitting across from a guy in the movies. I can’t wait to write to Vi about this! But now it’s my turn to say something. Wish I had a good scriptwriter. I come up with, ‘What do you do while your parents are gambling?’

He gives me a wicked grin and says, ‘Look around for pretty girls.’

Now I don’t have the giant menu to hold in front of me. I beg my face not to go red, but of course it doesn’t cooperate. Thank goodness the waitress distracts his attention by coming back to call us ‘doll’ and ‘honey’ and pour our coffees. I take a sip of mine. It’s bitter, but it tastes grown-up.

‘So, where ya headin’ to after this?’ Evan asks. ‘Disneyland?’

‘No,’ I answer, ‘we’ve already been there. Next stop is Iowa.’

‘Iowa? Nobody goes on vacation there.’

The waitress has arrived with our pie. As she sits mine in front of me I notice that ‘à la mode’ means a huge scoop of vanilla ice-cream dusted with cinnamon. It looks good, but the subject of Iowa has made me lose my appetite.

‘We’re not going there on a vacation,’ I say, pushing my ice-cream around on the warm pie so that it starts to melt. ‘My mum’s upgrading her qualifications at some random college she found on the internet. We’re staying for four months. She thinks it’s going to be a great experience for me to go to an American school.’

‘Maybe it will be.’ Evan takes a large, cheerful bite of his pie. ‘They’re pretty big on girls’ basketball out there.’

‘As if! I’m hopeless at sports. The only team anybody wants me on is debating. I got the ball once when we were playing soccer in PE and got so mixed up I kicked it straight to our goalkeeper.’

Evan’s grinning at me like that was the best joke. He’s got such a beautiful smile. Why can’t we just sit here in this blue booth and have a nice waitress ask us if we want more coffee forever?

‘I don’t want to be the new kid,’ I confess. ‘Everybody’ll be watching me, waiting for me to say something stupid. And I’ve got no idea what’s stupid in an American school.’ I take a bite of pie so I’ll have something to squash between my teeth. ‘I might as well change my name to Justine.’

‘Who’s she?’

‘This loser nerd I know.’

Evan’s smiling at me again. ‘A girl like you,’ he says, shaking his head, ‘you don’t need to care what anybody thinks.’
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Friday 7 September

6.30 p.m. (Iowa time)

I lean my head against the cool glass of the car window and stare out across green fields tinged with gold. They stretch on for kilometres, until they meet a purply blue sky in the distance. We have arrived in the middle of nowhere.

I’m in the back seat and Mum’s up the front, burbling on and on to the real estate agent who picked us up at the airport.

‘This is such gorgeous countryside,’ Mum gushes. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I spotted your ad on the net. A whole farmhouse for the price of a tiny little apartment where we come from.’ I’ve never heard Mum use this thrilled-with-everything tone before. She must have been saving it up for her Big Adventure.

‘To tell you the truth,’ the real estate agent is saying in a voice only a little less bubbly than Mum’s, ‘it never entered my head that I’d get a tenant from Australia. Another state, maybe. But another country? You could have knocked me over with a feather.’

I doubt that. She’s shorter than me but she must weigh at least three times as much. She’s packed into her capris tighter than an orange in its peel. It’d take an industrial-sized dumpster full of feathers to knock her over. Her name’s Janice.

Mum was so happy when we walked out to the baggage claim at Des Moines airport and there was this basketball-like woman holding up a sign that said, ‘Laura and Kaitlin’. Mum squeezed my arm and said, ‘It’s just like the movies.’

‘Yeah, sure.’ A horror movie where the teenage heroine is so traumatised at having to face a whole classroom full of foreigners, she develops special powers so she can instantly vaporise anyone who looks at her like they think she said anything even slightly stupid.

I didn’t actually say that to Mum, but she wouldn’t have noticed even if I did, because by that time Janice had introduced herself and she and Mum were chattering away like they were long-lost twins separated at birth.

‘We’re nearly there!’ Janice chirps, looking over her shoulder at me. ‘You excited, Kaitlin?’

‘Hmm,’ I reply. I hate it when adults try to stick some emotion on me, just because they think that’s what I should be feeling.

‘She’s fourteen,’ Mum says. ‘She doesn’t like to get too enthusiastic.’

I also hate it when Mum explains me. Thank goodness they go back to chatting with each other. Janice is saying that the corn, which is what the gold and green fields are full of, has grown especially well this season.

‘We picked a good year to come then,’ Mum says brightly.

‘Good as any,’ Janice answers in a not-so-bright way. ‘But the truth is, you can’t hardly make a livin’ on a regular farm around here any more. You gotta have a thousand acres and make it a huge operation. Bob – he owns the place you’re rentin’ – he’s been tryin’ to hang onto the land his folks left him, but he just keeps getting further and further into debt. That’s why he had to go off to Kansas City and get a job.’

‘I guess our rent money will help a bit,’ Mum suggests.

‘That’s the idea,’ Janice agrees.

We’ve turned off the highway now, onto a gravel road. The countryside’s changed from flat to hills. The corn grows a lot closer to the road here, and it’s so tall you can barely see over it. It’s like we’re being pulled through a living tunnel. In my head, that guy who does the voice-overs for movie trailers is saying dramatically, ‘They creep deeper and deeper into the centre of nowhere.’

‘There she is!’ Janice announces as we turn another corner. Sure enough, on to the top of the hill is the big white house Mum showed me on her bungalow/ office computer.

‘It’s huge,’ Mum gasps as we turn into the driveway.

‘Yep,’ Janice agrees as she undoes her seatbelt. ‘Big enough for the two of you, anyways.’

Mum looks alarmed as she takes in the acre of lawn that surrounds the house. ‘Who’s in charge of mowing all this?’ She sounds worried for the first time since we left Australia. Her idea of gardening is glancing out the bungalow window and commenting on how the weeds are taking over since Will left for England.

‘I’ll bring my mower out,’ Janice says, ‘or Bob might do it when he comes home on a weekend. It’ll only need to be cut a couple more times before the frost sets in.’

‘Okay, then.’ Mum sounds preoccupied. ‘Bob didn’t live here alone, did he? He must have a family, with this big place.’

‘Yep. They moved in with Carrie’s sister, beyond the timber.’ Janice flips her fingers leftward, to indicate some trees way out on the other side of the cornfields.

‘Why didn’t they go with him?’

‘Carrie’s a handful right now. And… well, they got other problems.’ Despite Janice’s love of talking, she doesn’t seem to want to elaborate. And Mum must still be worrying about gardening duties or something, because she doesn’t think to ask who Carrie is.

8.00 p.m.

‘That Chevy we talked about is ready to go. Max from the garage is gonna run it out first thing tomorrow,’ Janice promises as she settles her giant basketball bottom back into her car.

‘Okay,’ Mum says. She’s left her excited voice back on the highway. Now she sounds tired and kind of bewildered.

To compensate, Janice is more cheerful than ever. ‘I got you a real good price. She’s got a few miles on her, but she runs sweet as a spinning top.’

‘That’s good,’ Mum says.

Janice slams her car door shut, then rolls down the window. ‘Don’t forget that casserole I left you in the fridge. You’ll both feel a whole lot better once you’ve got some good food into you.’

‘Thanks.’ Mum manages a smile. ‘That was thoughtful of you.’

It’s nearly dark now. We’re about to head inside, when something catches my eye. I turn and at first I think it’s only a shadow, but when I look closer I spot four little legs, and three white feet. ‘Hey, Mum, look – a cat!’

‘Where?’ she asks, turning around.

‘There!’ I say, pointing at the spot where an animal was two seconds ago.

‘Hmm,’ Mum says.

There’s nothing there now. Weird. The cat must have snuck off. Unless I was just hallucinating.

The gravel crunches under Janice’s tyres as she backs out. At the end of the driveway she stops and rolls down her window again. ‘Nuke it for five minutes!’ she calls out. ‘On high.’

‘I assume she’s talking about the casserole and not your so-called cat.’

‘Mum!’ But I’m glad she’s made a joke.

‘Ah! What’s that?’ Mum screeches. The cat’s rubbing against her leg.

‘See, I’m not crazy,’ I tell her smugly.

‘I guess not,’ Mum admits. She reaches down and pats the cat’s head. ‘We wouldn’t really stick you in the microwave, would we, Poppet?’

The cat follows us to the door, but stops politely and sits neatly on the front step. Once we get inside the house, Mum turns to me and asks in a posh voice, ‘Where shall we dine, darling? In the parlour, the breakfast nook, or the master bedroom?’

We’ve never seen so many rooms in one house before, each with its own special purpose. Right now we’re standing in a big, enclosed porch, which Janice called the mud room. ‘You’ll need this when the first snow comes,’ she explained. ‘You wouldn’t want to be trackin’ wet boots straight into the kitchen.’

Janice gave us a quick tour of the house before she left. She also showed us my room, which is upstairs.

There are five or six more rooms up there, but they all had their doors shut. When I asked Janice about them, all she said was, ‘You won’t be needin’ those.’
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Monday 10 September

7.33 a.m.

‘Meow?’ Poppet enquires, looking up at me with her golden eyes. She’s asking me why I’m standing at the end of the driveway, peering every which way like an ignorant dill.

‘I already told you,’ I snap, though it’s not her I’m irritated with. I soften my voice and pat her head. ‘I’m waiting for the school bus.’

The woman who registered me for school last Friday told me to wait here and the bus would appear at 7.30, give or take a couple of minutes. I didn’t think to ask her which direction the bus would come from. I scan the road to the right and then the left, following it to where it turns a corner, winds up a hill and disappears, but I can’t see a bus. Or a car. I can’t see a single thing that moves. All I can hear are some birds that make little cheep cheep noises – nothing like the loud, rude squawks that come from the gum tree in our garden back home.

I’ve never been in a place that’s so quiet and empty in my life. I pick up Poppet and hold her close, to prove to myself that I’m not the last living mammal in the universe. It’s 7.34 now. I knew a bus wasn’t going to come all the way out to this house and pick me up personally, for free. Maybe I misheard that register woman, and I’m supposed to go to a central meeting point. But I’m sure she said, ‘Just wait at the end of your driveway.’ Mum’s already driven off in the Chevy with the steering wheel on the wrong side, in a hurry to get to her precious college, so I can’t consult with her. Actually she did offer to wait with me till the bus comes, but I’m sure the kids would get a great first impression if they saw me out here holding hands with my mummy.

Anyway, I don’t want her here. She’s the one who got me into this stupid situation, where I have to be the new kid everybody gets to feel superior to. What if I’m wearing something totally peculiar? The register woman said the school doesn’t have a uniform, the kids just wear jeans and T-shirts, which is what I’ve got on. Black jeans I brought with me from Australia and a Roxy T-shirt Mum got me in LA. Roxy is really popular at home, but here, who knows?

‘Meow!’ Poppet is struggling in my arms. I set her down and she runs off.

‘A girl like you… you don’t need to care what anybody thinks.’ In my head I hear Evan’s voice, the guy I had ‘à la mode’ with in Las Vegas. Nearly every day since then, or at least as often I can convince Mum I need to go online with the laptop, I’ve talked to him on MSN. He says if I don’t like school in Iowa, I can come to Tennessee and visit him. Which is what I might do if the kids here don’t like me. Go on down to the highway, stick out my thumb and head south, like in the country and western songs Mum discovered over the weekend in a cupboard full of CDs.

What was that? I heard a faint rumble, coming from the right. I strain my eyes to see over the cornfields and at last it appears, way off in the distance where the road looks only half-a-metre wide. A yellow school bus, just like in American movies.

As the bus lumbers towards me, growing bigger and louder, I cling to how I feel when I’m chatting with Evan. So what if that yellow monster is full of American teenagers with perfect white teeth like on The OC? I don’t care what they think! I’ll only be here for a few months, and I’ve already got friends. Just because they’re on the other side of the planet doesn’t mean they’re not my good mates.

It’s here. The bus stops in front of me and its doors fold open. The driver, an old guy with a tanned wrinkly face, nods at me as I walk up the steps. He’s wearing a green baseball cap that says, ‘Pioneer Seed Corn’.

There’s only a few kids on the bus. For some reason, in my imagination it was packed.

‘Kaitlin!’ a voice calls out. I look over the heads of some little kids and see a girl about my age sitting halfway down the bus, waving at me. She’s smiling. ‘Come sit here,’ she says, scooting over by the window and patting the seat beside her.

Is this a trick? My feet are walking towards her while my mind issues a warning: ‘Watch out, remember the cool girls last year? They invited you to sit with them, and then they sucked you in big time.’

I glance up the back and see a couple of tall boys giving me the once-over, just like I dreaded. I turn away from them and plonk myself down beside the smiley girl. Thank goodness she’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt, just like the register woman promised. Black jeans, and a black T-shirt with the outline of a tall Texan hat in pink sequins.

‘How’d you know my name?’ I ask her.

‘Janice is my aunt,’ she says. ‘That’s a cool top.’

I send a little prayer of thanks up through the bus roof. ‘Who’s Janice?’

‘The lady who rented you your house.’

‘Oh, yeah.’ How could I have forgotten that? Living in the middle of nowhere has already started to drain IQ points out of my brain.

The girl doesn’t seem to mind. ‘I’m Amy,’ she says. ‘I’m in eighth grade. You are too, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah,’ I nod. Amy’s looking at me as if she really wants me to like her. She’s pretty, but not too pretty. She wouldn’t be a challenge to Olivia in her prime, but her bluey-grey eyes are really nice and she obviously hasn’t inherited her aunt’s fat genes.

‘Maybe we’ll be in the same form,’ I say, hoping I don’t sound like too much of a suck.

‘What’s a form?’

‘You know, like the different groups of year eights.’

‘Wow,’ Amy says, as though I just told her something really interesting. ‘You must go to a big school. We’ve only got one eighth grade. How many have you got?’

‘Six, I think, or maybe it’s seven.’

‘Gee, isn’t that scary?’

‘Well,’ I say, ‘there’s this girl with red hair that sticks out a kilometre and these green eyes that make her look like she’s Freddy Krueger’s daughter. She’s pretty scary.’

Amy laughs.

She seems so nice… but so did the cool girls when I first met them.

The bus has stopped in front of a house that’s a lot more modern than the one we’re living in. It’s one storey and brick. A boy who looks like he’s too young to be in school clambers up the steps. As he sits down next to another little boy in a seat near the front, Amy leans close to me and whispers, ‘Isn’t he cute? He’s my cousin.’ Then she says, as if she’s apologising, ‘Well, he’s my second cousin really. His dad’s my first cousin.’

‘Are you related to everybody around here?’ I ask.

‘No,’ she chuckles. Then she gets serious. ‘I know everybody, though. It’s really boring.’

‘Why?’ I was just feeling jealous of her for having her family all collected in one place.

Amy sighs raggedly. ‘I see the same old stuff, day after day. My parents don’t even believe in taking vacations. You’re so lucky you get to travel!’

It’s weird, having somebody look at me with envy in their eyes.

The bus has stopped again, at an old-fashioned farmhouse like ours. Another boy gets on, only this one’s not little. He’s tall, with wavy hair so black it glistens. When he gets to the top of the bus steps, he stops and looks down the aisle. Straight at me. He stares at me like… I don’t know… like he’s been waiting to find me. My heart starts to pound hard and I’m not even sure why.

‘Sit down before you fall down, Leon,’ the bus driver growls. The boy turns around abruptly and sits in the first seat, next to a little girl who moves as far towards the window as she can.

‘That’s the weirdest guy in the whole school,’ Amy tells me in a quiet but disgusted voice. ‘Unfortunately he’s in our grade.’

‘How come he was looking at me that way?’ My voice comes out a bit panicky.

Amy seems surprised that I’d even need to ask that question. ‘I guess he’s mad at you for living in his house.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Didn’t Janice tell you? Him and his mom have moved in with Joyce. That’s his mom’s sister. His dad, Bob, he’s gone off to Kansas City.’

‘Oh yeah, Janice did mention Bob. She said he might come back to mow our grass.’

‘He’s the only normal one in the family. Carrie, that’s Bob’s wife, she’s totally crackers. This one time, she was in the grocery store and she starts talking to this life-sized cut-out of Orville Redenbacher. She’s like, “I told you it was too hot to weed the tomatoes, but you had to go and be a big man, didn’t you?”’

I giggle. ‘Who’s Orville Redenbacher?’

‘He’s the popcorn guy. Don’t you have that in Australia?’ Amy sounds appalled. ‘It’s like the best brand ever. Don’t let your mom buy Pop Smart, whatever you do.’

We’ve turned a corner and stopped at another house. This time a girl gets on. She’s older than us, and flounces right past without looking, heading straight towards the back seat, head held high like the swans at the botanical gardens back home.

‘She’s a senior,’ Amy tells me. ‘She’s been trying out for varsity cheerleader since she was a sophomore and finally got picked…’

Amy says more, but my brain can’t take it in. It’s too worried about how that guy, Leon, was looking at me.

10.00 a.m.

‘Have you ever met Heath Ledger?’ a girl sitting at the back of the classroom asks.

‘No,’ I admit.

‘How about Nicole Kidman?’ the boy next to her chimes in. ‘Have you met her?’

‘Class,’ the teacher scolds, ‘I don’t think we should assume Kaitlin has met any famous Australian people just because she comes from there. I’m sure you can think of some more intelligent questions than that.’

We’re in history class. The teacher made a big deal about having a new girl from Down Under and said the students could take a few minutes to ask me questions.

