


[image: cover]








outside IN



outside IN

[image: 9781742730141_0003_001]


BY Chrissie Keighery

[image: 9781742730141_0003_002]


Outside In published in 2009 by
 Hardie Grant Egmont
 85 High Street
 Prahran, Victoria 3181, Australia
www.hardiegrantegmont.com.au 



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publishers and copyright holders.



A CiP record for this title is available from the National Library of Australia 



Text copyright © 2009 Chrissie Keighery
 Cover and text design copyright © 2009 Hardie Grant Egmont 



Cover illustration by Sarah Hankinson
 Cover design by Sonia Dixon
 Text design by Ektavo 




Printed in Australia by McPherson’s Printing Group 



1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2





Author dedication:

To Johnno. Our friend.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

JORDAN

LEE

SAM

MEREDITH

JACK

CECILIA

RENEE

OUTSIDE IN

AUTHOR’S ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



jordan 

Jordan was back at school. After her rest.

She lay down, reclined, feeling the spikes of grass through her school dress. Orange Sunny Boy drops watered the ground from her uplifted hand. The slope overlooking the basketball court was dry and brittle, other than the dripping Sunny Boy drops. The bright sun promised more of the same.

Wednesday. Which still came after Tuesday and before Thursday, as though everything was right with the world.

As though the sound of her mum tossing and turning in the king-sized bed, alone, didn’t matter one bit. As though the pieces of Jordan’s life could be picked up by a breeze and that was just the way it went.

Whatever.

Jordan sat up slightly, leaning back on her elbows. The boys were bouncing and tossing and running and sweating. Jordan didn’t get it. Why bounce and toss when you could just lie back and watch the clouds making pictures in the sky? Why run and sweat when you could just sip the melting juices of a sweet Sunny Boy?

‘Jack just got another goal!’ Lee’s voice, as was usual when she talked about Jack, was way over the top. The pitch always went an octave higher. Talking to him, she kind of sounded like a duck.

‘Hooray for Jack, then,’ Jordan said out of the side of her mouth. She moved her wrists to dance invisible pompoms. ‘Rah, rah, rah.’

Lee tucked a wild blonde curl behind her ear and blinked three times. She was ready to take offence. To wonder if Jordan was hanging it on her.

Lee, how she cared about everything. Exhausting.

‘Come on, Jordy. Let’s have a game with the boys?’ Lee was quick to hurt. Quick to forgive. ‘If you feel like it, that is.’ Her head loomed over Jordan.

‘Yeah, let’s. We’ve only got twenty-two minutes of lunchtime left,’ agreed Cecilia, straight mousy bob leaning into Lee’s big blonde mop. ‘I think it would be good for you. Unless you don’t want to, Jords? It’s up to you, really.’

‘Australia has voted,’ Meredith joined in, amping up the volume. Her arms waved frantically, blocking out the last patch of blue sky.

Jordan rolled back. She played dead. Her friends were all so fricking … enthusiastic. So pumped up.

She glanced up the slope at a chunky silhouette between sun and shade. A girl, sitting alone. Not bothered. For the first time, Jordan wondered what it would be like to be one of the anonymous kids. One who didn’t get hassled like this. Peaceful, perhaps? It was a thought she would have liked to continue.

To float in.

To drown in.

But her friends were too annoying to let her be. Within seconds, there were three of them pulling at her arms. Very unbalanced it was, too. Meredith and Lee on the right, and tiny Cecilia trying to take the burden of her left side.

‘All right already,’ Jordan groaned. ‘Do you reckon I can have my arms back, though? I might need them for the game, you know.’

‘You think that would really make a difference, Miss Unco?’ Meredith stirred.

Jordan rolled her eyes. There was a little pang as she walked down the slope to the basketball court. A sort of reprieve that still happened sometimes. When, for a moment, she forgot what had happened. What punishment he had doled out. While Jordan and her mum tried to figure out their crime.

Wednesday. From now on, Wednesday would be the day to toss her life into an overnight bag and lug it over to his new flat. She hadn’t packed Zebra. The toy she’d taken to every camp, every sleepover. The one that sat on her pillow at her real house, one eye falling out of its socket and barely any stripes on its worn-out fur.

What was the point in pretending? Soft toys and beddy-byes were completely over.
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 ‘Jordan, could you hang back after class? Just for a chat?’ called Mr Moulton, cowboy/English teacher, over the sound of the bell. He had retro sideburns and slicked-back hair.

Jordan shrugged. Kept her head down so she couldn’t see the others as they left the classroom. The door slammed closed. Looking up she could see the backs of three heads through the glass pane. Her friends were hanging around. Staying close.

Mr Moulton sat next to her on a plastic chair. Stroked his sideburns while her stomach constricted, tensed. She wondered if everyone had guessed what he was going to talk to her about.

‘Jordan? Here are the worksheets you missed out on,’ he said. ‘You’ve been away a bit lately, hey? How was your –’

‘Rest?’ Jordan finished for him. ‘It was very restful, thanks. Very chilled.’

She thought about her week in limbo land. The days they’d given her off to recover from the shock had revolved around Dr Phil. She could get the show three times a day on Foxtel. BBQ Shapes and Fanta and the catchcry of the TV psychologist. ‘I want you to get excited about your life!’

With a supply in front of her, she could just veg out on the leather couch. She could reach out to the coffee table for sustenance while they walked out their pathetic little lives on screen for the world to see. Shoplifters and alcoholics. Wife-beaters.

Dr Phil would tell them what to do. ‘You’re not an evil man. What’s happening here is that this family needs a hero!’

She had fantasised about parading her parents on Dr Phil’s stage. Making them sort out their crap in the neat space of an hour. Including ad breaks.

‘You,’ he would say to Jordan’s dad, ‘need to work out what’s important here. If you have to quit your job so you have more time for the family, that’s what you need to do!’

Her dad would nod in agreement. He would mentally write his resignation letter. He would look lovingly at Jordan’s mum on the stool beside him. He would glance out into the audience, at Jordan in the front row, and give her a wave. And it would all be OK again.

Except it wasn’t going to happen.

‘This family needs a hero!’

But this family wouldn’t get one. Must have got lost in the post.

‘Jordan, I heard you’ve been having some problems at home,’ Mr Moulton continued, bringing her back.

‘Is that a euphemism, Mr M? I’m getting pretty good at them,’ Jordan said, gathering strength, using the word he’d taught them. ‘Are you talking about my parents splitting?’

‘I guess it is a euphemism,’ he said slowly, and she thought he might back off. But he didn’t.

‘Jordan, it’s natural to feel confused and sad when your parents split,’ he said, and he was reinforcing her words. As though they meant something. ‘I just want you to know that I’m here if you need to talk. And I can also give you a referral to Ms Spicer. She’s good, you know.’

Ms Spicer was the school counsellor. She was trained to talk. To draw out words.

Her parents had talked to Jordan. Her dad particularly. How kind of him to inform her, now, when he’d already made his decision. He talked about how they’d both tried. But they hadn’t been happy for a long time. And everyone deserved to be happy, didn’t they? It wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. They would both continue loving her, and being her parents and blah, blah, blah.

He probably got the whole speech from a handbook. The Idiot’s Guide to Divorce.

It had looked like a massive effort for her mum to lift her head from her hands. Her mum had looked different as she nodded and smiled a pale, fake smile.

‘I’m right, Mr M. I’m good,’ Jordan told him.

She could see her friends were still waiting for her. She pointed. He nodded. She escaped.

‘Are you OK, Jordy?’ Lee fussed, her blue eyes full of almond-shaped concern. ‘Because you can talk about it, you know. It can help. When you let it go.’

‘It’s a bit more complicated than that,’ Jordan said, brushing away Lee’s consoling hand. She wasn’t about to parade her shit. Not to Mr M. Not to the school counsellor.

 Not even to her friends.

‘Let me guess. Mr Moulton wanted you to see the school shrink cos you’ve been such a retard lately,’ said Meredith, doing hand claps that didn’t connect. Her crossed eyes and lips-in-a-cat’s-bum shape were signature Meredith style.

It brought a slow smile to Jordan’s face.

Maybe everything was a joke, in the end? Nothing really seemed to matter.

Anymore.
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Jordan wasn’t sure she wanted her dad to get out of the car. But she wasn’t sure she wanted him to sit there either, window down, tapping away to some stupid out-of-date song on some stupid out-of-date radio station. Especially in his suit and tie.

She opened the boot and chucked in her overnight bag and her school bag.

‘Hi, Poss,’ her dad said, as she slid into the passenger seat. He was acting as though it was a regular event, this leaving work early to pick her up. What a Committed Daddy. Give the man an Oscar.

Jordan reached out and switched stations.

‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Thought I’d cook carbonara,’ her dad said, motioning backwards. There were two plastic 7-Eleven bags sitting on the back seat. When her mum did the shopping there were loads more and she always used green enviro-bags.

‘I just have to finish off some paperwork. It’ll take an hour. Two at the max,’ he said.

Some things never changed.

They took a side street, and then turned onto the highway. Part of her pulled in the opposite direction, towards her real house. Ta-ta. Bye.

Jordan stared out the window. Closing her eyes, she felt her head bumping on the glass in a rhythm.

‘It’s not far away. We take the next exit, and then it’s just up here.’

He should be one of those navigating systems you stick on the dashboard.

There was a tiny park at the bottom of the street. A little triangle with swings, a slide and a seesaw. The grass underneath it was impossibly green. Like an apology for the rest of the street being lined with concrete and bricks.

Her dad pulled into a car park underneath the building. It was dark and cold, a place that locked out sunshine. Her dad opened a door leading up some stairs. It was an echo chamber in there.

Jordan held onto the railing. Her dad walked in front, carrying the shopping and her overnight bag. The one that didn’t have Zebra inside it.

In the foyer was a tricycle and a two-wheeler. They were covered with streamers and shiny bells. As if childhood existed.

Jordan knew better. Childhood was just another illusion. Sooner or later, it would crack.

Another flight of stairs. And another. ‘Now, you know this is just short term, Poss?’ he said over his shoulder. ‘It’s just temporary.’

Like everything.

‘Can I use your laptop?’ Jordan asked as he put the key in the door.

‘Sorry, Poss. I need it to finish my work. Why don’t you settle in?’
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Jordan wandered down the hall and looked around the spare bedroom. ‘Why don’t I settle in?’ she asked herself aloud. Like a crazy person.

She recognised a cakky brown doona and pillow case stolen from the bottom of the linen press at her real house. The scent of Earth’s Dolphin, her mum’s choice of washing powder. Safe for the Earth and great in cold water!

The doona set was taken out when guests came to stay. Mainly when Nana arrived, dressed in bowling whites and equipped with little jars of Darrell Lea lollies. Bo Peeps for breakfast, dished out by kind old hands from under that doona. Secretly given. Secretly scoffed until only the blacks remained, stuck in little clusters at the bottom of the jar.

Where would Nana stay now? Now that her dad had custody of the doona, and only one spare bed?

Jordan pushed away the question and looked around the room.

There was a chest of drawers, and an old wardrobe with the door half-open. Inside there was a heap of wire coat hangers with nothing on them.

She unzipped her bag and changed into track pants and a T-shirt. She hung up her school dress. The she put a hand back into the bag and pulled out the photo.

Should she put it up? On top of the chest of drawers? On the windowsill, between the two dead blowflies?

Jordan sat on the cakky brown doona. Like a stranger in a hotel.

The photo was of her mum and dad, Jordan standing in between them. They wore giant grins. Jordan’s looked like a mini version of her dad’s. Her mum’s dark eyes in her own face. The three of them were on skis, paused to race down a mountain.

We haven’t been happy for a long time.

It wasn’t taken that long ago, the photo. Maybe a year. It was on the holiday they’d been on before he started the dream job. Were their smiles faked, like everything else?

Jordan tucked the photo back into her bag. She noticed she’d forgotten her pjs.

How was she supposed to kill time in this hole? Smother it with a cakky brown pillow case? Hold it while it thrashed its last breaths?

The floorboards creaked as she walked down the hall.

The tapping on the keyboard stopped for a moment. He even turned around to face her. ‘Do you have everything?’

‘Forgot my pjs.’

‘Oh.’

His body was half-turned back to the screen. His fingers were creeping towards the keyboard.

‘I might just go down to the park for a while,’ Jordan said.

She could smell his relief.

‘OK, Poss. Go and have a play,’ said his back.

‘Ah, yes,’ she muttered under her breath to the background of tapping keys. ‘I shall frolic joyfully in the sunshine.’

Jordan opened the front door and looked around the landing. A sensor light registered her presence. There were two other doors on the landing. Two other flats. Other lives inside, she supposed. Pretend families with pretend children?

She made her way down to the second landing. No sensor this time. Instead, a window. Jordan paused, she sat down. A poem her mum used to recite bounced around in her head. ‘Halfway Down.’ Halfway down the stairs.

A poem about being contented. About being happy, just to be. Wherever you were.

Her dad used to join in. When they were.

A family.

Jordan had known it off by heart. Now, the words were hazy. Ghost words …

From her spot on the landing, Jordan could see the triangle park. An old man let his silky terrier off the leash. She could see him motion for the dog to sit. When it did, he pulled something out of his pocket. The dog leapt up to his hand.

The old man patted the dog and started all over again.

‘That’s Frank. Dog’s called Wanda.’

Jordan felt her body jerk. She hadn’t heard anyone coming.

‘Jack?’ she asked, looking up. Which was pretty stupid because it was definitely Jack. ‘What are you doing here?’ Her voice would have sounded more annoyed if she could be bothered.

The flat was another universe. A parallel life. She shouldn’t have intruders from the other part of her life. That Jack was here, basketball Jack, seemed very wrong.

Jack didn’t seem to notice her tone. He sat beside her, his extra-large sneakered feet tapping the landing.

‘Ha. I guess your dad had the same idea as mine,’ he said. ‘Not so far to school. Short-term rental available. Although my dad’s probably going to be here forever. I used to come every Monday night but had to change to Wednesdays. Alternate weekends too, depending on sport. You?’

Jordan shook her head. It was none of his business when she had to stay in this dump. It was none of anyone’s business.

‘Frank’s got no idea how to train that dog,’ Jack added when Jordan didn’t answer.

Jordan stared out. Wanda was up on two legs, spinning around. Sometimes, she’d get to four or five spins, like a ballet dancer, before falling back to the ground, regaining her balance and starting all over again. The treats were coming thick and fast.

‘Frank gives her treats for everything,’ Jack went on. There was criticism in his voice, but also something else. Jordan could tell that Jack liked Frank. She could tell that Jack even quite liked that Frank was too easy on his dog.

‘He’s a cool old man. Come on, I’ll introduce you,’ Jack said.

He took the stairs, three at a time. Kind of bounced down them. Jordan wasn’t quite sure why she was following him.

‘Hey, good game today,’ he said, turning back as he reached the stairwell.

‘Yeah, I bet you don’t know too many people who can catch a ball with their face,’ Jordan replied.

Jack’s laugh echoed.

Jordan tilted her head to the side, listening for a moment. Jack’s parents had split. But he was laughing. Seemed happy. How could that be?

In a private spot, deep inside her, Jordan tucked away the question.

Then she followed him out the door.
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The light had faded but still she followed.

Frank’s flat was like a flipped-around version of her dad’s. A mirror image, but with different furniture.

‘They’re all pretty much the same,’ Jack said. ‘Some have more bedrooms.’ His blue eyes rested on her brown ones and focused. ‘You’ll get used to it all.’

Jordan breathed in. Held the breath. She felt like he was seeing inside her, into the mess. It was strange that it seemed all right.

She looked away first. Around Frank’s flat. She breathed in the smell of loneliness.

Jack took a seat at the kitchen table while Frank banged around in the kitchen. His kettle was the old-fashioned type, where you had to light the stove and wait until it whistled. Wanda leapt up onto Jack’s lap.

‘Don’t let Wanda jump up on you like that,’ Frank grumbled.

Jack lowered Wanda to the ground. In two seconds, she was back.

‘Geez, Frank,’ Jack teased, ‘seems like Wanda might be used to doing this. For some reason.’

Jack shot a grin at Jordan and stroked Wanda’s fur under her collar.

‘Gotta train the dog,’ Frank said, putting a teapot on the table. He brought over three cups that rattled on their saucers.

‘Yeah, you have to be strict, don’t you, Frank?’ Jack said, straight-faced. Jordan felt as if something was tapping at her heart. The something had the same rhythm as the pats Jack was giving the dog.

Jordan took a sip of sweet tea and looked into the lounge room. On the mantelpiece was a sepia photo.

‘Ruthie and me on our wedding day,’ Frank said softly.

Jordan felt a lump in her throat. She didn’t need to be told that Ruthie was gone. The lack of her was everywhere.

‘It’s been better since you got Wanda, hasn’t it, Frank?’ Jack said.

Jordan froze. She was staring at Jack, couldn’t stop herself. She could hardly believe this was basketball Jack. The Bouncing Jock.

He was so still.

‘It has, Jack,’ Frank said. His fingers rubbed Wanda’s neck. She was the recipient of all that spare love. ‘It has.’

[image: 9781742730141_0024_001]
Jordan tucked her toes under a cushion and flicked on the new plasma with the remote control. It wasn’t a Wednesday, so the building was Jack-less. But she could still feel him there.

Her mum was out for the evening at some stupid work function, so they’d decided that Jordan should stay at her dad’s. That meant they had spoken to each other. Made arrangements. They had arranged her.

The couch at home was much harder. Leather. Old imprints of Jordan had softened it in places. But this, this new one at her dad’s, was really comfortable. It was maroon velveteen. Jordan wouldn’t have chosen the colour, but it was sinky. When she stretched her body out, it billowed around her, cloud-like.

Some clouds looked solid. But they weren’t. You would fall through them if you were stupid enough to try to lounge on top.

‘Hey, Poss. What do you think?’ asked her dad.

‘’S’OK,’ Jordan said. She pulled up her knees, so her dad could sit at the end of the couch.

He eyed the remote that she held tightly in her hand. Jordan looked at the clock on the wall. She waited as it ticked over another minute, wondering if he would say anything as news time came closer.

‘So, you’re getting on well with the boy from down-stairs?’ her dad asked, adjusting his glasses.

Jordan raised her eyebrows. He used to be a stirrer, her dad. When she’d had a crush on Blake way back in primary school, he’d used it for his personal entertainment. Quips about what Jordan and Blake might do together. Taunts about sharing peanut-butter sandwiches. Bite for bite.

There was a smile twitching around his lips. Jordan muted the TV. Her dad muted the smile.

‘Maybe you could bring him over for dinner or something?’

Jordan stretched out her legs again. Kicked him lightly. Even though he was behaving. Maybe because he was behaving?

There was a sudden rap on the door, and then another. Jordan’s dad shrugged, motioning for Jordan to answer it.