A girl in the front row, the fattest person I’ve ever seen in real life, raises her hand. ‘Have you ever been in a bad accident and had to be rushed to hospital in an airplane by the flying doctor?’

‘Well… no.’

Everybody’s looking at me, waiting for me to say something intriguingly foreign. Except for the weird guy, Leon. He’s sitting at a table by himself, at the end of the front row near the windows, and he’s not paying attention to anybody. He’s hunched over a piece of paper, writing. It must be about six-point because his fingers are making such tiny little movements. He started as soon as we got in the room and hasn’t looked a millimetre to the left or right since. Only straight down, as if what he’s writing is the most important thing anybody ever thought of.

A girl with silver fingernails and a tight blue T-shirt with a gold eagle is asking me a question. ‘Don’t you think koala bears are the cutest animals ever?’

‘Sure,’ I agree.

‘Have you ever had one?’

‘Huh?’

‘You know, for a pet.’

She’s a cool girl. I can tell from the adoring way her friends are looking at her, and also she sort of glitters. Her eyes and the silver hoops in her ears and even her scruffy runners are somehow lit up. Like Tiffany back home.

‘Actually,’ I say, ‘I’ve got two koalas. Identical twin girls. Their names are Lulu and Daisy. They can do somersaults through hula hoops and balance plates on their heads.’

‘Well,’ the teacher says, ‘thanks for that, Kaitlin. I’m sure we all learned something there. We’d better get to work now. Open your books to page fifty-two, please.’

I haven’t got a textbook, so Amy shoves hers over for me to share. ‘That was cool,’ she whispers. ‘I so have to visit you.’

If she ever does, I’ll so have to train some koala twin girls in a hurry.

‘Amy wants to visit every country in the world,’ the boy on the other side of Amy tells me. His name’s Jason. Amy introduced me when we finally finished gathering up kids on the bus and got to school. She told me to call him Jazz, cos that’s what everyone else does. Now he’s leaning forward so he can see me. ‘She’s already saved up six hundred and seventy-five dollars babysitting,’ he says. ‘Her mom thinks it’s for a new saddle.’

‘Okay, that’s enough chitchat,’ the teacher shouts over our clatter. ‘Let’s get down to business.’

I guess the civil rights movement is pretty interesting, but I can’t keep my mind on what the teacher’s saying. My eyes keep veering over to Leon. As far as I can tell he hasn’t looked up from his writing once. So how come I still feel like he’s staring at me?

11.00 a.m.

The bell clangs just like an Australian one. I guess it’s recess. I’m not sure what to do. Should I just assume Amy wants me to go with her?

Suddenly, the fat girl who asked about the flying doctor appears beside me. ‘Kaitlin,’ she says shyly, ‘I’m Simone. Want me to show you around or anything?’

‘Um…’ I’d kind of like to talk to her. I’ve never known anyone who’s clinically obese before.

‘Kaitlin’s occupied,’ announces Amy, grabbing my arm and steering me out the door.

‘Occupied!’ laughs Jazz, who’s walking beside us. ‘You make her sound like a rest room!’

12.15 p.m.

It’s lunchtime, and I’m still with Amy and Jazz. They’ve sort of adopted me. We’re sitting at a long table in the cafeteria, a huge echoey room that’s kind of like a restaurant. Except there’s not much choice on the menu because it has to meet nutritional requirements set by the government. But it’s cheap. Mum was thrilled she only had to fork out a few dollars a week for healthy lunches and that she wouldn’t have to think about shopping for ham or Vegemite or peanut butter.

When I think of the extreme weather conditions we used to eat those sandwiches in back home, I can’t wait to tell Vi and Matt that here we get to eat inside, in comfort.

‘You mean everybody brings their own lunch in Australia?’ Jazz asks. He’s really cute, with short light-brown hair and freckles. And green eyes.

‘We do have a canteen,’ I say. ‘But you can’t eat in there. And the food’s crap.’

‘Worse than this?’ Amy prongs a limp disk of carrot and holds it up on her fork. It drips a pale yellow liquid onto her plate.

‘At least you can tell that it’s a vegetable. The most popular thing at our canteen is a potato cake in a roll.’

‘What’s a potato cake?’ Even Jazz’s puzzled frown is cute.

‘Well, first they take a potato and cut it into slices as thin as pieces of paper. Then they dip them in batter and deep-fry them.’

‘You’re kidding!’ Amy squeals.

‘Nope. They put batter on everything and deep-fry it, even the Mars Bars.’

‘No!’

‘Australia sounds really weird,’ Jazz pronounces solemnly. ‘You’d better not go there, Amy.’

Actually you can’t buy deep-fried Mars Bars at our canteen, but I have heard of them. I think you can get them at a fish-and-chip shop in Wangaratta.

‘No wonder you take your own lunch,’ Amy says to me in a comforting voice.

Jazz adds, ‘Here only kids like him do.’

I look over to where he’s pointing, to the very back of the room. There’s Leon, at the end of a table, alone, with a brown paper bag in front of him. From this distance, he doesn’t seem so scary.

‘He can’t afford this gourmet cuisine,’ Jazz comments, taking a bite of his pasta bake.

‘He’s got a povo lunch,’ I say.

‘A what?’ Jazz and Amy both giggle. Jazz says in a fake Aussie accent, ‘We no understand your lingo.’

‘You know, povo. As in… poverty, I guess.’ Saying the real word makes me feel mean. He can’t help it if his parents are short of money. ‘I shouldn’t make fun of him,’ I say. ‘I don’t even know him.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Jazz makes the crazy sign beside his ear. ‘He’s nutty as a fruit cake.’

‘Yeah,’ Amy nods. ‘He’s madder than a hog with its throat cut.’

‘You mean he’s got a kangaroo loose in the top paddock?’ I heard Will say that about a mate of his once. Why did I have to repeat it? But Amy and Jazz are laughing like I just made a world-class joke.

‘I told you she’d be fun,’ Amy splutters to Jazz.

He’s still smiling as he says, ‘I wish you never had to go back to Australia.’

4.30 p.m.

Whew! I’ve survived my first day at the school in the middle of nowhere. As I walk up our driveway towards the farmhouse, which seems even whiter and bigger than the day we arrived, I can hear the bus lumbering up the hill and then stopping to release another kid out of its folding door. This sure is different from Melbourne, where the traffic whizzing by and the neighbours’ kids yelling and the trams rattling past and the planes overhead form a mishmash of sound which I mostly ignore.

I sit down on the front step and listen till the bus becomes a whine in the distance, then fades away altogether. Have I ever been this alone before? Even the little cheeping birds are silent.

‘Poppet?’ I call. No cat appears, even though over the weekend she seemed to learn that name. I wonder where she is. Hope she’s not lost. As for Mum, she said she didn’t know exactly when she’d be back from college, but she’d make sure it was before dark. When’s that? We’ve been here for three nights but I forgot to notice what time the sun sets.

Something’s making me too scared to go in the house. Before, it didn’t seem creepy at all. But now I’ve seen Leon, his weird vibrations have followed me here.

He stared at me again, on the bus on the way home. In the afternoon they drive the route the opposite way from in the morning, so we got to his place before mine. And just as he went down the bus steps, he turned and looked right at me for ages. As if he’d been waiting to do that all day. The bus driver barked at him, ‘Leon, are you plannin’ on spending the night here?’ So finally he got off.

Amy kind of shuddered beside me and said, ‘He must be the creepiest kid in the whole state.’

Thinking of him now, I start to feel mad. What right has he got to make me scared? I haven’t done anything to him! He’s not going to turn me into a sook who needs her mummy to be here when she gets home from school.

I stand up and let myself in with the key Janice gave me. How brave am I? I decide I’ll reward myself with something sugary, then remember there’s nothing good to eat. Mum said she’s not going to buy any more of the Little Debbie snack cakes Janice left us along with her yummy casserole. The fudge brownies and oatmeal cream pies were especially irresistible, which is why Mum’s refused to get a fresh supply. ‘We’ll both get to England looking like prize Iowa hogs if we keep pigging out on American junk food,’ is how she sensitively expressed her point of view.

I wander upstairs to my room, which I really like. It’s about four times bigger than my one at home. The pale yellow walls are freshly painted, which makes me feel like somebody wanted me to be here. At the far end of the room is a big white closet with slatted doors, and a small blue dresser sits beneath the big window that overlooks the road. As I plonk my school bag on the desk I remember I’ve got homework for history and English, but I can do that later. Right now I want to have another look at one of the other rooms up here.

Of course, Mum and I had a quick squiz at all of them after Janice left on Friday night, because she didn’t actually say they were off limits to us. Most of them are crammed full of tables and shelves and boxes and old suitcases without wheels and more beds than you’d need for a family of ten. By then, Mum was looking kind of bewildered again. She said, ‘Well, Janice didn’t exaggerate when she advertised the place as fully furnished.’

There was one room that wasn’t crammed full, though, and now that I know Leon used to live here, I think it must have been his. I don’t know why I need to go in there again. Maybe to get back at him for looking at me like he had a perfect right to make me squirm. It’s down the other end of the corridor from my room.

I go and stand in the doorway. It’s a long, narrow room. The wall opposite me is painted a deep rose and the two side walls are covered with this weird wallpaper, kind of like newspaper with splotches of colour. Right in the middle of the room there’s a bed with a scratchy-looking wool blanket in tan and red. Next to it is a little round table. Where’s his other stuff? I guess he could have taken it with him, or shoved it in one of the other rooms.

I go over and take a closer look at the newspaper on the walls. Only it’s not newspaper. It’s tiny little cartoons that someone’s drawn, with even tinier writing underneath each one. Suddenly I remember Leon in history class this morning, hunched over that piece of paper. Did he do all this? Draw all these pictures, write all these words and paste them on his walls? It must have taken years.

I move right up close to one of the drawings and realise it’s part of a cartoon strip. In the first frame there’s an Indian woman with a baby on her back. In the second frame he’s drawn one of those long, old-fashioned guns. Yuck! In the third frame, he’s made the baby explode in flashes of red. He’s drawn a tiny arm with perfect little fingers, at least five centimetres away from what’s left of the baby’s body. I kneel to peer at the minuscule words underneath the cartoon. Wish I had a magnifying glass, but if I squint I can just decipher the chicken scratchings. Every spring we came here. We called it the Land between Two Rivers. We walked from the Missouri to the Mississippi before the leaves turned golden red. Many times we returned here. You have been here such a short time, though to you it feels like lifetimes. The spirits you call God will help us to walk between the rivers once more.

Jeez, he really is weird! I can feel the same vibrations in here that he was sending out at school: dark and chilly. Something is telling me to get out of here, fast. I don’t want to let him scare me, but I could use some exercise. I bound down the stairs, stop briefly in the kitchen to grab a banana out of starving desperation, then head out the door. And there’s Poppet, under the maple tree that grows near the house.

‘So you decided to come back!’ I call to her. I go over to say hello, but she doesn’t answer because she’s got her mouth full of something totally gross. She’s gnawing on a little furry animal with a stripe down its back. And no head.

‘And I thought this banana was disgusting,’ I say. I’ve only had a bite, enough to remind me how this is my all-time least favourite fruit. I toss the rest over the fence into the cornfield.

‘It’s completely biodegradable,’ I tell Poppet.

She looks up at me like I’m annoying her, then goes back to tearing flesh off her prey.

‘See you later,’ I say and take off down the road. The gravel crunches under my runners as I jog along, cornfields stretching out to the far-off horizon on both sides of me. It feels great to be out in the sunlight. The only moving thing I can see is a green tractor coming towards me, about a kilometre away. I turn the corner and jog the opposite way from where the bus went.

I’m passing a farmhouse that’s about half the size of ours when a big brown dog comes running out. What if he bites me? But he’s not barking, he’s wagging his tail like anything. He parks himself right in my path and looks so happy to see me that I stop and give him a pat. He likes that. He walks towards his driveway, then looks back as if to say, ‘Come on, follow me.’

‘I don’t think I should,’ I answer.

Now he starts barking, loudly.

‘Spot!’ A skinny old lady has appeared in the farmhouse doorway. ‘Git back in here!’

Spot, who is absolutely brown all over without a single spot, comes over to me and clamps his mouth gently around my wrist, then tugs me towards the driveway. ‘Stop that!’ I yell. He’s not biting me, but I don’t like his slobbery grip anyway. He lets go of my wrist and looks up at me like I hurt his feelings.

‘You come on in too, Kaitlin,’ the old lady calls.

This is creepy. Everybody here knows me, even the dog. But I figure I might as well meet my next-door neighbour. Wait till I tell Vi that ‘next-door’ here is like a kilometre away. I follow Spot up the driveway and the old lady ushers us into a small, cluttered kitchen.

‘Name’s Nadine,’ she says. ‘I was thinkin’ you might pass by this way. Otherwise I was gonna bring this up to you tonight.’ She waves towards the table. Amongst the newspapers and crossword books and coffee cups there’s a tall round cake on a blue plate, iced in white swirls and topped with cherries.

‘That looks good!’ I’m not just being polite. My mouth’s watering at the sight.

‘It’s my mother’s recipe,’ Nadine explains. ‘Sour cream chocolate. The cream cheese frosting was my idea. Anyways, sit down and we’ll have us a piece.’

She doesn’t have to invite me twice! The dog looks on, dribbling longingly, as I let a chunk of heavenly moist cake melt on my tongue. Nadine scolds Spot, ‘You act like we never had company before.’ She slices off a piece of cake, slides it onto a plate and puts it on the floor. Spot finishes it off in two huge gulps, then scooches the plate around the floor, licking off every last molecule of icing.

‘How come you call him Spot?’ I ask.

‘All my dogs have been Spot. Got my first one when I was seven. The Whitmers, they lived up past the old Clyde schoolhouse, their hound had pups and they let me have the pick of the litter. She lived to be twelve and a half, just like they all did. This one’s Spot number five.’ She gives him a pat as he pushes the plate past her.

On top of the fridge, beside a jug of dried flowers, there’s a long-haired white cat.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Coconut.’

‘Have you called all your cats that?’

She gives me a look like I just asked the world’s dumbest question. ‘That’d be an insult to a cat.’ She chuckles, then says, ‘My great grandson thought of her name when he was two years old. Her hair reminded him of that shredded coconut they sell at the grocery store.’

Nadine offers me a second slice of cake and my mouth wants to say yes, but I think back to the way Evan was looking at me in that Las Vegas restaurant and reply with, ‘No, thank you.’

‘You settled in all right up there?’ Nadine nods in the direction of our place. ‘Anything you need?’

‘Not that I can think of,’ I say. ‘Except maybe some good food like this to have once in a while. My mum’s on a diet.’

‘Ha!’ Nadine sounds pleased. ‘You take the rest of this with you, see if you can tempt her.’

I feel my face go red. ‘I didn’t mean…’

She doesn’t let me finish. ‘That’s what I made it for,’ she says heartily, shoving it towards me.

I won’t say no to a cake this good, but there’s something else on my mind. ‘You know them pretty well, the people who own the house?’ This time I nod towards our place.

‘Yep. Pretty well. First time I saw Carrie was when I went to visit her and her mother up at the hospital in Marshalltown, a day or two after she was born. Prettiest little thing you ever saw. There weren’t no indication she’d turn out the way she did.’

‘You mean crazy?’

Nadine gives me a sharp look. ‘You heard that already?’

I squirm under Nadine’s stare, then admit, ‘Amy, this girl in my class, she told me Carrie talked to a cardboard cut-out of that popcorn guy.’

‘Hmmph,’ Nadine snorts. ‘Took about one minute for that story to spread from here to the county line.’

‘I didn’t mean to insult her!’

‘I know you didn’t. I just don’t like Carrie bein’ the town entertainment. That girl’s got a heart of gold. She can’t help it if her brain plays up on her, any more than I could stop my hip hurtin’ when it got bad.’

Nadine, squishing black crumbs with her fork, is lost somewhere in the past. Suddenly she looks up at me. ‘Carrie’s boy, Leon, he’s in your grade, ain’t he?’

‘Yeah, he is.’ I try not to sound too interested.

‘Leon and me,’ Nadine says slowly, as if she’s still looking far back, ‘we used to be great pals. He spent a lot of time down here when he was little, when his mama was goin’ through her rough spells. He could talk the hind leg of a donkey then.’ She chuckles at the memory, then grows serious. ‘I raised four kids, and they all got mad at me now and again when they were teenagers. But none of ’em ever got as mad at me as that boy has.’

Now I can’t hide my curiosity. ‘Why’s he mad at you?’

‘That I can’t tell you, seein’ he ain’t said a word to me for nigh on a year.’
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I wonder what he’s drawing. Actually, I bet I know. More tiny Indians. More teeny little words that you’d need a microscope to read. We’re in English and Leon’s up the front, sitting by himself like he does in all the classes. It’s like there’s an invisible wall between him and the rest of us. I feel like going over and jerking the paper away from him and telling him to pay attention to the current human race.

‘Okay,’ the teacher says, ‘why do you think Jess needs to do all that running?’

Looking at the teacher, I’m suddenly stabbed with homesickness for Mrs McBain. This teacher looks frumpy in comparison. And she doesn’t smile at us and make jokes like Mrs McBain does.

We’re discussing a novel I read in a hurry over the last couple of nights. It’s called Bridge to Terabithia. It’s old, but I thought it was pretty good. I was trying to finish a sheet of questions about it on the bus this morning, but Amy wouldn’t stop talking long enough to let me concentrate. Most of what she said was pretty interesting, though. One thing she told me was, ‘Old Wart Nose teaches this book every year. My mother read it when she was in eighth grade.’