She took the remote with her like a hostage, and her dad followed.

On the landing stood two little boys. One was dressed in a red-and-blue Spiderman suit. The costume was too small for him. It stretched tight over his belly and finished just under his knees. His face was covered in painted-on spider webs.

The other boy was smaller. His costume looked supermarket-cheap. A plastic armour breastplate with a few cracks in it. A plastic silver sword with a chewed tip.

The kids were quite real. Not pretend at all.

‘Hello,’ announced Spiderman.

Jordan leant against the doorframe. There was something else holding her up, too. A feeling.

Spiderman pulled at the crotch of his costume, trying to loosen its spidery hold.

‘Um, Dad, I think it’s Spiderman and Hercules,’ Jordan said, pulling at her bottom lip.

‘Yeth,’ said the smaller one proudly. ‘I’m Hercules.’

Jordan’s dad rested his hands lightly on her shoulders. Testing to see whether he had permission.

‘And how can we help Spiderman and Hercules today?’ he asked, his tone very serious.

‘We’re nick-knocking!’ Spiderman said, unhinging another wedgie.

‘On random doors,’ added Hercules.

Her dad’s laugh was snorted. Jordan had almost forgotten how he did that.

‘Fergus, Chandler? Dinner!’ A woman’s voice echoed in the landing. The superheroes turned and raced off.

‘I remember when you were about their age,’ her dad said as they walked back into the living room together. ‘You had a Wonder Woman costume. Wore it to bed five nights running and wouldn’t let us wash it.’

Jordan tilted her head and looked at her dad. Not quite in the eyes but not so far from them.

She had a sudden memory of sleeping in the Wonder Woman suit. Of a nightmare and creeping down the dark hallway to her parents’ room. It was always smarter to get in on her dad’s side. Mum wasn’t so good at getting woken up in the night. Could get grumpy rather than soothing. Jordan whispered the bits of the nightmare she could remember, her mouth to his ear so as not to wake up Mum.

There’s a bad man following her. She turns up the pathway, and she can see her house, but she can’t get to it. It never seems to get any closer. The bad man has heavy footsteps and she doesn’t know what he wants from her. She only knows that he isn’t good. So scary.

And then they swap. Her dad’s mouth is near Jordan’s ear. Don’t forget, he whispers, that Wonder Woman has superpowers. When the bad man comes, you can fly. Just fly away, my baby. All the way home.

Jordan snuggled her feet back up onto the couch, letting them rest against her dad’s leg.

‘I’ll ask Jack,’ she said, throwing the remote over to him.
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Another Wednesday, and they kept on coming.

‘Did you finish your map, Jords?’ Cecila asked. ‘We’ve got geography fifth period. If you didn’t do it, I could come to the library with you and give you a hand. I’ve got some spare graph paper.’

‘I’ve got heaps of fine-tip pens too,’ Lee added. ‘You kind of skipped the last assignment, Jordy, so maybe you’d better –’

‘It’s OK, guys, I did it,’ Jordan replied, and she smiled, though she kind of wished they’d all stop helping so much. She’d actually done the map quite well. Had even wondered whether she should take it over to her dad’s tonight. Her dad loved that kind of thing.

Jordan took a step backwards. She wanted a little space.

It wasn’t really raining, but a slow drizzle took sport off the agenda, at least for a while. The gang stood under the canteen roof.

The boys were edgy, bumping into each other on purpose. Meredith was stirring Sam, something to do with bum fluff that Jordan only half-heard. Sam went red, and then got Meredith in a headlock. Jordan rolled her eyes. Poor dorky Sam, trying to cope with feisty Meredith. They looked about the same size from this angle, and confidence gave Meredith the upper hand. Good luck, mate, Jordan thought. She shifted herself out of the line of fire.

The two of them smacked into Jack. Tomato sauce from his sausage roll decorated the tip of his nose. Lee reached out and wiped it with her finger. Lee, who liked things to be tidy.

‘So, what’s on tonight?’ Jordan asked Jack.

‘I bought a new collar for Wanda,’ Jack replied, seeming not to notice the tomato sauce incident. ‘Thought we could drop in to Frank’s and give it to her.’

Jordan leant against a pole. She noticed Jack’s eyes were smiling more than his mouth.

‘Who’s Wanda?’ Lee squeaked. She tried again, as though training her voice. ‘Who’s Wanda?’

Jack delivered his reply to Jordan. She felt it coming. Felt it land. Felt Lee’s eyes watching it, too.

‘A dog. At the flats where us poor children of divorced parents are forced to go.’

Jordan could feel Cec and Lee freeze. She knew they’d be worried about Jack saying it out loud. The D word. Jordan took a Twistie from Lee’s packet as she realised it didn’t stab her. It wasn’t sharp, coming from him. There was no sympathy. It wasn’t a parade. There was just an understanding.

She watched as a basketball was tossed onto the courts. And of course, Jack followed. He moved. And Jordan felt like she could move, too. She could shed some of the sadness. Jack had proved that.

That afternoon maths dragged. Art sped.

Eventually, Jordan’s dad was there again, drumming on the steering wheel. But this time, Jordan didn’t want to change the station. It was daggy music, and it suited him.

‘Hi, Poss. Now that’s a bag! Did you bring some extra stuff?’

He turned on the ignition, not waiting for an answer. Jordan slid into the passenger seat and pulled out her map. Her dad spread it out over the steering wheel. The car idled.

He traced the tiny squares of the map with his finger. Her hospital drawing was clumsy, when she saw it like this. She should have used one of Lee’s fine-tip pens, not a black texta.

‘Poss, this is really good. It’s not easy to do everything to scale like that.’

When he folded it up, he did it carefully. Made sure he used the right creases like it was a real map.

He took a deep breath, and it was weird how he still let the car idle. ‘In case you forgot your pjs again,’ he said, nodding his head towards a plastic bag in the back.

Jordan reached around and grabbed it. She looked inside. She didn’t know they made Wonder Woman pjs in her size. Red and blue and white.

As they sped along the highway, Jordan smiled a small smile.

‘Thanks,’ she whispered.

He was right. It wasn’t so far. They turned left past the triangle park and into the car park. He switched the ignition off and the two of them sat there for a moment.

The driver. The passenger. The father. The daughter.

His hands rested on the steering wheel, as though, somehow, it could still take them somewhere else they needed to go. As though they could still choose a direction.

‘Are you OK, Poss? You want to get a milkshake or something? You want me to drive you somewhere?’

Jordan looked into the back seat again at her bulging bag and her new pjs. She would leave a second uniform at Dad’s. And some clothes. A few photos, maybe. There was still plenty of stuff at her mum’s.

In the front pocket of her bag, he poked his head out. It was one thing that would move with her, from Mum’s to Dad’s. From Dad’s to Mum’s. One good eye. One dangling eye. A little bit of portable comfort.

Zebra.

Jordan breathed in. Exhaled. ‘Nah, let’s just go up. Let’s just go home.’



lee 

Lee watched as little droplets of rain clung to the canteen roof. They paused for a moment, in raindrop-anticipation of their last seconds of flight, before they fell to the concrete below.

Jordan reached across and pinched another Twistie from her packet, bringing her back to reality.

She always felt like this when Jack was around. Part of her dreaming away, the other part panicking.

What to say. How to act. How to pretend her heart wasn’t thumping madly under her school dress. Wondering and hoping that maybe, please God, Jack might feel just a tiny little bit the same. There had been signs, Lee thought. Although it wouldn’t be the first time she’d got that wrong.

When Jordan had been away, Jack had paid her attention. He really had. He’d asked her to help him in Art. Lee had leant over his drawing, helped him with the shading. His arm had been so close to hers. She could feel the rise and fall of his chest just next to her.

That same day, Jack had waved her over. He and Sam had saved her a spot in the canteen queue.

And when they’d played basketball the other day, Lee felt it again. Jack was guarding her as she dribbled the ball down the court. His muscly arm reached out, trying to flick it mid-bounce. And then, a total, definite foul as he reached around her waist. He had swung her around, his big hands sending waves of energy pulsing through her. The pulsing continued even after he stopped touching her, like the shivers after a tickle.

Lee had giggled as she protested, as the ball rolled over to someone in his team. She knew right then that she would re-live that moment a thousand times, way after the game was finished…

Sam bounded into the cramped space of the canteen. He and Meredith were play-fighting. Meredith must have baited him like she always did. Lee felt a bit sorry for Sam, even though he was the one who had Meredith in a headlock. His face was red and blotchy with the effort, and the punches Meredith delivered to his legs actually looked kind of painful.

They careened through the crowd, and Lee held her breath as they ploughed towards Cecilia, because they just shouldn’t plough into Cecilia. She was too small, too fragile to cope with stuff like that. Lee sometimes thought Cecilia was shrinking while the rest of them were growing and filling out. It was a worry.

Lee breathed again when she saw that Cecilia had managed to angle her body sideways, making an arc of space that Sam and Meredith pushed through. Sam’s elbow, wrapped around Meredith’s head, bumped into Jack. Jack was about to take a bite of his sausage roll and the bump left him with a dot of tomato sauce on his nose.

Without thinking, Lee reached out and wiped the sauce off.

Jack didn’t even look at her.

‘So, what’s on tonight?’ Jordan asked Jack, speaking to him like he was an ordinary human.

‘I bought a new collar for Wanda,’ Jack was saying to Jordan. ‘Thought we could drop in to Frank’s and give it to her.’

Jordan leant against a pole, casually. It was amazing, Jordan was amazing, the way she was always so cool. Even after all the horrible stuff she’d been through with her parents’ separation, she was still able to play it cool.

‘Who’s Wanda?’ Lee asked. She could almost see the shapes her mouth made as she spoke, the way her lips curled around the words. She was so awkward. It wasn’t even her proper voice that came out of those mouth shapes when Jack was around. She tried again. ‘Who’s Wanda?’

Lee waited for Jack’s eyes to cross over to her. She bit her lip, hard, when they remained fastened on Jordan.

She shouldn’t have wiped tomato sauce from his nose.

Jordan was still leaning against the pole, as though her deep brown eyes weren’t shining. As though being dark and exotic was a bit of a yawn.

‘A dog,’ Jack replied, still looking at Jordan. ‘At the flats where us poor children of divorced parents are forced to go.’

Lee felt herself stiffening, a hammering in her heart. That wasn’t the way you spoke to Jordan. You had to tiptoe, walk on eggshells. She wasn’t ready to talk about her parents, she hadn’t even opened up to her girlfriends. You had to let Jordan sort through this stuff in her own time. Didn’t you?

She was shocked, really, when she saw Jordan smiling her half-smile.

Jordan and Jack were co-owners of this conversation. They were an exclusive club of two, and three was definitely a crowd.

Lee had been so worried about Jordan. How she didn’t talk, how she didn’t seem to want to do anything.

Obviously, Jordan had been talking and doing.

With Jack.

Lee took a sip of her apple juice, trying not to care. The straw dropped from her mouth too quickly, and there was a splash on her school dress. She felt her face redden as she brushed the juice stain quickly with her fingers. But it wasn’t like anyone noticed.

It was a relief when Meredith shoved her hand into Lee’s packet of Twisties, laughing at her own greed, her mouth full to bursting. Lee took the cue. She offered around the Twisties, trying to burst the bubble that Jack and Jordan floated in together. Cecilia took a couple and moved away.

Finally Jordan looked away from Jack. She inspected the contents of Lee’s Twistie packet and took the biggest one.

Stupidly, Lee held the packet out to Jack. And if she had ripped out her own heart and held it in her hands instead of a Twistie packet, it would have happened the same way. He would have shaken his head, no, thanks, and his eyes would have returned to Jordan, or onto some other beautiful girl that Lee wasn’t.

It would never be her. Could never be her. It was never her with anyone, let alone a Jack. What had she let herself think?

Suddenly, other parts of the basketball game came back to Lee. The way Jack ran over to Jordan, checking to see if she was OK after the ball had hit her in the face. The ball was tucked securely under his arm like he was cross with it, was putting it in time out. Jordan denied that it hurt, though it would have. But Jordan could always get people to believe what she wanted them to believe.

Lee thought about the way Jordan just was, and how she somehow got what she wanted without seeming to try.

The way Jordan and Jack matched.

Jack had stayed near Jordan for ages. He’d hung around her until Sam shouted at him to put the ball into play.

There was no drizzle now. Just a bit of fog covering the ground like a low cloud. It was as if the day had turned into night at the wrong hour.

Lee stared as a basketball was tossed onto the court. She watched Jack follow the ball, glancing back at Jordan.

His broad shoulders, the spikes and flips of brown hair, his long legs, his blue eyes.

Ran away.
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 Mr Moulton walked around the tables, floating Macbeth essays in front of their owners. He was all sideburns and gelled hair and checked shirt, and he had a way of sitting on the students’ tables that seemed a touch too intimate for Lee, a bit un-teacherly. His passion for the subject seemed a little untamed. But he was everybody’s favourite teacher, and so he was Lee’s too, she supposed.

He started at the back of the room. Lee heard him congratulating the new girl and turned around to look. The new girl always sat by herself. She was obviously smart, but she kept her head down even as Mr Moulton gave her the sign of two thumbs up. Which also wasn’t very teacherly. Or maybe Lee was just uptight, maybe that was why…

Lee looked around her table as she waited for him to return her essay.

Meredith was tapping her fingers in tempo to a song Lee vaguely recognised.

‘Brilliant as usual, Mr M?’ Meredith asked as he dropped her essay in front of her. She kept drumming her fingers on the pages, not missing a beat as Mr Moulton smiled his sideburns.

‘A little more effort, a little more brilliance, Moo,’ he said.

Meredith flipped the page over to look at her mark. ‘B, bb, ba, ba, be ba.’ She sang her result with clicking fingers and a head waggle. Funny Meredith.

Lee’s eyes moved to Jordan resting her chin on her hands. She was slow to look at her mark, didn’t really care. And why should she? Everything always turned out for Jordan in the end. A divorce? Well, never mind, here’s a new, perfect boyfriend…

‘Jordan, you did pretty well. Imagine if you’d actually read the book,’ Mr Moulton said.

‘Been very busy,’ Jordan responded quietly, not lifting her head from her hand. He wasn’t even cross with her. Lee could tell, because he just shook his head and raised his eyebrows as though he understood.

Why did Lee always feel like she was missing out on something? Everyone seemed to connect with Mr Moulton except for her.

Jordan glanced at her page. Lee could see a mass of red comments in the margin and a C in the top corner.

Lee waited. She watched Cecilia now, sitting upright with her lovely dancer’s posture. Cecilia covered the red mark with her hand, like it was a bit embarrassing.

But Lee had already seen the unsurprising triangle of an A, and the crisscross of a +.

Lee followed the line of a curl with her finger, twirling and releasing, twirling and releasing.

‘Good try, Lee,’ Mr Moulton said, putting Lee’s essay in front of her. Looking down she saw a C+. That was what she had tried for.

She wanted to shrug it off, Jordan-esque. She wanted to be cool. It was so annoying that her eyelids fluttered up and down, blinking like a crazy person. It was so annoying that people would know how she felt, even when she desperately wanted to keep those feelings private. She was hopeless. She couldn’t even get people to think she didn’t care about an essay.

Lee felt a hand on her arm.

‘Lee, you’re blinking out again.’ It was so Meredith to point out the exact thing Lee most wanted to hide. All good intentions and a sting in the tail. ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s an OK mark. It’s average.’

Lee lifted both sides of her mouth in an imitation smile that probably wouldn’t convince anyone. Meredith was right. It was average.

Like everything else about her.
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‘Jack and Jordy, Jordy and Jack, 
Looks like they’re gonna have a … heart attack, 
With a love nest here and a love nest there, 
Love just follows them everywhere!’

Meredith was in the corner of the school toilets, facing the wall. She was hugging her arms around her waist, swaying and reaching down to pinch her own bum as she sang. She was pretending to make out with herself.

Lee made sure her grin was adequate. She wondered whether the girls could see the indentation of skin under her lip, where she bit down on her fake smile. She hoped that Cecilia wouldn’t look too closely at her eyes. Lee could make her mouth smile, but the eyes were harder. Lee noticed Cecilia’s distracted smile and thought she might get away with it.

‘Geez, Moo,’ Jordan said, rolling her lovely eyes like a Disney Princess. ‘Can’t a girl have a friend who’s a boy these days without you making up one of your stupid songs? Jack is not my boyfriend. You, my darling, are a complete tragedy. A sad, sad girl.’

‘Yeah, well maybe you’re not officially together yet,’ said Meredith, ‘but really you should get on with it cos otherwise poor old Lee is just gonna keep wondering whether she’ll get a shot at the Delanty. Won’t you, Lee? Lee?’

Lee couldn’t remember how to breathe. Couldn’t recall how to talk, or how to walk.

‘Meredith, stop it,’ Cecilia said, in the gentle way she had of speaking. ‘Can’t you see you’re hurting Lee’s feelings?’

Lee could feel Jordan’s eyes swing over to her. But she wasn’t all there for Jordan to see. Part of her was running out of the toilets, bawling, screaming. She could almost see Lee Number Two, the Drama Queen. Letting it out, unleashing all the pain. Screaming at Meredith’s carelessness, yes, but more at Jordan’s dark eyes.

Why you? You don’t even have to try. And that’s all I do. Everything just comes to you, falls at your feet. A thousand gifts for the Disney Princess, just for being. Jack looks at you and he’s blinded. He doesn’t even see me.

And just the act of thinking it made her break out in a sweat. She had to call Lee Number Two back into the toilets. Of course, neither Lee would say anything.

Little Miss Average would never make such a scene.

‘Lee, Meredith didn’t mean it,’ Cecilia said kindly. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Yeah,’ she said, her voice nearly normal. ‘It’s no big deal. I’m not that into him. Not really.’

‘See?’ Meredith said. ‘She just needed to know the truth is all. Now she can find someone else to like, right? There’s plenty of other fish in the pond and all that.’

‘You mean, in the sea,’ Cecilia said.

‘Yep, there’s even more in there,’ Meredith grinned.

 Jordan hadn’t said a word, and had just slipped out. That was another thing that Jordan just did. Lee didn’t even look at her as she left. It was too dangerous.

Lee walked over to the wash basin. She pulled out some paper towels and wiped her forehead. The girl in the mirror stared back at her, mockingly. The frizzy blonde hair. The boring blue eyes. The pale skin that burned after ten minutes in the sun.

She was so, so ordinary.

Suddenly, Cecilia’s head popped over her shoulders. Lee knew that Cec had to be on tippy toes to make herself that tall.

‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ she asked, but Lee could tell that Cec had something else on her mind.

Lee nodded.