‘Your mother went to the same school?’

‘Sure.’

‘And she had the same teacher we do?’

‘Yep. Mom said she didn’t have warts then, but she was already crabby.’

‘I’ve never even seen my mother’s school,’ I said. ‘It’s somewhere in England. Kent, I guess.’

‘That’s not fair,’ Amy moaned.

‘Why?’

‘I wanna go to England!’

‘I’m going there for Christmas,’ I admitted.

‘That is so not fair!’ She looked totally tragic. ‘You get to go everywhere!’

The teacher Amy calls Old Wart Nose is talking again. ‘Craig, why do you think Jess runs so hard?’

Craig’s tall and skinny and has crooked teeth. I keep picturing him with a piece of straw sticking out of his mouth. ‘Uh, I’m not sure,’ he mumbles.

‘Have you read the book, Craig?’

Craig shakes his head. ‘Haven’t had the chance yet. I been helpin’ my dad fix the corn picker.’

Mrs Johnson (that’s the teacher’s real name) sighs disgustedly and turns towards Leon. I can’t believe it. She’s speaking to him right through his invisible wall. It’s the first time I’ve seen a teacher acknowledge his existence. ‘Leon,’ she says, ‘what did you make of this novel?’

He ignores her and continues scribbling.

She says in an irritated voice, ‘Come on, I know you’re capable of giving us your opinion. I realise the other teachers are waiting for you to participate when you’re ready, but I happen to think you might miss out on a lot of education before that time comes.’

He keeps on ignoring her. She walks over to his desk and stands right next to him. Too close.

‘Leon,’ she says, looking down at the top of his head, ‘it must take a lot of energy to keep up this act. Why don’t you just answer me?’

Suddenly he stands up. He’s taller than her. Now he’s looking down at her, with such hate in his eyes that my heart is thumping harder than when he stared at me. The class is silent, waiting to see what will happen.

‘Leon,’ Mrs Johnson says in a way that’s meant to provoke, ‘if you want to follow in your mother’s footsteps, then keep right on going the way you are.’

Leon takes a step towards her and raises his arm like he’s going to hit her. The class gasps. Leon lowers his arm, but he’s still staring at her.

Mrs Johnson looks back at him and says in the coldest voice I’ve ever heard, ‘Don’t you threaten me, young man.’

He brushes past her roughly and strides out the door. Mrs Johnson picks up Leon’s drawing and scrunches it into a ball in her fist. Then she turns to the rest of the class before we have a chance to react.

‘Anyone?’ she asks. ‘Why did Jess run?’

Simone raises her hand. Mrs Johnson nods at her, relieved to be speaking to a harmless nerd. ‘Go on, Simone.’

‘Well, I think Jess is trying to run away from his problems. Especially from his dad, because he wants Jess to do everything right, like…’

Simone says more but I’m not listening. Where’s Leon gone? How come the teacher had to badger him? And then when he stomped out, she acts like nothing happened? I bet I know what he’d like to draw now. Mrs Johnson with her arms cut off and flying in different directions, her bloody torso in the foreground. With her eyes, staring out from the page, crossed over with a big black X.

11.00 a.m.

It’s recess time. Amy and Jazz and me are walking around the schoolyard, but my mind is still back in the classroom. ‘How come Old Wart Nose treated Leon that way?’

Jazz shrugs and says, ‘She hates him,’ as though that should be obvious to anyone.

‘Everybody does,’ Amy adds.

I don’t hate him, I want to say. But for once I manage to keep my big mouth shut. Why should I defend him, anyway? It’s not like he’s been particularly charming to me. But it made me mad when Wart Nose picked on him, and it was mean of her to crumple his cartoon. Why do I care? His drawings are disturbed. I should be concentrating on Amy and Jazz.

‘Ever had one of these?’ Jazz asks me. He’s holding out a big round chocolate, a bit bigger than a Mint Slice, with crinkly edges. I shouldn’t take it – it’ll give me pimples. But Jazz is looking at me like he’ll be crushed if I refuse.

I accept the chocolate and take a bite. It’s amazingly sweet. Disgustingly delicious, Mum would say. Then the filling reaches my taste buds: creamy and salty and nutty as well as sweet.

‘Wow,’ I say. ‘I can’t believe I’ve lived till now and never tasted this.’

‘Don’t you have peanut butter in Australia?’ Jazz looks alarmed.

‘Sure,’ I assure him, ‘but not with chocolate.’ I bite off another chunk. ‘It tastes so American.’

Amy and Jazz both laugh. It’s kind of scary, being with them. It’s like they expect everything I say to be funny or interesting just because I’m from another country. What’ll they do when I run out of thoughts to entertain them with?

‘I never knew there were places on earth that didn’t sell Reese’s,’ Jazz says in wonder.

‘What about Africa?’ Amy chides. ‘And Bangladesh. And… all those other countries where kids are starving? As if they get to pig out on peanut butter cups!’

‘I don’t mean them,’ Jazz answers crossly, cramming the rest of his own chocolate into his mouth. ‘I meant… you know… civilised countries.’

We trudge on in sulky silence. Great. What if they break up? Will one of them take friendship custody of me?

‘When did you guys meet each other?’ I ask. Jazz told me he lives on the other side of town from us. He gets to school on a different bus. But somehow everybody here seems to have known each other since they were born. Maybe even before that. So it’s kind of a surprise when Jazz answers, ‘I guess we met on our first day of kindergarten.’

‘No we didn’t,’ Amy says grumpily.

‘We didn’t?’

Amy looks sideways at Jazz, as if she’s deciding whether to keep on being crabby, but something makes her smile. ‘I remember when I first met you. It was in the barber shop.’

‘What barber shop?’ Jazz asks suspiciously.

‘Walter’s! Who else’s would it be? We were, I don’t know, about three. I was gonna get my bangs cut and your dad was still in the chair. The barber gave you some gum cos you were being a good boy.’

‘I don’t remember that.’ Jazz sounds sulky again.

‘Well I do!’ Amy says triumphantly. ‘The funny bit is, you scrunched up your gum wrapper and were pushing it around on the floor going “Vroom vroom!”, pretending it was a car.’

‘I never did that!’ Jazz looks mortified.

‘Yes you did.’ Amy’s giggling now. ‘You looked really dumb. But you were so cute then.’

I’m laughing too, so Jazz relents and joins in. I’m starting to feel really good when I catch sight of him.

Leon. Standing alone under a tree, staring at nothing, as peanut-butter-cupless as a Bangladeshi.

‘Doesn’t he talk to anybody?’ I ask.

‘Not really.’ Amy shrugs. ‘Not any more.’

‘I think he might have said something in sixth grade,’ Jazz jokes.

‘That was probably just a sneeze,’ Amy adds, ‘or a hiccup.’

I don’t feel like joining in their banter, remembering the way Leon looked at Wart Nose. ‘I thought he might chuck a full-on spaz in English class,’ I say.

‘Say what?’

‘You know, have a fit.’

‘A full-on spaz!’ Jazz does a jerky little dance like a spastic person. ‘That’s a good one.’

I didn’t mean to insult anyone disabled.

We’ve passed Leon’s tree, and I decide not to worry about him any more. It feels great to make Amy and Jazz laugh. ‘If you guys ever come to Australia,’ I say in my best ocker accent, ‘I’ll buy youse a Four’n Twenty pie and some caramel Tim Tams.’

4.30 p.m.

As I step off the school bus, Poppet trots down the driveway to meet me. Her little feet – three white and one black – pad along the gravel without making a sound. My runners, crunching loudly with every step, seem like giant clodhoppers in comparison. Poppet stops when she gets to me, looks up and says, ‘Meow?’ Which I take to mean, ‘How was your day?’

‘Good question,’ I answer, scooping her up and carrying her towards the house. I tell myself not to be scared to go in today. It’s just a house. And Leon is just a boy, even if he is weird. When we get there, I set Poppet down on the front steps. She looks affronted.

‘Sorry,’ I explain, ‘but Mum said you definitely aren’t allowed in the house.’ To compensate, I go to the fridge for a block of cheese that I’ve sussed out she loves. It’s mottled yellow and white and it’s called Monterey Jack. Sounds like a singer that Eve and Will might listen to. I’m about to cut off a slice when the phone rings, making me jump like I’ve just been electrocuted. All the fears that I left at the front door come rushing in. Don’t be stupid, I tell myself. It’s probably just Mum checking up on me.

I pick up the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘Kate!’ an old lady’s voice shouts back. ‘You get on down here.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve been waitin’ for you to get off that bus. I got a job for you.’

‘Is this Nadine?’

‘Who else would it be? Spot’s been naggin’ me about when you’re gonna come again, so you better make it snappy.’

Can’t say I’m broken-hearted to be getting out of here. ‘Well… okay.’

I drop Poppet’s cheese into a bowl we put out for her on the front steps, give her a quick pat, then head on down the road. It’s a gorgeous autumn afternoon. The sun – low in the sky – slants across the cornfields, highlighting the gold amongst the green. Funny to think it’s spring back in Melbourne.

I turn the corner toward Nadine’s place, and as I reach the top of the hill, Spot bounds out to meet me. Thank goodness he doesn’t grab my arm this time. He runs around me twice, then trots up his driveway, turning his head to see if I’m following.

‘Hey there, kiddo!’ Nadine calls. She’s sitting at a card table in the front yard. There’s another kitchen chair beside the table, so I sit there.

‘Seein’ it’s such a nice day,’ Nadine says, ‘I thought we’d have us a picnic.’

She hands me a tall glass of a light-brown drink with about ten ice cubes in it. I take a sip, expecting watered-down Coke, but instead taste bitterness.

‘What’s this?’ I ask warily.

‘Iced tea,’ she answers. ‘It ain’t poison. Try some sugar in it.’ She shoves a fat little china woman in front of me, then reaches over and lifts off her head. She’s hollow, with sugar cubes inside her.

‘That’s cute,’ I say, dropping two cubes into my tea.

‘Well,’ she says dryly, ‘I wouldn’t have chose it myself. But when you got seventeen-grand and great grandkids, they kind of run out of good ideas for Christmas presents.’

I don’t know what to say to that, so I ask, ‘What’s this job you’ve got for me?’

‘Here,’ she says, pointing to a plate of cookies.

‘I baked four dozen of these this afternoon, so you’d better get started.’

‘That’s my job?’

‘Yep.’ Nadine smiles smugly.

‘I guess I can handle it,’ I admit as I reach for a cookie. It’s crispy at the edges but chewy in the middle, with milk-chocolate chips and another, more surprising taste.

‘Cool,’ I say. ‘This is the second time today I’ve had peanut butter and chocolate together.’

Nadine looks disappointed.

‘But these are heaps yummier!’ I figure I’d better take another cookie. ‘Nothing beats homemade.’

Nadine watches me munch, slipping Spot a cookie without taking her eyes off me. ‘You know anybody else who’s old?’ she asks.

Funny question, but somebody who makes cookies this good deserves an answer. ‘Eve, that’s my grandmother, she’s pretty old.’

‘How old?’ Nadine peers at me.

‘I don’t know exactly. Maybe sixty-five?’

‘Ha! She’s a spring chicken. Guess how old I am?’

I’m afraid I’ll insult her. But she’s waiting for my answer so I say, ‘Uh… seventy?’

She cackles. ‘You’re a flatterer! I’m seventy-nine.’

‘Wow.’

‘Yep. Seventy-nine years, three months and twelve days. I had me a hip replacement a while back, and since then I feel younger than ever.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Yep. I’ll take all the medical intervention I can get, long as it’s helpin’ me. But when I start to slow down for good, when I can’t make a garden come spring, or hunt me a deer in the fall, that’s the time I’ll lay down and die. No waitin’ around in a nursing home for this old dame. I’m not scared to meet him.’ She points up to the sky. ‘In fact, I’m lookin’ forward to havin’ a cup of coffee with him and asking him a question or two.’

‘You hunt deer?’ I ask.

‘Sure do,’ she answers proudly. ‘Been baggin’ me a buck every fall since I was twelve. You can’t go past venison for flavour if you ask me.’

I must look a little horrified because she says, ‘I use every bit of that buck that’s fit to eat, and it ain’t like they’re an endangered species. If we didn’t shoot some, they’d overrun the place.’

‘Isn’t it scary?’

‘A little scary’s good for you. That’s why I took my kids out huntin’ when they were young. Lou-Ann as well as the boys.’

I picture a tiny girl in a pink party dress holding the rifle I saw in Leon’s cartoon.

‘How old do you have to be to hunt?’ I ask.

‘You gotta be twelve to get a youth licence. That’s how old Leon was last huntin’ season. I offered to take him out. I thought maybe he was grown up enough to appreciate an adventure. I even said I’d buy him the licence. But he didn’t want no part of it.’

Nadine scowls as she says that. Then she looks at me and brightens up. ‘How about you? You want to try huntin’?’

‘I don’t think I’d be very good at it,’ I squeak in alarm. ‘I was hopeless when our home group went on an excursion to Dark Zone. That’s where you zap each other with lasers. Matthew, he’s this guy who likes me, he shot me about ten times.’

‘Hmm,’ Nadine says, ‘that’s one way to show a gal you’re interested.’

‘Yeah,’ I agree wistfully. Suddenly I’m homesick for Matthew and the feathery peppercorn tree we used to sit beneath while we sipped our blue granitas.

Nadine holds the plate of cookies out to me.

‘No, thanks,’ I say.

‘Well,’ she replies, ‘you don’t have to make up your mind about the huntin’ right away. Youth season don’t open till the seventeenth… Anyways, how are they treatin’ you over at that school?’

‘Fine.’

‘Leon still showin’ up every day?’

‘Yeah…’ I want to say something about Leon, or ask something, but I can’t think how to put it.

I must be taking too long holding up my end of the conversation, because Nadine starts up again. ‘When that boy was little, he loved bein’ outdoors. There’s this cabin I own in a patch of timber up near Marshall-town, and he liked goin’ up there more than anything. I used to take him every spring to hunt mushrooms. Ain’t much to it, just a room with a couple of beds and a rickety old kitchen, but Leon thought he was in heaven if we could go and spend a few nights.

‘Ralph, that’s my oldest son, he mainly uses the cabin now, during deer season mostly. He calls it his huntin’ lodge, but I call it his gettin’-away-from-the-wife lodge.’ Nadine chomps another cookie and says, ‘Ralph just loves my peanut butter cookies. They’ve been his favourite food since he was one-and-a-half years old. If he don’t have at least a couple dozen of those cookies stored up at the cabin, he reckons he don’t feel secure.’

I’ve finally thought of a question. ‘Do you think he’s normal?’

‘Well.’ Nadine sounds huffy. ‘He went bald kind of early, but other than that…’

‘Huh? Oh no, I don’t mean your son. I mean Leon!’ I’m so flustered I reach for another cookie.

Nadine’s got that look in her eyes like the day I met her, when she was talking about Carrie. ‘Leon was…’ She seems to be thinking hard. ‘He was the most softhearted little kid I ever knew. Him and me would be watching TV, and if somebody played a mean trick on somebody else, even if it was just a cartoon, he’d get upset. Got so I wouldn’t even turn on the set when he was here. And you couldn’t read him a storybook. Those fairy tales, they’re full of people bein’ mean to each other.’

I’m not sure if Nadine’s answered my question about whether Leon’s normal or not. She says sadly, ‘I miss that boy talkin’ to me.’

‘It’s not just you,’ I say, trying to make her feel better. ‘He doesn’t talk to anyone at school either.’

‘Yep,’ Nadine agrees, ‘that’s what I hear. A voluntary mute, I believe that’s the official diagnosis. Carrie told me some of his teachers think he ought to get treated by some fancy specialist, but Carrie don’t like that idea.’

‘Why not?’ I ask.

‘Cos she’s afraid they’ll give him drugs, and Carrie hates drugs. She’s had dozens of different prescriptions tried out on her. She says the best they ever do is make her fat, or feel like she’s got a big ol’ soggy sponge in place of a brain.’

I can’t help giggling at that. Nadine grins a little, too. ‘She can make a body laugh all right. And just cos she ain’t been a model mother in some people’s eyes don’t mean she don’t think the world of that boy. She reckons he’ll talk again when he’s ready.’

Spot comes over and rests his head on my knee. Across the road the sun has dropped below the level of the trees in the forest, which everyone round here calls the timber. The air is getting chilly. As I scratch behind the dog’s warm ear, I think how often my own brain hasn’t worked the way I wanted it to.

7.00 p.m.

‘Why do you wanna go there?’ I say. ‘You don’t need to lose any more.’

Mum frowns at me across the big round table where we’re sitting. We’re in what Janice called the dining room, and we’ve got Weight Watchers lasagne in front of us, warmed up in the microwave. And Mum’s just told me she’s found a Weight Watchers group to join in Ames, the town where her college is.

‘It’ll help me not gain,’ Mum informs me, ‘and it’s a good way to meet people.’

‘You already met somebody at Weight Watchers,’ I point out. ‘And then you went off and left him.’

Even I’m annoyed by my sulky tone. But I can’t help it. I feel like crap. Must be all the cookies I shovelled down at Nadine’s. I take my fork and mush up my lasagne, which was already mushy enough. It’s too disgusting to swallow. I wonder what sort of foods Alice likes now. I wonder if she’ll even remember me by the time I get back to Australia. Sarah emailed me that Ali’s going to baby swim classes and Jake loves kinder gym. My little sister and brother are growing up without me!

Mum is looking at me in her concerned-parent manner. ‘Am I leaving you here alone too much?’ she asks in that patient voice that drives me crazy. ‘Is that the problem?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I like it here alone.’ Which is not entirely true, but that doesn’t mean I want Mum around all the time. So why am I complaining about her going to Weight Watchers? Because sometimes anything she does makes me mad.

Some of my mood must have rubbed off on her, because now she’s looking all hurt and sad. Well, I’m not going to feel sorry for her. She’s the one who got us into this. ‘Don’t you miss Rick at all?’ I ask her.

‘Of course I do.’ The patience has vanished from her voice. Now it’s soggy with tears. Great. All I need is for her to start crying. Which is what Rick did when he said goodbye to us at the airport. Mum is his first and only serious girlfriend, and she seems to think that’s some sort of crime that makes him totally unsuitable to settle down with.

‘He’s such a sweet guy,’ Mum says, wiping her eyes on one of the pink paper serviettes that Janice left for us. ‘Maybe I’m stupid not to jump at the chance to marry him. I just don’t want to make another mistake, like I did with your dad.’

She looks at me, her eyes glittery. She’s teary, but she’s not going to cry. I can see she wants to, but she’s making a big effort not to for my sake. I guess I do feel a little sorry for her.

‘Well,’ I say, ‘if he really loves you, I don’t think his offer will expire straightaway.’

Mum smiles at that. Which makes me feel better than I did before. Maybe I should tell her about Leon, show her the exploding baby and all the Indians marching through the cartoons above our heads. I’m thinking how to say it when we hear this really eerie sound. ‘Yeoow…’

‘Is that your cat?’ Mum asks, alarmed.

‘Yeooow…!’ This time the wail’s louder and more drawn out.

‘It doesn’t sound like her,’ I say. But some animal is definitely howling on our front step. I go through the mud room and open the door. ‘It is Poppet.’ She’s got another one of those little striped creatures in her mouth, this time with the head still attached, hanging limply from where she’s gripping it firmly by the neck. No wonder she sounded funny, with her mouth stuffed full of fur.

Mum comes up behind me and gasps. ‘She’s caught a chipmunk.’

‘Naughty Poppet,’ I say, thinking of the cute characters with buck teeth in Disney cartoons.

‘She’s not naughty,’ Mum defends her. ‘She’s a farm cat. She’s supposed to hunt.’

‘I guess so.’ I step out beside Poppet, who drops the chipmunk at my feet.

‘I think she’s offering it to you,’ Mum says, ‘like a present.’

‘Yuck!’

‘Meow?’ Poppet inquires of me in her normal voice.

Mum says, ‘You should be flattered. Think of all the effort she went through to get that.’

Sometimes Mum surprises me. She has a lot of stupid ideas, but underneath she’s really smart. I give the poor little chipmunk a nudge with the toe of my runner. ‘Thanks,’ I say to Poppet, ‘but I’m not hungry right now.’
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Thursday 13 September

9.30 a.m.

I’m lying in bed in my freshly painted upstairs room, half asleep, composing an email to Vi in my head. ‘Even the light is different here. It’s softer than in Australia, like a painting. And I’m different, too. You asked if I’d met any cute boys. As a matter of fact, I have. Maybe I’ll ask him out, because here in America I’ve gotten brave, and everything I say comes out just how I intended.’

That thought wakes me up – plus I have to blow my nose. Again. I sit up and pull a tissue out of the jumbo box beside me on the bed. No wonder I felt so crappy last night. This morning I woke up sick, and not just from eating too many peanut butter cookies. My throat hurts and I’ve got a temperature. Mum offered to stay home with me, of course, but I could tell she really wanted to go to her college. Not least because one of the other accounting students has asked her out for a drink after class. A male student, I’d guess, by the guilty look on her face. I told her to go ahead and enjoy herself, even though she’s breaking Rick’s heart.

‘You don’t have to worry about me,’ I croaked. ‘I’ve got a cold, not cancer.’ Plus Nadine’s going to come up and see me. Before she left, Mum rang Nadine to thank her for the cookies and the frozen sweet corn she sent home with me yesterday, and she told her I was sick.

‘She said she’d run up at lunchtime,’ Mum told me.

‘Run? She’s pushing eighty.’

‘I assume she meant in the car,’ Mum chuckled. ‘She said she’d bring you some soup.’

I clutched my belly and groaned. ‘I don’t want to eat for a hundred days.’

Mum looked at me in an indulgent sort of way and said, ‘Well, if you do start feeling peckish, there’s always that chipmunk Poppet brought you.’

I’m not hungry yet, but I’ve drunk the glass of water Mum brought me and I’m still thirsty. I could use some apple juice. Seeing as we haven’t got around to hiring a maid, I guess I’ll have to fetch it myself. I get out of bed, pull on some trackie daks, and slip a hoodie over the T-shirt I wear for pyjamas. I’m just about to step into the corridor when I hear something. The sound of the front door opening downstairs. Followed by footsteps, walking across the dining room.

Heart hammering, I dive back into bed. Where I tell myself not to panic. Maybe Nadine’s here early? No. Fear grips me around the throat when I realise that in all these kilometres of silence, I would have heard her car. Whoever’s down there didn’t drive to get here. And now they’re walking towards the stairs!

I jump out of bed. Damned if I’ll be like the boy in that story Dad told me when I was little, the one who cowered under the covers while a corpse ascended towards him, moaning, ‘Give me back my liver.’ I can hear feet tromping up our stairs now.

I look around for a weapon and grab the compass that’s next to my maths book on the desk. I step into the corridor just as someone reaches the top of the stairs.

It’s Leon!

He stops and stares at me. I’m shaking like anything, thinking of the gun he drew in his cartoon and how he looked when he was about to hit that teacher. He’s staring at my baby-blue Tweetie Bird hoodie, which has a stain on it from when Mum and I had poached eggs for Sunday breakfast.

‘Stop looking at me like that!’ I yell as hard as my cold will let me.

He keeps looking. His gaze rises from Tweetie Bird to my face, which makes me even more nervous. ‘Why don’t you just go away?’ I demand. Of course, he doesn’t answer my question, or go away. He takes a step closer. I step back and say, ‘I don’t want a weirdo voluntary mute in my house!’

‘It’s my house,’ he says.

I can’t believe it! It’s as if Poppet had uttered three real words to me. ‘I thought you couldn’t talk,’ I say.

‘I can talk to you.’ He takes another step towards me. His voice sounds kind of rusty.

‘Why me?’ I demand.

‘Because you’re different. I knew you would be.’

‘You don’t know anything about me!’

He’s too close. I hold the pointy end of the compass out towards him. And have to sneeze! I beg my body to hold it in, but it won’t. I sneeze once, then again, covering my nose with my hand because I don’t have a tissue. My fingers are drenched in snot. Suddenly he’s beside me, handing me a big paper serviette with Starbucks printed on it. I take it, wipe my hand on it, then blow my nose.

Why’s he being nice to me? Does he want me clean before he wallops me? Whatever, he doesn’t have a right to barge in here!

‘Why aren’t you at school?’ I ask him.

He looks at me like he’s deeply insulted. ‘Why aren’t you?’ he counters, sounding like a normal human.

Suddenly I realise something, and relief flows through me. He isn’t stalking me. He didn’t know I’d be here. But that doesn’t stop me being annoyed at him. ‘I stayed home because I’ve got a cold, obviously.’ I cough a couple of times to prove my point. ‘It doesn’t matter to me why you’re wagging, but you shouldn’t be here, so give me your key.’ I hold out my hand.

He stares at it in disgust, like it’s still got a glob of snot on it.

‘Hand over the key,’ I repeat.

He shakes his head slowly, like he can hardly believe what he’s just heard. ‘I don’t need a key to get in my own house,’ he says.

I drop my hand. Guess I’ll have to talk to Mum about getting locks on the windows. In the meantime, how do I get rid of him? Just because he’s said a few things doesn’t mean he’s not a total whacko. In my left hand, I’m still clutching the compass.

He’s standing between me and the stairs. He’s so tall, and at close range like this I can see he has muscles. If I did manage to get past him and run, I bet he’d catch me in about two seconds.

He looks down at me and says softly, ‘You don’t need to be afraid.’

‘Thanks for your permission,’ I answer, my voice gritty with germs and nerves, ‘but I wasn’t planning to be afraid of a freak like you.’

He looks hurt, as if he’d just given me a beautiful present and I’d tossed it in the rubbish bin.

Now I feel bad for being mean to him. This is getting weirder by the second. I just want him to leave! I wish I’d taken up Mum’s offer to stay home with me.

‘Yeoow…’ Our conversation, if you could call it that, is interrupted by the same eerie howl Mum and I heard last night.

‘It’s Poppet,’ I say.

‘Who?’

‘The cat.’

‘I know it’s the cat,’ he says, as if I’m an idiot. But I’m smiling because I’ve thought of a way I might dislodge him from my path. I say as chummily as I can manage, ‘Let’s go see what she’s caught.’

He hesitates a second, then turns and goes down the stairs. And I follow him. I don’t know exactly what I intend to do. Call Mum? Run to Nadine’s? It doesn’t seem so urgent now that he’s not looming over me. Anyway, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to hurt me. Maybe he’ll leave of his own accord.

‘Yeoow…!’ Poppet calls again. Leon goes through the mud room, opens the front door and she walks in, a tiny animal hanging by the scruff of its neck from her teeth. I’m about to tell Leon the cat’s not allowed in the house, especially with prey in tow, but then I remember I’m pretending to be friendly. Poppet gently lays the teeny animal at Leon’s feet, where it wiggles and lets out a high-pitched cry.

‘Is that a mouse?’ I ask. ‘Why didn’t she kill it?’

Leon reaches down and scoops it up. Then he holds it out to me in his big, cupped hand. ‘It’s a kitten,’ he says.

This time he didn’t speak to me like I’m an idiot, but I feel like one. ‘It is?’

‘Yep. Born a few minutes ago from the look of it. And I bet there’s more where that came from.’ He opens the door and Poppet runs out.

Leon hands me the squirming little animal. I’ve never seen a newborn kitten before, only ones in the pet shop that could already run around and play. This one’s white fur is still wet in places. Its ears are stuck to the sides of its head and its eyes are sealed shut. But it can cry all right. Every ‘Mew!’ it lets out is louder than the one before.

‘It’s the wrong time of year for kittens to be born,’ he says. ‘That’s why Maisy wants to bring them in here, where it’s warm.’ Maisy? I never thought about how she used to be his cat.

‘How come you didn’t take her with you when you moved?’

‘We did. She came back.’

‘Yeoow…!’ Leon opens the door, and sure enough Poppet walks in with another kitten. This one’s ginger, with a little white face the size of a dollar coin. Leon holds his hand low to the floor and Poppet drops her baby into it. Then she’s out the door again.

I look from my kitten to the one Leon’s holding. ‘Won’t she like… reject them now that we’ve handled them?’

‘No. Why would she?’ He’s got that tone again, but maybe he doesn’t think I’m an idiot. Maybe that’s just the way he talks.

‘Let’s get a box for her,’ he says. ‘There’s a hundred or so down in the cellar.’

The cellar? Not sure if I like the sound of that. But somehow, watching him cradle a bit of butterscotch-coloured life in his hands, he doesn’t seem so scary any more.

‘How come you stopped talking?’ I ask him.

He looks disappointed, as if I shouldn’t have to ask such an obvious question. Just when I think I’ve made him clam up again, he says angrily, ‘Nobody would listen.’

‘What do you mean, nobody?’

‘Nobody!’ he snaps. ‘Everybody around here, everybody at that stupid school where they pretend they’ve got something to teach, they never listen to what’s important!’

‘Well, what is important?’ I ask.

He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even look at me as he silently places the kitten in my hands.

He turns and opens the door to the cellar. As he’s going down the stairs he calls back, ‘Don’t tell any of them I talked to you!’

He doesn’t wait for me to answer, so I talk to the kitten. ‘What do you think of that?’ I ask the tiny mewing fur ball. ‘The weirdest boy in the county chose me!’
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Monday 17 September

12.30 p.m.

‘Imagine if Mischa Barton came in here to eat,’ Jazz says, picking up a dried-out potato wedge and popping it in his mouth.

‘Why would she do that?’ I ask, looking around the now-familiar cafeteria.

‘Well, they could do a reality show where celebrities have to survive in a normal school. She’d be like, “Me? Eat wedges? I only have cigarettes and Coke Zero for lunch.”’

I laugh at his imitation of Mischa’s expression and voice, then decide to have a go myself. ‘“Please, get me away from those burgers. The smell’s letting calories into my nose!”’

‘Can they do that?’ Jazz looks puzzled.

‘What?’

‘Can calories sneak in when you smell fattening stuff?’

‘I don’t think so!’

I shove my own cheeseburger aside. It’s the best thing they’ve served here so far, but a few bites is enough. I don’t want to regain the weight I lost while I was sick. It’s my first day back. Now Amy’s got my cold. She called me last night to tell me she wouldn’t be coming to school today. She sounded awful, like her throat had barbed wire in it.

‘How come you keep looking at him?’ Jazz asks me.

‘Who?’

‘You know who. Weirdo povo Leono.’ He nods to the far table, where Leon’s sitting with his back to the grease-coloured wall, munching on an apple from a paper bag.

‘I’m not looking at him,’ I protest, but as I say it I realise I was. I looked at him a few times in class this morning, too, but he didn’t glance in my direction once. He kept his head down, drawing, like he always does. When he came to our house he acted like I was the soul mate he’d been looking for forever, and now he just totally ignores me. I mean, I didn’t expect him to come back and sit beside me on the bus or anything. I don’t even know if I’d want him to do that, but he could act like he vaguely knows me from somewhere.

I was thinking after he left our house the other day that it’d be kind of cool if I could help him, get him to talk to people again. I’d be like those teachers who get autistic kids who everybody thought were retarded to add up millions of numbers in a millisecond.

‘Do you like him?’ Jazz asks, jarring me out of my thoughts.

‘No!’

‘You sure?’

‘Yes! He’s weird, like you said.’ I don’t want anybody to know I was daydreaming about teaching a total nutter.

‘Good.’ Jazz smiles like he’s got a secret of his own.
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Saturday 22 September

3.00 p.m.

The kittens are eight days old. I’m sitting on the floor out in the mud room beside the cardboard box that Leon found for them, holding my favourite. Her colours are the exact opposite of her mother’s – except for her feet. Where Poppet’s black, she’s white, while her four miniature paws are black. Plus she’s got a splash of black on her forehead.

It didn’t take as much persuasion as I thought to convince Mum to let Poppet stay inside with her babies. When she got home from college that day I used the skills I’d learned in debating and had my arguments ready, including the fact that she’s never let me have a pet and I might end up stunted emotionally. In the end she said, ‘All right, as long as you clean up after them and explain it to Janice if she drops around.’

The kittens trust me now and don’t screech when I pick them up. The one I’m holding cuddles up in my hands, and I put her against my chest. Her warmth and her newness remind me of my baby sister when she was first born, which is why I’ve named this kitten Alice. The blue-grey one is Vi. And the ginger, who’s the biggest and fattest, is Matthew. Not that Matthew’s fat any more. And not that I have any idea whether the kittens are girls or boys.

Mum’s gone to her Weight Watchers meeting and won’t be home for at least a couple more hours. The sun is slanting through the big window beside the front door, making me sleepy. I lean against the wall, close my eyes and think of the human Vi and Matthew, 15 000 kilometres away on the other side of the planet. I imagine them chatting in home group, buying iced donuts from the canteen, walking to our spot under the peppercorn tree. I can see them so clearly, and yet it’s hard to believe they’re doing the same old things, day after day, all without me.

With my mind in Australia I start to drift off to sleep, when a sudden sound startles me, making my heart take off like a 747. Someone’s knocking on glass. I look around wildly and see a tall figure standing at the big window beside the front door. It’s Leon. He just stands there with his arms at his sides, staring in at me.

‘Go away!’ The words shoot out of my mouth before I can think. He keeps standing there, looking at me. As my mind returns to being fully awake, I remember he’s probably not here to hurt me, but that doesn’t stop me from being mad at him. He’s ignored me for a whole week, so I’m not about to run over and welcome him in.

Turning away from him, I gently put Alice back in the box and give all my attention to Poppet and the kittens. Vi and Matthew are nursing lustily, their tiny paws kneading the fur on Poppet’s belly. As soon as I let go of Alice, she nuzzles up to a nipple and latches on, too. I put my thumb and forefinger around Vi’s tiny chest to feel the vibrations of her purring. Part of me wants to say to Leon, ‘Isn’t it cool how they can already purr?’ He was the one who made this nest in the cardboard box with an old jumper and some bits of soft blanket he brought up from the cellar. And I could tell from the way he held Vi when she was still damp from being born that he loved her.

Before I can stop myself, I look up to see if he’s still there. He is. As far as I can see, he hasn’t moved. He mouths a word. I think it’s ‘please’. He gestures for me to open the door and begs me with his eyes to do it. Jeez, he’s a weird person. I go over and jerk the door open. He still doesn’t move, so I step out onto the landing. He’s wearing a backpack. He doesn’t bother with hello, so neither do I. Instead I ask him, in a voice that doesn’t sound very nice, ‘How come you wouldn’t even look at me at school?’

He shakes his head, as if he thinks any imbecile with half a brain could figure that out. Well, I happen to be a non-imbecile with a whole brain.