‘So you’re all still coming to my recital tonight?’ Cecilia asked. ‘I got you all tickets, but if you can’t make it that’s OK. But if you can, you need to be there by 7.15 p.m., and if you’re late they won’t let you in, because they don’t let you in once the performance is going …’

Lee let Cecilia’s words wash over her. No wonder Cec had been so distracted lately. It was typical Cec before a performance. She would stress out completely. Then she would be the best, most perfect thing on stage. She was so lucky, Cec, to be that talented. Her stress would turn into adrenaline tonight. It would pump through her, and make her exceptional.

‘And if you get there at 7.16 p.m., the world will explode, and there will be a giant earthquake and the stars will fail to come out and we will all die a truly violent and horrible death.’ Meredith’s mirror face was contorted. Her eyes were crossed and her mouth was in a cat’s-bum. Lee knew she could hold that look for ages. Nutso Meredith, who could make Lee laugh even now, even after what she’d said. Even though she knew the tears were ready and waiting.

Her friends were so … themselves. It was like they’d sorted out who they were. While she was just … nothing-ish. Just a blob of Lee.

‘Of course we’re coming,’ Lee’s voice said clearly. ‘You’ll be great, Cec. You always are.’
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 Lee stayed behind after the bell rang. She sat in a cubicle. Toilet paper for tears.

She saw the Adidas hightops first, and recognised them straight away. They belonged to Jordan, who got away with them while everyone else had to wear school shoes.

‘Lee, is that you? I’ve been waiting for you at the lockers. Are you all right?’

‘Yes,’ Lee said, and it was such a short word to wobble.

‘Can you come out?’

‘No.’

Lee heard the toilet door in the next cubicle open. Jordan’s hightops appeared in the gap.

‘You do really like him, don’t you? Lee, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You never told me …’

Lee squeezed her eyes shut. It was true that she’d never actually told Jordan how she felt. But Jordan probably wouldn’t have heard anyway. She was so … so absorbed in herself. So shut up inside her own world that she didn’t share the real stuff of friendship with Lee.

Weren’t they supposed to discuss how she felt about her parents? Weren’t they supposed to talk about who they liked?

That’s what friends did. But Jordan just made it impossible sometimes.

‘So, you didn’t know that I like Jack?’ Lee said, and she could hear the accusation in her own voice. Jordan should have known without being told. Cec did. So did Meredith. ‘No, you probably wouldn’t have. You don’t notice much, unless it’s about you.’

Even while Lee was saying it, she felt awful. She felt mean. But she was so sick of Jordan not noticing, not knowing, when she should have.

Lee’s heart thumped into the silence as she waited for Jordan to retaliate.

Finally, Jordan spoke. ‘Lee, I did know you liked him. But I didn’t know it was serious. I thought it was just a crush and you would just … sort of move on …’

‘Like I did when Lucas didn’t like me, you mean?’ It was horrible, hearing the bitterness in her own voice. ‘Or when Rafe didn’t?’

There was another pause. ‘Well, yeah, I guess.’ Jordan’s words came slowly. She was measuring them before she spoke. ‘You were amazing with all that, Lee,’ she said. ‘You are so strong. You just sort of adapt. I can’t adapt to anything, really. I can’t even get my head around my mum and dad splitting. We still spend ages trying to figure out what we did wrong, me and Mum, to make him leave. I just get stuck somewhere, and there I am, forever. But you cope. That’s part of the reason why everyone loves you.’

Lee wiped a tear with the back of her hand. It was strange to hear Jordan saying this stuff. Nice things about her. And it was strange to have Jordan finally give a hint of what she was feeling. But Jordan didn’t know how it hurt to be rejected, ignored. She didn’t understand that Lee had no choice.

‘I wasn’t so strong. It hurt,’ Lee said. ‘I just had to cope. Adapt.’

‘Could you give me some lessons?’

Lee looked up at the roof. She blinked away a tear.

‘Lee, I won’t like him, OK? I just won’t.’

Lee felt like she was melting.

Jordan was her friend. She could tell that the offer was genuine. But Jordan couldn’t make what was happening with Jack go away. Not even Jordan could control that.

‘Jordan, he likes you. You can’t do anything about that. I can’t do anything about that.’

The hightops moved. Then, Jordan’s head was in the gap. Her hair scraped the concrete floor. It must have been uncomfortable. Jordan was making an effort.

There was a cheeky smirk, some of the old Jordan in that upside-down face.

‘Maybe we can share him? You know, like my parents share me. You can have Wednesdays and every second weekend.’

Lee shook her head. She wiped away the last tear. There was a smile playing around the corners of her mouth, and it might have been a small one, tiny even.

But at least it was real.
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 Lee loved working with handmade paper. Paper that had lumps and bumps and texture. The kitchen table was littered with glue and textas. The three cards she had made were small. Each of them was decorated with a different picture.

The first was a line drawing of a ballerina, done in grey lead pencil. Lee smiled at her creation. She picked up a fine-tip gold texta and wrote the word ‘Grace’.

The second card showed a pair of point shoes, slightly worn out at the toes. Pink satin ribbon frayed at the edges. These were shoes that had done some hard work. Lee chose a silver texta. And the word she wrote this time was ‘Talent’.

The third card was more detailed. Lee had used glitter and colour to create a bunch of flowers. A bouquet of daisies, roses and tulips. It had taken ages. It had been such a delicate operation that Lee had almost forgotten about everything else while she worked.

Now that she was almost done, thoughts started hovering. They were locked outside her brain, but they were knocking now, waiting to get back in and smash the peace. Sharp little thoughts would sneak around the door into her mind, impatient to remind her why Jack couldn’t like her, to remind her how ordinary she was.

Lee opened the third card. Slowly and carefully, she wrote the word inside. Those thoughts could wait. They could line up and bump into each other as much as they wanted, because right now, there was peace.

‘Cecilia.’
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Lee stifled a yawn as Mr Moulton read out some old poem.

Last night had been late. Cecilia had been more amazing than ever, leaping and prancing across the stage as though her body could fly if she gave it that command. As though she was only staying close to the ground because she was following the rules of the dance performance. Lee had been dazed and dazzled. Just imagine being so great at something …

She had given a card to Jordan and one to Meredith. After the performance they had presented them to Cec. It had been awesome to see her surprise, her delight as she studied the messages. For a moment, Lee thought that Cec was going to cry. A darkness loomed over her delicate face like a storm cloud, and there was a little shake of her head, as if she didn’t deserve such praise. Very Cec, always giving herself a hard time. Perfect wasn’t quite good enough. For her.

But there was lots of laughter as Meredith started mucking around, doing a clunky version of Cecilia’s performance that was totally, completely graceless. She had everyone in stitches.

It seemed weird how Cecilia refused to come to the pizza place afterwards. Weird how she said she was too tired when she actually looked really pumped. When Meredith tried to pressure her, she made some excuse about having to get up early in the morning to catch up on homework. It didn’t sound like Cecilia; she was normally way ahead of everyone.

Actually, when Lee thought about it, Cec hadn’t been out with them for quite a while. But she was probably making too much out of it. Worrying about nothing again. Cec was very busy with school and dancing. And last night, she must have just been tired, full stop. She obviously couldn’t find her second wind to come out for pizza. At least she’d found her first. At least she had soared.

‘OK, people,’ Mr Moulton called, his voice bringing Lee back into English class. ‘We’ve been under the skin of some of the best poets in history. Now let’s see what you guys can come up with.’

Groans and moans ricocheted around the classroom. Mr Moulton was unmoved. He roved around the class like an actor, waving his arms about. Lee couldn’t help but watch him. He switched on the CD player, letting instrumental music provide background while he provided the vocals.

‘Yep. Let’s write a poem. It can be about you, or about someone special to you. Let’s write about how we really feel about ourselves, or about how someone else makes us feel. Let’s rip off our skin. Let’s show our pulsing hearts!’

His chalk hit the blackboard with scribbled suggestions. They seemed to flow from his hand in time with the music.

Lee squinted at the board. Why would she want to expose her pulsing heart in a poem? It was already out there for everyone to see. What she needed was to learn how to hide it all deep inside her, not to let it onto a page. Not that she could actually do that properly, anyway. Not that she would be any good at it.

Lee looked around. Everyone had begun working. Cecilia had an arm protecting her page. Her head was bent in total concentration. She was probably writing something completely brilliant. Again.

Lee sketched a butterfly in the margins. She drew dots and patterns on its wings. Flew it down the page, letting those wings fold and unfold …

Looking around, Lee saw Dylan playing air guitar. He had picked out the violin part, and had his head thrown back and his eyes closed. Sam sat next to him, writing something in fits and starts.

Behind Sam, Lee could see the new girl, sitting at her regular table, alone again. It was amazing how intense she looked. Something seemed to be spilling out of her. Her pen moved swiftly, left to right, left to right, about five times before it stalled.

Lee watched her. The girl’s pen was still on her paper, and her head was angled up as though she was catching thoughts from the air. Lee wondered what it would feel like to be able to do that. She wondered what it would be like having smart thoughts entering your mind and flowing into your pen.

The girl’s head moved and she caught Lee staring. Lee smiled at her, embarrassed. The girl didn’t seem to register the smile. She had a sort of invisible barrier around her, that girl. Maybe it blocked out the ordinary?

Soon, the girl’s pen was moving again. Lee’s page was still blank, except for the butterflies in the margin.

‘OK, pens down.’ Mr Moulton switched off the music. ‘Would anyone like to share their poem with the class?’

He waited for volunteers, and then waited some more.

Lee made sure she had her head down in case he asked her. From the corner of her eye, she saw the new girl tentatively put up her hand. Mr Moulton was looking in the other direction, and didn’t see it. By the time he looked her way again, the girl’s hand was down. She must have changed her mind.

It was nice getting the patterns on the butterfly wings exactly right, taking into account how the perspective would alter as they opened and closed. Dots gave way to circles and half-circles.

Finally, Cecilia put up her hand. It was unusual for Cec. She was bright, Cec, but she was also pretty shy.

Cecilia’s voice was soft and melodic from the front of the room.

‘Kindness leaps out from those blue eyes 
Accidental. She doesn’t know 
Her beauty, but it’s there 
For itself. Not for show.’

Lee stopped drawing. She listened with her whole body, not just her ears. Her butterfly froze, mid-flap. She looked up from her page. There were eyes on her. A whole classroom of eyes, switching focus between Cecilia at the front of the room and Lee at the table.

Could it really be? Had Cec chosen to write a poem about her being special? No name had been mentioned. It might be just another thing she imagined, like all that stuff with Jack. She wasn’t special. Was she?

‘She gives like there’s no score 
No debt to pay 
She is just who she is 
And it can make my day.’

A moment of silence stretched out.

‘A beautiful poem, Cecilia,’ Mr Moulton said finally. ‘And clearly written for a beautiful friend.’ He was looking directly at Lee. Seeing her.

Suddenly, everyone was clapping.

‘Nice one, Cec,’ Jordan said, and it was kind of sweet that she looked at Lee, too.

‘That poem was so you!’ Meredith added, giving Lee a friendly pinch on the thigh. It didn’t hurt at all. Just sort of woke Lee up.

‘So, is anyone else going to volunteer?’ Mr Moulton asked. There was no response. ‘No? It’s a hard act to follow, I suppose. Well then, you can hand your work in without your names this time. We can have anonymous pulsing hearts.’

Lee blinked at Cecilia as she walked back to the table. Mr Moulton came around to collect their work. He glanced at Lee’s butterflies, and smiled at her. A smile that said they were OK. Valid. Poetry in pictures, maybe?

Lee took a deep breath. She felt like her body was altering with the breath. Like it was making more space inside her for bigger thoughts.

And this one flooded the space like a wave. Cecilia had exposed a part of her that Lee didn’t know existed. She had explained how she saw Lee, and everyone in class knew it was about her without being told. But the surprising thing was that it wasn’t about Lee being blinky, or average, or normal.

It was about her being kind and beautiful in her own way. And loveable, like Jordan had said in the toilets.

She wasn’t exotic like Jordan, or funny like Meredith, or talented like Cecilia. But maybe that wasn’t really the point?

Maybe it was enough just to be Lee.



It’s ironic, being large and largely invisible. I can tuck myself in among the shadows, where the canteen roof slopes and drips stale water long after the rain has stopped. I can ignore the drops that catch the wind and sleet their way onto my face with their little nuggets of dirt inside.

From here I can see groups of kids, arranging themselves with others that match them.

The nerds, circular around a tree, discussing the latest computer technology.

The sporties, substituting catch and run for life. Letting balls and legs and arms do the talking.

I can let my eyes focus in peripheral vision without moving my head as a telltale. And if I angle my body, just slightly and not enough for anyone to notice the movement, I can get the little slices of interaction between the cool group. I can use my eyes as a casting agent might, taking a mental snapshot of each of them. The shiny group: ideal for shampoo commercials, health bars. Their tag lines could be written with ease, because I know them now.

I have watched. I have listened.

I have to remind myself to focus, though. It’s necessary to switch quickly from one person to another. There are always so many exchanges, and so much to take in. They are people who live publicly. Not hidden in the shadows.

I have to be careful. The temptation is to let my peripheral vision land on Jordan and stop right there. Exotic beauty, effortless flair. She leans against a white pole and it becomes a backdrop just for her. Jordan has perfected the art of not giving a shit, and it becomes her. It’s cruel, how it all works. For her.

I have to tear my eyes off Jordan. I tell myself to do it the same way I would rip a bandaid off. Quickly. Instead, I slowly start pulling, feeling the wound stick to the plaster.

It’s a competition between Jordan and Lee. I can tell just by their body language. I am not stupid. Just fat. I can see what’s happening.

It’s a short movie, the sound’s muted, and I find myself barracking for Lee. Go the underdog. Wholesome and radiant. The Girl Next Door. Lee is the sweet one. She almost knows I exist. She even smiled my way in English. It had been a shock, and for a frightening moment I thought I’d been caught staring. I think I looked away quickly enough for her not to notice me.

The prize is Jack. Of course. A prize no red-blooded girl would be disappointed with. Jack could be used to model a trophy. He would be gold, arms outstretched, muscular. A Jack for the mantelpiece. Masculine, athletic and a little touch of zing.

Lee won’t win. I can see that already. I’d like to be her coach, advise her to pull back a little. Stop blinking. Stop letting your feelings spurt everywhere. Of course it’s just fantasy. It will never happen, you and Jack. Except inside your head.

I know that I will never give Lee any such advice.

I use the exchange of Twisties as an opportunity to move around the group. I force my eyes to ride from hand to packet. Cecilia takes three. Exuding delicacy and grace. She drifts away from the group. I notice the sliding of Twisties beside Cecilia’s mouth. Sleight of hand, a magician’s trick, but if you look closely it’s not hard to figure out how it works. The Twisties remain in her hand, her hand drops down, resting against her leg, and it’s only a short trip to the ground.

Then my eyes are with Meredith. She’s a performer, that one, roving around looking for material to use in her act. Vivacious smile to light up any screen. The threat of masticated Twisties, spewing out with her guttural laugh. Overdone, you think. A touch too vivacious. But the others laugh.

Lee screws up her nose. She tries to act grossed out by Meredith, but it’s a pretty weak decoy. Her body is permanently pointed towards Jack and Jordan.

Jordan deigns to take some Twisties. Lee turns to Jack, offering him some, but he hardly notices. His eyes are glued to Jordan. His eyes are unshifting pupils full of Jordan.

I follow Lee as she steps back, accepts defeat.

Jordan: for whom the world turns.

Meredith steps back in front of them. It’s as though she has received a call back from me, the casting agent. Requires a second audition, requires more attention. And it’s just as well, because I don’t know whether I would have been able to change focus, to rip off the last remnants of that bandaid. She is saying something to Sam. Typical teen. Perfect in sidekick role. Meredith is laughing. That one is always laughing.

It makes me wonder why she is sad.

The something she said has slapped Sam. His cheeks are burning red. I wish I could have heard it, but it’s too dangerous to move within earshot.

I have a salad roll for lunch. I am starving and want to take a bite, but that is dangerous. A big girl eating will always attract unwanted attention. Still, I take the risk. I try to do it slowly, with no sudden movements. I lift the roll towards my mouth.

It’s a stupid risk. I have blown it. There are eyes on me, and although they don’t see me really, I must swerve away.

Viewing time is over.

I look down at my school shoes. Giant boats. Let them ship me down the track to the breezeway behind the canteen.

Alone.



sam 

It was drizzling. Not enough to stop the game, as far as Sam was concerned. But the others were waiting anyway, hanging around under the canteen roof. Jack was eyegoggling Jordan. Probably why he wasn’t in so much of a hurry to play basketball for once. In all the years they’d been friends, he’d never seen Jack so stuck on someone. Even when he was going out with Tylah, he didn’t act like this.

But that was just the way it was. Jordan was changing his mate, and Sam would just have to keep up.

The girls were taking forever to eat one measly packet of Twisties, stringing out the time for eating. Jack was eating a sausage roll and also taking forever.

Sam raised his hands, palms up. ‘Come on, Delanty. How long are you gonna take?’

‘Come on, Delanty. How long are you gonna take?’ Meredith ducked under Sam’s outstretched hands, mimicking him.

She got his tone exactly right, the emphasis on the ‘long’, the crackly voice. Sam could feel how close she came to his body. Her back to his stomach. The grey wool of his school jumper brushing against the checks of her dress.

‘Piss off, Moo,’ he said mildly.

‘Piss orff, Moo.’ She swung around, laughing. She was such a stirrer, so loud. She always had so much to say that Sam never needed to say much back.

The sun came out between the clouds. There was something weird about the way Meredith was watching him. Sam felt like a pinned insect, alive and wriggling.

‘OH MY GOD! You’ve got BUM FLUFF, Sam! Above your lips!’

BLUSHING IS THE BODY’S RESPONSE TO STRESS. IT SENDS THE BLOOD PUMPING THROUGH THE VEINS TO REACH THE OUTSKIRTS OF THE SKIN. READYING THE BLUSHER TO RUN. TO EXECUTE THE FIGHT OR FLIGHT INSTINCT.

The random information knocked around in Sam’s head, even as he felt the blood rushing through his veins, the heat up his neck and face.

Sam registered a general sense of amusement around the gang. He didn’t know where to put himself or where to look. Cecilia looked embarrassed for him. Made it worse, somehow.

Meredith, whose chatter came as fast as the Blackbird airplane. ABOUT 3600 KM AN HOUR. Like she was always in some kind of race. Normally it made her the girl he was most comfortable with. She never seemed to notice that Sam wasn’t good at making his thoughts come out in words. That he struggled to come up with the right thing to say when Lee asked him a question. When Jordan gave him one of her withering looks, or Cecilia just let the pause in a conversation grow and gape.

Meredith filled in the gaps herself. She included Sam in her conversations, requiring only a gesture here, a word there. Sometimes Sam even felt a bit cool when Meredith was around. Not Jack cool. That was never going to happen to a guy like Sam. But cool enough.

And then a curve ball, like this. What was he supposed to do with this?

Instinctively, Sam moved into his default position. He knew it was a variation on the fight instinct. He buckled Meredith’s knees with his own and spun her around into a headlock. Her back was against his chest, and she fought all the way as they fumbled through the crowd.

Sam mumbled an apology to Cecilia for making her jump backwards to avoid them. She was so skinny, so small, it was kind of scary. It was as though you’d break her in half if you weren’t careful. The two of them bumped into Jack. That didn’t matter. Delanty was indestructible.

‘No offence, Sam,’ Meredith giggled. ‘I just noticed it, all right?’

The Chinese burn was pretty hard. Meredith was strong, for a girl. A bunch of Sam’s skin went one way. Another bunch of skin went in the opposite direction. Like his thoughts.

She shouldn’t have said that in front of everyone.

She noticed.



Sam pressed the nozzle on the shaving foam can. RELEASED FROM THE PRESSURE INTO THE ATMOSPHERE, THE HYDROCARBON MADE IT EXPAND AND FROTH. Sam pasted the foam onto his upper lip. He checked the lock on the bathroom door.

Meredith’s comments had followed him around all day, like a shadow, and even seeped into his evening. Around the basketball court as he passed and shot the ball. Her words had melted into maths, arranging themselves around the algebra. X = flattered. Y = embarrassed. Brackets should tell you which part of the equation to figure out first. Where were the brackets?

This was harder than algebra to figure out. Because there was embarrassment, but there was something else too. A sort of thrill inside the humiliation that had made him shudder even as he played basketball or solved maths problems. The memory of what Moo had said jumped back at him like a zombie in a horror movie. It kept coming back. And back.

Sam was surprised that there was no knock on the bathroom door. No pleas from his big sister to let him in. No yells from his mum to come and set the table. To make things more confusing, he was surprised to find he was a bit disappointed by it.

His first shave might go completely unnoticed. It almost felt like everyone had forgotten his birthday.

Sam smoothed the foam. He lifted his nose, stretching the skin underneath. His hand was wobbly. Slow and steady, he told himself. It’s not a race.

His dad shaved every morning. Every morning. How weird to think that would be the same for him, soon. Once, his dad had grown a beard. Sam’s mum hated it. She had complained that he looked like a cave man. She’d vowed that 99% of females thought that beards were gross.

Sam wondered if Meredith hated beards.

He stroked the razor with small vertical movements. How strange to think that something that had taken all these years to grow, to appear, could disappear so quickly.

Sam washed the remnants of foam and short hairs and water down the plughole. He watched the foam swirling anti-clockwise. Was it true that on the other side of the world it swirled in the opposite direction?

And was his mum right, were her statistics correct? Did 99% of females hate facial hair? Sam didn’t even know what one female thought.

About facial hair.

About him.
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Back in his room, towel tied around his waist, Sam switched on his laptop. Broadband gave him a Google screen. He typed in his question, unsure of whether he’d get any decent hits. How do you know if you like somebody?

Because where was the thrill coming from, the thrill inside the humiliation, if he didn’t like Moo? But then, how could he be sure? He wondered whether he was doing a pale imitation of Jack. It was a no-brainer that Jack liked Jordan. More than as a friend. But Sam couldn’t exactly ask him how he knew. Everything came naturally for Jack, which was pretty amazing when you thought about what Jack’d had to deal with. Jack was just one of those people who coped.

There was a surprising number of hits. At least some other sad suckers had asked the question before him.

Sam double clicked on a site. Perfect Match. It was written in a flowing, twirly font and decorated with hearts and arrows. It looked kind of lame, but it did seem to offer a comprehensive list of symptoms. As though liking someone might be like having some kind of disease. THE FLU MIGHT MANIFEST IN A COUGH, OR EXCESS PRODUCTION OF PHLEGM. Liking someone might produce its own checklist.

Is He/She the one?

74% report getting clumsy or tonguetied around the one

Sam instantly aligned himself with the 74%. But then again, when he thought about it more, he actually got tongue-tied a lot of the time. It wasn’t confined to talking with Meredith. In fact, he was often worse with other girls. Cecilia could make him go completely mute, and he definitely didn’t like her like that. Sam moved on.

68% report thinking about the one constantly

Hmmm. What was constantly? A few times a day? Every second? Yeah, she did seem to jump into his mind. Quite a lot, actually, but maybe not constantly. Really, the site wasn’t very clear. Sam scrolled down.

85% report that they hold eye contact for up to ten seconds longer with the one than with other people

Sam breathed out a sigh. The whole thing was like a giant riddle, waiting to be solved.

He tried to use the mouse to scroll down. The computer froze. It did that sometimes, for no apparent reason. But now was particularly not a good time. Sam’s sister Lauren was stomping down the hallway towards his room.

‘Saaam,’ she called as she came closer. ‘Mum wants to know if Jack’s coming for dinner on Monday? She’s going shopping and needs to know whether to get a leg of lamb or an entire beast.’

Suddenly, she was at the bedroom door. She was wearing a yellow dress and a smirk. ‘Oh yeah, and she also wants you to clean up the bathroom. Dad’s razor and stuff.’

Sam closed the lid of his laptop. He knew he should shut it down first. But this was an emergency.

‘So you did it, finally?’ Lauren said. She sniffed at his bedroom, fingers pinching her nose. ‘It stinks in here.’

‘Then feel free to f--- off,’ Sam countered. He folded his arms, ready for combat. But Lauren was the braver soldier. She walked right in.

‘Give us a look,’ she demanded.

Sam rolled his eyes. He stared at the roof as Lauren inspected his upper lip. There was a spider web in the corner.

‘Not bad,’ Lauren said. ‘Just a little cut over there.’

She sat on Sam’s unmade bed and arranged a big sisterly look on her face, probably borrowed from one of her stupid American sitcoms. She was all furrowed brows and quizzical mouth.

‘So, how come you did it? You trying to impress someone?’

Sam shrugged. He wondered if Lauren had caught a glimpse of the screen before he’d closed the lid. He decided that she couldn’t have. But then, where did the question come from?

‘It’s OK,’ Lauren said, ‘happens to everyone, sooner or later.’

She looked thoughtful, kind of dazed. She often wore this look when she talked about her boyfriend, Nelson. Sam liked Nelson. He was a good bloke. But he and Lauren were hopeless together. They were either attached to each other, some part of their bodies joined like Siamese twins, or they weren’t speaking to each other.

Sam found it quite amusing, their dramas. Especially the not-speaking when they were on the phone. That was a classic. Lauren would lie on her bed in the next room. There would be a clump of words, followed by huffing, then silence. Why didn’t they just hang up? It was all pretty funny except when Lauren ended up crying. When that happened, Sam would put on his headphones and listen to his iPod.

‘Sam?’ There was something different about Lauren’s tone. Normally, she hissed his name. Now her voice seemed soft around the edges. Her sitcom face wasn’t so sitcom anymore.

He’d never really thought about what had caused all those silences. What made his sister cry. It was kind of crazy that he hadn’t because he seemed to be thinking about stuff all the time.

‘If you’re gonna like someone…’ Lauren played with the hem of her dress. She twirled it around her fingers until it looked like the material was going to split. ‘Make sure it’s someone who likes you too.’

Man. It was hard enough to try to decipher his own feelings. How could he know how Meredith felt? By looking at some lame website? Like, was the bum fluff comment supposed to relay some hidden meaning? That she liked him enough to notice? Or did it just mean that she had noticed?

Lauren sighed as she got up. It seemed like she had given Sam a part of herself, and had become exhausted in the process.

Sam thought he should feel like something had been unlocked. Like she’d given him a key to the truth about how relationships worked.

Instead he felt like he was standing, toes over, at the edge of a cliff.
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Sam walked in a straight line and thought in a circle. Kind of like patting your head and rubbing your stomach. Rubbing your stomach and patting your head.

There were options. He could stir Meredith, give her some of her own medicine. He could say, for instance, ‘Hey, Moo. Your boobs are certainly getting bigger. Maybe you should think about a bra?’ Or, ‘How are your periods coming along? Giving you any grief?’

The thoughts tugged at the sides of his mouth, turning them up just a little. It wasn’t something he would ever actually do. Anyway, she probably already wore a bra. It wasn’t the kind of thing Sam normally noticed. And she was probably used to getting her periods. Probably wasn’t any big deal for her.

He could avoid her, and that seemed the safest option. It wouldn’t be that hard. Home group was the only time today that he and Meredith would be in the same room. He could miss that, if he dawdled some more. It would mean a late pass. One point, where three meant a detention. It was worth it. Wasn’t it?

It would help if he knew himself. If he had a freaking clue who he was.

[image: 9781742730141_0082_001]
Sam put his bag under the park bench and watched the ducks paddle across the lake. He checked out the giant, life-sized chess set with its carved kings and queens and knights and of course pawns. They did a lot of work, those pawns. But ultimately they were expendable. They were there to provide a safe course for all the important pieces.

Home group would be just about over by now. Sam lifted his bag, hooked it securely around both shoulders, feeling the corner of his science textbook in his back. He ignored the path and walked instead on the perfect lawn.

He could see a bike flying down the path. As it came closer, clearer into view, he realised who was on it. There was no mistaking the way that Jack rode. Long legs pumping, coming right up towards his chin. He’d slung one handle of his backpack over a shoulder, the other flapping against his back. The bike was too small for him. Under anyone else it would look ridiculous. Under Jack, it was a statement.

Sam stepped onto the path. Waited. Jack didn’t slow down. He glided through the curve in the path, and upped the tempo on the straight.

It was Sam’s job to stay still. To test his nerve. Like standing against a wall while a knife thrower hurls his wares all around you, forming the shape of the body before you step away.

As he came closer, Jack leant back on the seat. He lifted the front wheel into the air and thudded it down a couple of centimeters from Sam’s school shoes.

‘Hey, Sambo. You wagging?’ he said.

‘No, well, kind of. You?’

‘Nah, just late. It’s only home group.’

Sam knew Jack had two late passes, and this one would result in a detention. But he didn’t mention it. Jack wouldn’t care, he took that sort of thing in his stride. Sam would have stressed about it.

‘Mum wants to know if you’re coming for tea on Monday,’ Sam said.

‘What is it?’

‘Lamb.’

‘Yeah, then.’

Sam waited for a minute. He’d been meaning to ask Jack something and decided now was as good a time as any. ‘Have you told your dad about the basketball scout coming?’

‘Nah,’ Jack said easily. ‘I’ll tell him closer to the date. That way he might actually remember it.’

‘Yeah,’ Sam agreed with a shrug and a nod. ‘That’s a good idea. What does coach – ’

‘You’re bleeding, mate. Above your lip,’ Jack interrupted.

Sam ran a finger over the space. He noticed Jack’s upper lip had stubbles. Little dots of darkness impressed into his skin.

‘I shaved,’ Sam admitted, wiping the little coagulated lump on his school pants. The cut bled again. Sam felt around his pockets and found a tissue that had gone through the wash.

‘So Meredith got to you, hey? Yeah. It’s a pain in the arse, shaving,’ Jack said.

Sam didn’t know that Jack had heard what Meredith said. He wondered whether Jack could have helped somehow. Mates sticking up for mates or something. But how? How could Jack have helped?

Jack’s pace was quick, even though he was pushing the bike along beside him. Sam had to hurry to keep up. He glanced sideways at his friend. Jack was taller, broader in the shoulders, better looking. He was more … everything.

For a while, there was no conversation. Just a comfortable silence, the click of bike wheels, the bird calls. Jack was still walking, still looking ahead of him, when he spoke.

‘Sambo, what do you reckon Jordan would say if I asked her to go out with me? Do you think she likes me that way?’

There was a moment where Sam almost laughed out loud. Jack must be joking. The girls at school were practically a smorgasboard for Jack. He could pick out whoever he wanted. Man, he’d been out with Tylah Peer. She was not only in the year above them, but she was probably the hottest girl in school. She could have been on magazine covers. Tylah was a bit stuck-up maybe, and Sam had never really been able to say more than two words to her, but she was definitely hot.

But Sam gulped back the laugh. He could see now, from Jack’s grip on the handlebars, the whiteness of his knuckles, that he wasn’t joking. He really wasn’t sure how Jordan felt about him, really wasn’t sure what she would say. It was unreal that Jack could honestly be unsure of himself. It sort of released something in Sam. A tension he’d been carrying around in his shoulders.

There wasn’t much time between Jack’s question and Sam’s answer, so it was amazing that so many thoughts could swim around his head.

‘Well, apparently you can tell if someone likes you,’ Sam began. ‘Statistics suggest that 85% of people hold eye contact for up to ten seconds longer with the person they like.’

Jack stopped walking. His head tilted as he took in what Sam had said. Then he released a laugh, and shook his head.

‘Geez, Sambo, you are a serious geek!’ Jack paused for a moment. ‘But it’s actually kind of cool.’ He began moving again, and did a walking wheelie. Jack released a hand from the handlebars to deliver a massive corkie to Sam’s arm.

Sam bit the inside of his lip to stop the grin as he rubbed his arm.

Jack was letting him into something. A club of sorts. Sam was now a guy to ask advice from. Sam was now a guy who shaved. Eventually, he would have stubbles impressed into his skin.

It felt pretty un-geeky, actually.
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It was a strange morning. Sam’s thoughts flipped around like fish in a bucket. Slippery. One minute, he felt like he desperately didn’t want to run into Meredith. Then he was weirdly disappointed when he didn’t.

It wasn’t until recess that he spotted her. Or her back, anyway. Her school dress against her knees as she walked. Her shiny ponytail, a hint of red in the brown that he’d never noticed before. And the indentation of a bra under her dress.

Definitely a bra.

Sam found himself walking in the opposite direction, down towards the basketball court. He had a sense of escaping one second. Eclipsed the next. How could he want and not want at the very same time?

From the court, as he played basketball, he could see the shape of her on the slope with the other girls. She was far away. Too far away? He did a slam dunk, wondered whether she saw it. He wanted her to.

The bell rang.

He could take the pathway up to the lockers. He didn’t actually need to walk up the slope. But that’s what Jack was doing. Drawn like a magnet to Jordan, and not questioning it. Just moving towards her.

Sam took a deep breath as he walked along with Jack. His feet seemed to decide for him. Not his mind.

The girls stood up as he and Jack approached. Meredith’s dress was bunched up. Sam noticed a splash of freckles on her thigh before she pulled her dress down. She arranged it around her legs in a way that seemed unusually self-conscious for Meredith.

Only then did Sam’s brain start ticking again. He could change direction. He could cut his way over to the footpath.

Except that it was too late. Would be too obvious.

There were five steps between him and Meredith. He froze. She stepped down towards him as the others moved off.

‘Sam, you did it,’ she said, quite gently. ‘You had a shave. Geez, you shouldn’t listen to me. Nobody else does.’

They were separate enough from the rest of the gang that no-one else could hear.

‘No nicks, no cuts,’ she stirred. ‘Well, maybe one!’

She reached out towards his lip. Sam caught her hand and twisted her around into a headlock. He lowered his arm, running it along her side from her shoulder to her waist. His movements felt like they were in slow motion.

She started to say something jokey.

‘Can you … I mean … is it possible for you to shut up every now and then?’ he asked.

‘Nup.’ Meredith ducked down. Slipped out of his grasp. His arms felt empty. A symptom?

She ran up the slope towards the others. Sam watched as her ponytail jiggled from side to side. He stayed behind, standing still to preserve the feeling of holding her.

She was only a few metres away when she changed direction. She turned back down the slope.

Back towards him.

She stood so close to him. So close, and for once, she wasn’t talking.

Meredith leant into him. Her lips grazed his. And they felt soft against his own, and smooth, and it felt as though Sam was in a dream. It could have been two seconds or ten minutes. And he might have been blushing or he might not have been blushing.

But one thing was for sure. Kissing Meredith was right. His body told him. The actual cells in his body told him. In a rush that whooshed inside, from his toes right up to his head.

‘Go, Sam! Go, Moo! Oi, oi, oi!’ The shouts came randomly from the gang on the slope above them.

And even when Meredith started back up the slope, Sam just stood there. He felt like something had changed. That there had been a shift inside. He felt that he didn’t need Google to research it for him anymore.

Meredith liked him, Sam. He liked her back.

It was a lot to take in all at once. A shave. A kiss. But maybe it was time for things to start changing? For all that to happen, and maybe more?

Finally, it felt like he was starting to get it.

This strange life stuff.



meredith 

Meredith lifted the doona. She could feel it already. An alien trickle. But the blood on her pj pants was proof. It wasn’t as if she didn’t expect it. She’d had the cramps. The weird sensations, as though her whole body was reduced to one space in her guts.

She switched on her bedroom light, then the light in the hallway. She walked down to the bathroom, which was where it always was. A second set of footsteps followed, and her dad was at the bathroom door, wiping sleep out of his eyes.

‘Moo, what are you doing up? Are you OK?’

‘I got it.’

‘Oh …’ he paused. ‘Oh, really?’ He ran his hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. He was whispering like they were together harbouring a great secret.

‘So, do you have everything you need?’ he asked. ‘It’s all in the white bathroom bag under the sink.’

He had bought the stuff ages ago and left the bag in the cupboard, while it seemed to happen to everyone except for her. And Cecilia, of course, but Meredith could tell why it hadn’t happened to Cecilia. She was dancing her body into nothing.

Meredith peered inside the bag. There were pads and tampons. Even a booklet called Changing Bodies. It all made her feel a little giggly. As though she might look down, suddenly, and see her body covered in fur. Or sprouting a tail.

‘Yep, it’s all good, Dad. I’m just going to have a shower.’

He nodded, all serious. ‘You do that, Moo. That’s a good idea. That’s what you should do.’

He was trying to make a statement, but the last bit sounded more like a question.

Meredith breathed, deep and even, as she ran the shower. She stepped over her brother’s footy gear, a dirty lump on the tiles. A mud cake with sock candles.

Finally, she was under the spray.

An hour ago, she was a child. Now she was something else. A woman? Really? It seemed so strange, and she couldn’t help wondering if getting her period was somehow the result of kissing Sam. Maybe the two things were linked in some weird way?

Kissing Sam had been, well, an impulse. A sudden urge that she just went with. A sudden urge that turned out … really nicely. Sam was so sweet, she already knew that. But it had been a discovery that the kiss felt so good.

It felt like everything was happening at once, too much to think about. She wouldn’t be able to sleep, she knew that already. She put a pad inside fresh knickers. It had ‘wings’. Like a bird, or an angel, or a sanitary pad. She stuck the wings around her knickers to secure the pad. Her pj pants were soaking in the laundry. She put on the new ones she’d brought in from her bedroom.