‘I thought when you were here last time you wanted to be my friend,’ I say.

‘I did,’ he replies.

‘Well,’ I point out, ‘if you want someone to be your friend, usually you don’t treat them like they don’t exist.’

He holds out his hand to me. ‘I’ll show you something,’ he says, like he’s got a present for me.

I back away. I don’t want him touching me! He drops his hand and looks hurt. And suddenly I remember how it felt when I didn’t have a clue how to make friends. Not that I was ever as strange as he is. But back in primary school, I knew there were rules for friendships, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t figure out what they were.

‘You got something good in that backpack?’ I ask him. ‘Is that what you wanna show me?’

‘No,’ he says. ‘Come to the timber.’ I look across the golden cornfield to the trees beyond. It’s such a gorgeous afternoon, and the timber does look like an inviting place to explore.

‘How come you want to go over there?’ I ask Leon.

‘I’ll show you.’

‘Look,’ I say, ‘if I go, first you have to agree to a condition.’

He frowns and says grumpily, ‘What condition?’

‘If I say something to you,’ I explain, ‘you have to say something back. You’re not allowed to just stare at me like a stunned mullet.’

He looks down at his shoes and thinks about that for a while, then says, ‘All right.’ So I know he really, really wants me to come with him.

4.00 p.m.

The timber’s bigger than it looks from the house. Leon’s striding out in front of me, following a path that’s just an indentation in the forest litter, leading me towards whatever it is he wants to show me. We’re walking under trees that are a lot different from the gums in the bush back home. These ones have so many leaves and their branches spread out so far that it’s like dusk in here, even though the sun won’t set for another couple of hours.

‘When do they lose their leaves?’ I ask, catching up to Leon and pointing to the treetops.

‘November,’ he answers. ‘They’ll start turnin’ colour any day now.’

Wow. A whole sentence. So far he’s done pretty well complying with his condition.

He stops and turns to me. ‘Here it is.’ He pats a rough, dark trunk.

‘Here’s what?’ It’s a tree, just like five hundred or so others around here. On the tall side maybe, but that’s hardly worth dragging me out here for.

‘Have a closer look,’ he says.

I hate it when people say stuff like that, as if it’s a puzzle that a smart person would solve in a second. What am I supposed to be seeing? ‘Just show me,’ I plead.

He looks a little disappointed at my refusal to play along, but he points to a spot on the trunk at his knee level. And then I see it: a piece of old, weathered board nailed into the trunk. He points to another one, at his shoulder height. I look up, and there are more boards, nailed at regular intervals.

‘It’s a ladder,’ I say.

He gestures skyward. ‘Go on up.’

‘What for?’

‘You’ll see.’ Is that a hint of fun I hear in his voice?

‘You go first.’ Those steps don’t look too sturdy to me. If they’re rotten, I don’t want to be the one to plummet to the ground.

He sighs, then climbs the tree. The ladder seems to be holding, so I follow him. Good thing I’m only a little scared of heights, because the ground seems to be getting far down quicker than I thought it would.

‘Here we are,’ he announces and steps off through the leaves onto a wooden platform supported by a couple of thick branches. ‘Come on,’ he urges, bouncing up and down, ‘it’s solid.’

I step through the leaves and join him. There’s a railing around three sides of the platform and out the far side you can see for kilometres: green hills, yellow cornfields, more timbers in the distance.

‘What a cool tree-house!’ It’s the best place I’ve been since the Matterhorn at Disneyland. ‘Did you build it?’

‘Sure,’ he answers dreamily. ‘Me and my dad. He helped me build it when I was real little.’

This is such a great place to be, up amongst the treetops. Leon takes off his backpack, unzips it and produces one of those rubber-backed picnic blankets. He spreads it out and says grandly, ‘Have a seat.’

I can’t believe he lugged a blanket all the way up here. ‘Have you got a thermos of tea in there as well?’ I tap his backpack. ‘Maybe some scones and cream?’

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Just listen,’ he says sternly.

‘Listen to what?’ He’s starting to annoy me, being all mysterious, issuing instructions, not even smiling at my joke about the scones. ‘All I can hear are a few wimpy birds.’

He looks disappointed again. ‘I brought you here to listen,’ he says.

‘All right,’ I answer crossly. ‘I’ll listen!’

I plonk myself down cross-legged on the blanket, and Leon sits beside me. He closes his eyes, so I do, too. Guess I’ll have to spend a few minutes like this to keep him from sulking. Leaning back against a support for the railing, I let my mind drift. When I was off school with that cold last week, I went into Leon’s old bedroom quite a few times to look at the collage on his walls. I think of those cartoons now. Especially one where there’s an Indian boy in a forest sitting high up in a tree. He’s looking down at some other Indians – his family I suppose – sitting around a fire. They seem so peaceful and happy. But in the next frame the boy is looking far off into the distance. He can see horses approaching, with men on them, and the men have rifles. There are guns in practically every one of Leon’s cartoon strips. Along with explosions and blood and people dying.

My eyes fly open. Maybe he’s got something in that backpack that is the opposite of scones and cream. Even if he doesn’t, I’m sick of sitting here in silence.

‘Hey, Leon,’ I say. He opens his eyes and looks at me. ‘You should hear the cockatoos we have in Melbourne. They don’t just go twitter-twitter like these guys. They squawk like anything.’ I take a deep breath and screech as loud as I can, ‘Bawk! Bawk!’

He looks so shocked I’m afraid he’ll fall out of the tree. I can’t help laughing. But he can. His shocked look has turned to hurt. ‘Didn’t you hear the people?’ he asks me.

‘What people?’

‘The people!’

‘You mean those teeny little Indians you draw?’

Leon looks like he might cry. ‘I thought you’d be able to hear them. I thought you’d want to hear them.’

‘How come you think I’d want to do that?’ I demand. ‘You think all this stuff about me and you don’t even know me!’

He acts like he hasn’t heard me. His eyes have gone from teary to wild. ‘This isn’t a tree-house!’ he yells, kicking hard at a rail support.

‘Hey,’ I say, ‘you don’t have to knock it down.’

‘It’s not a tree-house, I said!’

‘Well, it’s up a tree!’ I point out. ‘What is it if it’s not a tree-house?’

‘It’s a hide.’

‘A what?’

‘It’s where hunters hide to shoot deer.’ He goes to the edge where you can see forever. He aims an imaginary rifle and makes a firing sound. The tears are back in his voice. ‘My dad comes here every fall, to murder the deer. He told me it was a tree-house when we built it, and I was so little I believed him.’

‘It’s not murder,’ I protest. ‘Nadine said some of the deer need to be killed, otherwise the population gets too big and they get sick and starve and stuff.’

‘No.’ He shakes his head. ‘The deer deserve to live.’

‘They do culling in Australia, too,’ I say. ‘With kangaroos. I had to learn about it for a debate. And kangaroos are even cuter than deer.’

‘No!’ he explodes. Why did I think I could teach him anything?

‘They killed the people,’ he goes on. ‘They can’t kill the deer, too!’

He’s shouting and it’s making me mad. ‘I guess they can kill them!’ I snap back at him. ‘Nadine says she’s shot one every year since she was twelve.’

‘You don’t talk to her.’ Leon’s voice is raw with shock.

‘Yes, I do. She’s cool as.’

‘No,’ he moans. ‘She murders the deer. We don’t speak to her.’

I can’t stand it when people tell me what to do! ‘What do you mean, we?’ I ask. ‘I speak to whoever I want to. And you’re stupid if you think you can stop anyone from doing anything just by refusing to talk to them!’

He looks at me like I just stomped on one of the kittens so I could watch its guts squish out. Maybe he won’t speak to me either, after this. That thought makes me feel like I just lost something new and good. Suddenly I remember one of his cartoons that doesn’t have guns in it. He’s drawn a herd of deer, and at the edge, looking on, stands a woman with a baby strapped to her back. In the next frame there’s a close-up of the baby’s face. Her eyes are big and trusting, wanting to see everything, like my baby sister Alice’s.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say softly. ‘I don’t really think you’re stupid.’

He’s sad now, not angry any more. When he speaks it’s like he’s not really talking to me, because he’s staring into the distance and I haven’t got a clue what he means when he says, ‘If I can’t find anybody who’ll listen, then I’ll go up there. I can hear their voices there. I’ll go and sit with the milkweed and gather up sounds.’
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Sunday 23 September

1.00 a.m.

I’m walking through the timber again, only this time I’m alone. And it’s night. The trees are a lot closer together than when I was here with Leon. And this time I’m listening.

The leaves are whispering. Millions of them, gossiping in low voices. And suddenly the trees are moving, walking along with me. I stop and they stop, too. No. Not all of them have stopped. Some of them are advancing towards me. Slowly, tentatively. The moon grows brighter, and I can see they aren’t trees after all. They’re Indians. Tall and strong. They’re staring at me, hundreds of silent men and women. They stop walking, except for one woman. She comes towards me with her arms outstretched, holding a baby out to me.

‘Why have you come here?’ she asks in a voice sodden with grief. ‘You don’t belong here!’

Her little one’s eyes are full of terror. But I recognise her. She’s the baby from Leon’s cartoon. I reach out to take her, to cuddle her close to me, when suddenly a shot rings out and blood spurts from the baby’s chest.

‘No,’ someone’s moaning. ‘No!’

I wake up enough to realise that it was me. For a second I don’t know where I am, but then my mind engages fully, and in the moonlight from the window I recognise my big bedroom in the middle of nowhere. But the feeling of the dream is still here. That Indian mother’s accusing question is still in my ears. I can’t get back to sleep like this, so I might as well go down to the kitchen and get a drink.

As I pass the dining room I see there’s a light on. Mum’s still up, books and papers and highlighters and coffee mugs spread out on the table in front of her. I stand in the doorway for a second, till Mum notices me.

‘What’s up, kid?’

‘I wanna go home,’ I wail.

‘What? Come over here.’

I don’t want her to touch me. I’ll cry if she does. I go and sit on a chair across the table from her. ‘I wanna go back to Australia. I don’t belong here.’

‘I thought you loved it here,’ Mum says. ‘Has something gone wrong at school?’

‘No, it’s not that.’ School’s fine. I keep waiting for people to get tired of the new Aussie gal, but so far that hasn’t happened. And right now it doesn’t seem important. ‘I think there was a massacre around here,’ I tell Mum.

‘Sorry?’

‘You know, when the white people moved in. I think they murdered the Indians.’ My voice is shaky. I grab a piece of paper and start folding it into squares so I won’t have to look at Mum. ‘I think they even shot the little babies.’

‘Who told you that?’

I could take Mum upstairs and show her the cartoons, but I don’t want to. ‘This kid at school,’ I say. ‘He reckons that’s what happened.’

I lean over, snatch a tissue from the box at the end of the table, then wipe and blow my nose. ‘Guess I haven’t quite got over my cold,’ I say.

‘Poor little chicken.’ Mum hasn’t called me that in years. ‘It’s tough growing up.’

I can’t think of an answer to that, so I go back to folding my paper into smaller and smaller squares.

‘It’s human history, kid,’ Mum says. ‘Think of our street back home.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean the land wasn’t just lying there empty for the past thirty-thousand years, waiting for Europeans to come along and subdivide it into a suburb.’

In my mind I see our street before it was a street, when it was a hillside of lemon-scented gums on a hot January day. Little black kids with curls the colour of sand run around playing with sticks, never imagining that a long, dark metal stick could one day blow them to bits.

‘But you sound like you don’t even care,’ I say to Mum.

‘Of course I care!’ Her voice is too fierce for the middle of the night. ‘Unlike our esteemed Prime Minister, I’d be happy to say sorry a million times.’

I didn’t mean to make her mad. ‘Sorry,’ I mumble.

That makes her chuckle. ‘Sorry a million times?’ she teases.

‘Sure, make it a billion.’

‘How about making me a cuppa instead?’

‘Okay.’

While I’m waiting for the kettle to boil, I go out to the mud room to check on Poppet and the kittens. I pick up Alice to hold her close, the way I couldn’t the baby in my dream. What I see, in the moonlight from the window, makes me gasp. I carry her into Mum and put her down on the book in front of her. ‘Look what happened!’ I say.

My mother, who isn’t even an animal lover, sounds full of wonder. ‘It’s like a little miracle,’ she says, gingerly picking up the kitten.

Sometime during the night, when I was having that nightmare and talking to Mum about horrible stuff, Alice opened her eyes.
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Monday 24 September

12.30 p.m.

‘Did you hear about that actress who killed herself?’ Amy asks. ‘I can never remember her name. Reese… Reese…’

‘Witherspoon?’ Jazz supplies.

‘No, she did it with a knife!’

It takes me a second to get it, then I start laughing. Jazz looks a little put out, then Amy punches him on the arm, says, ‘Gotcha!’, and he starts laughing, too.

It feels so good to be sitting between two normal kids. The creepy way I felt after I had that dream last night is finally starting to fade. It helps that Leon isn’t here today, so I don’t have to see the face that never smiles.

We’re in maths, the class everybody likes best because the teacher doesn’t make us do any work. He just writes what exercises we’re supposed to do on the whiteboard, explains as quickly as he can how to do them and then leaves us alone and only yells at us if we get really loud. He’s the football coach, so his main interest is planning strategies for the next game or reading the sports pages of the Des Moines Register. Sometimes when he gets bored with that, he tells us stories about his college days, which are pretty funny.

I wonder what Leon’s doing. When he’s at home, does he keep on drawing his morbid little scenes? Maybe he’s gone round to our house and snuck in and he’s adding some more blood and gore to his collage…

‘You’re obsessed with that guy,’ Jazz says darkly.

‘What? I didn’t even say anything about him.’

‘You’re staring at him even though he’s not here.’

I feel my face go red. I guess I was looking at the spot up the front where Leon usually sits.

Amy is drawing daisies on the inside front cover of her maths exercise book. ‘Looks like he’s put in his appearance at school for the year,’ she says.

‘Yeah,’ Jazz agrees. ‘He set a record coming for as many days as he did.’

I almost ask, does that mean he won’t be here any more? Thank goodness I clamp my mouth shut before the words get out. I don’t want to prove Jazz’s point that I’m obsessed.

‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Amy says. She flips to the back of her exercise book and takes out two A4 sheets folded in thirds like a brochure. On the outside there’s a picture of a witch that I’ve seen on Clip Art. She gives one to me and one to Jazz. We unfold the papers and inside there’s another computer picture, one of those round, orange pumpkins with a face carved into it. There are also some words in large print, asking us to a Halloween party at Amy’s house on October 31st.

‘It’s still only September,’ Jazz points out.

‘I know, but I was bored so I decided to do the invitations early.’

A Halloween party… just like the kids on American TV shows. This is something I’ll definitely put in an email to Vi.

‘You’ve gotta come,’ Jazz says to me. ‘Amy’s Halloween parties are awesome.’

‘As if I wouldn’t!’ I say, folding up my invitation and sticking it in the pocket of my jeans.

4.15 p.m.

I’m standing at the kitchen sink, gazing out the window over the cornfield, eating an apple and thinking, What’ll I do for a costume? The other kids who’ll be at the party have had years of experience dressing up for Halloween. Guess I’ll ask Evan next time I talk to him on MSN. He can tell me what he’s gone as the last couple of Halloweens and maybe I could adapt something.

If all else fails I can always cut two holes in a sheet and go as a ghost. Although the sheets that came with this house all have flowers or geometrical patterns on them. Guess I could go upstairs and search through the linen closet, which is crammed full. Maybe down at the bottom there’s some old sheets left over from the 1950s or whenever it was they used to be white.

But the linen closet is right next to Leon’s room, and I don’t want to go near there. I shiver when I remember his sad cartoon Indians, and how last night they snuck down the corridor and came alive in my dream. I can still hear that mother crying, which is exactly what I don’t want to do.

I bite a big piece out of my apple and crunch hard.

If I chew loud enough, maybe it’ll drown out the noise in my head.

What was that? Sounded like a car pulling into the driveway. Maybe Mum’s home early for once. I go into the mud room and look through the window beside the door. It’s not Mum’s Chevy out there; it’s a huge orange Dodge ute. Nadine.

When she ‘ran up’ to check on me while I was sick, I asked her why she didn’t get a smaller car and she said, ‘I been drivin’ a pick-up since I was ten years old. Gas is mighty high but it ain’t like I go traipsin’ over to Chicago every other weekend. Longest trip I do is down to Newton to haul feed and fertiliser.’

Now she steps down from the pick-up cabin, then reaches back to get something off the seat. It’s a flat white box, which she brings with her as she heads towards the house. I go down the front steps to meet her.

‘Hiya, kiddo!’ She smiles like she’s really glad to see me. Her white hair is curled tight and smells like a salon.

‘Your hair looks good,’ I say.

‘Glad you noticed. I payed seventy-five dollars for it so it better be an improvement.’ As we go into the house she explains, ‘On my way out of town I stopped at the used-bread store. Thought you’d like these.’ She plonks her box on the kitchen table. It’s full of glazed donuts and Danishes. Blueberry and apple, I’d say. My mouth waters. ‘Used-bread store?’ I ask.

‘It ain’t actually used,’ she scoffs. ‘It’s a day old, that’s all. Still good and they sell it real cheap.’

‘You want one?’ I offer.

‘Guess you could twist my arm.’ She sits down at the table.

‘Would you like a cuppa with it?’

‘A couple a what?’

‘No,’ I laugh. ‘A cuppa. A cuppa tea, or a cuppa coffee.’