Tampons might be harder, but she didn’t need to use them yet. Anyway, the whole thing wasn’t rocket science. Wasn’t like she needed a live demo.

She took the booklet back to her room, though. Just in case she’d missed something.

Rain tapped on the roof. Insistently. Like it was trying to get in.

Her dad hadn’t gone back to bed. He stood at her bedroom door, tapping his fingers on the doorframe, little finger to big. Meredith wriggled under the doona, pushed the booklet deep down under the covers. He stopped tapping at the index finger, midstream.

‘Dad, really, I’m fine.’

‘We could ring Aunty Lisa. She would come over. If you have any questions …’

Aunty Lisa would purse her lips. She was the original inspiration for one of Meredith’s best faces, the cat’s-bum. Aunty Lisa would narrow her eyes, and her tone would be whiny, as though she was sick to death of everything. Her whole being an indicator that life was just something that had to be tolerated.

‘Well, Meredith.’ Meredith’s impression was perfect. ‘Congratulations. You are finally a woman. Later than other girls, but at least you got there. Darling.’

The crow’s-feet around her dad’s eyes crinkled with his smile. ‘You’re a shocker, Moo,’ he admonished.

‘Really, Dad, I’m like the second-last girl my age on the planet to get it. If I have any questions, I can just ask my friends.’

Meredith turned over on her side. Her dad walked in, leant down and kissed her on the temple. Meredith detected a certain glistening in his eyes.

‘I’m sorry, Moo. I’m sorry she’s not … Let me know if there’s anything I can do. Anything at all.’

Meredith looked up at the giant poster on her bedroom wall. It covered the space where the photo had been. Chosen for size rather than content. It was some boy band that Meredith wasn’t even that into. It was annoying that thoughts of the photo should jump into her head now. She wished she could just erase the memory of it. Of her.

She would not let herself go any further down that road. There was no point. If she let herself slip, she would fall down that black hole. She’d been there enough.

She wished the memories would just go away. But there they were, back again.

When it happened, she had been three quarters of the way through grade six. It wasn’t a particularly special time of year.

Spring, when the world woke up after a long winter.

When her mother woke up and left them.

Meredith had sunk, then. The poor little girl. Abandoned by her own mother. It was like a neon sign around her neck. Canteen mothers gave her extra in her lunch orders. Like compensation.

Normally the other kids looked to her to make up fun games, but that all changed somehow. They kept their distance. It was as if they carried their parents’ lectures around with them. That somehow they thought it might be contagious. Their mums might also vanish. They let her have the best swing without an argument. The first turn at everything.

The curse of kindness had followed her everywhere.

It had been such a relief to get to high school, and she chose one that none of her primary school friends were going to. She needed to shed the old skin, snake-like. She had already started practising how not to appear sad. How to be bubbly and light.

She realised that if she was bright in the face of darkness, things started to change. People reacted differently. Meredith could hide the black hole so no-one would know about the tender stretch of pink heart that covered its opening. She would be the clown.

It was just a case of accruing points, really. The more Meredith could make light of the serious stuff, the more points she got. Like life points in a Nintendo game, she could use them up when she needed to. She would be fun. She would not be heavy, sad. The more she practised, the better she got at it.

At high school, everyone knew she had no mother. But it was Ancient History. There were plenty of other kids with divorced parents, and she didn’t seem that different to them. The neon sign had faded, like one of those glo-sticks you got at a night concert for $2.99. It had lost its glow.

Meredith no longer spoke about her. She no longer opened the letters, postmarked from Canada. She had become brilliant at steering people away from the topic.

‘Anything I need, Dad?’ she asked now, sitting up slightly on her elbow. ‘I reckon a rise in my pocket money is in order. Of course, I will be needing a whole new wardrobe of clothes. And beauty products. Etcetera. Now that I am a W.O.M.A.N.’

Meredith loved it. How she could make him laugh.
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The door of the gym change rooms creaked behind her.

Meredith did a little dance, bumping her bum to bang it closed behind her. Cecilia sat, back straight, on the bench next to Lee. Jordan stood in front of her, hands on hips.

‘So, what’s up, A.D.D? What’s the big news?’ Jordan smiled her half-smile.

Meredith giggled nervously. She wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but felt totally … expectant. This was it. There was no-one else to tell. Just her friends.

‘I got my period,’ she said in a loud whisper. ‘Last night.’

‘Oh, cool,’ Jordan said. ‘Nice one.’

‘Oh, Moo,’ Lee chimed in. ‘That’s great. Do you feel OK? Are you getting pains? Because if you are, you could try a hot water bottle. I’ve got a spare one if you need it.’

‘I’ve got one thanks, Lee-Lee.’

‘Great. And do you have all the other stuff you need? 	My mum did that for me, prepared a kind of medical kit,’ Lee continued.

‘Yeah,’ Jordan added. ‘And my mum tried to give me the whole birds-and-bees talk –’

Jordan’s voice drifted away. A grimace was exchanged from Lee to Jordan and back again. It was the ‘mum’ word. They didn’t use it very often in front of Meredith. They had forgotten and remembered. Meredith would rescue them like she always did.

‘Yeah, I have what I need. Dad bought me these.’ Meredith held up the pads. ‘The packet is pretty, don’t you think? He got the ones with wings.’

‘Ah, you don’t want leakage, do you?’ Jordan monotoned. ‘Some days you need the special assurance of Libra.’

‘The comfort of Carefree,’ Lee giggled.

‘I am a WOMAN!’ Meredith exclaimed, jiggling her hips.

‘Well, your body might be. Definitely not your head, though,’ Jordan replied.

‘You know, I’ve actually got mine at the moment,’ Lee said. ‘I wonder if our moons will align. That sometimes happens with girls when they are close – their periods start to come at the same time.’

For a second, Meredith felt a sting behind her eyes, tears that had to be blinked back quick-smart. These girls were so important to her. She wanted them to do everything together. Sometimes she wished she could actually merge herself into one of them. Or all of them.

Lee’s mum and dad still kissed in front of her. It grossed Lee out.

Jordan’s mum was still struggling after the split. Sometimes Jordan slept in her mum’s bed, all snuggled up. Jordan would make a joke about being tired because of her mum’s snoring, and that was all she would say about it. But it was enough. It was enough for Meredith to know that Jordan’s mum needed her. That Jordan was wanted.

She wasn’t so sure about Cec, because Cec’s house wasn’t a visiting kind of house. But she did have a mum, a lawyer mum. But Meredith, well, she needed her friends. All together, they were her Patchwork Mum.

Meredith scrunched up her face, another of her favourite comic poses, and the moment, the stinging behind her eyes, passed. It always did.

‘You know, we could be like a coven. Like the witches in Macbeth. When shall we three … um, four … meet again, in thunder, lightning or in rain?’

They had been studying Macbeth in Mr Moulton’s class, and the way he said things made them sort of stick inside Meredith’s head.

Only after she’d said it did Meredith think about Cecilia. She glanced over at her friend. Cecilia was standing up now. She hadn’t said a word, and looked kind of pale. And honestly, either her school dress was growing, or she was shrinking.

‘Don’t worry, Cec,’ Meredith said. ‘You’ll get it soon. If you cut down on some of that bloody dancing and put a bit of meat on those bones. What’s wrong, anyway?’

‘Nothing’s wrong, Moo.’ Meredith watched Cec shake her head. Somehow it looked like she should have been nodding. ‘It’s great, Moo. Really good.’
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‘Can you check the back of my dress when I get up?’

Jordan went cross-eyed. ‘I checked it ten minutes ago, Moo,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ Meredith moaned, ‘but it feels like a river coming out of me.’ She leant over the desk towards Jordan. ‘Have you and Jack pashed yet?’ she asked. ‘I reckon he’d be a good kisser. He has nice lips.’ She paused, though it was a Meredith pause. A millisecond. ‘Not as nice as Sam’s of course,’ she added jokily.

Jordan did her raised-eyebrow thingo. Obviously she wasn’t going to answer Meredith’s question. Jordan could be quite annoying like that. All private, private …

‘Check my dress?’ Meredith said again.
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On the slope at recess, Jordan seemed a little frozen and Cecilia was still looking distracted. Even Lee didn’t seem herself. They all needed some thawing out. A good time for a game, Meredith decided.

‘So, if you had to kiss a boy, who would you choose? 	Out of anyone on the basketball court? Except you can’t choose Sam, cos he’s taken,’ Meredith asked.

‘Geez, Moo, you’re completely obsessed,’ Jordan commented.

Meredith giggled. Of course she was obsessed. Kissing Sam had been very cool. She totally wanted to do it again.

The girls were being very unco-operative. It didn’t matter. Meredith could answer for them.

‘I reckon Cecilia would choose Dylan. Jordan and Lee would both choose Jack.’

Meredith bit down on her roll. Lee put down her sandwich as though she had suddenly lost her appetite. But Meredith knew she would come to terms with Jack liking Jordan sooner or later. It was better, kinder, to remind her than to let her go off on some fantasy.

And Cecilia wasn’t eating anything. Again. It was weird how she kept bringing her lunchbox down to the slope, just about empty.

‘Did you forget your lunch again?’ Meredith asked, picking up Cecilia’s lunchbox and showing it to the others.

Cecilia grabbed it back. ‘I ate before, Moo,’ she answered snappily.

Meredith rolled her eyes. Shouldn’t she be the temperamental one? After all, she was the one who had her period.

‘When?’ Meredith insisted. ‘You wouldn’t have had time between your last class and –’

The bell rang and Cecilia stood up quickly, cutting Meredith off.

The vision of Jack and Sam, walking up the slope together, caught her eye. Meredith got up and smoothed down her dress. She was still worrying about the back of it. Just a little, nagging doubt. But everyone seemed to be in such a bad mood she decided not to mention it.

Sam was so cute. His hands in his trouser pockets. The way he lifted his head up and grinned when he saw her. The way he touched his upper lip when he was nervous. The little nick where he’d shaved. For her.

Meredith watched as Jack gravitated, magnetised, towards Jordan. She kept watching as they walked off together, up the slope behind Cecilia and Lee. Jack flicked an ant off Jordan’s dress. The two of them were so suited. She wished they would just hurry up and make it official.

Sam stopped in front of Meredith. He took a hand out of a pocket, and Meredith held it as they walked together. She liked the way he held her hand quite firmly. Not so tight that it felt like she was being squeezed, and not so soft that it felt limp. If there was a right way to hold hands, this was it.

‘What have you got next?’ he asked.

‘Art. We’re halfway through the pottery unit. My bowl came out of the kiln looking like a watering can. Holes everywhere. You?’

‘Sport,’ he said, smiling about the watering can. ‘So I’ll see you later.’

She extracted her hand. Jack had taken the pathway to the gym. The girls were halfway up the slope.

Meredith was fully conscious of her body as she moved towards them. She was a woman. She had arms and legs. Boobs and bum. She knew she was being watched. She wondered if this was how Jordan felt all the time.

It was nice, the feeling. It carried her up the slope like she was hanging onto a helium balloon.

She couldn’t help it. She stopped and took one tiny glance back at Sam. When she looked up again, the girls had disappeared. At the top of the slope, the land flattened out. She saw them now, under the breezeway. Jordan and Cecilia had their backs to her, Lee was facing her way. The smart new chick from English was hovering around the pole on the other side, doing up her shoelaces or something.

Meredith crept over. She liked to surprise them. It was one of her specialties. She was a couple of steps behind Jordan and Cecilia when something made Meredith stop.

Jordan was talking. ‘So, Jack asked me to stay behind after school. I think I have some idea why. It’s so … I don’t know … kind of amazing. I’ve never actually felt like this. If he asks me, I’m going to say yes.’

Meredith noticed that Cecilia had her hand on Jordan’s back, as though she was giving her strength. Meredith could tell by Lee’s expression that she was going to put her own feelings aside so she wouldn’t ruin things for Jordan. Her friends really were the best.

Meredith was about to leap in. Maybe make a crack about double-dating with Jack and Sam?

‘Can you guys not tell Moo about it yet?’ Jordan whispered, but a whisper wasn’t quiet enough. Meredith had heard. And despite Lee shaking her head, narrowing her eyes in warning, Meredith would hear more.

‘Just, you know how she is. Nothing is serious for her. Everything’s a joke. And I just want this not to be, OK?’

It was a king hit. Meredith was winded.

The pad between her legs felt like it was twisting as she ran. The wings had come unstuck.

She heard Lee call her name, but Meredith kept going. Kept running. Out of the gates. Out of the school grounds. From what she thought she knew.

Into nowhere.
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 Her throat ached. Her heart thumped painfully in her chest. Meredith slowed down. She understood now why the teachers would exempt you from sport when you had your period. The pad had worked its way forward. She was sure it wasn’t catching the blood anymore, wasn’t doing its job. No safety.

She didn’t even have her school bag. Or the bathroom bag tucked inside it. She had been in too much of a hurry to escape.

The closest toilets were in the park, next to the lake. Meredith felt like she was waddling just to keep the pad inside her knickers.

Two ducks walked in front of her as though they were demonstrating the technique. She was almost grateful for the diversion. Couldn’t think about the other thing.

How to Waddle 101.

The toilet block was cold, concrete. There was a tiny, grotty basin and a syringe container. It was a toilet for junkies and desperates and Merediths. The toilet had no seat. Everything was stripped back to minimum requirements.

Meredith lifted the flap of the sanitary bin and deposited her pad inside. The toilet paper came out in little pieces, more paper than tissue. Miserly. She counted seven squares. Seven should be enough, shouldn’t it?

There was a boulder inside her chest as she stood up. A giant rock, pressing against her heart. Stalagmites reaching down into her chest. Or was it stalactites? Sam had tried to explain it to her in geography but she hadn’t got it. Maybe she didn’t get anything?

The sunlight was blinding when she stepped outside. Normally, she would hurry. She always had something to do, someone to call. Her mobile was back in her bag, inside her locker. Anyway, she had nowhere to hurry to. No-one to call. She wouldn’t tell anyone about this. Not anyone.

An old man sat on the bench, pointing at a life-sized chess set. He was wearing suit pants and a vest. He even had on a cap, like something out of an old movie.

He clapped his hands and Meredith noticed another man moving his queen. Then he took a pawn and lifted it to the side of the board. There was an ease between them. When they spoke, she didn’t recognise the language. Their laughs, though, she understood.

The man on the bench saw her. He took his cap off and nodded. Meredith waved quickly, and walked towards the pebbled pathway. Any kindness right now, however small, was dangerous.

Her legs were heavy as she stepped up from the pebbled pathway onto the spongy grass. She thought of Sam, hugging her. Taking some of her weight.

One foot in front of the other. That was how you walked. She had to remind herself to just continue. Walk and don’t think. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about what Jordan said. Don’t quote her words back and forwards. Don’t let them settle in.

It wasn’t working. Meredith found herself walking to their rhythm.

‘Can you guys not tell Moo about it yet? Just, you know how she is. Nothing is serious for her. Everything’s a joke. And I just want this not to be, OK?’

They thought they knew her back to front and inside out. They thought they did. But they didn’t know. They were just using her, really. She was the one they looked to have a laugh with. The one who entertained them, made things fun. And that was all good when it worked for them.

At least now she knew they were locking her out. They thought Meredith couldn’t keep a secret. That everything was a joke to her.

Yeah, right.
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There was a spare key in the backyard. Inside her brother’s runner, squidgy from last night’s rain. Meredith let herself in and wandered around. The light on the answering machine in the hall was blinking. She pressed the button.

‘Rhonda here, from the general office at 2 o’clock. Meredith hasn’t returned to school after the lunch break. Could you please get back to us ASAP? I’ll try your work number.’

Meredith put her head in her hands. It was 2.30 p.m. Her dad would have been contacted by now. He would be worried. She would have to make something up. He didn’t need this, had enough on his plate. She would ring him. Think of something to say.

She was already arranging something in her mind. Already tucking down the bits of anger, the hurt. She would make out that her problem was physical so he could deal with it. It would be cramps, and overflow, and she’d forgotten to let anyone know before she left. She would save him from all the emotions. She would…

Meredith wasn’t ready, though, for his key in the front door. So soon.

‘Meredith? My God. What’s going on? You look terrible. Moo? Honey, what is it? What happened?’

What happened? Jesus. What had happened? Jordan hadn’t wanted to confide something very special to her because she thought that Meredith would make a joke of it. And the scary thing … the really scary thing … was that she would have made a joke out of it. She probably would have.

‘Moo? Baby, talk to me.’

‘I hate her.’

Meredith didn’t know where it came from. Somewhere she didn’t think she had contact with anymore. But there it was. And there she was. Still in their kitchen, with the bone-handled knives and the souvenir teaspoons from different countries. In the air they breathed and the chunk out of the wall where she’d thrown a vase. In the gaping holes, the chunks out of their lives.

‘I hate her. She should be here! How can a mother not be here when her daughter becomes a woman? How can a mother just leave … and not look back … and let her daughter get so screwed up that even her friends can’t talk to her because she covers up every little bit of pain! It’s her fault I’m like this. She’s a bitch and I hate her. ’

She’d never sworn in front of her dad. Not like this. He flinched, but he didn’t correct her.

Meredith was wracked with sobs as her dad pulled her close. He stroked her hair like he used to when she was little. She couldn’t see his face but she knew his brow would be furrowed, his eyes would be sad. And she’d caused this. She was guilty. She shouldn’t be behaving like this.

But she was behaving like this. She hadn’t cried forever and it felt like the tears would never stop.

‘It’s OK, Moo. Be angry,’ he said finally. His voice was surprisingly clear. ‘You can be angry. You don’t have to be strong all the time. You don’t have to cover all the pain.’

Meredith kept crying, her throat aching and her nose running.

The telephone rang, again and again. First Sam’s voice, and it was soothing to hear his voice, though she wasn’t listening to his words, wasn’t up for words yet.

Then Jordan’s voice and then Lee’s and Cecilia’s.

They were all calling her, her friends. And she wanted to talk to them. Not yet, not right now, but she did want to explain. She wanted them to help her change. She couldn’t carry it all around anymore.

It was too heavy, making light.

She was a shell, a husk, when she finished. But the boulder on her chest was gone, and there seemed to be more room inside her now.

He made tea, and stirred in sugar with one of her souvenir spoons. It was the one with the Dutch girl in clogs, a windmill behind her. The girl’s yellow plaits each side of her head were like sideways question marks.

‘So,’ her dad asked calmly. ‘You want to tell me what’s going on? Warts and all?’



Drama is supposed to be an elective. But I have been conscripted because, as usual, I came to this school halfway through the term when all the other electives were filled.

I hate drama. It’s too exposing, too much like life. The other subjects are fine. I have been told I am smart at books and dumb at life.

I have been told a lot of things, not all of them lovely.