‘Oh! Well now, I guess I better have a cup of tea, from a girl with a nice English accent.’

English?! I don’t want to hurt her feelings by telling her I’m not a Pom. As we sip our tea and eat our used treats, I want to ask Nadine to tell me everything she knows about Leon. Maybe he’s got some weird syndrome I could look up on the net. If I had more information I could start to help him. But I shouldn’t be thinking about him. I don’t want it to be true what Jazz said, that I’m obsessed with him. I say to Nadine, ‘This Danish is delicious. It’s got cheesecakey stuff inside.’

‘Glad you like it. You need some flesh on those skinny bones of yours.’

‘No I don’t!’ I shove the rest of the Danish aside, even though I’m still hungry.

Nadine looks peeved, but she doesn’t comment on my leftovers. Instead she finishes hers and then tells me, ‘I stopped off at Joyce’s on my way to town. Had a cup of coffee with her and Carrie.’

Leon’s mum and aunt. ‘Yeah?’ I try to sound polite but not very interested.

‘Yep,’ Nadine confirms. ‘Carrie was havin’ one of her good days. She was workin’ on an album, puttin’ in photos of Leon and his dad amongst a whole bunch of stickers and fiddly little bits. Scrapbooking, they call it. They do that in Australia?’

‘Yeah, some people do.’

‘Lot of nonsense if you ask me. But if it keeps Carrie happy, I’m all for it.’

‘What about Leon?’ I ask before I can stop myself. ‘Did you see him?’

‘Nope. He was out wanderin’ around somewhere. Joyce reckons this is the first day in a long time he’s refused to go to school.’

‘Really? I wonder why he didn’t come to school.’ I want Nadine to keep talking about him.

‘Well, that’s a mystery, seein’ he won’t speak to nobody.’

Nobody except me. I hug the secret inside me like a teddy bear that’s covered with prickles.

Nadine drains her mug, sets it down with a thump and says, ‘It’s funny. Joyce reckons over the past few weeks he’s been happy to go. She said that up till today, it was like there was something at school he actually wanted to be there for.’

5.30 p.m.

‘Bye!’ The light is starting to fade as Nadine backs her pick-up down the driveway. She stops when she gets to the road, rolls down her window and calls to me, ‘Don’t be a stranger now. You get on down to my place before the weekend and bring that skinny mom of yours with you. I’m plannin’ on bakin’ an apple crisp.’

‘Okay!’ I answer.

I’m heading back to the house when I hear something. It’s kind of a dull banging sound, like something heavy is being chucked around. Is it coming from the house? No, it’s behind me. I turn around and try to listen carefully, but it’s hard because my heart is pounding and I’m wondering if I should run inside and call Nadine and ask her to come back. Up the hill and across the cornfield, I can see her orange Dodge pulling into her place. No, I won’t call her. I don’t want to be a wimpy baby who can’t handle anything on her own.

Crash! The sound is louder. It’s coming from the long white building Janice called the machine shed. It’s on the other side of the driveway. What could be in there? A grizzly bear, like the ones I saw on Animal Planet? That makes me laugh, because I know that bears don’t inhabit this part of the country. Probably just a loose board banging in the wind.

Before I can lose my nerve I go over and open the door. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the gloom inside, but then I begin to see huge farm vehicles looming amongst the dust motes. The only one I can identify is a tractor.

I hear the clunking sound again. Over in the far corner, I make out the figure of a tall man with his back to me. No, it’s not a man, it’s a boy.

‘What are you doing here?!’ I yell at him.

He doesn’t answer, but I can see what he’s doing. He’s going through a pile of lumber. He finds a chunk he likes and tosses it onto the cement floor beside him.

I walk across to Leon’s corner, stepping over and past various implements, including a six-metre-long blade that sticks out from a rusty contraption on wheels. I’m standing next to him, but he pretends he’s not aware of me. He bends over his pile of off-cuts, tossing boards aside, searching for just the right scrap.

‘You building something?’ I ask.

He doesn’t answer. Surprise, surprise.

‘Are you still mad at me because I couldn’t hear your precious people?’

I know he heard that, because his face scrunches up and he throws a block of wood at the wall, hard. My heart’s pounding again. This guy is so strange. What if he’s in here choosing just the right length of lumber to whack me with?

‘My mum’s rent covers this building,’ I tell him, ‘so you’re trespassing.’ I have no idea if this is true, but it should be. ‘So you better go home and help your mom do her scrapbooking!’

Finally he turns to me. His hands are clenched into fists and he looks furious. What did I do to deserve that look? I wanted to help him!

‘I don’t care,’ I say to him. ‘You keep up your silent act as long as you want. But for your information, later on I did hear them.’

I turn and walk as fast I can through the darkening mess of machinery.

‘Wait!’ He says it just before I reach the door. I can feel in my own throat how much effort he put into choking out that word. I step out onto the driveway. The sun is setting, flooding the farm with soft violet light. I wait till he makes his way to me, wiping the board dust off his hands onto his jeans. He clears his throat and asks, ‘You really heard them?’

‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘I went back to the timber.’ I don’t have to tell him that it was in a dream. Let him believe I’m brave enough to go there on my own in the dark. ‘This woman told me about… about the murders. She showed me her baby.’ I hear the catch in my voice.

‘You saw them?’

I nod. He’s looking at me like I’m the smartest and bravest person in the northern hemisphere. ‘So now will you come back to school?’ I ask.

His expression turns sour. ‘Why should I?’

‘Because you need to learn stuff.’

‘Huh,’ he snorts as if I’ve got the intellect of a chipmunk.

‘So you know everything already?’ I ask.

He answers with a question. ‘What did you learn there today?’

‘Well, um…’ I search around in my head. History class, English… I must have learned one little tidbit at least. Maths class… ‘I know!’ I say, pulling a piece of paper out of my pocket. ‘I learned Amy’s having a party.’

He takes the paper, unfolds it and studies it. I guess at some point school taught him how to read.

‘You wouldn’t go to that,’ he tells me, as if he knows this with complete confidence.

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

‘Because,’ he says, ‘you’re not like them.’
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Friday 28 September

7.30 p.m.

‘Can you believe how much make-up she’s got on?’ I ask. ‘And she’s used like six different kinds of hair product, just to impress him.’

‘I think it’s cute,’ Amy says.

‘It’s gross!’ I bet Amy wouldn’t think it was cute if it was her mum we were talking about. ‘He’s like ten years younger than her.’

We’re at a Chinese restaurant in Newton. Mum invited this guy along, Alex, that she met at college. He’s the one she’s ‘had a few drinks with’ after class on several occasions. She planned this meal last weekend because she wanted me to meet him, and she said I could bring a friend. I was scared to ask Amy in case she said no. I know she’s asked me to her party, but there’ll be lots of kids there. It didn’t necessarily mean she’d want to spend a best-friend kind of evening with me. But I really didn’t want to get stuck with just Mum and her hot date. I thought about how I was brave enough to go into the machine shed and investigate that strange noise, so I should be able to handle a little phone call, even if it ended in humiliating rejection. So I called Amy and she sounded really happy to come.

Anyway, me and Amy are sitting at our own table across the restaurant from Alex and Mum. Mum is smiling like anything at him. ‘Oh, god,’ I groan. ‘Don’t look now. He just reached across the table and he’s stroking her hand.’

‘Maybe they’re in love,’ Amy suggests.

‘They better not be!’ I take a huge slurp of Coke. ‘She’s got this really nice boyfriend back home. He’s the champion loser in the region.’

‘Champion loser?’ Amy’s big blue-grey eyes get bigger.

‘I mean Weight Watchers loser.’

‘Oh, right.’

When we sat down our places were already set with knives and forks, but I just asked the waitress to bring me some chopsticks. Now I’m afraid Amy will think I’m showing off. ‘It wouldn’t be the same,’ I explain, ‘eating Asian food with cutlery.’

The waitress appears with our chicken chow mein and puts a set of chopsticks next to my bowl.

‘You know how to use those things?’ Amy asks me.

‘Sure.’ I hover my chopsticks over the chow mein, pluck out a single pea and pop it in my mouth. ‘Me and Mum have been going to this Vietnamese place back home ever since I can remember. They don’t allow knives and forks there. The place is full of Asians, unlike here.’

When the waitress comes back with our sweet-and-sour prawns, Amy says, ‘I’ll try chopsticks as well, please.’

It’s funny to watch Amy concentrate as she carefully closes her chopsticks around a prawn. She’s nearly got it to her mouth, but she must be gripping too tight because suddenly it shoots out into space and lands under a chair at the next table. Luckily, the large man who’s eating alone there is engrossed in a very thick paperback and doesn’t seem to notice. The escaped prawn makes me splutter with giggles, though.

‘Stop laughing,’ Amy says. ‘You and your useless sticks!’ But she doesn’t give up. She frowns as she lifts a bit of egg from the chow mein. This time it goes neatly into her mouth. She grins at me triumphantly.

‘Good work,’ I congratulate her.

She pokes her choppers into the chow mein noodles, but instead of picking some up she just kind of stirs them around. A bit unsanitary in my opinion, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings by pointing that out. I get the impression she’s not really thinking about the food. Suddenly she looks up at me and says, ‘I have to tell you something.’

‘What?’ She sounds so serious, I feel a stab of apprehension.

‘I don’t know how to say it…’ Her face goes pink again. ‘But I promised him I would.’

A picture pops into my head. It’s Leon, holding Amy’s party invitation, staring at me. ‘Promised who?’ I ask.

‘Jazz!’ she blurts out. ‘He likes you.’

‘Huh?’ It takes a second for the meaning of the words to percolate through my brain, for the image of Leon to be replaced by Jazz. ‘You mean he likes me as in likes me?’

‘Yeah,’ she confirms. ‘Exactly.’

I can’t say anything. My mind is full of static.
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Monday 1 October

7.35 a.m.

‘Well?’ Amy doesn’t bother to say hello as I sit down beside her on the bus. ‘Have you decided yet?’ Her blue-grey eyes are dancing with wanting to know.

‘Decided what?’ I ask. As if I hadn’t been thinking about it every single minute since Amy told me Jazz likes me and I said I’d have to think about whether I want to like him back. Talk about thinking! So many thoughts have been colliding against each other that my brain feels bruised.

All through Saturday night when Alex came back to the farm and played Scrabble with Mum and me till two in the morning, all through yesterday when I was trying to catch up on sleep and homework plus cuddle the kittens, my mind was arguing with itself:



Wow, a cute boy likes me. How awesome is that?

Watch out! What if this is a trick, and they’re just trying to set you up so you’ll look stupid?

But they’ve been so nice to me.

So were the cool girls, remember?

The cool girls weren’t that nice. Not like Amy and Jazz have been.

They’ve probably just got better tricks to suck you in with.

But maybe Jazz isn’t pretending. It could be I’ve learned enough and got pretty enough that I’m actually worth liking.

Are you kidding?

Evan likes me!

Yeah, on a chat line. This is real life.

Well, I’ve got to start real life some time.



‘Kaitlin?’ Amy looks worried.

‘Sorry, I’m just feeling a bit… preoccupied.’ ‘That’s okay.’ She readjusts her backpack between her feet. ‘You don’t have to like him if you don’t want to.’ She sits up straight and looks at me. Now that she’s right beside me, I can see that her eyes are too full of life and curiosity to contain a lie.

‘I do want to,’ I tell her.

‘You do?’ her voice sings with joy.

I think of Jazz’s sweet face and how he makes me laugh. ‘Sure.’

‘You go, girl!’ We exchange a high five just as the bus pulls up in front of Leon’s place. He hasn’t been back to school since the day he showed me his so-called tree-house. But the bus driver stops here every morning anyway. He always pops the stop sign out from the side of the bus and waits for a minute or so. Then when Leon doesn’t appear, he withdraws the sign, starts up and we lumber on. But this morning it’s different.

‘Hey,’ I say to Amy, ‘look.’ There’s a woman standing next to the mailbox with a sullen-looking Leon.

‘Is that his mother?’ I ask Amy.

‘No, that’s his aunt, Joyce. That’s his mom.’ She points towards the house. On the steps is a thin woman in a long bathrobe, her hand over her mouth as if something awful is happening.

The bus is stationary now, with its ‘STOP’ sticking out. Joyce kind of pushes Leon up the steps. She comes right into the bus and says to the driver, ‘Don’t let him out till you get to that school!’

‘Now, Joyce,’ the driver drawls, ‘they don’t pay me to be no policeman.’

Joyce turns to Leon. ‘You get yourself to school, you hear me?’

The bus is more silent than I’ve ever heard it. Joyce says to the driver, ‘That boy’s spoiled rotten. Carrie treats him like he’s made out of glass. Claims he’s got an artistic temperament.’

The driver sounds uncomfortable. ‘I got me a schedule to keep, Joyce.’

‘Sure you do.’ She steps off. As the door folds shut she shouts at Leon, ‘When the teacher talks to you, you answer!’

Leon stands, not even holding onto anything. The bus lurches and he stumbles. The kids come to life with laughter. The driver, just like on my first day, says, ‘Sit down before you fall down, son.’

Leon sits abruptly, beside Amy’s little grade-one cousin. ‘Ew,’ Amy says, ‘poor Jamie.’

I don’t know if I’m glad or not that he’s coming back to school. It’s funny. With all my agonising over Jazz, I spent a whole day without thinking about Leon.

9.00 a.m.

‘What’s a horn bag?’ Jazz asks me.

‘I’ll tell you later,’ I whisper.

‘Class!’ Mrs Johnson (aka Old Wart Nose) yells, ‘I expect silence, NOW!’

For once I’m glad we’re with her, because she only lets us have five seconds at the beginning of the lesson to get settled, and then we have to give her our undivided attention. Which is fine with me today, because even looking at Jazz makes me totally embarrassed. How am I supposed to act around a boy who likes me? What should I say? I was just starting to get good at having friends and now I need to figure this out!

‘I’m sure you all remembered to do research on your current-affairs issue, and we’ll start by blah, blah, blah…’ I can’t concentrate on what Mrs Johnson is saying. This morning when Amy and I met Jazz in the schoolyard he was all excited about this cool Australian show he found on cable, Kath and Kim.

‘They use all these weird expressions,’ he said. ‘I wanted you to translate but it was like eleven o’clock so I thought I better not call you.’

‘Oh,’ I think I said, or something equally inspired.

‘What did you need translated?’ Amy, her brain in perfect working order, asked.

‘Lots of stuff. Like “little boys”. What are they?’

‘Jazz,’ Amy explained patiently, but with a mischievous gleam in her eyes, ‘little boys are what men are before they grow up. If they grow up.’ She chortled at her own joke.

‘No.’ Jazz frowned at her. ‘In Australia it’s some kind of food. The fat chick, she wanted them.’

Amy was still laughing. ‘You eat little boys in Australia?’

‘They’re teeny sausages,’ I explained, ‘those red ones with the skin.’

‘You mean small wieners?’ Jazz asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘So how come you call ’em little boys?’ Amy wanted to know. Luckily, before I had to answer, she figured it out by herself. ‘Get it?’ She punched Jazz on the arm, laughing harder than ever. ‘Little boys!’ she teased, wiggling her finger at Jazz.

By this time my face had gone beyond red to deep purple.

‘Leon,’ Mrs Johnson is saying now, ‘we’ll start with you. Why don’t you tell us about an issue?’ He doesn’t answer, of course. She moves over close to him. ‘I’m sure you’ve got opinions on a lot of different subjects that have been in the news.’

He stares down at his desk. He doesn’t even have a piece of paper to draw on. At least she can’t snatch it away from him.

‘Come on, Leon. It won’t kill you to talk.’

Why is she putting him on the spot like this? Does she want him to get mad at her? He stares down at his clenched fists, which are resting on the desk. The class waits with its breath held.

I feel like I should stand up for him, like Steven did for me in grade six. But that was against the other kids at our table, not a teacher. Even worse, if I say something, Jazz will be totally convinced I’m obsessed with Leon.

‘Mrs Johnson? I’ve got an issue.’ It’s Simone, the super-sized student who loves to display her smart genes.

Mrs Johnson turns away from Leon. Reluctantly, it looks like. ‘All right, Simone,’ she says. ‘At least there’s one person in the class who’s willing to share what they’ve learned.’

‘That’s an understatement,’ I whisper to Jazz. He grins at me like I made a joke worthy of Chris Rock.

11.00 a.m.

‘I have to go down to the first-grade room,’ Amy announces as we head out of science for recess. ‘There’s something I need to tell Jamie.’

A likely story. She could have talked to Jamie on the bus. This is just a ploy to leave me and Jazz alone with each other. As Amy saunters off with a jaunty wave, I feel a quarter flattered and three-quarters petrified. What am I supposed to do with a boy who likes me?

Jazz sounds pretty nervous himself. ‘Do you want to… uh… walk around with me?’

‘Sure,’ I say, thinking how we’ve walked around every recess since I got here and he never had to ask before. How does he know I decided to like him, anyway? Amy must have given him a secret signal.

I’m glad we’re walking, so we don’t have to look at each other. We pass by some tall guys shooting hoops on the basketball court, just like back home. Then we go past a bench full of girls from grade four or so, munching on Hostess Twinkies. They’re supposed to stay in the elementary area, but the brave ones like to sneak over and spy on us big kids. They’re obviously looking at me and Jazz. Maybe they’re thinking I’m lucky to be with such a cute boy. I hope they’re not wondering why he’d want to be seen with a girl like me.

‘So, what is it?’ Jazz asks.

‘What’s what?’

‘A horn bag.’

I could say it’s anything. A musical instrument, for example. A smaller version of the bagpipes, perhaps. But since he’s the guy I’ve decided to like, I’d better tell him the truth. ‘It’s somebody who’s like… you know… sexy.’

‘What’s that got to do with horn… oh.’ Now he’s embarrassed. ‘Right,’ he says.

We keep walking, down to the very back of the schoolyard. We have to stop here because there’s a fence in our way. On the other side of the fence is a two-storey house with the usual huge amount of lawn they have here, with hardly any flowers.

I sneak a little sideways glance to see what Jazz is doing. He’s gazing straight ahead. ‘Nice house,’ he says.

That makes me laugh.

‘What?’ he sounds offended.

‘As if you’re interested in that house,’ I giggle. ‘Next you’ll be talking about the weather.’

He starts laughing, too. And he’s looking at me.

When he stops laughing the happy sparkle is still in his eyes. He reaches out and squeezes my arm for a second, then says, ‘Are you sure you can’t stay in America?’

I shrug. ‘I don’t think so.’ I can still feel the spot where he touched me. ‘Maybe you could visit me in Australia. You could be an exchange student.’ I imagine him in our home group, Billy making fun of his accent. Wouldn’t the cool girls be impressed if I brought back a hot American boyfriend!

‘Maybe I will.’ His freckled face is bright with possibility. ‘When I’m older, like in eleventh grade, I could try for one of those Rotary things. They send kids to Australia.’

Year eleven? That seems too far in the future to dream about. ‘What are you gonna dress up as for Amy’s party?’ I ask.

He’s gazing at my hair. Hope there aren’t any frizzy bits sticking up. ‘I was thinking a vampire,’ he says.

‘That’d be cool. You’d look great in fangs.’

‘Thanks. There’s this party place in Newton that sells really realistic fake blood.’

Now that we’re finally having a good conversation, wouldn’t you know it? The bell rings. I’m tempted to suggest we just stay here till lunch, but I shouldn’t put Jazz on the spot in case he doesn’t want to. As we retrace our steps across the schoolyard he says, ‘Why don’t you go as Little Red Riding Hood? You’d look like a hot horn bag.’

4.00 p.m.

‘Are you sure?’ I ask. I’m standing in the kitchen with the phone clamped to my ear.

‘I guess I know who I am,’ the boy’s voice answers. It does sound like Leon, but I can’t believe he’s actually called me. My first thought was that it was somebody from our class pretending to be him.

‘How do I know it’s really you?’ I say.

‘Because I’m calling from the tree-house,’ he answers.

I guess it must be him. ‘You got a phone installed there now? What next, a bar fridge?’

Leon, as usual, doesn’t laugh at my joke. ‘I borrowed my aunt’s cell.’

‘So now she’ll know you can talk.’

‘No she won’t.’

‘Why else would you borrow her phone, if you didn’t intend to talk? Or at least text, which is nearly the same thing?’

‘She doesn’t know I borrowed it.’

‘She might find out.’ It’s kind of fun teasing him.

‘I want you to come meet me,’ he says urgently.

‘Right now?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘Because… I need to see you.’

I’ve felt jumpy all day, like I wanted to be moving around instead of sitting at a school desk. I could use a walk. And I sort of want to make it up to Leon for not sticking up for him against Old Wart Nose. And for seeing him get totally humiliated by his aunt on the bus this morning. ‘I don’t think I’d be able to find your tree amongst all those other ones,’ I tell him.

‘I’ll wait for you at the fence.’ I can hear the gladness in his voice. ‘Just walk around the edge of the cornfield and you’ll see me.’

‘Okay.’

I grab a couple of Nadine’s peanut butter cookies out of the freezer and go. On the way through the mud room the biggest kitten, Matt, totters over to me on legs he’s just learning to use. I scoop him up and plant a kiss on his soft ginger head. ‘You better go back to your mom,’ I say, lowering him into the box beside his sisters. Poppet says ‘thanks’ in cat language.

‘That’s okay,’ I answer as I head out the door. ‘Bye!’

4.45 p.m.

‘So that’s why you needed a board,’ I say.

He nods. ‘Yeah, that’s why.’

He’s suspended two ropes from one of the branches of his tree. Hanging between them, about waist height off the ground, is the metre-long board he took from the machine shed.

‘You made a swing.’ I go over to inspect. ‘How’d you do that?’

‘Two holes and two knots.’ I can tell he’s proud of his construction. He sits on the board, bouncing up and down to show it’s firmly in place. He scooches over to one side and pats the board beside him. ‘Come and try it.’

There’s plenty of room for me to sit, but I don’t want to be that close to him. ‘I’m kind of old for swinging,’ I say.

‘No, you’re not. It feels good.’

I don’t know how I can get out of this without hurting his feelings, so I go over and sit with him, as far towards the other rope as possible. He pushes his feet against the ground to make the board swing gently. It does feel nice, swaying back and forth with all the green around us. The polite little prairie birds are twittering. It would feel really nice if it was Jazz instead of Leon sitting next to me.

‘Where’d you see them?’ Leon asks.

‘See who?’

‘The people.’ He points upwards. ‘I guess you weren’t in the tree-house since you didn’t know how to find it.’

‘Oh, them.’

My head has been so full of Jazz lately that I’d forgotten about Leon’s Indians. And I’m not sure I want to think about them now. But it seems like I don’t have a choice. A cool evening breeze has started to rustle the leaves, and with it comes the horrible cry of that mother holding her baby out to me. ‘I saw them in a dream,’ I say.

He stops the swing and stares straight ahead, silent as a rock. Guess he’s mad at me for letting him believe I saw them in real life. If you could call seeing ghosts real life.

It’s getting cold out here. I’m about to get off the swing and find my own way back to the cornfield when he says, as if he’s comforting a scared little kid, ‘That’s okay.’

‘What is?’

‘That’s how I first heard them. In a dream.’

‘So now you hear them when you’re awake?’

‘Yeah.’ He reaches out to catch a seed floating by on a parachute of fluff. ‘The people tell me what to draw.’

That’s pretty creepy. But it’s also fascinating. ‘What else do they tell you?’ I ask.

‘Stories. You know, about when they lived here. And… and other stuff. They told me you were coming. They said you’d listen.’

It’s sort of flattering, the thought of Leon and his Indians discussing me. ‘I haven’t listened that good,’ I say.

‘Yes you have.’ His voice is warm. ‘Better than anyone else.’

That makes me feel lonely for him. Because in less than three months I’ll be gone.

‘How about your mum?’ I ask. ‘She sounds like the type who’d listen.’

‘No,’ he shakes his head violently, ‘she doesn’t. She won’t stop my dad murdering the deer. She calls him brave. And she eats their flesh!’

For some reason that makes me giggle. ‘You could try switching her venison for Orville Redenbacher popcorn,’ I suggest.

He laughs at that. I can’t believe it. He actually laughed. For a second, with his face lit up under his inky black hair, he looks sort of beautiful.

‘You should do that more often,’ I tell him.

I think he’s blushing.

‘You gonna come to school tomorrow?’ I ask.

‘You want me to?’

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘It’s more interesting when you’re there.’
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Tuesday 2 October

10.05 a.m.

‘Looks like Simone needs a partner,’ Amy says, stacking her exercise book and pencil case on top of her history text. Then she adds dramatically, with a significant glance at Jazz and me, ‘I’ll leave you two alone.’

‘You don’t have to!’ I say as she rises from her chair.

Amy gives me a wink. ‘Hey, I’m only thinking of myself. If I’m with Simone I’ll get an A for doing jack squat.’

‘She’s right,’ Jazz says to me. ‘Simone does these Power Points that are like professional quality. She told me she stays up till 2 a.m. working on stuff.’

Since when has he been talking to Simone? I bet she gets through a few dozen Twinkies in the glow of her computer screen.

We’re in history class, and the teacher, Mr Mason, has just told us to get into groups of two or three to research a president. Luckily the phrase ‘get into groups’ doesn’t strike fear into my heart the way it did in primary school. As people mill around and push chairs into corners to stake out their spots, I scan the room to see if there are any loners. Craig’s got a mate who looks even more like a farmer than he does. Guess it’s only Leon who’ll remain groupless. I wonder if the teacher will try to pry him out of his usual seat and make him be with somebody.

But wait. Leon’s getting up of his own accord. He’s walking towards the middle of the room… he pulls over a chair and sits down facing me and Jazz! Everybody’s looking at us, as surprised as if they’d just seen a polar bear lumbering over to join our group. Suddenly the silence stops and the room springs into life. Everyone’s turned to their friends and they’re chattering like anything. About us, no doubt.

‘Class!’ Mr Mason bellows. ‘I want you all to get to work. Open your books to page seventy-two. There’s a list of presidents there, ranked from most to least effective. Chose one and start your research.’

Leon is staring at the desk. But I’m positive that when he first sat down he gave me a little smile. I remember what I said to him, that if you want someone to be your friend, you have to at least acknowledge they exist.

Jazz is peering at Leon with an expression that’s halfway between amazement and distaste. He says, ‘G’day, mate,’ which is a phrase I taught him how to say.

Leon doesn’t answer. Why did he bother to join our group if he’s going to look at me once and then resume his impression of a modern sculpture? Maybe if I encourage him, he’ll participate a little. This could be the beginning of him becoming a bit normal. If I could accomplish that, I bet Nadine would buy me everything in the used-bread store and bake me six dozen peanut butter cookies.

I flip through my history text to page seventy-two. ‘What do you think, Leon?’ I say. ‘Which president should we do?’

He kind of flinches, as if my words are little pebbles I decided to throw at him.

‘Like he’d have an opinion,’ Jazz says. ‘Let’s do Herbert Hoover.’ He points to the name, way down near the bottom of the list.

‘I don’t want to do him,’ I say. ‘According to this, he’s the second-worst president of all time.’

‘But he’s the only one from Iowa,’ Jazz argues. ‘I’m sick of hearing about Abraham Lincoln. We could put all Herbie’s bad points into a presentation and it’ll be more original than Simone and Amy’s. You wait and see, they won’t go lower than second or third most effective.’

‘Maybe.’ I wish I’d thought of that.

Leon makes a noise, sort of a clearing-your-throat sound.

‘What’s that, mate?’ Jazz asks him. ‘You wanna do a different president?’

‘I think he’s getting a cold,’ I say.

Jazz ignores me. ‘Maybe George Washington?’ he goads Leon. ‘Remember when we learned about him in second grade? When you could still talk?’

Leon looks to me as if he’s asking something of me. But it’s Jazz who answers. ‘You’re not interested in presidents, are you? You’re interested in Kaitlin.’

At last Leon looks at Jazz. But it’s a look of such anger that it makes me cringe.

‘It’s too bad you like her so much,’ Jazz says, putting his arm around my shoulders, ‘because she’s taken.’

Leon makes his hands into hard fists and his navy blue eyes narrow into threatening slits.

Jeez. They’re like a couple of wild buffaloes in a David Attenborough documentary, fighting over a female.

‘If you really want a girlfriend,’ Jazz says to Leon, ‘you could check out the special school in Newton.’

‘Jazz!’ I say, pulling away from him. ‘Don’t be so mean.’

‘So you do like him,’ Jazz says. ‘I knew it.’

‘No,’ I say, ‘I don’t like him. But that doesn’t mean I think people should be cruel to him!’

I must have said that pretty loud, because I’m suddenly aware that the class has gone silent again. And they’re looking at us. Especially at Leon, who has gone back to staring down at the desk. Which suddenly makes me very, very mad.

‘Leon!’ I yell. ‘Why can’t you stand up for yourself? You let Old Wart Nose walk all over you. You let Jazz insult you. I know you’re not a retard!’

‘Kaitlin,’ Mr Mason says, ‘calm down.’

‘I don’t wanna calm down!’ I snap. ‘I want him to say something. Say anything.’

‘He can’t do that, Kaitlin.’

‘Yes, he can. I know he can talk!’

Leon looks at me like I just shot him through the heart. The rest of the class stare at me as if I just screamed at a person in a wheelchair to get up and walk.

‘He can talk,’ I insist. ‘Yesterday he called me on his aunt’s bloody mobile!’

Leon stands up so suddenly that his chair falls over. But still he doesn’t say anything. He just turns and stomps out of the room.
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Wednesday 3 October

10.30 a.m.

I stumble down the stairs, my head hurting like anything. Mum let me stay home from school today because I didn’t get to sleep till 3 a.m. I was going over everything that happened yesterday. By lunch-time, somehow the whole school knew that Jazz and Leon had fought over me. And that I’d said Leon had talked to me. I felt like I was being bombarded by noisy journalists when we were in the cafeteria waiting in line for our nutritionally balanced meals. For example, this girl in year ten came up to me and asked, ‘What did he say? Is he really crazy?’

‘Totally bonkers!’ Jazz answered for me, which is another phrase I taught him.

‘Shut up,’ I told him. He was irritating me, standing really close to me to prove that he’d won. At the same time, I felt proud because the girls in our class kept looking at us, and I could tell that some of them were wishing they could get a boyfriend as cute as Jazz.

But it wasn’t what went on in the lunch line that really got to me. It was what Old Wart Nose said later, in English class. We were doing silent reading, and she comes over to me and says, in this quiet voice that got everybody’s attention, ‘You should have told us.’

‘Huh?’ I just looked at her.

‘If what you say is true,’ she goes on, like she’s superior to every mortal on earth, ‘if Leon really did talk to you, you should have let someone know.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it would have been the responsible thing to do.’ She shook her head, all sad and regretful. ‘Lord knows what’ll happen to that boy now.’

I did my best to block that thought out during school yesterday, and even through the evening. Mum and I found a cable channel that was showing back-to-back episodes of Friends, which we watched for like three hours. Mum let her hair down and made us popcorn with this air popper she found in a cupboard. And then we had brownie sundaes with Weight Watchers ice-cream. It wasn’t till I was in bed, trying to sleep, that Mrs Johnson’s words started to carve grooves in my brain. Irresponsible, irresponsible. Should have, should have, should have.

Now my mind is aching from the effort to shut out her voice. It needs to be soothed with something sugary, like a big bowl of Coco Pops, but of course Mum doesn’t buy those any more. Guess I’ll have to make do with grainy toast and some of that organic honey she got in a health-food shop near her college.

On the way to the kitchen I look through the French doors to the mud room. All three kittens are out of their box, tumbling over each other in a furry little wrestling match. I tap on the glass and three tiny triangular faces pop up. Six blue eyes stare at me. Nadine says that in a couple of weeks, that perfect blue will turn to yellow or green or amber, whatever their eye colour will be for the rest of their lives. It makes me kind of sad to think of that. ‘I’ll see you guys later,’ I tell them.

I can’t be bothered sitting at the table with my toast. I munch it standing by the kitchen sink, gazing out the window over the cornfield. Mum said that when her classes are finished today she’s having a drink with Alex. CEC is the nickname Amy thought up for him. It stands for College Eye Candy. They’ve already got plans for the weekend, too. They’ve invited me along and said I could bring Amy, but that still doesn’t make the offer all that appealing. They’re hiking for twenty miles along the trail where the railway line used to be, and that’s not my idea of fun. Besides, I don’t want to spend hours seeing Mum with Alex. He’s such a try-hard compared to Rick. And also, I’ve got a project due for science on Monday that I haven’t even started yet. Not that it would keep me from hiking down the railway line if I really wanted to…

Wait. Something outside the window catches my eye. There’s a car coming up the road. I was thinking so hard I didn’t notice it till now, and it’s almost at our house. It’s black and white and it’s got POLICE written on the side in big yellow letters. My heart pounds as I hear the crunch of its tyres on our driveway. Was what I did yesterday bad enough to get me arrested? I want to run upstairs and hide under my bed, but then I remind myself that they don’t usually send cops to deal with problems kids have been having at school.

So what are they here for? I go out to the mud room and look through the window beside the door. There’s two of them I notice, as they get out of the car. A tall woman with curls peeking out from under her cap, and a man with a big gut hanging over his belt. They walk up our front steps as if they’ve got important stuff on their minds. I open the door and the woman says, ‘Hello, you must be Kaitlin.’

I nod in agreement. Her black uniform makes me nervous, even though I know I haven’t done anything they could send me to gaol for.

‘I’m Officer Kirby and this is Sergeant De Vries. We’re from the Newton Police Department. Is your mother home?’

‘No.’ I make my voice sound brave, like in debating. ‘She’s at college.’

Officer Kirby looks at me as if she’s surveying me for signs of lying. ‘Have you seen Leon Davies?’ she asks.

‘No, not since he ran out of class yesterday.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘Yes, I’d know if I’d seen him. He’s like… tall.’

Sergeant De Vries smiles a little. But there’s no laughter in his eyes. ‘We thought he might have come here, seeing this is… well, was… his home. We’ll need to have a good look around.’

‘What? Isn’t he at his aunt’s place?’

‘No. His family haven’t seen him since he got on the school bus yesterday. But they know he stopped by there at least briefly.’

‘Has he run away?’ I ask the police.

They look at each other as if they’re unsure of something. But finally Officer Kirby says to me, ‘Yes, Leon’s missing. And he’s taken his father’s gun.’

12.00 p.m.

‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Sergeant De Vries asks Nadine. We’re standing on the little porch outside her front door.

Nadine puts her hand on my back. ‘Guess I can put up with her for a couple hours,’ she says.