It’s a Trust Activity. As soon as I hear that, bad goes to worse. My skin starts to feel clammy. My heartbeat quickens, and I hope against hope that it’s not going to be the one I think.

Doesn’t the drama teacher sense that this is my worst nightmare? Maybe that’s what he’s trying for? Maybe he’s delighting in my sticky skin, my pale, worried face?

‘OK, get into pairs. Find somebody your own size.’

I should know better. I have long since put into action an insulating layer to dull the effects of this kind of situation. It’s easy when you’re fat to find a spare layer to work with. It should be easy, anyway. So why is there still that stupid little glimmer? Maybe … maybe this time it will be different. Why, when I have a litany of proof to the contrary?

I have to remind myself to stop hoping, to cut it out. I fish out one of the more recent memories, that live, ready for replay, inside me.

You felt good that Lara had asked you over to her place. That you were getting ready together. That you had a new friend to walk into the disco with, and you even had a new pair of black skinny-leg jeans that looked OK with the baggy T-shirt belted over the top of them.

‘I’m going to do my hair like this,’ Lara had said. She held it up in her hands to demonstrate. Messy at the top, and falling down into two low pigtails. There was a little butterfly in your gut as she said that. The hairstyle belonged to the cool girls, the Abbeys, and they would have copyrighted it if they could. You didn’t say anything about that, though. You told Lara it looked good. Anyway, a sip of Bundy and Coke, and you’d forgotten about the butterfly.

Lara was your friend, and how good was that?

It had been hard, moving schools so many times. It’s not like you had a choice. It’s Dad’s job, and that’s that. Sometimes, there would be no friends. But you’d fallen on your feet this time. Lara had taken you on.

You almost belonged.

‘Here,’ Lara said, ‘can you put this in your bag? I’m not taking one, just some cash.’

You had the giggles after another swig of Bundy and Coke. It tasted awful but you were getting better at it. You even looked in the mirror before you left. Grinned at yourself, happy that your mum had finally relented and bought you those jeans. They were definitely cool, and they made you look a bit thinner. Like they tucked your legs in.

Kids are moving around the class now. Cecilia, Jack and Jordan are the only representatives from the shiny group in drama. Jack moves close to Jordan. She rolls her eyes and flicks the side of his head lightly with her hand.

‘Come on guys, stay serious,’ the teacher scolds. ‘You’re too big for Jordan,’ he tells Jack.

The teacher folds his arms while the class scoffs at the double entendre. I watch as Jack shuffles over towards Luke, his pace slow, a tiny defiance. It’s compelling, the Jordan and Jack duet. God and Goddess …

‘Da-ad. Reaady,’ Lara called out, and before you knew it you had a peppermint in your mouth and you were in the back of Lara’s dad’s sleek BMW. You felt fantastic, like you could fly. And he was so funny, the way he opened the door for Lara, and then for you, pretending he was a chauffeur. Especially funny because Lara was embarrassed, pulling him by the arms and stuffing him back into the driver’s seat.

You could hear the music thumping inside the hall. As soon as her dad’s car pulled out of the car park, Lara reached inside your bag. She took a big swig, knowing there probably weren’t going to be any pass-outs.

You both paid. Got a stamp on your hands, and walked into the hall together.

Strobe lights flashed onto the dance floor, though there were only a few people dancing so far. Most kids were standing around, yelling into each other’s ears with cupped hands.

The Abbeys stood in the corner, looking cool. Seriously cool.

There were only two actual Abbeys in that group. A blonde one and a brunette. The other three girls were Abbeys, though. Honorary Abbeys.

Lara walked over to them, and you followed. You were glad that the music was so loud. You didn’t have to say anything. You’d tried before, but they always had that look about them. Raised eyebrows, like anything you came out with would be totally lame. Maybe you just needed to give them more time? A bit more effort. Lara seemed to be having a conversation with blonde Abbey. She must’ve found something to talk about. But then she pulled out her pigtails after blonde Abbey yelled something in her ear.

The next song was a winner. Heaps of people tumbled onto the dance floor. You tumbled out too, mainly because you didn’t want to be left on your own. You found yourself inside a giant circle – boy, girl, boy, girl. There was lots of stumbling, lots of laughter. And no-one was very good. You didn’t even worry about how you looked. Just kicked your legs in time, arms around shoulders. Anyway, the strobe lighting kind of took care of the fact that you weren’t a good dancer. It was weird … fun … to watch everyone’s moves turn into slow motion as the lights flashed.

Just about everyone was dancing by then. The only time you stopped was for a toilet break. You and Lara topped up in the toilets, re-did your lip gloss and raced back out into the crowd.

Into a slow song.

It was not a song for you. You knew that.

You should have known that.

They are taking ages to form pairs. I am brought back again, into the drama class, watching as Cecilia drifts over to Bonnie. I stare as Bonnie laughs and re-directs Cecilia towards Kate. Bonnie is about double Cecilia’s size. Cecilia looks confused as she does her graceful ballet walk over to Kate, her petite little frame now beside another petite little frame. I wonder at her first choice, and something clicks inside me. An instinct that something is wrong with Cecilia.

The strobe lighting was switched off for the slow song. Now the only light came from the DJ’s booth in a greenish glow. Lots of people had coupled off. There were hands on shoulders and hands on bums. Some of the couples were kissing. You were about to go back to the chairs at the side of the hall when you felt hands from behind, touching your hips.

When you turned around, you couldn’t believe it. Hector was dancing with you. Touching you. His arms worked their way around your waist, his thumbs tucked under your red belt. You went with it.

When Hector swayed, you swayed. Each movement brought you a little closer together. Until you were against him. Your chest, his chest. Faces touching, cheek to cheek. He smelled so good. Aftershave and soap and him.

The song ended and you thought it would finish. But he didn’t move on. He still had you in his arms, you still stayed there. Nothing like this had ever happened to you before. You had to remind yourself to breathe. Almost didn’t want to. You thought that the breaths might somehow count time along, drive it forwards, when you wanted it to slow right down.

Hector tilted his head down. Your head was turned up. And your lips … your lips moved towards his. Oh my God.

Suddenly, he jerked backwards. He said those words. You will never forget those words.

I hear footsteps. I open my eyes. The drama teacher is next to me, and I take a step backwards. Everyone else has found a pair.

‘The faller must stand upright, feet together, hands crossed over the chest like this.’ He demonstrates the posture. ‘Tight butt cheeks, and keep the body stiff.’ He knows this will elicit laughter. He waits for it to pass. ‘The catcher should have one leg in front of the other,’ he continues. ‘Arms extended, take the weight mostly through the legs. The faller should say, “I am ready to fall, are you ready to catch me?” The catcher should reply, “I am ready to catch you.” Be clear with your communication.’

‘Er, no thanks. I am just dancing, actually. Just dancing,’ Hector said, looking uncomfortable.

You sobered up very quickly. The warm, woozy feeling was sucked away by cold reality. It was almost worse that he wasn’t being a prick. He kept holding you around the waist. Kept dancing, like it was no big deal. But he didn’t hold you quite as close. You saw out the song, wishing, wishing, it would just hurry up and end.

Afterwards, you searched for Lara. She was nowhere. Not in the giant circle that had formed on the dance floor again. Not in the corners of the room. There was a queue for the toilets, and you joined. You were just behind the door when you heard it.

It was Lara’s voice. Your friend’s voice. ‘And then, she leans in for the pash –’ 

‘No waay!’ squealed an Abbey. You could tell it was the blonde Abbey because she was one of those girls who always elongated her words. ‘Like, as if Hector is ever going to want to pash that fugly!’

The other Abbeys cacked themselves. It was the best joke ever. Lara’s laugh was in there, too. You could just see their smirks in the mirror through the half-closed door. Lara’s hairstyle was back in place again. Messy at the top. Two long pigtails.

‘So, I’ll be your partner today!’ The drama teacher’s voice is artificially bright.

My teeth are clenched as I nod.

Around the hall, questions and answers are spoken. ‘I am ready to fall, are you ready to catch me?’

‘I am ready to catch you.’

It’s a Trust Exercise.

The teacher doesn’t object when I ask to sit it out.



jack 

Jack was walking on a well-worn path. It was the track that started behind the canteen and led down to the bottom oval. The gap in the bushes that ended at ‘the love nest’. Christened by heaps of couples before them.

It had happened kind of like this with Tylah, a year before. Jack had taken her there to ask her if she’d go out with him. Her reply was pretty much guaranteed. She’d overdosed him with signals. So many messengers had approached him, letting him know she was up for it. That she was keen.

But this, this was different. His heart was on a swing. This time, he wasn’t just going through the motions.

Since he’d met up with Jordan that first day at the flats, something had started to shift between them. They had been friends before, but not really that close. Just part of a group.

But all those Wednesdays had added up to a major change. Jack had started seeing Jordan so differently. He’d seen the sadness she tried to hide, seen it tucked away in her brown eyes. He’d seen her determination to tough out her parents’ breaking up. And she was strong. Really strong on the outside, at least.

But Jack knew too well what she was going through. He’d wondered if he could help her. Hadn’t come up with much, except just to be there. All those nights as he lay in bed, staring out of his tiny window, a little frame that included a couple of stars, he thought about her. Thought about her brown eyes with secrets behind them. Thought about the shake of her head, her dark hair as it settled around her shoulders. Thought about her.

He hadn’t been joking in drama class, though everyone just assumed he was. He really wanted to be Jordan’s partner in the trust exercise. He’d sort of blocked out the teacher’s instructions to choose someone the same size.

He just wanted to catch her.

 ‘Where are you taking me, Jack Delanty?’ she asked.

Her tone was casual. Jordan was good at casual. It made Jack’s heart pound.

He held a tree branch up so that she could pass through. When she looked back at him, her eyebrows were raised. It was a Jordan question mark. He knew that now. She had a whole language without the words. Jack was a beginner, just learning to translate.

There was a scratch on her calf, rising out of her white sock. Her legs were tanned and smooth. Jack had an urge to touch the scratch. He didn’t.

‘Um, nearly there.’

Last night, looking out through the window into the night sky, he’d made a plan. He’d barely slept. He wasn’t shy … then. He was just sure. He would take Jordan down to the ‘love nest’. He would ask her to be his girlfriend. She would say yes. He would kiss her.

It seemed so simple.

‘Oh, I’ve heard about this place. The “love nest’’,’ she said. Jack wasn’t sure what to make of her tone. ‘Isn’t this where you took Tylah? To ask her to go out with you?’

Jack’s swinging heart smacked down on the gravel.

This was different. So different. Tylah was hot, but that was about all. She was tall and blonde, and they’d gone out for a while. But he’d never felt like this about Tylah. She was nice enough, but there wasn’t a lot between them. When Jack broke up with her, she had cried. He’d tried to feel it.

Tylah had only danced around his senses. Jordan had invaded them.

What an idiot he was. Jordan thought he was on repeat. What had he been thinking, letting the night stars hatch such a crap plan, such an unoriginal one?

God, but Jordan was difficult. It would have been much easier if she were someone like Sam’s Meredith. Lucky Sam hadn’t had to go through anything like this. Meredith had just walked over and kissed him in front of everyone. And that was it. They were together. The thought of Jordan bolting over and kissing him was just funny. Jack didn’t know much, but he did know that that would never happen.

They arrived. The ‘love nest’ was littered with cigarette butts. Discarded cans. Jack felt responsible for every butt, every can. What a stuffed place to bring her.

Jordan crouched down. She picked up an empty can. Snapped off the ring and handed it to him.

‘For you, Jack,’ she said.

As he took the ring, part of him wanted to laugh. But he didn’t know with Jordan whether it was a joke. Or whether she was serious. Or whether it was both. He wasn’t up to translating this.

There was a pause. A long pause. Jack wondered how to fill it.

‘If you were going to ask me a question,’ Jordan said, and she was looking him right in the eye, she was holding his gaze for a long time, much longer than ten seconds, ‘the answer would be … yes.’

Jack smiled. Breathed. Felt his heart rising again. He pulled a ring from another empty can. He took her hand, and pulled her closer to put it on her finger.

She laughed. Leant into him. He could feel her breath on his neck.

‘Let’s just say I’ve asked the question,’ he said.

‘Let’s just say I’ve answered it.’

The kiss just seemed to happen, as if it was always going to happen. As though it was always going to be that good. With Tylah it had been mechanics. Lips here, hands there, and of course Jack’s body had responded.

But not like this.

Never like this.
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Even as the referee tossed the ball in the air for a jump, Jack wasn’t quite there. He smelled her shampoo. He wrapped his arms around her, felt her lean back against his chest. He had to slam dunk his thoughts out of his body. Put his body back into the game.

Jordan shifted on the bench seat. She rustled around in her bag and pulled out an apple. Threw him one half-smile. A half-smile with more force than any of the kisses Tylah used to blow him when he played.

Jack recognised his old self, his Jordan-less self, in Bronco. Bronco took position in the key just behind him. Jack saw his determination. His eyes squinted in concentration. Hands down low, and a bounce pass that Jack wasn’t expecting. A pivot and a goal, and Bronco was already running up the court so that his defence could be as effective as his offence.

Jack shook his head. He should have read the play. Should have predicted.

Coach made the time-out sign. He called all the players over, but it was only Jack he spoke to.

‘You’ve got to focus, Jack. The scout’s just over there, and you’re not on your game. You’ve been up for three rebounds against Bronco, and he’s got two of them.’

Jack bit his lip. He took a swig from his drink bottle, and wiped the sweat from his forehead on his towel. Coach pulled him away from everyone else at the bench. He put his hand on Jack’s shoulder and glanced over towards Jordan.

‘Look, mate. She’s a lovely girl, and I can see why you’re smitten. But there’s a time for everything. This time is for impressing the scout, for basketball. This is what we’ve been training so hard for. I know you’re ready for this, you just have to prove it to him.’

Couch glanced at the scout and then back at Jack. He smiled and gave Jack a wink. ‘I think I’m going to send Jordan on a couple of errands. Pam just might need some help cutting up the oranges, OK?’

Coach was right. The scout from the NBL sat on the opposite bench, taking notes, choosing kids to train with the elite squad, the state squad. This was a showcase game and Jack was supposed to be showing. He was playing as though he didn’t want it bad, didn’t need to make the state team. It wasn’t true.

He needed it.

Jack had put in time, energy, effort. He’d worked so hard, and coach had even given him basketball homework to brush up on his skills. The game was his life. It had been his shrink when his parents had split. A holiday from all the crap that life dished out. Basketball was rules instead of chaos. It had kept him sane.

The ref blew the whistle. Jack adjusted the bandage around his hamstring, injury number four this season, and ran back onto the court. He glanced up at the bench, and Jordan had gone.

Tizza, Coach’s son, dribbled up the court. He was small but agile. Protective of the ball as it went under his leg, and he changed direction so that, suddenly, he had no defender.

It was a good time for Jack to take his place under the key. He used his three seconds. He caught the ball, and put it up for a goal.

Much better.

Jack took a quick look at the scout, scribbling away. He wondered whether he was writing about Tizza, or Bronco. Or him.

It wasn’t until the end of the match that Jordan walked in. She was sipping a soft drink through a straw. Jack saw Coach giving her the thumbs-up, saw the grin she shot back at him.

It was lucky he’d sent her away for a bit. Because Jack was definitely two-timing his sport.

And it felt amazing.

[image: 9781742730141_0136_001]
 ‘No wonder your coach didn’t want me watching you, distracting you,’ Jordan said. ‘You’re like a superhero out there. It’s all “Go, Jack! Rebound, Jack! Shoot, Jack!” I felt like Lois Lane or something, watching you from my hidey-hole in the canteen. Clark, are you listening?’

Jack rolled his eyes. This was so Jordan, giving out a compliment with a backhand. Super Jack. Super Jock. Was that all he was?

He wanted her in a headlock.

He wanted her.

The night air hit his sweaty singlet. It was freezing. Jack put on his hoody.

‘It’s not like that, Jordan. We’re a team.’

‘Team Delanty,’ she stirred.

She could make him feel like there was no right way to answer.

She could make him feel.

As they walked, he put his hand under her sweater. Icy hand against warm waist. Jordan pressed his hand over the fabric, choosing not to comment about how cold he was. What she chose not to say was as fascinating as anything she actually said. With Tylah, conversation had been a matter of waiting, switching onto auto-pilot while she went on about stuff, and, honestly, he always knew where she was heading. She was so … obvious. Jordan was so not.

‘How keen do you think Sam is? On Moo, I mean?’ she asked, pulling away from him and walking backwards.

It was weird. Jordan wasn’t a gossipy type girl. It seemed like a more Tylah-ish thing to say. But with Jordan there was probably some actual, real reason to ask.

‘Um, pretty keen, I think,’ he offered.

Jordan looked serious. Jack loved the way she tilted her head to the side when she was thinking hard. Jack wished he could see inside her head. To figure out what was going on in there. But he couldn’t even guess at this.

‘Moo isn’t as tough as she seems,’ Jordan said quietly. ‘Everyone just thinks she is. Sam had better really like her, cos she’s been through a lot, you know?’

‘Not really,’ Jack admitted.

‘It’s to do with her mum leaving. She tried to explain it to me and Lee and Cec, after I said something hurtful …’ Jordan’s voice drifted off.

Whatever it was that Jordan had said, Jack could tell he wasn’t going to find out.

‘Anyway,’ continued Jordan, ‘she sort of made up some strategies to help her cope, and being funny all the time is one of them. It’s something she does to sort of protect herself. Kind of like doing the opposite thing to what she wants to do. I kind of get it, cos we all do that sometimes, hey?’

Jordan stood there, waiting for a response. Jack couldn’t figure one out.

‘Jack, what does Sam say about Moo?’

Jack grimaced. He felt like the crappiest friend in the universe. Here was Jordan, analysing all this stuff about her friend, and he hadn’t even had a serious conversation with Sam about Meredith. Jack had stirred him a couple of times. But he definitely hadn’t analysed it.

Sometimes he was bloody hopeless. Sam had given him advice about Jordan. He understood how things were with Jack’s dad, and he’d never told anyone about it. He deserved something back.

Basketball was easier than all this.

‘Don’t worry about it, Jack,’ Jordan said. ‘Just ask him how he feels sometime, OK? Oh, and Dad wants you to come over for tea next Wednesday.’

Jack stared at his strange, lovely girlfriend, his distraction. He pushed her away.

‘That’s the opposite of what I want to do,’ he said.

She wasn’t a fast runner, and laughing made her even slower. It was easy to catch up to her.

In some ways.
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‘Did you hear anything about the scout?’ Sam asked, leaning over his three-legged stool in woodwork class.

When Jack went to answer, he was competing with the bang-bang of Sam’s hammer.

‘Nah. Coach. Reckons. He’ll get a call. By tomorrow. One way. Or another.’

Sam looked up. He stopped hammering. ‘Did your old man turn up?’