‘All right, then.’ The sergeant sounds relieved. ‘We’ll have a look in that timber over there. Thanks for the tip, Kaitlin.’

‘That’s okay.’

They wouldn’t let me stay in the house on my own. They’re worried about what Leon might do if he shows up. I told the police I couldn’t contact Mum because she doesn’t believe in mobile phones. Which isn’t true, but I don’t want to involve her.

As the black police car heads up the gravel road and around the corner towards our place, Nadine turns to me.

‘You really think he’s run off to the timber?’ she says sharply.

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘I know he likes it there.’

‘How do you know that?’ Nadine’s peering at me with steely eyes. So is Spot. Since the whole school has heard, I guess they’re entitled to know as well. ‘He told me.’

‘Leon talked to you?’ Her voice is steely now, too.

‘Yeah. And he took me there. To the timber.’

‘Hmm. Funny you never mentioned it before.’ She says it so coldly, like she hates me. I don’t want Nadine to hate me!

‘I didn’t mean it,’ I blubber. My words are mushed up with tears. ‘I didn’t mean to make him run away. I got mad at him and told the other kids at school he could talk, but I didn’t do it to be horrible. He said not to tell anybody he talked to me, but I never promised him I wouldn’t. I wanted to help him!’

Spot licks my hand and whimpers. At least he believes me. Seeing that, Nadine’s face softens. Which makes me cry even harder.

‘Here.’ She takes a tissue out of her pocket and shoves it into my hand. ‘I guess it’ll be a hot day in January before kids tell old ladies everything they know.’

‘I’ll tell you everything now,’ I say, swiping at my eyes with the tissue. ‘What do you wanna know?’

She says heavily, ‘We need to know where he’s got to. And I have a feeling it ain’t anywhere he’d expect you to guess easy.’

She’s right. He knows I’d look in the tree-house, or send the police there. I have a sudden image of his cartoons. The old rifle, the exploding baby… Where could he have gone?

‘Wait!’ I say.

‘What?’

‘I just remembered. Something he told me once. He said if he couldn’t get anybody to listen he’d go and sit amongst the… what was it? Some plant I’ve never heard of. I remember he said he’d do something weird there. He said he’d sit beside it and gather up sounds…’

‘Milkweed,’ Nadine says. Her face has gone pale.

‘Yeah, that was it!’

12.20 p.m.

Before I can ask what’s happening, Nadine has got me in her pick-up and we’re speeding up the road at eighty miles an hour. ‘Don’t distract me while we’re on the gravel,’ she orders. She stares out through the windscreen, concentrating like anything. Even then, we swerve a couple of times on loose rock.

‘Hang on!’ she says, but she doesn’t slow down. I cling to the armrest on the door, praying I won’t die in an Iowa ditch before I’ve even kissed a boy, or been part of a live audience at a TV show, or done my VCE.

At last we get to the highway and Nadine turns north, where I haven’t been before. Once we’re safely on the bitumen I figure I can ask, ‘Where are we going?’

‘To where that milkweed is,’ Nadine says. She’s still speeding, still staring out through the windscreen for all she’s worth. ‘Too bad that boy remembers every fool thing I ever said to him.’

‘Huh?’

‘I told him that when my time comes, I’ll know it. I said I wanna go nice and peaceful. Told him I’d sit amongst the milkweed, just lean back and relax and listen to everything around me. Leon’s been a great one for listenin’, ever since he was little. Gatherin’ up sounds, that’s what him and me used to call it.’

Nadine slows down a teeny bit for the intersection of another gravel road, then floors her old pick-up harder than ever.

‘Where exactly is this milkweed?’ I ask loudly, so she can hear me over the roar of the motor.

‘In that piece of timber I told you about. Up near Marshalltown. It grows alongside the huntin’ cabin.’

2.00 p.m.

Nadine slows down for another gravel road, turns into it too fast and skids. We’re almost in the ditch before she manages to correct. My heart is racing, but I know better than to interrupt her concentration. We’ve gone about a kilometre when we pull off into a driveway. I see a ramshackle little house in a grove of trees.

‘There he is,’ I say. I hear the elation in my voice. He’s not dead! Leon is sitting with his back against the cabin wall, amongst some tall plants with big brown seed pods full of white fluffy stuff. He’s got the gun all right. It’s resting across his knees. He’s staring out at the trees, acting like he hasn’t noticed we’ve arrived.

Nadine gets out of the truck. ‘You stay here!’ she tells me.

I watch Nadine’s skinny back as she walks towards the cabin. Suddenly Leon stands up. He’s holding the rifle loosely in his left hand. I can hardly breathe. I’ve heard in America they keep their guns loaded. Nadine is walking slowly, her hand out as if she’s asking Leon to give her the gun. He takes it in both hands, raises the barrel and points it at her.

He can’t do this! I think of Nadine’s kind old face as she told me those stories about Leon when he was younger. I think about her sour cream chocolate cake that she made me from her mother’s recipe. And I think about how scared I’ve gotten before every confrontation with someone, how my heart beats a million miles an hour. Careful, careful, goes through my head. I can’t always be careful. I open the door and stumble out.

‘Leon!’ I scream. ‘Leon, don’t be stupid!’

They both turn to me. ‘Kaitlin,’ Nadine orders, ‘you get back in that pick-up.’

‘No,’ I say and walk up to them. And as I do, Leon turns the gun and holds it close, so it points up under his chin. He has his finger on the trigger. I’ve never been so scared, but I won’t run away.

‘What are you doing this for?’ I yell at him.

He looks at Nadine, then me. ‘No one listens,’ he says. ‘No one listens.’

‘No one listens!’ I screech back at him. ‘That’s all you ever say. But it’s you who doesn’t listen!’

‘Kaitlin…’ Nadine cautions. Her voice is shaking.

‘Nadine loves you!’ I tell him. ‘Can’t you see that? Can’t you hear that? She’s loved you ever since you were born. And she’s loved your mother ever since she was born.’

He doesn’t move, doesn’t say anything. But he’s hearing me. I know he is.

‘It’s great you care so much about the Indians,’ I say. I’m debating hard, trying to think of important points to persuade my audience. ‘You can’t change what happened to them. Nobody can. But you can draw their stories. You’re the best drawer ever!’

He’s really listening now. I can see it in his eyes as they stare at me over the gun. ‘Everyone cares about you,’ I go on. ‘Even Old Wart Nose, although she’s mean about it. And I care. I’m sorry I gave away your secret if it means that much to you, but just because I wanted you to talk doesn’t mean I don’t like you. I do like you. Not like I like Jazz, but as… I want to be your friend. And so does Nadine.’

Leon looks at Nadine. She nods. ‘Katie’s right. She’s a mighty smart gal.’

He looks confused, then very slowly he begins to lower the gun. I exhale. So does Nadine. ‘Come on, Leon,’ she says. ‘Let’s get you home.’ She takes a step towards him.

‘No!’ he says. He still seems wary of her, but at least he’s looking at her now. And suddenly he’s crying. He drops the gun at his feet and puts his hands over his face to hide. Nadine goes towards him, and he lets her put an arm around his waist.

‘Not this year,’ he sobs. He kind of leans against her, even though he’s at least half-a-head taller than her. ‘Don’t kill the deer. Not this year, Dene.’

That’s asking a lot. One of the first things Nadine ever told me was how proud she was that she could still shoot a buck.

‘All right, then,’ Nadine tells him, and I can’t believe she’s saying that. She puts both arms around him and pats him on the back. ‘I guess I can go one season without killin’ my own venison.’

Nadine peeps around Leon’s shoulder and gives me the thumbs up sign. She says to both of us, ‘There’s other stuff I can spend my time doin’. I been waitin’ nigh on a year to have a chat with my old friend here.’
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Saturday 15 December

12.30 p.m.

‘Hey!’ I screech into the frigid air. ‘That’s not fair! You’ve had years of practice at this.’

Amy and Jazz show no mercy. While I’m trying to shape the snow I scooped up into some kind of form, they’ve already produced perfect balls which they hurl at me with freezing accuracy. Plop! They hit the front of the puffy turquoise jacket I got when Amy’s mum took us to Minneapolis on a long weekend and we went to the Mall of America, the second-biggest shopping centre in the world. It made Highpoint look like a convenience store.

I mush my wad of snow together and toss it towards Amy, but it breaks up before it reaches her. ‘Hardy-ha!’ she teases, putting on a stupid southern accent. ‘Them Aussie gals sure are awkward when it comes to makin’ snowballs.’

Jazz walks over to me. We’re in our huge front yard, which has turned into a bright white world overnight. Even the tiniest tree branches are topped with their own thin line of snow.

When Jazz reaches me he says in a sexy voice, ‘Aussie girls are good at some things. I could name one or two.’ Then, before I can figure out what he’s doing, he grabs a handful of snow, shoves it down my back and runs away as the arctic substance begins to melt against my skin.

‘You bi-atch!’ I plough through the snow after him, glad for the knee-high boots I got at Colorado. I tackle him before he can climb the fence into the cornfield, which is now just a few yellow stalks sticking up from the snow. He turns and puts his arms around me. ‘Sorry!’ he laughs. ‘I couldn’t resist.’

‘Oh, sure,’ I say. ‘I bet you’re real sorry.’

He holds me closer, rubbing the wet spot on my back. He says in a serious voice, ‘I am sorry about one thing.’

‘What?’

‘That you’re going.’

Tears sting my eyes as I hug Jazz tight. I don’t want to leave. It’s so beautiful here: the sky above the snow is incredibly blue, as blue as the eyes of the kittens when they were three weeks old. And I’m afraid I’ll never find another guy like Jazz, even though he gives me the irrits sometimes. Well, a lot of times. But in between he can be gorgeous. We first kissed at Amy’s Halloween party, when she made us go into this pitch-dark room and put our hands into creepy stuff she’d prepared on a table. Just after we’d felt the bowl full of eyeballs, Jazz led me over to a corner where we could be on our own, while behind us a girl cried, ‘Yuck! It’s a bunch of guts.’

I was nervous as anything, in a corner with Jazz, knowing what he wanted to do, but I calmed down a bit when he whispered in my ear, ‘They’re grapes.’

‘What?’

‘The eyeballs. They’re just peeled grapes.’

He looked so hot in his vampire cape. And he said that I made an irresistible Lara Croft. He had to take out his fake fangs so we could kiss, but I think I did okay.

We haven’t had the chance to be alone much, because after the officer and the sergeant told Mum what happened that day with Leon, she stopped going for drinks after classes. And she made me come hiking with her and Alex on weekends, which I must admit has been good for my fitness.

Still, Jazz and I have managed to get together a few times. I used to look into my future and see a girl that no cute guy could like. Now that girl’s not me!

‘Whatcha doin’, lovebirds?’ Amy has appeared beside us. Her words come out in little clouds of breath. I hold out one arm and so does Jazz, inviting her in for a group hug. Amy cuddles up to me and says, ‘It’s gonna be boring at school without you.’

‘You’ll get used to it,’ I say.

‘No way! I’m gonna miss you every single minute till I get over there to visit you.’

‘Me, too,’ Jazz says.

‘Yeah, but you haven’t got any money for the plane fare,’ Amy points out to him. ‘I’ve already saved nine hundred and twelve dollars.’

Guess I better get a story ready about what happened to my koala twins that do tricks…

Mum and I fly to England tomorrow. I don’t want to leave. The kittens are nearly as tall as Poppet now, with long, elegant legs. They were so funny this morning when we let them out into the yard. They’d never walked in snow before and at first they kept lifting up each paw really high and shaking it off before they’d take another step. Finally they saw that Poppet just ploughed through, so they did, too. Nadine said she’ll make sure they don’t starve till new tenants show up, but it makes me feel lonely to think of life without them.

At the same time, I can’t wait to see Eve and Will. And especially Rick! Mum has decided Alex the Eye Candy was good for a treat, but not for a steady diet. I think it also helped that she found out Rick got a new girlfriend while she was gone. But, of course, he preferred her, and him and me and Eve have arranged for him to come to England as a surprise.

We’re going to spend Christmas in Kent, then Eve is going to close the cafe and we’ll all travel around Britain for a couple of weeks. That means I’ll still have some time to see Dad and Sarah and the kids in Canberra before I have to go back to school.

I’ll be in year nine! I wonder what Matthew and Stephen are like now. Vi sat the exam for MacRob, that school that only takes super-smart girls, and she got in – the traitor! She swears we’ll be as close as ever, but I’ve got my doubts about that.

Nadine has insisted on driving Mum and me to the airport in her pick-up. ‘I haven’t had the heart to tell Spot you’re leavin’,’ she said when she called this morning to confirm arrangements. ‘Maybe you could come down tonight and break the news to him.’

I promised I would. I also promised I’d write to her, the old-fashioned way, with paper inside an airmail envelope.

‘There’s nothin’ like the mailman bringin’ you a letter from a real person,’ Nadine said. ‘It gives you somethin’ to hold on to.’

I know about that, I think, as Jazz and Amy and I let go of each other and head towards the house. After Leon ran away and Nadine and I rescued him, all sorts of rumours were flying around the school. They said Leon had tried to kill himself, that he’d tried to murder me and Nadine and that he was on drugs and was going to gaol for the rest of his life. The truth is, he got an official caution from the police. If he stays out of trouble, it’ll be expunged from the records when he turns eighteen.

Meanwhile he’s gone to stay with his dad in Kansas City. Apparently he’s going to an alternative school. Carrie told Nadine the fresh start has been really good for him. ‘He ain’t turned into no chatterbox,’ Nadine said. ‘But he’ll say a word or two if he has to. They reckon they’ve decided at that school that he’s a real talented cartoonist.’

I could have told them that. And he doesn’t just draw Indians any more. He sends me a new lot of cartoon strips once a week or so. They’re like little stories of what he sees and hears in the city. Some of the stuff he puts in the speech bubbles is really funny. Maybe I’m supposed to stick the cartoons on his wall, but I don’t. I’ve got them packed in my suitcase and when I get home I’m gonna start my own collage.

‘Has your mom got anything decent to eat?’ Amy asks as she takes off her boots in the mud room. She’s been here often enough to know we mostly exist on Weight Watchers products.

‘We’ve got heaps,’ I say. ‘Mum cleaned out the freezer and took out all the brownies and peanut butter cookies and apple turnovers Nadine gave us.’

‘Yum!’ Jazz kicks a boot off with such enthusiasm it skids across the floor.

I laugh but my stomach hurts like it did when Shelly ditched me in grade six. I don’t want to lose Jazz. Or Amy.

We go into the kitchen and Amy pops a half-thawed-out batch of cookies in the microwave. She grins at me. ‘Hey, Kaitlin,’ she says. ‘Now you’re going back Down Under, next time you run into Heath Ledger, get his number for me, okay?’

I nod. If I say anything, I’ll cry. I’m about to look around for Jazz when I feel his arms around my waist.

‘Hey, you,’ he says.

‘Hi,’ I say, feeling a smile creep across my face. There’s no way I’m like I was in grade six. Even when Jazz and Amy are on the other side of the world, they’ll still be in my head. It’s like I’ve got this collection of people who love me, plus the odd dog and cat and hermit crab, and they are gifts I can carry with me anywhere.

I pull Jazz’s arms closer around me. ‘I’m going to email you guys every week, okay? Maybe even call you sometimes.’

Amy murmurs affirmative through a mouthful of peanut butter cookie. Jazz says, ‘You better. Otherwise I’ll send Simone over to sit on you.’

‘Then you’ll have to call the flying doctor,’ Amy says.

Mum breezes into the kitchen and asks jauntily, ‘Anyone for hot chocolate?’

I burst out laughing.

‘What?’ Mum looks put out.

‘You sound just like Bree from Desperate Housewives!’

‘I don’t know if that’s a compliment,’ she says doubtfully.

‘Sure it is,’ I say. ‘Bree’s skinny as.’

I go over and give Mum a hug, thinking that her half-brained plan for an adventure hasn’t turned out too bad after all.
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I’m weird – there’s no denying it. I’ve never fitted in, but I think that’s the secret to being a good author: you spend more time observing people than actually being involved in their conversations. You learn a lot this way. I love learning and writing about people. I’m studying psychology, and I’ve also started writing a solo novel! It’s about something pretty complicated and for now the plot details are sealed (but let’s just say it’s not going to be along the lines of the Kaitlin series). I still have four guinea pigs, and my sister Katie is doing great as well. Hope to write lots in the future, and also work my way up to owning my own psychology practice (only seven years of school to go!).

To all junior writers out there, keep reading and writing heaps and don’t be afraid to show your work to other people. My friends (people I occasionally hold hostage) have given me some constructive criticism which has helped me a lot. Never say die (I stole that, I know), and good things will come to those who work!
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When my parents first moved onto the land where my sisters and I would grow up, they loved to tramp the timbers in spring, hunting for morel mushrooms. One afternoon, searching amongst a bed of bluebells, Dad found something he would treasure until he died at the age of 89 – an arrowhead chipped from stone. For us this was a tiny, pointed reminder that before farmers arrived to turn most of that black soil between two mighty rivers into cornfields, other people had lived and hunted there.

At school in the ’50s and ’60s, we were taught little about native Iowans. Yet on summer evenings my sister and I thought we saw tall, strong people with long hair looking into the windows of our farmhouse. We were scared of them and drowned out their soft voices by turning up the television. It was only in our dreams that the original inhabitants of our land could demand our attention. I thought it would be cool for Kaitlin to experience some of this, plus meet a few of the neighbourhood characters I loved so much when I was her age.
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