Jack shook his head.

Back at his dad’s after the game, it had been the regular bullshit. His dad was six beers down. Microwave dinner. He didn’t even say anything about the showcase game until halfway through sloppy lasagne in tin foil. Even then it was with one eye on the telly.

‘Couldn’t get there tonight,’ he’d said. ‘Got some overtime at the warehouse. Need the extra bucks now your mum’s taken me to the cleaners.’

Jack had got up from the table. He hadn’t commented. It was best not to comment.

‘So, how’s the girl?’ his dad had asked as Jack threw his foil dish in the bin. ‘She a good sort?’

‘Jordan,’ Jack had answered.

‘Want my advice? Don’t get too serious. Play the field.’

Not really. Jack really didn’t want his advice.

When his dad opened another can, Jack took the cordless phone into his room and re-hashed the game with Coach for ages.

When he came back into the lounge, his dad had passed out on the couch. Jack covered him with a blanket, tucked it around his feet. His dad’s face, cocooned by the blanket, looked old. Behind the closed lids were blue eyes just like Jack’s.

He wondered what else he had inherited from his father and it made him shiver.

So many times, his mum had asked what his dad was feeling. She tried to draw him out, but was drowned out by the telly.

His dad seemed to regard words as litter. Minimise the output. Minimise the pollution.

His mum was locked out by his dad’s couch-slumped focus on the telly. And still, he was shocked when she’d said it was over. He was angry and poisonous. Bent over as if he’d been punched in the gut. As though it was the first he’d heard of it.

Of course, it was her fault. Couldn’t possibly be his. Funny, then, how she seemed younger without him. Happier.
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‘We tried to have a bet at our house on whether you’d make the team,’ Sam said with a grin. ‘But nobody would take the negative.’

Jack smiled. Sam was trying to make him feel better. Again.

‘You need to shave down that stool leg, Sambo,’ he said, and it was probably the only advice he was able to give. ‘It’s too long, that’s why your stool is wobbly.’

Sam nodded and pulled the leg out of its cavity. He put it onto the woodwork table for sanding.

Jack nudged him. ‘How much do you like Moo?’ he asked.

Sam’s head was down so Jack couldn’t see his reaction.

‘Apparently she’s really into you.’

Jack could sense something now. When Sam lifted his head, Jack saw that he was biting his lower lip. But there was a smile there anyway. Sam was trying to kill it, but he couldn’t.

‘Serious?’ Sam asked.

‘Nah, just bullshitting,’ Jack stirred.

And Sam must’ve been practising because the corkie he delivered made Jack’s arm throb all through English and PD.
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Jack was at his mum’s when the phone rang.

He was showered. Homeworked. On the TV some housemate cried and pleaded with Big Brother from the diary room. It was like watching a car crash – he couldn’t look away. Raw pain on national TV. She wanted out of the Big Brother house, and she wanted it from a giant chair dressed in shorty shorts. He could see how the fake breasts, impossibly round, hadn’t delivered the desired results. She kept touching them, as though they still might rescue her somehow. She wanted to be adored, to be worshipped for her looks. She reminded him of Tylah.

It made him shiver to think how different Jordan was, like he’d discovered another species.

‘Big Brother suggests you sleep on it.’ The disembodied voice bounced around the diary room. In her distress, she seemed to have forgotten she was on telly. Jack wanted to tell the voice to get stuffed.

Get out of there, he willed the girl, and suddenly it seemed all too true.

Sometimes you just have to get out.

The phone was on its third ring. Jack followed it down the hallway, past his mum’s bedroom. He could hear the shower going in her ensuite. The phone was never on its cradle. Never where it should be. Warm, warmer, hot, and there it was, under a pile of towels on the laundry bench.

‘Hi?’ he said, and the dryer provided background.

‘Jack? It’s Rob. Rob Teasdale.’

Jack was already nodding. It was Coach, and he didn’t need a surname.

‘Hang on a sec,’ he said, and he took the phone into his room. He needed to be sitting down.

‘Mate, you did it! You’re in the bloody state squad!’

Jack had never heard Coach swear before. Despite all the stress of all the games he’d coached. Coach was obviously pumped, but Jack couldn’t find any words.

‘He’s gonna sign you. And Bronco. Jack?’

Jack’s body was an electric current, full of the message. He felt charged. He punched the air.

It was a few seconds before Jack realised that Coach’s own son hadn’t made it. And yet here Coach was, congratulating Jack. ‘I want to have a barbie for you. To celebrate. Friday night, our place, OK? Bring some mates. Anyone you want. Jack, are you there?’

Jack took a deep breath, thinking about Coach. He was a guy who had supported, encouraged him. A guy who gave him extra time, on the court and off. To reward Coach’s efforts, Jack would leave his team. Getting signed was so good. So great. It felt like he was at the beginning of something amazing. And he felt like he was about to leave something amazing behind him.

‘Rob,’ he said, and he had to say it again and clear his throat because his voice was shot. He wished he was smarter, had something proper to say. ‘Rob … thanks … for everything.’

‘No worries, Jack. So proud of you, mate. You deserve it. It’s been a pleasure. Just you fly, Jack. Just you fly.’

Jack wished it was his own dad. Who spoke like that.
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‘Dad’s working late,’ said Jordan. ‘Won’t be back until six, so we’ll probably eat around seven-thirty. He’s going to make a curry.’

Jack looked around the flat. It was just like his dad’s, and so unlike it. A fruit bowl on the kitchen table held a load of different types of fruit. Their fridge was stocked up with veggies and meat and drinks. Not beer.

Jordan looked at him looking. ‘He’s kind of getting into it,’ she said. ‘The shopping and cooking and stuff.’

Jordan had changed out of her school clothes. It was the first thing she did, before eating, even. Her singlet was black with silver writing. When she reached into the pantry there was a gap of skin between her top and her pants. It was only a packet of biscuits she brought down.

Jack grabbed a banana. He would be starving by 7.30. His body knew it wouldn’t be enough. His body seemed to decide so much.

He followed her up the hallway and into her room. She put her iPod into a docking station, pressed shuffle. Jack picked up a photo on her windowsill. It was of Jordan, obviously, standing between her parents.

‘Your mum looks like you. Or you look like your mum,’ he said, sitting on the bed to study it.

Jack saw her body stiffen a little, and then she was behind him, kneeling, looking over his shoulder.

‘How do you ever get used to it?’ she asked.

Jack lay back, resting his head in her lap. He thought about the fruit in the bowl, the promise of a curry. Jordan would be OK. Jack could see that she was healing. Her dad must have started healing, and hopefully her mum was, too.

And he was glad for her, even though he knew it could never be that way for him.

‘I guess,’ he began, and he wanted to get something right, he wanted to be able to tell her something, ‘I just try to make other parts of my life work.’

Jordan stroked his hair.

‘Like making the state squad. It’s so great, Jack.’

‘And like us,’ he said, without thinking about what he was saying first.

He lifted his head, pulled her down towards him. He kissed her and his hand splayed her back, found the gap between singlet and pants. Her skin. And she hadn’t said anything, but her body responded. Jordan’s body replied.
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‘Dad’ll be home soon. Are you there, Jack?’ Jordan asked.

He reached up, ran his finger over her lips. The mouth that said so little.

‘Yes,’ he said. And it was a question he could answer. There was so much he didn’t know, but at least he knew this, and it felt like it was enough for now. ‘I’m here.’



There’s a buzz at school today. I sense it way before I know for sure. It’s like the world has shifted, and everyone is trying to figure out why. Something flies through the air while voices and flags are raised to ‘Advance Australia Fair’. An extra dose of patriotism.

It’s announced straight after the anthem, and the sport teacher is virtually hysterical. He practically yells it into the microphone as he points into the crowd. It’s Jack Delanty. Stepping up from perfection. He’s made the state basketball team, and everyone feels like it’s their very own achievement.

The younger basketball type kids move from their regular spots. They hang around him, back-slapping and high-fiving. Jack is nice about it. I can tell there are moments when he would like to escape, but he doesn’t. He will be a role model, and my own heart swells for him too, even though I know I’m being stupid. He doesn’t know I exist, and his success has nothing to do with me.

Nobody settles after that. The boring stuff gets said. The principal takes the mike and drones on, and a fly buzzes around my face, threatens to walk right into my eye. I close my eyes and another reel plays, a snippet of bedtime fantasy. I am morphed into someone Jack might notice. My legs are magically elongated, the purple patches of white skin and veins transformed into a deep, even tan. My mouth widens, and my hair, when I shake it out, is silk. And there he is, beckoning to me …

Assembly is over. I lift my backpack and wait until I can move without the crush of the crowd. Dylan steps backwards, onto my toes. He apologises, and I can see he is searching for my name in his mind. He doesn’t find it.

Groups are formed upon exit. Jordan is with Jack, and something has happened, because they have couple stamped all over their faces. They are handing out sheets of paper to a select few. Dylan, next to me, is selected. I see that he is holding an invitation. It has rows of basketballs and nets as its border.

I can just imagine Jack’s perfect home. The perfect home, the perfect venue for a party for the perfect boy.

I look down so as not to appear needy, to slide under the radar. Again.

I am interested as Jordan does a double take and walks back towards Meredith. They don’t know that I heard. That I heard them talking about her behind her back. But I was there. I heard it. Surely Meredith won’t forgive them. I predict that Meredith will shake her off.

It’s a surprise, then, that Meredith accepts the invitation. That she shoots an imaginary basketball, and shares a laugh with Jordan. But her laugh is less exaggerated than it normally is.

Maybe they have all apologised to Meredith? Maybe they have begged her to forgive them, and she has? Or maybe she is just hiding her anger?

See, that is the problem. I have only pieces of the jigsaw, not the whole puzzle. I need to be more vigilant.

I can’t see Lee, or Sam. But Cecilia is walking quickly, as though she wants to be alone. Cecilia is the one who fascinates me most. Sometimes I fancy that she is like the reverse of myself, like a me with the skin slit open. She doesn’t wait for the others. Her ballerina posture is graceful as always, but her frame seems to be changing from delicate to frail. It takes away from her grace, just a little.

I am starting to form a theory about Cecilia, but it’s early days. I need to investigate.

There are cracks in this luminous group. I can feel them. From the inside out. From the outside in.



cecilia 

Cecilia folded the freshly laundered hand towel. Carefully, she placed it in the wicker basket, counting small, coloured soaps on top in a semi-circle. She stepped back. Changed her mind. She rearranged the soaps in a circle.

She looked around her ensuite bathroom. The hand towel was light blue. It matched the two bath towels that hung on the rack, all with monogrammed ‘C’s. They only needed a little adjustment. They weren’t hanging in exactly the same way, but that could be fixed.

She had been good lately. In one way. Strong. Willpower had kicked in, and stayed for days. She had stuck to it. A proper diet. An apple and a long run in the rain. Three carrot sticks traded for an hour of dance training. And celery was great, because she could burn up its calories in the very act of eating it. Extreme fat loss, as confirmed by the online calorie counter. Cecilia was in credit.

She hadn’t done it, the other thing, since the night of the recital.

She walked out of the bathroom, through the walk-in robes and into her bedroom. It was frustrating to see the bumps in her doona cover, from where the sheet underneath was bunched up. Cecilia pulled the cover off entirely. She made hospital corners on the sheet, tucking them tightly under the mattress, and then re-spread the cover.

The digital clock on the chest of drawers told her the time. Cecilia stared at it. She felt that awful, messy feeling rise inside her. And it kept on coming, that feeling, no matter how many towels she folded. No matter how many times she straightened her bed. It was a feeling that couldn’t be fixed.

Cecilia wished she could stop the world turning on its giddy axis. She wished that she could push back time. Take it back to when everything seemed manageable.

So much had changed. So much kept changing. Boyfriends and periods and kissing and maybe more.

Just thinking about it gave her an involuntary shudder right down her back.

Jordan and Jack. Meredith and Sam. There was only Lee left, and that was only because Jack liked Jordan and not her.

Once upon a time, the girls had felt the same.

Cecilia didn’t want a boyfriend. She didn’t want hands and mouths inside her. She’d had to pretend when Meredith accused her of liking Dylan. Everyone else felt that way about someone. Somehow, Cecilia had missed out on that want, that desire. She had to cover up her lack of it. She had to use all her resources to deflect and protect. It was a difficult combination, like the moonwalk she’d learned ages ago in dance class. Appear to be moving when you’re really standing still.

Appear to be growing when you’re trying to shrink.

Cecilia lay in a straight line on her bed. When she lay down like this, her breasts were flat. Thank God. If they grew like Lee’s, there would be no more dance. Not the real type, anyway, with a future. Breasts and ballet didn’t mix. And dance was the only oblivion, the only time she was able to forget about all the changes that were making life spin out of control.

Other than … the other thing.

It had been better before Meredith got ‘it’. Cecilia hated even the word. She wouldn’t use it, even in her thoughts. Cecilia had felt more secure, then. As if maybe the two of them could escape together. But that was before ‘it’ came and dragged them into a new phase from which they would never, not ever, return.

But Meredith had been stoked. She’d gathered the girls together as though she had the best news in the universe. And they had all carried on with talk and jokes about pads. Carried on as though Meredith had achieved something great, when what she’d really achieved was having blood come out between her legs. Disgusting.

Cecilia had only coped with it all by counting the number of parallel panels of wood in the section of wall behind Meredith. The door interrupted the whole lines, with panels above and below that were horizontal. She was up to 258 when Meredith noticed she wasn’t paying attention to them. When Meredith pressured her, asking what was wrong.

Cecilia had lied. She’d told them there was nothing wrong. There had been so many lies lately, so many cover-ups, because there was no option of telling the truth about what she felt. About what she was doing.

Cecilia could fill herself up with lies. She could digest them slowly until she actually believed what she was saying. She was becoming a professional. The story about an empty lunchbox was enriched by leaving the crust of a sandwich inside, or the crumbs of a biscuit after she’d thrown the rest away. It was a terrible thing to do while people were starving in the world.

How could she begin to explain it to her friends? When she didn’t even understand herself?

It was different for the others. They had problems, yeah, but their problems were real. They were understandable. Jordan’s parents splitting up, or Lee liking someone who didn’t like her back. They were normal problems. They could be spoken about.

Like when Meredith told them all about her mum, about why she was always jokey. Everyone had listened and understood. They had cried together, and laughed, as they unravelled Meredith and put her back together. Meredith deserved their understanding.
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Cecilia checked the bills in her purse. She opened the zipper inside her bag and tucked the purse away.

Her dad had bought her the bag in Prague a few months earlier. He’d seen it in a store window on the way to conduct one of his concerts. A symphony orchestra that received rave reviews. He’d been gone a month that time. Newspaper clippings with headings like Johann Walters reaches the zenith of creative passion, had been laid on the kitchen table for inspection. Then came the bag.

He’d thought Cecilia would like it. She did. She liked the stark, white canvas, the China bluebirds etched over its surface. The bamboo rings hugged her shoulder. It was the perfect size, too.

 For this.

Outside, the afternoon was bright. Inside the shopping centre, the light was artificial and ugly. People walked around with plastic bags, shop logos plastered all over them, filled with stuff they thought they needed.

Cecilia’s bag was empty, apart from the purse. So far.

She paused outside the window of the pet shop. It was stage one of the ritual. Today, there were three puppies. Maltese Shitzus. Fluffy balls of fur. They rolled around, climbing on top of each other as though they didn’t know where one finished and another began. Brothers and sisters.

Cecilia was an only child. It was a very deliberate choice. Her parents wanted to give her everything, invest in her life. Dance and school, laptops and iPods. She owed them. A loan, with interest.

Coco’s Internet Cafe was dark, moody. Smelled of coffee. It was a haven from the shopping centre. Domes of dark green light fittings, fringed with black lace, hung over private booths. Cecilia took the last booth. Number ten. Very private.

The second stage of the ritual began. Cecilia fingered her wrist, her pulse, before typing words into the search engine.

The website gave her courage. It built her up. She wasn’t alone anymore. In cyberspace, someone understood. Someone gave advice. Advice that was both gross and fantastic. Especially the tips on how not to get caught.

Cecilia didn’t feel the need to write anything down. It was firmly implanted inside her brain.

She closed the site and went back to the home page. She slipped out of the seat, keeping her head down as she paid at the front counter. She noticed a flash of her school’s uniform as someone headed down towards her booth. Legs she didn’t recognise, thank God.

She looked around before she entered the supermarket. Stage three of the ritual. She kept checking as she walked the aisles. Didn’t see anyone she knew.

Aisle two was the starting point. It was important to keep everything in order. Savoury first. Chips. The biggest packets were on sale. That was a bonus because she didn’t like spending her parent’s money stupidly. She knew how hard they worked for it. Three packets went into the trolley, blanketed under the canvas bag.

It was important to put her thoughts into compartments, to separate the stages. This was the time for purchasing goods. It was the flat part of the slide, where she could sit for a moment before … whoosh … she was off. This was the preparation, and she didn’t need to think, yet, about what she was preparing for.

Maybe she wouldn’t even end up doing it?

The wheels of the trolley seemed to have a mind of their own. Cecilia had to use all of her strength to swivel around the corner, to push into aisle six.

Sweet, now. Chocolate-covered biscuits. Marshmallows were perfect. Better than chips, because they were soft. Would be soft, too, afterwards.

Ice-cream was difficult. For ice-cream, she would need to use the freezer in the kitchen. For anyone to see. Better just to get one tub. Two at the max.

As she unstacked the trolley at the checkout, Cecilia was edgy. This bit was dangerous. Anyone could be in the queues, even though she’d chosen the least popular supermarket.

Just in case, Cecilia layered her bag over part of the load until the checkout chick pushed the button to move the conveyer.

‘Hello,’ the girl said. She had a giant pimple on her chin that was kind of mesmerising. ‘And what do you have planned for the rest of the evening?’

Cecilia bit her lip. ‘Nothing much,’ she said. ‘Nothing much.’
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Nobody was home on Thursday nights. Johann had orchestra practice. Her mother, Hannah, did overtime at Legal Aid. Pro bono. Helping.

Every other night, Cecilia had dance training. Dancing off the molecules of fruit and salad she had allowed herself. That was followed by homework, and then in bed early, because she needed to stay focused.

She was so sick of staying focused, of trying to get everything right. And what was the point, really, when life just kept on spinning off the rails regardless?

A note on the fridge in her mother’s handwriting suggested that she put in a little extra practice on her pirouettes. Johann had prepared dinner for her, a stir-fry. There were music scores on the bench beside the wok. He never stopped working. Neither of them did, really. They were role models of success.

Cecilia dumped most of the dinner into a plastic bag and took the bag to the outside bin. She left snow peas on her plate. They both knew she didn’t like snow peas.

They both knew nothing about her.

In her room, under the bed, there was the stash. In the canvas bag. Cecilia was barely sitting down before she began.

There was an order to how she did it. She knew it off by heart. There was relief, surrender, as she crammed chips into her mouth. Each mouthful made her more hungry. Her body was a black hole, screaming to be filled.

She had to be quick, had to rush, couldn’t afford too much time or her body would begin to digest. The food would become part of her, lodged and permanent. It would grow inside her.

She took sips of water between the mouthfuls. Another helpful tip from the website. It would aid the process, help to soften the mass of food. For later.

The swap from savoury to sweet was seamless. The tastes overlapped.

Cecilia sat on the carpet next to her bed, stuffing down marshmallows. The ice-cream was liquid. She drank it.

Her mouth was still full when she lit a scented candle. She locked the door of the ensuite, though no-one was home. It was her very own ensuite, complete with matching towels and tiny soaps in a circle, because she had everything, didn’t she?

Cecilia held her hair back with one hand. With the other, two fingers down her throat. A flutter of fingertips on tonsils was all it took. A lurch of the gut, and everything surged upwards. The chips had been a mistake – she had forgotten that the website had a tip on that too. There were jagged bits in her throat, and it hurt as they vaulted from throat to toilet. Her arm circled the toilet bowl, her knees pressed on the cold tiles.

Again and again, until nothing more would come. Until there was nothing more inside her. Nothing.

The cleaning was part of it. Cecilia scrubbed the toilet. She wiped around the sink. She replaced the soiled hand towel with an identical clean one. Folded it, arranged the soaps. She broke a brand-new toothbrush from its packet and cleaned her teeth and brushed her hair.

Only after that did the shame hit. Along with the raw throat, the aching stomach.

Cecilia unlocked the door of the ensuite and walked like an old lady into the bedroom. Her white leotard hung from the doorknob, reminding her of two mistakes she’d made during the dance recital. Her mother was right, her pirouette had been sloppy, her pointe work too.

So many mistakes she’d made.

Stripped down to singlet and knickers, Cecilia opened the door of her built-in wardrobe. She angled the mirror to reflect the one on the bathroom door so that she could inspect herself, front and back.

Cecilia could count the flaws until she ran out of numbers.

The front. There were bumps in the singlet when she was standing upright. The nipples stuck out, pointing at the mirror. And there were hips, wide hips that were out of proportion to her top half. There was too much flesh at the top of the thighs.

At least the stomach was concave at the moment. A tiny reward for purging all that food. All that food …

The back was even worse, though. The bulge of her bottom bursting out of those cotton underpants. Thighs like tree trunks. And dimples! Disgusting.

She would have to work harder. She would drag her tired body into her bedroom and she would dance for at least sixty minutes. Three hundred calories.

It was war. Willpower versus weakness.

It felt like weakness was winning.
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The doorbell chimed its orchestra music, clanging against the music blaring from her iPod speakers. Cecilia stopped dancing, stopped the music, froze.

Hers wasn’t the kind of home where people popped in. They made a time. They were expected and prepared for. It was probably the Jehovah’s Witnesses, scouting for souls.

Cecilia’s soul was unavailable. If she stayed still, they would go away.

The cards her friends had given her after the dance recital stared at her from her desk, like three accusations. They were lined up in a row, the spaces perfectly equidistant.

Grace. Courage. Cecilia. She was a fraud. Deserved none of them.

Whoever it was at the door wouldn’t quit. Again and again with Beethoven’s Fifth.

Cecilia groaned. She put on some leggings and a sweat and walked through the kitchen and opened the door.

‘We all need help with these problems, Cec,’ Meredith said, and already she was walking through the door without an invitation. ‘It’s not fair when Colton gives us all this homework.’

Jordan and Lee walked in behind Meredith, not saying anything.

Cecilia scratched her head. She had completed the problems two days ago, moved onto the next chapter. She was ahead of the class schedule, but still behind her own.

Cecilia’s eyes were stuck on Lee. She sensed that there was something going on, something other than maths problems. Lee was the best bet to find out what it was. She was the indicator of truth.

But Cecilia could only glean that Lee was nervous. That she and the girls had an agenda that Lee wasn’t comfortable with. It was in her eyes. They were blinking.

‘Those maths problems were easy,’ Cecilia said softly.

What wasn’t easy was this situation. It felt like a set-up. Cecilia felt the foul taste of bile rising, undoing the clean feeling of toothpaste. She stayed a safe distance from the others, moving back towards the front door, hoping they would get the hint and leave.

‘Cec, can we come in?’ Lee asked. ‘Please?’

They walked past her, heading for her bedroom.

Her maths book and worksheets were laid out on her desk next to the cards. Cecilia silently willed them not to glance down. On the floor next to her bed was a clear plastic bag of rubbish from the binge. She hadn’t taken it to the outside bin yet.

‘So, where are you guys up to so far?’ she asked brightly, pulling the book towards her, holding it up high in the hope of keeping their eyes off the floor.

‘Cec, it’s not about the maths,’ Lee said quietly.

‘No,’ Jordan agreed. ‘It’s not.’

There was something missing from their voices. Or something extra in there. Cecilia wasn’t sure. They were just different.

‘Cec, we’re here to say something. We need to say something to you,’ Meredith said, and it was weird hearing Meredith’s soft and serious tone with no laugh in it.

‘Someone put a note in Lee’s locker,’ Meredith continued. ‘And anyway, we all suspected something was wrong. You never eat at school. Like, never. We’re worried about you, Cec. Cec?’

The nothing inside Cecilia’s stomach was churning. Her heart thumped as violently as it did after an hour straight of dance.

Lee blinked. She passed a torn page from a notepad to Cecilia. The words were handwritten, in writing she didn’t recognise.

I think you should know that your friend was on a website at Coco's Cafe. It's a website that offers tips and tricks for anorexia and bulimia. I hope this information can help you help her.

That was it. There was nothing else on the page. It was already too much.

Cecilia felt the panic shoot through her body, rising up from her toes to her chest. Suddenly, she remembered the school dress, the legs as they walked towards the computer she’d been using. She could have kicked herself. How could she have been so careless? It was so stupid of her not to pay attention.

She had no idea who owned those legs. Who would do this to her?

‘This note doesn’t mean anything,’ Cecilia said, trying to sound calm. ‘It’s probably just some crazy …’

She couldn’t finish. Jordan was crouching down, opening the plastic bag of rubbish. Chip packets, ice-cream container, biscuit crumbs.

Cecilia felt as though she was going to faint. There didn’t seem to be anything she could say. No lie she could weave together, this time.

She wished they would go, leave her alone.

‘Cec, we don’t know who wrote the note,’ Lee said, her voice wobbling a bit, ‘but we do think there’s a problem. And we want to help you. We just don’t understand why you’re doing this to yourself.’

‘We rang a helpline,’ Jordan said, and at least she was shoving the evidence back in the bag. At least now it was out of sight, pushed under the bed. ‘The thing is, they asked a heap of questions that we couldn’t answer. Like, how do you see yourself? Do you have a real sense of how you actually look?’

‘You’re tiny, Cec,’ Meredith joined in. ‘Do you know that? And you’re going to get sick if you keep going like this. We love you, we all do, and we want you to be well. The helpline lady explained that this is an illness, a disease. But she also said that it really needs to be you who rings. Cec, I don’t know how to say this properly. But you’re not just your body, you know.’

Cecilia’s head ached. If only all this noise would go away. If only they would stop talking and asking questions.

‘Go,’ she said. ‘Just get out.’ Cecilia needed this to stop. Now. ‘Just go.’

The silence was deafening.

The girls seemed immune.

‘Cec, talk to us. Please,’ Lee said, and there were tears building up in her eyes.

‘I can’t,’ Cecilia yelled. And she really couldn’t. She wouldn’t have known where to begin. She wouldn’t have known when to stop.

‘I can’t,’ she said again, but this time her voice was soft.

‘Here,’ Lee said, holding a card out to Cecilia. Cecilia didn’t look up. Lee reached over and put it on Cecilia’s desk, next to the card that said Grace. ‘It’s the number for the helpline.’

Cecilia was a robot as they hugged her, one by one. She couldn’t look at anyone. Their footsteps sounded up the hallway. The front door was gently closed.

And then she was alone.
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Cecilia slumped on the carpet floor. She smelled the incense oil, gulped back the nasty taste in her mouth. It was a while before she could think at all.

She stared at the cards on her desk. Reaching under the bed, she brought the plastic bag out from under the bed. She counted the empty packets.

Her throat ached with raw sadness as she took the cards from her desk. Grace. Courage. Cecilia. They went in with the rest of the rubbish. She took the lot to the outside bin.

Her parents came home, one at a time. Cecilia feigned sleep when they stuck their heads in for a good-night kiss.

She hovered on the edge of sleep. Floated in the darkness. She wanted to cry but the tears wouldn’t come. It was as though her body denied a relationship with her mind. As though she didn’t deserve the connection.

The night dragged on and on. This would be her forever. Her future.

She wondered who wrote that note. She hated whoever it was, hated herself for not following the most important tips on that website. Erase your site history! Don’t get caught!

It was suffocating in her room. Cecilia opened a window, but it didn’t help. It was her life that was suffocating. Trying to control everything. Squashing her feelings deep inside her. Creating a web of lies.

Her friends should mind their own business. They shouldn’t be judging her. She was surviving.

But she knew that surviving was different to living.

The digital clock told her it was 3 a.m. The time brought Meredith’s comment back to her, and it was strange how it was Meredith who’d found those words. The new Meredith.

You’re not just your body, Cec.

The torch was where it was supposed to be. Top drawer, left-hand side. The floorboards creaked as Cecilia walked through the kitchen and out into the night. The moon was a crescent, hovering above her. She lifted the lid of the bin and opened the plastic bag on top.

The cards were there. She fished them out. There was a little damage, a tear, a stain, but essentially they were intact. Grace. Courage. Cecilia.

Cecilia leant against the bin. Was this really her? She knew she wasn’t angry with her friends. Or even with whoever wrote the note. She knew what she wasn’t. But what was she?

Afraid.

How had she started down this path? Where would it lead?

Back in her room, the digital clock said 4.15 a.m.

She tried to put the cards back on her desk. Courage wouldn’t stand up. As she leant it against the others, she saw the business card Lee had given her. It had escaped her clean-up.

At 6.15 a.m. the birds were awake. They weren’t singing. There was a rhythm in their calls, but it wasn’t song. Short, shrill bursts, one call answered by another. Obviously not all mornings were meant for singing.

But it was still morning. It was still a fresh start.

Cecilia got out of bed and walked to her desk. She picked up the business card. There was a name and a phone number on one side.

On the other side, in Lee’s beautiful handwriting, was one line:

We love you. We just want you to love you too.

Cecilia dialled. For help.



renee 

Mr Moulton stands outside the classroom, stopping kids from going inside as they arrive from their last classes. I have to be careful with Mr Moulton. He is a special teacher. He gets the best out of me. But it’s risky because he sees my work. On some level, he sees me.

I hover around the back wall, waiting until everyone arrives.

There is something even more intense about Mr Moulton today. He’s in his grey-and-red checked shirt, his faded cowboy boots, his slicked-back hair. His wrist, when he holds it up, jiggles a giant gold watch.

‘We are detouring today, guys,’ he calls out. ‘Everyone to the Art room. Pronto.’

I walk at the back of the herd, down the long corridor, out of the building and into the art block. And I am worried, even then, that something is going to happen. I can feel it in my gut like a knotted rope.

There is movement inside the art room. I can hear footsteps, though I can’t see anything behind the drawn blinds. The door slides open and the art teacher, Carina, steps into the corridor, and next to Mr Moulton. The two of them nod to each other, like conspirators.

‘All right, gang,’ Mr Moulton says, and sometimes he drives you crazy, using words like ‘gang’, even though he is the best. ‘Carina and I have been working with the art students to create an exhibition. And you guys have been the impetus for this exhibition, even though you’re not aware of it. We were inspired by the work you handed in a few weeks back. You’ll see what work I’m referring to when you enter this room.’

I gulp. I feel dizzy and light-headed. I assure myself it’s not the piece of work that leaps into my mind.

‘We have tried to create a mood inside these doors,’ Carina says, her voice low and soothing.

She screams art teacher with that voice, and what her voice doesn’t tell me, her clothes make up for. Long and flowing.

‘What we ask of you all is to stay quiet in there,’ she continues. ‘Try to soak up the experience, the atmosphere, and use this time to connect with yourselves and each other.’

‘Yes, oh noble teachers, we shall be yen,’ Dylan blurts, prompting laughs that ring around the corridor.

‘You mean zen, idiot,’ Meredith says, giving Dylan a friendly whack in the arm.

And it’s pretty funny how Sam rubs his own arm in sympathy. Kind of cute how Meredith gives him a whack too, so as not to leave him out.

Meredith has pulled back in some ways lately. She isn’t quite as loud, isn’t quite as over the top, but it seems that she has found a balance. She has kept her sense of humour.

I wonder how she did it.

Carina and Mr Moulton wait for everyone to recover. Then Carina slides the door open slowly, theatrically.

It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, for my ears to adjust to Mr Moulton’s trademark classical music.

The art students are in year 12. They are scattered around the room, some seated, some standing. They are all looking very zen. In the centre of the room there are four whiteboards on rollers. At the base of each whiteboard is a spotlight, which shines upwards to highlight each …

Each poem.

I shuffle around the room in a trance, trying not to look. But I can’t help myself. It’s like witnessing a car crash. I have to look. The first poem I see confirms my fears. I know whose poem it is, though there’s no name on the page. I quickly scan the other poems in view and I am relieved that at least they are all anonymous.

Kindness leaps out from those blue eyes 
Accidental. She doesn’t know 
Her beauty, but it’s there 
For itself. Not for show.

Cecilia’s poem has been printed out in giant, flowing type. Next to it is an amazing picture, an oil painting. The painting shows two girls with their arms around each other. One of them has hazel eyes, the other blue. At first glance I think they are ordinary girls, ordinary though beautiful. But, when I look more carefully, I notice that there were gossamer wings, almost transparent, poking up over the shoulders of the blue-eyed girl.

I am transfixed for a moment. I stand directly in front of the work, forgetting myself until Cecilia and Lee move next to me. Then I step backwards, maybe a little too quickly. Suspiciously. For a fleeting moment I wonder if they suspect it was me who put the note in Lee’s locker. I wonder if they thought it was creepy, and whether it had hurt, or helped …

They don’t notice the sudden movement. They don’t notice. Of course.

The sound of boys’ laughter interrupts my thoughts. Stepping sideways, I can see what’s causing the laughter. The picture next to the poem they are looking at is of a pair of skinny legs in work boots. There’s a giant ruler about to whack the legs. The poem’s title is ‘Faster, you Fool’. I can tell straight away that it’s Dylan’s, because Jack and Sam are teasing him about his part-time job on a building site. Teasing him about the boss who calls him a fool and a cretin.

I watch the boys as Carina tells them to calm down. I can see she isn’t as cross as she’s making out. The edges of her mouth are turned upwards in amusement as the boys carry on, giving each other sly corkies and spurting bursts of laughter just when you think they’ll finally stop.

Carina looks at me then, eyebrows raised as though we share the mixture of humour and impatience at their behaviour. I don’t know what look to shoot back. I never quite know, can never quite trust myself. I start walking around the whiteboards, looking, reading.

Mr Moulton is right. A lot of the poems are good. So are the pictures that back them. They add depth, enhance the meaning of the words.

I immerse myself.

By the time I look around again, I see heaps of kids gathered together. And more kids are walking towards the whiteboard in the centre of the room. Other than footsteps, the room is quiet. I walk over too, stand behind the crowd.

My heart thumps.

It’s my poem everybody’s looking at. ‘Outside In.’

My eyes water as I study the picture next to it.

It’s watercolour, and the shades are muted, delicate. There are splashes of colour. It’s a girl in a dress coloured by the sun. She’s crouching down. But it’s her eyes that draw me in. It’s those eyes that echo my poem. Soulful. Haunted. Hopeful.

Whoever drew that picture had understood exactly what I wanted to say.

I notice that Cecilia’s shoulders are shaking. Jordan wraps her arms around her. I notice that Lee and Meredith also stick close to Cecilia. It makes me think that they have done something with the note. Maybe they confronted Cecilia? Maybe I sparked some reaction in her? But I’m guessing. I’m always guessing.

‘Mr M, I absolutely have to know who wrote this,’ Meredith says. ‘Who was it?’

I freeze as Mr Moulton replies.

‘It’s up to the person whether they want to reveal themselves,’ he says, and I can feel his body turn in my direction, but he doesn’t look at me.

When I look back at the girls, I see that Jordan is holding hands with Lee. It has never occurred to me before that Jordan might be anything less than bulletproof. But it hits me now. And it fills my head with wonder.

What else has never occurred to me?

What else might I have missed?

I cross my arms tightly. I feel like I did when I was a little girl, after I’d spun around and around and I was about to fall down.

Because I am going to do it.

I am the one. I am the girl at the back of the room that no-one looks at, that no-one notices.

‘It’s my poem,’ I say. ‘My name’s Renee.’
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‘Hi, Renny. How was your day?’

‘It was fine,’ I say, but I am wary. Dad’s home very early. He and Mum are sitting at the kitchen table. ‘How come you’re home, Dad?’

‘Dad’s been offered another job,’ Mum says. ‘In Sydney. He’s home so we can all talk about it.’

I touch my forehead. This is déjà vu.

‘It’s quite a big job, Renny,’ Dad says. ‘It’s a promotion, and it would mean more money. Also, a house on the harbour, so we could really live it up –’

‘No,’ I say, interrupting.

And I know that I have to find the words to explain myself. I know that Dad will require an argument, an essay, to convince him. It will have to be logical and ordered because that’s how his mind works.

But I am going to give him something different.

‘I can’t move again,’ I say. ‘Every time it happens, it shakes my world. Shakes me, and then I don’t know who I am for the longest time. But I’m starting to find out, Dad, I’m finally finding out, and it’s hard and it’s exciting and it’s terrifying, but I need to stay put to figure me out. I need to stay put to give other people a chance to figure me out.’

He was shocked, at first. The debate rang around the table. After a while I took a break and went up to my room. I sat on my bed. But there had been too many beds and too many bedrooms, and I went downstairs for round two.

It was late that night when we decided.

To stay.



Outside In 

Feels like everyone else’s got the answers 
You got shadows, they got light 
You just got a heap of questions 
While they got everything right 

Feels like someone made your body 
Somebody else made your mind 
A mismatch in so many ways 
You were always one step behind 

While the others found each other 
You were left alone 
A magic ring around their world 
That kept you from their zone 

You try to settle in your shadow life 
Don’t know where you end, or begin 
But you wonder, sometimes, if they feel it too? 
Inside out and outside in.
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